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Eating & Cheating



Simple shortcuts, family meals and fun recipes for women who want to live well, cook more and spend less time in the kitchen . . . this is your life on a plate
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Eating: 1. the fundamental ingestion of food for survival. 2. Variously living well, dying by chocolate, having your chips, watching your weight, indulging and consoling self, and feeding other people by way of friendship, fondness, or true love.


Cheating: the best, if not the only way to abide by all of the above.
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Foreword



When you walk into a bookshop and see how many cookery books there are, it’s hard to believe anyone will ever write another one, and judging by the number of cookery books most of us own, it’s hard to believe anyone will ever buy another one.


They used to say everyone has a novel in them. These days it’s more likely to be a cookery book. New titles appear every month, hundreds are on sale in stores and supermarkets and hundreds more can be found at car boot sales and in charity shops, many of them now sadly out of print. And that’s not counting homemade scrapbooks and ring-bound books put together by groups of people raising money for their communities. Some people love cookery books because they love cooking. Some just like looking at the pictures. But with so many recipes, so many different styles, so many chefs, celebrities, keen amateurs and so much cooking on TV, maybe our insatiable appetite for books about food isn’t so surprising.


Someone I know still has around 2,500 cookery books – since she donated her least favourite 500 to the local library – and I recently met a grandmother who told me that when she got engaged, many, many years ago, her father tried to warn her husband-to-be about her shortcomings in the kitchen. ‘You do know she can’t cook?’ said the father. ‘But can she read?’ said the boy, ‘then I’ll buy her a book.’


Gill Holcombe





Introduction



When somebody asked me what I usually cook for lunch on Easter Sunday, the question took me by surprise. I can’t say for sure what I cooked for lunch on Easter Sunday last year, or any time in the past few years. And I’ve got no idea what I’ll be cooking for lunch next Easter, or the one after that.


When my children were young, what I cooked or didn’t cook depended on who was at home and what was happening on the day. One of them could have been staying with cousins (or vice versa), at a friend’s house, doing a sports camp or playing in a tournament. Or down with the flu.


Now they’re older, they might be out working all day. Or just out all day. A vegetarian may be coming for lunch or the fussy girlfriend who only eats chicken, carrot sticks, skinless cucumber and tomatoes without the pips. And lunch can turn out to be dinner if a big meal in the middle of the day doesn’t suit everyone.


If I’m feeling traditional, Easter Sunday lunch could be roast lamb or even turkey with all the trimmings. If I’m halfway through painting the kitchen, it could be takeaway fish and chips (these days, especially in London where I live, anything’s possible).


Then there’s the timing and the weather to think about. If Easter falls in wet and windy March, we definitely won’t be eating outside, but by the latter part of April, it might be warm and sunny. Maybe we’ll have a barbecue.


In fact, there’s only one day in the year when I can say for certain what I’ll be doing for lunch, and even that’s pushing it. If we’re invited somewhere else for Christmas, I hope I won’t be cooking at all.


Recently, somebody else asked me why anyone would make pastry and bread from scratch one day and open a tin of potatoes rather than peel a few fresh ones the next. But why wouldn’t they? It seems completely normal to me.


Some women don’t cook at all if they can help it. Others turn out better meals than a Michelin-starred chef pretty much all the time. I’m lost in admiration for both extremes, but I suspect that most of us don’t conform to either one – or to any other female stereotype. We’re a little bit of each, depending on the timing, the children, the weather, the way we feel . . . and everything.


I’m not a fanatical healthy eater or a passionate foodie, but I do love food, and sometimes I love cooking. For me, it’s about matching the food to the mood, cooking from scratch when you can, and cheating when you can’t. That’s what this book is all about.





Cook’s Notes



Quantities The quantities of most of the ingredients, especially in the recipes for family meals, can be adjusted to suit you. Specific quantities are only included for one of the following reasons:


• As a starting point for anyone who hasn’t cooked the dish before.


• Because it’s helpful to know in advance how many portions you can expect to make with a certain volume of food or liquid.


• The amount of any ingredient in the recipe will directly affect the end result.


Servings An indication of how many people each recipe serves is always given for family meals and main dishes. However, in cases where even a rough guide is too general – for desserts, drinks, cake and bread recipes for example – none is included.


Weights and Measures I still think in pounds, ounces and inches rather than metric, especially when I’m cooking, which is why the imperial measurements always come first in the recipes. Pre-packed mince is usually sold in packets of 400g to 500g. It won’t matter which size you use unless stated in the recipe.


Mugs Some recipes contain a ‘mug’ measurement. This is in cases where quantities only need to be approximate and you may not want to bother with scales. As a general guide, in this book one mug = ½ pint (275ml).


Eggs These are medium unless a recipe specifies another size.


Spices Curry and chilli powder are medium unless another degree of heat is specified in the recipe.


Butter and Oil The amount of butter and oil you use for frying etc is up to you. (To me, a generous amount would be about 1oz (25g).) I use one or the other, or a combination of the two, but if you have another preference, that’s fine.


Tins Where a ‘standard tin’ is mentioned, this refers to the average, most common size, although the measurement given on the tin could say 410g, 400ml or 14oz. Where a recipe mentions just ‘a tin’, this either refers to the standard size or it means the quantity simply doesn’t matter, so you can use any size tin you like.


Cake tins To ‘long-strip-line’ a cake tin, cut one long piece of greaseproof paper or baking parchment to go across the bottom of the tin and up two of the sides, leaving about an inch (2.5cm) of surplus sticking up above the edge. This makes it easy to lift the cake straight out of the tin after cooking.





Yummy



‘1. Delightful, delicious, very pleasing; especially to taste. 2. Ladies who (cook) lunch, have their cake, and eat it.’


Some women have super-rich husbands, matching children and a servant in every room. But why should they have all the fun?


Yummy isn’t a lifestyle in this book, it’s a state of mind, whether you want something delicious and nutritious for lunch, healthier biscuits or an absolutely fabulous dessert for no reason at all.


Even if you’re more dinner lady than domestic goddess, these recipes are well within your capabilities (and budget) and most of them can be whipped up in less time than it takes to fake an all-over tan and crack open a bottle of special-offer sparkling wine. Yummy.
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Chic and Cheerful



There comes a time in every woman’s life when she starts throwing wine and cream into everything she cooks, usually when she’s trying to impress a man. These recipes are a reflection of that adventurous, slightly showing-off phase – but without breaking the bank, putting on weight or, heaven forbid, spending too much time and effort in the kitchen.



Bruschetta



Bruschetta can be a meal by itself when you only want a light lunch or when it’s too hot to eat much. If you don’t have the time or the inclination for baking your own ciabatta (see page 136), take the easy way out and slice up a loaf or two of fresh French bread instead. As a rough guide, I’d say 1 large ciabatta loaf or French bread stick serves four people.


Serves 4


½lb (225g) mushrooms


butter


1 small bag of spinach


4–6 vine-ripened tomatoes


1 ciabatta loaf or French bread stick


olive oil


black pepper


fresh basil


garlic salt


1oz (25g) Parmesan cheese


1 Preheat the oven to 200C/400F/gas 6. Slice and fry the mushrooms in butter. Wilt the spinach in a small dish with a little water in the microwave or in a pan with a tablespoon of butter. Chop the tomatoes into large chunks.


2 Slice the loaf into six to eight pieces, arrange on a large oven tray and place the bread in the oven for about 5 minutes to crisp it up a bit.


3 Drizzle a little olive oil over each piece of bread and add the toppings.


4 On each piece of bread, put any of the following: chopped tomatoes with black pepper and fresh basil, mushrooms sprinkled with garlic salt or spinach sprinkled with fresh Parmesan.


5 Pour a little melted butter or more olive oil over the bruschetta and put the tray back in the oven for a couple of minutes. Serve hot.



Chicken Terrine



Serve hot or cold with a rice salad. This also makes a delicious sandwich filling, so try putting thick slices into seedy brown rolls with raw spinach, tomato and mayonnaise.


3–4 chicken fillets (approx 1lb/450g), skin removed


8oz (225g) tub of soft cream cheese


zest and juice of ½ lemon


2 tablespoons horseradish (from a jar)


2 cloves of garlic


salt & pepper


3 egg whites


1 Preheat the oven to 190C/375F/gas 5.


2 Mince the uncooked chicken in a food processor until the meat has been finely chopped without turning to mush. Put the minced chicken in a bowl with the cream cheese, lemon zest and juice, horseradish, crushed garlic and seasoning.


3 Whisk the egg whites, until stiff and standing up in peaks, in a separate bowl.


4 Stir a couple of spoonfuls of egg white into the rest of the ingredients, then add all the egg whites and fold in completely.


5 Lightly grease and long-strip-line (see page 13) a standard size loaf tin.


6 Put the chicken mixture into the tin, using the spoon to smooth it down flat, and cover with a layer of foil, shiny side inwards.


7 Stand the tin in a deep-sided ovenproof dish of water – the water should come about two-thirds of the way up the tin – and bake for 30 to 40 minutes. Allow the terrine to cool in the tin for about 5 minutes, then tilt the tin slightly to check that the juice runs clear so you know it’s cooked through.



Smoked Salmon Cheese



You could make this with soft cream cheese instead of cottage cheese, but the cottage cheese gives it a rougher texture, which I like. Because the fish is blended, you can get away with using cheaper trimmings instead of whole smoked salmon slices. This is perfect with the Rough Oat Biscuits (see page 57) or stirred into warm pasta with a little olive oil as an alternative to pesto.


4oz (110g) smoked salmon


8oz (225g) cottage cheese (approx)


2 teaspoons horseradish (from a jar)


a pinch of cayenne pepper


juice of ¼ lemon


a squeeze of lime


1 Cut the smoked salmon into pieces – unless you’re using trimmings to start with, in which case you won’t need to – and blend in a food processor on the slowest setting for a few seconds to break the salmon up without turning it to mush.


2 Put the salmon in a bowl with the cheese, horseradish, cayenne pepper and lemon and lime juice, according to taste (the amounts listed in the ingredients are just a guide) and mix everything together.


3 Chill in the fridge, in a covered dish or a jar with a lid, for up to four days.


Eggs Mayonnaise Lite


A great housewives’ favourite at Tupperware parties in the 1970s. I can’t remember the last time I came across eggs mayonnaise on a restaurant menu, but if this simple little starter is also one of your favourites, no matter how embarrassingly uncool and outdated, try making a ‘lite’ version with the failsafe blender mayonnaise recipe (see Box) mixed with natural yoghurt.


Serves 6


6 large eggs


2 tablespoons mayonnaise (see Box)


4 tablespoons natural yoghurt


salt & pepper


lemon juice


1 round British lettuce


1 small bunch of curly leaf parsley


paprika


1 Bring the eggs to the boil in a small saucepan of cold water and simmer for 10 minutes. Take the pan off the heat and stand the eggs in very cold water for a few minutes. Remove the shells and cut the eggs in half lengthways.


2 In a bowl, beat the mayonnaise and yoghurt together; season with salt, black pepper and lemon juice according to taste.


3 Wash and dry the lettuce and arrange the leaves on six side plates. Put one egg (two halves) in the centre of each and spoon the lite mayonnaise over the top.


4 Garnish with parsley and sprinkle with paprika in the old-fashioned way.


Cook’s tip


For variation, make spinach mayonnaise: Wilt a handful of fresh spinach in a very little boiling water, drain well, purée the spinach and stir into the mayonnaise at Step 2.




Blender Mayonnaise


The trick is to make the sauce in a food processor with a couple of whole eggs rather than just the yolks, so the whites whisk up and emulsify with the oil more easily, which stops the sauce curdling. This amount of mayonnaise is enough to fill a large jam jar.


2 large eggs


2 large egg yolks


1 teaspoon English mustard


2–3 tablespoons white wine vinegar


salt & pepper


1 mug (approx 200ml/7fl oz) olive oil


1 Put the whole eggs and the egg yolks into the blender or food processor with the mustard, vinegar and seasoning and whisk on high speed for a minute.


2 With the blender still on high speed, slowly add the olive oil through the funnel in a thin, steady stream until you have a fairly thick, smooth sauce.


3 Taste the mayonnaise and adjust the seasoning. Transfer to a clean glass jar with a tight-fitting lid and keep in the fridge.





Rainbow Salad


I don’t stick to specific recipes for anything very often, so like soups and pasta sauces, my salads never turn out the same way twice, which I imagine is how it is for most people.


Certain fruits go so well with salad vegetables it’s a shame not to mix them up on the same plate sometimes, especially in the summer months, with a complimentary fruit-based dressing and hot, spicy meat from the barbecue.


Anyone who likes sweet-and-sour food will appreciate the contrasting flavours, and it’s a bonus that even very young children can be tempted to pick at fruit and vegetables when they look this appealing.


If this is for grown ups, make it yummier still by garnishing platefuls of rainbow salad with edible flowers. Pea flowers, elderflowers, violets, Mexican marigolds, rose geraniums and broad bean flowers are just a few examples of the beautiful varieties available and, although I’m not a great one for kitchen gadgets, I must admit my rainbow salads are more aesthetically pleasing since my mother-in-law gave me a Parisienne cutter for making melon and other soft fruits into balls.


This recipe is really just a starting point for what, after all, is simply an arrangement of summer fruits and veg, cut up and presented prettily on a bed of salad leaves. I like to throw everything together and get as much colour into the mix as I can, but there’s no reason why you couldn’t arrange the ingredients in shade order or go with a certain theme – say diced cucumber, green pepper and apples (Golden Delicious or Granny Smiths), seedless green grapes and honeydew melon on a bed of watercress – if that’s what you prefer. The permutations are endless.


Makes enough for (at least) one very large, family-sized salad


Choose from:


2 wedges of watermelon


2 wedges of honeydew melon


1 nectarine


1 red pepper


1 yellow pepper


½ cucumber


2–3 sticks of celery


1 red apple


1 small bag of baby leaf spinach


1 packet of cherry or baby plum tomatoes


a couple of handfuls of raspberries


a couple of handfuls of purple or green seedless grapes


a handful of fresh mint


1 Peel and trim all fruits and vegetables where necessary. Halve and deseed the melon and chop into small crescents or chunks with the nectarine, or into balls if you have a Parisienne cutter. Dice or slice the peppers, cucumber, celery and apple into roughly same-size pieces, with the skin off or on, according to taste.


2 On a large platter, make a bed of spinach leaves – tear the spinach up a bit if you’re not using baby leaf – and arrange all the fruit and vegetables on top, however you like.


3 Garnish with a few sprigs of fresh mint.


4 Sprinkle with a little dressing (see page 24) just before serving with the remainder of the dressing on the side.




For more information about edible flowers and how to order them online, visit www.firstleaf.co.uk. Experiment with a whole variety of very tasty fresh leaves, from peppery baby watercress to super hot rocket.


Visit: www.stevesleaves.co.uk and www.peashoots.com






Dressings



All these dressings are enough for a family-sized salad.


Clementine and Raspberry Yoghurt Dressing


1 clementine or small sweet orange


a handful of raspberries


1 small carton of Greek yoghurt


1 Finely grate the clementine zest into a small bowl and squeeze in all the juice. Mix with the raspberries and push everything through a fine sieve.


2 Discard the seedy pulp, mix the sieved fruit with the yoghurt and serve.


Honey, Lime and Ginger Dressing


1 lime


2 tablespoons olive oil


2 tablespoons sunflower oil


1 tablespoon runny honey


fresh ginger, peeled


1 Finely grate the lime zest into a small bowl and squeeze in all the juice.


2 Add the oils and honey, mix well, then finely grate some fresh ginger into the bowl, according to taste.



Red Wine Dressing



Any soft, fruity red wine will do for this.


1 red onion


3 cloves of garlic


¼ pint (150ml) red wine


2 teaspoons lemon juice


salt & black pepper


balsamic vinegar


1 Finely chop the onion, crush the garlic and put in a clean jar with the red wine, lemon juice and seasoning. Put the lid on the jar, shake well and leave to stand overnight.


2 Strain the liquid through a fine sieve and add a splash (or two) of balsamic vinegar.


3 Any extra dressing can be kept in the fridge for up to two weeks.


Elderflower Vinaigrette


Elderflower vinaigrette can be made with ready-made elderflower cordial or the homemade version (see page 240).


1 tablespoon white wine vinegar


2 tablespoons oil (½ pale olive oil, ½ sunflower oil is ideal)


2 tablespoons elderflower cordial


1 Mix the vinegar, oils and elderflower cordial together.



Potato Salad



To me, any potato salad is yummy, but the tangy sweetness of the honey and mustard in this recipe makes it even more so, and the celery adds freshness and a lovely crunchy texture, which I like.


I haven’t given specific quantities for the celery and spring onions, that’s for you to decide. You can also add a handful of cashew nuts and sultanas.


Feeds 4–6


2lb (900g) new potatoes


½ bunch of spring onions


½ head of celery


zest and juice of ¼ lemon


2 teaspoons wholegrain mustard


1 tablespoon clear honey


1 tablespoon olive oil


2–3 tablespoons Greek yoghurt


1 Cook the potatoes in their skins (peel them or not – I prefer not to) until they’re just done, then tip them out of the pan on to a large tray so they cool down quickly without breaking up. Alternatively, you could rinse them in cold water straight away to prevent further cooking, but it’s better to combine the potatoes with the dressing while they’re still warm.


2 Top, tail and finely chop the spring onions and celery.


3 Mix the lemon zest and juice, the mustard, honey, olive oil and yoghurt in a large bowl. Add the still slightly warm potatoes with the vegetables and stir gently.


4 Cover the bowl with a dinner plate and leave to stand at room temperature if you plan to eat the potato salad within a few hours. Otherwise, keep the potato salad in the fridge until you need it.



Tortilla Shell Salads



Tortilla shells give even the most basic salads the wow factor, but why stick to the most basic when you can do so much more with the minimum amount of effort?


These mini baked tortilla shells taste as good as they look, take only minutes to make and can be served as a first course or a cold buffet dish. Needless to say, the salad suggestions can also be used to fill the full-size Tortilla Baskets (see page 145).


Makes 16 shells


1 packet (8) of flour or corn tortillas


olive oil


Salad suggestions


Shredded iceberg lettuce, diced cucumber and tomato mixed with:


• Bacon, avocado and black olives


• Chicken tikka and crispy fried onions


• Mexican chicken and jalapeños


• Crispy duck in hoisin sauce


• Cottage cheese, smoked salmon and pineapple


• Tuna, prawns and Marie Rose sauce


• Mixed bean salad in mayonnaise


Caesar salad: lettuce, croutons, finely grated Parmesan, yoghurt dressing


Waldorf salad: English lettuce, green apples, celery, walnuts


1 Grease a Yorkshire pudding tin or a very large muffin tin with oil and preheat the oven to 200C/400F/gas 6.


2 Cut the tortillas in half to make 16 semi-circles. Lightly brush both sides with olive oil and twist each semi-circle into a cone. Press firmly into the tins, flattening the tortilla at the base and moulding it around the sides to make a shell or cup. This is easily done when the tortillas are soft and pliable enough to be squeezed into shape, but once they’ve been baked you can’t do much without snapping them.


3 Bake for 5 to 10 minutes until the shells start to brown at the edges and crisp up a bit. Leave the shells to cool on a wire rack, store in an airtight tin and use within two days.


4 Fill the shells with salad, or a combination of salads, and the dressing of your choice:


• Make a homemade version of Marie Rose sauce by mixing 2 teaspoons tomato ketchup and ½ teaspoon paprika with approximately ¼ pint (150ml) mayonnaise.


• For a lemon and mustard mayo, mix 1 teaspoon mustard and lemon juice, according to taste, with approximately 4 tablespoons mayonnaise.


• For cucumber and mint mayonnaise, finely chop ¼ peeled cucumber and a handful of fresh mint and mix with approximately ¼ pint (150ml) mayonnaise and a couple of tablespoons of natural yoghurt.



Roasted Vegetables au Gratin



This could be a side dish or a vegetarian main course with salad and garlic bread.


Serves 4–6


1 large butternut squash


2 red onions


2 peppers (1 red, 1 green)


1lb (450g) button mushrooms


2 teaspoons celery salt


olive oil


½ packet of cream crackers


2oz (50g) Parmesan cheese


2oz (50g) English Stilton


1 Preheat the oven to 200C/400F/gas 6.


2 Cut the butternut squash in half, peel the skin with a potato peeler and remove the pips and the foamy inner bit. Cut the squash into finger-sized sticks.


3 Thinly slice (don’t chop) the onions; halve and deseed the peppers; wash the mushrooms and trim the stalks.


4 Put the vegetables into a large ovenproof dish, sprinkle with celery salt and drizzle with a liberal amount of olive oil. Bake for 20 to 25 minutes or until the vegetables are roasted and golden brown.


5 Meanwhile, whiz the cream crackers in a food processor to make fine, white crumbs and mix with the finely grated Parmesan cheese.


6 Take the roasted vegetables out of the oven, crumble the Stilton over the surface and top with the crumb and cheese mixture. Turn the heat up to 220C/425F/gas 7 and return to the oven for another 10 to 15 minutes until the crust is golden.



Tomato Tarte Tatin



A tarte Tatin is usually baked with apples or a combination of apples and another fruit. The tomato version is a savoury flan that makes a perfect light main dish in the summer months, especially with green salad and baby new potatoes.


If you’ve never cooked a tarte Tatin before you’ll be pleased to discover it’s a whole lot easier to make than the end result would suggest. Forget the fancy name (I have a French friend who says ‘compote of fruit’ instead of ‘stewed apple’) and start thinking of a tarte Tatin as a simple layer of fruit covered in pastry, et voila! That’s really all it is.


Serves 4–6


6 deep red (preferably vine-ripened) tomatoes


1oz (25g) butter, plus more for greasing


1 tablespoon honey


2 red onions


fresh basil


1 tablespoon tomato purée


½ teaspoon salt


½lb (225g) ready-made puff pastry


1 Cut the tomatoes into halves. Keep one half for the centre of the pie and cut the rest into quarters. Put the half tomato in the middle of a well-buttered 9 inch (23cm) cake tin, skin side down, and arrange the tomato quarters, also skin side down, however you like.


2 Melt the butter in a frying pan, add the honey and finely chopped onion and cook for a couple of minutes until the onions are golden. Put a handful of fresh torn basil in the pan, followed by the tomato purée and salt. Stir well and cook for another couple of minutes.


3 Meanwhile, on a floured surface, roll out the pastry into a circle slightly larger than the tin.


4 Preheat the oven to 200C/400F/gas 6. Spoon the contents of the pan over the tomatoes, then put the pastry circle over the top and carefully tuck the edges of the pastry around the filling, gently pressing down to make a fairly flat surface.


5 Bake the pie for about 30 minutes until the pastry is risen and golden. At the end of the cooking time, preheat the grill and turn out the pie onto a tray or ovenproof plate. Flash the pie under the grill for a couple of minutes to brown and blister the tomato skins and serve warm.



French Onion Soup



This lovely classic soup is dead easy to make, and made better by the addition of some very un-classic croutons – see Step 4 or try the Baked Croutons on page 87. As with all the best recipes, you don’t have to be too precise with the quantities.


Serves 4–6


2lb (900g) onions


1oz (25g) butter


1 tablespoon olive oil


2 teaspoons soft brown sugar


2 cloves of garlic, crushed


1½–2 pints (850ml–1.25 litres) lamb or beef stock


1 very large glass of sherry


4–6 slices of stale bread


1 tablespoon mayonnaise


1oz (25g) Parmesan cheese (approx)


1 Peel and finely slice the onions while you warm the butter and olive oil in a very large pan.


2 When the butter has melted, stir in the sugar, then add the onion and garlic to the pan. Cook for a few minutes over a medium heat until the onion starts browning. Turn the heat down and cook without a lid on for another 10 to 15 minutes.


3 Pour the boiling stock into the pan and stir well with a wooden spoon, scraping the bottom of the pan to get the caramelised brown film mixed into the soup. Add the sherry and gently simmer the soup for another 15 to 20 minutes.


4 Once the soup is ready, keep it warm while you cut four circles out of each slice of bread with a small pastry cutter. Lightly toast the bread circles on one side while you mix the mayonnaise with the finely grated Parmesan cheese.


5 Spread the cheesy paste on the un-toasted side of the bread and pop back under the grill for another minute or so until the ‘croutons’ are crisp and golden.


6 Serve the soup in bowls with three or four croutons floating on the top.




Here are some weird and wonderful suggestions that may (or may not) stop your eyes watering:


• Don’t cut into the root of the onion – which, incidentally, also makes it easier to chop neatly without the layers falling apart


• Wear swimming goggles


• Chew gum


• Hold a teaspoon in your mouth


• Put a sulphur-based match between your teeth


• Suck a piece of bread


• Breathe through your mouth


• Keep onions in the fridge


• Get somebody else to chop the onions for you…






Stuffed Spinach Crepes



Because they were one of my children’s favourite weekend breakfasts, I used to think of pancakes, or crepes, as a Saturday morning thing (when I was a child we only had them on Shrove Tuesday), but it’s a shame to only eat pancakes occasionally when they’re as easy as toast and can be made more nutritious and delicious with any number of fillings and sauces.


Purée the spinach in the food processor at Step 2 if you like, but I prefer to tear it up and leave it in pieces so you get a mixture of discernible bits of spinach and plain pancake, as opposed to a completely green pancake.


Makes 6–8 large pancakes


4–5 big tablespoons plain flour


2 eggs


½ pint (275ml) milk (approx)


2 big handfuls of spinach


½ teaspoon nutmeg


salt & pepper


For the stuffing


1 tin of crabmeat


1oz (25g) goats’ cheese


1oz (25g) soft cream cheese or Quark


1 small carton of natural yoghurt


2 teaspoons chives


1 Sift the flour into a large bowl and make a well in the centre. Add the beaten egg with about half the milk and beat the mixture with a fork or a small hand whisk, gradually adding the rest of the milk to make a smooth batter.


2 Wilt the spinach by tearing into small pieces and microwaving on full power for about a minute in a covered dish with a tablespoon of water. Alternatively, cook gently in a pan with a tablespoon of butter. Transfer the cooked spinach to the bowl with a slotted spoon. Add the nutmeg, season with salt and pepper and gently stir the spinach into the batter until well mixed.


3 Pour a cupful of batter into a hot, lightly greased frying pan, tipping the pan as you go to make a pancake.


4 As soon as the surface of the pancake is set, run a blunt knife around the edge and turn it over. Keep the pancakes warm in a very low oven.


5 Drain the tin of crabmeat and mix all the stuffing ingredients together. Spread a spoonful of the mixture in the centre of each pancake. Fold the pancakes into quarters, place on a tray and warm through in the oven on 180C/350F/gas 4 for a few minutes.




A good way of adding protein to pancakes is to whisk a spoonful of peanut butter into the batter at the end – approximately 1 tablespoon peanut butter for every 1 pint (570ml) of batter. Serve with sliced bananas and golden syrup as a sweet snack or a high-energy breakfast.





Leeks and Mushrooms in Brie Sauce


This can be a side dish with grilled chicken or fish or a vegetarian main course with wild rice and salad.


Serves 4


2–3 leeks


½lb (225g) mushrooms


1 pint (570ml) chicken stock (approx)


1oz (25g) butter or margarine


1 small onion


1oz (25g) plain flour


½ pint (275ml) milk


4oz (110g) Brie


1–2 teaspoons each of dried parsley and chives


salt & pepper


1 Top and tail the leeks, trim the mushroom stalks and thinly slice both vegetables.


2 Put the leeks and mushrooms in a saucepan with just enough chicken stock to cover everything (if you don’t have any stock, a teaspoonful of Marmite or Vegemite dissolved in boiling water will do). Cook gently for about 5 minutes until the vegetables are just tender, then drain and keep warm in a shallow ovenproof dish.
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