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Dedication

This book is dedicated to all the ethical growers, farmers, producers and suppliers out there. Stay strong; we need you now more than ever.
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A Good Appetite

Appetite is an urge to dive in to food – food that excites our taste buds and promises to fill us up at the same time. It has nothing to do with rules and diets, with guidelines and guilt. Eating can, and should, be one of life’s great pleasures, and yet what we choose to eat is about the most powerful choice we make on a daily basis – the one with the most impact on our own health and that of the world around us. So how do we create an appetite for the good stuff? A natural desire to eat well for pleasure, health and planet?

In recent decades our growing appetite for convenience foods, for the constant availability of seasonal ingredients and for limitless quantities of meat and dairy has been doing us no good at all. Obesity rates are soaring, with all their chronic health implications, and the natural world is at a crisis point; there’s never been a more crucial moment to question our eating habits.

But where to begin? There are so many angles and agendas to take on board, whether you’re considering waistlines or well-being, greenhouse gas emissions or dwindling wildlife, that the subject of what is best to eat can be overwhelming. What ties this book together is the recognition that everything about us and our food system is interconnected, meaning that virtually every step in the right direction is a win-win for both ourselves and the environment.

Sourcing, preparing and eating our food mindfully is both joyful and empowering; not only are we likely to be healthier if we’re mindful about our food choices, with an extra spring in our step, but we can feel that we are doing our bit for the planet too. The idea of this book is to highlight some of the driving forces and reasons for change. The bite-sized information sections focusing on subjects such as soil health, meat reduction, eating more vegetables or reducing food waste are scattered among the recipes, to dip in and out of, hopefully sparking motivation and perhaps inspiring some further research on your part. Do check out the resources here for some ideas of where to delve deeper. It’s all too easy to make resolutions, and I’ve certainly made plenty that have fallen by the wayside: too ambitious, too much of a sense of sacrifice or, if I’m really honest, I was probably lacking the deep-down engagement, or belief, in what I had been trying to achieve in the first place. It’s important to be committed but realistic too, recognising that your green journey can be incremental; it doesn’t have to happen overnight.

Many of our preferences, and even cravings, for certain foods come from habits that are difficult to break. It’s worth remembering that much of the ultra-processed food that we could do with weaning ourselves off is designed to be irresistible. So instead of banning chocolate biscuits or striking hot dogs off the menu for evermore, try the crowding-out approach instead. The more natural, sustainable, satisfying food you put on the plate, the less room there is for anything else, without any sense of sacrifice or deprivation. Gradually our tastes and habits change. Long-term changes are not just about leaving things out, but also about discovering new options that you enjoy.

A Good Appetite is divided into two main sections. I start with the larder. By no means does this section present a definitive collection of good ingredients to keep in store. Let’s just say that if your shelves contain this selection, you have the basis for some fabulously flavoursome meals. While our regular fresh purchases benefit from being as local and seasonal as possible, this doesn’t limit us to a 1960s-style diet. We can certainly enhance our foraged wild garlic pesto with Parmesan, or ferment our homegrown cabbage with chilli and fish sauce.

The larder chapter is also home to all the seeds: the pulses, wholegrains, oilseeds and nuts that will become the bedrock of a more plant-centric way of eating. These seeds can effectively replace the animal protein in vegan and vegetarian diets and increase the fibre that most of us are woefully lacking too. You’ll find basic cooking techniques and uses for the more readily available varieties, and discover, if you are in any doubt, that a plate of pulses or grains can be extremely tasty. Once seeds become the building blocks of your cooking, you’re on the road to a more sustainable, healthy and, often, more economical way of eating.

The second part of the book is divided into seasonal chapters, celebrating what’s readily available and in its prime during each season. Eating with the seasons and sourcing our food locally can reconnect us with the land and our suppliers. We become more invested in how our food is being produced and how our farmers are looking after the nature that is so fundamental to our very existence: to the climate, soil health, biodiversity, and, on a micro-scale, to the numbers of bees and butterflies in our gardens, or the sound of the dawn chorus outside our bedroom windows.

Seasonal food gives us something to look forward to; it punctuates the year with treats and fond food memories. I always think of midsummer days gorging on asparagus and melted butter when the price plummets at the end of its season, or the arrival of Barbie-pink rhubarb bringing a flash of joy just when winter feels like it might never end.

The recipes in this book are designed to be flexible, with plenty of suggestions for variations according to what’s available or what you have to hand. Nothing is set in stone; the warm fava hummus will be just as good on toast with some perfectly ripe tomatoes as it is with the roasted beetroot and pot barley suggested in the recipe. Your upside down plum cake will taste equally indulgent with blackberries and apples. I hope that some of these dishes will become ‘head recipes’, with no need to even open the book, and that with time you’ll play around with them intuitively.

You will find a few meat and fish recipes, recognising that, despite their relatively high environmental ‘foodprint’, many of us still enjoy eating them. The emphasis is on looking for the most ethical options and buying the best that you can afford, balancing the expense by making your occasional treat stretch much further – and making sure that not a scrap is ever wasted. My family never really noticed as I gradually reduced the beef mince in the regular ragu that I batch-cook for cottage pies, lasagne and spaghetti Bolognese. As the ratio of lentils increased so did the mushrooms and Worcestershire sauce, replacing one level of savoury depth with another. Now I’ve dropped the meat altogether, and both my husband and daughter have announced that they prefer the veggie ragu to the meat version. Savouring food has nothing to do with whether it’s low meat, no meat, vegetarian or vegan if it tastes good.

‘Good appetite’ translates as bon appétit – something our French neighbours, who are renowned for their love of food, say to each other as they dive in to a meal. ‘Enjoy your meal’ doesn’t have quite the same romantic ring, but it’s essentially what this book is all about: relishing food that is as good for you as it is for the planet.
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THE CONSTANT LARDER








The Mindful Shopper

How about putting a bit more time and thought into buying our food? It’s a question that will spark an outcry from overstretched, harassed shoppers the world over, but if we are concerned about our communities and the environment, it’s the most effective way of reshaping our food system.

Over the last few decades, global food businesses and supermarket chains have made our lives seem easier when it comes to accessing a huge variety of food; we can, quite literally, do our shopping at the press of a button, but that convenience has come at a cost. We’ve lost that vital connection with where and how our food is produced, but it’s time to turn things around. If we want our small producers, and suppliers who focus on both social and environmental sustainability, not just to survive, but to thrive, then we have to seek them out and give them our custom.

Most of us have a constant core shopping list, which is good news when it comes to looking for some positive changes; once you’ve done some groundwork and made a positive swap for a particular product, you can stick with it. There may be plenty of regulars on your existing list that already tick the boxes. That’s great news, but if you’re not sure about a product’s journey to the shop shelf, then it’s time to do some research.

A Few Good Places to Start


	Support community cooperatives and independent stores that source products from ethical local producers whenever you can.

	Check out food markets as a fun, downtime exercise rather than seeing shopping purely as a chore. Local markets provide a wonderful opportunity to get to know, and value, our producers and growers. You may find some fabulous street food stalls to tempt you too. The weekly, or monthly, market could become your source of seasonal treats such as asparagus or plums, or that occasional splash-out piece of meat or fish that you look forward to.
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	Find a refill shop where you can buy packaging-free dry ingredients and toiletries. Even if it’s not right on your doorstep, it may be worth a monthly mission with large containers to stock up.



If you’re short of time, or don’t have access to any smaller shops, there are still so many options in supermarkets and online. How about:


	Choosing to buy Fairtrade staples such as coffee, tea, sugar and bananas. This ensures that workers are being properly paid and that communities are able to invest in dealing with environmental challenges: building resilience, adaptation and ways of mitigating climate change.

	Buying loose, fresh produce and choosing the most sustainable options that you can afford. This not only has impact, but also sends messages to supermarket buyers that their consumers want a greener future.

	Signing up to one of the vegetable box schemes that have popped up all over the country, giving more of us access to organically or locally grown produce.

	Seeking out farmers, specialist growers, butchers and food producers who sell online. Increasing numbers of these small businesses have comprehensive websites where you can discover the back story of your food and order direct. It sometimes pays to join forces with family or neighbours to share any delivery charges.



As consumers it’s so important that we remember, if we are lucky enough to be able to make food choices, that every pound we spend has impact. There’s no point in beating ourselves up over the things we don’t have the time or budget to do. It’s about taking every opportunity we can to make positive changes. The more we engage with our food, the more exciting and rewarding it becomes. When we make a sustainable food choice, we are not just buying an ingredient – we’re buying into an entire movement.
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The Permanent Store Cupboard

While a ‘good appetite’ undoubtedly revolves around enjoying seasonal fresh produce, the bedrock of many dishes comes from the store cupboard.

When turning to a more sustainable way of eating, the seeds, grains and pulses that have often been considered the domain of specialist health food shops, or occupied a small shelf in the supermarket, become the backbone of the kitchen. For many of us that backbone has always been potatoes, white bread, white rice or pasta. While there’s no need to abandon those familiar fallbacks, this chapter is about discovering a wider diversity of wholefood pantry staples.

Oils and Fats

Whether for cooking or dressing our food, oils are essential. It’s not just about making food taste wonderful; fat is vital in a balanced diet, enabling us to absorb crucial vitamins. If you’re watching your weight, it is better to use natural fats sparingly rather than over-using highly processed, low-fat alternatives; these can behave unpredictably, both in the pan and in our bodies. Here are some useful natural fats to consider:

Rapeseed oil, with its nutty flavour, is perfect in dressings and for frying (it has a high smoke point).

Extra-virgin olive oil adds its magical Mediterranean touch to anything, and everything.

Toasted sesame oil, used sparingly, lends a deliciously nutty richness when added to cooked noodles, and steamed and stir-fried vegetables.

Butter is perfect for indulgent, rich baking or just relished on a slice of good bread.

Tahini is very versatile, adding richness, creamy texture and an earthy flavour to both sweet and savoury dishes. A useful ingredient if you’re going dairy free.

Nut butters can be stirred into curries, dips, sauces and soups to enrich, thicken and give a great depth of flavour.

Coconut milk, cream and yogurt can lift the simplest of dishes with their distinctive, exotic flavours and creamy mouthfeel.

Salt

Salt is essential for body function as well as bringing out the natural flavours in our food. Table salt is highly refined and may contain additives, while sea salts and rock salts, with their different blends of trace minerals, can offer distinctive flavours as well as saltiness.

Umami

Umami excites the taste buds because it signals ‘protein’ to the brain. This deep savouriness that we sometimes associate with meat can often be the result of drying, slow-roasting and fermenting both plant and animal products. As well as reducing the amount of salt required to balance a dish, some extra umami will help if you are turning to more plant-focused cooking. Here are some stars of the show:

Anchovies, in jars or cans, can pack an extraordinary punch, transforming a salsa verde or adding more depth to a stew.

Dried mushrooms, and porcini and shiitake in particular, deliver a spectacular boost of fresh mushroom umami. The soaking water also makes a good stock.

Nutritional yeast is particularly useful if avoiding dairy; the deactivated yeast flakes have a nutty, cheesy flavour that adds depth to many plant-based dishes.

Parmesan has an almost utopian mix of salty, sweet, sour and umami; just a little added to a salad, soup or sauce can transform a dish.

Seaweeds, such as dulse and kelp (kombu), are increasingly available as dried flakes and powders that work brilliantly as seasoning – with so much more depth than salt.

Fermented sauces, such as soy sauce or tamari and pungent fish sauce, give an instant umami hit, while fermented bean paste, miso and even British fava bean paste can give moreish depth to dressings, soups and stews.

Sun-dried tomatoes and tomato purée are almost taken for granted but give savoury deliciousness in spades.

Worcestershire sauce, containing umami anchovies and sweet-sour tamarind, is incredibly useful and capable of lifting a flat dish to new levels with no more than a splash. Vegan versions use fermented soy instead of anchovy.

Acidity

A touch of sourness is often transformative when finishing a dish. While lemons and limes are usually the go-to essentials, other sources of acidity can give different dimensions to a dish.

Vinegars are good at bringing a whole host of flavours along with their sour kick. Cider vinegar, sherry vinegar and rice vinegar are a good trio to start with.

Tamarind is available as a paste, or a more economical block, and is a source of complex caramel sweet and sourness that works wonders in spicy dishes, rich meats and even vanilla ice cream.

Pomegranate molasses, with its deeply fruity sourness, makes a great addition to both sweet and savoury dishes. Try drizzling it on roasted vegetables.
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Tomatoes in every form – canned, passata, purée, sun-dried – are ubiquitous for a reason. They are perfect ingredients to impart acidity, sweetness and umami body to a dish and always a better option than out-of-season fresh tomatoes.

Dry sour powders such as amchur (from mango), anardana (from pomegranate seeds) and sumac (from sumac berries) can all add some wonderful sour tang.

Other Big Hitters

Some larder ingredients have a blend of tastes that can kick-start the palate and breathe intense energy into even the plainest of dishes.

Kimchi and sauerkraut add a sourness, saltiness and umami depth that can totally transform a bowl of rice or an omelette (kimchi can be spicy too).

Olives and capers make deliciously assertive additions to Mediterranean-style dishes.

Mustard’s tangy heat balances richer, fatty flavours beautifully. Dijon mustard is also a traditional emulsifier in vinaigrettes and mayonnaise, while grainy mustards add interesting texture.

Dried Herbs and Spices

Herbs and spices are miraculous ingredients, with aromatic blends capable of transporting a basic recipe across continents, conjuring up their own distinct style with nothing more than a sprinkle. Although it seems common practice for people to store them for years, the flavours and nuances will begin to diminish after about 12 months.

Black pepper has long been precious for adding its pungency to our food. Best ground in a mill, as ready-ground pepper loses its punch after about 4 months.

Herbs and spices are often cheaper to buy in larger bags, so how about sharing them among a few friends or family if you don’t use them quickly enough? It’s worth remembering that whole spices will keep better than ground ones, and can be toasted in a dry frying pan to amplify and enhance their flavour before grinding.

Cardamom, coriander and cumin seeds, plus quills of cinnamon, along with dried ginger and turmeric powders would be a good place to start.

Smoked sweet paprika, hot chilli flakes and a more rounded Urfa or Pul Biber chilli offer a good range of heat.

Blends are often a good way to buy spices, rather than stocking up on dozens of individual jars. Moroccan ras el hanout, Middle Eastern za’atar, a good curry powder and some garam masala are all very versatile.

Some dried herbs, such as rosemary, thyme, oregano and bay, are good to keep on the shelf, while more delicate leaves such as basil, parsley, tarragon and dill are much more fragrant when fresh or frozen.
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Sweet Things

Try replacing the ubiquitous white sugar in recipes with less-refined muscovado sugar, which still contains the molasses, giving it character and flavour as well as sweetness. Light muscovado has a warm caramel flavour while dark muscovado tastes more treacly.

Honey and maple syrup offer so much more than sweetness in baking, dressings and toppings.

Dried fruits are particularly welcome in winter months and can be plumped up with alcohol for a simple pudding with a blob of custard or cream – try soaking raisins in sweet sherry, prunes in dark rum or apricots in brandy and leave overnight (also splendid with porridge). Soaking in tea is a good non-alcoholic option.

Bitter cocoa and good cooking chocolate are indispensable for quick desserts.

Extracts (rather than synthetic essences) of vanilla and almond are worth the extra expense.

Flour

Once a cereal seed has been ground into flour it has lost its protective coating and will begin to go stale much more quickly. White flour will keep in an airtight container for about a year while wholemeal flour will turn rancid after just 6 months, so it’s worth keeping a small selection and varying when you buy. Pulse flours such as gram (chickpea), pea or fava bean flour have a similar shelf life to wholemeal.

There’s no need to buy self-raising flours – 1 teaspoon baking powder sifted with 100g (3½oz) plain flour will give you perfect results.

Try swapping small proportions of white flour with wholemeal in your favourite recipes, in order to add vital fibre and other nutrients.

Eggs

Taste a really good egg from the local farmer’s market and you’ll remember that all eggs are not equal. It’s worth researching your own regular source of eggs; some labelling can be misleading, such as the term ‘free-range’, which can cover a huge variety of settings. ‘Organic’ is the only egg standard that meets most consumers’ expectations of ‘free-range’. It’s about doing some due diligence and weighing up welfare, antibiotic use, feed and flavour and deciding what you can, or are prepared, to pay.

As for the eternal ‘in or out of the fridge’ question? That’s up to you, but a constant storage temperature will keep your eggs fresher for longer.

When compared with plant foods, eggs have a high carbon footprint – but they are a super-versatile, highly nutritious ingredient loaded with quality protein. The important thing is to source them well and never to let them go to waste.

If you are going away, make that last meal an omelette, using up any old vegetables from the fridge. Alternatively beat the eggs together and freeze, ready for a quick supper upon your return.

As well as enjoying eggs as a main ingredient, you can use them regularly in baking to bind mixtures together.

A Few General Larder Tips

Make sure your shelves are out of direct sunlight – jars can get hot very quickly, leading to their contents spoiling faster.

Remember that you’re not stockpiling for Armageddon; even dry goods and preserves eventually go off. How about using up all the odds and ends you can find, every few months? You’ll cut down on waste and save money too.

Try to have a thorough stock check every few months, so that the novelty jar of fancy preserved fruit that you brought back from your holiday doesn’t languish in the depths of the cupboard for the next decade.

Limit how many open jars of jam or chutney you have on the go at once. Keeping open jars in the fridge will extend their lifespan but an entire shelf crammed with open pots can be overwhelming and often leads to waste.

Use almost empty jars of honey, mustard or chutney to make a dressing. Add the remaining ingredients and shake in the jar to make the most of the last spoonful.

Add hot water to the last trace of jam in a jar, shake and use as a cordial with iced water.

Label refill containers with the date and even the contents – grains and seeds can look very similar.
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Seeds of Sustainability

When we think of seeds in a culinary sense we tend to focus on sunflower, pumpkin, flax- or poppy seeds. Chia seeds, amaranth and quinoa have been enjoying the limelight too over the last few years. It’s so easy to forget that all the nuts, whole grains, beans, chickpeas, lentils and peas are seeds too. It’s quite extraordinary to think that all those bags stacked on the shop shelf are just packed with dormant life waiting to burst into new plants. When you consider this, it’s really not surprising that seeds are so good for us. Not only do you have the plant embryo itself, but its very own food reserve packed with nutrients to sustain new growth and, encasing that seed, a protective coat – the skin or bran – that is loaded with precious fibre.

Seeds, and particularly cereals and pulses, can form the backbone of your cooking: they are nutritious (and a very valuable source of plant protein), can be produced sustainably, store well, and are very versatile, easy to prepare, economical and delicious. Whatever your eating habits, whether you’re plant based, vegetarian, flexitarian, resolute carnivore (and the rest) or you just eat, adding more whole seeds into your diet has to be a good thing.

Shopping For Grains, Pulses, Nuts and Seeds

The wonder of dried seeds is that they can sit conveniently on your shelf, patiently awaiting their moment to accompany seasonal vegetables and other more perishable food. Remember, however, that they don’t last forever – particularly nuts that are loaded with oils, which can turn bitter and rancid if left around for too long.

There’s no need to have a stash of every known seed in your cupboard (or larder, if you’re very lucky) at any one time. You could try five of each: whole grains, pulses, nuts and small seeds, changing the variety each time you shop. This way you won’t be likely to rediscover last decade’s buckwheat in the shady depths at the back of the shelf. Stockpiling isn’t necessary unless, perhaps, you live in the Outer Hebrides. Even the pandemic lockdowns of the last few years have shown us that, while we may not be able to get our favourite brand of pasta (or loo paper), we can be resourceful about how we buy our food. Massively overbuying just leads to waste.

When cooking grains and pulses it can be a good idea to batch cook, using up an entire packet or jar, and providing a welcome base of cooked food in the fridge for quick meals during the week, (or freezing for a later date). This puts an end to all the odd bags or random bits that don’t fit a recipe. It also makes sense when it comes to conserving energy. Another approach is to make a shelf-sweep soup, or homemade granola that uses all the bits, every now and again.

If you live off the beaten track, there are some great companies online that will deliver fabulous ranges of seeds. This is particularly useful if trying to find more obscure or sustainably grown British pulses, grains and seeds (see Resources here). How about clubbing together with neighbours or friends on an order to share the delivery cost?


As a general rule, when stored out of direct sunlight and at room temperature, for optimum flavour and nutritional value:


	Nuts are best eaten within about 3 months of opening a bag or buying loose.

	Oil seeds, such as sesame, sunflower, pumpkin and hemp are best used within 3–6 months.

	Whole grains will sit happily for around a year, and less if they are cracked.

	Pulses will stay in great condition for around 2 years.












The Whole Truth

Whole food, whole grain, wholemeal: for some of us these terms immediately conjure up a vision of hairy hippiedom or joyless eating. It’s strange that highly processed food has been totally normalised, or even glamourised, while natural foods, in their original state, are often looked upon with suspicion or disdain.

Some ‘processed’ food is just fine; after all, cheese is processed milk, bread is processed wheat and sauerkraut is processed cabbage. Humans have been processing food to preserve it, and make it more digestible and palatable for hundreds of years. Ultra-processed foods, often known as junk food, are a different story altogether. These are foods that have involved modifying ingredients using high-tech machinery, using additives, flavourings and preservatives, and they’re often loaded with sugar and salt too. Ultra-processed food is bad news, as we can see from the obesity epidemic hitting the very same countries and communities that rely on this relatively new, more convenient and usually cheaper way of eating. The ‘western diet’ is increasingly based on junk food; it’s a diet that benefits multinational corporations on the one hand, and is appalling for public health on the other.

Junk food is produced with just one goal: profit, and that means getting you to buy more of it. Foods are often engineered to have a ‘bliss point’: the perfect balance of sugar, salt, monosodium glutamate and fat that makes them irresistible. We’ve all experienced the tubes of crisps that you just can’t put down
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