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Welcome to my kitchen

My kitchen is my happy place – my space to cook and create, to serve up a family feast, bake biscuits for my nieces and nephews, or unwind alone while kneading dough for my favourite loaf of bread. Nothing delights me more than filling my kitchen with plentiful meals or trays of treats, and inviting people – often more than will comfortably fit around the table! – to join me there, gathering every mismatched chair in the house to squeeze everyone in.
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I am a loud advocate of maintaining the tradition of eating together. Our family table is the centre of our home, the spot people are drawn to as they come through the door and the place where they congregate. Everyone is welcome and anyone can pull up a chair. Sometimes our table is the focal point of a party, every inch covered with treats, drinks and nibbles, at other times it plays host to a single tray of cookies, ready to share with a cup of tea and a listening ear. When we were looking for our first flat, my stubborn insistence on finding a one-bedroom flat with an open-plan dining space within our tiny budget led to a particularly long search, but we held out and we found one. And I’m so glad we did, as that dining space became the heart of our small home, and it was where we began to practise hospitality in a genuine, meaningful way.

The word ‘entertaining’ carries connotations of fluster and fussiness, of laying out a crisp tablecloth and popping the cork of a bottle of the best champagne. It conjures up images of spending hours (or days) planning menus and working tirelessly in the kitchen, creating picture-perfect platters designed to impress, so that the beneficiaries of your hospitality will leave filled with tales of your lavish skills, wondering how they will ever be able to repay the favour. But nowadays, we crave authenticity: we want to host in a no-frills, effortless way, and on a regular basis, rather than saving those shared moments for infrequent special occasions. In a world where we juggle tasks and activities, in which convenience seems to be king, there is significance to be found in savouring food with other people. Hosting can be messy, but it is always meaningful. The concept of sharing food and conversation is a simple one, and my aim with this book is to reignite the joy you can find around the table, simply by pulling up a chair.

That chair might be a stool at a breakfast bar, or you might be sitting around a coffee table, or there may be no table at all. On my travels around the world, I’ve had some of the best conversations and most memorable meals sitting cross-legged on a rug covering a dusty floor, sharing food and stories. We all know that we eat first with our eyes – that’s where those picture-perfect platters come in! – but I believe we also eat with our ears, and that the stories we connect to favourite recipes are part of the reason we return to them again and again. There is no greater compliment for an avid cook than the question ‘Can I have the recipe?’– the request to relive a moment and pass it on to others, to be savoured over and over again. Sitting and eating together is a celebration of humanity, a brief moment in our busy days when we sit, eat and share our lives.

I truly hope this book is inspiration for you to clear a space at your table and extend an invitation for others to pull up a chair and join in.
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How to use this book

This book has been designed as a guide to hosting, with chapters focusing on the different moments when you may share a recipe. Some of the recipes are perfect for two, others are an invitation to squeeze in as many people as possible and feed them all a bowl of something delicious. There is a chapter celebrating outdoor eating (think picnics and barbecues), and a chapter of drinks designed to impress. And of course, no good cookbook is complete without recipes for cakes! Two chapters are dedicated to sweet treats, either on the coffee table or in the form of desserts that delight. From breakfast to dinner, I hope you find recipes that tickle your fancy and inspire you to invite friends (and strangers) to pull up a chair in your home.

COOK’S NOTES

I’ve tried to make the recipes in this book accessible, celebrating both store-cupboard staples and seasonal produce, without too many niche ingredients. Here are a few notes on some of the most commonly used items in my recipes:

Eggs

For baking, I always use large, free-range eggs at room temperature.

Butter

I prefer to use full-fat, salted butter. I only opt for unsalted butter for things like buttercream or hollandaise, where too much salt is overwhelming. Make sure that butter is at the correct temperature for the recipe. I always keep a block of butter at room temperature for baking, and the rest in the fridge for all other cooking.

Sugar

Caster sugar, icing sugar and soft light or dark brown sugar are the ones I use most often in this book. Each type of sugar has a different flavour profile and imparts a different texture, so try to adhere to the specific ones listed, or at least the same general type of sugar, where possible.

Meat and poultry

I’m a big advocate of higher-welfare meat and poultry, as it is not only a better choice ethically, but also in terms of the flavour and texture of the finished dishes. Buy the best meat you can afford, and choose local producers where possible. To ensure a more even cook, let your meat and poultry come to room temperature – about 30 minutes to an hour should be enough – rather than cooking it straight from the fridge.

Oil

My favourite and most frequently used type of oil is olive oil. I opt for extra virgin olive oil for salad dressings and to finish dishes, and choose a milder olive oil for cooking. Vegetable or sunflower oil are best for deep-frying, and sesame oil is another great option to have in your store cupboard, for imparting its nutty flavour to savoury dishes.

Salt

I like to use flaky sea salt to season most dishes, and as a finishing touch before serving. Fine sea salt or table salt is preferable for breads, baking recipes and for seasoning pasta water.

Milk and yogurt

I recommend using whole milk, but semi-skimmed is a suitable alternative, if you prefer it. I always use full-fat dairy products, because low-fat versions often contain sugars or thickeners that can alter the flavour and texture of the finished dish. Greek yogurt is my preference, unless thinned natural yogurt is specified in the recipe.

Herbs and spices

Ground spices and dried herbs you can find in the supermarket are what I’ve used in this book, but be sure to check that your supply is stored correctly and everything is within its ‘best before’ date, as spices lose heat and intensity quickly when exposed to air and as they age.

Fruit and vegetables

This book is filled with recipes to take you through the year, with something for each season. Pick recipes that celebrate seasonal produce when it is at its best, and try to buy locally grown fruit and vegetables where possible to maximize freshness and flavour. Frozen or canned versions will work too, but will have a slightly different texture, so be aware of this when making swaps.

Weights and measurements

I emphatically recommend getting hold of some digital scales, as volume measurements and other weighing methods simply won’t deliver the same level of accuracy. A set of labelled measuring spoons is also a must, to ensure you’re adding the correct quantities. All spoon measures in the recipes are level unless otherwise stated.

A FINAL NOTE ON RECIPES

I am not one to be a stickler for the rules, and so I write recipes to act as a guide, for you to make your own, to suit your own taste. We all have different preferences and tolerances for flavour components, so don’t be afraid to adjust the spice levels, or add more salt, sweetness (such as honey, syrup or sugar) and acid (citrus juice or vinegar) where you see fit. I test each recipe thoroughly, but can’t account for differences in equipment, cooking styles or ingredients, so use your instincts, taste as you cook and adjust things accordingly. However, when it comes to baking recipes, I recommend sticking as closely to the written recipe as possible, as baking is much more of a science, with carefully balanced ratios required to achieve success. Similarly, all ovens are different, so judge by eye, aroma and feel whether a dish is cooked. I find it helpful to test my oven temperature every once in a while using an oven thermometer placed into the centre of the oven to ensure accurate calibration. All the recipes in this book have been tested using an electric fan-assisted oven.
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