
     Nana’s Shepherd’s Pie 
                     Comfort Food for a Snowy Spring Day 
 

                 
 
I was going to save this recipe for the fall, but, although the calendar says April, 
nearly six inches of snow fell yesterday shocking the forsythias and burying the poor 
pansies. The temperature as I write is in the low twenties! It is just the day for 
Nana’s Shepherd’s pie, an easy dish that will satisfy your hunger and lift your spirits 
when you or someone you love needs some cheering up.  
 
The recipe comes from Evelyn, my mother-in-law, who lived with our family for the 
last several years of her life. My father-in-law, a retired electrician and talented 
handyman, died suddenly one autumn afternoon while was making some repairs to the 
door of the church they had attended for many years. A few months later, Evelyn 
had a massive coronary as she walked a few blocks from her home to visit her 
sisters, as she so often did. Later she remembered hearing footsteps behind her and 
seeing the shadow of someone she suspected was following her. Her fright that night 
and the recent loss of her companion of over fifty years may have been the triggers 
that overwhelmed her heart. It was a long recovery, and the family physician 
advised that she not live alone again. So Evelyn came to live with us. 
 
My husband and I abruptly went from being a carefree couple taking advantage of 
all that the cities of Boston and Cambridge had to offer – breakfast in the Square, 
lunch at the Window Shop, browsing the bookstores, taking in live performances, 
concerts, and movies whenever we pleased – to being responsible every day, all day, 
first for his ailing mother and within a few months for our sweet baby girl. Life was 
a roller coaster for all of us. We dismantled two apartments in the city and moved 
to the suburbs. My mother-in-law, frail and sickly forever after, had to accept being 
a dependent no longer able to run her own home, take care of her own affairs, or 
visit her family and friends whenever she chose. It was not an easy adjustment. My 
husband was teaching full time and going to graduate school in another city while 
coping nightly with a mother’s cough and a baby’s cry all the while trying to plan 
classes, grade papers, and prepare his dissertation. The situation in which I found 



myself as a stay-at-home mom and reluctant caregiver was far more challenging 
than my previous job, that of trying to teach unruly middle schoolers some history in 
spite of themselves. 
 
Eventually, after the shedding of some tears and not a little anger and frustration, 
we all found our footing. My husband got his degree and a promotion. The children 
(our spunky baby boy was born a year and half later) learned very young to be 
compassionate. They held their nana’s hand and guided her from her bedroom to the 
kitchen for meals when her legs were shaky and her cough exhausting. They forgave 
her when she was forgetful and asked them the same questions over and over again. 
I gained some valuable nursing skills that would serve me well later in life. And I 
came to appreciate the precious gift of having a loving nana always there to read a 
story or comfort a child in need of a hug while I was answering the phone or 
preparing a meal.  
 
Evelyn never really liked to cook. Perhaps, as the oldest of eleven children growing 
up on a farm in Nova Scotia, she had helped prepare enough meals to last a lifetime. 
Still she cooked nearly every night for her own small family, relying on a number of 
simple recipes that were nourishing and satisfying. The first time my soon-to-be 
husband brought me home to meet his parents, Evelyn made her tasty Shepherd’s 
Pie. I asked for the recipe, and it became a staple – the “go to dish” when I needed 
a quick casserole to use up the leftover mashed potatoes from Sunday dinner or to 
fill up a hungry teen-ager who unexpectedly came to dinner. To this day, when our 
adult children run into old friends, they will sometimes ask: Does your mom still make 
that delicious Shepherd ‘s Pie? Another gift from Nana. 
 
    Nana’s Shepherd’s Pie 
Saute`1 chopped onion in enough vegetable oil to lightly cover the bottom of a large 
skillet. When the onions begin to soften, add 1 pound of crumbled lean beef 
breaking it up into bits as it browns. Pour off any excess fat and place the onions 
and beef in a 1½ or 2 quart casserole dish that has been lightly coated with cooking 
spray. Add 1 can of condensed tomato soup, ½ cup of frozen peas, and a 4-ounce can 
of well-drained mushroom stems and pieces. Season with ½ tsp of salt, dash of 
pepper, and 1 tbsp of Worcestershire sauce. Combine thoroughly, and top with 2 
cups of leftover mashed potatoes, spreading them to cover the beef mixture well. 
Sprinkle with about a tbsp of butter cut into small pieces and bake for 30 minutes 
at 350 degrees.  
 
Note: Any small portions of leftover cooked or frozen vegetables may be added or 
substituted, and the amount of mashed potatoes is flexible depending on what you 
have on hand. You may also use instant mashed potatoes instead. 
 
  


