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In memory of my beautiful Nan, whom I used to make yummy shortbread with, and to my darling granny, who taught me my first-ever recipe, Yorkshire fudge

— C.S.
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Being relaxed comes pretty naturally to me. What can I say? I’m an Aussie—we’re just made that way. For me, there are few things that are more relaxing than lingering at the table with good friends, finishing off a bottle of wine while scraping the last few crumbs of dessert off my plate or sopping up some delicious sauce from the bottom of a serving bowl with a crust of bread amid laughter and good conversation. But I know that for a lot of people, putting together a meal, especially for guests, is the opposite of relaxing—it’s a stressful, time- and labor-intensive undertaking that leaves the kitchen a wreck and nerves frayed. I’m here to tell you: It doesn’t have to be that way.

Food has always been at the center of my world. Some of my earliest and best memories revolve around food: Sundays sharing hearty roast dinners with my grandparents, being spoiled with fish and chips at my dad’s place on Friday nights, Mum removing a thorn from my stained hands after a day’s blackberry-picking, or a simple barbecue with my brother and a few mates. I’ll never forget the first time I ate in a fancy restaurant and experienced a five-star meal and how great food could taste. I was hooked. Looking back, I guess I always knew I was going to be a chef.

I started cooking in a restaurant as soon as I left school, working and training for four years in my hometown of Melbourne, Australia, before I set sail to experience the cuisines of Europe. There I had the privilege of cooking with some of the best chefs in the world and even served as head chef in a couple of London’s finest restaurants. When I think back on all my amazing food experiences, though, the ones I remember most fondly are not gala productions with multiple courses and showy presentations, but the meals where everything came together in a relaxed way and my guests felt as much at home and as comfortable as I did. I love to eat in great restaurants, but I truly think that the most memorable meals are served at home. Let’s face it: At home, you are comfortable. When I’m home I can play my favorite music, have my shoes off if I want, and stay up as late as I like. And when I’m that comfortable, everything seems to taste a little bit better.

Of course, in a perfect world you would be as relaxed when you are planning the menu and cooking the meal as you are when you are gathered around the table. You don’t have to be a great cook to put good food on the table—all you really need to do is to get your hands on quality ingredients and treat them simply. Remember that rule, and, honestly, you can’t go wrong.

When Mother Nature worked out what we should be eating at different times of the year, she did a pretty good job, so listen to her. Food that is in season just tastes better. It is always less expensive, and chances are it hasn’t been artificially treated or traveled halfway across the world to reach your kitchen. Consequently, when you buy seasonal produce it is usually a lot healthier, you are not contributing to climate change or global warming through carbon emissions and wasted fuel, and you are supporting your local farmers and community.

When I first moved to the States, I looked forward to going to the market, as there were so many new ingredients that I had never used before. It was like starting a whole new food adventure, and I had lots of interesting conversations about what I found. If you generally frequent the same markets, it’s worth your while to befriend the people who work there. I love to see the smiles on people’s faces when I show an interest in their profession. Asking my local fish guy where the dorade comes from instantly stirs a conversation, and when I ask him how many fish he had filleted that morning, I see his chest puff up when he replies, “Wow, I lost count at thirty.” By having a laugh with these men and women, you not only learn a bunch but you also put a little sparkle in their day. Best of all, you’ll get home with a lot of wonderful ingredients you can transform into truly delicious meals with very little effort.

To help my guests get in a relaxed mood as well, I always leave a couple of jobs for them to help with. You know how the first thing people ask when they walk through the door is “Is there anything I can do to help?” I always answer by saying “Yeah, would you mind opening the wine?” or “Fancy helping me shell these peas?” Getting people involved makes them feel at home. I also like to have a cocktail mixed up and ready to go, or to appoint a guest to make drinks, so everyone can get in the party spirit without my having to play bartender and chef all at once.

When it comes time to serve, I also get people involved carrying platters and plates of food to the table. I love to share food by passing it around the table from person to person, allowing guests to serve one another.

Lastly, make sure the conversation flows as freely as the food and drink. When I was a little boy, my mum would make us play a game at the dinner table called “best and worst.” We would take turns talking about the best thing that had happened to us that day, followed by the worst thing. The conversation that ensued was always amazing, and I observe this tradition at my own table to this day—especially when there are children at the table. It’s always fun to hear a kid’s interpretation of their day.

Being relaxed is not simply a feeling; it’s a state of mind. It’s the sensation you get when you hear the crackle of an open fire, the feeling of the warmth from its flames, the smell from the charred wood, the mesmerizing glow that your eyes won’t leave, and, of course, the taste of the marshmallow that you are slowly roasting over its coals. Each of the recipes in this book is designed to be simple and delicious, and to deliver a lot of flavor and plate appeal for the effort invested—in other words, to help you be as relaxed in the kitchen as you are in front of that crackling fire.
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Berry Good Start to the Day

Poached Dried Fruit with Rose Water and Orange

Homemade Granola

Tropical Smoothie

Peach and Mint Iced Tea

Caramelized Nectarines with Yogurt and Honey

Watermelon with Fresh Mint and Lime
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The first thing you eat each day is often the most important. We all know that food is our fuel; its job at the start of each day is to give us energy for what lies ahead. During the night you can become dehydrated, and so you need to replenish yourself with lots of fresh fruits and juices—dry toast and coffee just don’t do the trick. I feel really strongly that you need to start the day with things that boost your metabolism and give a kick of instant energy without filling you up—even if you are going to follow with a more substantial breakfast.

Of course, we’re all busy, and quite often we barely have time to eat breakfast, let alone cook one, so I’ve kept the recipes in this chapter super quick and easy. Several of the dishes, like the Tropical Smoothie, can be made in less than ten minutes or, like the granola, can be made in batches on the weekend. Do what you can when you have a bit more time—cut up fruit, poach the compote—so that when you run down in the morning, it’s all there. You don’t want to default to a cup of coffee, which will give you artificial energy only to leave you flat by the time you reach the office.

Even when I’m having a leisurely day and have a bit more time on my hands, I still like to ease into the morning with something fresh and light. I may spoil myself an hour or so later by cooking a more indulgent brunch or lunch, but I find, and I’m sure you will too, that starting the day with something fresh and healthful not only helps to wake me up but also places me in a great frame of mind, setting the mood for the rest of the day.
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berry good
start to the day

Berries have so much inherent sweetness that they are the perfect thing to get you going in the a.m. because they give you a burst of natural energy. It takes just seconds to turn them into a drink, and you don’t even need to get out the blender. I often hear people say, “Berries don’t taste the way they used to.” Just-picked ripe berries are fantastic; those that are grown in a hothouse and flown halfway around the world are not. Try to find berries that have been grown locally, are organic, preferably, and most important, are in season.

Serves 2


¾ cup (3 ounces) fresh blackberries

¾ cup (3 ounces) fresh raspberries

⅔ cup (3 ounces) fresh blueberries

5 fresh strawberries, hulled and quartered

½ lime, quartered

Crushed ice

⅔ cup cranberry juice cocktail


Combine all the berries and the lime in a mortar, and gently muddle with the pestle until the berries are coarsely smashed and exuding their juices. (Alternatively, blend the berries and lime in a food processor or blender.)

Fill 2 glasses halfway with crushed ice, and spoon the berry mixture over the ice. Pour the cranberry juice over the berry mixture, and serve.
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poached dried fruit
with rose water and orange

I always have dried fruit in the pantry, so this is an easy thing to throw together on the weekend, giving me a no-work instant breakfast for the busy week ahead. The fruit goes from shriveled and dry to something luscious to serve over yogurt, muesli, or even just on its own. You can rehydrate dried fruits with differently flavored liquids to enhance their natural sweetness. The dried fruits can be poached on the weekend and stored in the fridge for six or seven days.

Serves 4


½ cup (3 ounces) dried apricots

½ cup (2 ounces) dried peaches

½ cup (2 ounces) dried apples

½ cup (2 ounces) dried pears

½ cup (3 ounces) dried dates

½ cup honey

3 tablespoons rose water (see Note)

2 cinnamon sticks

Zest of 2 oranges, cut into fine julienne

½ teaspoon freshly grated nutmeg

1 vanilla bean, split lengthwise


Place the dried fruit in a large bowl and add enough cold water (about 4 cups) to cover the fruit by 1 inch. Cover with plastic wrap and let stand at room temperature overnight.

Strain the soaking liquid into a large heavy skillet, and set the rehydrated fruit aside. You should have about 3 cups of soaking liquid. Add the honey, rose water, cinnamon sticks, orange zest, and nutmeg to the soaking liquid. Scrape the seeds from the vanilla bean into the liquid, and then add the bean, too. Bring to a boil over high heat. Then simmer over medium heat for 15 minutes, or until the liquid has reduced by half.

Reduce the heat to medium-low, so the liquid is at a low simmer. Add the reserved rehydrated fruit and simmer for 15 minutes, or until the fruit is just softened but not mushy. Remove the skillet from the heat and let the fruit cool in the syrup. Store in a sealed container in the refrigerator for up to 1 week.

Note

Rose water is a distillate of rose petals, so adding a little to the poaching liquid makes you feel like you are smelling roses as you eat your breakfast—it’s floral but not overpowering. Rose water is used widely in Asian and Middle Eastern cookery, so the easiest place to find it is in a specialty market that stocks Asian or Middle Eastern ingredients.

 

homemade granola

My granola is quite indulgent: It’s full of nuts and seeds and all the tasty stuff that brings you energy. Eat it with fresh or poached fruits or simply with cold milk; either way, it’s guaranteed to keep the hunger at bay until lunch, even if that’s hours away. It will keep in an airtight container for a week, so make it in big batches. See the photograph.

Makes about 6 cups


4 tablespoons (½ stick) unsalted butter

1 tablespoon ground cinnamon

1 tablespoon freshly grated nutmeg

½ teaspoon ground cloves

¼ cup honey

¼ cup pure maple syrup

¼ cup (packed) light brown sugar

2 cups rolled oats (not instant)

1 cup shelled pumpkin seeds

1 cup shelled sunflower seeds

1 cup whole almonds

½ cup dried cranberries

½ cup raisins


Preheat the oven to 350°F. Combine the butter, cinnamon, nutmeg, and cloves in a small heavy saucepan over medium heat, and stir for 1 minute or until the butter has completely melted. Add the honey, maple syrup, and brown sugar and stir for 2 minutes, or until the sugar dissolves and the mixture comes to a simmer. Set it aside.

Spray a large heavy baking sheet with nonstick cooking spray. Combine the oats, pumpkin seeds, sunflower seeds, and almonds in a large bowl. Drizzle the warm syrup over the oat mixture and toss to coat well. Transfer the oat mixture to the prepared baking sheet, forming an even layer. Bake, stirring occasionally, for 30 minutes, or until the mixture is dry.

Stir in the cranberries and raisins and continue baking for 10 minutes, or until the granola darkens slightly. (At this point the granola will still be soft, but as it cools it will become crunchy.) Transfer the baking sheet to a cooling rack and let the granola cool completely. It will set into chunks, so simply break it up into smaller bits.

 

tropical smoothie

Full of nutrients and flavor, this is a healthy start to the day. If I’m in a rush, I even take it with me on the road and enjoy it all the way to work. Whatever fruit you’ve got on hand works: Just pop it all in the blender, whiz it, and you’re good to go.

Serves 6


½ pineapple, peeled, cored, and coarsely chopped (about 4 cups)

1 papaya, peeled, seeded, and coarsely chopped (about 2½ cups)

¼ cantaloupe, peeled, seeded, and coarsely chopped (about 2 cups)

1 mango, peeled, pitted, and coarsely chopped (about 2 cups)

2 kiwi fruits, peeled and coarsely chopped (about ¾ cup)

1½ cups fresh coconut water (see Note)

2 cups ice cubes


Place half of the chopped pineapple, papaya, cantaloupe, mango, and kiwi fruits in a blender. Add ¾ cup of the coconut water and 1 cup of the ice. Puree until smooth. Divide the smoothie among 3 tall glasses. Repeat with the remaining ingredients, and serve immediately.

Note

Young coconuts can be found in the produce department of good grocery stores, but if you can’t find a fresh one, you can substitute canned or boxed coconut water (not milk).
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peach and
mint iced tea

I love, love, love refreshing iced tea. Actually, though I call this tea, there’s no tea anywhere near it (or caffeine for that matter). The peaches add a slightly sweet flavor to the refreshing mint.

Serves 4


1¼ (lightly packed) cups fresh mint leaves (from 3 bunches)

3 ripe peaches, pitted

4 cups ice cubes, crushed


Pour 6 cups water into a medium saucepan. Cover and bring to a boil over high heat. Remove from the heat and add 1 cup of the mint leaves. Cover and steep for 30 minutes to allow the mint to infuse the water. Then strain the mint tea into a pitcher, discarding the leaves, and refrigerate until cold.

Meanwhile, chop 2 of the peaches coarsely and place them in a blender. Puree until smooth, adding a couple tablespoons of the mint tea if necessary to help create the puree. Strain the peach puree through a fine-mesh sieve and chill the puree.

Thinly slice the remaining peach. In 4 tall glasses, layer the crushed ice, thin slices of peach, and the remaining ¼ cup mint leaves, filling the glasses about halfway. Divide the peach puree among the 4 glasses. Then stir in the chilled mint tea and serve immediately.
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caramelized nectarines
with yogurt and honey

You can’t imagine how good this is: The honey and sugar make a golden crust on the fruit, and the combination of hot nectarines and cold yogurt is fantastic. If you have some caramelized nectarines left over, they are just as good cold or mixed into a fruit salad.

Serves 4


4 nectarines, pitted and cut into quarters

½ cup (packed) light brown sugar

1 cup plain Greek yogurt

4 teaspoons organic honey


Preheat the oven to 500°F. Line a large heavy baking sheet with foil and spray the foil with nonstick cooking spray. Place the nectarines, cut side up, in the center of the prepared baking sheet, and sprinkle with the brown sugar. Roast, basting once with the melted brown sugar, for 25 minutes, or until the sugar caramelizes and the nectarines are golden and slightly softened.

Spoon the yogurt into 4 bowls and top with the warm roasted nectarines. Drizzle with the honey, and serve.
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watermelon with
fresh mint and lime

Watermelon is the best thing in the world to eat first thing in the morning because its high water content really helps to flush your body out. The lime-flavored sugar syrup holds well, so you can make it at the beginning of the week and mix it with freshly cut melon each morning.

Serves 6


⅓ cup sugar

Grated zest and juice of 1 lime

¼ cup thinly sliced fresh mint leaves

½ large oval watermelon


Stir the sugar, 2 tablespoons water, the lime zest, and 1½ tablespoons of the lime juice together in a small heavy saucepan over high heat until the sugar dissolves and the syrup comes to a boil. Let the syrup cool completely, and then refrigerate it until cold.

Strain the chilled syrup into a small bowl and stir in the mint. Allow the mint to infuse into the syrup for at least 5 minutes.

Place the watermelon, cut side down, on a work surface. Using a large sharp knife, cut the watermelon horizontally to form a 2-inch-thick slab. (Reserve the remaining watermelon for another use.) Trim away the rind, and then cut the slab into 2-inch chunks. Transfer the watermelon chunks to a large serving platter, keeping the chunks in a single layer and maintaining the shape of the slab. Pour the cold syrup over the watermelon, and serve.
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Cinnamon French Toast with Caramelized Peaches

Crêpes with Orange Caramel and Mascarpone

Crispy Vegetable Fritters

Spanish Frittata

Raspberry Muffins

Greek Doughnuts

Hotcakes with Delicious Blueberry Compote

Lazy Asparagus Omelet

Portobello Mushrooms with Ricotta, Tomatoes, and Basil

Toasted Bagels with Crispy Prosciutto, Poached Eggs, and Spinach

Scrambled Eggs with Smoked Salmon and Chives

Spicy Sausage Breakfast Burritos

Crispy Tortilla with Ham, Chile, Spinach, and Fried Eggs

Homemade Waffles with Apples and Ice Cream

Exotic Fruit Salad with Passion Fruit Granita
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I have no idea who came up with the concept of creating an extra meal in the day, or why, but to the person who fused breakfast and lunch to invent brunch: I salute you—you’re a bloody genius! After all, breakfast is an incredible meal, as is lunch, but having the freedom to combine the best of both in one is a cook’s dream. Just as the options are endless, so too are the ways that you can enjoy brunch. By its very nature, it’s designed to be a lazy meal filled with great conversation, a glance through the morning paper, and, of course, plenty of good coffee. If the sun is shining, I find that sitting outside with a couple of friends and a delicious but easy-to-make spread really starts the day right.

What follows is a mix of sweet and savory dishes. Whether it be the simplicity of the Lazy Asparagus Omelet or the sheer indulgence of homemade waffles with caramelized apples, these dishes can be enjoyed from ten in the morning until two in the afternoon, give or take. And whether you are cooking for one lucky person or a crowd, I guarantee that you’re going to blow their minds.
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cinnamon french toast
with caramelized peaches

If you’re looking for an awesome brunch dish that can be made with minimal effort, this is the recipe for you. Caramelized peaches really hit the spot, but you can use anything else in the fruit bowl if peaches aren’t in season—try apples or bananas.

Serves 4


Caramelized peaches

½ cup sugar

4 peaches (about 1¼ pounds total), pitted, each cut into 8 wedges

3 tablespoons unsalted butter

French toast

6 large eggs

Four ½-inch-thick slices brioche bread

¼ cup sugar

2 teaspoons ground cinnamon

2 tablespoons (¼ stick) unsalted butter

⅓ cup crème fraîche, for serving


To prepare the caramelized peaches: Combine the sugar and ¼ cup water in a large heavy sauté pan over medium heat. Stir until the sugar dissolves and the liquid comes to a simmer. Then boil over medium-high heat without stirring, brushing down the sides of the pan with a wet pastry brush and swirling the pan occasionally to ensure that the syrup cooks evenly, for 6 minutes, or until the syrup begins to turn golden brown. Immediately remove the pan from the heat. Add the peaches and butter and swirl until the butter melts. Cook over medium heat for 2 minutes, or until the peaches are just tender. Set the peaches aside.

To make the French toast: Using a fork, beat the eggs in a
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