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Preface

IF YOU WOULD HAVE asked me several years ago when I was cooking for our big family of ten if any of the many, many meals I have made would eventually be shared in a cookbook of my own, I would have laughed.

Why? Because I just assumed the big, filling, homestyle meals I make are the same as every family might make. But when our family started sharing our lives on social media, I noticed people were very interested in the ways we ran our farm, did chores, took care of the house, and especially what we ate. This was a little odd to me because I didn’t feel like our family meals were any different from the rest of the world’s meals. Sure, there are ten of us, and between my kids, their friends, and the workers on our farm, I often have to make meals big enough to feed a small army! But I was shocked that others were so interested in how I prepare meals and grocery shop on such a large scale and also how I store our food.

I have always loved cooking and baking for my loved ones, and each time our family grew on our adoption journey, I had to expand my recipes and create new ones that helped each child feel welcomed and comfortable. But it wasn’t until we hopped on the social media train that I realized how interesting cooking for our unique big family was. And through our followers’ excitement and anticipation over me sharing each recipe, I started to embrace cooking even more. It became a joy, and I began cooking not only for our family of ten but for hundreds, then thousands, and believe it or not, millions of people. Plus, our followers gave me the name Mama Bell, which has caught on so much that people now are shocked when I share that I have an actual name! But I don’t mind “Mama Bell” because it has grown on me. So, I’m a “mama” to millions now.

Nowadays, I can’t wait to grab my handy yellow notebook and create a new recipe to share with my family and followers. I soon realized that cooking was how I showed my family that I was thankful for all they do to make our family successful and how much I love each one of them. It was a wonderful journey I went through and now I have the amazing opportunity to share these recipes and our family’s adoption journey with each one of you. Enjoy!
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Introduction to Mama Bell’s Big Family Cooking

HI THERE, my name is Heather Bell, but people call me “Mama Bell.” I am a mom to eight very active and always hungry children.

If you would have told me twenty-seven years ago that I would marry a farm boy raised on a dairy farm, own four thousand laying hens, raise Clydesdale horses, plus be a mother to eight children, I would have looked at you like you were crazy. You see, I set certain goals for myself, but it turns out God had other plans. It was 1994 and I was to graduate that spring and head off to medical school when I bumped into a strong and handsome boy, and just like that, my life was forever changed.

You may be thinking, “Wow, she must have grown up in the kitchen cooking next to her mother and learning all these wonderful recipes.” Well, before I married my husband, Luke, believe it or not I had never even cooked an egg or boiled water, never mind made breakfast, lunch, or dinner. The kitchen was foreign to me, and I had no interest or desire in cooking anything for anyone. My husband, however, grew up on a dairy farm with a hardworking mother who cooked the majority of their meals from scratch, and the meals were big enough to feed an entire army. I knew right then I would have big shoes to fill if I was gonna even come close to making meals like hers.

Two important women in my life gave me the push I needed to start learning how to cook for my new husband. My mother-in-law, Dodie Bell, and my mom, Sheila Storey, loved cooking for their big families, and I could tell they enjoyed being in the kitchen because that was one of the many ways they showed how much they loved their families—through cooking. Now that I was a new wife, I was ready for these two important women in my life to guide me when it came to cooking for my new husband and my future family.

I was determined that the first meal I cooked for my husband would “knock his socks off.” I had to find the perfect meal, but I was so nervous because I had absolutely no idea what I was doing. Finally, after hours of searching, I found it! This would be the test to see if I had the makings of a real cook. It was called Sour Cream and Chive Chicken, and it turned out amazing. Success! This first dinner gave me the encouragement I needed to embrace the kitchen more and become comfortable in creating meals all on my own.

Here is the recipe for the first meal I ever cooked so you can make it too:




Sour Cream and Chive Chicken

This first dinner gave me the encouragement I needed to embrace the kitchen more and become comfortable in creating meals all on my own.


Prep Time: 30 minutes

Cook Time: 60 minutes

Yields: 8 servings



Ingredients:


	4 cups Italian seasoned bread crumbs

	1 ½ tablespoons salt, divided

	1 ½ tablespoons ground black pepper, divided

	1 tablespoon onion powder

	1 tablespoon smoked paprika

	2 cups salted butter, melted

	1 (5-pound) whole chicken, innards removed, cut into pieces

	8 medium sweet Vidalia onions, peeled and halved

	1 (5-pound) bag yellow potatoes, peeled and cut into chunks

	1 cup salted butter

	1 cup all-purpose flour

	4 cups chicken broth

	2 cups heavy cream

	1 (8-ounce) container sour cream

	1 bunch fresh chives, chopped



Steps:


	1. Preheat oven to 400°F.

	2. In a medium shallow bowl or pie plate, combine bread crumbs with all the dry seasonings, except ½ tablespoon each of salt and pepper. Whisk and set aside.

	3. Into a second medium shallow bowl or pie plate, pour in melted butter. Coat each piece of chicken in butter and then in bread crumb mixture.

	4. Place coated chicken and onion halves throughout 2 greased 9" × 13" casserole dishes. Drizzle remaining melted butter over onions and sprinkle with leftover bread crumb mixture. Bake for 45 minutes.

	5. While chicken is cooking, place potatoes into a large pot of boiling water for 20 minutes over medium heat. Once tender, drain and add 1 cup butter. Use a hand mixer to whip the mixture. Set aside.

	6. Remove chicken from the oven and carefully pour drippings into a large saucepan. Add flour and remaining ½ tablespoon each of salt and pepper. Whisk over medium heat until a paste forms, about 2 minutes. Let simmer for 2 minutes, then slowly add broth while whisking. Next, add heavy cream and sour cream. Continue to whisk until cream thickens, about 5 minutes. Reduce heat to low and let simmer for 5 minutes, stirring often.

	7. Serve chicken and onions with mashed potatoes topped with gravy. Sprinkle with fresh chives.
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It’s amazing to me how one meal could change how I looked at cooking for the next twenty-seven years. During my “awakening” in the kitchen, a lot started happening in the Bell family. Our journey to become parents definitely didn’t go as we’d planned. After four long years of dealing with the heartache of infertility, we became parents to David Luke-Amos Bell through private adoption. Not only that, but within the following ten years we became foster parents and adopted six more children: Joshua, Izabella, Hailey, Robert, Brendon, and Noah. In the middle of this bustle of children coming in and out of our home, after eight long and trying years of dealing with infertility, we were surprised to find out that I was pregnant with my son Gideon.

While being foster parents, we never really knew when a child would come into our home or how long they would stay. Becoming a mother to eight children really challenged my cooking skills in preparing meals for so many different ages. I needed to make bigger portions that would go far, something we could heat up later just in case new children showed up, and meals that these new children would actually eat. I definitely made sure that I had Nana’s Famous Chocolate Chip Cookies on hand at any given time to share with these sweet children coming into our home and also made sure not to forget to pour a glass of cold milk to dip the cookies into. When you’re hurting, there is just something about a glass of milk and a cookie to take away the tears, even if just for that moment.

All of these wonderful experiences and opportunities have helped to prepare me to continue cooking big family meals for our family of ten, and everyone knows that the Bell family door is always open to anyone who might need a hot meal and a place to stay for as long as needed.
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About My Book

THE TABLE OF CONTENTS for my book doesn’t look like the typical list of meals and recipes that you’d find in a normal cookbook because this cookbook is so much more than our family recipes: It is also the story of the new beginnings and sweet bonds that became the journey of the Bell family. Our hope is that as you read through these wonderful recipes you will become part of our adoption journey and see how God brought each of us together. Each chapter shares recipes that are our family’s favorites, ones that each family member has prepared themselves, or ones that they ask me to make over and over again. But there’s also something a little more special within each chapter: You’ll get to learn more about each of my children’s adoption stories and our prayers being answered after eight years to have a child naturally. Cooking has been, and still is, a big part of our family because it brings us together every single day to share all that is going on in our lives.

Chapter 1 starts with me, Mama Bell, and my one dish casserole recipes. My husband has called me the “One Dish Wonder,” and after thinking about it, I’d say he was right. I like to create meals that have veggies, meats, cheeses, and something special in just one dish. So I guess you can say my meals are fast, simple, and amazing.

Chapter 2 is all about grilling and barbecue recipes and so it is dedicated to my husband, Luke, who is the best at showing his many cooking skills when it comes to grilling. It’s not uncommon to look outside and see him cooking on both grills. He is my outdoors cooking guy; he is all about finding different spices to add extra flavor to make the best burgers, brisket, and veggies.

My oldest, David, was the first child we adopted and the one who made me a mom. He would eat breakfast for all three meals if he could. Chapter 3 is dedicated to him and his love of all things breakfast. His all-time favorite recipe is Homemade Buttermilk Biscuits and Gravy, so I make sure to put some aside each time I make it so he can have leftovers for the next meal. Every time I make a special breakfast, he smells it from upstairs and will be the first one in the kitchen holding a fork with a big smile on his face.

My sweet Joshua came into our home when he was two years old, and just like that, David became a big brother. Joshua loved cooking with me, and when I asked him what he would like to make, his answer was always homemade pizzas. Over the years he has created some really cool pizza-themed meals for dinner, and Chapter 4 is great for him and other kids who love fun pizza recipes.

Gideon was born after eight long years of praying. When he was little, I could never get him to come inside; he would play in the puddles and explore the woods. That’s why Chapter 5, which is our land and sea recipes, is perfect for him. When Gideon was younger, he would make fishing poles out of string and sticks and act like he caught fish for me to cook for dinner. Now that he’s older he still enjoys making dinner for our family with all the fish he actually catches.

A few years later, the boys became big brothers to little Izzy. She has been my helper in the kitchen for as long as I can remember. Actually, I can’t even remember a time when she didn’t love helping me cook meals for our big family. She would hear me open the fridge, and I could hear little feet running in and her grabbing a stool to help me make dinner. Chapter 6 is Izzy’s Mexican-themed meals for her love of this type of cuisine. Let me tell you, my daughter hands down makes the best homemade carnitas in the Upper Peninsula.

Three years later we adopted the cutest nine-year-old girl named Hailey. Izzy was so excited to have a big sister to hang out with, and they were inseparable. Hailey prayed to live on a farm, have a big family, and go to church. She really wasn’t too interested in cooking until she was introduced to a slow cooker. Chapter 7 is super-easy slow cooker meals for Hailey. She was the one who introduced me to slow cooking; I actually never cooked with one until Hailey started making our big family dinners using it. I quickly realized how convenient it was to just dump and go a dinner—it’s a real game changer.

Robert and his two little brothers came into our home shortly after Hailey. My mother would come visit and bring these beautiful, huge chocolate chip cookies, and Robert would eat pretty much every one, then ask her to make more. After several years my mother finally shared the recipe with me so I could make them for him whenever he asked. That’s why Chapter 8, which is all about our family’s favorite cookie recipes, is dedicated to Robert, my personal “cookie monster.” Each one of us has a favorite cookie that I bake throughout the year. I took these basic recipes and built on them to create new recipes for Robert to try out. So far, I haven’t baked a single cookie that Robert hasn’t loved.

Brendon is the middle brother of the three, and when he moved in, he brought more happiness and laughter to our family. Chapter 9 is Italian-themed recipes, which Brendon asks me to cook every week, but his all-time favorite is my Homemade Spaghetti and Meatballs. Whenever I ask for dinner ideas, his response is always lasagna, meatballs, tortellini, or another Italian dinner idea. He loves to help in the kitchen, and he can make a seriously delicious manicotti. Whenever he’s in the kitchen with me, not only do we laugh so much, but we also end up busting some moves.

Chapter 10 is chili and soup recipes and is the perfect end to our cookbook because Noah—our soup lover—was the one to complete our family. He is my quiet child with the biggest heart and used to come into the kitchen, put his chin on his hands, and just watch me cook. He loved being by me but never asked to help cook until fall because he is the chili-making master. His favorite thing was to take a piece of bread slathered with real butter and dip it into the chili or soup. He would take a bite of the bread right in the middle and would look up with a smile on his face and butter on each side of the great big smile. I’m kinda thinking he ate more bread than actual soup itself.

So now you see how our “not so typical” table of contents shares how our “not so typical” family came together. God knew that all ten of us needed each other to heal, find support, and build a family through love. This is why cooking has become my language of love—my way to show love to my family through the meals I make. I hope that our family story and Mama Bell’s Big Family Cooking is a blessing to your family.
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CHAPTER 1 One Dish Casserole Recipes
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There was a city girl named Heather who moved to the country. She learned to make one dish meals that were simple and quick.
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I came to the realization that cooking is my language of love as I became a new wife and, before I knew it, a mother to eight very busy children. Throughout this amazing journey, cooking has been a huge part of our family because it is the one thing that brings us together every single day. When our big family sits down at the table, it’s not only about eating a meal together but reconnecting as a family—sharing our day with each other, our disappointments, and our accomplishments. It gives us a chance to talk through these things together as a whole family and to help one another through love and encouragement. It’s our time with no interruptions from the world. Just. Us. Ten. So, let’s start at the beginning with my story.

I never thought that one day I would become a farm girl wearing Muck boots and walking through mud and manure every day. That was, until I met my future husband, Luke, who was raised on a dairy farm with his three siblings. Unlike my husband, my father was a sergeant in the air force, so our family traveled often from state to state. I grew up in a big family of ten, so I was familiar with how big families work—especially during mealtimes. My mother did a great job at making family meals that could feed her big crew, and the one thing I can vividly remember growing up was my house always smelling like freshly baked cookies. It didn’t have to be a special occasion for my mother to whip up her cookies (Nana’s Famous Chocolate Chip Cookies in Chapter 8) for us eight kids. I would come home every day from school and my mother would be playing the piano, and there on the dining room table sat a big plate of cookies, glasses, and milk waiting for us. Honestly, I never really thought much about how my mother prepared dinner and that she was constantly in the kitchen cooking, until I got married and started to have my own big family. Looking back, I realize that I have stepped into the very same position my mother was in when I was a young girl. Now that I am older, I appreciate all my mother did to provide us with big family meals that were simple and delicious.

My journey in becoming a mother wasn’t the “typical” motherhood. My goal as a mother wasn’t to have eight children or to be a mother figure to many other children who came in and out of our home during the thirteen years of being a foster parent. My plan was to get married at thirty-five years old and have twin girls, a perfect family of four. But God had other plans.

When I was diagnosed with infertility at twenty-one years old, I started to realize that “my plan” might not go quite as I expected. And then through fostering and adoption, our forever family grew very fast, and I had to learn how to cook big, like really big—like really, really big—meals. I had many mouths to feed with the children we adopted and other foster children who came in and out of our home weekly. I had to create meals that could feed a lot of little mouths that were kid and budget friendly.

Through the guidance of my mother, I learned how to plant a huge garden, harvest the veggies, and store them for future meals. My mother baked the best cookies, and she could throw down a dinner in no time and have it ready for my father when he came home from work. I wish I knew then how important it was to help my mother in the kitchen and watch how making dinner works. Oh boy! If only I had known that I too would become a mom to eight children.

Throughout the years I have mastered different recipes and by accident created new ones. Like other mothers, I have my favorite meals and ones that I avoid making. This might come as a surprise, but on some days I can be a lazy cook—that’s why I prefer one dish casseroles. My husband calls me the “One Dish Wonder.” I feel like casseroles are similar to dump and go desserts. You would be surprised how many different veggies you can hide in a good casserole (wink! wink!).

My kitchen is my happy place. Over the years, I have come to realize that cooking and baking are my language of love for the people I love most in the whole wide world. I’m so excited to share with you my favorite meals that started my journey with creating meals big enough for our family of ten—in just one dish. [image: ]
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