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Eating & Cheating

Simple shortcuts, family meals and fun recipes for women who want to live well, cook more and spend less time in the kitchen . . . this is your life on a plate
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Eating: 1. the fundamental ingestion of food for survival. 2. Variously living well, dying by chocolate, having your chips, watching your weight, indulging and consoling self, and feeding other people by way of friendship, fondness, or true love.

Cheating: the best, if not the only way to abide by all of the above.
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Foreword

When you walk into a bookshop and see how many cookery books there are, it’s hard to believe anyone will ever write another one, and judging by the number of cookery books most of us own, it’s hard to believe anyone will ever buy another one.

They used to say everyone has a novel in them. These days it’s more likely to be a cookery book. New titles appear every month, hundreds are on sale in stores and supermarkets and hundreds more can be found at car boot sales and in charity shops, many of them now sadly out of print. And that’s not counting homemade scrapbooks and ring-bound books put together by groups of people raising money for their communities. Some people love cookery books because they love cooking. Some just like looking at the pictures. But with so many recipes, so many different styles, so many chefs, celebrities, keen amateurs and so much cooking on TV, maybe our insatiable appetite for books about food isn’t so surprising.

Someone I know still has around 2,500 cookery books – since she donated her least favourite 500 to the local library – and I recently met a grandmother who told me that when she got engaged, many, many years ago, her father tried to warn her husband-to-be about her shortcomings in the kitchen. ‘You do know she can’t cook?’ said the father. ‘But can she read?’ said the boy, ‘then I’ll buy her a book.’

Gill Holcombe


Introduction

When somebody asked me what I usually cook for lunch on Easter Sunday, the question took me by surprise. I can’t say for sure what I cooked for lunch on Easter Sunday last year, or any time in the past few years. And I’ve got no idea what I’ll be cooking for lunch next Easter, or the one after that.

When my children were young, what I cooked or didn’t cook depended on who was at home and what was happening on the day. One of them could have been staying with cousins (or vice versa), at a friend’s house, doing a sports camp or playing in a tournament. Or down with the flu.

Now they’re older, they might be out working all day. Or just out all day. A vegetarian may be coming for lunch or the fussy girlfriend who only eats chicken, carrot sticks, skinless cucumber and tomatoes without the pips. And lunch can turn out to be dinner if a big meal in the middle of the day doesn’t suit everyone.

If I’m feeling traditional, Easter Sunday lunch could be roast lamb or even turkey with all the trimmings. If I’m halfway through painting the kitchen, it could be takeaway fish and chips (these days, especially in London where I live, anything’s possible).

Then there’s the timing and the weather to think about. If Easter falls in wet and windy March, we definitely won’t be eating outside, but by the latter part of April, it might be warm and sunny. Maybe we’ll have a barbecue.

In fact, there’s only one day in the year when I can say for certain what I’ll be doing for lunch, and even that’s pushing it. If we’re invited somewhere else for Christmas, I hope I won’t be cooking at all.

Recently, somebody else asked me why anyone would make pastry and bread from scratch one day and open a tin of potatoes rather than peel a few fresh ones the next. But why wouldn’t they? It seems completely normal to me.

Some women don’t cook at all if they can help it. Others turn out better meals than a Michelin-starred chef pretty much all the time. I’m lost in admiration for both extremes, but I suspect that most of us don’t conform to either one – or to any other female stereotype. We’re a little bit of each, depending on the timing, the children, the weather, the way we feel . . . and everything.

I’m not a fanatical healthy eater or a passionate foodie, but I do love food, and sometimes I love cooking. For me, it’s about matching the food to the mood, cooking from scratch when you can, and cheating when you can’t. That’s what this book is all about.


Cook’s Notes

Quantities The quantities of most of the ingredients, especially in the recipes for family meals, can be adjusted to suit you. Specific quantities are only included for one of the following reasons:

• As a starting point for anyone who hasn’t cooked the dish before.

• Because it’s helpful to know in advance how many portions you can expect to make with a certain volume of food or liquid.

• The amount of any ingredient in the recipe will directly affect the end result.

Servings An indication of how many people each recipe serves is always given for family meals and main dishes. However, in cases where even a rough guide is too general – for desserts, drinks, cake and bread recipes for example – none is included.

Weights and Measures I still think in pounds, ounces and inches rather than metric, especially when I’m cooking, which is why the imperial measurements always come first in the recipes. Pre-packed mince is usually sold in packets of 400g to 500g. It won’t matter which size you use unless stated in the recipe.

Mugs Some recipes contain a ‘mug’ measurement. This is in cases where quantities only need to be approximate and you may not want to bother with scales. As a general guide, in this book one mug = ½ pint (275ml).

Eggs These are medium unless a recipe specifies another size.

Spices Curry and chilli powder are medium unless another degree of heat is specified in the recipe.

Butter and Oil The amount of butter and oil you use for frying etc is up to you. (To me, a generous amount would be about 1oz (25g).) I use one or the other, or a combination of the two, but if you have another preference, that’s fine.

Tins Where a ‘standard tin’ is mentioned, this refers to the average, most common size, although the measurement given on the tin could say 410g, 400ml or 14oz. Where a recipe mentions just ‘a tin’, this either refers to the standard size or it means the quantity simply doesn’t matter, so you can use any size tin you like.

Cake tins To ‘long-strip-line’ a cake tin, cut one long piece of greaseproof paper or baking parchment to go across the bottom of the tin and up two of the sides, leaving about an inch (2.5cm) of surplus sticking up above the edge. This makes it easy to lift the cake straight out of the tin after cooking.


Yummy

‘1. Delightful, delicious, very pleasing; especially to taste. 2. Ladies who (cook) lunch, have their cake, and eat it.’

Some women have super-rich husbands, matching children and a servant in every room. But why should they have all the fun?

Yummy isn’t a lifestyle in this book, it’s a state of mind, whether you want something delicious and nutritious for lunch, healthier biscuits or an absolutely fabulous dessert for no reason at all.

Even if you’re more dinner lady than domestic goddess, these recipes are well within your capabilities (and budget) and most of them can be whipped up in less time than it takes to fake an all-over tan and crack open a bottle of special-offer sparkling wine. Yummy.
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