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PRAISE FOR COMMANDO DAD: BASIC TRAINING:


 


 


“One of the best parenting books I’ve ever read”
 Lorraine Kelly


 


“brilliant book”
 The Daily Telegraph


 


“The advice, approved by healthcare professionals, is quick to read, easy to understand and simple to digest, delivered in short, unambiguous bullet points and, no-nonsense rules – and, pretty unarguably, spot on”
 Jon Henley, The Guardian


 


“A no-nonsense guide to being an elite dad or carer, from birth to three years – great package”
 The Bookseller


 


“A must-have for new dads”
 MADE Magazine


 


“Neil Sinclair experienced many life and death situations during his six years as an Army Commando. But forget tracking drug traffickers through the jungles of Belize or clearing mines in Iraq while dodging sniper fire – the most daunting thing the dad of three has ever faced is bringing his newborn son Samuel home from hospital”
 Baby & Me magazine
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DEDICATION


To Tara, Sam, Jude and Liberty. Long may we continue to sit around the table together – laughing, discussing, debating, supporting… and eating. And to Mum and Dad: thank you for all the good times around our dinner table. What a great start you gave us all.


 


 


DISCLAIMER


I have been a stay-at-home dad since 1 April 2003 and estimate in this time I have prepared approximately 16,000 meals for my unit. That’s a lot of practice. In this book, I share recipes which have been reviewed and approved by a nutritionist. However, the publisher, authors and experts disclaim any liability from any injury that may result from the use, proper or improper, of the information contained in this book. I have suggested tasks that your trooper may help you with for each recipe, but only you can judge if your trooper will be able to undertake those tasks safely. Commando Dad: The Cookbook should not be considered a substitute for the advice of your healthcare professional or your own common sense.




INTRODUCTION


TO EVERY MAN WHO WANTS TO PREPARE HEALTHY, NUTRITIOUS FOOD FOR THEIR UNIT (Henceforth known as “Commando Dads”): this book has been written for YOU.


This is a practical cookbook for use in the field. The recipes are straightforward, require no special skills and represent good value for money. In fact, in some instances, you won’t need to cook, merely assemble well. Yet the result will be tasty and nutritious food that the whole unit will enjoy.


And enjoying good food is important. You cannot underestimate the benefits of a good diet, which include optimum growth and development, energy, better sleep, improved immunity to common illnesses and a more positive outlook. Troopers learn by example and will mimic your behaviour. Want them to eat the right amount of healthy nutritious food? Then you need to do the same. Don’t worry if your diet leaves a little to be desired: it is never too early to start building good eating habits for your troopers, or too late to start improving your own.


Once the food has been prepared, where possible, aim to sit down as a unit and enjoy it together. After all, mealtimes are not only about food, but also socializing and enjoying each other’s company. This relays the message, loud and clear, that not only is eating something pleasurable but that you all belong to a secure and loving unit.


It will also enable you to demonstrate what good table manners are. It is too easy to rush food, especially with so many tasks to complete. Stop!


 


Do:




	Teach your troopers – and yourself – to slow down and enjoy food. It takes around 20 minutes after you’ve started eating for the stomach to tell the brain that it is full. If you’re racing your food, you won’t pick up those messages, and as your troopers are following you, neither will they. If you don’t give yourself time to feel full, you risk overeating.


	Praise good eating habits and table manners. Your troopers will love the attention and will repeat the behaviour to get the same response.





 


Don’t:




	Adopt the “Do as I say, but not as I do” approach to eating. If your troopers don’t see you eating well, it’s unlikely they will eat well in the long term.


	Put your troopers in a position where they rush their food and consequently overeat from an early age. This can cause serious problems for troopers in the long term.





 


The preferred choice of drink at mealtimes is water. Make it the “norm”. When the body is thirsty it requires water. Juice is high in sugar and should be limited. If juice is offered, ensure it is diluted one part juice to ten parts water.


It doesn’t matter if you are responsible for feeding the whole unit every night or just occasionally, whether you are a complete novice or a seasoned cook looking for ideas. What matters is that you roll up your sleeves and get in the cookhouse with your troopers.


The Importance of Portion Sizes and a Balanced Diet


Portion size is critically important. A major cause of the obesity epidemic is that we have forgotten what a healthy portion size is, both for adults and troopers. The list below shows the main food groups with examples of their health benefits.


The Food Groups:




	Bread, cereals and potatoes: These starchy foods, which also include pasta and rice, provide energy, fibre, vitamins and minerals.


	Fruit and vegetables: Provide fibre, vitamins and minerals and are a source of antioxidants.


	Milk and dairy foods – and vegan alternatives: Provide calcium for healthy bones and teeth, protein for growth, plus vitamins and minerals.


	Meat, fish, poultry, eggs, nuts and legumes: These foods provide protein, vitamins and minerals, especially iron. Legumes also contain fibre.


	Fats: Oils, dairy products, lean meats and oily fish are all good sources of fat-providing energy, omega 3 and vitamins A, D and E. Troopers up to the age of two years should be given full-fat products and not low-fat versions.







Note that processed foods, such as biscuits, cakes, fizzy drinks, chocolate, sweets, crisps and pastries, do not fit into these groups. They contain high sugar and saturated fat levels and provide empty calories with no valuable nutrition. You know that these foods aren’t good choices. Limit them.




COMMANDO DAD TOP TIP


Never overfill your trooper’s plate and bribe them to eat it. A trooper should only ever eat to fulfil hunger, not to please you. It is better to put too little on the plate and let your trooper tell you when they want more.





Variety is the spice of life and these tips will help you prevent food boredom.


 


Do:




	Help your trooper to discover different foods that will become new favourites. The more foods they try, the less likely they are to become picky eaters.


	Try to cook a completely new meal at least once a month. It can be fun to try new and interesting foods together.





Don’t:




	Fall into a rut of preparing the same few meals – easy to do when you find out your trooper’s “favourites”.


	Feel you have to prepare a menu of new foods every week. It can be as simple as changing vegetables from carrots to sweetcorn, or replacing apples with pears, or giving oatcakes instead of bread and butter.



  



Lucky seven: Troopers need to be exposed to a new food at least seven times before they can form an opinion about liking it – or not. Do not give up on healthy, nutritious foods too quickly. And never ever give up trying a healthy food before the seventh time because you don’t like it. Eat it seven times yourself. You may be surprised.



  

How to Use This Book


Unless stated otherwise, all recipes in this book are designed to feed two adults and two children. I have a family of five but as my children are now all teenagers, I double these amounts. See Chapter 2: Base-Camp Recipes for ideas on what to do with the leftovers if you cook too much.


Of course, if you double the recipes, you need to allow a little longer to cook – both for the preparation of the ingredients and the cooking. Similarly, if you’re just cooking for yourself and one trooper, the cooking time will be shorter. It’s best to use the original cooking times here as your reference point and monitor your food closely for the desired results.


I tend not to use too much spice in my cooking, preferring instead to have chilli flakes or sauce as a condiment on the table (primarily for my sons, who love heat). If you want to add spice while cooking, go ahead! In fact, that goes for every recipe in this book – use it as a basis to build your own recipes; swap and add ingredients to make it a favourite for your unit.


As a Commando Dad is a hands-on dad, every recipe in this book details tasks that your troopers may be able to help with. Your trooper will be thrilled to help you – cooking with you will not only help them gain confidence in their own abilities but also develop a sense of self-reliance. If that weren’t enough, troopers are much more likely to try a new food they have helped prepare.


As you introduce your troopers to cooking, you will need to start with simple activities, supervise them very closely and leave enough time. You will always need more time than you think. The timings included in this book are for you cooking the meal alone, so the first time you cook it with your troops, double the suggested time – and see how you get on.


Only you can judge the tasks which are suitable for your trooper. In the next chapter, in Cookhouse Missions (see page 19), you’ll find some kitchen basics that you can take them through – and a Mission Accomplished section to record when they’ve mastered them.


But even after they’ve got the basics sorted, still expect spills and slip-ups. These are inevitable and there is no point in literally crying over spilt milk. If you and your troops have worked together and have an edible meal at the end of it, you have accomplished your mission. Long after you have forgotten the cleaning up you will remember the fun you had cooking together.




Chapter 1:
 COOKHOUSE BASICS


CALL TO THE STORES


To prepare the recipes in this book you will need the following equipment:




	Butter knife


	Chopping board


	Colander


	Electric whisk


	Food processor


	Sharp kitchen knives


	Grater


	Hand whisk


	Juicer


	Ladle


	Masher


	Measuring jug


	Measuring spoons


	Meat thermometer


	Non-stick frying pan


	Oven gloves


	Ovenproof dish


	Pans with lids


	Pastry brush


	Peeler 


	Plastic knife (to practise cutting soft food)


	Ramekins


	Scales


	Sieve


	Slotted spoon


	Spatula (fish slice)


	Springform cake tin


	Steamer



 

SAFETY IN THE COOKHOUSE


There is no substitute for your close supervision and you must under no circumstances leave your troopers alone during cooking. If you need to leave the cookhouse, get your troopers out too, and take pans off the heat or turn them down.


General Safety


The cookhouse is a potentially dangerous environment. To make sure you and your troopers stay safe:


 


Do:
  



	Wash your hands in warm soapy water before and after handling food (especially meat, fish, eggs and vegetables). Give them a proper wash – it should take at least ten seconds. See instructions in Cookhouse Missions (see page 19).


	Dress for the job: Aprons keep clothes clean, tie back long hair, don’t wear loose clothing, roll up loose sleeves, and protect your feet with sensible footwear.


	Turn pot handles inward toward the back of the hob to avoid them being heated or knocked over.


	Open lids away from you (to avoid steam burns).


	Clean up spills and broken glass/crockery immediately.


	Turn everything off when you’ve finished cooking.





 


Don’t:




	Leave a trooper alone in the cookhouse when cooking is in progress.


	Leave pans on the hob unattended.


	Touch any electrical appliance or socket if your hands are wet.


	Add water to a pan full of hot oil, as it may spit.


	Leave tea towels and cloths near the cooker, hob or toaster in case they catch fire.


	Put knives or other sharp objects into a sink full of water where they can’t be seen.


	Sneeze – but if you can’t help it, turn away from the food and sneeze into the crook of your arm.


	Stand on anything other than a sturdy footstool to reach high cupboards (keep everything you use often in easy reach).



  

Safe Food Handling


Safe food handling is essential to help prevent food poisoning.


 


Always:




	Refrigerate or freeze raw meat, fish and dairy products – they spoil quickly.


	Clean any area raw meat and/or its juices may have touched: The sink, the kitchen counter, the chopping board, utensils, etc. You don’t need to use antibacterial sprays; hot, soapy water is fine.


	Put cooked food on a clean plate.


	Use separate chopping boards for raw meat, raw fish, and vegetables.


	Wash dishcloths and tea towels and dry them completely before you use them again. Dirty, damp cloths are the perfect breeding ground for germs.





 


Never:




	Wash raw meat – it’s the high temperature of cooking that kills harmful bacteria; by washing meat the bacteria are splashed around your cookhouse.


	Leave foods unrefrigerated for longer than 2 hours at any time after preparation.


	Eat food past its use by date (which is different to its sell by date) as these dates are based on scientific tests of how quickly harmful germs can develop in the packaged food.


	Lick your fingers or put them in your mouth when handling raw food, such as meat, fish or eggs.





First Aid Kit


Every cookhouse should have a fully stocked first aid kit. A list of first aid kit items is widely available online and all lists of recommended items are similar. See for example: www.nhs.uk/common-health-questions/accidents-first-aidand-treatments/what-should-i-keep-in-my-first-aid-kit/.


Smoke Alarm


About half of all household fires start in the kitchen. A working smoke alarm (that conforms to British Standard BS EN 14604 and ideally also carries the British Standard Kitemark) is an essential piece of safety equipment for your cookhouse. If you’re reading this outside the UK, please refer to your country-specific safety recommendations.


To keep your smoke alarm in good working order, you should:




	Test it once a month, by pressing the test button until the alarm sounds.


	Clean it once every three months with your vacuum cleaner (with the soft brush attachment) to remove dust or insects.


	Change the battery once a year (unless it’s a unit with a ten-year battery).


	Replace the whole unit every ten years.





It’s also important to keep your oven, hob, cooker hood, extractor fan and grill clean – built-up fat and grease can ignite and cause a fire.


Take a look at your local fire and rescue service website for basic and common sense precautions to prevent fire. You can even book a home fire safety visit if you would benefit.


CRACKING THE CODE


When learning any new skill, the first obstacle to overcome is understanding unfamiliar terms.


 


Boil: Large bubbles quickly rise to the surface and there is constant steam.


Simmer: Smaller bubbles constantly rise to the surface with occasional wisps of steam.


Baste: Keep meat moist during cooking by spooning fat or juices over it.


Preheat: Turning the oven on and giving it time to reach the required temperature before you use it – 15 minutes should be enough, although older ovens may need 5 minutes longer.


Caramelize: Cook foods that contain sugar, such as onions, until they go brown and develop the nutty, sweet flavour of caramel.




Spot the Difference


Bicarbonate of soda and baking powder




	Bicarbonate of soda (or baking soda), when mixed with certain wet ingredients (such as milk), creates carbon dioxide – which causes your batter to rise.


	Baking powder contains bicarbonate of soda but also other ingredients, which means you need only add water for the same reaction.





Self-raising and plain flour


Self-raising flour is simply plain flour with baking powder added. This means that if you buy plain flour, you can make it self-raising when the recipe calls for it. This is a smart move in my opinion, as it reduces waste. As a rule of thumb, I put 2 teaspoons of baking powder for every 200 g of plain flour.


Sauté and stir-fry


If there is a difference, I haven’t worked it out yet. It basically amounts to cooking vegetables quickly in very hot oil so that they maintain their colour, crunch and vitamins.


Sell by and use by


It’s not always necessary to throw food out if it’s past its best before date; it’s about quality and does not mean the food is unsafe. If it looks and smells bad, it’s been left too long. Use by dates should be adhered to.


Substitutes


There’s always going to come a time when you need something for a recipe that you don’t have. Usually at the last minute. Before you go back to the shops and waste time and money, make sure you don’t already have something that you could use as a substitute. For example, half a mashed avocado instead of an egg works in baking, or Greek yoghurt instead of sour cream, or vinegar instead of lemon juice (use half the amount!). Just do a quick search on the internet “what can I use instead of…?” Do use it as an opportunity to experiment with different flavours too – you may even create your own dish! A lot of work has gone into producing the food that’s already in your cupboards – eat and enjoy it.


Handy substitutes include:




	To substitute baking powder in a recipe, add 1 teaspoon of bicarbonate of soda to the dry ingredients for every 3 teaspoons of baking powder the recipe calls for.


	Lemon juice for vinegar: If you’re all out of vinegar, substitute with lemon juice; the acidity of the lemon mimics that of the vinegar.


	Oats or crushed cornflakes for breadcrumbs.


	Avocado or apple purée for egg (in baking).


	Maple syrup or agave syrup for honey.



  

  

Weights and Measures


It’s handy to know Cookhouse Conversions, especially in baking, where measurement does need to be accurate. I haven’t included conversions for the American “cup” measurement here because they differ between wet and dry ingredients.


Weights






	Imperial

	Metric


  



	½ oz

	10 g






	¾ oz

	20 g






	1 oz

	25 g






	2 oz

	50 g






	3 oz

	75 g






	1 lb

	450 g






	1 lb 8 oz

	700 g






	2 lb

	900 g






	3 lb

	1.35 kg







Volume






	Imperial

	Metric




  

	Teaspoon (tsp, t)

	5 ml




  

	Tablespoon (tbsp, T)

	15 ml




  

	2 fl. oz

	75 ml






	5 fl. oz (¼ pint)

	150 ml






	10 fl. oz (½ pint)

	275 ml






	1 pint

	570 ml






	1¼ pints

	725 ml






	1¾ pints

	1 litre




  

	2 pints

	1.2 litres







Temperature




  

	Gas Mark

	Celsius

	Fahrenheit

	Temperature






	1

	140

	275  

	cool




  

	2

	150

	300

	cool






	3

	170

	325

	warm


  



	4

	180

	350

	moderate






	5

	190

	375

	moderate






	6

	200

	400

	moderate/hot






	7

	220

	425

	hot






	8

	230

	450

	hot






	9

	245

	475

	hot






	10

	260

	500

	very hot









COOKHOUSE MISSIONS


Throughout this book I list some basic kitchen tasks that your troops can help you with. However, basic does not always mean simple, especially if you’ve never performed the task before. Cookhouse Missions are the key skills that your troops need to master to help you with any recipe in this book (always starting with washing hands!). Before you attempt a recipe, check if your trooper has mastered the basic skills they need to help. If not, follow the guidance on pages 20–45.




COMMON SENSE [image: ]




	As you introduce your troopers to cooking, supervise them very closely and leave enough time. It is going to get messy – embrace it. And remember that, when it comes to safety, there is no substitute for your close supervision.






 

 


 


 


MISSION:


WASHING HANDS


  

Mission brief
  



	
Kit list: Running water (warm or cold), soap – alcohol-based handwash can be used if no soap is available – and a clean, dry towel (used only for drying hands).
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