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INTRODUCTION


People often say that the kitchen is the heart of the home and, while I believe that to be true, my personal journey to finding where home is (never mind the kitchen) has not been straightforward over the last seven years. That being said, our path to finding our forever home has been one I wouldn’t change, and ultimately it has given me a better understanding of just what it means to make a home: a place to feel grounded, to provide security for loved ones and, of course, to make memories through the food we cook and share.


My wife Sofie and I left our little cottage in my home town of Howth, near Dublin, in 2015 for the bright lights of Los Angeles. Our cottage had been a special place for us: our first home and the place where we pretended to be grown-ups throughout our twenties. It had served us well as I settled into writing cookbooks and filming TV shows, most of which were produced from the two tiny front rooms. Looking back at the kitchen there, it truly was the heart and soul of the place. None of our friends had a space like it, and so every weekend it became the place we’d all hang out. The Tardis-like cottage came with an old garden that had formerly been a farmyard, complete with troughs I transformed into a sweet little herb garden flanked by a tangle of nasturtiums that would burst into life every summer. When we arrived, the upper level of the garden was a forest of overgrown grasses and brambles that we hacked back to create a vegetable garden. Summer provided us with a bounty of peas, broad beans and salad leaves, and a glut of cabbages. Our landlord gave us a garden shed, which we painted red and white as an homage to Sofie’s Swedish roots. Our neighbours got a kick out of shouting over the wall whenever the poorly placed fire alarm would announce to the entire neighbourhood that is was dinnertime. That cottage was home, and we celebrated so many milestones there: adopting our pup Max (who is still going strong at 11 years old), cooking our first shared Christmas dinner, and celebrating our engagement and our wedding. All these moments were marked with home-cooked meals, bottles of fizz and suppers with friends perched on charity-shop chairs (we’d push the coffee table together with the kitchen table to make enough space for everyone).


In 2012, I started an annual tradition of appearing on The Today Show on NBC for Saint Patrick’s Day. They needed a token Paddy to cook traditional fare and I was their man. That life-changing experience began the conversation around exploring the world of food TV and other possibilities in the States. On one early trip, my agent had set up 25 separate meetings, all of which I had come out of thinking that I’d aced it and that the jobs would come rolling in. Not a single callback! After a couple of years of meetings back and forth in New York and Los Angeles, with plenty of failed attempts and misfires, I managed to secure a TV show and a contract with the cable channel Food Network. It was a total pinch-me moment – there I was, co-hosting a competition show with Tia Mowry, whom I had grown up watching on Nickelodeon. With job security in the bag, we gave notice to our landlord.


The sunshine, the space and the allure of the palm tree-lined streets meant it was always going to be Los Angeles where we chose to settle while stateside. On one of our last trips to the city before we moved there, we rented bikes on Venice Beach as the sun was setting and cycled to Santa Monica. It was mid-February and we were in T-shirts, fully appreciating the break from Ireland’s cold winter months. After a few whirlwind years of filming TV shows and promoting books, it felt like an escape and a little slice of anonymity I didn’t know I needed. We spent the first year travelling back and forth and living out of Airbnbs before finding a house in Eagle Rock, away from all the stereotypically glamorous pitfalls the city normally offers new residents. In East LA, between Pasadena and Glendale, we found community and friendship.


We officially moved to the city in early January, arriving late one night, jet-lagged and with our lives in our suitcases. Bar some core pieces of furniture, our new house was bare, so at 11pm we walked to Target and filled two shopping trolleys with bed sheets, towels and other household essentials. We wheeled the trolleys back up the hill and laughed to ourselves at the idea that the neighbours would definitely know the Irish had arrived when they spotted the two of us hoofing carts up the hill.


Our new neighbourhood would regularly see streets being cordoned off for filming. Movies like Clueless and Reservoir Dogs had been filmed there, and Ben Affleck and Matt Damon had famously written the script for Good Will Hunting while living in the area. Parrots and peacocks were to be found in the trees, while coyotes, possums and skunks roamed through the gardens at night. It was wild, weird and wonderful, and a million miles away from everything I had grown up with. I loved it. I wrote three cookbooks in the local coffee shop, Found – a great spot for people-watching. I was surrounded by artists sketching on iPads, uber-cool parents with sunglasses and strollers, and film industry people. All pretty inspiring for the Irish fella writing recipes in the corner and trying to blend in with an order of espresso with tonic water.


The biggest surprise I got in Los Angeles was the food. Despite rumours to the contrary, there was much more to LA than green juice and kale. I discovered that the city had a lot to offer in terms of tastes and flavours; in fact, the cuisine was complex, much like the make-up of the city’s diverse inhabitants. The beating heart of LA’s food scene was found on street corners, at food trucks, in strip malls and at pop-ups – far from the ‘safe’ and ultimately bland hyped-up restaurants designed for the in-crowd to fawn over.


It was the sheer amount of food options that inspired me the most. In our neighbourhood alone, we had Casa Bianca Pizza Pie, an old-school pizza joint with signed photos of Hollywood stars on the wall, while close by, a Tijuana-style taco stand served tacos al pastor from a huge spit.
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IT WAS THE SHEER AMOUNT OF FOOD


OPTIONS IN OUR NEIGHBOURHOOD


THAT INSPIRED ME THE MOST.


 


The women who served at the stand only spoke Spanish, but we’d always have great chats in broken Spanish as they cooed over our eldest, Noah, and his shock of blond hair; he would happily put up with it, as they always offered him a tortilla with a little cheese in to keep him happy. I became a regular at Seafood City, the Filipino supermarket in the Eagle Rock plaza. I would often get quizzed by Filipino moms while queuing up at the meat counter; they’d ask why I was shopping there, assuming I had a Filipino wife.


One neighbourhood over, Highland Park, was a perfect example of what gentrification looked like. Spanish food shops sat next to stores decked out in macrame, smelling of palo santo and selling crystal singing bowls for hundreds of dollars. Every Tuesday night, food stalls would pop up, selling everything from vegan tacos to hand-pulled biang biang noodles, which were slapped in front of you before being coated in numbing Sichuan peppercorn-laden oil. We spent many evenings grazing between Chef Nancy Silverton’s Triple Beam Pizza, which served up Roman-style pizza by the slice, and Mason’s Dumplings, which served incredible pan-fried handmade dumplings.


The San Gabriel valley to the south-east of Eagle Rock is home to one of the largest Asian American populations in the US, and as a result, the food was fantastic. We discovered the most authentic versions of Sichuan cuisine – our favourite place served toothpick lamb and water-boiled beef, which came with a tableside addition of boiling oil. This was poured over the slices of beef and chillies to create a plume of aromatics that would envelop the table. We devoured rich broths served in Vietnamese pho spots like Golden Deli, and proper bánh mì served from unassuming little joints. Hunting them down required plenty of trial and error, and I spent most weekends in LA trying out places I’d found online or that had been suggested by someone I’d met. One of the best tips I got was from a chef friend who used to head to a Thai breakfast restaurant before shopping at the Hollywood Farmers’ Market on Sundays. This became our most regular routine: it was the perfect place for sleep-deprived parents, as it began slinging out bowls of congee with softly poached eggs, spring onions, white pepper and little pork meatballs from 6am. With full bellies and buzzing from Chinese-style doughnuts and coffee laced with condensed milk, we’d browse the stalls, which teemed with unusual (to us) items like Pakistani mulberries, hachiya persimmons, purple napa cabbage and rainbow radishes – it was as if all the vegetables I had ever known were now in technicolour. On one visit, I bumped into Alicia Silverstone, and I also spotted famous LA Times food writer the late Jonathan Gold in a chance encounter. I will forever regret not thanking him for his many wonderful food recommendations, which I had followed unwaveringly, and had inspired us to explore the city fully while we lived there.


Cooking at home changed for me in LA. Coming from Ireland, a takeaway was a treat: maybe beef and black bean sauce with fried rice and prawn crackers. In LA, eating out was standard; doggy bags of leftovers became the norm, and dinner was rarely eaten at home. When we did cook, we were lucky enough to have a modern kitchen in our rental and the full run of a big American-style oven, hob and hood that is still one of the best pieces of kitchen kit I have used. Our garden was a treasure trove of fruit trees. At its centre was a huge old avocado tree, which had seen better days, and from which we only ever managed to gather an armful of fruit every year, despite its size; the squirrels would devour the rest. To the side of the house there were two lemon trees, which meant we never bought a single lemon in the entire time we lived there. Even when they weren’t fully in season, there would always be plenty of fruit on the tree. Out the front stood a glorious fig tree that produced the most spectacular purple fruit, which we ate straight from the tree and turned into jam from early summer right through to autumn.
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Coming home to Ireland in 2020 after five years of living in Los Angeles was not an easy decision. The seed was planted in the summer of 2018 when we took our eldest, Noah, home for one of his first visits to see family. Being back in the house where I’d grown up with my wife and our six-month-old was a strange feeling. He was sleeping in my childhood bedroom, in the cot I’d slept in as a baby. It had been passed down through our family and a few of my cousins had taken their turns to pull at the bars, gnaw at the wooden slats that held it together, and basically tear it apart. My parents had kept it, perhaps for this precise moment. The result was a true sense of nostalgia, mixed with hilarity over the state of the cot in which our little guy was meant to sleep soundly. But sleep soundly he did – much to our joy, after months of bleary-eyed, new-parent struggles. My parents offered to keep an ear out for him while Sofie and I took a walk down to the pier in Howth. We strolled through the village and caught the most beautiful sunset together, sitting by the lighthouse at the end of the East Pier. For the first time, we both felt a sense of security we hadn’t been aware we’d been missing while living so far away. I had often described living away from home as being like treading water in the middle of a deep swimming pool; on that trip home, there was suddenly the feeling of having one hand safely on the side, anchoring me. We had loved the adventure of everything that Los Angeles had brought us, but in that moment, we knew what we had ultimately been searching for was home.


My grandad’s death at the start of 2020 was the beginning of the end of our time in California. Our second son, Oliver, was born within a couple of weeks of his passing, and it wasn’t possible for us to travel home to be with my family and mourn his passing. Instead, I sat and watched the funeral with tears rolling down my face via a live link, 6,000 miles away. In the dark of our bedroom, while a newborn lay peacefully beside me, I watched on as my grandad was laid to rest. On my last couple of trips home, I had seen him go from the house he had lived in with my grandmother before her death to the nursing home where he was taken care of in his final days. He had got great joy from meeting his only great-grandchild and never failed to repeat his enduring query and mantra of ‘Do you ever think you’ll come home to Howth?’ I never had a clear answer for him when he asked, but in that moment, so far removed from my entire family at such a significant time, and yet surrounded by my own young family, I knew we were on our way.


We left LA in the flurry of fear as Covid restrictions descended on the world. There was a growing sense of anxiety as our gentle move home turned into a bit of a nightmare. Our plans had to be expedited, and in a matter of weeks we had wrapped up our lives and packed everything off to Ireland in a shipping container. Three cancelled flights, the pup getting stuck in an airport on another continent, and of course the fear of the virus itself made us question ourselves so many times as we ferried our two young children back to Ireland. Noah, who had just turned two, seemed oblivious to it all, but I knew he could sense the tension as we scrambled to arrange everything and find a house back home. The rush and the backdrop of stress and fear was not how we had planned to say goodbye to what we will always look back on as a special chapter in our lives.


We landed in a heap in Sutton House (which we had only seen pictures of online), an old Victorian house that was cold, rickety and filled with ornate, dusty furniture. Our own furniture wasn’t due to arrive for another couple of weeks, so we made do with what we had. The kitchen was a nightmare: Downton Abbey-style, with a wooden dresser at one end and an old Aga at the other. Along each side of the room were built-in wooden cupboards, while the electric stove with broken knobs burnt everything. I battled daily with drawers that never went in or out smoothly. No matter how we reorganised it, it never worked.


The saving grace of the house was a little secret spot at the end of the garden. In the midst of the madness of lockdown, it was somewhere to escape to. My morning routine on sunny days was to make a moka pot of Italian coffee and read a cookbook for a while before the kids would find me.


Word had got out that ‘yer man off the telly’ had moved into the neighbourhood, and within a couple of days our new next-door neighbour Sandra got a bit ahead of herself with all the excitement, letting herself in the back door to drop in a pack of goodies. We knew we were back home as it was something that would never happen with our neighbours in Los Angeles! The surprise of seeing a stranger in our kitchen was clearly visible on our shocked faces, and she shrieked ‘SORRY!’ before running back next door! It was all fairly hilarious and well-intentioned, and a solid reminder of the familiarity and warmth Irish people naturally show. After that, we would meet regularly to have conversations through the bushes at the front door, filling each other in on our – at the time – Covid-restricted lives.


With little else to do but focus on what we were going to eat throughout the day, I settled into cooking, despite the nightmare kitchen. I decided to lean in to the things that make eating in Ireland truly special: seasonal vegetables, stonkingly good cheese, fine meat and the freshest seafood. Our house was near a really great butcher and a little further along on the West Pier, was Howth’s selection of fishmongers. We indulged ourselves with little feasts for two. The live lobster we bought, which escaped from the bottom of the stroller to skitter across the Victorian tiles of the kitchen, to the squeals of the boys and Sofie, was devoured with a negroni in the back garden. Côte de boeuf was barbecued outside in the late summer and shared on a picnic blanket with homemade aioli. Oliver spread veggie purées across his highchair, while Noah swapped his Californian favourites of Thai Jok rice porridge and boba Fridays for lamb chops with potatoes and mussels with crusty bread.


We’ve been back in Ireland almost three years now, and of course it hasn’t been the easiest of transitions; we’ve since moved two more times while we search for the elusive ‘forever home’. I’m still dreaming of my perfect kitchen, but in the process we have found rhythm and routines for our family that are reflected in the way we cook and eat. Despite the uncertainty and many highs and lows of the past few years, we have found solace and comfort in the daily routines and the family tradition of eating together.


I have in the past felt somewhat embarrassed explaining why we have not yet got a secure space where our children can grow up, but I know the path we have taken has been part of shaping who we are as a family. It has provided us with a sense of resilience and a constant reminder to seek out adventure and exploration. Ultimately, we know ourselves that bit more as a result of all our moving, and are now more focused on fighting that bit harder for the things we want. As I sat down to write this in January, we had been holding our breath as we entered the final stages of securing a little house by the sea. It had captured our hearts and, despite its tiny size, I saw its full potential as a home for our family. I dreamed of growing a vegetable garden there, sharing weekends with friends and watching our boys grow up. In a vomit-inducing battle against a fellow bidder, when all was almost lost, I wrote to the seller, partly in desperation and partly in the hope that perhaps our complicated story of returning home might sway our case. Thankfully it worked, and earlier this year we got the keys to our first home, a moment certainly not lost on us after the uncertainty of so many moves. Finally, home.


I recently sat down with the collection of handwritten recipe notebooks my granny kept while raising a family of seven throughout the 1960s and 70s. They are filled with notes to herself on how to recreate her most treasured meals, little sentences about Sunday dinners from a time long forgotten, and scribbles reminding herself to clean a coffee pot or stoke the Raeburn stove to keep it at an even temperature. Each page is a reminder of the importance food plays in the intricate ins and outs of life. It’s a perfect example of the legacy we leave behind for loved ones and generations to come, and the deep influence that the simple act of cooking a meal can leave on those we spend time with.
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WE BOTH FELT FOR THE FIRST
TIME A SENSE OF SECURITY
WE HADN’T FULLY BEEN AWARE
WE HAD BEEN MISSING LIVING
SO FAR AWAY.
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My aim with this book – as is the case with all the recipes I write – is that it becomes part of your everyday life, too. I hope that my recipes for birthday cakes are revisited every year until the pages grow splattered with batter, or that the Amatriciana Meatballs leave an indelible red-sauce mark on the pages as you prepare them for a Friday night to celebrate the end of the week. Maybe you’re just starting out in the kitchen, and you hope to learn how to bake using the recipe for cookies, or perhaps the Fancy Meringue Swish will become your party piece for Sunday dinners.


I’d love the recipes here to serve you as they do our family, with inspiration for just about everything life throws your way. Our week often begins on a Sunday with make-ahead meals that see us through the week, so in the Make-Ahead Sundays chapter, you will find recipes that can be made in advance and will hold up well in fridge or freezer to take the pressure off weeknight mealtimes. Slow-Cooker Beef Ragu, with its deliciously tender meat shredded into a rich sauce, will sit happily, awaiting its moment of glory when stirred through freshly cooked pappardelle; One-Pot Moroccan-Style Meatballs will only improve in flavour as the spices enrich the sauce during an overnight stay in the fridge. With a little advance preparation, the recipes in this chapter will lead to more harmonious meal times.


Staple weeknight dinners that you can rely on – ones that should be an important part of any home cook’s arsenal – can be found in the Everyday Dinners chapter. Simple dishes like the Speedy Parmigiana Pasta, Bavette Steak with Banchan and Sticky Caramel Salmon Feast provide inspiration and a base of great meals to choose from when you have to feed a hungry crew.
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Cooking on a weeknight is a test of one’s fortitude, a battle against the clock and a struggle to maintain one’s sanity. But, as with all great battles, the rewards are worth the effort. To be able to put a hot, nourishing meal on the table after a long day of work is a victory that cannot be overstated. It’s a testament to our resilience, our resourcefulness, and our ability to find joy in the most ordinary of tasks. So, sharpen your knives, turn up the heat, and let’s get to work with the Weekday Rush chapter. Because, when it comes to cooking on a weeknight, the only way out is through. Arm yourself with recipes like Vodka Penne Sausage Ragu, Gnocchi al Limone and Pot Sticker Bowls and you’ll find the way.


Standing in my kitchen on a lazy Saturday morning, taking my first sip of espresso, the weekend is full of possibility. No school runs, the pressure is off, and there’s something special about taking the time to dream up a meal that will cook for hours, filling the house with fragrant scents and anticipation. The gentle bubbling of the pot on the stove is like a soothing symphony, reminding me to slow down and embrace the moment. The beauty of slow weekend cooking is that it’s not just about the end result, but the process, too: the gentle stirring, the careful seasoning, the occasional taste test. It’s a reminder that – sometimes – the best things in life take time. Away from the time constraints of weeknight cooking, there’s time to tackle Citrusy Harissa Barbecued Lamb Shoulder with Charred Greens, served with cumin salt (a nod to a recent trip to Marrakech), or the Reverse-Seared Côte de Boeuf, with Aioli and Chipped Potatoes, accompanied by a glass of red wine. Family favourites like the Focaccia-Style Pizza will keep the kids happy, while Slow-Roasted Pork Shoulder with Honey & Apple Vinegar Sauce makes a perfect Sunday feast to share with friends and family. The recipes in Slow Weekend Cooking are all about taking some time to slow down, savour the flavours, and enjoy the company of those you love.


I’d love to tell you that all my cooking is well thought through and planned out, but of course it’s not. Even with the best intentions I still regularly find myself staring deep into the kitchen cupboard wondering what the hell I’m going to cook. Sometimes, I get my most rewarding results in the kitchen from the little victories, the small but mighty flavour-makers that sit awaiting deployment to transform your dish. In the Food Wins and Flavour-Makers chapter, kitchen-cupboard heroes like peanut butter, gochujang, soy sauce, chilli oil and jars of spices are celebrated, and you’ll find plenty of inspiration and recipes. Think Instant Ramen Upgrade ideas, Fennel & Orange Rubbed Pork Chops and Bang Bang Chicken Salad with its lip-numbing Sichuan peppercorn dressing.
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In my mind, no meal or feast is complete without dessert: it’s the final act of any great meal, the crescendo that leaves a lasting impression. And when it’s a homemade dessert, it’s all the more special. It doesn’t have to be over the top; often the best reaction is from a recipe you have used time and again, one you know the ins and outs of and one your family and friends will look forward to. Whether it’s a trusty chocolate cake wheeled out for birthdays, a fruit galette with buttery homemade pastry or torched boozy bananas over vanilla ice cream, dessert should be uncomplicated and strike a chord of nostalgia. Food so often sparks happy memories and the connections that come with a well-loved recipe; with dessert, that connection is all the sweeter.


I do hope these recipes find a place in your home kitchen and become part of the fabric of your family life, as they have done mine.


Donal x


Howth, Dublin, Ireland, January 2023
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Make-Ahead Sundays


1. Back-to-School Slow-Cooker Chicken Stew


2. Chicken & Ginger Rice Soup (Jok)


3. Little Kid/Big Kid Pastina Soup


4. Noah’s Chicken Noodle Soup


5. Leftover Roast Chicken Pasta


6. Oven-Roasted Shawarma Chicken & Vegetables


7. Slow-Cooker Butter Chicken


8. Sticky Pork Belly Strips Supper


9. Slow-Cooker Mongolian-Style Beef with Sweet Potatoes


10. Sticky Honey & Five-Spice Slow-Cooker Chicken


11. Slow-Cooker Beef Ragu


12. One-Pot Moroccan-Style Meatballs









Back-to-School Slow-Cooker Chicken Stew


Serves 4–6


Prep time: 20 minutes


Cook time: 6 hours


A rich chicken stew that tastes just like a Sunday roast. Chicken thighs are simmered until falling off the bone and the cooking liquor is reduced until thick and gravy-like, all before little cloud-like chive and cheddar dumplings are popped on top to steam and soak up the sauce. This is the type of dish made for those days when the weather starts to turn and you need a bowl of something comforting.


8 chicken thighs (bone in and skin on)


2 tbsp olive oil


30g (1oz) salted butter


1 large onion, thinly sliced


3 celery sticks, chopped


3 large carrots, chopped


2 garlic cloves, grated


3–4 sprigs of thyme


2 tbsp plain (all-purpose) flour


400ml (1¾ cups) chicken stock


Sea salt and freshly ground black pepper


For the dumplings


60g (2¼oz) cold salted butter


150g (generous 1 cup) self-raising flour


Good pinch of salt


1 tbsp snipped chives


100ml (scant ½ cup) buttermilk (or use milk or natural yoghurt)


50g (2oz) grated Cheddar


1. Season the chicken all over with salt and pepper. Heat the oil in a frying pan (skillet) on a medium heat or using the sauté function on your slow cooker. Add the chicken and brown all over, then set aside. Add the butter to the pan and allow to melt, then add the onion, celery and carrots and sweat slowly for 5 minutes. Add the garlic and thyme.
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