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Introduction
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‘If only I had the time . . .’
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Have lives always been packed so full that there was never the time to get everything done? In years gone by, I realize tasks took much longer because there wasn’t the luxury of labour-saving devices, cars, computers and the like. So why now, with all of our fancy gadgets, are we not twiddling our thumbs?

I have decided that to make time for the writing of this book my day needs to start that bit earlier, or does it? Should I instead realize that the day should be the same but that something else needs to take a back seat for a while? I’ll let you know by the time I get to the last page . . .

More time, less waste and greener living, in a much broader sense, is what this book is about. Our planet is struggling and we need to use our resources, our money and our time wisely to try to change some of our ways for our own sakes, and for those of the generations that will follow. Our everyday life is under pressure as we continue to pack every minute with ‘things’ that seem to have to be done or bought. We need to think about waste, and that covers a whole range of topics – food waste, energy waste and the tons of decent, cast-aside reusable items that end up in landfill. Is it time to make do and mend again a little more often?

Our climate agenda is a dominant issue and many of us are wanting to make changes to support this. For some it may be a small change, whereas others are wanting to radically alter the way they work and live. The catastrophic Covid pandemic, which turned life as we knew it completely upside down, was also probably a catalyst for change for many.

Working from home and Zooming off to a meeting is now a thing for many people in a way that it never was before. We are learning that no longer can we take anything for granted. We are learning to value our time, value what Mother Nature has to give and understand that we cannot relentlessly take from our planet – we have to also ‘give back’ in order to try to reverse or at least halt some of the damage that we have caused.

I feel excited and inspired to share with you the following chapters. I have tried to put into words the ways I have changed and how I continue to examine my daily life. I will touch on a whole range of topics, including a number of upcycling craft ideas, easy recipes that will save money, time and energy, and a section on growing for those that may be completely new to the magic of nurturing and raising food from seed and cuttings.

Following on from my last book, Clean & Green, where I shared my journey, recipes and methods that have resulted in me switching to an eco-friendly clean home, I have added a number of new recipes, hints and tips that continue to prove to me that there is nothing I miss about harmful chemical cleaning products.

Finally, there are the important areas – our family, friends and ourselves. Let’s have a little look at the good, simple, everyday food that we all know and love. With a few shortcuts, smart moves, easy to follow methods and recipes, plus a pinch of critical thinking, I can guide you through so that you can make it, love it and substantially reduce your food waste – saving money and time in the process.

While we’re at it we can explore entertaining, but in a relaxed, confident way. You will see that everything in this book is affordable and fun – whether it’s making your own table decorations, helping you to make a plan or offering tips for getting ahead – to give you the confidence and time to enjoy being with your guests. I have a number of home-made gift ideas, too, something that has become important to me, plus other tips and ideas that will not go on to cost the Earth! 

Join me to take a look in the mirror and like what we see, knowing we are doing our level best for everything and everyone around us. 

Let’s go!
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KITCHEN
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My favourite quote:
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‘It cannot be denied that an improved system of practical domestic cookery, and a better knowledge of its first principles, are still much needed in this country; where, from ignorance, or from mismanagement in their preparation, the daily waste of excellent provisions almost exceeds belief.’
Modern Cookery by Eliza Acton, 1868
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I need to start in the kitchen! 

In my home, the kitchen is the engine room of the house and also the warmest and most friendly place. Family and friends that pop by take a seat at my wooden table, have a cup of coffee or tea and a tasty treat from the biscuit or cake tin. Many a problem has been shared around this table – as well as jokes, laughter and, thankfully, not many tears. 

At almost every waking hour, food is prepared in this room. It may be the daily meal cooking, but there is also baking, preserving, preparing or even just sitting with a pen and paper and scribbling down the planning of it all. This can be a list of seeds to order for the following spring, a meal plan for a celebration with friends or simply the week’s supermarket shopping list.

This is the busiest room in the house, the one that takes up most of my time and, as a consequence, very often the room that produces the most waste. You may not spend as much time in the kitchen as me, but it’s well known that this room is often the heart of the home. I decided that if I could tackle the waste produced in my kitchen, the rest of the house would be a doddle.
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FOOD WASTE

We are told most days in the media about the amount of food waste generated each year and that we need to deal with the problem. I read that a staggering 6.6 million tonnes of food is thrown away in the UK every year. I find figures and statistics like this difficult to absorb, preferring to deal with my own food waste at a micro level and instead concentrate, simply, on my own fridge.

We all do it, go through the fridge and give it a sort out ready for the next supermarket shop. Shuffle the contents around, have a glance at the ‘use-by’ and ‘best-before’ dates, examine the dried-up piece of cheese, half-eaten bag of salad leaves and the black, gooey sludge at the base of the cellophane bag of rotted parsley. The food is popped into the compost (if there’s the time) but more often than not the whole lot is tossed into the plastic-lined bin then out into another plastic-lined bin to end its life in landfill.

I didn’t used to think about the life of the rubbish after it left my house or how, if I multiplied the waste I was producing by the millions of people doing the same thing, was impacting on our health and that of the planet. My refuse-disposing actions were robotic – daily rubbish into the (single-use) plastic-lined kitchen bin, then into the (single-use) plastic-lined dustbin and then off to be, thankfully, taken away by the refuse collectors. 

I have never been more motivated to make changes in my daily behaviour than now, because I better understand how these automatic actions contribute to the problems. As the waste in landfill is rotting, it creates methane, a type of greenhouse gas that pollutes the atmosphere and goes on to contribute to global warming. In addition, all of my single-use plastic bin-liners will stick around in landfill for around 100 years.

I must just mention that very recently I have managed to completely dispense with plastic bin-liners even though I never thought I could. I know this will not be for everyone, it’s just to let you know it is possible without being too onerous. I have two bins under the sink in the kitchen; one for compostable waste, veg peelings and the like, and the other for general waste, which corresponds with the refuse collection offered by my local council and my own garden compost heap.

For the general waste bin, I bought a reusable bin-liner made from cloth with a shiny interior, which can be washed when necessary. I use this for kitchen waste and I stack all of my empty flour and sugar paper packets, or in fact any paper bag, around the inside of this bin to protect the liner from food stains or spills. When I have any cooked food waste, or in fact any waste that is wet, sloppy or messy, it is transferred first into an empty flour or sugar bag, and a second bag if I think it could leak, before going into the fabric-lined bin. Once full, this bin is then emptied straight into my non-plastic-lined, large refuse bin, which is collected every two weeks. Everything in there is secure, is not going to leak or get smelly.

[image: Image]

My second bin – for compost – gets everything else: tea leaves, coffee grounds, veg peelings, eggshells, orange peels, spent lemons, etc., and, other than a newspaper-lined base, that’s it. This is emptied directly onto the compost heap outside. The bin, on emptying, looks unsightly, and this is mostly due to the scattering of a few remaining tea leaves that have stained and made the inside look yuck. After a quick swill under the cold tap, I tip it out onto the compost then clean up using a cloth and a tablespoon of bicarbonate of soda. The bin is then left to dry outside for half an hour and it is as good as new.
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The satisfaction for me is that I am probably reducing my contribution of plastic bags to landfill by around five or six per week (two from each kitchen bin and one large wheelie bin bag). Gosh – multiply that by millions of homes!

Note of caution, though! I tend to make rash decisions and stick to them. Deciding to dispense with bin-liners was one of those decisions that I made on a whim and had failed to communicate to him indoors. When I explained this to him afterwards (he had lined the empty bin outside with a liner) he first explained that he had no idea this was a house rule and then went on to produce a roll of fifty bags from the shelf and ask for suggestions! Maybe use up your stocks first.

When we consider trying to reduce food waste, the obvious solution would be to buy less, though that is easier said than done, especially with a growing family. Without a plan – and I have done this – there is the tendency to walk the supermarket aisles while randomly picking from the shelves those items, purposely positioned at eye level, which take your fancy. The ‘two-for-one’ offers, the ‘50 per cent extra’ offers, the ‘buy while stocks last’ offers. Buying those ‘just in case’ items and, in particular, perishable packs.

I try so hard now to avoid food waste and this has to start when making the purchase – deciding what you need rather than what you want. My children know I used to preach to them the difference between a ‘want’ and a ‘need!’ Once the food has been purchased, it needs to be looked after and, most of all, used and eaten. I am hoping that after reading the tips in this chapter you will feel equipped to make the food you have bought stay fresh for longer, you’ll be planning to buy only what you need and, ultimately, you will be saving money, drastically reducing your consumption of single-use packaging and bragging to your friends that throwing away food was something you used to do but never need to do now.



 

 

TWO-MINUTE SUPERSAVERS

Keep your shop-bought herbs fresh

To double the shelf life of your shop-bought fresh herbs, dampen a double-thickness sheet of kitchen paper with cold water. Lay on it either parsley, coriander, dill, thyme, rosemary or mint after removing from the packet. Roll loosely so that all of the sprigs are surrounded by a cold, damp blanket, then pop into an airtight box and keep in the fridge. I have had fresh parsley for almost two weeks kept this way. 
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Basil doesn’t like the fridge and the leaves turn black. I find the easiest way to keep it fresh is to remove it from the pack, snip off the base of the stalks and place the sprigs in a glass of water on the windowsill. A plastic bag secured with an elastic band over the top, acting like a mini greenhouse, will keep them gorgeous for even longer.

Cheese

How often have you bought a large piece of cheese, and someone opens it, doesn’t seal it thoroughly, then the next time it is visited and retrieved from the back of the fridge the exposed end is dry, hard and cracked?

A family will munch its way through a slab of cheese in one week, but for those living alone or in small households there is the temptation to buy smaller packs to save on waste. Smaller packs are always more expensive, so I continue to buy that large 400g (14oz) slab of cheese and when I open it and use for the first time I cut the rest of the block into approximately 100g (3½oz) pieces, pop one piece back into the original pack, wrapping it thoroughly, and into the fridge to use this week. The remaining handy pieces (and you will soon recognize exactly how big 100g (3½oz) is and won’t need to get the scales out) I place into a strong plastic box in the freezer. Then for the next few weeks I have cheese that can be grated or used once thawed in the fridge for an hour or so.

Instantly you have reduced your plastic packaging, saved money, avoided food waste and have a ready cheese supply for sandwiches, pizza, snacks and salads. I can also cross cheese off my shopping list for the next few weeks.

A bought bag of grated cheese, once opened, needs to be used within about five days. After the first use, pop the whole bag into the freezer and use in the future from frozen. It remains free-flowing and will be good for another three months.

Milk

Going on holiday? An opened plastic bottle of milk still within its use-by date will freeze perfectly and needs only to be thawed overnight in the fridge when you get home. 
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Butter

I prefer butter on my bread, toast, scones and sandwiches rather than dairy spreads. I have read disturbing facts about the palm oil industry, so I try to steer clear of it when I can, although I realize it is in so many everyday products. It is hardly surprising that large populations of animals are being forced out of their natural habitat to make way for palm oil plantations.

My 250g (9oz) block of butter, kept in a butter dish during the winter months, is absolutely fine at room temperature of about 20°C and spreads perfectly, just as I like it. When the weather warms up, however, it is difficult to find a cool area where it doesn’t get too warm and oily. The fridge is too cold and the butter sets like a rock and has to be sliced rather than spread to avoid it making holes in my fresh bread as I try to spread it. Dairy producers came up with a solution – flavourless oil is whipped into the butter (the taste is the same), a little more salt is added, then the mix is poured into a single-use container and once firmed up the butter blend can be spread straight from the fridge. 

Spreadable butter is great but I cannot help thinking I am being slightly ripped off. When I examine prices and see that a paper-wrapped 250g (9oz) block of my favourite butter costs less than a plastic tub weighing the same, which is a blend of oil and butter, it had me thinking I would make my own. I get more for my money, I know exactly the ingredients that have gone into making it, I have been able to consume one less single-use tub and it tastes just the same.

This recipe yields a wonderful 350g (12oz) of spreadable butter and it lasts about a week in my house. You can make a half quantity if you are not huge butter-eaters. I have kept this for at least three weeks in the fridge. For those wanting to reduce their dairy consumption, this is the perfect compromise. This home-made blend still has the buttery taste even though the dairy is reduced by about a third.

You will need

roomy mixing bowl

hand-held electric whisk

butter dish

spatula

250g (9oz) your favourite butter (salted or unsalted)

a good pinch of salt (omit if you prefer unsalted butter)

100ml (3½fl oz) rapeseed or olive oil (use any flavourless oil)
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Unwrap the butter, place it into the bowl and leave for an hour or so at room temperature until it becomes soft and the whisk will easily go through the butter to the bottom of the bowl when pushed. Turn on the power and cream the butter so that it is light and smooth, about 2 minutes. Sprinkle over the salt, if using.

With the motor running, add the oil in a thin, steady stream so that the fats emulsify and the mixture resembles pouring cream. Transfer to the butter dish, lift and bang the base of the dish onto the work surface to remove any air bubbles, then put on the lid and refrigerate for 1–2 hours. Once firm to the touch it is ready to use – spreadable butter straight from the fridge whatever the weather – and at around half the price!

This is the perfect affordable alternative to soft margarine and/or butter in your everyday cake baking. It creams readily, can be used straight from the fridge, is reluctant to curdle, contains no palm oil, no plastic packaging, is affordable – and gives the lightest sponge! Like cheese, butter, margarine and other fats will freeze perfectly.

Reusable Baking Parchment

When it comes to cake making I no longer take a deep sigh at the prospect of lining the base of the tin with greaseproof or baking parchment. A roll of reusable baking parchment has many uses and this one I favour above all others. Use the bases of your favourite cake tins as a template, then cut the reusable baking parchment to size. Washed between each use, this can be used over and over again. I use my two 15-cm (6-inch) sandwich tins most frequently and cake baking is even quicker as I reach for the tin and the base is already lined. Not only do I save myself a job, I am dispensing with a further single-use piece of paper.

Lumpy Sugar

How many times have you invested in a bag of dark brown sugar, used maybe 100g (3½oz) or so from it, then returned to the pack sometime later and found that it has set to a solid block?

There is no need to throw it away: simply unpeel the block of lumpy sugar into a heatproof bowl, cover with a dampened piece of kitchen paper, then pop into the microwave for a one-minute blast.

Remove the paper then take a wooden spoon or fork and break the softened sugar into lumps. Repeat, take from the microwave, leave for 30 seconds, then break any remaining lumps, using your hands if necessary to gently rub the sugar between the fingers until it feels soft and free-flowing again.

If you don’t have a microwave, place the lumpy sugar in a heatproof bowl with dampened kitchen paper and cover the bowl with a plate, then put into a warm oven (set at around 50°C/120°F), which will soften hard sugar. How long it takes will depend on moisture levels. Check after half an hour and gently mix. Repeat until it is soft and free-flowing, breaking up any remaining lumps by rubbing between the fingers.

Once opened, always keep a bag of brown sugar in an air-tight container to prevent clumping. I find a screw-topped glass jar perfect for brown sugars. 

Flour

For those readers who seldom bake, cannot source self-raising flour, or have limited storage space, going out to buy self-raising flour when a recipe calls for it is really not necessary. You can create your own blend.

You will need

2 mixing bowls

fine-mesh sieve

large tin or airtight jar

500g (1lb 2oz) plain/all-purpose flour 

15g (1 tbsp) baking powder

Stand a mixing bowl on your weighing scales and set a sieve over it, weigh out the flour then add the baking powder. Use a spoon to stir the flour and baking powder around within the sieve until the flour has transferred to the bowl underneath.

Then take the second mixing bowl and repeat: place the sieve over the bowl then add the flour and baking powder mix and use a spoon to stir within the sieve until the contents have transferred to the second bowl. It is important to sift the flour twice to ensure the baking powder is evenly distributed throughout the blend.

Transfer this ‘own blend’ into a jar or tin, mark as self-raising flour and use in any recipe that calls for it. 
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Trying to calculate the amount of baking powder to add to a particular recipe with plain flour can be disastrous, resulting in either a flat, unrisen cake or a cake with such a bad ‘soda’ aftertaste that for me it becomes inedible. Making up this 500g (1lb 2oz) flour blend is far more successful.

Bacon

I have to admit, although I adore vegetarian food and can embrace the vegan, I love a bacon sandwich. Fresh bread and crispy bacon – yum. Yet so often I discover an opened pack of bacon with maybe three rashers that are in great danger of either drying up or going off completely at the back of the fridge. I now keep a plastic box in the freezer, just a tiny one, but it comes in very handy. I cook off any of these random bacon rashers until they are crispy, then break them up into small pieces and pop them into this box in the freezer to keep. They make a welcome topping to pizza, and are delicious stirred into pasta and sprinkled over salads.

Herbs: Fresh or Dried?

Many recipes call for fresh parsley, coriander, tarragon or dill. If it’s not a herb you think you’ll use immediately beyond that specific recipe, you can opt for dried instead. I am always mindful that during the winter months many fresh herbs may have had to travel long distances before they reach the supermarket shelves.

Growing herbs at home during the summer then drying any surplus yourself and storing it in jars is a neat and thrifty way to keep supplies going. A dehydrator is brilliant for this, but if you don’t have one, a microwave oven will do a sterling job in minutes. (See here for details.)

For dried herbs, as a general rule, use half the quantity you’d need of fresh. If your recipe calls for 2 tablespoons of chopped fresh parsley, for example, 1 tablespoon of dried will be perfect. Similarly, bay leaves are nearly always sold dried. I have a bay tree in the garden so I never buy them as I can pick them fresh year round. If a recipe calls for a bay leaf, I go straight out to the tree, harvest two, fold them up and crease them to release their perfume, then they go straight into the stock pot.

A bay tree, however small, will not only look gorgeous in the smallest of gardens, or on a patio or balcony, the leaves will add distinct flavour to stocks, soups and sauces, and being evergreen, you will never run out.

Fresh Spice

How many times have you bought a bag of fresh chilli, lemongrass or ginger root, used the small amount required in your recipe, then returned to it a week or so later in the fridge to find it wrinkled, dried, discoloured and with maybe a touch of mould going on? Off it goes to be tossed onto the compost heap or into the bin.

I buy fresh ginger and lemongrass just once or twice a year and when I get it home I transfer it to a small plastic box and into the freezer. I break up the ginger root into chunks and grate both skin and flesh from frozen, then pop any unused root back into the box for next time. I grow chillies and freeze them once harvested and use from frozen. For lemongrass, I trim the root ends and leaves, then freeze and slice from frozen to use.



 

 

SUGAR

When I was growing up, the only sugar we had on the shelf was granulated and it seemed to satisfy our every requirement. I am pleased to say it still can. The supermarket shelves now stock all kinds of sugar, and some of it is very expensive.

For those who are not sure of their sugars, here is a reminder:

GRANULATED SUGAR consists of coarse crystals in the UK but in the US I gather granulated sugar is finer and commonly used in baking. In our house, granulated sugar is the everyday sugar-bowl sugar, mainly used for sweetening hot drinks and sprinkling over cereal. It tends to be the least expensive of all refined sugars. 

ICING SUGAR is the finest powdery sugar that’s perfect for royal icing, buttercreams and sweets. Non-gritty in nature, it flies through the air, covering work surfaces as it is so light.

CASTER SUGAR is fine white sugar and my go-to for most baking, particularly for cakes because it readily dissolves into the batter, resulting in a smooth and creamy mix. I also use it for certain buttercreams and meringues.

LIGHT BROWN SOFT SUGAR is as it says light, soft and brown with a caramel favour. It is perfect for the Green Tomato Cakes here. I also use it when making chocolate buttercream

DARK BROWN SOFT SUGAR the colour says it all. Rich, dark and with a molasses flavour, it is used in gingerbread and Christmas cake.

It is not necessary to go out and buy all these sugars. We can make them! If you seldom bake, have limited funds, limited storage space or find yourself out of a particular sugar when you need it, this is a great tip for you. If you
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HEDGEROW PESTO


You will need




























BIN IT OR WIN IT! 




Split Buttercream 



Fresh Cream 


Ganache 



Chocolate 




Over-salted!





Stock Cubes






Making stock for small freezers




Eggs



Reusable plastic liners










TIME TO COOK
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TIME TO UPCYCLE, REUSE, REPAIR AND RECYCLE
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TIME FOR CRAFT AND CREATION
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TIME TO BAKE
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TIME TO CELEBRATE THE SPUD!
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TIME FOR FRIENDS
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TIME TO CLEAN
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TIME TO GROW
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TIME TO THINK
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Looking to clean up your act when it comes to looking after your home?

‘Nancy’s enthusiasm and energy shine through . . .

I have learned loads from this book!’

Aggie MacKenzie, co-presenter,

Channel 4’s How Clean is Your House?

‘From baking, to gardening, to organization, resourcefulness, and just her incredible energy . . . she creates art out of everything in her life, and takes so much joy in the process.’

Jonathan Van Ness, Queer Eye

AVAILABLE NOW
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Going green in the garden has never been easier.

‘Fills me with all the confidence I need.’

Daisy Upton, The Five Minute Mum

‘I’ll be a pro by the end of the year!’

Sophie Liard, The Folding Lady

AVAILABLE NOW
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Saving money doesn’t have to cost the earth.

How can you remove even the toughest stains? How can you make the best use of your microwave and keep meals healthy and tasty? How can you remove mould safely? This book offers Sunday Times bestselling author and Great British Bake Off winner Nancy Birtwhistle’s most thoughtful, cheap, and time-saving tips and tricks on how to run a budget home – all while protecting the environment.

AVAILABLE NOW
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