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Thanks to his parents, Nick Coffer has been eating fresh, tasty meals all his life, but his real love affair with food began when he lived in France in his twenties. After the recession led him to wind down his drinks’ distribution company, Nick became a stay-at-home dad, looking after his toddler, Archie. In 2009 he launched MyDaddyCooks.com, the hugely successful video blog, which shows Nick and his son cooking together in their tiny kitchen in Watford. Nick presents a weekly food and drink programme on BBC Three Counties radio, and lives with Archie, baby Matilda and his wife Jo.

My Daddy Cooks is his first book.


Praise for MyDaddyCooks.com


‘Cooked this on Tuesday, absolutely scrumptious.’
Noileum on Turbo-quick Shepherd’s Pie


‘I’ve never made a risotto in my life before and have just made this – how easy??? And yummy.’

Samsmumlou on Oven-baked Risotto


‘Oh Man… this chicken hotpot is absolutely 5 stars!!! I have tried most of your recipes and all of them are big success! Yum…yum…’

Eva on Chicken and Tarragon Hotpot


‘I cooked this yesterday and it tasted fantastic. Thank you so much for posting such lovely, easy to cook recipes.’

Josephine on Easy Chicken and Apricot Casserole


‘Made this slab of absolute deliciousness this morning.’

Janine on No-bake Chocolate Tiffin Cakes


‘Yum!!! This cake is delicious and it’s true that it is even better 
the day after... Thank you!’

Sylvie on Muddy Flourless Chocolate Cake
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If there had been more room on the front cover, a suitable title for this book might have been My Daddy Cooks – or how to cook delicious and easy family meals, in the tiniest kitchen, even with the chaotic and messy intervention of a toddler.


If you have watched any of the videos on my blog of Archie and me cooking together, you will know exactly what I am referring to. And yet, even when all the cake mixture ends up halfway down Archie’s sleeves, or when half a pot of oregano finds its way into the lamb stew, we still make fresh food that tastes delicious.


The reality is that home cooking should not be about following complicated recipes. It’s not about fancy preparation, presentation and ingredients that may not be available in the local shop. It’s about serving up great, easy food, which the whole family can enjoy.


I call it ‘Tuesday evening cooking’.


You know, midweek, busy, tired cooking. Cooking that is not going to be unduly affected if you use 50g less flour for a cake, or double the quantities of cumin in a curry or marinate some meat for 2 minutes instead of 24 hours. All the recipes on the blog, and in this book, meet those most important of criteria – they are foolproof and toddlerproof. There is not a single ingredient in this book that will ruin a dish if you don’t follow the exact quantities and most recipes here wouldn’t even be diminished by missing out the odd ingredient.


Not only do I feel that this is the way home cooking should be, it is also a realistic necessity if you do have a little helper in the kitchen with you. Have you ever tried convincing a small child about how much a ‘pinch’ of a spice actually is, or persuading them that beef stock is not the FIRST ingredient to go in the frying pan when making a Bolognese sauce?!


Of course, you don’t have to have any kids in the kitchen with you to make these recipes. And it goes without saying that you don’t even have to be a dad. But as they have all been road-tested in the toughest kitchen environment – a tiny three metres square kitchen with my little toddler in tow – you can be confident that they are all extremely cookable and will provide you and your family with lovely meals.
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All the recipes, be they old classics or new twists, are cooked in the same My Daddy Cooks style as on the blog:
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Preparation is always quick, fun and easy. There is plenty of scope for mixing, throwing, splashing, rolling and bashing. Even the dishes that require longer cooking, such as the stews, require little or no intervention once the dish is prepared. Lots of corners are cut and fancy techniques go out of the window – but the finished product is always just as good. This is not the book to use if you want to learn how to make foams; there is no blanching, basting or julienning; and you will more than happily survive without steamers, mandolins, pizza stones and all manner of other specialist kitchen equipment.


Everything is home made. None of the recipes in this book use store-bought sauces. Not only does the finished product never taste as fresh, I am not even sure using these sauces actually reduces cooking time. As an example, making the Thai green curry paste in this book could not be quicker and you just wouldn’t get the same flavours from a jar. And anyway, you hardly need to buy a cookbook to learn how to use ready-made ingredients. My only concession to this is using ready-made puff and filo pastries in the recipes, but I know very few people who would make their own in the midst of busy family life.


All ingredients are easily available. All these recipes pass the supermarket test. Unless you are really unlucky with the choice at your local shops and supermarkets, there won’t be any need to use specialist retailers or food merchants to cook anything in this book. Hunting down ingredients is hardly conducive to easy cooking.
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None of the food I cook, either on the blog or in this book, is specifically conceived to be ‘child-friendly’. This is not a children’s cookbook, no more than it is a book of children’s food. The recipes don’t ‘hide’ fruit and vegetables, I don’t sweeten sauces, I don’t avoid strong flavours or interesting textures. We have tried to let Archie experience a diverse spread of flavours from the very earliest days. This has meant that he has developed his own strong preferences, which he displays in a typically feisty and direct manner. He certainly doesn’t eat everything we offer him. Far from it. There are loads of things he doesn’t like and, as with any wilful toddler, if the wind changes direction, he can suddenly decide that a flavour or ingredient is just not for him anymore. But he does have a curiosity around food – and the ingredients that make up a dish – and it is this curiosity that means I continue to cook with variety. If he doesn’t like something, I don’t label him as fussy. He is just being like any adult – showing what he likes and doesn’t like (albeit usually more forcefully than we would!)


Also, I would hate for anyone to get the impression that every single mealtime in our house is a culinary adventure of discovery. We couldn’t survive without store-bought hummus; we would be lost without fish fingers; I dread to think what we would do without simply cooking eggs in their various forms; and we love getting a takeaway in too.


So this is not a book telling you to cook fresh three times a day, every day. That certainly doesn’t happen in my own house, so I wouldn’t expect it to happen anywhere else either. When we get a takeaway in though, it’s because we all really fancy one and will enjoy it. It’s not usually because time is short. There are loads of recipes in this book that can be prepared and cooked in less time than it takes to call in a takeaway (including, appropriately, an incredibly fast and fresh home-made pizza), so lack of time needn’t be the reason behind not cooking fresh food at home.
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A note about salt. As this book has food in it to be eaten by kids and adults alike, I have not left salt out of the ingredients. When Archie was very little, we did not add salt to food we cooked, but we did still happily use ingredients such as soy sauce. As he grew older, we used more salt in our cooking. This book is not about telling you whether you should use salt or not, and how much you should use. Although most of the recipes use it, I would recommend using as much or as little as you want, at your own discretion.
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My love of good, fresh food goes all the way back to my childhood. My mum was (and remains) a great cook and always tried to put something tasty on the table, even in the periods when the household finances could barely cope. It’s only when I grew up that I learnt that things got so bad at certain times that my mum used to feed me and my sister and then eat toast with my dad when he came back from work. He was a pretty accomplished cook too and taught me everything I know about being messy in the kitchen.


I moved to France when I was 18 (to live with my French teacher, but that is another story) and it was there that I really learnt about cooking and eating fresh food, prepared simply. I was also taken by the table culture there. It is no secret that French family life – and, indeed, life in general – revolves around eating together and I loved this about the country. This culture no doubt influenced the way I have always tried to ensure we eat together as a family since Archie was old enough to sit in a highchair.
 

I returned to the UK and launched a business in 2003, supplying restaurants and hotels with premium drinks. By spring 2009, the business was 6 years old but, as the recession hit, things went downhill very fast. Worse still, I had the future of a little one-year-old toddler to worry about. I became a stay-at-home dad almost by default, while my wife, Jo, continued to work part-time as a school counsellor and private psychotherapist.
 

I often say that this period was both the best and worst of my life. Terrible for the rut I found myself in, but at the same time amazing because it enabled me to spend real quality time around my little boy. Time that I knew could never be repeated or replaced if I wasn’t there for it. As most parents would say, with kids 
‘you blink and you miss it,’ and here I was, with a grandstand view of 
these precious moments.


The kitchen was the perfect place for Archie and me to entertain each other. I had always been a very good cook and Archie loved spending time with me in there. Sometimes to help cook, other times just to potter about, do water play in the sink or create his own concoctions in a bowl.
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It didn’t matter what he did. All that mattered was that we were having fun together. I had to be in the kitchen anyway to prepare our food and it was a lovely added bonus that this time didn’t just disappear as ‘dead time’ with no interaction with Archie.


By the autumn of 2009, I still hadn’t found a new route, professionally speaking. I had the idea to blog about our experiences in the kitchen as no more than a means to just get some creative focus on something, but I realised that merely writing about it would not suffice. You needed to be there to understand it! So I decided to film us, even though I had absolutely no experience of filming or editing and our kitchen was too small to swing even a proverbial cat in.


And yet, the blog was born. I quietly posted the first few videos (which were terrible!) and, to my astonishment, we had a worldwide following within a matter of weeks. I was at the centre of the kind of internet story I had previously only read about.


We found ourselves on BBC News, on the radio – and Archie managed to appear on the front page of the London Evening Standard. As the ultimate irony, the one project I had started without any view whatsoever to it becoming a job had in fact spawned a brand new career all of its own.
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The great thing about the blog is that none of the videos are planned or contrived; they simply document what happens in the kitchen. And I do really love being in the kitchen with Archie. They are wonderful moments of quality time spent together. But does he really cook? The answer is both yes and no. Most importantly, it doesn’t actually matter at all. It is just about us hanging out, having fun and him being engaged with what goes into getting food on the table.

 
He was actually in the kitchen with me from an early age. I think that from 6 months old, he was either hanging off my hip or sitting precariously on the worktop – neither of which I would advocate! At around 14 months old, we bought him a special kitchen stand called a FunPod and, by the time he started appearing on blog videos, he had already been getting used to the kitchen for a year. We started with lots of cold cooking and this is still my preferred activity with him in the kitchen. That’s why many of the recipes in this book require no heat at all in order to be prepared, apart from maybe putting the dish in the oven.


If you do decide to let your kids into the kitchen – and I hope that this book will inspire you to do so – how would I recommend you go about it? Obviously much depends on the actual age of the children involved, but I have learnt that, first and foremost, I have to leave any mess inhibitions at the kitchen door. If there is flour to drop, milk to spill, oil to drip or water to splash, Archie will happily oblige. But it is all part of the fun and anything can be easily cleaned in a kitchen.


I also have to forget about perfection. Things go horribly wrong when Archie is around. That’s why all the recipes in this book have been devised to survive even the most catastrophic interventions.


With Archie’s limited concentration span, I try to prepare as many of the ingredients as possible before he joins me and it is impossible to cook things that require long waits between stages. For this reason, home-made pastry is impossible because he just wouldn’t have the patience to wait for it to chill first, then cook blind, and then cook with a filling. In fact, I wouldn’t have the patience either, so we make a good team!


Even so, I have somehow learnt to stay calm and keep communicating with him. Even if I look relaxed on the videos, I am being hypervigilant. The only thing that stops Archie turning the kitchen from a messy-zone to a war-zone is me not getting annoyed or stressed. With heat hazards in the kitchen, staying calm and clear-headed is vital, as is constantly talking to him. I never assume he has understood something and I am more than happy to repeat the same thing over and again. If he is working on a chopping board near a hot dish, I will repeatedly and calmly remind him of the danger nearby.


The kitchen is a great place for children to learn to listen to instructions, to understand dangers and to communicate. Not to mention the early maths, early science and even early geography that come into the mix too. This is why it was pointed out to me by a regular visitor to my blog, who is an infant school teacher, that cooking is so brilliant for kids because it is one of the only activities that covers every element of the Early Years curriculum. Archie is learning so much in the kitchen and he doesn’t even realise it.


As this book is 100 per cent a cookbook and not a children’s activity book, I have deliberately steered clear of specifying what parts of the recipes kids may or may not enjoy helping with. I haven’t even stated what parts of the recipes Archie enjoys doing because that changes by the day too. All the recipes are packed from start to finish with elements your children can help with if they want to. Much will depend on the age of the children you have with you in the kitchen, what they enjoy doing and what you are comfortable letting them do. I just like to think of Archie as a willing sous-chef, available nearby to help if he wants to. Some days he will be keen to help all the way from the fridge to the frying pan. On others, he will just as happily pass me ingredients and chop away at a mushroom while I cook. This means that I am equally happy having him in the kitchen with me if I am cooking a stir-fry in a hot wok or if we are cold-cooking my no-bake chocolate tiffin cake.
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Having Archie engaged in the cooking process actually starts in the shops for us. I really enjoy shopping with Archie. I am often asked whether I plan my meals – and my shopping – meticulously. I would love to say that I do, but sadly it would be far from the truth. I really admire people who are organised enough in their heads to do it but whenever I have tried to sit down and write a meal plan it just hasn’t worked for me.
 

That said, I don’t shop randomly.


So what do I do? Well, firstly I make sure that my fridge, freezer and cupboards are always stocked with more or less the same basic ingredients, which I use repeatedly in my cooking. You will see these ingredients turning up over and again in my recipes and I list them here. What’s more, they pretty much all have a long shelf-, fridge- or freezer-life and I know that I can always put together a quick and tasty meal using just these basic ingredients if needs be.
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As for meat, fish and vegetables, I am certainly not going to say that you have to buy everything organically from farm shops and fishmongers! This is not that kind of book and, anyway, I love my local supermarkets and enjoy the quality, variety and value for money of produce there. But I am also lucky to have a fishmonger within walking distance and, every couple of months, I fill a drawer in my freezer with fish. I do the same with my meat too. Again, I am lucky to have two butchers nearby, where the meat is great value and Archie enjoys coming up to the counter and choosing with me. I tend not to buy chicken portions, preferring instead to buy a whole chicken and cut it up. That may sound a chore, but I posted a video on the blog showing how quick and easy it is to do, and so much cheaper.


With the fridge, freezer and cupboards full of these primary and secondary ingredients, all that remains is to decide what we fancy eating, work out how much or how little time I have available and choose the recipe accordingly. It is not a perfect system, but I never completely run out of ingredients and my flexible, throw-it-all-in approach to cooking means I never have any wastage either. Any fresh ingredient that looks on its last legs quickly finds its way into a stir-fry, a pasta or a frittata in my kitchen.


[image: image missing]


If there is one theme that I have tried to maintain through this whole book, it is making food fun – all the way from the shop to the table – for you and your family. This is most definitely not a parenting book, nor is it a book about how to get children to eat. It’s just a simple family cookbook, chock-full of delicious, easy and fresh recipes, which experienced cooks will enjoy making and less confident cooks will have no problems at all mastering.
 

I really hope you and your family enjoy cooking – and of course eating – your way together through this book and that it gives you loads of ideas for brightening up your mealtimes and getting your kids involved in the kitchen – while having lots of fun in the process!
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