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Based in Yorkshire in the UK, HARRIET SHEARSMITH runs her award-winning Toby & Roo blog from home. She is a breath of fresh air in the parenting world, where mothers can relate to her hacks which are aimed at simplifying everyday life while raising a smile. With over 100k dedicated Instagram followers, she reaches 1–2 million people each month across all her platforms and offers indispensable tips for busy working mums to help get them through each day.

www.tobyandroo.com
Instagram: @tobyandroo
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How to Use This Ebook

Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken straight to that chapter.

Look out for linked text (which is in blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related sections.

You can double tap images and tables to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.


Introduction

‘Give me that backkkkkkk!’ I can hear them bickering over their toys in the background while I try to get a little bit of work done, but to be honest I don’t have the energy to shout ‘Stoppppp bloodyyyyy fightinggggg!’ one more time today. And it’s only 12.52 pm. I’m tired, I have deadlines and the house looks as if a bull that has been stung by a wasp has rampaged through it. A bull with a particular fancy for L.O.L dolls and Barbies.

Before I had kids, I remember everyone telling me that motherhood was the most rewarding thing they had ever done, that it was hard but ‘oh so worth it’. What they didn’t tell me was quite HOW hard it can be. How some days it can feel utterly incapacitating to be a mother, a wife, a worker and everything in between. When your new bundle arrives, you’re given somewhat of a free pass, aren’t you? ‘Ooh don’t be too hard on yourself, the laundry can wait,’ they say. But it won’t wait forever, will it? How long can you really go with no clean pants… a question I wouldn’t dream of pushing any new mum to try and answer.

The thing is, what they don’t tell you is that modern motherhood is the lifestyle equivalent of someone cooking a recipe and going freestyle. They have all the ingredients life is supposed to have, but then they get handy. Sprinkle in a bit of workplace pressure and inflexibility, add a teaspoon of wanting that modern, Pinterest-style house, a dash of ‘does my partner still fancy me?’ and a shaving of mum guilt on top.

In short, modern motherhood can be a bit of a bitch.

Of course, it can also be wonderful, and I do love it. But that is not why I have written this book. It’s not full of the lovely, fluffy mumsy stuff that you can find on any #blessed instagram post. What I want to share with you is all the solid, practical tips that have seen me through the first ten years of life as a mother of three children and helped me survive. All these things have enabled me to see the wonderful when my eyes have been twitching from the difficult.

Mummin’ It is filled with tips, hacks, advice and personal experiences that I hope will help make your life just that little bit simpler so you can focus on all the things that make motherhood and being a modern woman genuinely rewarding. Keep it on your coffee table or book shelf, and please don’t feel the pressure to find 30 minutes to read it with a coffee as this is probably an unrealistic fantasy. I’ve deliberately designed it so you can dip in and out. Flick to the checklists in the travel section before you go abroad, earmark that hack for getting your oven spotless after the birthday cake (you felt pressured to bake) exploded in there or you left the casserole in too long (because you needed to answer a work email)… however you use it, this book is for you.

From one mother to another.
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I love food. I love to eat it, talk it, cook it, dream about it – my bedtime therapy is to watch endless food videos on Instagram before I doze off. I save them with absolutely every intention of trying them out one day, but I rarely do. In fact, I really ought to give that a go…

Food is a huge part of my life. As a serial snacker on the sofa, as a wife who loves a good dinner date, and as a mum who’s greeted every afternoon post school with: ‘Hi mum, what’s for dinner?’. I could go on and on, culminating in the ultimate food glory that is a takeaway in bed, but I will spare you the trauma of giving you that mental image in too much detail.

Fortunately for me, I’ve always loved cooking. I think it comes from my own mum and grandma’s love of cooking. I admit I have none of their artistic flare for crafting a rose out of icing or making a birthday cake that doesn’t suggest that its baker maybe had one too many gins before the decoration phase. No, I’m not a pretty cook, but I am a good and enthusiastic cook and am never afraid to take the whole family with me on a foray into the culinary unknown. This means that I have two children who are largely willing to try anything, and I have Edith, who is my curveball child. Her diet largely consists of pasta, chips, chocolate and my sanity. Getting her to try new things is becoming a little easier as she gets older, but it requires constant cajoling, much muttered swearing and the occasional shouted ‘will you just eat it!!!’ – all the things those parenting experts tell you not to do.
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Even as a baby, Edith was always the one who would rather have ‘boobie’ than anything else and, like most kids who are third or fourth or fifth in line, her first taste of food was a far cry from the homemade purées I made for her siblings. In fact, it was a chip, slipped to her by my eldest, Reuben, when mummy was trying to get Toby to sit still. From then on, it became a thing – if she saw chips on other people’s plates, she would bounce and reach. We have since pipped chips to the post as a favourite food, replacing them with the equally beige pasta. I can confirm that she still refers to green food and herbs as ‘leaves’. One of the things I have learnt with Edith and her fussiness is to roll with it. When she was smaller it would always cause me such stress – why didn’t she love food the way the rest of us did? Am I sure she is mine? Now, we have a rule of trying something and if it’s really not liked, that’s OK. Does it always work? Of course not, but we try and I don’t stress out when she isn’t playing ball.

Despite the challenges meal times can sometimes hold for us as parents, they still remain one of my favourite times of the day. We all come together and talk about what we did during our days, what we enjoyed, what we didn’t. It’s a time to regroup as a family, a time to hit the pause button on everything, if only for 20 minutes or so. Even when meal times don’t involve the family or a home cooked meal, food will always be a love in my life.

Now I have filled you with excitement at the prospect of taking cookery and family food tips from me, I think we should probably just get on with it, don’t you?



Meal planning

If you had told me at the age of nineteen that I was one day going to be excited about sitting down and creating a weekly meal plan, I would have laughed at you. Literally howled as I swaggered away in my teeny tiny skirt. Yet here we are. Not only am I thrilled by meal plans, but I’ve included a nice chunky section on meal planning in this book. And this is why – it will change your family life for the better. It will save you time, money and sanity. Three pretty big things, in my eyes.
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Why would I meal plan, Harriet?

There are so many reasons. Initially, I was sceptical. What if we didn’t fancy Spag Bol on Tuesday, or we went out for an impromptu dinner one night? However, I’ve realised that planning ahead gives you a structure and there is also flexibility in it. Of course, things don’t always go to plan and you can use up any leftover food the following week to cut down on waste.

TIME

There is something liberating about knowing what you’re having for dinner. Whether you work at home or another location, you’re always going to be busy and suddenly that dinner hour creeps up on you and BAM, you’re faced with a horde of hungry people. You’re hungry too but strangely, as you stare into the fridge, nothing inspires you. Everything feels like it takes too long or is too complicated and all you can do is reach for the pasta again. However, if you put a stew on the meal plan, you know that you need to whack it in the slow cooker, so perhaps you do it in the morning and then there it is, right when you need it, at the end of a long day. Maybe you know that on a Wednesday you have gymnastics club after school, or you have a meeting at work until late, so having something pre-prepared is invaluable. Alternatively, you can do something simple, like beans on toast or a stir-fry that takes minutes to throw together. Whatever the meal, planning it will save you time.

MONEY

It will also save you money – moola, skrilla, dosh. Whatever you call it, we all want to save it for more important meals, like a Friday night takeaway, or that meal you’ve been looking forward to with the girls. Planning meals can save you a lot of money in two ways:

Firstly, you only buy what you need and don’t overdo it. If you’re not nipping to the shop for that ‘one thing’ (that turns into multiple things) that you need for a recipe, you’ll spend far less in the long run.

Secondly, you save money because you can adhere to a strict budget. If you only have a certain amount to spend on food shopping each week then you can tailor a meal plan to that effect. There are some wonderful blogs and books out there that can give you recipes for as little as a pound or two per family of four. If you’re strapped, meal planning really is your essential tool.

ENCOURAGES EXPLORATION

Meal planning also hauls you out of those meal ruts. My other half, Adam, once turned to me just after dinner and, in the sort of voice you would use to approach a wild animal, he said, ‘Do you mind if we have something different for tea tomorrow?’ After a bit of yelling about how Adam should cook his own bloody dinner if he didn’t like my meals, I worked out that we had been eating the same six meals on rotation for weeks and weeks. I had got stuck on all the things I knew the kids would eat and the things I knew how to cook well. While I wouldn’t say that is a major issue, it’s really good to switch it up every so often. There will be evenings when you try a meal and you think ‘all that effort and no one liked it’ – but you tried it, you explored something new and you can make a note that it’s not the one. And similarly, there will be nights when you strike gold, when they exclaim, ‘We love it!’ and the feeling of satisfaction that brings is just the best.

ENVIRONMENT

Yes, meal planning is good for the environment. No, I haven’t just pulled that out of my arse, it’s true! It leads to less waste and waste is bad for the environment.

TOP TIP

If you’re really keen to focus on the environment with your meal plans, you can find out if there are any refill/zero waste shops near you where you can (sometimes) take your own container and ditch the packaging altogether. You can get rice, pasta, pulses and spices and they’re often a lot cheaper too. Try searching your location on zerowastenear.me


NUMBER 1 TIP
FOR MEAL PLANNING:

Accept that some nights it won’t go to plan and that’s ok! Use last week’s ‘fails’ as this week’s ‘wins’ – create a meal this week out of leftovers from last week.





So, what is the best way to meal plan for a family?

I feel like a bit of a wally telling someone ‘how’ to meal plan – it’s not rocket science and maybe you’re thinking that I’m a bit of a patronising cow. However, over the years, I’ve discovered a few best practices when it comes to meal planning that have helped me stay on track.

LOOK AT WHO AND WHEN

Sounds daft, but it’s not. In our house, we have five people who would normally sit down for dinner between 5 and 6 pm. Now, if that actually happened every night then it would all be a doddle, but that isn’t the reality of family life. On at least one evening, Toby has football practice and then eats with Adam on the way home and so, on those days, I don’t have to think about what those two might like/not like.

Always look at who is going to be home and when, then plan accordingly. Need something fast because you don’t get home until 5.30 pm and they are all famished? Great, then you need a meal that is either done and waiting for you or can be ready in under 15 minutes. Everyone’s at home and you have a bit of time to spare? Then you can choose something with longer prep.

DON’T LET AGE HOLD YOU BACK

To elaborate – don’t let your kids’ ages hold you back. I learnt with Toby, that once he started weaning, I didn’t need to do something different for him. If we were eating a casserole, I would simply purée some for him. If we were eating a Sunday roast, he would have some veggies and Yorkshire pudding as finger food. It was so liberating to realise that I didn’t need to cook different things for him or waste money on pouches for the house. (I bought them for when we were out and about because they were SO much easier.)

[image: illustration] DID YOU KNOW? If you are an online food shopper, then check out whether your supermarket of choice offers a scheme where you pay a monthly subscription and your deliveries are free. It can save you quite a bit each month.

TRY SOMETHING NEW EACH WEEK

If you want to force yourself out of your comfort zone and even enjoy a little creativity, then try something new every week. It could be that you want to try and cut back on your meat consumption, so a Meatless Monday is your chance to try a vegetarian recipe, or it might be that you want to try a specific food you haven’t before, like jackfruit. It could even be that you want to cook something fairly standard but try a recipe you have never done before. Whatever tickles your pickle, use your meal planning to make it happen once a week.

UTILISE PINTEREST

Ahh Pinterest, the place where our dreams of gloriously designed pantries and beautiful craft projects are held. While Pinterest seems like a place that is utterly unrealistic, it’s actually my favourite place to find recipes. The internet has replaced cook books and magazines as my number one spot to grab new ideas for dinners and Pinterest is my Google of food. I type in things like ‘vegetarian meals in 15 minutes’ or ‘chicken casserole recipes’ or ‘quick family meals’ and it always delivers. And the best part is that it’s always being updated!

DO THE SHOPPING AS YOU GO

If you’re someone who gets their food delivered, I recommend you do your online shop at the same time as you plan your meals. You can select a recipe, check the cupboard and then add the necessary ingredients to your order. If you don’t shop online, you can still write your shopping list as you plan.

ALWAYS CHECK YOUR CUPBOARDS AND SEARCH RECIPES BY INGREDIENTS

Remember what I said about cutting down on waste? The easiest way to do this is to check your cupboards and work from there. Typing into Pinterest ‘recipes using XYZ’ will often yield results that will help you use up the products from the deep dark depths of your cupboard. It helps you save space in your kitchen too!

DON’T FORGET TO WRITE DOWN WHERE YOU FOUND THE RECIPE

Nothing is more annoying than buying all the ingredients and then having no idea where you got the recipe. It’s just not what you need at 4 pm on a Monday afternoon when you’re trying to crack on with dinner. Make a note on your meal plan of where to find your recipe (even if that is a link saved in your phone’s notes).
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LOOKING FOR BRILLIANT BUDGET MEALS?

I highly recommend Jack Monroe’s books for realistic, affordable meals. And you can find a tonne of recipes for free at her blog cookingonabootstrap.com
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Budgeting the meal plan

Saving money and sticking to a budget is such a huge advantage of meal planning that it’s important, I feel, to go all the way. So, here are a few more tips.

DITCH THE BRANDS

Ditch brands and shop the supermarket-own range. I tried this last week as a comparative shop and you know how much I saved? Enough for a ticket at the cinema. Not even joking. The pennies on each item quickly accumulate into pounds, and there is often not much difference in the taste or quality of the product, or at least not enough difference to be an issue for you if you are trying to cut costs. If that doesn’t sound like much, then multiply it by 52 weeks in the year!

STICK TO THE SIMPLE

A bugbear of mine is that often the recipes that I want to try, which are something a bit ‘different’, are the ones that are the most expensive. We found an absolutely wonderful gumbo recipe that was truly unusual and everyone loved it. However, unfortunately, it was damned expensive to make. Sticking to simpler but nutritionally balanced meals is often a good idea if you are trying to cut cost.

MAKE IT, DON’T BUY IT

Time is a luxury and something most of us don’t have, so while this is something to bear in mind, it might not be an easy option for the majority of us who are busy working our arses off. IF you can, making things, like bread, is a lot cheaper than buying it, as is making stock and using every last bit of your food. Again, we’re talking time-intensive so it might not be for you, but on those chilled Sunday mornings maybe have a go at making some bread with the kids. It’s a double whammy as not only does it save you some pennies, it also keeps them entertained (for approximately 4 minutes until they get bored and leave you to finish it off alone).
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PRE-EMPTIVE SHOPPING

There are two ways to do this – if you’re an online shopper, then look at what items are on offer before you create your meal plan. If you’re an in-store shopper, head straight to the reduced section, buy a selection of items and then build meals around that. It doesn’t always work, as frequently the only things you will find in the reduced section are ready meals and things you can’t really use, but it can occasionally be useful.

CHANGE UP YOUR MEATS OR DITCH THEM ALTOGETHER

Second only to household cleaning products (the killer on my weekly shop), I would recommend changing your meats or ditching them completely. Thighs instead of breasts, turkey instead of beef mince, changing out beef for veggies in recipes. Quorn is actually more expensive, but beans are cheap in comparison to beef and make a lush lentil and bean stew.

[image: illustration] TOP TIP Ask the bakery section in your local supermarket if they have any fresh yeast you can have – they often give it to you for freeeee!
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After the meal plan…

So now you have your meal plan and that’s it, right?

Well, yes and no. Yes, most likely you’re a full grown adult who can work out how to cook stuff for themselves and doesn’t need me to tell you what to do with a meal plan that you have created. And no, because every day I read a new mum hack somewhere or someone shares something online about what they do to make their lives easier and simpler and I just didn’t think of it. Every day really is a school day.

So, while that might be the end of my ‘meal plan tips’, I thought it was the perfect prelude to some ideas for how to make your kitchen a simpler and thus happier place.



The kitchen hotlist

You know how you have those celeb hotlists? Well, this is the same but, you know, for kitchens. Less ‘thirsty’ and more *actually thirsty*. Beyond the everyday products that we all have in our kitchen, these are the extras that I value for making my life so much easier.



PRESSURE COOKER

I can’t begin to express to you how much I love my pressure cooker – it is a love affair Disney wishes it had written – and it’s first on the list because it is the one that I use most often. I’d recommend a pressure cooker over a slow cooker any day and if you invest in a decent one that has a slow cooker setting, you have two functions in one. I have the Pressure King Pro (sounds kinky) and it’s excellent. It’s also worth pointing out that when we had our extension and no kitchen for weeks and weeks on end, this was a life saver; a small kitchen all in one. It fries, it bakes, it slow-cooks and it does it all at super-speed.
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HAND BLENDER

One of the things that I have learnt to do over the years is blend veggies into Edith’s food. The poor kid is oblivious that she is being fed the good stuff against her will. Insert evil laugh here. In the past, I always had a food blender but, when we did up the kitchen, I got rid of it and found that my hand blender is better, cheaper and easier to use. If you’re making smoothies and such, you probably still want a proper blender, or at the very least a hand blender with attachments, but for soups and sauces a little hand blender, such as this one from Kitchen Aid, is the tool to have.
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MANDOLINE SLICER

This is a nifty little tool that cuts, slices, dices, cubes, mashes and shreds your food, thus making meal prep ridiculously easy. Everything is done in minutes and, when you’re hard-pressed for time, this is an amazing thing. Best of all? You can bag a decent one, such as this mandoline slicer
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MICROWAVE RICE COOKER




FOOD STORAGE
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The ‘How do we get them to eat it?!’ section
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So how do you get kids to eat the things you put in front of them?



Here are a few things that work for me:

BALANCE IT OUT


HIDE THE GOOD STUFF


LET THEM HELP YOU COOK


PICKY LUNCHES
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BE FIRM
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NO TREATS


PUT THE UNKNOWN IN THE KNOWN
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Homemade chicken nuggets with hidden treasure




INGREDIENTS
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Mum’s meal bingo
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Making food more fun




INSULATED CONTAINER
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REUSABLE POUCHES AND SNACK BAGS
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ICE LOLLY MAKERS
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THE SANDWICH CUTTER




DIVIDED PLATES
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Simple chicken curry

(INSPIRED BY TAMING TWINS’ ORIGINAL RECIPE)


INGREDIENTS
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Cooking with kids
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Get organised









MUM’S BAKING/COOKING CHECKLIST:














Baking bread with kids
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Simple brownies


INGREDIENTS
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A little chef’s tools




ROTARY GRATER
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CHILD-FRIENDLY KNIVES
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THE LEARNING TOWER
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UTENSILS
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Lemon slices


INGREDIENTS
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PYO (pick your own)
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WHY PICK YOUR OWN WHEN YOU CAN GRAB IT IN THE SUPERMARKET?






Rum pot


INGREDIENTS
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Simple strawberry and vanilla jam


INGREDIENTS
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Gifting homemade treats
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Easy cheat’s mince pies



FOR THE FILLING:








FOR THE PASTRY:
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So, what should go in my hamper?
















[image: illustration]
















[image: illustration]


Stained glass biscuits



INGREDIENTS
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Homemade soap


YOU WILL NEED
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So what makes a hamper… special?
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THE BASKET


TISSUE PAPER


CONFETTI & SPARKLES


GIFT BOXES FOR SWEET TREATS


RIBBONS & GIFT TAGS
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