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INTRODUCTION

Whatever else is unsure in this stinking dunghill of a world, a mother’s love is not.

James Joyce

Defining the characterishics of a mother is infinitely complex: what was once the straightforward role of nurturer has been amplified and expanded, with a greater and welcome focus on the mother as a person in her own right. Mothers are now routinely expected to be all things to all people: cook, cleaner, plumber, teacher, taxi-driver, seamstress, gardener, accountant and nurse. The modern mum sustains her own career and contributes to the family funds while also maintaining her responsibilities as a partner and lover, and a role model for her children. Add to that the demands of ensuring a healthy and green lifestyle for the whole family. Oh, and it’s meant to be fun. No wonder we’re exhausted! Caring for children can be the most rewarding and least satisfying job in the world – usually at the same time.

Therefore, this book doesn’t attempt to label mothers with easy tags such as ‘alpha’, ‘yummy’ or, God forbid, ‘slummy’. Rather, it is intended as a practical reference guide to help with the many chores, duties, undertakings and roles that motherhood often encompasses. It is squarely aimed at making day-to-day life that bit easier.


Pocket fact

‘Mother’ was voted as the favourite English word in a survey by the British Council in 2004.



Whether you have to organise a fifth birthday party, rustle up Sunday lunch for two families, interview a childminder, or help your teenager with a university application, this book will give you top tips and the tools for the task at hand. Furthermore, it is a celebration of the dexterous nature of all mothers, young and old: that incredible capacity (and dare I say, essentially female ability) to perform all of the above tasks at the same time.

MOTHER’S DAY

Contrary to popular belief, Mother’s Day was not dreamt up by card manufacturers. The earliest celebration of motherhood can be traced to the annual spring festival of the ancient Greeks, dedicated to the goddess Rhea, and to the Roman festival of Matronalia, which celebrated Juno.

In England the tradition began in the 16th century for people to return to their ‘mother’ church or cathedral once a year, usually during Lent; this was referred to as going ‘a mothering’. It was also an opportunity for families, geographically separated through work, to reunite, and hence the occasion evolved into a celebration of mothers. Servant girls were given the day off on the fourth Sunday in Lent to visit their families. Picking a posy of flowers as they walked home or carrying a Simnel cake began the tradition of giving your mother a small gift to mark the occasion.

I’ll to thee a Simnell bring,

’Gainst thou go’st a mothering,

So that, when she blesseth thee,

Half that blessing thou’lt give to me.

Robert Herrick, 1648

Nowadays, Mother’s Day is the biggest card-sending celebration after Christmas and Valentine’s Day. Despite the inevitable commercial spin, there remains something welcoming about this more formal opportunity to recognise and give thanks to our mothers.

Happy Mother’s Day, every day.


1



FEEDING THE TROOPS: MEALS FOR YOUR FAMILY

WEEKLY MEAL PLANNING

There is nothing more guaranteed to take the fun out of cooking than the daily demands of providing food day after day for a hungry family. Not to mention the hours wasted wandering blankly round a supermarket trying to think of something healthy and interesting to do with lamb chops.

Meal planning sounds like yet another chore but it saves time and money as well as ensuring that your family eats a variety of foods. Here’s how to come up with a meal plan with minimum fuss:

1. First, check your store cupboards and freezer and aim to use what is already there.

2. Write a list of at least 15 meals that your family enjoys.

3. Now plan your week, choosing each dinner and lunch, and making allowances for days when you are particularly busy or won’t feel like cooking.

4. Plan to cook double quantities on some nights to freeze or use later in the week, or batch-cook all-purpose foods, such as tomato sauce and bolognese, which can be frozen and used at short notice.

5. Think about what meals are suitable for all the family to cut down on the cooking – roast dinners for example need not be restricted to Sundays and usually appeal to children and adults alike.

6. Once the menu is written, write your shopping list, remembering to add staples such as cereals and bread.

7. Shake things up by trying a new recipe every Monday or eating vegetarian twice a week.

8. Get the children involved in deciding the menu: they are more likely to eat dinner if they helped to choose it.


Pocket tip

Shopping online saves time and removes the temptation to overspend. All the main supermarkets now offer home delivery – but compare charges and make sure you get the best deal for you. They also offer different time slots, from one to three hours. You might not want to be stuck at home waiting for the doorbell to ring for three hours, so pick accordingly.



STORE CUPBOARD ESSENTIALS

Keep your kitchen cupboards well-stocked and you will have the means to create a delicious meal even when the fridge is bare.

• Dried pasta. Keep a variety to maximise its use: twisted pasta (fusilli, fettuccine, farfalle) is best for thin, oily sauces such as pesto; tubular pasta (rigatoni, penne, macaroni) for baked dishes, and long thin pasta (spaghetti, linguine) for bolognese and tomato sauces.

• Tinned tomatoes. The essential ingredient for many soups, stews, sauces and curries. For a simple pasta dish, simmer one 400g tin slowly with one chopped onion and two sliced garlic cloves for 20 minutes, stir in mascarpone, and serve with spaghetti and freshly grated Parmesan.

• Rice. Serve as an accompaniment to curries, chilli and stews, or use Arborio rice for a main course risotto.

• Couscous. A quicker alternative to rice and pasta. Add peas or chopped dried apricots for extra flavour.

• Bouillon. Create instant stock or use to add flavour to couscous, soups and risotto.

• Pesto. Not just for pasta: spread on chicken or white fish and grill for a quick supper.

• Olive oil. A healthier alternative to butter for frying: use extra virgin for salad dressings or to dress steamed vegetables.

• Vinegar. Keep a variety of vinegars for marinades, salad dressings, and stir fries.

FRIDGE ESSENTIALS

• Cheese. Keep cheddar and Parmesan in stock to add to pasta, risotto, make toasties, rarebit and the essential cheese sandwich. Wrap in plastic and keep in the salad drawer.

• Lemons. Will keep in the fridge for up to two weeks and can be used to add much needed flavour and zest to all sorts of dishes. Combine freshly cooked spaghetti with the juice and fine zest of two lemons, two large handfuls of grated Parmesan, one handful of torn fresh basil and 200ml of good olive oil for a fresh and light supper dish.

• Milk. Children under five should be given whole milk. Blend with a banana and a handful of strawberries for a yummy and healthy milkshake. Sour milk can be used to make scones.

• Eggs. Scramble, poach, boil or fry. Butter a ramekin and layer sliced ham, spinach and a dash of ketchup, topped by an egg and grated cheese. Bake in the oven for coddled eggs: the perfect quick supper.

• Butter. Keep both salted and unsalted (for baking). Buy in bulk and store extra in the freezer to avoid running out.

• Crème fraiche/mascarpone. Heat gently and add grated cheddar for a quick cheese sauce; blend with fruits and chill to make fool; or use instead of cream to fill a sponge cake.

• Bacon. Adds bags of flavour to a variety of stews, pasta dishes, quiches or the good old English breakfast.

FREEZER ESSENTIALS

The freezer is an invaluable aid to the mother faced with an empty cupboard and hungry children. Keep your freezer stocked with these basics and you will always have a meal on hand.

• Green vegetables. As nutritious as fresh vegetables, the most useful and child-friendly varieties are peas, green beans, sweetcorn and spinach.

• Root vegetables. When chopping root vegetables, double the quantities and freeze in sandwich bags to use in soups, roast from frozen, or add to stews. A combination of sweet potato, swede, butternut squash and carrot works well.

• Summer fruits. Heat gently from frozen with a table spoon of sugar for an easy dessert.

• Fish fillets. Oven-bake, grill or poach from frozen.

• Stock. Freeze stock and/or leftover wine in ice cube trays, then decant into freezer bags to use as and when needed.

• Breadcrumbs. Make in large quantities and freeze in small amounts. Combine with egg and use to coat chicken or fish to make nuggets. Add lemon, onion and Dijon mustard to make an instant stuffing for oily fish or roast chicken.

• Pitta bread. Pop in the toaster straight from the freezer and fill with tuna or grated cheese and cucumber.

• Shortcrust pastry. Choose ready-rolled and you have the means to make a quick pie, jam tarts, or quiche.

MUST-HAVE KITCHEN EQUIPMENT


Pocket tip

Rule of thumb: buy the best your budget allows, building a collection gradually.



It is worth investing in a food processor: a basic blade, whisk and grater are the only essential attachments, although a jug is useful for making smoothies or milkshakes. A handblender is also practical if you are pureeing food for babies on a regular basis or making soups. A breadmaker is not cheap but is worth it for fresh bread at a fraction of the price of commercial varieties and saves lugging home the loaves.

Essential

• Two saucepans: large and small

• Frying pans: large and small (pancake)

• Heavy casserole dish

• Knives: bread knife, small paring knife, large chopping knife

• Scales

• Measuring jug

• Mixing bowl

• Measuring spoons and cups

Nice to have

• Handblender

• Breadmaker

• Reusable baking sheets

• Cupcake tin

FAST FOOD THAT ISN’T JUNK

Sauces and marinades are the quickest way to create a tasty meal out of nothing, providing the base for pasta, risottos, soup or grilled meat and fish.

EASY CHICKEN STOCK

1. Place a roast chicken carcass in a large pot of cold water with one stalk of celery and an onion; bring to the boil and simmer for four hours, removing any scum with a slotted spoon. Allow to cool and remove any surface oil.

2. Freeze in ice cube trays and use for soups, risottos and stews.

EASY TOMATO SAUCE

Make in double or triple quantities and freeze. Add to 450g browned mince for instant (if not very authentic) bolognese, or layer with sliced aubergine and Parmesan and bake in the oven for a vegetarian supper.

With pasta, serves 4.

1. Heat 1 tbsp of olive oil and fry one chopped onion and one sliced garlic clove until soft.

2. Add one chopped stalk of celery and two to three types of vegetables (eg half a sliced sweet pepper, one peeled sliced carrot, one diced courgette).

3. Add 400g tinned chopped tomatoes, half a tin of water or vegetable stock, 1 tbsp of tomato puree, 1 tsp of sugar, 1 tsp of dried mixed herbs and a splash of balsamic vinegar. Add salt and pepper to taste and cook over a low heat for 20 minutes. Remove from the heat and blend until smooth.


Pocket tip

Adding vegetables to this easy tomato sauce is a great way of increasing your child’s five a day intake. You can cook the vegetables separately and blend them thoroughly before adding to the tomato sauce – your kids will never know it contains so much goodness!



EASY CHEESEY SAUCE

Serves 2 adults or 3–4 children

1. Heat one small tub of mascarpone with 1 tbsp of hot water until the cheese has melted, but do not allow to boil.

2. Remove from the heat and stir in two handfuls of grated cheddar and 1/2 tsp of English mustard.

3. Add to cooked macaroni, place in a shallow oven-proof dish and top with a handful of grated cheddar.

4. Grill until golden and bubbling.

For variety and extra flavour, add peas, ham, sweetcorn or tinned tuna along with the macaroni.

EASY MARINADE

Serves 2 adults or 3–4 children

1. Combine 1 tbsp of clear honey, 2 tbsp of soy sauce, 1 tsp of sesame oil and 1 tsp of teriyaki sauce.

2. Stir together and use to marinate two fish or chicken fillets.

3. For quick kebabs, chop the chicken or fish into chunks and place on skewers before grilling.

4. Add 1 tbsp of crunchy peanut butter and/or 1 tbsp of sweet chilli dipping sauce for a spicier sauce that goes well with egg noodles.

As a child my family’s menu consisted of two choices: take it or leave it.

Buddy Hackett


‘Not spag bol again …’: five meals with beef mince

• Bobotie. Soak one slice of white bread in 100ml of milk, squeeze to remove the milk and mix with the mince. Combine with one chopped onion, 75g raisins, 75g flaked almonds, 1 tbsp chutney, juice of one lemon, 1 tsp curry powder, 1/2 tsp of turmeric and 1 tsp of salt. Brown the mince mixture and put into a greased loaf tin. Beat two eggs with the leftover milk and pour over the meat. Bake in a preheated oven at 180°C/gas mark 4 for about 30 minutes or until set.

• Chilli. Sauté the mince and add fresh tomato sauce (see above), one 400g tin of kidney beans, rinsed, and one chopped dried chilli. Serve with rice, grated cheese and/or tacos.

• Nachos. Layer tortilla chips with grated cheese and beef chilli, grill until the cheese has melted, then add two more layers. Scatter on jalapeños and top with guacamole and/or sour cream. Eat with your fingers.

• Meatloaf. Fry one chopped onion with 1 tsp of ground cumin until soft. Combine in a large bowl with the mince, one handful of fresh breadcrumbs, one beaten egg, 1 tbsp of ketchup, and optional 10 dried apricots, chopped. Add seasoning. Press into a greased loaf tin and place in a large roasting dish filled with cold water that comes halfway up the side of the tin. Cover the tin with foil and cook in a preheated oven (180°C/gas mark 4) for 90 minutes, removing the foil for the last 30 minutes. Turn out from the tin, slice and serve with couscous and a green vegetable.

• Burgers. Combine the mince with one beaten egg, one handful of breadcrumbs, a squirt of ketchup, one finely chopped onion and a large pinch of mixed herbs and seasoning. Shape into five patties and chill for an hour before shallow-frying in oil for five minutes each side.



QUICK PICK-ME-UPS

Many children prefer all-day grazing to the demands of three meals daily. So it is worth making sure that those snacks comprise a reasonably healthy mix of the recommended five-a-day fruit and vegetables, high-energy carbohydrates and protein.

Store cupboard snacks

• Dried apricots

• Breadsticks

• Rice cakes

• Crackers and nut butters

• Chopped fruit

• Cartons of fruit juice

• Popcorn

• Ice-cream cone filled with fresh fruit and yoghurt

• Cupboard trail mix: combine cereal, dried fruit, desiccated coconut, sprinkles

THE ULTIMATE SNACK: HEALTHY AND EASY TO MAKE

Tea loaf

Makes about 8–10 slices

1. Soak 300g of dried fruit for at least two hours in warm strong tea.

2. Preheat the oven to 180°C/gas mark 4.

3. Drain and mix the fruit with 175g light brown sugar and two beaten eggs.

4. Stir in 225g plain wholemeal flour and 1 tsp each of baking powder, allspice and ground nutmeg.

5. Turn into a greased 900g loaf tin and bake for 90 minutes.

6. Serve sliced and buttered.

Muesli flapjacks

Makes about 16

1. Preheat the oven to 180°C/gas mark 4.

2. Mix together 150g muesli and 200g oats in a large bowl.

3. Melt 150g unsalted butter with 100g light brown sugar and 4 tbsp of golden syrup in a small pan over a low heat. Pour it onto the muesli and oat mixture. Mix well, then tip into a greased 18cm square tin and press down.

4. Bake for about 35–40 minutes until golden brown. Cool slightly in the tin, then cut into bars with a sharp knife and loosen around the edges. When firm, remove from the tin and cool on a wire rack.

5. Store in an airtight container for up to a week.

Cheese scones

Makes about 12

1. Sift 500ml plain flour with 3 tsp of baking powder and a large pinch of salt. Add 250ml grated strong cheddar cheese.

2. In a separate bowl combine 15ml vegetable oil, one egg and 125ml milk.

3. Add the wet ingredients to the dry and mix to form a dough.

4. Roll out and flatten (avoid using a rolling pin as this will prevent the scones from rising) and cut into circles.

5. Bake in a preheated oven at 180°C/gas mark 4 for 15–20 minutes.

COOKING FOR FRIENDS

An inevitable part of family life is having people round, often with little notice: gangs of hungry teenagers, last-minute playdates, and unexpected family lunches. It is worth stocking your freezer with garlic bread and frozen vegetables (which can bulk out a quick pasta dish or risotto). Packets of bacon or pancetta, tins of olives and anchovies, eggs and cheese, all keep a long time and can be put to a multitude of uses. Puddings can be quickly whipped up out of good-quality ice-cream, frozen summer fruits, and dark chocolate.

For guests who give more notice, look for dishes that can be made in advance and then reheated: casseroles and pies are perfect here. Starters such as antipasto or soup are hassle-free and again can be prepared ahead of time.

LAST-MINUTE WONDERS

Quick carbonara

Serves 2 generously

1. Soften one chopped onion in oil and add 1 small packet (about 70g) of chopped pancetta.

2. Meanwhile cook the spaghetti, adding 1 tbsp of frozen peas per person three minutes before it is ready.

3. Mix together one glass of white wine, one egg and one large handful of freshly grated Parmesan.

4. Drain the pasta and return to the warm pan. Quickly add the cheese and egg mixture, stirring so the egg ‘cooks’ in the heat. Add the pancetta mixture and serve.

Fajitas

Serves 4

1. Marinate strips of skinned chicken breast (one per person) up to four hours beforehand in the juice of one lime, three sliced garlic cloves, 1 tbsp of jalapeños and a handful of chopped fresh coriander.

2. Over a low heat, fry one 400g can of drained and rinsed pinto beans with four crushed garlic cloves and 3 tbsp of olive oil, mashing the beans slightly with a fork as they cook.

3. Stir-fry the chicken with strips of red and yellow pepper and onion.

4. Serve with the refried beans, warmed flour tortillas, grated cheese, sour cream, guacamole and salsa.

HERE’S ONE I MADE EARLIER: COOKING IN ADVANCE

Beef and Guinness casserole

Serves 4

1. Soften two sliced onions in a large heavy casserole dish until golden.

2. Toss 900g of stewing steak in 4 tbsp of seasoned flour and brown with the onion.

3. Add eight peeled carrots and two sticks of celery, chopped into large chunks, and cook for five minutes.

4. Pour 400ml of Guinness and 800ml of hot beef stock into the casserole dish.

5. Bring to the boil, then turn the heat down to low. Cover and let it simmer over a low heat for approximately two hours or until the liquid has reduced and thickened by about two-thirds.

6. The flavour improves if left for a day or two, and it will keep in the fridge for up to five days.

African vegetable stew

Serves 4

1. Fry a chopped onion with two crushed cloves of garlic, 2 tsp of ginger, and a pinch of caycnnc pepper in a casserole dish.

2. Add 1 tbsp of mild curry paste and cook for one minute.

3. Add 350g peeled and chopped sweet potatoes and/or butternut squash, one 400g tin of chopped tomatoes, two large handfuls of shredded fresh spinach or chard leaves, and 300ml of vegetable stock. Bring to the boil, then turn the heat down and simmer for 20 minutes or until the vegetables are cooked.

4. Soften 4 tbsp of crunchy peanut butter with a ladleful of hot stock and stir into the stew with one 400g tin of drained and rinsed chick peas and two handfuls of garden peas, frozen or fresh.

5. Before serving, add seasoning to taste and a handful of chopped fresh coriander. Serve with flatbread and yoghurt.

COOKING WITH KIDS

Weighing, measuring, pouring, tasting: many elements of cooking are educational and fun, and the best way to introduce children to a range of foods. Getting your children involved in the kitchen from an early age will teach them good habits and means they are less likely to be fussy eaters.

Falafel

Makes about 8

1. Blend one 400g can of chickpeas, drained and rinsed, in a food processor until smooth.

2. Add one crushed clove of garlic, 1 tbsp each of chopped fresh parsley and mint, 1 tsp of ground cumin, zest of half a lemon, 1 tbsp of lemon juice, and 2 tbsp of fresh breadcrumbs. Mix well.

3. Form into balls using hands, pressing the mixture so that it sticks together.

4. Place in the fridge for 30 minutes to firm up.

5. Shallow fry a few at a time in oil, for about 10 minutes or until golden.

6. Serve in pitta bread with salad and Greek yoghurt, though children may prefer them dipped in tomato ketchup.

Pizza

Makes 2 large or 4 small pizzas

1. Mix together three cups of strong white (bread) flour, one cup of water, 1 tsp of fast-action dried yeast, 1 tsp of sugar, ½ tsp of salt and 1 tbsp of olive oil.

2. Knead until it becomes a smooth dough, adding more flour or water if the dough is too sticky or solid.

3. Cover the bowl with clingfilm and allow to rise for around 30 minutes. Divide the dough into two large balls, or four balls to make smaller pizzas; pat out into round pizza bases. Place on greased baking sheets.

4. Spread with tomato sauce or puree, sprinkle with grated cheese and decorate with a combination of the following: sliced onion, pitted olives, sweet peppers, fresh mozzarella, ham, salami, tuna, pineapple, cherry tomatoes.

5. Bake in the oven at 200°C/gas mark 6 for 20 minutes.


Pocket tip

Children love decorating their own pizzas, so you can give each child an individual pizza base to decorate. Lay out the toppings in bowls in the middle of the table, ensuring they include some vegetables, and not just cheese and meat!



All-in-one cupcakes

Makes 12

1. Combine two eggs, 125g self-raising flour, 125g butter, 125g caster sugar, and 1 tsp of vanilla essence in a bowl, and beat until smooth.

2. Fill 12 cupcake cases and bake for 18–20 minutes in an oven preheated to 180°C/gas mark 4, until the cakes are firm and golden.

3. Ice and decorate with a selection of the following: silver balls, dragées, glace cherries, sprinkles, mini-marshmallows, liquorice laces, jelly beans. Try making animal faces pigs, mice, cats, insects caterpillars, spiders, butterflies, or flowers.

Chocolate crispie cakes

Makes 12

1. Place 200g of good quality chocolate, broken into pieces, with 1 tbsp of butter and 1 tsp of golden syrup in a heatproof bowl.

2. Place the bowl on top of a saucepan of barely simmering water (make sure the bowl does not touch the bottom of the pan).

3. Alternatively, heat the bowl in the microwave for 2–3 minutes, in short 30 second bursts, stirring each time. When almost fully melted, stir well until smooth.

4. Remove the bowl from the heat and add 100g cornflakes, stirring until they are all coated.

5. Place a heaped tbsp of mixture into each paper case and refrigerate until set.

6. Experiment by adding different types of cereal, dried fruit, mini-marshmallows, etc. Substitute dark or white chocolate for a more sophisticated or sweeter flavour.


Ten useful meals to teach your teenager to cook

 1. Scrambled eggs

 2. Spaghetti bolognese

 3. Baked potatoes

 4. Leek and potato soup

 5. Macaroni cheese

 6. Sausage casserole

 7. Beef chilli and rice

 8. Tuna pasta salad

 9. Lentil dhal with rice

10. Roast chicken with roasted root vegetables



PACKED LUNCHES
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