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INTRODUCTION

Welcome to my kitchen. It’s full of people, drenched in noise, and a bit of a mess. It’s the engine room of our house where everyone congregates at breakfast time, for catch-ups over cake and tea, and to create a bit of clutter whilst cooking as a family.

In the last five years my life has changed a lot. At 29 I was a single girl who worked long days but loved going out to gigs most nights. I’d eat out in the evenings or sometimes skip dinner altogether for a few gin and tonics. It was most definitely a chaotic food routine.

Now I find myself a 30-something wife and mum of two children and two stepchildren. I’ve reached a point where I want my food to make me feel GREAT, and to have fun whilst making it. For me having a family means eating together and having fun cooking and baking. I still love going to gigs and I adore my job but keeping myself, my family and my friends fed and happy is of paramount importance.

As with a lot of modern families, everyone in mine has different tastes and needs around meal times. For those of us who are parents, there can be a lot of ingredient-juggling and sometimes there’s little time to prepare and eat good nutritious meals together. I haven’t eaten meat since I was 11 but in my twenties I decided to start eating fish to help get more protein in my diet. I now love to cook fish but have no desire to eat meat again. My husband Jesse eats a mainly pescetarian diet but does enjoy the odd burger now and then. I cook the kids meat because I want them to decide for themselves when they’re older how they choose to eat. My mum is vegetarian but my dad loves a sneaky bacon sarnie, whilst my friends all vary from vegan to carnivore. We all want and need different things, and often there doesn’t seem like there’s enough time to consider everyone’s requirements.

At weekends or quieter times cooking doesn’t have to be a crazed rush. I find cooking and particularly baking the most cathartic of hobbies and adore coming up with mad concoctions with my stepdaughter Lola and son Rex.

Cooking and baking come in two different forms: for necessity and for fun. Either way, whatever I’m cooking at home, I like to do it in a healthy way where possible. This doesn’t have to be boring or overly expensive, but it will make you, your family and friends feel so much better.

I try to keep away from refined sugar as much as I can and I try to reduce the kids’ intake where possible. This isn’t always easy but replacing some of their sweet treats with delicious alternatives using natural sweeteners is so much better for them in the long run. These days there are so many wonderful ways of making something sweet without touching the devilish white stuff, and eventually you will stop craving the naughties in favour of the healthier alternatives. I want to know EXACTLY what I’m putting in my body and I use as many wholesome, natural and vitalising ingredients as I can. Processed food can DO ONE! Your body doesn’t like it on the day you’ve eaten it and it certainly doesn’t like it long term. Most of the food you put into your body should have ingredients that make your skin glow, your hair shine, your body feel energised, your eyes bright and your kids and friends happy.

This book is full of delicious recipes for any time of day, from breakfast on the go to special nights in and rowdy Sunday lunches with your nearest and dearest. Preparing your food from scratch will take a bit more planning than rushing out to buy a floppy sandwich at lunchtime, but by investing the time in making your meals, it will give you a day where you feel full of energy and alert. It’ll work out cheaper in the long run too.

When you’re busy with work, family and life in general, it can seem impossible to find this time and I suggest lots of ways to ‘cook smart’, whether that’s making dishes in batches that can be frozen or giving tips for leftovers. Getting the whole family involved will make dinner time more fun and you will teach your kids an understanding of good food.

Happiness is definitely a big part of this book. If you’re eating things that benefit you physically it will most definitely improve your mood too. In this day and age, when life is so fast-paced, it can be easy to forget how intrinsically linked the body and mind are. We often view them as two separate entities working alongside each other at different rates. Your mind, body and soul are all one big melting pot of wonder that makes YOU who you are, so let’s keep them ALL happy. Eating well means your body will be happy, your brain will be happy and YOU will be happy. Isn’t feeling full of joy, contentment and happiness what we are all striving for? I believe good, nutritious food has a lot to do with this. Being on a restrictive and bland diet to lose weight will never make you happy. Eating lots of fried, sugary and processed foods for a quick buzz doesn’t offer long-term happiness and worrying about what you’re eating the whole time will dull any sign of joy in a second. We are all joy seekers so let’s get in the kitchen, cook happy and cook healthy, and feel the love.
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MY STORE CUPBOARD

In addition to fresh ingredients, here are some pantry essentials I use every day and couldn’t live without. If you’ve never heard of quinoa, don’t know your gojis from your chias and think maca is a member of The Beatles, don’t worry. Cooking and baking with these ingredients doesn’t have to be scary, it’s just different. Most of these foods are available to buy in your local supermarket, or you might consider buying them in bulk online, which tends to work out cheaper in the long run.

One major change I’ve made in my own diet over the past few years is to cut out refined sugar, and this has had a knock-on effect on how I cook and in particular how I bake. Getting rid of refined sugar from my diet wasn’t necessarily easy but once I was in the swing of things I noticed so many positive changes in my energy levels, focus and mood. I had dabbled in giving up a few times over the years but after the birth of my son, Rex, I wanted to feel light and active again. For me, giving up sugar was the answer. Fear not though, this doesn’t mean you can’t have divine treats. Once you’ve got your head around why each ingredient is so gorgeous for your body and mind, you’ll never look back.

NUTS, SEEDS AND DRIED FRUITS

NUTS

As I don’t eat meat, nuts play an important role in my diet as they are full of protein. They are the handiest little pantry fallback and I often grab a handful to keep me going when I’m on the run. I use them for almost everything from scattering them on salads, as a flour alternative in cakes and even to make a milk substitute. My favourites are almonds, cashews, pecans, walnuts and hazelnuts, and I always buy the unsalted kind.

CHIA SEEDS

I’ve come to love these nutritious little gems, which contain more omega-3 fatty acids than any other seed. They can be used to make energy-boosting breakfasts, help bind cakes together like an egg or be sprinkled in a smoothie. They’re packed with antioxidants that help your body and your brain.

PUMPKIN SEEDS

These sensational seeds are full of magnesium, which is great for blood pressure and all-round maintenance for your body. They have a distinct and delicious flavour, which works well in energy bars, granola and even soups. You can buy them in most supermarkets and they can be stored in a glass jar ready to snack on or to use in recipes.

DRIED APRICOTS

These fibre-rich beauties are bursting with sweet juicy flavour, adding a bit of sunshine to your stews, biscuits and cakes. I always use the preservative-free unsulphured kind which are darker in colour and are a little coarser than their sulphured counterparts.

GOJI BERRIES

Oh how I love the goji. For me it’s all about getting the most out of your foods and these guys cram in a tonne of vitamin A and are a helpful friend to your immune system. They taste delicious and I often snack on them as they come, but they’re also fantastic in porridge, smoothies and even some savoury dishes.

MEDJOOL DATES

These are the king of dates. Juicy, hearty and so soft, they’re perfect for energy balls and bars as they hold everything together so well and create a natural sweetness. Use them in smoothies as a sugar substitute or enjoy one in a decadent mouthful as a snack.

OILS AND PASTES

COCONUT OIL

This is definitely the most frequently used ingredient in our kitchen. If we run out of the stuff it’s a family emergency. We cook most of our food in it, I melt it down to use in cakes and sweet recipes, and I even use it on my skin as a cleanser or moisturiser. I find it a much cleaner and lighter way to cook with so many health benefits. Long live the coconut!

OLIVE OIL

The cornerstone of the Mediterranean diet is praised for its nutritious properties and proven to contribute to some of the healthiest communities in the world, its most famous asset being that it’s said to lower the risk of heart disease. Healthy fats are essential in your diet, and this is a versatile oil which you can cook with or drizzle on dishes.

TAHINI

This rich sesame paste is a genius addition to energy balls, dressings and marinades and offers up more protein than most nuts. It’s packed full of flavour and really beefs up a dish when used in a dressing or dip.

FLOURS, GRAINS AND PULSES

RICE FLOUR

This is a brilliant white flour substitute with the added bonus that it’s free from gluten, so can be enjoyed by coeliacs. You can buy both white and brown rice flour, and I find they taste quite similar to wheat flour when used in sweet and savoury dishes.

SPELT FLOUR

Spelt may be slightly more pricey than your average white flour but it’s so worth it due to its health benefits. Full of dietary fibre and nutrients, you can use it to make delicious loaves of bread, cakes and biscuits too.

WHOLEGRAIN FLOUR

Wholegrain is a much more nutritious choice than the classic white flour. It hasn’t undergone the extreme processing that white flour has, so retains much of its goodness. Wholegrains are kind to the bowel and blood pressure and release their energy in a slower and more efficient way than processed carbohydrates. It’s an easy swap to make, and tastes delicious too.

QUINOA

I use quinoa a lot in my recipes and it’s a fantastic alternative to starchy carbohydrates like white rice and pasta. When it’s in the packet it looks terribly boring and worthy, but it’s what you do with it that counts. Quinoa is easy to cook, full of protein and is wheat-and gluten-free. It can be creamy and fluffy or crunchy and nutty depending on how you cook it. This is one of the most versatile of all ingredients, which is why I love it.

LENTILS AND CHICKPEAS

These may look humble, but they are the super heroes of the legume family. They are low fat and packed with complex carbohydrates, protein and fibre, assisting your cardiovascular system and all-round health. They’re incredibly hearty so fill you up nicely and can be used in stews, soups and salads to give more bulk and warming flavour. If you are cooking them from dry you will need to soak them in water overnight and drain and rinse before using.
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DAIRY ALTERNATIVES

ALMOND, OAT AND RICE MILKS

I’ve never been a huge fan of cow’s milk especially as I do a lot of talking for a living, and dairy and a clear voice don’t go hand in hand. Instead I love using almond, oat and rice milks, and use them in the same way as you would cow’s milk. Having these available in most supermarkets make them a viable alternative, and in my opinion, they’re often more delicious.

COCONUT MILK

This slightly sweet vegan delight comes from the flesh of the coconut. Generally found in tins, its rich creaminess is glorious in recipes from curries to cakes.

TOFU

This soya bean product gets a bad rap, probably because it’s so often cooked badly or not marinated properly. It’s a great source of protein, which is an important nutritional staple in many vegetarian diets. I use firm tofu for stir-fries and stews and the silken variety in desserts to create a mousse-like texture.

SWEET THINGS

COCONUT SUGAR

This is a gorgeous natural sweetener that is more nutritious than white sugar, and works beautifully in cakes and biscuits. Its nuttiness is similar in taste to brown sugar but it has caramel notes to it as well.

HONEY

I love this sweet amber liquid so much I named my daughter after it. With so many different varieties and flavours of honeys out there you can experiment with different types.

MAPLE SYRUP

Maple syrup is a fantastic sweetener that works brilliantly in a variety of desserts. It is lower in calories than honey and has a slightly woody taste that gives a warm sweetness.

MY GO-TO EXTRAS

CHLORELLA POWDER

Chlorella is an algae which is very green in colour and comes in powder or tablet form. I adore the taste though I know it’s not for everyone. Whether you love it or not, it’s definitely worth giving it a try in your morning smoothie as it has so many body boosters in one shot. It helps detoxify, assists hormones and aids the cardiovascular system too. It should be avoided during pregnancy and breastfeeding.

MACA

Maca comes in powder form and is lovely in smoothies, soups and protein balls. It has a rich, warm flavour and is a plentiful source of minerals and vitamins, notably B12 which is so important for vegetarians who don’t get it from meat. It is also known as a libido enhancer! It should be avoided during pregnancy and breastfeeding.

RAW CACAO POWDER

This will give you that rich chocolatey taste in sweet treats and drinks but without the sugar. It is the raw form of cacao in chocolate that contains all the antioxidants so it’s significantly more healthy than the more common cornershop confectionery. On its own it tastes bitter but it can be sweetened with maple syrup or honey. I’m a full-blown chocoholic so I always keep a stash of this at home.

SEA SALT

Sea salt hasn’t undergone the extensive processing that table salt has so still holds lots of vital minerals important for your body. You can use it in so many ways to liven up a dish, and even in your sweet dishes.
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