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About the Book




Nigella Collection: a vibrant new look for Nigella’s classic cookery books; previously published as Kitchen.

‘A little pottering in the kitchen gives me that feeling I find so crucial, of being in a fixed, familiar place in a whirling world. So here it is, from my kitchen to yours: cosy, cocooning food.’

The classic family recipe book by Nigella Lawson. Kitchen is packed with feel-good food for cooks and eaters that solves all your everyday cooking quandaries, from what to cook for Sunday lunch or how to give children food they’ll eat, to how to rustle up an impromptu dinner party menu or a gluten-free cake. As well as her mouthwatering recipes, Nigella rounds up her kitchen must-haves: essential kitchen equipment and standby ingredients.

With luscious photography, easy family recipes, indulgent food writing and a beautiful hardback design, this is a book you will treasure for many years as well as a delicious gift for friends and family. 

Part 1: Kitchen Quandaries

What’s for tea? – everyday eating made simple for all ages

Hurry up, I’m hungry! – quick meals and easy suppers for those frantic days

Easy does it – dinner party ideas that won’t try your temper

Cook it better – waste-saving recipes

My sweet solution – problem-solving pudding recipes
 
Off the cuff – quick dinner ideas for feasts from the fridge-freezer and store cupboard

Part 2: Kitchen Comforts

Chicken and its place in my kitchen – chicken recipes to soothe the soul

A dream of hearth and home – comforting weekend baking, from muffins and cupcakes to brownies, scones and cakes

At my table – steak, casserole, lasagne and much more: easy suppers to share with friends

The solace of stirring – finding comfort in risotto
 
The bone collection – ham hocks, spare ribs, braised beef and other meaty treats for the die-hard carnivore

Kitchen pickings – easy cocktails and party food

The cook’s cure for Sunday-night-itis – cosy and substantial supper ideas that require little effort from the cook
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        ‘I love Nigella Lawson’s writing and I love her recipes’ – Delia Smith

        ‘There’s an intelligence to the way she writes and she expects a certain intelligence of her readers as well’ – Nigel Slater

        “I am unapologetic about being a home cook rather than a chef.

        Real cooking, the sort that goes on in homes, does not have to be tricksy or difficult. A dish of chicken poached with leeks and carrots definitely isn’t fancy. But it tastes good, and feels essentially nourishing, to both body and soul, to cook and eat. 

        I want you to feel that I’m there with you, in the kitchen, as you cook. My books are the conversations we might be having.”

        Nigella Lawson has written nine bestselling cookery books, including the classics How To Eat and How to Be A Domestic Goddess – the book that launched a thousand cupcakes. These books, her TV series and her Quick Collection apps, have made her a household name around the world. In 2014 she was voted Best Food Personality at the Observer Food Monthly Awards. 

        www.nigella.com

@Nigella_Lawson

        ‘Her prose is as nourishing as her recipes’ – Salman Rushdie, Observer

        ‘Miss Lawson is the Thinking Person’s Cook. She tells stories, she explains why things must be the way she says they must be... enlightenment and sensual pleasure’ – Jeanette Winterson, The Times
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When I was young, and even longer ago, cookery books used to contain counsel called, according to the French classical tradition,"batterie de cuisine", in other words, a slightly panic-inducing list of all those pieces of kit and equipment that any cook worthy of the title should own. Don’t worry, I shan’t be visiting that kind of finger-wagging bossiness on you. I mean, really: how much or how little you buy for your kitchen is up to you. And even then, no one has a free rein. There are likely to be constraints before you even start: budget being one, space another.

Anyway, most kitchen items are a luxury, and a very pleasurable indulgence; all that is actually needed for the cooking itself is fire, a receptacle and something to stir with. Still, I am hesitant about sounding too austere on the matter. As Imelda Marcos was to shoes, I am to the whole covetable arena of kitchen items and equipment (foodstuffs included). How then, could I advise too spartan an approach in you? For me, buying stuff for the kitchen is one of the great joys of life. While I’m not entirely innocent of extravagance, the truth is many gadgets cost a lot less than clothes, and what’s more you don’t have to try them on.

Still, it is all too easy to clutter up a kitchen with stuff you want, or feel you might need, but cannot find room for, even without spending a lot of money. My advice is not to buy anything – even if you’ve found it on eBay for a pound – if storing it is going to outweigh the advantage of using it; there is nothing more annoying than having to heave bowls and pans out of densely packed drawers and cupboards every time you need to prepare or cook something. If you can’t house a piece of kit in relative comfort, it’s better to make do without it.

Similarly (maybe this is just because I am a lazy wimp – though, in my defence, a lazy wimp with a history of back problems), I don’t think it’s worth having any piece of equipment, however brilliant, if you can never quite summon the effort and strength to lift it. Enormous unwieldiness can be my undoing. In the same way, equipment that needs too much care and attention defeats me in the end. I love cast iron, the high-maintenance male of the kitchen equipment world, but I have given away all my cast-iron skillets bar one, since their stagger-inducing weight, too much for my limp wrists, combined with the seasoning they require, make me end up resenting as opposed to cherishing them.

I make an exception for enamelled cast-iron cookware – although I sometimes feel I’m emitting the serve-accompanying grunt of a lady tennis player as I heave casserole from cupboard to stove – simply because they cook so well and you can serve food in them, too, so you save on equipment and washing-up. That said, they are, I agree, eye-wateringly expensive. Over the years, I’ve built up a collection, and the small- and medium-sized round casseroles (respectively 26cm diameter/5.3 litres and 24cm/4.2 litres) are among a number of items that get enough usage to merit their being left helpfully by my stove. But if I had to choose just a single piece among this collection, it would probably be the one that’s often referred to as a buffet casserole (though I don’t know why) and is wide, shallowish, slightly dome-lidded and incredibly versatile. I mostly use the bigger of the two sizes (30cm diameter/3.2 litres), but if you were cooking more often just for two, the smaller one (26cm/2 litres) would make more sense.

And, although the enamelled cast-iron ware is expensive, it is extraordinarily enduring. In fact, one of my casseroles – a legacy from my mother – had been a wedding present to my parents, and they married in 1956. Not for nothing are such sturdy beauties known in America as “heirloom pieces”. There are two courses of action that follow from all this: the first is that you save yourself money without sacrificing quality by buying this type of cookware second-hand (or pre-owned as they say Stateside). Regard it as vintage. And, as I say, since a casserole bought in the Fifties is still going strong chez moi, I don’t see that it matters if the one you buy happens to be old. The other corollary here is that you should either go for the good, expensive stuff or buy cheap and be prepared to replace when necessary. The middle ground – unless there is a particular design you can’t resist – is not worth considering. This is particularly apropos when it comes to saucepans, frying pans and roasting tins. In that non-existent world without budgetary restraints, all would be copper-bottomed. The heat really is more evenly conducted, so food doesn’t stick as much; thus the benefits are reaped in both the cooking and the washing-up. Still, I have quite a few cheapo-tins that I simply know I must line with foil if the pan is not to need two days’ soaking and a good 40 minutes’ scrubbing later.

Don’t make the mistake, either (and this goes with all purchases related to cooking and eating, even the value you place on having a dining room), of concentrating more on the times you entertain, overlooking how much more often – even as a profligate socializer – you eat normally, that’s to say, without flourish or company. To wit here: I find a small roasting tin that comfortably takes a chicken makes a huge difference to everyday cooking; what’s more I think the juices that run off are stronger, and the skin crisper and the top more desirably caramelized, when the bird or joint being roasted is contained in a tin that hasn’t too much room to spare. Plus, it’s easier to store and lighter to lift. My particular preference is for a 28cm round roaster that does a chicken wonderfully, is perfect for cooking (in the oven) a hungry teatime’s allocation of sausages, a toad in the hole, a good 12 lamb cutlets, a one-pan roast dinner for two, and so on. I always feel less foolish when I’m not making more washing-up than the size of what’s being cooked warrants. If you feel it easier to find a more normal rectangular tin, then I’d go for one about 30 x 20cm. And do see the notes in Kitchen Confidential regarding the other option, tin-wise, which is the throwaway foil tray.

Now to that modern necessity, the non-stick frying pan: I don’t really believe anyone can do without a good non-stick pan; but non-stick pans generally being as they are, most people have to. It’s true that over the years they’ve improved enormously, but the reality is that even with the best non-stick pans, unless you are good about never using anything metal or scrapey when you cook, and only clean with specially non-abrasive scourers, their lifespan is limited. I’ve never bought a non-stick pan I haven’t had to replace, and although I’m prepared to believe my kit gets more of a battering than it might in many kitchens, anecdotal evidence proves to me that I am not alone. Still, I don’t give up. I love a non-stick pan, and especially one that has either a removable or ovenproof  handle, so that I can sear on the stove before roasting, baking, braising or grilling. And I also need a non-stick wok; I know it’s inauthentic, but I have never been able to make a proper Chinese iron wok work. I manage to make everything stick and the metal pitted. Plus, the virtue of a non-stick one is that you can use it to make pasta sauces and paella and suchlike, thus giving it more flexibility in the kitchen. Other non-stick must-haves for me are non-stick griddles, one ridged (for meat) and one smooth (for pancakes). But when I say must-have, I say it in the modern, consumer-society sense. None of the above is a necessity; they are that greedy contemporary creation, everyday luxuries.

I had a late start baking-wise, but as is so often the case, I have the evangelical zeal of the convert; and nowhere is that more obvious than in my baking supplies. Every time I open a cupboard I risk being buried in an avalanche of madeleine moulds, flan rings, springform and bundt tins, along with a fluttering confetti of muffin cases. Don’t worry: I’m not going to suggest you follow suit and have a cake tin for every eventuality. Only you know how often you bake. If never, stop reading now and move to the next paragraph. Otherwise, I’d say a capsule collection would consist of a 12-bun muffin tin and a 900g (2lb) loaf tin, and the paper cases to go with each (and see Kitchen Confidential for further notes on stopping cakes from sticking), plus a pair of 20cm sandwich tins, a 23cm springform cake tin and, for deliciously low-effort (it’s the shape of the tin that does the work) a bundt pan. But watch it: this lark is addictive.

Proper chefs are most particular about their knives. Indeed, so particular, they carry their own set wherever they go. But I am no kind of chef, proper or otherwise, and while I have favourites among knives, am not prepared to make a fetish of them. Nor do I think you need many: a small vegetable knife, a medium-sized knife and, if you want another, one that is somewhere between a hacking knife and a cleaver, relatively short and with a wide blade that tapers to a point, is enough. This last I use not for any kind of frightening butchery, but simply to cut through dense or large vegetables, to slice cheesecakes and carve meat. It makes such an enormous difference if your knives are sharp, it’s like the feel of a car when it’s just been serviced, but I am hopeless at sharpening. The days are long gone when knife grinders came door-to-door, as I remember their coming to my grandmother’s house (along with the Frenchman on his bicycle selling onions – and I’m not even joking), so I’m afraid I am easy prey for anyone bringing out a new-fangled knife-sharpener.

And, yes, a carving fork helps, but a normal one will do, too; better still, a pair of trident-like forks. I have a pair, bought on the high street probably twenty years ago, and I use them every time I cook a roast, both to transfer the joint from tin to board and to hold it in place while I, clumsily, carve. You’re not meant to puncture the skin of meat, as you want all the juiciness contained, but the only other way I can lift a heavy joint is to wear oven gloves and lift it without tools. That has its drawbacks, too. (Although now might be a good time to say that the most useful oven gloves, I find, are made of a kind of cushiony silicon and can be cleaned in the dishwasher.)

The one sort of knife I couldn’t manage without (and I know this as I carry one with me when I stay in rented houses with unfamiliar equipment) is a mezzaluna. This half-moon-shaped (hence the name) double-handled knife has unfairly acquired a reputation as some sort of expert-only piece of equipment. I admit it looks, initially, daunting – even dangerous – but if you think about it, you’ll see it is the very opposite of the expert-only choice. I am very clumsy, what New Yorkers would call a complete klutz, and I know that when I chop – herbs, vegetables, chocolate, nuts – with the mezzaluna, both my hands are engaged and thus it is impossible for me to cut myself.

And as to how you store your knives, I go for a heavy-duty magnetic strip, stuck to or hung on the wall nearest to the cooker; one of the advantages of this method is that you can stick your mezzaluna here, too. Anyway, I have never happily got to grips with the other options. Of these, the second-best choice would be a knife block, but I’m not particularly keen and one of my prejudices against them is that they clutter up the work surface, and there is never enough of that, as it is. The worst option as far as I’m concerned is possibly the safest, and that’s the drawer. I can’t be doing with keeping knives in a drawer. It is a real bore to keep putting the blade-cover that comes with each knife back on every time you’ve finished with it and so inevitably you (or I) won’t, and as inevitably you’ll end up cutting yourself (or someone else will). If you have small children, this will be of particular consideration. Of course, you can put drawer locks on, but any drawer you keep knives in is a drawer you will want to be opening often, and it will drive you mad if you put catches on it.

No, a magnetic strip or two, extra-strong, that knives will stick to firmly, high up on a wall, accessible to you but not to anyone small, is the answer. It’s true, at first I was a bit anxious; I didn’t really like the idea of hanging potential weapons in welcoming reach of the first burglar, rapist or serial murderer who happened to stroll into my kitchen, but I decided in the end that one really can’t be worrying about such things. And anything’s better than having to scrabble about in a drawer.

Talking of which, my perfect kitchen, or best possible kitchen in an imperfect world (which is the most any of us can hope for) banishes drawers as much as is feasible. Truly, I believe the fewer drawers a kitchen has, the easier it is to work in. I find, almost infallibly, however well I know the contents of each drawer, I always open the wrong one to find whatever I’m looking for. And if it is the right drawer, it’s the last thing I find in it. So my advice is to make those drawers you do have small, that’s to say, shallow. Everyone thinks they need big capacious drawers to fit all manner of things in, but that just gives you more of a desperate rummage each time you need something, and the wonderfully roomy drawers become a disorganized disaster zone in no time. I can’t even cope with a cutlery drawer: I stash knives, forks and spoons in separate hole-punctured containers, decorating my counter like three splaying, metal floral displays. The only drawer I actually put in on purpose is what I call my mug drawer: a large (but not deep) drawer expressly for keeping many mugs in one layer. I can’t be doing with a mug-tree, and piling mugs up in cupboards is a nerve-racking business, so my innovation (a couple of kitchens ago) of a mug-drawer is – and I speak as something of a tea-addict – invaluable.

Otherwise – and to make matters on the surface (literally and figuratively) seem more complicated – I try and minimize the amount of cupboards in my kitchen, too. Having started off with fairly small (or, indeed, very small) kitchens, I always felt that cupboards would intensify the feeling of constraint and narrowness. Obviously, it would be pretty well impossible to do without cupboards altogether but in a small kitchen definitely, and in any kitchen preferably, it is better for those cupboards you do have to be below the work surface. I don’t say that everything else should be spare and bare; no kitchen I have had has ever been that. So, above work surface level, why not just have open shelving? And I speak as a messy person: even a clutter of crockery looks better to me than an imposing wall of cupboard doors.

And then there is the hanging space. Any wall that can be used for the purpose, I fit with rails from which I hang all pots and pans, spatulas, measuring cups, colanders, sieves, scissors, indeed anything that can be made to hang. And if there are no walls available, and space allows it, then I suspend some rails down from the ceiling and hang these over the cooker.

I know that more practical people than me will immediately worry about the fat and grease and dust and dirt. The trick, and here we come full circle back to the beginning, is to keep only those things that you use often enough so that they will be regularly washed as it is. Besides, we live in the dishwasher age now, so a quick de-griming cycle is generally possible.

Of course, the main obstacle to my breezy planning is that we generally inherit kitchens and the shape they are in is thus often dictated by previous owners. Still, taking out some cupboard doors and making good the mess that ensues, or putting up some hanging rails is no great undertaking.

As in the kitchen, so in this book: space and time are at a premium; I don’t think you would thank me for itemizing each and every piece of equipment I feel I need or wish to advise you to consider – or even to avoid. Perhaps that’s just as well. Still, I would feel remiss if I moved on without listing some of the other props that make life easier for me in the kitchen. I start with the heavier-duty items, such as a processor and a free-standing mixer. Nobody can truly be said to need either, but a processor certainly makes chopping on a large scale easier, and a free-standing mixer makes anything to do with baking easier and has, furthermore, the advantage of being, unlike the processor, a beautiful entity in itself, to the extent that it may be left out on the kitchen surface – an adornment rather than an eyesore. A processor is usually kept out of sight, and yet has to be easily accessible: it is not worth having one if it’s a huge upheaval to get it out every time you use it. And soup is much better liquidized in a blender than in a processor.

Cheaper alternatives to all three of the above would be, first, a stick- or hand-blender (which can do the work of the blender and processor and is indeed superior to both when dealing with small quantities) and, second, a hand-held electric whisk, which can – with your help – take over the tasks of the free-standing mixer. I have nothing against a knife, chopping board, bowl and wooden spoon, but there are times when a little bit of whizzing gadgetry can make the difference.

Less high-tech, but worth consideration – even if you think of yourself as a spontaneous, no-measurement cook – is an oven thermometer. You would be surprised to discover how out-of-true the thermostat on an oven can be. And all ovens vary: some really do burn hotter or cooler, whatever the gauge says. Certainly, experience is the best teacher, but it’s worth being able to check scientifically as well. And it’s not a bad idea to invest in a meat thermometer as well: it saves you having to slice into a joint before seeing if it’s cooked to your liking. Although I tend to favour the pressing-by-hand method – if the meat springs back readily, it’s rare, if it has a little give, it’s medium, and if it’s unyielding, it’s shoe leather – there are times you really want to know.

Otherwise, I do have a few other low-tech requirements: a vegetable mill is in many ways superior to a processor or blender (of whatever kind) for those cooking-occasions which require you to sieve and purée; it does both at the same time, and is very useful for making mashed potato. But my gadget of choice for making fabulous mashed potato is the potato ricer. In America they are very keen on potato ricers, although mine is, in fact – as I think many are – Italian. This object consists of a cylindrical cup with small holes in the bottom; it has a handle to hold it by and a hinged lever that presses a lid down into the cup, rather in the way of a garlic press. You put a potato in the container and push down with the lever and the potato comes out through the holes – more like vermicelli than rice. It may sound fiddly and slow to mash potatoes by putting a spud at a time into the ricer and squishing it through the small holes, but really it isn’t, and here’s the upside: you don’t have to peel the potatoes before you start. The ricer extrudes the mashed potato flesh while the skin sticks inside the ricer, though you must lift it out (using the tip of a sharp knife for ease) and discard as you go.

Similarly, I find grating with the processor somehow an exhausting prospect: it’s not that it’s hard to do, but the washing-up generated seems disproportionate to the job. Hanging from my rails are a good supply of Microplane graters – fine grade for garlic, ginger and Parmesan, coarse for Cheddar-type cheeses – and stashed away in a drawer is an old-fashioned rotary grater, which I use when the amount of cheese needs to be weighed first, or exceeds my friction-grating patience.

I find I can’t have enough whisks, and although I keep different varieties in the kitchen, the ones I use most (and even take with me to other people’s houses) are the little ones known as magic whisks. At their most basic, these are little stainless steel handles with a loop of wire at one end, and further little loops wound round that loop, looking rather like a children’s drawing of a beard. These basic whisks can be used to make sauces, emulsify dressings, remove lumps, whip up pancakes and so on.

The other two items I find it impossible to have too many of are scissors and teaspoons. However many I buy, I always run out or lose them. One day, I know I’ll come across a mysterious, hidden cupboard in the house piled high with scissors and teaspoons; until then I am forced to restock constantly. None of this stuff needs to be expensive, however. I find bog-standard kitchen scissors up to all tasks I’ll ever attempt, including spatchcocking a chicken. And I am more than happy with plastic or melamine teaspoons: in fact, I rather love them, and keep them in old-fashioned French terracotta yogurt pots, out on the kitchen surface (near the kettle since you ask), or in other odd little containers I pick up online or on my travels.

Another item you cannot, in my book (which this is), do without is a plentiful supply of plastic clips for sealing opened packets of rice, couscous, frozen peas, you name it. They’re cheap, and save a lot of expensive and irritating spillage.

The last of my basic requirements is a timer, or rather several timers. These must be portable, or else you’re stuck in the kitchen and this defeats the whole object, which is the freedom, perversely, that a kitchen timer gives you.

As someone who can be suckered into buying just about any kind of kitchen appliance, it is interesting how few I feel are actually worth buying. There is, however, a piece of equipment which, before I’d used one, I’d assumed might be another wasteful extravagance, but now wouldn’t be without: an electric rice cooker. It isn’t a coincidence that all rice-eating cultures have a version: these things, which range from basic to luxury, really do work. I wouldn’t bother getting one, however, that didn’t have a keep-warm facility as well as the usual steaming function. I cannot tell you how much easier it makes your life when you can come home, pour rice and water into the cooker, flick on a switch and just walk away without having to think about it again. And this makes a difference across the board: from feeding children to giving dinner parties. I promise you, it’s so much better to club together with friends or colleagues to give someone who’s just had a baby one of these than any sort of baby equipment. After my first child, I ate nothing but cheese and chocolate; after my second, and post-rice cooker, I managed to eat a little more healthily. And when my children were small, I’d put the rice cooker on before going out, and know that I could spend a few hours at the ball-pond, swimming pool, park, museum or wherever and come back knowing supper was more or less on the table. All you need to add is some corn niblets or shredded chicken or grated carrots and you’re done. And now, when I’m tired and know supper has to be cooked, I click on the rice cooker and am happy in the knowledge that not a potato needs to be peeled and there is one less pot on the stove or in the oven to keep an eye on. Similarly, leftovers can be – as the mantra of this book has it – made right, by that familiar, reassuring click of a switch.

But before smugness sets in, I feel I must list those greedily bought gadgets that, once home, languished gathering dust in a cupboard under the stairs before being sent, defeatedly, off to the charity shop. I’m ashamed to admit that some of the below went straight – box-fresh, as second-hand sellers say – there without even being granted temporary sanctuary in the cellar.


My Kitchen Gadget Hall of Shame

Although I regard insomnia as an aid to recipe writing, I fear it is no friend to shopping sanity. When I look down the list below, it becomes apparent that all-too-many of what can only be labelled freak purchases have been made online, in the middle of the night and while under the influence of the derangement that comes from sleep-deprivation as well as from the fixation on idiocies as well as anxieties which is the cause of that sleep-deprivation in the first place. It’s a mess. And not just in my head: imagine the state of my cupboards!

Super-professional electric ice cream maker

Purchasing this was no act of midnight madness: I actually went to a proper commercial catering equipment outlet to buy this. In my defence, and its, this is more than a piece of equipment, it is a kitchen art installation. It is hugely beautiful, and makes ice cream just as you’d want it to. However, even though it’s a commercial machine (which explains its  burdensome bulk) it still doesn’t make very large quantities. Plus there is no detachable bowl, so washing-up is a nuisance. But a poor workman blames his tools; the truth is I just don’t make proper ice cream often enough to have this monster of a machine gleaming reproachfully at me daily from the kitchen surface it dominates. Hence the no-churn ice cream, and the fact that this object has been in a dusty understairs cupboard for a couple of years and is about to take up residence in a touchingly optimistic friend’s country kitchen.

Healthy-eating electric grill

I know, I know: what was I thinking? Who was I kidding? Myself, for starters. But just as (and here’s an unlikely issuer of the utterance in question) Samuel Beckett said that “probably nothing in the world arouses more false hopes than the first four hours of a diet”, so there is nothing that arouses more pleasurable self-delusion than those swollen, sleepless, post-prandial hours when, yes, actually a diet tomorrow seems positively welcoming. (But then, well full-up, the planning of a diet can seem excitably delicious.) I rather suspect that it was just such a night that ushered in this unwanted item. It’s nothing personal, not as far as the grill is concerned, anyway; or rather, as the old Dear John letter goes, it’s me not you. And while I was slightly embarrassed at giving just such a piece of equipment to Oxfam, I felt that the benefit to all parties outweighed the irony and poor taste.

Electric bread maker

I would never have bought one myself, since (1) it is the kneading that I enjoy about bread-making, and (2) I don’t think having a warm, fresh loaf of bread to eat around the clock is going to do me any favours, but my son – then around ten – came back from staying with a friend and begged for one, even to the extent of being particular about the make and model. Of course, it’s my fault for giving in so easily, but I’ll take any sort of enthusiasm in the kitchen. However, I can honestly say this had no more than three airings, despite a year in the kitchen before being dispatched to the Great Bakery in the Sky. The Irish Oaten Rolls – made without yeast, kneading or machinery – provide me with enduring justification for the finality of my decision, but if you’re nervous about bread-making and like the notion of the machine baking away overnight, you may want to ignore my prejudices here.

Electric jam maker

I have no excuses for this and no one to blame, either. I’m sorry but I am stumped as to why I even considered this, given that, while I don’t mind kitchen gadgets that help me, I positively don’t want machinery to do it for me – and what’s more, I actually like a light spot of easy jam-making (and I cite the Jumbleberry Jam as evidence). But fellow addicts might have some sympathy for my weakness in the face of convincing cookery catalogue copy. The genius of certain companies to make one feel, against the dictates of reason or even common sense, that one cannot live for one more moment without the nonsense they are selling is to be applauded rather than excoriated. The ability to invent an urgent feeling or need is the nearest thing to rhetoric that we get these days. Let’s gloss over the fact that this machine didn’t even make it out of its packing box before being turned into a charitable offering.

Electric cheese graters

Another embarrassment, and actually quite an expensive one. I should have guessed by the price that this was intended for professional use. I imagined a device that would make endless teatime grating of Red Leicester less laborious and time-consuming, and got instead something that turns wheels of Parmesan into powdery dust for a deli. The next version was more domestic in scale, but not as beautiful and entirely ineffective. Serves me right for my laziness, I suppose; and I am happy to pay the penalty for stupidity. I will never be disloyal to the rotary grater again.

Electric slow cooker

I had one of these when I was young and enthusiastic and had to spend long days in the office. I remember startling some poor man who came to read the meter at 7.30 in the morning only to find me browning onions and stewing steak at the stove before leaving them to cook in their crockpot till late into the night, or whenever I was allowed home. Even then, when there was a reason why I needed to rely on this as a cooking method, I didn’t really like the way the top of what was cooking turned dark and dried out – but what induced me to buy one recently, given that (1) I work at home and so can leave an actual oven on low for as long as I need without worrying about it, and (2) there is no necessity for leaving anything to cook for 12 hours when 3 would do nicely? Another one of my purchases to be sent box-fresh to a more deserving cause than me.

Electric sauce maker

In my defence this was obtained in the line of a duty; I was testing out machines for a piece in Vogue some time in the last century. Still, this ludicrous piece of kit somehow stayed clogging up a kitchen shelf long after it was evident that it had no place in my life nor I in its. For all I know, it’s still hogging space in whatever charity shop I shamefacedly donated it to.

Electric waffle maker

Now, I do know what lies behind the purchase of this: namely, the all-too-familiar combination of optimism and self-delusion that always turns the shopper into such easy prey. I can make pancakes for fifteen children at the weekend without it being any kind of big deal (although now they’re teenagers, it has to be said, it’s never early in the morning – or indeed morning at all) but just attempting waffles for my three was more stressful than you can believe possible. I know it’s my failure – that it’s my incompetence with the machine that’s to blame – but who wants to pay to have that pointed out? And just to highlight my foolishness, I haven’t yet implemented its move from cupboard to charity shop; I still delude myself that I am going to be that person who rustles up waffles for breakfast, one day.

Soup-making super-blender

I saw this once at a trade fair in San Francisco, and yearned for it for years. The fact that you couldn’t actually buy one in the UK at that time, of course made it all the more alluring. Cut to many years later, just recently in fact, and I blew the huge amount this cost in a frenzy of enthusiasm. But ever since its arrival, I have been laid low with post-consumption tristesse (what the ad-men call post-purchase dissonance) and feel strangely  alienated from it. And if truth be told, I am actually too frightened of it to use it or even understand the many instructions. But I like to pretend that one day I’ll triumph, and what’s more that the cost of the thing will be as nothing to the culinary rewards it showers upon me. So, it can be guaranteed long-term occupancy under the stairs.

Electric super-juicer

This purchase pre-dates the above, and I have long since given it to a friend who felt that a life and diet of non-stop juicing beckoned. I don’t know why I got it in the first place (though it was very long ago, too long ago to recollect my state of mind, but I can infer it wasn’t good) since I don’t now see how it can make sense to have all the sugar of fruit without the fibre. (I think that’s what led me later to the super-blender – all the fibre stays in.) Plus the mess the super-juicer makes is exhausting: there is a huge amount of skin and pulp that needs to be cleaned out between each use. And on top of that, it is not a machine that ends up paying for itself, so to speak: the amount you have to spend on fruit to keep this hungry beast fed is alarming.

Yogurt maker

I think this owes its shortlived presence in my kitchen to a combination of nostalgia (my grandmother had one) and internet-induced new-age fervour for the miracles of the bacteria to be found in real, home-made yogurt. It didn’t stand a chance.

Electric carving knife

I didn’t know that, if you were a bad carver, you became a dangerously bad carver when equipped with an electric knife. Or maybe I should rephrase this: I became a dangerously bad carver. Plus, the horrendous rasping buzz (I start off as a slightly noise-phobic person in the first place) is guaranteed to make every meal a headache. Still, I’m told such a tool is excellent for slicing frozen bread . . .
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        This is a compendium of my own shortcuts and practices, many of them
            inherited from my mother and, for the rest, innovations of my own, according to twin
            characteristics which in most of life could be considered flaws, but in cooking are a
            positive inspiration: greed and impatience. These characteristics, too, are
            inherited.

        ♥ When I have friends coming for supper, or even when there is just
            a big pan of pasta to be cooked for everyday tea, I put the water on to boil before I need to start cooking, and then
            leave it at the back of the hob, with the heat turned off but with a lid on, so that
            when I have to get food on the table, I don’t then have to wait for half an hour for the
            water to come to the boil; this way it should be no more than a matter of minutes. It is
            also worth bearing this in mind for any type of cooking that needs – as pasta does –
            abundant water.

        ♥ If I’m cooking just a small amount of pasta – supper for a couple
            of people, say – or a quick boiled egg with toast for a midnight snack, I pour water
            from the tap into a saucepan, just to about 1 cm depth, and put it on the stove over a
            high heat, keeping an eye on it. While that’s coming to the boil, I fill an electric
            kettle and let it do ditto. (It’s important not to leave the kitchen while all this
            boiling is going on.) Thus, the pan and its contents are hot when you pour in the
            boiling water from the kettle (beware spluttering – you may prefer to do this off the
            heat) and you won’t have to wait for it to come back to the boil.

        ♥ I know I bang on and on about the fact that, when baking, all ingredients must be at room
            temperature, but I should add that it is important, too, that the bowl isn’t icy cold.
            To take the chill off it, fill the bowl you’re going to be mixing in with warm water
            from the tap and let it stand for 10 minutes, before emptying it out, drying it off and
            proceeding with the recipe.

        ♥ If you can’t find baking spray to grease a cake tin, or whatever,
            simply dab some flavourless oil such as groundnut onto a piece of kitchen roll and wipe
            that around the insides of the tin, re-dabbing and re-wiping until you feel you have
            safe coverage. Should you think you’ve overdone it and your pan is not merely greased
            but drippingly greasy, then put an old newspaper on the kitchen surface, sit a wire
            cooling rack on top of it and upturn the overgreased tin on to the cooling rack so that
            excess oil can drip onto the newspaper.

        ♥ If you are a habitual baker – and I’m not trying to make it sound
            like a crime – then you would be well advised to buy a roll of re-usable non-stick
            “parchment” (in fact, it’s made of a silicone material). Cut out circles to the diameter of your various cake
            tins and let the lining just live inside them, so you’re ready to go
            – bar a little greasing around the sides – when you feel the baking impulse come upon
            you. I have also cut out a couple of oblong shapes to fit over cookie baking sheets.
            After each use, I just wash the lining, put it in the turned-off oven to dry, and then
            back it goes to its tin of origin, ready for the next outing.

        ♥ I don’t bother to keep both plain and self-raising flour in the
            house; if you don’t use the self-raising flour regularly it’ll probably lose its raising
            power before you finish the packet, anyway. And it’s also worth keeping an eye on the
            use-by dates on the tubs of raising agents. If a cake doesn’t rise, the usual culprit is
            an out-of-date tub of baking powder or
                bicarbonate of soda. My recipes tend to stipulate plain flour (which is the
            flour you’ll need for a white sauce, say, as well) plus whatever is the necessary amount
            of raising agent; but a helpful rule of thumb to turn plain flour into self-raising
            flour (though because it’s not all-in-one, it isn’t strictly self-raising) is to
            add 2 teaspoons baking powder for each 150g of plain flour. This can never be, however,
            more than a rule of thumb; the chemical process is affected by the other ingredients in
            the recipe. If whatever I’m baking contains cocoa, yogurt or buttermilk, I add ¼
            teaspoon bicarbonate of soda per 150g plain flour along with the baking powder (which
            does itself contain bicarb in its mix, but in this case will need extra boosting
            power).

        ♥ Not only is bicarb the best fridge and general all-purpose
            cleaner (just dissolve some in a little water and dab or scrub as the situation or stain
            demands or leave a ramekin one-third full of bicarb in the fridge to banish smells), it
            is also the first thing you should take if you feel a bout of cystitis might be coming
            on. Dissolve 1½ teaspoons in a glass of warm water and knock back, wincing. This might
            just help until you can consult your doctor.

        ♥ Even if you are not a baker, do get a pastry brush. You can brush soft or melted butter in place
            of oil, to grease a tin, but it’s also a good tool to oil steaks, help a chicken crisp
            up as it roasts by dipping the brush into the pan juices and daubing the top of the
            chicken with it. I advise a silicone brush rather than a bristle one: it can be cleaned
            in the dishwasher, and it won’t moult onto whatever you’re cooking.

        ♥ Buttermilk has
            a long fridge life, so it’s worth stocking up with a couple of tubs when you buy it, but
            if you can’t find any, you can turn fresh milk into a buttermilk substitute: pour 250ml
            milk into a jug, add 1 x 15ml tablespoon lemon juice (or vinegar), and let it stand for
            5 minutes before using as directed in the recipe. Or just use, to make the same amount,
            200ml runny natural yogurt plus 50ml milk; I never mind much whether it’s full-fat,
            semi- or completely skimmed here, but semi-skimmed is supposed to work best.

        ♥ Always freeze slices of bread and rashers of bacon in pairs (as well as in their
            packets), as you may find yourself without when you don’t have time for a massive
            thawing session. And while we’re on bread, if you have some – this time from an unsliced
            loaf–that’s staling, then slice it, tear it into rough pieces and process it in batches
            to make breadcrumbs. Fill freezer bags with crumbs and clip or tie them tightly before
            stashing them in the deep-freeze; they do not need to be thawed before use.

        ♥ When cooking in a hurry, go full tilt with
            your scissors. Not only does it make
            life easier than getting out a chopping board and knife or mezzaluna for snipping herbs,
            but it’s the best way to top and tail beans (and the best way, too, to teach children to
            do it) as well as to chop vegetables. Sometimes, though, it makes sense to scissor-chop
            once the vegetables have been cooked and are sitting draining in the colander. My
            abiding memory is of my mother standing over a steamy pile of spinach, attacking it
            furiously with her scissors. Very Hitchcock. (Perhaps it is that maternal frenzy which
            makes me so drawn to this primitive but threatening tool.) In fact, I use scissors for
            so much else, too: slicing bacon into strips to let them fall into a hot pan; cutting up
            cold chicken or ham to add to a salad; purée-ing the tomatoes in an opened can by
            plunging in my scissors and then snipping like mad.

        ♥ I don’t like to open a bottle of wine when I need only a glassful
            for cooking, so I keep a bottle of dry white vermouth (for choice, Noilly Prat, which, at home when I was young, we used
            to call jokingly, English-style, “nolly pratt”, as it remains for me to this day) by the
            stove and splosh into a pan in place of white wine. If I need more than, say, an
            espresso cup’s worth, I tend to water it down a little as it has more bite than wine.
            Similarly, I am happy to use ruby port, diluted to make it less punchy, in place of red
            wine, although I more usually substitute dry marsala, a bottle of which is also kept in
            reach by my stove.

        ♥ Apropos of which, I once read an American chef in the New York
                Times who said that no serious cook would keep bottles of oil or anything else
            by the stove, as the heat would destroy their finer qualities. I must conclude,
            therefore, that I am not a serious cook. I find that it’s having the ingredients to hand
            which makes me use them, and therefore makes what I’m cooking better. Thus, along with
            my regular olive oil, basil-infused oil, chilli-infused oil and garlic-infused oil, I
            keep bottles of soy, Worcestershire sauce, fish sauce, dry white vermouth, amontillado
            sherry, marsala, Chinese cooking wine, sake and mirin. If I can’t cook with spontaneity,
            a lot of the fun and interest goes out of it for me, so this way I do cook enough for
            the contents of said stove-encircling bottles to run out before they spoil.

        ♥ There has been much talk about the use of local rapeseed oil
            (well, local only if you’re British) as a bio-fuel, but it’s not often that being a Brit
            can make one feel culinarily superior. So now is the time to jump up and down about cold-pressed rapeseed oil, which
            has a gorgeously mustardy and nutty flavour and beautiful golden colour. I use it in
            place of extra-virgin olive oil more or less exclusively: it’s much less expensive and,
            I’m beginning to think, even more delicious. I make dressings with it, dribble it on
            toast in place of butter, douse vegetables with it and take a bottle to people’s houses
            (so evangelical is my fervour) in place of wine. My rapeseed oil bottle of choice is
            Farrington’s Mellow Yellow, but there are a few good ones out there now. Any search
            engine will tell you that rapeseed oil is the equivalent of canola oil, but the
            cold-pressed, golden viscous oil is worlds away from the paler, runnier, tasteless
            cooking oil that is canola oil. I have tried a cold-pressed canola oil from North
            America, but as yet nothing for me comes close to that made from the yellow seeds of
            home.

        ♥ I couldn’t live in a house without
                lemons, so it’s easy for me to
            reach over and use the zest or juice as I cook without much, if any, forethought. Limes
            are a different matter: not only do they often start off mean and unyielding, but after
            even a small time in the fridge, and less time out of it, they become as hard as golf
            balls. I now make sure I have a stash of plastic lime juice in the house, which is to
            say, lime juice that comes in a violently green (often lime-shaped) squeezy bottle. This has been my practice for
            so long, I am enormously relaxed, even unapologetic, about it. Out of interest, I made
            some compare-and-contrast studies with side-by-side recipes using freshly squeezed lime
            and plastic lime: you couldn’t have told the difference. Now, I may have been lucky with
            the brand I used, but it’s worth giving it a go, to judge for yourself.

        ♥ When I whisk egg whites, to make sure the bowl isn’t greasy at
            all, I halve a lemon and wipe the cut half all around the bowl. The acid will get rid of
            the grease, and will help the whites whisk voluminously.

        ♥ I like to keep a packet of disposable vinyl gloves (commonly
            referred to in these pages as CSI
                gloves) by my washing-up paraphernalia. You can wear these before prodding
            hot joints of meat or dismembering roast chicken as well as for shredding cold meat by
            hand. I wear them for peeling blanched tomatoes and while I chop these, too, as the
            gloves stop my hands getting sore from the acid. And they’re a must for any beetroot
            preparation, unless you want a touch of the Lady Macbeths. Once you start using them,
            you’d be surprised how often you find them invaluable, not to say necessary.

        ♥ Without said gloves, if you are working with anything sticky –
            meatballs as much as cookies – keep your hands covered with a film of cold water: just
            dunk your hands at regular intervals under the cold tap. If what you’re dealing with is
            very, very sticky (like say, the Rice Krispie
                Brownies, then work a small amount of flavourless oil into your hands as if it
            were expensive hand-cream, and they will become non-stick baking utensils in themselves.
            Similarly, if you are using honey or syrup in a recipe, measure out the oil first (if
            there’s some called for) or dab the spoon or cup with oil so that the goo doesn’t stick
            as you’re measuring it out. I like to oil, lightly, whatever I’m moulding cookies with,
            too.

        ♥ I am a compulsive tea-drinker and the tea I like is proper builder’s tea; to get rid of the
            brown that my mugs are inevitably stained with, I soak each mug in warm water to which
            I’ve added 1 tablespoon lime juice or – cheaper – vinegar.

        ♥ If you are a bread maker, keep the water you’ve used to boil
            potatoes in (or, indeed, pasta), as the starch in the water helps the yeast in your bread to rise. Though you can
            also just dissolve 1 teaspoon instant mashed potato granules in a mug of water for the
            same effect.

        ♥ If you’ve cooked a ham, and are not sure when you’ll get round to
            using the stock for a soup, cool and
            chill the liquid quickly, then freeze it in 500ml batches (in an airtight container for
            up to 3 months). The same goes for any other stock you might have. It’s too  painful to leave any of it for too long in the fridge and then
            have to throw the precious liquid away.

        ♥ Similarly, should you have any wine left in an open bottle, or
            stout or cider, freeze that, too (in an airtight container for up to 3 months), to use
            in cooking at a later date. Alcohol does not freeze solid, but to a slush. I generally
            let anything fizzy go flat before I freeze it. And if you do happen to have some flat
            coke left by children too teenagery to remember to screw the top back on, use that
            (freezing it first, if you like) to cook a ham in.

        ♥ This is an old lesson of my mother’s, but it bears repeating, I
            hope: never put anything on the table that interferes with people’s eyeline. So, no big
            bunch of flowers, but rather think
            of putting a bowl of lemons or aubergines, something beautiful that will get used and
            costs less than the blooms into the bargain. And if you do want flowers, keep them low.
            Even garage-forecourt flowers look pretty cut down in an old mustard pot or two.

        ♥ Talking of mustard pots, I am afraid I have just counted 7 empty
            ones near my stove. When they’re all but finished I don’t wash them out before making dressing in them, but use the
            mustard that’s left clinging to the base of the pot to add flavour to the dressing. It’s
            hard to beat a dressing made by pouring cold-pressed rapeseed oil into a bit of English
            mustard, sprinkling in salt and spritzing in lemon juice before shaking into a rich,
            gold ointment to dribble over a salad. If making a dressing from the leavings in a Dijon
            or wholegrain mustard pot, use olive oil and squeeze a little honey into it along with
            the lemon and salt.

        ♥ I also make dressings out of the dregs in a bottle of soy sauce:
            add a dot of sesame oil and fish sauce and a splosh of mirin and shake before using. If
            your soy sauce bottle is too narrow-necked, pour everything into an old jam jar to shake
            it up in.

        ♥ Perhaps because I’ve got a rice cooker, I cook rice an awful lot, and my newest enthusiasm (though no more
            prized than my every day favourite, brown basmati) is sushi rice. I adore its sweet stickiness, as do my
            children, so I always keep a sackful in the house. Now, I don’t think I’d ever be able
            to make sushi – just don’t have the patience or dexterity – though maybe one day I’ll
            try. Until then, I am very happy to use sushi rice to mop up chicken teriyaki or sweet and sour chicken and just about
            anything else. I do use my rice cooker here, but if you’re cooking manually, as it were,
            just follow packet instructions. And should your instructions be in Japanese, let me
            tell you that you need to allow (as normal, really) 75–100g rice per person. And because
            rice is easier to cook by volume than by weight (in the sense that it is the ratio of
            rice to water that counts), in practice I use an American cup measure (which takes about
            175g sushi rice, and see below) for 2 people. You need to rinse the rice until the water
            runs clear and then put it in a pan with 1¼ cups cold water. Bring it to the boil, then
            clamp a lid on, turn the heat under the pan to the lowest it will go and leave it at a
            very gentle simmer for 20 minutes or until the water is absorbed. Fork through (rice of
            any kind should never be stirred with a spoon but with a fork) and serve.

        I love sushi rice for supper with nothing more than
            some soy sauce and mixed seeds forked through it, though it is a special treat if
            there’s some leftover chicken I can add, warmed through in a little chicken stock,
            too.

        ♥ I couldn’t cope without a couple of sets of spoon measures and US cup measures. The spoon
            measures – ¼ teaspoon, ½ teaspoon, 1 teaspoon and 1 tablespoon – are needed for baking,
            since in baking these measurements are precise, rather than referring to the size of
            your tableware, and I find that the cup measures are very useful for liquids. This is
            slightly off-licence, so to speak, as in the States they are really used for chopped
            vegetables, grated cheese and dry ingredients. You may notice that liquid measurements
            in my recipes tend to be along the lines of 60ml, 80ml, 125ml or 250ml: these are the
            capacities of a US ¼ cup, ⅓ cup, ½ cup and 1 cup, respectively.

        ♥ I weigh long
                pasta, such as spaghetti or linguine, by sitting a mug or tall glass, or
            similarly shaped receptacle, on my flat, digital kitchen scale (not as pretty as olde
            style ones, but better in action), pressing the button to reset to zero, and then
            putting the pasta in the mug as if putting flowers in a vase.

        ♥ I advise against using skewers to test whether cakes are cooked
            inside but if you don’t have a cake
                tester, do as the Italians and use an uncooked piece of spaghetti.

        ♥ I am never without a stash of supposedly throwaway foil trays in my cupboard. I say
            supposedly only because they probably would survive a couple of uses with a wash-up in
            between; certainly, when I use them to set the polenta,
            I give them a bit of a wipe down and re-use. But where they come into their own is when
            you’re baking something gungy and you’re either frightened of getting it out of the tin
            or unenthusiastic about the washing-up you’ll have to do later, or both. In fact, I have
            largely dispensed with real metal tins for tray bakes and pretty much whatever else I
            can get away with now: the sticky cocktail
                sausages are a case in point.

        I used to find it hard to be sure of where I could get the foil trays, but
            now I have discovered that a foil barbecue drip pan measures 30 x 20cm (and can be
            bought online off-season) which is perfect for most of my uses, I can relax in the
            knowledge that I won’t find myself without and left sadly lacking at my time of need.
            (If it helps further, anything that fits into a 30 x 20cm rectangular foil tray can also
            be cooked in a 25cm square roasting or baking tin.) It’s also useful to have slightly
            larger, or certainly deeper, foil tins for roasting rather than baking. I can’t tell you
            how comforting a tin you don’t have to wash up is if you’re cooking for a party or
            during a particularly exhausting weekend. And as for eco-concerns, I always used to take
            the line that if you had to make a choice between saving the environment or your sanity,
            you have to go for your sanity; but since an actively Green friend of mine has told me
            how eco-friendly the foil is (easy to recycle and no harmful detergents have been
            used), you can smugly revel in your laziness as much as your virtue. I think that’s what
            we’d call a result.

        ♥ I am a bit of a leftover queen – throwing away the scantest
            morsel is agony for me – but I cannot live successfully with those little
            Tupperware-type tubs with their
            snap-on lids that  I remember our fridge being filled with when I
            was a child. The shortcoming is entirely mine: I have never managed to go longer than a
            month without losing a lid. I have now moved into commercial catering take-out tubs,
            which make me feel not only gloriously efficient as I stack them in fridge and freezer,
            but also as though I’ve got my own home-deli. And they can go into the microwave, which
            is helpful; they aren’t really reusable, but I do sometimes go twice round the block
            with them. Because they are sold wholesale only, and I buy mine online, they are not
            very expensive per piece; but you do have to buy in bulk, which can be a problem. My
            advice to get round this is to club together with friends: you can order the minimum 500
            between you and share the containers out when the huge box arrives.

        ♥ I overwhelmingly prefer sea salt flakes (Maldon for choice) when I cook or eat,
            and because of its volume (you can get about twice as much pouring salt in a spoon of
            the same capacity) it is less salty than pouring salt. If you are replacing it with
            pouring salt, therefore, use half as much. But I’d much rather you didn’t ...

        ♥ If you don’t want onions to brown when you fry them, sprinkle
            with salt; the salt makes the onion give off water, which in turn stops it frying too fiercely.

        ♥ When you’re cooking in butter, add a drop of oil to stop the
            butter burning.

        ♥ If you’re using a griddle, make sure always to oil the meat or fish or vegetables not the pan,
            or everything will smoke like mad.

        ♥ This is so much easier to say than to do, but try, when you’re cooking for people, not to
            apologize nervously for what you’ve made, alerting them to some failure only you might
            be aware of, or indeed, might have invented. Besides, it only creates tension, and
            although I do believe food is important, atmosphere matters so much more.

        ♥ I always buy a tea towel wherever I am on holiday, no matter how
            embarrassingly touristy it is (or I feel), and the benefits are threefold: the souvenir is light to carry (to say
            the least) and will fit even if you’re going hand-luggage only; every time you use it
            you will remember when and where you got it; and the mix of tea towels stops any kitchen
            from looking over-designed or styled. A kitchen should never look decorated; it just
            needs to feel lived in.
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      WHAT’S FOR TEA?
    

    
      

    

    
      
        Mortadella and mozzarella frittata
      
    

    
      
        Frittata sandwich
      
    
	
    
      
        Crustless pizza
      
    

    
      
        Crisp chicken cutlets with salad on the side
      
    

    
      
        Chicken escalope sandwich
      
    

    
      
        Cheesy chilli
      
    

    
      
        Barbecued beef mince
      
    

    
      
        Sweet and sour chicken
      
    

    
      
        Chicken teriyaki
      
    

    
      
        Pasta alla genovese with potatoes, green beans and pesto
      
    

    
      
        Turkey meatballs in tomato sauce
      
    

    
      
        African drumsticks
      
    

    
      
        Spaghetti with Marmite
      
    

    
      
        Chicken fajitas
      
    

    There are times when I, a food obsessive, a food addict even, find it difficult to think of what to cook. It doesn’t happen often and I recover my greedy wits promptly enough, but I have to admit my weakest area, the one most likely to buckle under pressure, is the children’s tea. If I don’t get myself focused at the beginning of the week, I find that as teatime approaches, which it rapidly does and daily (and I think my energy is at its lowest point at around 4.30 pm), I begin to flag and start opening and shutting freezer and fridge doors with more frenzy than enthusiasm.

    My children are now of an age when they come back from school, pick at everything in the fridge, don’t eat up all their tea, and then pick again at bedtime. You understand, it can make mealtimes fraught. Plus, children are given so much homework now, which can cast rather a pall on proceedings.

    I suppose, too, I find this – I think many parents do – rather a sensitive issue. We all cherish that fantasy of the heart-warming family meal when everyone discusses their day and the table resounds with chat and loving laughter. Oh dear, please tell me it is a fantasy.

    But it is what it is, as the contemporary wisdom has it, and from my very first book, which dedicated a whole chapter to weaning and feeding babies and toddlers, my recipes for children have taken a strictly autobiographical route. What other way is there of writing about food? My books can only ever be a record of what I cook. I remember when my daughter – sixteen at the time of writing – was little she asked me for “children’s food”. I was – and remain – quite adamant that there is no such thing as children’s food, that food is food, and that’s that. I’m not saying I don’t sometimes indulge a childish taste or cook something I might not think of making if I were eating alone, but the recipes that follow are not ones that apply only to parents with children to feed.

    Yes, it might seem a bit eccentric to serve up the Crustless Pizza for grown-up company, but my friends would probably be thrilled. The Chicken Fajitas make a perfect supper, and the Pasta alla genovese certainly earns a place in my Last Meal menu. But before I go on, I should address the salt and sugar issue. I admit that as my children have grown older, I have got more relaxed. But, those who wish to limit their children’s intake can reduce amounts freely; and I
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