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HELLO!

Here’s one thing we know: nothing brings people together better than sharing a good meal.

This book is our attempt to condense the learnings and joy of growing COOK into a collection of pages. We’ve gone from a ramshackle little kitchen in Rainham, Kent, making handmade frozen meals, sold from a tiny shop in Farnham, Surrey, to an award-winning, ethical business with four big kitchens and more than 100 shops nationwide.

If we were to reduce down the lessons from that journey into a flavour-packed, sticky, irresistible sauce, it would be this: care for each other.

Every day, we bring this idea to life by making and sharing good food, using the recipes you’ll find inside this book. They’re not the quickest to make … but then creating deep, satisfying flavours can’t be rushed. Putting in the time and effort most definitely pays off.

When we share a great meal, we forge a powerful human connection. We leave the table nourished in both body and soul. The more we eat together, the better it is for all of us.

We hope this book gives you the confidence to bring loved ones together around the table to enjoy a delicious home-cooked meal. As American food writer Craig Claiborne put it, ‘Cooking done with care is an act of love.’ And, yes, love makes the world go round.

So, whether it’s family or friends, two of you or twenty, let’s get cooking and serve up some joy!
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WELCOME TO OUR TABLE

By Ed, James and Rosie, the siblings behind COOK

Food and family, cooking and community. These are what serving up joy is all about and what lives at the very heart of COOK.

Our story goes back to our family dinner table in the 1980s. To feed the six of us, Mum would batch cook a chilli or casserole and freeze the extra in ice-cream tubs, stacked in our chest freezer. When supper was needed in a hurry, she would pop a tub in the microwave and dinner would be sorted. What’s more, the meal tasted just as good as when we ate it the first time around. The beauty of frozen food! To this day, everything we try to achieve at COOK is to replicate the quality of the home-cooked food Mum used to make. Thanks, Mum.

Mum and Dad also taught us the power of food to connect people. Fuelled by their strong faith, they would often invite vulnerable or lonely people over for a meal – not something we always appreciated as moody teenagers. But it taught us the value of community, and that our table should have room for everyone – principles we try to bring to life through COOK today.

They were also entrepreneurs, opening the first Italianstyle coffee shops in the towns of Tonbridge and Sevenoaks in Kent in the 1980s, when nobody could even pronounce ‘cappuccino’. Alongside fancy coffee, they sold cakes baked by Mum’s best friend, Diana Maher. The cakes were so good they soon had other businesses asking if they could stock them. And so, with Diana, they opened a small bakery selling cakes wholesale. Frozen, of course – cakes freeze wonderfully!

Diana had one condition on joining the business. Having worked as a cook in a drug rehab centre, she wanted to offer jobs to people who’d been through treatment and were struggling to find work. The idea of using business for social good was, literally, baked into the way the company worked. We were lucky to grow up believing this was simply how things should be – business used for good, not just for profit.

From these seeds, the idea for COOK began to take root in Ed’s brain – frozen meals like Mum made, sold in shops of our own not the supermarkets, by a different kind of company. In 1996, after five years working for the family bakery, Ed went out on his own with a £30,000 loan and a brilliant chef, Dale Penfold, as his co-founder. They set up a production kitchen in a disused pizza-delivery site in Rainham, Kent and, in March 1997, they opened a tiny shop in Farnham, Surrey, called Cakes & Casseroles.
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(top) Dad and Mum, Andrew and Anne Perry, in the 1970s; (bottom) Our first shop, Cakes & Casseroles, Farnham, Surrey, 1997.
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(top left) Our launch; (bottom left and right) The original cooks – Liz Dove and Dale Penfold.



An overnight success it was not. Making frozen meals like Mum’s at scale turned out to be much, much harder than Ed and Dale had imagined. But we sold enough to survive. Just. And gradually Dale figured out how to make the food taste really good. By the end of 1999, there was a second shop in Tunbridge Wells, Kent, opened by Matt Hills, a schoolfriend of Ed’s. We’d also teamed up with Liz Dove, who was making incredible frozen puddings from her garage in suburban Surrey and would go on to set up the COOK Puddings kitchen in Somerset (see here).

While Ed was a great shopkeeper and Dale was a talented and resourceful chef, neither had a clue about running a business. They had no admin, no accounts, no stocktake and, they realized, no money. Luckily, they had Ed’s brother James, who’d just started running the family bakery. He suggested merging the two businesses to bring some desperately needed stability to Ed and Dale’s chaotic start-up. Yes, please.

Ed and James came together to run the business, with Ed’s wife Sophie taking charge of the brand and changing the name to COOK. Our sister Rosie joined a couple of years later, stepping up to run things with Ed in 2012, when James became Chair. Mixing family and business isn’t always straightforward. We’ve all had to work hard at it, learning to let go of the occasional unintended pain, to hold tight to the shared sense of mission and, always, to remember it’s better to be together than in agreement.

By the early 2000s, COOK was growing fast. Banks were happy to lend us lots of money and our parents bravely agreed to let us sell the bakery and coffee shops (their pension!) and pour everything into COOK. We weren’t making any profit, but we had a big, shiny new kitchen and 30 shops.

Then, in 2008, the financial crisis hit. We came as close to going bust as is possible without actually going bust. But that near-death experience gave us a renewed sense of purpose and commitment to building a stable, successful business that genuinely makes a difference. And it’s the journey we’ve been on ever since.
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James, Rosie and Ed.



We believe business needs to change and, in 2013, this took us to the USA to meet the companies building a movement to use business as a force for good, as certified B Corporations. We discovered a vibrant community of inspiring companies and a framework for operating business for people and planet, not just profit. We certified COOK and, in 2015, James set about launching the movement in the UK. Today, the UK has approaching 3,000 B Corps, the most of any nation outside the USA. All have the duty to create value for everyone – team, communities, planet – alongside profit for shareholders.

At COOK, we express this in many ways: through our commitment to being one of the country’s best companies to work for; through our RAW Talent programme helping people into sustainable work after prison, homelessness, long-term unemployment or mental ill health; through our Community Kitchen, bringing together people in need over a shared meal; and through our work with farmers and campaigners to change our food system for the better.

At the heart of it all, there is always food and family, cooking and community. COOK has always been about nourishing relationships: with each other, our customers and communities. To all those who’ve contributed over the years, our heartfelt thanks. Whatever success we have enjoyed is down to you.


FROM OUR KITCHENS TO YOURS

‘I’ve fallen for a chef called Wayne,’ read the headline in the Observer Food Monthly back in the early 2000s, when journalist Mimi Spencer discovered just how good our meals were. Why Wayne? Because printed proudly on the front label of every COOK meal you’ll find the name and signature of the chef who made it. Cynical folk assume this is a marketing ruse. But our chefs are the real deal (the Wayne in question now runs one of our kitchens in Kent).

Every day, our chefs are cooking on a grand scale, often making 1,500 portions of a recipe at a time. They’ll soften onions, brown the meat, thicken the sauce and stir in herbs, just as you would at home. Only, they’ll be using a giant, steam-heated pan; kilos of butter and flour; and a big paddle rather than a wooden spoon. They sign off each batch they make, so their name can go on the label.

As they’ll tell you, the way we cook isn’t for people in a rush. We marinate for hours; we braise slowly; we simmer until the flavours are deep and rich. We believe great taste takes time and care. At our daily taste panel meetings, we sample a portion of every batch cooked the day before. If it doesn’t look and taste exactly right, we’ll sell it at a discounted price as a Chef’s Mistake.

Most of the recipes in this book are simply scaled-down versions of what our chefs make in our kitchens. They’re dishes we’ve been cooking for years, for which people come back again and again. Many have won Great Taste awards. Basically, they’re guaranteed winners.

We’ve tweaked some of the recipes a bit to work better in a home kitchen, and we’ve reinvented a few completely. We’ve also raided our archive for dishes we no longer make for one reason or another. And in the Salads and Sides chapter we’ve included a handful of our favourite salad recipes (frozen salads being a bit weird … which isn’t to say we haven’t tried). Finally, at the bottom of many recipes, we’ve included our chefs’ serving tips and suggestions: finishing touches that make all the difference.
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We also asked our chefs for their home kitchen tips. Top of the list is to make sure you have good-quality, sharp knives. Over the years, we’ve realized professional cooks tend to be mildly obsessive about knives – sharpening them, in particular. George, who heads our development kitchen, concedes it’s true. His home kitchen has dozens of knives displayed proudly on the wall on magnetic strips, but he suggests you can get by with just four: a chef’s knife for general chopping; a paring knife for more delicate tasks; a carving knife; and a bread knife. Invest as much as you can on these four knives, look after them, and they’ll last you a lifetime of cookery.

Jamie, our executive chef, says that when it comes to sharpness, there are two cardinal sins to avoid: keeping knives in a drawer with other utensils and cleaning them in a dishwasher. Both will take the edge off. For storage, have a magnetic strip on the wall or a knife block. And to clean them, just take a few seconds to wipe the blades carefully.

To sharpen blades, invest in a steel or a whetstone, watch some YouTube videos, and then sharpen little and often (ideally before each use). Alternatively, George recommends a little sharpening gadget called an AnySharp, which is inexpensive and foolproof.

Once your knives are sorted, you’re ready to chop like a pro. For guidance, we turned to Robin, who for more than a decade was in charge of our Prep Kitchen, where all the peeling, chopping, slicing and dicing happens (he’s since taken over our Pastry team). Robin says the secret to chopping is to learn ‘the claw’ – follow our illustrated guide here.


Chop Like a Pro

1 Make a claw with your non-chopping hand (pretend you’re a bear!).

2 Put your claw on the chopping board – your knuckles should extend beyond your fingertips.

3 Use your knuckles to guide the knife blade, keeping the tip of the knife on the board. Chop, slowly moving your claw along the ingredient you’re chopping.
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With your knives and chopping skills taken care of, what about more esoteric kitchen kit? We asked our chefs for the less common utensils that they think everybody should have in their cupboards. Here are a few to try:

Silpat mat … a reusable, nonstick mat for baking (bye-bye greaseproof paper). Creates a lovely crisp bottom on your bake, and rolls up nice and small. Jo, development chef

Dough scraper … not just for dough! It’s great for transferring chopped veg from chopping board to pan. Also, fab for cleaning up any mess. George, development chef

Microplane grater … for grating anything finely (garlic, ginger, lemon zest) – and it makes Parmesan go so much further. Tony, chef

Potato ricer … the secret to silky smooth mashed potato. Darren, chef

Temperature probe … why wouldn’t you want to get the temperature of meat or fish spot on? Channaporn, chef

Mandoline … saves so much time fine-slicing veg, especially for Dauphinoise Potatoes – but mind your fingers! Chris, chef

Mezzaluna knife … a curved, double-handled knife that makes fine-chopping herbs a breeze. Louis, chef

Blow torch … you’ll be surprised how often you use it. Lewis, chef

We’d love to know how you get on with your chopping, your utensils and, of course, your cooking. Drop us a line and let us know which recipes you try and any little twists or variations you come up with (email ServeUpJoy@cookfood.net or share on our socials, @thecookkitchen).

From all our chefs and kitchen teams, we wish you the very best in serving up joy.

[image: ]



[image: ]
The GOATs

Keep an eye out for the goat symbol on some of our recipes – this stands for the Greatest Of All Time. Remarkably, seven of the savoury dishes we cooked when we opened our first shop back in 1997 remain on our menu today, the recipes little changed, as do three puddings we first started selling in 1999. The greatest of all time, indeed.

It seems that, when it comes to the comforting flavours of home, our tastes really don’t change so much. We want something hearty and filling. Uncomplicated but not basic. And it seems cheese helps, too. Which, come to think of it, is a pretty good motto for life. Suffice to say, if you have a few of these recipes in your kitchen repertoire, you’ll never be short of people eager for a seat at your table.

Chicken Alexander

Macaroni Cheese

Chicken, Ham and Leek Pie

Vegetable Lasagne

Classic Fish Pie

Beef Bourguignon

Coq au Vin

Raspberry Pavlova

Chocolate and Raspberry Roulade

Classic Lemon Cheesecake
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Batch and Freeze

Batch cooking for the freezer is our specialist subject. When you see this little logo next to a recipe, it means it’s perfect for batch cooking and freezing. In other words, you can cook larger quantities – more than you need for tonight’s dinner – and then freeze the extra so you’ve got a time-saving supper for another day. Batch cooking really isn’t rocket science. It just needs a little bit of forethought.

– Make sure there’s space in the freezer.

– Have pans big enough to cook larger quantities.

– Check you’ve got good-quality reusable plastic or glass containers. Freezer bags are great for sauces – freezing them flat also helps with space, as you can stack them on top of each other.

– Allow food to cool before freezing.

– Label, label, label … avoid UFOs (Unidentified Frozen Objects). Always write the name, date and number of portions on the bag or container before you freeze.
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