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INTRODUCTION


My approach to family cooking has always been that you don’t need to cook ‘food for kids’, you simply need to cook real food that the whole family will love – nourishing meals that are wholesome, unadulterated and devoid of flavour enhancers, preservatives or additives.


It is easy to underestimate how adventurous little people can be when it comes to new tastes but children learn new skills on a daily basis so why not new foods? Too often – due to lack of time or fears over children going hungry – parents end up cooking a limited number of tried-and-tested meals. While I’m all for clean plates, this can often lead to fussy eating habits in children. This book provides you with a raft of new recipes to add to your repertoire that are simple to prepare but will broaden their food horizons.


FITTING IT ALL IN


We all know how important it is to keep the family fuelled on the right foods, but making time to pack in that all-important goodness is often easier said than done, especially with today’s jam-packed schedules, when parents are wearing more hats and spinning more plates than ever before. As my three children were growing up, I often found myself scrabbling for time to prepare wholesome meals around starting up my business, devising new recipes and managing the kids’ social calendars (which were often busier than mine!). After-school activities, play dates, work commitments, emails and other activities all take a bite out of the amount of time we spend eating together as a family. Cooking for your family is about making memories as well as menus – in years to come the smell of a fish pie could transport your children back to the kitchen table of their youth; the taste of pasta bake or finger lickin’ chicken wings might remind them of post-match muddy knees and toad in the hole may be remembered as a welcome sight after a puddle-splashing Sunday stroll. Though many of us aspire to this level of evocative eating, the reality is that parenting is often more chaos than fine cuisine.


The frantic nature of modern life can detract from the dinner table and our efforts to get everyone eating together. We all know that sitting down as a family is about more than food – it is about connection and conversation, eye contact and intimacy; it is about being in the moment with the ones you love. Finding enough time in the day to cook up this aspirational atmosphere can be challenging, but the good news is it takes less effort than you might think. My mission with this book is to empower and inspire you to give your family the best start in life with good honest food that diners young and old will love.
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FOOD FOR EVERYONE


Catering to the different requests and requirements of your family may seem like the key to an easy life but it can leave you feeling like a short-order cook with no time to sit down and enjoy either your food or your family. If one of the reasons you don’t eat as a family as often as you’d like is down to junior meals being too bland and boring for adult taste buds, I have good news! Each and every recipe in this book has been especially designed to appeal to palates of all ages, so you can ditch the conveyor belt catering, rustle up real food that kids and the whole family will love, and perhaps introduce some new favourites for the big people, too.


Millions of families rely on my cookbooks at that all-important weaning stage, but there is no need for my books to be put back on the shelf once your babies are old enough to go to school: mums often tell me that they serve up my famous finger foods for dinner parties and my easy-to-follow style is perfect for students wanting to study over more than burnt toast and beans!


HEALTHY EATING


Healthy habits formed early in life set children on the best possible path and eating a wide variety of foods together at regular times is a good discipline to practise. Many of the meals, like my Meatballs with Orzo (here), are freezer friendly so you can make more than you need and have them on standby for another day.


Half of all the food bought by families in the UK is now ‘ultraprocessed’ – made in a factory with ingredients you can’t pronounce and additives invented by food technologists to generate products that bear little resemblance to the fruits, vegetables, meat, chicken and fish you would cook at home. Refined products such as pots of noodles with specks of dried meat and shrivelled vegetables loaded with salt and MSG, or snacks fortified with manufactured vitamins and minerals, washed down with sugary drinks, have lost virtually all their natural nutrients. We bear a responsibility to our children to allow them to grow up enjoying real food that sets them on a path of healthy eating that will last a lifetime.


KIDS IN THE KITCHEN


Helping to prepare a family meal can do wonders for children’s self-esteem and if they are involved in the cooking they are more likely to try the end result. OK, so inviting your pint-sized sous chefs to help in the kitchen could be a little chaotic, but the skills they’ll learn will be well worth the slightly raised stress levels! Minimise the mess with a wipe-clean tablecloth, aprons and robust equipment like wooden spoons and plastic bowls. Give them simple tasks: children under three can mash with a fork or potato masher, stir ingredients, roll out dough and use plastic cutters to make shapes. Three- to five-year-olds can cut soft ingredients like bananas with plastic knives, tear herbs, hull strawberries and measure ingredients into a jug. They will enjoy cracking eggs and whisking and – of course – decorating cakes.


Once they are old enough to have mastered some basics, let your mini masterchefs loose in the kitchen to cook a meal by themselves. From the age of four, six and seven my three took it in turns to cook for everyone one day a week – it gave them confidence and ensured they could make toast and scramble an egg as well as play a complicated computer game!
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Cooking is great for naturally inquisitive young minds, feeds a thirst for foodie knowledge and teaches them about more than just a balanced diet: as they weigh and measure ingredients they are developing maths skills without even realising, and following recipe instructions and being mindful of utensils are both good life skills. Supervising children while they learn to use knives and avoid steam from a hot kettle is safer than not teaching them and leaving them to experiment without you.


Learning to cook from scratch is a great way to instil a real interest and understanding of what goes into the food you eat. Obesity is on the rise and allowing your children to cook a variety of meals will teach them about getting the balance right between indulgent treats and healthy options – and recipes like my Teriyaki Beef Stir-Fry (here) are so yummy they won’t feel short-changed by wholesome, healthy cooking.


The fun goes beyond the taste buds and the meal prep; encourage them to use chopsticks, show them where the dish they’re eating originates on a map and how to load all those empty plates into the dishwasher (never the most popular part of mealtimes but polished-off plates should make your cooks proud!).


PORTION SIZES


While it’s important for children to step up to the plate and help in the kitchen, it’s worth noting that a large mound of food can be overwhelming for a little person, so try presenting plates of mini portions – dishes like my Mini Toad in the Hole (here) made in individual muffin tins, and my Mini Chicken Burgers with Apple and Sage (here) look fantastic. Individual portions are also a convenient way of freezing things so instead of making one large Paella (here) try freezing mini child portions in ramekins.


MY RECIPES


Whether you meal-plan or meal-panic, whether you label yourself as a meat eater, vegan, vegetarian or flexitarian, whatever way you feed your family, there are times when the most important factor is speed; hungry mouths won’t wait and with my 15-minute meals they won’t have to! Stock your store cupboards and have a fridge of essentials and you can rustle up a Butternut Squash Carbonara (here) or Butter Chicken (here) in not much more time than it will take your tribe to lay the table.


Quick meals don’t have to mean a nutritional compromise. Make your own healthy alternatives to ‘Fast Food’ with my Mini Cauliflower Pizzas (here) or my alternative to chicken nuggets, Quinoa Baked Chicken Fingers (here), which are easy to prepare and packed with goodness for your growing family. Likewise, with vegan and vegetarian food, gone are the days when these diet and lifestyle choices left you lacking; my Sweetcorn and Cherry Tomato Pancakes (here) or Lentil Bolognese (here) are fabulously filling and delicious. Don’t be deterred by the myth that lentils require overnight soaking and a lot of faff, there are many pre-cooked and quick-cook options that make pretty instantaneous suppers – and they are good for your purse, too.


Did you know that children consume a third of their daily food intake at school? That’s why I’ve also included a fantastic selection of lunchbox ideas – it is too easy for them to be packed full of the wrong things (the usual culprits: fat, sugar and salt) and not only miss the nutritional mark, but also negatively impact a child’s energy and concentration levels for the rest of the day. Lunchbox inspiration can die a dreary death at 7am in the morning as you cajole your sleepy kids downstairs for breakfast. Instead, plan ahead: my Frittata Muffins (here) or Turkey and Cucumber Roll-ups (here) are infinitely preferable to a soggy white bread sandwich, and preparing food the night before will alleviate some of the morning madness while you try to get everyone out of the door on time. Something from last night’s dinner can also re-appear as a coveted lunchbox treat the next day.
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Too often a bruised apple or brown banana are returned to sender un-eaten; try making my No-sugar Chocolate Orange Energy Balls (here) – they are delicious and no one would know they are made with dates and cashew nuts. I’ve never seen those left on a plate! Or, incite lunchbox envy and get your child involved in making Spiced Apple, Squash and Carrot Muffins (here) to share with their buddies – hidden veggies never tasted so good! Soups and salads are perfect for lunchboxes, too. Flasks keep soup warm, and my Tomato Soup with Pesto Swirl (here) is a real winner on cold days. For lunchbox salads, keep dressing in a separate pot to ensure they stay crisp. Ice packs or freezer gels, or frozen cartons or plastic bottles of juice, will keep things cool in the summer and provide a refreshing drink to cool kids down, too. Insulated lunchboxes keep the cold in and the heat out, which is good for regulating the temperature and keeping germs at bay, and a pack of wet wipes are always useful for sticky fingers.


The fun, finger-food style recipes also double up as the perfect treats for play dates, too; children often want to re-fuel and run so let them lunge at my After-School Veggie Platter (here) or grab a handful of Chicken, Sweetcorn and Carrot Balls (here). A hungry child is a less fussy child so that famished post-school window of opportunity is a good time to try something new. It is all too easy to get stuck in a rut and only offer a few favourite things but using this time when children are hungry to break the pattern and offer them something different is really important.


I’m a firm believer in enjoying a little of what you fancy. However, many of the seemingly indulgent treats in this book contain more healthy ingredients than you might think for something that looks and tastes so divine! Even my Dairy-free Beetroot and Chocolate Cake (here) packs in a punchy portion of your five-a-day and I challenge you to find a tastier ‘free-from’ chocolate cake. If your children haven’t helped prepare it you can have fun asking them to guess the mystery ingredient … even the most ardent ‘beetroot hater’ will be converted when you reveal it!


The pressure to find seasonal activities around the holidays can take the fun out of things for parents trying to entertain excited children; cooking up a festive treat together is a great way to keep them occupied and gives you some helping hands to get dinner ready too! The Rudolph Potatoes (here) are an easy way to transform an old favourite into something festive and inject some sparkle into your spuds.


The themed recipes in this book work really well for parties, too. Children love hands-on activities, and baking, building and decorating party food is a sure-fire way to keep them entertained. If you and your children get a taste for gatherings with goodies to eat you could encourage them to make invitations and decorations for events throughout the year; my Doughball Christmas Wreath (here) makes a show-stopping centrepiece and is perfect for little ones to assemble then eat; the Dressed-up Cupcakes (here) look (and taste) fantastic and Easter is perfect for cotton-tailed bunny invites and cute Easter Cupcakes (here).


Of course, you don’t need to wait for the holidays as an excuse to make cooking together the activity of choice; combine children and the ideas in this book and you have an activity, education and delicious meal any day of the year! I’ve spent over twenty-five years supporting millions of families by creating quick, easy and tasty recipes and I’ve learnt that with a little inspiration and support, everyone can cook a good meal. I really do believe that mealtimes should be simple and shareable, and I hope this book leaves you believing and achieving that too.




COOK’S NOTES




For fan-assisted ovens reduce the oven temperature by 20°C.
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All eggs are medium unless otherwise stated.
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All recipes for 4–6 people feed a family of 2 adults and 2+ children, and all 2-portion recipes are adult-sized.
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Take care to always wash your hands, knife and chopping board in hot soapy water after preparing poultry.
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For best results when baking cakes use butter and eggs that are at room temperature.
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Season recipes lightly – avoid adding too much salt.
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CHAPTER 1


FAMILY FAVOURITES
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POT-ROAST CHICKEN


If I’m cooking for a crowd there is nothing better (or more satisfying) than a one-pot recipe – just chuck in all the ingredients and leave it to do its thing while you get on with other jobs or spend time with the kids. This pot-roast chicken is a delicious, easy, all-in-one meal that feeds the whole family. If you don’t want to use wine (although the alcohol evaporates in the cooking process) you could simply use 600ml/1 pint of stock.





2 tbsp sunflower oil


2 leeks, sliced


2 large carrots, diced


2 garlic cloves, crushed


200ml/7fl oz white wine


400ml/14fl oz chicken stock


2 tsp fresh thyme leaves


1 medium or large chicken


1 tbsp olive oil


350g/12oz new potatoes


10 fresh sage leaves


salt and pepper


Makes 4–6 portions


Preheat the oven to 200°C/400°F/Gas 6.


Heat the sunflower oil in a shallow casserole dish over a medium heat. Add the leeks, carrots and garlic and fry for 3–4 minutes until softened, then add the wine and 200ml/7fl oz of the stock. Bring to the boil, add the thyme leaves, then add the chicken. Drizzle the chicken with the olive oil and season lightly with salt and pepper.


Roast in the oven for 30 minutes, then add the new potatoes and the remaining stock and roast for a further 30–45 minutes, or until the chicken is golden and cooked through.


Scatter with the sage leaves and serve.
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BUTTER CHICKEN WITH YELLOW RICE


We have a popular range of children’s meals sold in supermarkets in Australia. My Butter Chicken is one of the bestselling dishes and is based on this very recipe. It’s a mildly spiced tomato-based curry which is suitable for the whole family. Serve it with my yellow rice for the finishing touch on what is sure to become a favourite meal.





knob of butter


1 large onion, chopped


2cm/¾in piece of fresh root ginger, peeled and grated


2 garlic cloves, crushed


1 tsp garam masala


1 tsp ground cumin


1 tsp ground coriander


1 tsp sweet smoked paprika


2 tbsp tomato puree


200ml/7fl oz chicken stock


1 tbsp mango chutney


2 skinless chicken breasts, diced


1 tbsp sunflower oil


6 tbsp full-fat Greek yoghurt


salt and pepper


spring onion slivers, to garnish (optional)


YELLOW RICE


¼ tsp turmeric


200g/7oz basmati rice


Makes 4 portions
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To cook the yellow rice, put the turmeric in a saucepan of boiling water. Add the rice and stir, then reduce the heat and simmer for 12–15 minutes until the rice is just tender. Drain well and leave to steam in the sieve, covered, for 5 minutes.


To make the curry, melt the butter in a saucepan over a medium heat. Add the onion and fry for 3–4 minutes until softened, then add the ginger, garlic and spices. Cook for 30 seconds, then add the tomato puree and stock. Bring to the boil then reduce the heat and simmer for 10 minutes. Add the mango chutney and remove from the heat.


Season the diced chicken with a little salt and pepper. Heat the oil a frying pan until hot, then add the chicken and fry briefly until browned but not cooked through. Add the chicken to the sauce and simmer for 5–7 minutes until cooked. Stir in the yoghurt just before serving. Serve the butter chicken with the yellow rice and garnish with spring onion slivers, if you like.


The butter chicken can be frozen for up to 3 months. Cook from frozen for about 20 minutes at 180°C/350°F/Gas 4, or until warmed through, or defrost and heat through in a pan.
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CHICKEN BAKE WITH SLICED ROASTED POTATO TOPPING


This is a wonderfully comforting dish of tender chicken in a tasty sauce of sautéed leek and carrots topped with sliced roasted potatoes sprinkled with cheese and gratinated in the oven. It can be prepared ahead and reheated without losing any of its appeal.





25g/1oz butter


75g/3oz onion, chopped


75g/3oz leek, diced


100g/3½oz carrots, peeled and diced


25g/1oz plain flour


200ml/7fl oz chicken stock


150ml/5fl oz whole milk


25g/1oz parmesan cheese, grated


1 tbsp chopped fresh thyme


150g/5oz cooked chicken, diced


300g/11oz small potatoes, peeled and thinly sliced


1 tbsp sunflower oil


30g/1¼oz cheddar cheese, grated


Makes 2–3 portions


Preheat the oven to 200°C/400°F/Gas 6 and line a baking tray with baking parchment.


Melt the butter in a saucepan over a medium heat, add the onion, leek and carrots and fry for 5 minutes until softened, then add the flour and stir over the heat for 1 minute. Gradually stir in the stock and milk and cook for a couple of minutes until smooth and thickened. Remove from the heat and add the parmesan cheese, thyme and diced chicken. Spoon into a baking dish.


Toss the potatoes with the oil and spread them out on the lined baking tray. Roast in the oven for 15 minutes until lightly golden. Remove from the oven and turn on the oven’s grill setting to high.


Arrange the roasted potato slices on top of the chicken bake then sprinkle with the grated cheddar and cook under the preheated grill for a few minutes until the cheese is golden and bubbling, then serve.




CAULIFLOWER, HAM AND MACARONI CHEESE BAKE


Most kids I know love pasta and this dish, with its cheesy topping, promises to be another beloved recipe in your repertoire. Using half cauliflower and half macaroni is a quick and easy way to up your family’s five-a-day. Cauliflower can be one of those tricky vegetables with fussy eaters but I assure you, it’ll be smiles all round with this simple, bubbling-hot meal.
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