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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.

Alternatively, jump to the index to browse recipes by ingredient.

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

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



Foreword


‘There’s no taste like home...’ was the title of my winning menu on Celebrity MasterChef 2018. The year leading up to filming MasterChef was one of the most challenging times of my life. I lost my mum to Alzheimer’s and my heavy work commitments meant that I didn’t have the time to grieve properly, which in turn sent my personal life into a downward spiral. I was drinking and using drugs daily, and had been for a very long time. I knew that something had to change.

I called a friend and said I needed help. He told me all I had to do was not use that day, for the next 12 hours, then go to bed, wake up and start again. It sounded so simplistic, I didn’t for one minute think it would work. I didn’t for one minute think I could do it. But I was desperate and I had nothing to lose. The next two weeks were ropey, but I stuck to it. Every day I woke up, sat on the end of the bed and said out loud, ‘Today, I won’t use.’

I started going to NA (Narcotics Anonymous) meetings because I thought that’s what I should do. I was so embarrassed, ashamed and paranoid that someone would recognize me and I’d have to explain myself. I sat there, cap on, head down, listening to everyone else’s story, but I couldn’t speak. I couldn’t connect to them or to myself. I started to think, I’m not that bad. I haven’t been to prison or rehab, I’m not robbing my granny to pay for drugs, I’m not like these people. Maybe I’m not an addict after all? I just need a break. They tell you to focus on the similarities, not the differences, and that as long as you are coming to meetings it’s OK. It wasn’t OK. I couldn’t seem to find a way through; this wasn’t working for me. I had to find something else.

It was then that I started cooking. I would go to the supermarket, buy random ingredients, come home and cook all day. It made me feel wholesome. My husband was away on tour and cooking was a comfort for me. It was also a distraction. I cooked food I remembered from my childhood because it helped me feel connected to my family, and to the little boy I once was. The little boy who loved pies and custard tarts, chips and gravy, Lancashire hotpots. The little boy who dreamed of nothing more than one day dancing his way to the top.
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Radcliffe Lad

When I grow up what will I be?

A taller version of little me.

Will I still love to suck my thumb, ride my bike and knock-a-door-run?

Hey, will I still have short spiky hair?

Watch Larry Grayson and Isla St Clair?

Will Mathew, Mark, Luke and John next-door neighbours carry on?

And British Bulldog 123

Down the razz and chippy tea

Will I still love the Thompson Twins?

To crush a grape and Dusty Bins.

Dressing up in clothes too big.

Using tea towels for a wig.

Will I remember holiday camps, dancing comps, Rising Damp, Walking Whits, pantomime?

Banshee, Tiddles. Summertime with Mum and Dad on stools out back.

Sister listening to Shakatak with hair as big as candyfloss.

Fairground rides, Top of the Pops.

Jubilees, street parties, Mr Kipling’s French Fancies.

Or if you’re lucky Sara Lee.

Half-past four was time for tea.

Right, ten o’clock. It’s time for bed.

What with all this dancing in my head.

But when I wake up hopefully.

I’ll be a taller version of little me.
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Somewhere along the way I had decided that Radcliffe Lad wasn’t enough. I’d lost confidence in him. Not necessarily in my talent, because I have always been in work, but was I handsome enough? Was I funny enough? Did people like me enough? Was I good enough? The answer to those questions was always a resounding no. So I ran, taking every opportunity I could to escape myself. I ran so far that I had almost forgotten the taste of home. But something or someone was guiding me back. Helping me to feel.

Addiction is about not wanting to feel. Actually, that’s not true – it’s about wanting to feel anything but yourself. But the simple act of preparing a meal, the gentle self-care of that action, was helping. Cooking was helping me to heal. These weren’t just recipes, they were memories. Some things I had forgotten; some things I chose to forget.

I had no idea at the time how instrumental cooking would become to my recovery, or my rediscovery as I like to call it. It became my therapy – it still is. It’s helped me not be afraid of looking back, to not be afraid of remembering. Life has a way of hardening you, at least mine has. This was the beginning of my attempt at shedding those skins, and saying hello to that little boy I knew a very long time ago.

That was October 2017 and I’m still sober today. I’m not saying that these recipes will change your life, I’m saying they changed mine.

My mother’s passing to winning MasterChef was exactly a year to the day. I definitely had an angel on my shoulder for that final cook. Now I want to share with people the joy I have found in cooking this food for my family, my friends and myself. Here you will find family favourites, traditional home-cooked dishes, holiday inspirations and special occasions in my Breakfast, Lunch, Tea or Dinner, Holiday Snaps, For Fancy (as my sister likes to say) and Afters chapters. You’ll also find a Pantry well stocked with basic recipes.

This is my taste of home. My pictures, my memories, my moments. Some old, some new, some borrowed, some stew! All the dishes in this book have been cooked at home in my kitchen – and some on the telly, too. Cooking the food from my past has helped me to live in the present.

What a gift.
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Pictures, memories, moments.
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Casserole Crusty Cob

Britney has Radiance; Beyoncé has Heat. When I’m a multimillion-pound global icon – what? It could still happen – I’m going to have Bread. Now that’s a fragrance. Nothing beats the smell of freshly baked bread first thing in the morning. No smell evokes such strong memories of childhood, family or home. Just think how much better the commute to work would be if everyone smelled as good as fresh bread.

The magic of cooking bread like this in a casserole dish is the steam, which makes for an incredibly crusty and delicious loaf.


Makes 1 large loaf

Cooking time 1 hour, plus 1 hour 30 minutes rising

7g (¼oz) sachet fast-action dried yeast

1 tsp golden caster sugar

450ml (16fl oz) lukewarm water

900g (2lb) strong white bread flour, plus extra for dusting

1 tsp sea salt

fine semolina, for dusting

1 Add the yeast and sugar to the water in a measuring jug, give it a quick stir and leave for about 5 minutes to work its magic, until it starts to foam.

2 I use a stand mixer fitted with a dough hook for this next step, but you can also do it the good old-fashioned way (see Tip). Pop the flour and salt into the bowl, followed by the yeast mixture, and mix on medium speed for about 5 minutes until you have a smooth, elastic dough.

3 Transfer the dough to another lightly floured bowl and cover with a dampened tea towel. Leave to rise for at least an hour or until it has doubled in size.

4 Cut out a piece of nonstick baking paper large enough to line the base of your casserole dish.

5 Gently turn out your dough on to a lightly floured work surface. Working your way around the dough, draw the sides into the middle, then turn it on to the baking paper so that the smooth side is facing up. Cover with a clean tea towel and leave to prove for at least 30 minutes.

6 While the dough is proving, place your casserole dish in the oven without the lid, set the oven to 240°C (475°F), Gas Mark 9, and leave to preheat for 30 minutes. Have a cuppa.

7 Remove the casserole dish from the oven and place on a heatproof surface (it will be hotter than hell). Sprinkle semolina to cover the base of the pan.

8 Score an ‘X’ in the top of the dough. Then, holding the baking paper, lower the dough into the casserole dish, being careful not to burn yourself. Pop the lid on and bake for 45 minutes.

9 Remove the lid and bake for another 15 minutes.

10 Transfer the bread to a wire rack to cool for at least 30 minutes. Just in time for you to answer the door to the estate agent. The lovely couple will immediately fall in love and beg you to take the house off the market, offering you the full asking price!

TIP

To make the dough by hand, mix the flour and salt together in a large mixing bowl. Make a well in the centre. Pour the yeast mixture into the well. Using a spatula or wooden spoon, start mixing flour from around the well into the liquid, working in a circular motion, until combined. Turn the dough out on a lightly floured surface and knead for about 5 minutes until it becomes smooth and elastic.
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Mekitsa Doughnuts

I came across these very recently in Sofia, Bulgaria. Basically they are breakfast doughnuts, served with feta cheese and jam (see my Strawberry Jam recipe). Being married to a Greek, there is always feta in the refrigerator, but I had never tried mekitsa. This is one thing the Greeks didn’t invent...


Makes about 10 doughnuts

Cooking time 25 minutes, plus 1 hour rising

400g (14oz) plain flour, plus extra for dusting

3 eggs

pinch of salt

1 tsp bicarbonate of soda

120g (4¼oz) Greek yogurt

vegetable oil, for frying and oiling

icing sugar, for dusting

1 Sift 350g (12oz) of the flour into a large mixing bowl and make a well in the centre. Crack the eggs into the well, add the salt and bicarbonate of soda and, using a fork, start beating in the flour from around the well until it’s all combined. Then fold in the Greek yogurt and bring together with your hands to a form soft dough, adding a little water if needed.

2 Tip the dough out on to a floured work surface and knead briefly – 2 minutes will do it. If it’s really wet, knead in the remaining flour. Roll the dough into a ball, return it to your mixing bowl, cover with clingfilm and let it rise at room temperature for an hour.

3 Half fill a medium heavy-based pan with vegetable oil. Make sure the oil is hot enough before frying the dough by dropping in a little piece of bread – if it sizzles, it’s good to go.

4 While the oil is heating up, using oiled hands, divide the mixture into about 10 golf ball-sized portions. You want each dough ball to have a light coating of oil from your hands, which helps when you start to shape the dough. One at a time, flatten out the dough balls between your hands and lay them on a baking tray, ready for frying.

5 Drop them one at a time into the hot oil, where they will quickly cook – 1–2 minutes each side until golden brown. I turn them a few times to get them an even colour. Lift out of the oil on to a wire rack or kitchen paper to drain. Dust with icing sugar and serve immediately with feta cheese and jam.
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Banana Nut Muffins

Bingo, Drooper, Fleegle and Snorky – I loved The Banana Splits Adventure Hour TV show. This is a quick and easy breakfast muffin that will get you out of the door with a ‘Tra La La, La, La, La, La’…you had to be there really.


Makes 12 muffins

Cooking time 25 minutes

180g (6¼oz) plain flour

1½ tsp bicarbonate of soda

½ tsp ground ginger

⅛ tsp ground nutmeg

⅛ tsp ground cinnamon

3 large ripe bananas, mashed

100g (3½oz) unsalted butter, melted

80ml (2¾fl oz) milk

60g (2¼oz) caster sugar

45g (1½oz) dark muscovado sugar

1 egg

1 tsp vanilla extract

60g (2¼oz) walnuts, chopped

60g (2¼oz) pecan nuts, chopped

1 Preheat the oven to 190°C (375°F), Gas Mark 5. Line a 12-hole muffin tray with muffin cases.

2 Put the flour, bicarbonate of soda and spices into a large mixing bowl and whisk together with a fork.

3 In another bowl, beat together the bananas, butter, milk, sugars, egg and vanilla until smooth. I use a stand mixer fitted with the paddle attachment, but you can use a hand-held electric whisk or do it the old-fashioned way with a fork.

4 Add the wet mixture to the dry mixture and briefly stir to combine. Then fold in half the nuts.

5 Divide the muffin mixture evenly between the muffin cases and top with the remaining nuts.

6 Bake for 20–25 minutes until well risen and golden brown.

7 Leave the muffins to cool in the tin for 5 minutes, then transfer to a wire rack and leave to cool completely.

TIP

Be careful not to overmix when you’re combining the wet and dry ingredients.



Buttermilk Pancakes with Maple Syrup

It’s funny how life comes full circle, and how if you are lucky you can join the dots. When I first brought my husband Jon home to meet my mum, she said, ‘Well, John could have been Canadian you know. Oh yeah, George, his dad, wanted to emigrate but I didn’t want to go.’ Jon and I share the same name and both our dads are called George, something that became quite tricky as Mum’s memory began to fail. Mum loved Jon and would say, ‘He’s such a nice boy. So softly spoken.’ But in true Mum style, she would give with one hand and take with the other, adding, ‘And he’s got such a sallow complexion!’

I love Canada. The Mounties, the maple syrup, the poutine (see here for my take on this) and the pancakes. After my first trip there, I could see why Dad would have wanted to go. Jon is from Winnipeg, which is prairie country. It is flat for as far as the eye can see and it gets cold – minus forty in the winter! So cold, your eyelashes freeze. You see, some things are just right for each other. Johnny and Jon, Christmas and snow, maple syrup and pancakes.


Makes 6 large pancakes

Cooking time 15 minutes

250g (9oz) self-raising flour

2 tsp baking powder

½ tsp bicarbonate of soda

pinch of salt

2 eggs

300ml (10fl oz) buttermilk

100ml (3½fl oz) milk

1 tbsp golden caster sugar

unsalted butter, for frying

maple syrup, to serve

1 Mix the flour, baking powder, bicarbonate of soda and salt together in a large mixing bowl.

2 In a separate mixing bowl, beat together the eggs, buttermilk, milk and sugar.

3 Sift the dry mixture into the wet mixture and stir to combine, being careful not to overmix. Then leave the batter to rest for 10–15 minutes.

4 Heat a frying pan and melt a small knob of butter in it. Spoon half-ladlefuls of the batter into the hot pan – I normally do 2 at a time, but it depends how large you want your pancakes. Fry the pancakes for about 2 minutes until they start to bubble, which means it’s time to flip them, then cook for about another minute until browned on the other side. Serve immediately with lashings of maple syrup.
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Kipper Kedgeree

Thou shalt have a fishy on a little dishy

Thou shalt have a fishy when the boat comes in

When the Boat Comes In. After Grandstand and Bonanza, this was Dad’s favourite TV show. In fact, he had a lot in common with Jack Ford, the character played so brilliantly by James Bolam. A man who had fought in the war and was now a union man; a subtle blend of strength, pride, morals and compassion, but woe betide you if you crossed him. That was Jack and that was most certainly Dad. Oh and the pub featured quite heavily in the programme, too. I often think of Dad in this way: When the Boat Comes In, snooker, the Pools, a pint, cockles and kippers. Dad loved a kipper, something Mum really didn’t like – she wasn’t a fan of anything that had a strong smell. I also love them, especially for breakfast. This makes a hearty dish for breakfast or brunch to set you up for the day so that you can…

Dance to thy daddy, sing to thy mammy

Dance to thy daddy, to thy mammy sing


Serves 4

Cooking time 45 minutes

750ml (1⅓ pints) chicken stock

350g (12oz) white long-grain rice

4 eggs

4 kipper fillets

4 bay leaves

salt and pepper

Curry Sauce

50g (1¾oz) butter

1 large onion, chopped 1 carrot, grated

30g (1oz) fresh root ginger, peeled and grated

3 garlic cloves, crushed

2 tbsp mild curry powder

½ tsp Chinese five-spice powder

½ tsp garam masala

½ tsp ground turmeric

2 tbsp Worcestershire sauce

50g (1¾oz) green raisins (see Tip)

300ml (10fl oz) chicken or vegetable stock

juice of 1 lemon

To serve

lemon wedges

coriander and flat leaf parsley, finely chopped

1 Preheat the oven to 200°C (400°F), Gas Mark 6 and line a baking tray with foil.

2 Start with the sauce. Melt the butter in a saucepan, add the onion, carrot, ginger and garlic and cook gently for 10 minutes until softened. Stir in the dry spices, Worcestershire sauce and raisins and fry off for 1 minute. Pour in the stock, cover and simmer for 20 minutes, stirring occasionally.

3 Meanwhile, bring the chicken stock to the boil in another saucepan, add your rice, give it a good stir, then cover and simmer for 10–12 minutes until tender. Drain and set aside, keeping the pan at hand.

4 Place your eggs in a pan of boiling water and cook for 6 minutes. Transfer to a bowl of cold water to cool and set aside (or see my Tip).

5 Lay your kipper fillets on the prepared baking tray. Season with salt and pepper and top each with a bay leaf. Bake for 8–10 minutes until just cooked. Flake the fish, discarding the skin.

6 Transfer the sauce to a blender or food processor and blitz until smooth.

7 Return the drained rice to its pan. Mix through half of the sauce, then add half the fish and stir again.

8 Shell and halve the eggs.

9 Transfer your rice to a serving dish. Top with the remaining fish, egg halves, lemon wedges and chopped herbs. Serve with the remaining sauce.
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Turkey Breakfast Stacks

Turkey is a superfood in my book. It is rich in protein, vitamins and the amino acid tryptophan (and you thought I was just a pretty face). Don’t ask me what that does, but it sounds healthy. Only joking...tryptophan is responsible for boosting and producing serotonin. In other words, eat turkey, as it makes you happy!


Serves 4

Cooking time 20 minutes

olive oil, for frying, grilling and oiling

4 large field mushrooms

2 tomatoes, halved

4 eggs (see Tip)

grated zest of ½ unwaxed lemon

salt and pepper

Patties

500g (1lb 2oz) minced turkey

1 large sprig of thyme, finely chopped

1 large sprig of sage, finely chopped

4 spring onions, finely chopped

1 egg yolk

1 tsp Dijon mustard

good grinding of sweet smoked paprika flakes, or any paprika you have to hand

Guacamole

1 avocado

juice of ½ lemon (from the zested ½ lemon)

1 tbsp olive oil

1 tsp crème fraîche

pinch of chilli flakes

1 Preheat the oven to 200°C (400°F), Gas Mark 6.

2 To make the patties, add all the ingredients to a mixing bowl, season with salt and pepper and mix together well with your hands. Divide into 4 portions and mould into mini burgers.

3 Heat a large ovenproof frying pan on the hob, add 2 tbsp olive oil, then fry your patties over a medium heat for 2–3 minutes each side until getting a little colour. Transfer the pan to the oven and cook for 7–10 minutes.

4 Meanwhile, place the mushrooms and tomatoes	 on a baking tray, season with salt and pepper and drizzle over some olive oil, then cook under a hot grill for 2 minutes each side.

5 Peel and stone the avocado for the guacamole, then mash in a bowl with the remaining ingredients, seasoning with a pinch of salt and pepper.

6 Heat a frying pan and add a splash of olive oil. Then, if you want perfect little omelettes – and let’s face it, who doesn’t – place 4 oiled egg rings in the pan. Break an egg white into each ring, season with a pinch of salt and pepper, sprinkle with lemon zest and fry for a minute. Flip the rings and the omelettes will slide down the moulds to cook on the other side.

7 Now assemble: mushroom, patty, omelette, tomato, guacamole. Stacked!

TIP

For an extra healthy breakfast I prefer egg-white-only omelettes, but you can make yours using whole eggs. Just break each egg into a small bowl and whisk gently before adding to your egg rings.
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Bubble & Squeak

I come from Radcliffe in the borough of Bury, Greater Manchester. I was born in Bealey Community Hospital, which made me a Bealey Basher, as the locals named us. In other words, not an extraordinary birth, but that was soon to change. I went to Radcliffe Hall Primary School and I lived at 23A Park Street. Most of the houses on our street were terraced, two-up two-downs and back-to-backs, but actually ours wasn’t. We lived at the end of Park Street in one of five slightly larger houses with bigger gardens. Now Radcliffe and Bury are famous for many things: Danny Boyle, Victoria Wood and half the cast of ‘Corrie’ (Coronation Street) and Emmerdale. When I first told my mum I’d got the part of Christian in EastEnders, her response was, ‘Ah really? Couldn’t you have got the other one?’ But that’s not all. It’s famous for something far greater than BAFTA-winning comediennes or Oscar-winning directors – Bury black pudding, which I cooked with in my final menu on MasterChef. This really proves there’s no taste like home.


Serves 4

Cooking time 35 minutes, plus 20 minutes cooling

4 potatoes, peeled and quartered (or use leftover mash)

large knob of butter

½ sweetheart cabbage (or any greens), shredded

2 tbsp olive oil

220g (7¾oz) Bury black pudding (or other black pudding), sliced

dash of white wine vinegar

4 eggs

salt and pepper

Hollandaise, to serve

1 Cook the potatoes in a pan of salted boiling water for about 20 minutes until tender. Drain and leave to cool, then mash.

2 Melt the butter in a large frying pan, add the cabbage and fry gently for 5 minutes to soften it. Don’t let it brown. Transfer it to your mashed potato and combine. Then season the mixture with a good pinch of salt and pepper.

3 Now add the olive oil to the frying pan, pile in your potato and cabbage mixture and flatten it down so that it fills the whole pan to the edges. Cook until it starts browning on the bottom. Browning not burning. Then flip the mixture over and flatten it again, mashing it into itself. Repeat this process a few times – I give it 4 or 5 flips, which takes about 10 minutes in all. Every time you turn it, pat it back down and it will start to become a lovely golden brown colour as the browned mash is combined. You want it nice and crisp.

4 Pop your black pudding slices under a hot grill – they will need only a couple of minutes each side.

5 Meanwhile, get a wide pan of gently boiling water with the vinegar added ready for poaching the eggs. Then crack each egg in turn into the water (I do 2 eggs at a time so as not to overcrowd the pan). Poach for 3–4 minutes until the whites are set, then carefully remove with a slotted spoon and drain on kitchen paper.

6 Serve your bubble and squeak topped with a slice of black pudding: the perfect platform for your poached egg drizzled with hollandaise.

TIP

For perfectly round bases, I press a cutter into the bubble and squeak while it is still in the pan and then, using a spatula, carefully lift each one out onto a plate.
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Cheesy Mushroom Toast

‘Are you on the telephone again?’ That’s what everyone would say to me when I was sucking my thumb, which I did regularly. ‘You won’t be able to do that at The Royal Ballet School.’ As the summer holidays raced on, so did the quest to stop me sucking my thumb before the September term started. It was dipped in everything from Marmite to molasses, and then Dad’s favourite, English mustard. Or, as he called it, Scottish ketchup. He had it on everything. Unfortunately, it didn’t work. I sucked my thumb right up until the night before I went to school and then never again. I just stopped. I guess I have always had the ability to quit if I really wanted to – something I would rediscover in my adult life. My thumb just didn’t taste the same any more. Besides, I’d acquired a new taste: Scottish ketchup.


Serves 4

Cooking time 35 minutes

8 large portobello mushrooms

knob of butter

1 garlic clove, crushed

2 slices of prosciutto (optional)

4 large slices of sourdough bread

handful of flat leaf parsley

handful of chives

Cheese Sauce

50g (1¾oz) butter

50g (1¾oz) plain flour

200ml (7fl oz) milk

50ml (2fl oz) double cream

100g (3½oz) Cheddar cheese, grated, plus extra for sprinkling

½ tsp Scottish
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Bloody Mary Bake
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Potato Farls



















Thai Omelette & Steamed Rice


























Sweet Potato Hash
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