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Foreword


Families evolve over time: they are ever-changing organisms, with differing needs, tastes and priorities. This won’t be news to anyone, it’s what we all sign up for and, if I’m honest, the resulting energy is the bit that I love most about family life. I am at my best when I am busy, and if you follow my Instagram page you will be aware that I've become an expert when it comes to finding ways to complicate my life. On top of three children, I just can’t seem to say no to another pet… alpacas, you say? Yes please. Chickens? Why, of course! And just for good measure let’s throw in a few cats and a couple of dogs. It may be hectic, but it’s my idea of heaven.


This last year, however, has been something quite different. In December 2023, I lost my husband, following his long battle with prostate cancer. He was 58 years old and we had been married for 21 years. As a consummate planner, this wasn’t something I had prepared for, and I was left feeling utterly rudderless as I aimed to forge a new normal for my family.


Needless to say, the time while Nigel was ill and the months following his passing were incredibly tough. In the early days, meals were delivered to our door by kind friends, but a life with teens and animals means that when the help inevitably stops, you must put one foot in front of the other and look to the future. I have learned this year that I can’t carry everything for everyone, and I can’t fix everything. However, eventually it must all continue and my second book – a long-term goal of mine – felt a strangely appropriate form of motivation. I wouldn’t have felt myself if I didn’t continue spinning plates.


My cookery has always given me a purpose alongside being a mum, and having something positive to channel my energy into was a vital distraction through hard times. Mealtimes, whether hurried or leisurely, have the power to ground us into our surroundings through a feeling of comfort and familiarity, and I appreciate more than ever the importance of simple, hearty staples to get the family together around the table. For all households, so many important conversations (and silent times) take place during family meals.


Whatever your evolving family currently looks like, I hope the recipes in this book go some way to helping make family mealtimes easy and enjoyable.





Welcome to Spinning Plates



Balancing the frequently conflicting demands of family life is a skill that no one ever teaches you. One moment you are in your twenties, blissfully spending an entire day preparing for a hedonistic dinner party with friends, then you look up and you’re catering for five individuals with the patience of particularly grumpy hyenas and you still have laundry to do, work to complete and miles to drive to deliver them to various activities. Family life isn’t a competitive game of Top Trumps, but a balancing act. Often it can feel like some of the plates we are spinning are fine bone china, some have minds of their own and some are on fire – the skill is to keep them all intact.


My family has again evolved. As I write this book my children are now aged 15, 17 and 20. Mia, my resident vegetarian, is now at university but comes home regularly. She will most likely move back home at the same time Tom goes to university. Thankfully I have our youngest, Finn, at home for at least three more years. The likely reality, in the current climate, is that they will all still be living at home when they’re 30!


So, who is this book for? Everyone. I hope that every member of your family will find something that inspires them to cook. Whether you are accomplished in the kitchen or lacking confidence, a student or a parent looking to encourage children to get involved in mealtime preparation, there is something in here for you.


Cooking is a life skill, and is often overlooked in schools. It is so important that children grow up understanding food and without a fear to try new things and flavours. If we can encourage curiosity in our kitchens, we will have a whole new generation of competent cooks! Cooking is also a way to express yourself, and the more confident you feel about food, the more enjoyment you will get from it. So, take these recipes as a foundation and freestyle away. And if you don’t have the confidence just yet, I have plenty of suggestions and tips for you!





Cook Clever


I’m not a purist when it comes to cooking, possibly due to my self-taught background, meaning I prefer to see recipes as guidelines rather than written in stone. I’ve never been scared to experiment, and in this endeavour I have frequently discovered new dishes and techniques, as well as improved flavours.


Adaptations


Many of my followers on social media share their frustrations with catering for a household with different nutritional requirements and the need for adaptation being forced on them. Every family will have members with an intolerance or a strong dislike of certain foods. This can prove challenging when trying to cater for everyone. My daughter Mia became vegetarian as a pre-teen and despite my love of cooking, initially I fell into the trap of making separate meals which was a time-consuming approach. To save my sanity, I learned to adapt my family’s favourite recipes to work for us all. The same approach can be used to cater for different budgets and tastes.


This is where a strategically stocked store cupboard is key: with the right basics, you can use whatever fresh ingredients you have in your refrigerator to create endless options. The recipes in this book use accessible ingredients and equipment found in most people’s cupboards. Most recipes have options for different cooking methods, such as the air fryer and slow cooker, as well as suggested ingredients swaps and tips to adapt for vegetarians, intolerances and allergies.


Organization & Meal Planning


I am always raving about meal planning. It doesn’t need to be onerous, or mean you need to plan the whole week ahead (although for years with a young family I did). Instead, with the cost of catering for a household at the forefront of every home cook’s mind, it drives us to be a little smarter when it comes to budgeting and minimizing food wastage.


Before you go to the supermarket, rummage through the refrigerator first, make a rough plan of what you intend to cook over the next few days, taking into consideration your family’s commitments and activities. There’s no point chucking some steaks into your shopping basket which need to be eaten in two days if you already have chicken in the refrigerator about to go past its use-by date. Stop and think if it is more practical in this situation to batch cook a one pot which can be stored in the refrigerator for a couple of days or be frozen into individual portions if it doesn’t get eaten.



Freezer Top Tips



This leads me on to making the most of your freezer. It shouldn’t be a dungeon of lost causes, but rather your waste-minimizing saviour. I firmly advocate you should avoid shopping for your freezer. Instead, use it as a way to maximize the life of items in the refrigerator or store cupboard. This means not losing sight of your meal plan when shopping and being lured into bulk-buying for the sake of it. There will always be items that you pick up from the frozen section: ice cream, peas, chips, out-of-season fruits and frozen spinach all have a well-earned place in my freezer. However, I avoid buying large packs of food to have in the freezer, just in case.





•   There are some condiments that will go off when opened, even when left in the refrigerator, before you need to use them again. How many times have you opened a jar of pesto to find something unpleasant on the top? Pesto, tomato purée, garlic purée, pastes (such as harissa) and stock can all be frozen. Dollop on to nonstick baking paper, or into ice-cube trays, peel off/pop out and freeze in a labelled container or bag.


•   All bread products can be frozen. In fact, there is a theory that bread which has been frozen is actually better for you, as the freezing process turns starch into resistant starch which is good for the gut.


•   Check your vegetable drawer in the refrigerator. If there are vegetables that are going to go off and you don’t have a use for them that day, freeze them. Blanch green veg such as broccoli and beans for a couple of minutes first. Freeze whole tomatoes, then plunge into boiling water straight from the freezer. Peel off their skins and use them for tomato pasta sauces or in place of canned chopped tomatoes.


•   The same goes for fruit. Open-freeze berries on a baking tray and then decant into containers or freezer bags. If bananas are turning in the fruit bowl, pop them in the freezer whole in a container or freezer bag. They can be used straight from the freezer for smoothies or baking.


•   How many times have you stumbled across a mystery dish in your freezer drawer? Label your freezer parcels with the contents and number of portions. You can use masking tape and a marker pen on plastic tubs or just use a marker pen on bags.


•   When meal planning, do a freezer audit and incorporate it into your meal plan. If you keep it on your phone, you can refer to it when doing your food shop.


Batch Cooking


Prepping ahead, batch cooking and freezing are all such time savers and a habit that, once you have got into, you will find hard to reverse. I never, ever make Bolognese, chilli or a curry for two to four people. If you’re going to the effort of buying ingredients, chopping veg, measuring out spices, browning meat and so on, why not get at least two meals out of it, if not more? Batch cooking and freezer meals offer flexibility for the busy family. Some evenings you will have a full house, on other evenings Jane will want her dinner when she gets back from football and Joe will want to eat the minute he comes home from school. When portioning meals, give yourself options for one, two or family servings.





Equipment Notes


There is a whole host of whizzy kitchen gadgetry out there and it is easy to fill your cupboards with redundant equipment that was bought on a whim. I am frequently asked for recommendations on what equipment I use and I find myself having to admit that I can often be found using bits handed down from my mum. So, I won’t presume to tell you what you must have, but rather the list next includes all items that I use on repeat and that you will find useful for the recipes in this book.


Three Different-sized Lidded Saucepans


We all went Teflon mad and now there is massive pushback against this technology. Teflon has the advantage of being nonstick, but there’s evidence to suggest that after frequent use it is harmful to us. Stainless-steel, ceramic or granite are the best non-toxic hardwearing pans.


A Large, Heavy-based Flameproof Lidded Casserole Dish


I find 26–28cm (10½–11 inch)/5–7 litre (8¾–121/3 pint) capacity is ideal. In America, this is known as a Dutch oven. Typically, the pans are cast iron, therefore heavy, which may not be for everyone, but they cook evenly and retain the heat so well, plus they can be used both on the hob and in the oven. I use mine all the time. It’s worth getting a good-quality one, although I have been impressed with some of the supermarket copies of the high premium brands.


A Large, Heavy-based Nonstick Frying Pan


A 30cm (12 inch) diameter frying pan with at least an 8cm (3¼ inch) depth is so useful. Even more useful is when it is transferable from hob to oven. This means no plastic or wooden handles! The models with the removable handles are brilliant.


A Large, Nonstick Roasting Tray that Goes from Hob to Oven


If you find one with handles, even better! I use two sizes all the time. One is 27cm (10¾ inch) square and the other is 36 x 27cm (14¼ x 10¾ inches). Having a roasting tray that you can use on the hob and transfer to the oven saves on a lot of washing-up. You can brown meat or veg off first without the need to transfer to a different dish, or transfer the tray from the oven to the hob if you need to reduce sauces or make a gravy from the juices of a roast.


Measuring Spoons, Cups & Jugs


A set of good measuring spoons, cups and jugs for liquids are a must.



A Blender



This doesn’t have to be a huge blender or food processor that takes up too much room on your worktop. My bullet and hand-held blenders get so much use when making pastes, smoothies and sauces.


Ovenproof, Freezerproof Dishes


These aren’t as hard to source as they sound. When batch cooking big meals, putting extra portions in ceramic, metal or Pyrex (or similar suitable glass) dishes means these can go into the freezer and then be whipped out when needed, defrosted and put into the oven.


Wooden Chopping Boards


I am an avid collector of wooden chopping boards. Not only are they items of beauty, but wooden chopping boards are also a practical must. There are plenty of plastic alternatives, but these have been shown to degrade, with the danger of them releasing tiny plastic particles into your food over time. People worry about the hygiene of wooden chopping boards, but wood has natural antibacterial properties that inhibit bacterial growth. Clean with washing-up liquid and you can also treat with non-toxic antibacterial spray or wipe with half a lemon for a totally natural antibacterial treatment.


Pestle & Mortar


It doesn’t get used daily but a heavy pestle and mortar is so useful for grinding small amounts of spices and pastes when you don’t want to use a blender.


Colanders


One small and one large. You can’t live without them in a family kitchen!


Knives


These are most certainly investment pieces. Buy well as they get used every single day and you will have them for years. I bought two good knives for my daughter to take to uni with her her: a paring knife – so versatile with a slim, sharp blade for slicing, skinning, chopping and peeling – and a humble bread knife. If you want to add to your collection, a utility knife, fillet knife and cleaver are all very useful. Sharpen them regularly (I’m terrible for this!).


Separating Jug


This is one of the simplest yet hardest working bits of kit in my kitchen. It’s essentially a jug with a spout that pours from the bottom. Use it to separate the fat from stocks, sauces and gravies. Even better are the jugs which have a colander lid.
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Cooking Options


Whether you are an air-fryer afficionado or a stalwart of the good old slow cooker, we have a multitude of ways to cook. To reflect this, where possible in the recipes, I have offered air-fryer and slow-cooker instructions to allow for whatever your preference may be.


Air Fryer


Air fryers are now so popular and regularly used in lots of family homes for very good reasons. They’re cheaper to run than an oven, they tend to be much quicker and typically they are easy to clean. A ham or pork belly joint takes a fraction of the time in the air fryer than it does in the oven, making it a more achievable mealtime solution midweek. It’s also a great tool for reheating certain foods – roast potatoes, Yorkshire puddings and pastries to name a few. It’s also handy when I’m lacking oven space, or on busy mornings when I can pop bacon, sausages and even eggs into the basket, then run upstairs to get ready before throwing them on to a plate or into a sandwich.


I own a one-drawer model. I stewed over whether I should get a two-drawer one but personally I like the larger basket capacity of mine. If you are a smaller family or plan to use your air fryer in place of your oven, a larger two-drawer model might be the way forward, as long as you have the space to house it.


Where possible, I have provided instructions and timings for the use of an air fryer throughout this book. If the timings or guidelines aren’t there, it’s probably because it’s not practical to use an air fryer, either because of the limitations of the capacity or the recipe is simply better cooked another way.


Tips for the air fryer:


•   Buy either some paper or reusable liners. They are really handy to save washing the entire fryer each time you use it but also to hold juices, marinades and sauces.


•   Make sure the air can circulate from the bottom up through the basket of the air fryer so that food cooks evenly.


•   Preheat the air fryer (unless otherwise specified). Otherwise, you will need to add some cooking time to your recipes.



Slow Cooker



Not all slow cookers are equal, so it is always best to refer to the guidelines for your particular model, but these are my general tips to consider when using one.


Tips for the slow cooker:


•   Brown meat first. You don’t need to do this with minced meat or chicken, but larger cuts of red meat nearly always benefit from being seared first on the hob to seal in the flavour. In some cases, the slow cooker pan is compatible for cooking on the hob which saves on washing-up. Otherwise, sear meat first in a frying pan.


•   I always colour onions and garlic in a little oil first, otherwise I have found that they can release a slightly bitter or metallic taste.


•   Preheat the slow cooker (unless your model specifies otherwise). This will get food cooking straight away at a safe temperature.


•   Slow cookers have their limitations – they will not brown meat or crisp skin or fat. If cooking a chicken with skin on or a joint of meat (such as pork) where the skin requires crisping, transfer the cooked joint to a lined baking tray and finish it in a hot oven.


•   Most slow-cooker lids have a steam hole in the top. This is not only a safety feature but it allows sauces and stocks to reduce as they would in the oven at higher temperatures. Sometimes people report that stews, casseroles and curries are too liquid even after their long stint in the slow cooker. Slow cooker cooking is all about knowing your own model. If you find this to be the case, there are a few things you can do:


▸   Reduce the amount of liquid you add to the recipe by 30%.


▸   Leave the lid partly off for the last hour of the cooking process.


▸   Turn the setting from low to high.


▸   Strain off the sauce into a pan and simmer on the hob until reduced/thickened.


▸   Transfer the dish to a conventional oven for a brief period (30 minutes or so) for the last stage of the cooking process.





Store-cupboard Essentials


If I were to impart one piece of advice to anyone reading this book, it would be to keep your store cupboard stocked up with strategic basics. It will be your best friend, and with those basics to hand you will have the building blocks to make any number of meals.


Actually, there’s a second bit of advice coming your way – always read the labels. So many everyday products are full of nasties. We’ve all been aware of avoiding E-numbers and sugar for decades, but there’s much evidence now to suggest that palm oil and trans fats increase bad cholesterol; stabilizers and emulsifiers negatively affect the gut’s microbiome; and sodium nitrate and nitrate used as preservatives can form nitrosamines which are linked to cancer and can impact heart health. Take a can of coconut milk, for example – some are pure coconut and water, others have all sorts added to them. Many products are marketed as healthy – breakfast cereals, bread products and energy bars are particularly guilty of this – when in fact they can be full of sugar, preservatives and artificial flavours. There will always be better alternatives available, it just takes a little time to learn which ones to add to your supermarket trolley. As a simple rule of thumb, the shorter the list of ingredients, the better it is likely to be for you.


Cans & Condiments


Balsamic vinegar, Beans (black, kidney, butter), Chickpeas, Chopped tomatoes, Coconut cream or coconut milk, Coconut oil, Dijon mustard, English mustard, Honey, Nut oil, Olive oil, Pastes (garlic, ginger, chilli), Peanut butter, Rice wine or mirin, Sesame oil, Soy sauce or tamari, Stock pots/cubes, Tahini, Tomato purée, Vinegar (cider, white wine, red wine)


Frozen


Breads (wraps, flatbreads, pittas), Edamame (soya) beans, Peas, Raw peeled king prawns (dishes made with frozen prawns should not be re-frozen), Puff pastry, Sweetcorn kernels


Spices


Bay leaves (dried), Black pepper, Ground cardamom or cardamom pods, Chilli flakes, Chilli powder (mild), Chinese five spice, Dried oregano, Dried thyme, Fennel seeds, Ground cinnamon, Ground coriander, Ground cumin Ground turmeric, Paprika, Ras el hanout, Sea salt, Sweet smoked paprika


Dried


Brown sugar, Cornflour, Fruits (dates, cherries, raisins), Mixed seeds, Noodles (dried medium egg noodles, vermicelli rice noodles), Nuts (unsalted flaked almonds, cashew nuts, pistachio nuts, mixed nuts), Orzo, Panko crumbs or white breadcrumbs, Wholemeal and white pasta (penne, spaghetti, fusilli, pappardelle), Plain flour, Porridge oats, Rice (white or brown basmati)





Swaps & Switches


We all run out of our most-used condiments from time to time and many families have to adapt for intolerances or allergies. Don’t panic! Here are some helpful substitution ideas.






	INSTEAD OF


	USE







	Balsamic vinegar


	Red wine vinegar







	Coconut milk


	Block of creamed coconut dissolved in hot water







	Cream


	Crème fraîche, full-fat natural or Greek yogurt, mascarpone, coconut or vegan alternative – use full-fat as it is higher in protein and will not split







	Eggs


	1 tablespoon cornflour mixed with 2 tablespoons water for binding
Milk for pastry brushing/glazing
4 tablespoons unsweetened apple sauce mixed with ½ teaspoon baking powder or 1 tablespoon ground flaxseeds mixed with 3 tablespoons water for baking







	Fish sauce


	Lime juice







	Fresh ginger, garlic, chilli


	Pastes, purées or jars of ginger, garlic and chilli







	Fresh spinach


	Frozen spinach – defrost, add to boiling water or add straight to soups, pies and curries







	Gochujang paste


	1 tablespoon soy sauce (or tamari) and ½ teaspoon chilli oil instead of 1 tablespoon gochujang paste







	Milk


	Almond or oat milk







	Peanut butter


	Sunflower seed butter, soy butter, pea butter, tahini







	Plain or Self-raising wheat flour


	Chickpea (gram) flour, gluten-free plain or self-raising or rice flour for baking Cornflour for thickening







	Red wine


	Balsamic vinegar (1 glass red wine = 1 tablespoon balsamic vinegar)







	Shaoxing/Rice wine


	Mirin, Chinese cooking wine, dry or medium white wine







	Sugar


	Honey or brown sugar







	Tamari


	Soy sauce







	Tamarind


	Lime juice







	Worcestershire sauce


	Soy sauce, tamari, oyster sauce or good beef stock
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