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Introduction

Hi everyone!

Thanks for picking up At Mama's Table. The kitchen has always been at the heart of my home. When I was a child and now as a mum, I have always sat down at the end of the day with my family to eat. My husband Marvin and I are big believers in the importance of sitting around the table together and having that quality time as a family. I know too well the busy demands of family life and I always cook one meal for all of us, even if I make a few small changes for the kids. Regardless of how busy we are, Marvin and I will always make it home for dinner, even if it means taking a break from work to come home for a bit or on one of those days when we are playing tag team to look after the kids. Where possible, I try and cook from scratch and I am a huge fan of simple, fresh, and flavoursome meals that everyone can enjoy.

Since I was young, being in the kitchen and cooking a meal for my loved ones has been a kind of therapy for me. I do most of the cooking in our house but that’s because I love it and it’s how I relax at the end of a long day. Marvin is the drinks guy – that’s his strength in the kitchen; making sure everyone has a full glass and the ambiance is good with the right music on! He is also in charge of making brunch at weekends. In our house, we really celebrate food. On special occasions, such Christmas and Easter, our families and friends will come to us and I’ll spend a lot of time preparing meals. When we have friends and family over and I cook for them, I am often asked to write my recipes down for them afterwards. I have always said I’ll do it, but up until now I have never found the time. Our house is super-busy with Marvin, my two girls Alaia and Valle, and our baby boy Blake, but this year felt like the perfect time to put pen to paper and create a book of recipes that are as suitable for the smallest tummies in the family as they are for the biggest.

I’ve just been through the weaning journey for the third time and introducing your baby to solid food for the first time can be so exciting. It’s natural, especially if you are a first-time mum, to feel nervous when weaning your baby but it is also such an adventure. That feeling that you have cracked it, when your baby has eagerly eaten some broccoli, for example, is the best! I wanted to write this book to show you all how I cook for my family, including the details of how I adapt my recipes for weaning babies. Like many mums, I live a busy lifestyle, so everything – including our family meals – has to slot in with that. I never have time to cook more than once, so I have incorporated guidance in almost all of my recipes so you know how to adapt them to feed weaning babies and slightly older children, without having to cook for them separately. Cooking in this way means that you’ll know that they will be experiencing the full range of flavour, variety, and textures that they need. I’ve suggested a combination of both purées and baby-led weaning ideas, so you can choose the approach you would like (or do a combination of them, which is what I have always done!). While most of my recipes have this information, there are a small handful that simply aren’t suitable for very young children, no matter how much they might enjoy them – sorry kids! This is usually on dessert recipes, where the sugar content is too high for very young tummies, but that just means there’s all the more for us parents!
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For those who are introducing food to their children for the first time, it is important to make sure your child is ready and to follow NHS guidelines on when to introduce certain foods and potential allergens. When introducing allergens, it is important to do this slowly and one at a time, so you know exactly what food has triggered any reaction that your child may have. To help with this, I have included information on key allergens in all of my recipes (see, below).

    To help you identify the allergens in my recipes I have included symbols on each recipe showing which of the 14 main allergens are included. Use the key below to help identify which allergens are in each recipe:

    [image: Allergen, Celery; Allergen, Crustaceans; Allergen, Eggs; Allergen, Fish; Allergen, Gluten; Allergen, Lupin; Allergen, Milk; Allergen, Molluscs; Allergen, Mustard; Allergen, Peanuts; Allergen, Sesame; Allergen, Soya; Allergen, Sulphites; Allergen, Tree Nuts;]
All of my recipes are for quick, easy and crowd-pleasing dishes, whether it’s food that you can get on the table in next-to-no time and prep-ahead recipes, twists on everyday favourites when you may be stuck in a rut, ideas for food on the move, and occasion dishes that are perfect for dishing up at family celebrations. I have aimed for easy and intuitive recipes, including easy-to-buy supermarket ingredients and no more than ten ingredients in each recipe. I know that busy parents don’t have the time to source strange ingredients or follow complicated recipes – if you are anything like me, then you’ll like recipes that you can make after a bad night’s sleep with your eyes almost shut! There are a couple of slightly more involved and ingredient-heavy recipes, but these are recipes like Pops’ Saturday Soup (see page 75), that are so special to us as a family that I simply couldn’t write a cookbook without including them.

I believe in a good balance of vegetarian, meat, and fish dishes that are inexpensive, colourful, flavoursome and fun to create. I think sometimes the flavour can be lost when cooking for kids as we try and temper spice or seasoning for younger plates. We are big fans of seasoning in our household and I have introduced my kids to it from early on. Even the simplest of dishes can be elevated with a little careful spicing and my children now love it as much as Marvin and I do. One concession I do make when cooking food for my kids is with salt and pepper, which I try and leave to the end for just the adults at the table rather than seasoning all the way through cooking a meal. Likewise, if a dish calls for stock or salty sauces, such as soy, try and find a low-sodium variety if you are cooking for young children.

My kids are real foodies and I want to encourage them to have a healthy and positive relationship with food. I have always included my girls in cooking and preparing food, whether it is stirring the batter for pancakes, or dipping the homemade chicken or mushroom nuggets into the eggs and breadcrumbs, or baking together. Alaia is the Queen of making dumplings. She is really hands-on and loves to get involved with weighing ingredients and mixing them all together. Valle loves to help, too. I give her a child-safe peeler to help me peel potatoes. I have usually whizzed through a whole bag in the same time she does her one, but she is always very proud of her potato!

Alongside my recipes, I have included feature spreads that give useful tips on how to involve kids and get them excited about food. Whether it is including simple playdate recipes, rainy-day and no-mess baking (where the kitchen doesn’t look like a bombsite afterwards), or adding ideas like school pick-up snack heroes, I want to involve the whole family and show everyone how cooking can be fun. Even for the smallest member of the family, exploring food and cooking will build positive associations with food, different textures, and family mealtimes.

I’ve also included lots of tips and techniques to reduce the legwork for busy parents, including store cupboard essentials, plus ideas about batch cooking and time-saving hacks. The focus of At Mama’s Table is on simplicity and time, and refreshing culinary imagination, so you can have fun cooking with and for the whole family.

Those who aren’t catering for children can enjoy the recipes as they are, without making any changes or subs. When writing this book and when cooking for my family in general it’s important to me that this is the food that Marvin and I like to eat, which is one of the reasons I don’t make concessions when it comes to flavour. Life’s too short to eat bland food!

Enjoy!

Love, Rochelle
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My Top Batch Cooking Tips

Batch cooking is a game-changer because it saves so much time. If it’s one of those crazy days where I am handing Marvin the kids to dash to work, or vice versa, there is no better feeling than knowing they are getting a home-cooked meal without one of us having to cook from scratch. If I know I have a busy week ahead and have a relatively chilled weekend, I will think about batch cooking on a Saturday or even first thing on a Monday after I have dropped the kids at school. Here are my top tips.

Make a plan:
The most important thing is to plan ahead. Decide what you plan to cook and in what quantity, then buy all the ingredients in one shop. My favourite meals to batch cook are things that are healthy and sustaining, but also popular with the kids. Soups, like my No-Cream, Cream of Tomato Soup (see page 96) and staples like my Veggie (or Beef) Bolognese (see page 126) are always safe bets!

Cook a base sauce:
Most dishes start with a base sauce, which can be made ahead and then adapted into different recipes as a way of saving time. For example, a tomato-and-mince base can be made into Bolognese, chilli, pasta bake, lasagne or cottage pie.

Have the right kit:
Do you have loads of containers with no matching lids? We have all wasted hours playing the Tupperware matching game! Decide what containers you will need before you start cooking and set them on the side. I use freezable glass containers, which can be used time and time again.

Always label:
When faced with a freezerful of frozen meals, it can be very easy to lose track of what everything is. Pasta sauces, curries, soups, and stews all start to look the same after they are frozen! Label your containers with the contents, date, and anything else that might be useful to know, such as reheating instructions.

Freeze in the right portions:
Think about portion sizes when you are packaging things up to freeze. I freeze in slightly smaller portions for Alaia and Valle, then their meals can be defrosted separately on the odd occasion Marvin and I won't be eating with them. If you are weaning, ice-cube trays are perfect for freezing purées or small portions, then you can pop them out and quickly defrost them as you need.

Pack it small:
If you are using freezer bags, make sure all the air is squeezed out of the bags, so the meals don't get freezer burn. This also helps save space in your freezer. Also, always make sure all your food is completely cooled before it goes into the freezer.

My Time-Saving Hacks & Tricks

After a busy day at work, everyone wants to spend more time with the family and less time in the kitchen! For many people, cooking can be relaxing and fun, but busy working parents will often be juggling reading, homework, and small children in the afternoons and evenings when everyone is tired. Here are my best hacks:

Plan ahead:
I look at what is in the cupboard and then make a plan for the week based on what I already have to hand. I will then make a list of anything else I need to buy to cook the meals for that week. I also try to fit food around my life, so in the morning after dropping the kids at school, I may decide to do some food prep for dinner> That way I am never left wondering what we are all going to eat five minutes before dinnertime. My kids are starving when they get home from school, so we often eat at around 5pm. Depending on the age of your children and your working hours, it may or may not be possible for you all to sit down together every day, but many of the meals in this book can be made ahead and reheated if mum and dad need to eat their portions later on in the evening.

Prep with food processors:
Good food processors are not cheap but they can make life much easier. Many varieties have blades for chopping and slicing veg, which can take a lot of the hard work out of meal prep and cut down the time considerably.

Arrange your cupboards for convenience:
Always have the tools that you use a lot easily to hand. Items like pans need to be accessible, so I keep mine right under my hob in drawers. I also have everything in my food cupboards stored in separate, clearly labelled glass jars. When I was pregnant with Valle I saw someone had their cupboard organized like this on Instagram and I decided to try it. It is easier to see everything immediately, without having to rummage around.

Use one-pot wonders and slow cookers:
I am such a fan of one-pot cooking (see my One-Pot Veggie, Bean & Quinoa Stew on page 152) . It is just so easy – you can throw everything in and get on with other stuff, whilst stirring occasionally. I also think slow cookers are brilliant and can be used to cook all sorts of dishes.
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Wash and clear as you go:
There is nothing worse than finishing cooking and being faced with a kitchen looking like a bomb has gone off. I like to cook in stages so that I don’t become overwhelmed and always try to clear the sides and wash up or load the dishwasher as I go.

Chop like a pro:
Speed up cooking by cutting veggies with a sharp knife – just make sure you keep them out of the way of any small hands! If your knifes need a sharpen, you can buy knife-sharpening steels relatively cheaply, and a newly sharpened knife is much quicker and safer than trying to chop with a dull, blunt one, which could easily slip and needs an excess of pressure to use. Marvin’s dad is a chef and he chops so fast that his hands are a blur!

My Money-Saving Tips

There are loads of smart ways to save money when you cook. One of the main ways is to cook food from scratch. This is just something I try to do every day, though I won't pretend that the odd store-bought chicken nugget doesn't make an appearance on the kids’ plates! My other top tips for watching the pennies when you plan your meals for the week are listed below.

Multiple uses:
Often one ingredient can cross multiple meals, so, say you’re cooking a roast chicken for Sunday lunch and have some leftover, this could make a chicken salad or a soup for lunch the next day (see my Leftover Roast Chicken & Veggie Soup on page 94). Never throw anything away – if you can’t use it in the next few days, freeze it instead. Chunky soups and stews can use loads of different veg, so chuck in whatever you have at the back of the fridge.

Buy dry and frozen:
Dried beans and lentils are much cheaper than using the canned versions. Also always have some frozen veggies in the freezer. They come pre-chopped, so are easy to use and are actually really healthy – they are picked at their peak and frozen immediately, so are packed with nutrients. When I am batch cooking, I sometimes won’t use double the meat or fish to make double the recipe, but will bulk my stews, casseroles, and pasta sauces by increasing the cheaper ingredients instead, such as veggies, lentils and beans.

Go local:
Many markets and farm shops sell cheaper fruit and veggies that are locally grown and in season. Even veggies that have been ‘marked down’ or are wonky can be made into great-tasting soups, casseroles, and pasta sauces. I also go to the local fishmonger and butcher, where the meat and fish are often cheaper and better quality than in the supermarkets. It’s also always good to show the small businesses in your local area some love.

Do your food shop online:
I do a big cupboard shop online once a week and will buy all my basics like pasta, rice, bread, and milk. I find ordering food online means I stick to the plan I have made for the week. Sometimes, when I am in the supermarket, I can find myself becoming distracted and buy things just because they are on offer or that catch my eye. Never go into the shops on an empty stomach – I always end up loading up my trolley with things that I don’t need!

Get organized:
I’m obsessed with keeping my storecupboards organized. By keeping glass jars of staples like oats, pasta, and rice, I can easily see what I am running low on, so I can stock up but not order duplicates of things when I don’t need them.
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My Freezer Hacks

Freezing food is one of the best ways to make food go further and last much longer, saving time and money. My freezer is packed with easy stuff for the kids and always has a spare loaf of bread for toast. Use the tips below to make sure that you're getting the most out of your freezer, as it really can be your best friend in the kitchen!

Can you freeze it?:
There are loads of food items that you can freeze that you may not have thought about. As well as the obvious stuff, we always freeze milk as we seem to go through it so quickly. You can also freeze cooked pasta and rice; it is so easy to cook too much and this means that it won’t be wasted.

Jazz it up:
I freeze slices of cucumber in blocks and, if you use filtered water, it looks like you have a floating cucumber. The kids love it and I also adore it in a gin and tonic at the end of the day after I’ve put the kids to bed. Alaia and Valle also like popping frozen blueberries into their drinks to make them more exciting.

Freeze veggies:
As well as buying plenty of ready-frozen veg, if you have vegetables in the back of your fridge that you need to use up, they can be part-cooked and then kept in the freezer to save them going off. I blanch or steam them until about half-cooked. This means that when they are defrosted later they will not go soggy.

Fill it up:
Did you know your freezer actually runs more efficiently when it is full? I go through my fridge once a month and rotate the contents so the stuff at the front is what needs using up first. This means that nothing gets lost at the back of the freezer and everything is eaten before it goes off. When packing the freezer, I always make sure the most recent batches go to the bottom of the pile, so nothing gets wasted. Make sure everything is labelled. If you want, you could have a list stuck to the door of what is in your freezer that you can add to or cross off as you go.

Get stacking:
I love using square and rectangular containers that are great for stacking in the fridge or freezer. If you use freezer bags, ensure there is no air in them and you can lay them flat on top of each other. You can always use your own shelving or storage bins - I always look at Pinterest for ideas.

Basic Equipment

The sky’s the limit when it comes to gadgets and equipment, and I must admit, I’m a bit of a kitchen-gadget addict. I find having the right tool for the job makes things so much easier. This list is what I like to have on hand in my kitchen, but is by no means a must-have list for cooking. I put the stuff I use most regularly in the cupboards closest to the hob so I am not endlessly trekking around the kitchen.

Baking:


	Baking dishes

	Cake tins

	Cookie cutters

	Mixing bowls

	Pie dish 

	Rolling pin

	Sieve

	Wire rack



Electronics:


	Blender

	Electric Whisk 

	Electronic scales

	Food processor 

	Juicer

	Slow cooker

	Stand mixer

	Stick blender

	Toastie-maker



Food Preparation and Storage:


	Airtight storage containers

	Can opener

	Good scissors

	Grater

	Knife set

	Measuring jugs

	Mixing bowls

	Non-slip chopping boards

	Oven mitts

	Peeler

	Potato masher (I also have a potato ricer, which is great)

	Salad spinner

	Spatulas

	Whisk

	Wooden spoons



Pans and Oven Dishes:


	Casserole dish

	Colander

	Non-stick frying pan

	Roasting tins

	Set of saucepans

	Sheet pans or baking sheets

	Wok
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The page references in this index correspond to the print edition from which this ebook was created, and clicking on them will take you to the the location in the ebook where the equivalent print page would begin. To find a specific word or phrase from the index, please use the search feature of your ebook reader.
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