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Introduction

I was fortunate to catch the end of an era. In my early childhood I used to go on holidays to my great aunt and uncle’s farm in County Tipperary. Even in the 50s, Aunt Lil was still cooking over an open fire and baked a daily loaf of soda bread (which she called cake bread) in a bastible on the hearth. The cream was churned into butter twice or three times a week; I loved watching the butter pats being made and eagerly learned to roll them using wooden butter bats that were far too large for my tiny hands. Aunt Lil and Uncle Bob also killed a pig on the farm several times a year. Even though I was only nine or ten, I was delighted to be part of this ritual and wasn’t at all squeamish; I just accepted it as everyday life. I was perfectly happy to stir the pig’s blood so it didn’t coagulate and wash out the intestines under the fresh spring water from the pump in the yard. I helped to salt the bacon and was fascinated by the sight of the hams hanging high up in the enormous chimney, to smoke slowly over the turf fire. Even then, this sort of work was unfamiliar to many of my friends, whose families had already abandoned these ‘old-fashioned’ ways. But for me, these experiences were magical, and now, more than ever, I realise how lucky I was.

At home in County Laois, even though we were relatively self-sufficient, we weren’t doing things as esoteric as killing pigs. We did, however, have a kitchen garden, a house cow, a flock of hens and regularly fattened chickens for the table. There was always cooking going on in our house. With nine children, by the time we had finished clearing up after one meal it was almost time to start preparing for the next. Mummy baked brown soda bread every day, there was constantly something bubbling on the stove, and during summer and autumn I remember regular jam- and chutney-making sessions. The table was nicely laid for every meal. It was never a question of grab, gobble and go – we all sat down and ate together around the kitchen table – we loved Mummy’s food. It was rare at that time for people to discuss food – they just ate it. But Daddy would always remark on how good something was, and encourage us all to hug the cook. Looking back, I now realise that at a very early age I absorbed the universal truth that the way to everyone’s heart is through their tummy!

I came to Ballymaloe after hotel school in Dublin and there I met Myrtle Allen, who is now my mother-in-law. I feel deeply fortunate that our paths crossed in life. I was inspired by her philosophy and I soaked up everything she said like a sponge. Along with my own mother, she has been the other great influence in my life and my cooking. Even in the late 1960s, when I arrived at Ballymaloe House, Myrtle held an unshakeable belief in and appreciation of the quality of our local ingredients at a time when many were convinced that Italian or French or Californian food had to be better than what we had here at home. Both women had a strong ethic of ‘waste not want not’, as did many of their generation, something I continue to feel strongly about and which is reflected throughout this book.

During the 25 years I’ve been running the Ballymaloe Cookery School, I’ve noticed an alarming loss of skills in many students. The art of thrifty housekeeping has gradually petered out and became strangely unfashionable. Our mothers and grandmothers knew how to eke out a small budget to feed a family, and how to make a delicious meal from meagre leftovers. Given a chicken or a fish, they would have simply rolled up their sleeves and got on with eviscerating or filleting it. It mightn’t have been perfect but they just did it in their pragmatic way. The loss of these and other such skills over subsequent generations is partly a consequence of the availability of convenience foods. Every time we go to the supermarket, an increasing number of items are oven-ready or ready-to-eat: cheese is grated, mushrooms sliced, fruit segmented – if they sold toast we’d buy it.

The actual incident that prompted me to start the Forgotten Skills courses happened in the Cookery School about seven or eight years ago when I came across a student who was just about to dump her over-whipped cream into the hens’ bucket. She was totally unaware that she had inadvertently made butter. I rescued it just in time and in a matter of minutes made it into butter pats, much to the delight of the class, most of whom didn’t realise that butter is made from cream. This reinforced my belief that even many country dwellers have lost the connection with how their food is produced. This is also apparent when lovely, bright inquisitive children come on school tours to visit the farm and gardens. They are always excited by the hens and pigs and cows and all the vegetables, but it’s obvious that many are no longer able to identify even fairly common plants like rhubarb, spinach or elderflowers – and they are longing to learn.

Forgotten Skills courses

Foraging has been a passion and a pastime of mine ever since I was a child – it was part of the natural rhythm of the year and something that we all took completely for granted. Yet in later years, I found that when I came back from a walk with some berries or a bunch of wild greens, students would be intrigued and curious. I realised that the skill of identifying food in the wild, something that I had grown up with, was no longer common knowledge. In the early 1990s I decided to put a foraging course on our schedule called ‘A Walk on the Wild Side with Darina Allen’ and people have been flocking to it ever since.

I started the other Forgotten Skills courses much later, in 2005, in response to the ‘butter incident’ and to questions like, ‘Can you show me how to skin a rabbit or pluck a pheasant?’. These questions came not from ‘old grannies’ like me, but from hip young students, and I realised there was a deep craving among the younger generation to reconnect with these forgotten skills. The series of courses now includes ‘How to Keep a Few Chickens in the Garden’, ‘How to Make Butter, Yogurt and Simple Cheese’ and ‘Growing your own Organic Vegetables’. I make what is hopefully a convincing argument in the vegetables chapter for the benefits of growing your own food, but let me just say here that urban dwellers can still enjoy the pleasures of the country. Even if you live on the 10th floor, don’t deny yourself the thrill of growing. To tend, harvest and eat a crop you’ve planted is a delight to that frustrated farmer in all of us, and you’ll be amazed by the proud glow you get when you survey your shelf of jam or pickles.

Another course that’s caused great excitement from the outset is ‘How to Keep a Few Chickens in the Garden’. I always used to say that you could drive the length and breadth of Ireland and scarcely see a hen, unlike in France, Spain and Italy where, in many rural areas, people still cultivate a kitchen garden and keep a few hens and often rear a few plump rabbits for the table as well. Happily, in a few short years, thousands of people have rediscovered the joy of keeping hens and recycling their food scraps to produce the kind of eggs that are, for many, almost a forgotten flavour.

I remember the day we butchered one of our own organic pigs and utilised every scrap of it in the time-honoured way – it was one of the most thrilling experiences I’ve had at the Cookery School. And as we worked I was delving deep into my store of childhood memories of the process on my great uncle’s farm in County Tipperary. I also remember how intimidated yet excited I felt as we tentatively experimented with salami and chorizo for the first time – we couldn’t wait to taste it – and I could hardly believe how good it was and how easy it had been to make. Our first dry-cured ham was even more tantalising because we had to wait for a whole year to find out whether it had worked or not. When the big moment came, it was a mixture of relief and sheer delight to discover how delicious and flavourful the slivers of our very own prosciutto were. We continue to experiment and enjoy passing on the skills to others on our ‘How to Cure a Pig in a Day’ course.

As the courses developed, we began linking traditional skills and recipes with new ingredients, or new machinery or gadgets that often make the old skills far easier. New ingredients have lifted many of the old recipes into a fresh arena of flavour, which makes them all the more exciting. Tradition grows and changes, but of course we need to start with the tried-and-tested, the wisdom and knowledge that have survived through generations.

Eating good food in season

It’s not easy for young people who are accustomed to finding all manner of fruits and vegetables in their supermarkets year-round to know when things are in season. I remember vividly a student asking me a few years ago, ‘How exactly do you tell when something is in season?’ It was a perfectly logical question from her point of view but I was stunned. It hadn’t occurred to me until then how difficult it is to work it out, particularly for those living in urban areas who are even further removed from the reality of the agricultural year. But when you grow your own or shop at farmers’ markets you will quickly become familiar with the seasons. The fact is that fruit and vegetables out of season always disappoint and are invariably much more expensive. For example, I rarely use tomatoes in the colder months as they are hard and disappointing. I will replace them with something else – I make a salad with winter vegetables instead of tomatoes, while in cooked dishes I might use tinned tomatoes or tomato purée made with tomatoes preserved in the summer. I have a gut feeling that the foods that are in season are the foods our bodies need at that particular time of year. What can be better, for example, than good, strong, iron-rich kale in winter time? And you’ll discover the excitement of tasting the first stalks of rhubarb, broad beans or tart green gooseberries of the year.

At home in Ballymaloe, we often sit down to a plate of food where absolutely everything on the plate, including the butter and cream, is produced on the farm or by our neighbours, so we feel much blessed. It’s rare nowadays to say grace before a meal but I always loved the Quaker concept of silently giving thanks for your food before you eat, and I like to continue that tradition.

There’s no reason why every meal shouldn’t be a celebration. When my mother died, a neighbour came up to me with one of her fond memories. ‘Your mother could never understand people who could sit down at the table with the milk bottle and a pound of butter, still in its wrapper,’ she said. ‘She always laid the table properly, with a little vase of flowers, as if the Queen of England was coming to dine!’

Thrifty cooking

I remember life before electricity – I was nine when electricity came to our village in the Irish countryside. There were no fridges or freezers, and for that matter, no ‘best-before’ or ‘sell-by’ dates either. People bought foods little and often, and used their common sense to judge whether food was fresh or ‘gone off.’ The introduction of best-before dates on packaging started out as a good idea, but in reality this system has served to de-skill us, as it has undermined our confidence and ability to judge for ourselves when food is safe to eat. In the process, we have inadvertently handed over the power to make such decisions to multinationals and food manufacturers who, out of necessity, have to be conservative in their judgement. Consequently, over 30 per cent of the food we buy is thrown into the bin and a high percentage of that is still perfectly safe to eat.

Trust your senses. Look at food. Smell it. Taste it – if in doubt, just have a small taste. A piece of meat that smells a little high might just need a wash. A piece of cheese with mould on it might just need to be trimmed. When I was young, if we came across some mould in a pot of jam we were told to just stir it in – ‘It’s penicillin, it’ll do you good!’ I don’t know if that was true or not, but we survived to tell the tale. Nowadays, provided the fruit was organic, I wouldn’t throw out the jam, I would just scrape the mould off and carry on. But if the fruit was of questionable provenance, I might be a bit more drastic. Strange as it may sound, it can be beneficial to challenge your body with bacteria that will strengthen your immune system. Constantly eating sterile food tends to weaken your resistance, so when you eat something naturally produced with an enhanced bacteria level, it may make you ill.

I’d also like to dispel the idea that food made from leftovers is of lesser value and ought to be served up with an apology. It can give a cook enormous satisfaction to create another appetising meal from the remains of the last. Throughout the book, I’ve included many ideas for using up leftovers in a delicious way.

The other gratifying skill worth reviving is that of knowing how to identify and cook with cheaper cuts of meat. This often involves slow cooking which may sound impossibly time-consuming but remember, it takes time, but not your time. The flavour and melting texture, not to mention the money saved, certainly make the effort worthwhile. I’ve included several recipes to whet your appetite.

A recurring theme throughout this book is the art of cooking from scratch, the value of which can be hard to convince people of these days. When you bake your own bread or make yogurt, there’s a wonderful feeling of satisfaction which is quite unlike the buzz you get from snipping off the top of a packet and reheating something in the microwave.

Reconnecting with the older generation

I’ve been writing this book on and off for several years and one day, when I was scribbling away at the kitchen table, my youngest daughter Emily breezed in and remarked, ‘Mum, don’t you think some of those skills may have been forgotten for a very good reason?’ She may have a point, but now that I’m a grandmother many times over, I’m more aware than ever of the importance of passing on cooking skills to future generations.

There’s a Mother’s Day and a Father’s Day, but grandparents are so often taken for granted and don’t feel as though their skills are relevant any longer. I felt this was such a waste that I started to campaign for a Grandmother’s Day. Slow Food suggested that it be an international Grandmother’s Day in April. There are still some old-timers out there, collecting carrageen or growing traditional varieties of fruit or whisking up their sponge cakes by hand, and we should seek them out before they disappear. The Irish Countrywoman’s Association, for instance, has for years acted as custodian of these traditions, with women sharing favourite recipes, tips for good cultivation and their best cake recipes. Like the Women’s Institute, this organisation has been at the forefront of preserving and handing on the traditional ways. The newer Slow Food movement, which originated in Italy but is now worldwide, also works on preserving and developing forgotten skills.

So many of our happiest childhood memories are connected to food. Picnics by the sea, afternoon tea with Granny, Mammy’s lamb stew or treacle pudding around the kitchen table. How many times have I heard, ‘I remember Aunt Margie used to make a wonderful apple pie. I wish I’d asked her for the recipe.’ So don’t leave it until it’s too late. Maybe even start a little booklet of favourite family recipes and add to it from time to time. It’ll make a terrific and worthwhile present for your youngsters when they eventually leave home.

In the past 20–30 years, many people have concentrated on careers and a certain set of academic skills. The subliminal message coming through our educational system, and in many cases from parents as well, was that cooking and gardening were skills that one oughtn’t to be bothered with and would never need to know. But the path of life doesn’t always run smoothly and so many confident young people who were riding the crest of a wave are suddenly forced to face the reality that they are virtually helpless in a changed situation. So part of the mission of this book is to urge parents and grandparents not to allow any more our young people to leave home without the life skills they need, not only to survive, but also to enhance the quality of their lives. With oil supplies diminishing and energy prices rising, we are likely to need these skills even more in the future.

The other reason for writing this book was to provide a resource for the growing number of farmers and food producers with excellent raw materials who are interested in adding value to their produce. There is also a new generation whose interest in artisan food production has taken them to careers in small-scale cheese making, meat curing or beer brewing. If we want to keep them alive, we need to support them too. I hope this book will be a valuable resource for them all.




Foraging

When I was a child, foraging was a way of life, a part of every year – I just didn’t know back then that it was called foraging. Every spring we used to go down to the chapel meadows outside our village to pick fresh watercress. Come autumn, we’d pick blackberries and collect damsons around the old castle in the village and go up to the top of Cullohill Mountain around Lughnasa to collect first herts (wild blueberries) and then hazelnuts in September. We picked wild mushrooms too, in August and September. Some years there was none; other years, the fields were white with mushrooms, something you rarely see nowadays because of the overuse of fertilisers and pesticides.

When I came to Ballymaloe, local children with shiny, expectant faces would tiptoe shyly up to the back door holding tin cans full of berries and sloes. Myrtle Allen would weigh them and pay the children and incorporate the fruit into her menu. It was only when I went to Canada for the first time in the 1990s and visited the Sooke Harbour House on Vancouver Island that I realised that something I’d been doing since childhood suddenly had a lot of cachet! The menu of this gourmet waterside hotel included phrases like ‘Salad of wild greens foraged by so-and-so’ and boasted its own in-house forager who would collect wild food from the woods and fields. Since then, we’ve incorporated foraging into our curriculum and now offer a one-day course called ‘A Walk on the Wild Side’. Going for walks gets a lot more interesting once you can identify edible plants that previously just looked like weeds. The course is always filled with people who are thrilled to learn about all the things they never dreamed could be so delicious to eat: nettles, wild garlic, burdock and much more.

People normally connect foraging with autumn, ‘the season of mellow fruitfulness’, but in reality one can forage all year round for things like wild sorrel, watercress, and some seaweeds and shellfish. A really important consideration is that foraging should be sustainable: take only what you need and harvest it in a way that ensures the future survival of the species.

If you’re interested in foraging but don’t know much about it, check local notices for tutored walks or mushroom hunts. And don’t forget the obvious resource: older people for whom foraging was common practice – as it was for me.

Until recently, we in Ireland were deeply suspicious of mushrooms, restricting ourselves to field mushrooms, which come in great waves of feast or famine. Now that a few chefs and mushroom enthusiasts have sparked a wide interest in the multiplicity of available and edible species, we realise that the woodlands and forests can be treasure troves all year long.

I have a real feeling that wild foods may well contain vital minerals and trace elements that have vanished from intensively produced foods. And there may be other benefits. It is known, for example, that some wild seeds contain more fat, protein or carbohydrates than farmed seeds. After all, they have to be naturally strong and healthy in order to survive – in the wild, ‘survival of the fittest’ really applies. Wild foods flourish, receiving their nourishment in appropriate amounts, without chemicals and fertilisers. They grow where conditions favour them, surviving and thriving off the natural environment.

This chapter could quite easily have been a book in itself and I’ve just included the more common and easily accessible plants, berries and so on. But once you get started you’ll find that foraging can become addictive and you might want to invest in a good book on the subject. Check Resources (see here) for more information.


A Word to the Wise

Undeniably, some species of mushrooms are extremely poisonous, so don’t be foolhardy; it’s well worth going on wild mushroom hunts with trained people before venturing out on your own. But don’t let the fact that a few species happen to be poisonous keep you away from discovering the incredible variety of flavours available for the gathering. Consult a few well-illustrated books to be doubly sure. Once you find your secret caches, you might even find yourself turning into one of these people who becomes incredibly secretive and won’t let anyone else come along. Be streetwise about where you forage. Avoid busy roads, where exhaust fumes may have settled on the flora. Also, I wouldn’t be madly keen to forage on land that’s likely to have been chemically sprayed, for example adjacent to intensively grown field crops or commercial orchards. But I would urge farming families to consider planting damsons, crabapple, hawthorn, elder, even gooseberries and redcurrants in the hedgerows around their farms as people did long ago, not only to enhance biodiversity but for the joy of foraging.



Wild Greens

In many cultures, people know and understand the importance of incorporating wild greens into their diet – in Greece and southern Italy, for example. I have memories of visits to Greece and seeing old women clad in black shawls, walking along the road with a basket, collecting roadside greens or horta. I remember stopping and asking them what they were picking, even though we couldn’t speak the same language. In some places, wild greens actually cost more than meat! Although there may not be scientific research to prove it, I’m sure there is a huge variety of nutrients in these greens.

Forager’s Salad

Make a beautiful salad with leaves and flowers that you pick on walks. Taste as you go along, so that you end up with a balanced set of flavours. Wild garlic and dandelion can be quite bitter or astringent, so go light on those.


• selection of leaves (consider watercress, bitter cress, salad burnet, sorrel, dandelion, chickweed, wild garlic, pennywort, young primrose leaves or fat hen)

• edible flowers to garnish (violets, wild garlic flowers, borage, primroses, nasturtiums or marigolds)

For the dressing

• 4 tablespoons extra virgin olive oil

• 1 tablespoon balsamic or Cabernet Sauvignon red wine vinegar

• pinch of sea salt and cracked pepper

• 1 garlic clove, crushed



Wash and carefully dry the leaves. Mix the olive oil, balsamic vinegar and crushed garlic. Season with salt and pepper to achieve a tasty dressing. Mix the greens in a large bowl and toss with enough dressing to make the leaves glisten. Scatter the flowers over the top and enjoy!

Forager’s Soup

Here’s the formula that we use to make a soup from foraged greens. The flavour is a surprise every time, depending on the combination. Don’t overdo the very bitter herbs, like dandelion.

Serves 6


• 50g (2oz) butter

• 110g (4oz) onion, diced

• 150g (5oz) potatoes, diced

• 600ml (1 pint) Chicken Stock (see here), Vegetable Stock (see here) or hot water

• 425–600ml (¾–1 pint) creamy milk (use ¼ cream and ¾ milk), brought to boiling point

• 250g (9oz) chopped wild greens (nettles, wild sorrel, young dandelions, wild garlic, borage, wild rocket, nasturtium leaves, poppy leaves, watercress)

• extra virgin olive oil

• 75g (3oz) chorizo, chopped, or lardons of streaky bacon

• wild garlic flowers if available



Melt the butter in a heavy-bottomed saucepan. When it foams, add the diced onion and potatoes and turn them until well coated. Sprinkle with salt and freshly ground pepper. Cover with a butter wrapper or piece of greasproof paper (to trap the steam) and the saucepan lid, and sweat over a gentle heat for 10 minutes until the vegetables are almost soft but not coloured. Discard the paper lid and add the hot stock and boiling milk. Bring back to the boil and cook until the potatoes and onions are fully cooked. Add the greens and boil uncovered for 2–3 minutes until the greens are just cooked. Do not overcook or the soup will lose its fresh green colour. Purée the soup in a liquidiser. Taste and correct seasoning.

Heat a little oil in a frying pan. Add the diced chorizo or lardons, cook over a medium heat until the fat starts to run and the bacon is crisp. Remove the pieces and drain on kitchen paper. Sprinkle over the soup, drizzle with the chorizo oil and serve, scattered with a few wild garlic flowers if available.

My Foraging Year

I’ve put sorrel first because it is one of the wild greens that can be found just about all year round. The rest of the greens are in order of seasonal appearance.

Sorrel (Rumex acetosa)

PARTS TO USE: leaves

WHEN TO PICK: early spring–late autumn

Sorrel is one of the most widely available wild plants, so it’s perfect for foraging. You’ll find it on grassland, along banks, dunes and cliffs, especially in iron-rich soil. It resembles spinach – you will recognise it by its pointy leaves on stems that sprout from the base of the plant. Some of the most common varieties are common sorrel, lambs’ tongue or sheep sorrel (gorgeous in salads), buckler leaf sorrel (use them whole) and wood sorrel (high in oxalic acid). It has a lovely lemony taste that wakes you up: a sudden little electric shock in a salad. A few leaves of wild sorrel are delicious added to homemade lemonade and it makes a wonderful soup. Sorrel is a diuretic, an antiseptic, it cools fevers, and people say you make a poultice out of it to get rid of a skin cancer. Years ago, people used wild sorrel as a substitute for apples in turnovers, using lots of brown sugar. Sorrel is in season between gooseberries and apples.

Potato and Sorrel Soup

Potatoes are a wonderful foil for the clean, crisp, lemon flavour of sorrel. Use the basic formula for Forager’s Soup on here and add 50g (2oz) fresh sorrel leaves just before puréeing. It loses its fresh green colour and goes brown on contact with heat, but still tastes delish.

Pork, Sorrel and Fresh Herb Terrine

This terrine tastes different every time we make it, depending on the variety of herbs used. It should be highly seasoned before it is cooked otherwise it may taste bland when cold. Use organically produced greens, meat, egg and herbs if possible.

Serves about 10


• 450g (1lb) pork belly

• 110g (4oz) pig’s liver

• 75g (3oz) smoked lean bacon or ham

• 75g (3oz) fat streaky bacon

• 1 medium onion (about 150g/5oz), finely chopped

• 10g (½oz) butter

• 350g (¾lb) sorrel (add watercress and spinach if you don’t have the full amount)

• 1 garlic clove, chopped

• 1 organic egg, beaten

• salt, freshly ground black pepper and grated nutmeg to taste

• 3 tablespoons freshly chopped herbs (e.g. basil, marjoram, parsley, chives and a little less rosemary and thyme)

• 1 terrine or loaf tin, about 20 x 10cm (8 x 4in)



Mince together all the meat. Sweat the onion in the butter. String and wash the leaves then cook in the water that clings to the leaves until soft. Don’t worry when the sorrel goes brown – it’s meant to. Drain very well and chop. Allow to cool. Mix all the ingredients together thoroughly in a bowl, adding the seasoning and herbs to taste. Fry a little tiny piece of the mixture in a pan, taste and correct seasoning if necessary.

Preheat the oven to 180°C/350°F/gas mark 4. Put the mixture into the terrine or loaf tin, cover with a lid or foil and bake for about 1 hour in a bain-marie. About 15 minutes before the end of cooking time remove the cover to allow the top to brown slightly. Serve warm or cold with crusty bread, a salad of organic leaves and some delish pickles and relishes. We particularly like Beetroot and Ginger Relish (see here), Onion Jam (see here) and Sweet Cucumber Pickle (see here).

Ground-elder (Aegopodium podagraria)

PARTS TO USE: leaves

WHEN TO PICK: spring

This pernicious ‘weed’ grows with vigour and enthusiasm in damp, shady places throughout the British Isles. The good news for all of us, including me, is you can eat it and enjoy it all the more because it is such a pest in so many gardens. Ground-elder is best harvested in spring before it flowers: the young leaves can be added to the green salad bowl and are also delicious cooked like spinach and tossed in butter or extra virgin olive oil. We also make a delicious Forager’s Soup with it. Herbalists, like John Evelyn and Nicholas Culpeper, wrote of its ability to cure gout and sciatica, hence one of its popular names, ‘goutweed’, or ‘bishop’s goutweed’.

Burdock (Arctium minus)

PARTS TO USE: leaves, stalks and roots

WHEN TO PICK: leaves and stalks in spring, roots in autumn

If you believe the herbals, there’s nothing – from baldness to acne to syphilis – that burdock won’t cure. Common or lesser burdock stalks are lined with red, the leaves are heart-shaped and the flower heads stick in your hair and your clothes like Velcro. Common throughout Britain, most of Europe and America, burdock is found in woodland margins and on waste ground. The fresh, young stalks can be boiled and eaten with melted butter, or eaten raw in a salad. The leaves can be cooked like spinach, and the root can be peeled and boiled in salted water, then sautéed in butter, much like you would Jerusalem artichokes.

Chickweed (Stellaria media)

PARTS TO USE: leaves

WHEN TO PICK: spring and autumn

Chickweed grows abundantly all over these islands, and widely throughout the world. Like ground-elder, it can become a pest, so I was thrilled to discover it was edible and I now eat it with relish. Not only that, but I was amused to see it being sold in the Union Square Greenmarket, a farmers’ market in Manhattan, New York, for green salads. It is delicious in the latter (see Forager’s Salad, here) or with a mixture of cooked greens. Harvest it in spring with a pair of scissors. It gets straggly in summer, but recovers in autumn. Heavy frost will burn it, but it often shoots again. It grows up to 35cm (13in) tall and has tiny white star-like flowers.

Chickweed also makes a delicious soup. Follow the instructions for the Watercress Soup recipe (see here).

Comfrey (Symphytum officinale)

PARTS TO USE: leaves

WHEN TO PICK: spring, before it flowers

Comfrey is a really important plant to know about, especially from a gardener’s point of view. It has tremendous healing qualities and was known as ‘knitbone’ in the past, as it draws out infections and multiplies healing cells when bones are broken. It occurs widely in Britain and elsewhere in damp, shady locations. Comfrey has broad hairy leaves and white, pink and purple bell-shaped flowers. We mostly use it to make comfrey tea as a liquid garden feed (see here), and we throw in the occasional comfrey plant for the pigs – they love it! Comfrey has more potassium than farmyard manure and is especially good for growing potatoes; you can lay the fresh leaves right on top of the potato trenches (avoid using the flowering stems, as they can take root).

Comfrey Fritters

No one should eat too much comfrey, as it can cause liver toxicity, but these fritters, made from the young leaves, are delicious and nutritious – in small doses of course! This recipe is based on one of Roger Phillips’, from his brilliant book Wild Food.

Serves 4

For the batter


• 110g (4oz) white flour

• pinch of salt

• 1 organic egg, separated

• 150ml (5fl oz) tepid water

• young comfrey leaves (about 16, depending on size)

• cayenne pepper or freshly roasted cumin seeds, crushed

• hot oil for frying



Sieve the flour and salt into a bowl, make a well in the centre and drop in the egg yolk. Add the water, mixing it in gradually with a whisk. Leave to stand. Whip the egg white to stiff peaks and fold into the batter. Pick the comfrey leaves, leaving a small amount of stalk, wash and dry well and dip the leaves into the batter. Deep-fry in hot fat until golden brown on both sides (work in batches to avoid overcrowding the pan). Drain on kitchen paper and serve sprinkled with salt and cayenne or cumin.

Dandelion (Taraxacum officinale)

PARTS TO USE: young leaves

WHEN TO PICK: early spring

Dandelions are common throughout the northern hemisphere, and the bane of those who love their lawns. The young leaves are delicious in salads and can be added sparingly to soup. Dandelion is a well-known diuretic (its French name, pissenlit, reflects these qualities and always used to make my children giggle) and antioxidant. The flowers can also be used to make wine (see Preserves, here).

Hawthorn (Crataegus monogyna)

PARTS TO USE: leaves, flowers and berries

WHEN TO PICK: spring to early summer; berries in autumn

The tender, young new leaves of hawthorn make a delicious addition to a green salad. It is another plant with wonderful health benefits: it is known to improve coronary blood flow and a healthy heart. Apart from adding the leaves (and, later, the flowers and berries) to salads, you can make a hawthorn tea: put a little fistful of young leaves into a teapot, cover with boiling water and allow to infuse for 3–4 minutes.

Hawthorn Brandy, Gin or Vodka

Like many other autumn berries, hawthorns benefit from a couple of nights’ frost but you can simulate this by putting them in a freezer for a couple of hours. Put into a bottle, top up with brandy, gin or vodka. Allow to macerate for a few months.

Horseradish (Armoracia rusticana)

PARTS TO USE: root and young leaves

WHEN TO PICK: all year round

The perennial horseradish grows wild in many parts of Ireland, Britain, Europe and North America and its foliage resembles giant dock leaves. If you can’t find it growing locally, plant some in your garden. It is very prolific, so be careful where you place it, as it can quickly become a pest. The root, which you grate, can be dug up at any time of the year; you’ll need a spade, because it can be over 30cm (1ft) long. If you’re not going to use it immediately, store the root in peat or sand. The tall, shiny leaves are easy to identify from June onwards, but they go down from about November to March. The fresh, young leaves, sliced thinly, are delicious added to potato salad. Horseradish often grows on old estates whence it might have escaped from walled gardens. There is a vast difference between fresh horseradish and the bought stuff, so it’s well worth seeking out – scrub the root well, peel and grate it quickly on a Microplane, because the fumes can really irritate your eyes. To preserve horseradish, see here.

Horseradish Sauce

This is a fairly mild sauce. If you want to really clear the sinuses, increase the amount of horseradish! Serve with roast beef, smoked venison or smoked mackerel.

Serves 8–10


• 3–6 tablespoons freshly grated horseradish (use a Microplane)

• 2 teaspoons white wine vinegar

• 1 teaspoon freshly squeezed lemon juice

• ¼ teaspoon English mustard powder

• ¼ teaspoon salt

• lots of freshly ground pepper

• 1 teaspoon sugar

• 225ml (8fl oz) softly whipped cream



Put the grated horseradish into a bowl with the vinegar, lemon juice, mustard powder, salt, pepper and sugar. Fold in the softly whipped cream but do not overmix or it will curdle. The sauce keeps in the fridge for 2–3 days, covered, so that it doesn’t pick up other flavours.

Nettle (Urtica dioica)

PARTS TO USE: leaves

WHEN TO PICK: spring

Stinging nettles grow in great profusion throughout the countryside in temperate regions all round the world, particularly on nitrate-rich soil. Gather them in spring when they are young and tender and not too strongly flavoured.

Local herbalist Kelli O’Halloran told me that in parts of County Cork 30 April was once known as Michaelmas night, when young lads would parade through the streets carrying large bunches of nettles with which to sting their playmates and the occasional innocent bystander. The girls would join in, of course, to sting the boys they fancied and apparently everyone enjoyed themselves!

You’ll need gloves to protect your hands. If you do get stung, rub with a dock leaf to relieve the pain – happily, they usually grow side by side. With their high iron and vitamin C content, nettles were prominent in folk medicine and, like many other wild foods, they helped in some small measure to alleviate hunger during the Irish famine. Among the older generation, the tradition of eating nettles four times during the month of May to clear the blood still persists. In fact, herbalists confirm that nettles contain iron, formic acid, histamine, ammonia, silica acid and potassium. These minerals are known to help rheumatism, sciatica and other pains. They lower blood pressure and blood sugar levels to increase the haemoglobin in the blood and improve circulation, so our ancestors weren’t far wrong.

In more recent times, nettles have become a much sought-after ingredient for trendy chefs. We have been delighted by the demand for organic nettles at our stall at the farmers’ market in nearby Midleton. They wilt quickly, so use them fast.

Sometimes we make nettle tea in exactly the way as comfrey tea (see here): the garden loves it!

Irish Nettle Soup

Serves 6


• 45g (1½oz) butter

• 110g (4oz) onions, chopped

• 150g (5oz) potatoes, peeled and chopped

• salt and freshly ground pepper

• 1 litre (1¾ pints) Chicken Stock (see here)

• 150g (5oz) young nettles, washed and chopped

• 150ml (5fl oz) full-cream milk



Melt the butter in a heavy saucepan. When it foams, add the chopped onion and potato, toss them in the butter until well coated. Sprinkle with salt and pepper. Cover with a butter wrapper (to trap the steam) and the saucepan lid, and sweat over a gentle heat for 10 minutes, or until the vegetables are soft but not coloured. Discard the butter wrapper, add the stock and boil until the vegetables are just cooked. Add the nettle leaves and simmer uncovered for just a few minutes. Do not overcook or the vegetables will lose their flavour. Add the milk and liquidise. Taste and correct the seasoning if necessary. Serve hot.

Nettle Champ

Substitute nettles for spring onions in the Champ recipe on here. Take 110g (4oz) of chopped young nettle leaves and simmer in the milk for 10–15 minutes until soft. Then continue as per the recipe.

Roger’s Nettle Beer

My research assistant Nathalie found this recipe in Roger Phillips’ book, Wild Food. It made delicious beer – sweet, fizzy, perfect for summertime. But she bottled it before it had finished fermenting, and one night, the glass bottles exploded. Oh well, practice makes perfect!

Makes 12 litres (3⅓ gallons)


• 100 nettle stalks, with leaves

• 11 litres (3 gallons) water

• 1.3kg (3lb) granulated sugar

• 50g (2oz) cream of tartar

• 10g (½oz) live yeast



Boil the nettles in the water for 10 minutes. Strain, and add the sugar and the cream of tartar. Heat and stir until dissolved. Remove from the heat and leave until tepid, then add the yeast and stir well. Cover the mixture with muslin and leave it for several days.

Remove the scum and decant without disturbing the sediment. Bottle, cork and tie down.

Fat Hen (Chenopodium album)

PARTS TO USE: young, tender leaves

WHEN TO PICK: early spring

Fat hen, a swiftly growing annual ‘weed’, occurs very widely in the world, especially in freshly cultivated rich soils or old dung heaps. It is also called dungweed, white goosefoot, lamb’s quarters, or pigweed. It is sometimes confused with common orache (Atriplex patula) or its closely related cousin, Good King Henry (Chenopodium bonus-henricus), but be sure not to assume that fat hen is another name for henbane, Hyoscyamus niger, which is a deadly poison! Fat hen and orache, like many other wild plants, have been eaten since ancient times and are known to contain iron, calcium, protein and other trace elements. The young leaves of red orache are wonderful tossed into salads. Fat hen has been used as a pot herb for centuries, cooked like spinach, and used, obviously, to fatten hens. Gather three or four times the amount you think you’ll need because, like spinach, it diminishes in cooking. These plants are best eaten when young in the spring – if we don’t keep on top of the weeds in our gardens it becomes a pest, so I eat it with great pleasure. To make fat hen soup, follow the Watercress Soup recipe (see here).

Pennywort, Navelwort (Umbilicus rupestris)

PARTS TO USE: leaves

WHEN TO PICK: year round

The round, indented, fleshy leaves of pennywort are what you often see growing in the cracks of old stone walls and sometimes on old trees. You’ll find it in Britain, France and parts of the Mediterranean. I love to nibble a few when I am hill-walking. They are delicious as part of a green salad or in sandwiches, which is perhaps why some people call them ‘bread and butter’.

Tansy (Tanacetum vulgare)

PARTS TO USE: leaves

WHNE TO PICK: early summer

Tansy, rumoured to keep flies away, has little yellow flowers popping out from thin stems and frilly leaves. It grows in hedgerows, on wastelands and roadsides in most of Europe – and in my garden. Tansy has a quite distinctive, bitter flavour and may not be to everyone’s taste. There are warnings not to eat it in large quantities because it can be toxic. However, used sparingly, it’s good for cutting the fat in rich dishes, which is why traditionally, a little would have been added to drisheen blood pudding. At the Arbutus Lodge in Cork, they used to serve drisheen with a tansy sauce. You can also dry the flowers for winter flower arrangements.

Tansy Sauce

Add 1 tablespoon finely chopped tansy to 600ml (1 pint) Béchamel Sauce (see here). Serve with drisheen, black pudding, baked potatoes, pasta … or with boiled bacon or ham. It’s a great combination for a change.

Tansy Omlette

A little bit of tansy really perks up an omelette and might be just the thing to cure a Sunday morning hangover! Add 1 teaspoon finely chopped tansy leaves to a two-egg omelette (see here) – it’s surprisingly delicious.

Watercress (Nasturtium officinale)

PARTS TO USE: leaves

WHEN TO PICK: spring and autumn

For those who like to be on the cutting edge, you may be interested to know that watercress is the new rocket! Chefs are going crazy for it and using it in all kinds of recipes. But in reality there’s not much new under the sun. There are references to watercress – the original hydroponic vegetable – in many early Irish manuscripts. It formed part of the diet of hermits and holy men who valued its special properties, which we now know include significant amounts of iron, calcium, folic acid, vitamins A and C. Watercress is brilliant for detox – the mustard oils boost and regulate the liver’s enzymes. Its beta carotene and vitamin A are good for healthy skin and eyes, and watercress is naturally low in calories and fat. Gram for gram, watercress has more iron than spinach, more vitamin C than oranges and more calcium than full-cream milk. Legend has it that it was watercress that enabled St Brendan to live to the ripe old age of 180! And Hippocrates, the father of medicine, chose the location of his first hospital so he could use only the freshest watercress to treat his patients.

Watercress grows naturally in Britain, most of Europe and North America. When you’re looking for it in the wild, make sure the watercress you pick comes from a pure water source with constantly running water. Avoid water drained from fields that are grazed, especially by sheep, which may infest the plant with the liver fluke parasite. Look for darker leaves, which signify older plants and deliver more peppery flavour. Watercress often grows side by side with a plant called fool’s watercress (Apium nodiflorum), which is sometimes referred to as wild celery but it isn’t, even though it is part of the parsley and celery family. It has small green flowers, whereas watercress has small white flowers. With watercress, the top leaf is the biggest and they decrease in size as you go down the stem; with fool’s watercress, it’s the reverse. When the watercress begins to form little white flowers the leaves elongate.

Watercress Soup

Wild watercress has more depth of flavour than farmed versions, so see if you can find some. This soup has been a favourite on the menu of Ballymaloe House since it opened.

Serves 6–8


• 45g (1½oz) butter

• 110g (4oz) onion, peeled and chopped

• 150g (5oz) potatoes, peeled and chopped

• salt and freshly ground pepper

• 600ml (1 pint) Chicken or Vegetable Stock (see here and here) or hot water

• 600ml (1 pint) full-cream milk

• 225g (8oz) chopped watercress (remove the coarse stalks first)



Melt the butter in a heavy-bottomed saucepan, when it foams, add the chopped onion and potatoes and toss them until well coated. Sprinkle with salt and freshly ground pepper. Cover with a butter wrapper or piece of greaseproof paper (to trap the steam) and the saucepan lid, and sweat over a gentle heat for 10 minutes. Meanwhile, prepare the watercress. When the vegetables are almost soft but not coloured, discard the paper lid and add the hot stock and milk. Bring back to the boil and cook until the potatoes and onions are fully cooked. Add the watercress and boil with the lid off for 4–5 minutes until the watercress is just cooked. Do not overcook or the soup will lose its fresh green colour. Purée the soup in a liquidiser. Taste and correct seasoning.

Watercress Salad with Duck Eggs and Olives

This is a lovely clean, fresh-tasting salad.

Serves 4


• 4 organic duck eggs

• 12 large black olives

• 2 parts watercress

• 1 part wild garlic leaves

• 1 part lamb’s lettuce sprigs



For the dressing


• 4 tablespoons olive oil

• 1 tablespoon balsamic vinegar

• 1 garlic clove, crushed

• pinch of sea salt and cracked pepper



Hard-boil the eggs for 14 minutes in boiling salted water and chill under cold running water. Peel the eggs and separate the yolks then finely chop the whites. Mix the olive oil, balsamic vinegar and garlic. Season with salt and pepper to achieve a tasty dressing. Stone the olives and chop finely.

To assemble the salad: mix the greens in a large bowl and coat with enough dressing to make the leaves glisten. Divide the egg whites between 4 large plates.

Place a bunch of the dressed leaves on each plate. Sprinkle the chopped olives around the salads and rub the egg yolks through a sieve over the salads to create a ‘Mimosa’ effect. Serve immediately, with a few slivers of cheese if you like.

Wild Garlic and Snowbell (Allium ursinum and A. triquetrum)

PARTS TO USE: leaves, flowers and roots, although we mostly use the first two

WHEN TO PICK: late spring

Wild garlic has been used as a condiment or as part of a relish since earliest times throughout Britain and much of Europe. In the heyday of many large estates it was apparently quite common to plant it on the edges of woodland and pasture. In late spring the garlic was thought to have a beneficial effect on cattle and sheep when they were put out to grass after the long winter indoors. That said, the milk, cream and butter from cows that have been eating wild garlic often has a tainted flavour, so dairy farmers are less enthusiastic about the wild garlic season.

There are two types of wild garlic, the wider leafed Allium ursinum, which grows in shady places along the banks of streams and in undisturbed mossy woodland, and A. triquetrum, known as the three-cornered leek or snowbell because it resembles white bluebells. This type of wild garlic is a native of southern Europe but it occurs in California and is now naturalised in southwest England where it is found along the sides of country lanes. Wild garlic lasts a few days when gathered into a bouquet and placed in water. It’s easily over-used, so be sparse. Wild garlic butter melts deliciously over a piece of pan-grilled fish or meat, a chicken breast or a spring lamb chop. The chopped leaves are delicious in Champ (see here), broths and pasta sauces, and you can use the pretty flowers in salads and as a garnish. In Germany, wild garlic is used to flavour schnapps and is believed to cure all ails.

Wild Garlic Pesto

We make this gorgeous pesto from April to mid-May. It’s also good over salad leaves, goat’s cheese, bruschetta and pasta. Sprinkle the flowers over the finished dish as a garnish.

Makes 2 x 225g (8oz) jars


• 50g (2oz) wild garlic leaves

• 25g (1oz) pine nuts (taste to make sure they are not rancid)

• 1 garlic clove, peeled and crushed

• 170–225ml (6–8fl oz) olive oil

• 40g (1½oz) Parmesan cheese, finely grated

• salt and sugar to taste



Whizz the wild garlic leaves, pine nuts, garlic and olive oil in a food-processor or pound together in a pestle and mortar. Remove to a bowl and fold in the grated Parmesan. Taste and season. Store in a sterilised covered jar in the fridge.

Clean the top and sides of the jar each time you dip in. Cover with a layer of extra virgin olive oil and the lid of the jar. Pesto also freezes well, but for best results don’t add the grated Parmesan until it has defrosted. Freeze in small jars.

Rocket Pesto

Replace the wild garlic with rocket leaves.

Basil Pesto

Replace the wild garlic with 110g (4oz) fresh basil leaves.

Watercress Pesto

Replace the wild garlic with watercress.

Kale Pesto

Replace the wild garlic with blanched kale.

Potato and Wild Garlic Soup

In late April, the air in the top of Wilson’s Wood, near our home, is heavy with the smell of wild garlic. The pretty white flowers mix with the bluebells and primroses. Wild garlic is used in this soup and the pretty flowers are divine, sprinkled over the top of each soup bowl.

Serves 6


• 45g (1½oz) butter

• 150g (5oz) potatoes, peeled and chopped

• 110g (4oz) onion, peeled and chopped

• salt and freshly ground pepper

• 850ml (1½ pints) Chicken or Vegetable Stock (see here and here) or hot water

• 300ml (½ pint) full-cream milk

• 150g (5oz) wild garlic leaves, chopped

• wild garlic flowers, for garnish



Melt the butter in a heavy-bottomed saucepan. When it foams, add the onion and potatoes and turn them until well coated. Sprinkle with salt and freshly ground pepper. Cover with a butter wrapper or piece of greaseproof paper (to trap the steam) and the saucepan lid, sweat over a gentle heat for 10 minutes until the vegetables are almost soft but not coloured.

Discard the butter wrapper or greaseproof paper and add the hot stock or water and boiling milk. Bring back to the boil and cook until the potatoes and onions are fully cooked. Add the wild garlic leaves to the soup when the potatoes and onions are fully cooked. Simmer for 4–5 minutes with the lid off until the wild garlic is cooked. Do not overcook or the soup will lose its fresh green colour.

Purée the soup in a liquidiser. Taste and correct seasoning. Serve sprinkled with a few wild garlic flowers.

Spaghetti with Wild Garlic and Herbs

This is a little gem of a recipe. You can vary the herbs and the fats, and throw in choice bits like chanterelles or periwinkles or cockles if you have any around.

Serves 4–6


• 450g (1lb) fine spaghetti

• 110g (4oz) butter, or butter and extra virgin olive oil

• 2 tablespoons chopped parsley

• 1 tablespoon chopped mint

• 2 tablespoons wild garlic (leaves and bulbs), chopped

• 2 tablespoons basil or lemon balm, chopped

• 4 garlic cloves, crushed

• 50–110g (2–4oz) grated cheese, preferably Parmigiano Reggiano

• chive flowers or wild garlic (leaves and bulbs) in season, for garnish



Cook the spaghetti in boiling salted water until al dente – about 10 minutes. Drain and return to the pan. Melt the butter in another pan and add all the herbs and the crushed garlic. Sweat gently for no more than 2 minutes. Pour over the hot spaghetti, toss and serve with grated cheese, preferably Parmigiano Reggiano, though we often use Irish Cheddar. Sprinkle chive flowers and wild garlic over the top for extra excitement.

Variations


• Add 225g (8oz) cooked, sliced wild or cultivated mushrooms to the herbs and garlic – chanterelles are great.

• Add some cherry tomatoes, halved to the herbs and garlic and cook for 2–3 minutes.

• Add 1 teaspoon chilli flakes to the herbs and garlic.

• Add 110–225g (4–8oz) chorizo, diced, to the herbs and garlic.



Crab and Wild Garlic Tart

This tart is very rich, so serve it in small helpings with a big salad of organic greens.

Serves 6

For the pastry


• 225g (8oz) plain flour

• pinch of salt

• 110g (4oz) butter, cubed

• beaten organic egg or egg yolk and a little water



For the Filling


• 2 organic eggs and 1 egg yolk, beaten together

• 225ml (8fl oz) double cream

• 1 teaspoon freshly grated ginger

• 450g (1lb) brown and white crabmeat, mixed (see here)

• 75g (3oz) wild garlic leaves, finely chopped

• 50g (2oz) Parmigiano Reggiano, freshly grated

• salt and freshly ground pepper

• 24–28cm (10–11in) flan tin



First make the pastry. Sieve the flour with the salt, and rub the butter into the flour using your fingertips. Keep everything as cool as possible – if the fat is allowed to melt, the finished pastry may be tough. When the mixture looks like coarse breadcrumbs, stop. Whisk the egg or egg yolk and add some water. Take a fork or knife, and add just enough liquid to bring the pastry together, then use your hands to collect it into a ball – this way you can judge more accurately if you need a few more drops of liquid. Although rather damp pastry is easier to handle and roll out, the resulting crust can be tough and may well shrink out of shape as the water evaporates in the oven. The drier and more difficult to handle, the crispier the crust.

Cover the pastry with clingfilm and leave to rest in the fridge for a minimum of 15 minutes. This will make the pastry much less elastic and easier to roll. Preheat the oven to 180°C/350°F/gas mark 4.

Roll the pastry out on a lightly floured board until 2mm (¹/8 in) thick, then fit into the tin, trimming the pastry just a little above the rim. Line the tart shell with greaseproof paper and fill it to the top with dried beans to hold the paper in place. Bake for 15–20 minutes, then remove from the oven. Take out the beans and paper and set aside.

Meanwhile, whisk the eggs in a bowl. Add the cream, grated ginger, crabmeat, wild garlic and cheese. Mix gently. Taste and correct seasoning. Pour mixture into the baked tart shell and continue to cook for 20–30 minutes at 180°C/350°F/gas mark 4.

Remove from the tin to cool on a wire rack. Serve warm with a salad of organic green leaves.

Wild Flowers

Leaves, roots and wild herbs are not the only things you can gather to eat – the flowers of many plants are edible, too. Crystallised violets, wild rose petals and bramble flowers make irresistible decorations for cakes and puddings or to pop into a glass of Prosecco. We use elderflowers in a myriad of ways to flavour cordials, syrup, granitas and fritters. Edible wild flowers include cowslips, violets, primroses, wild fennel flowers, wild roses, daisies (Bellis perinnis), gorse, sweet cicely, jasmine, chamomile, crab apple blossom, hyssop, wild garlic flowers, wild sorrel flowers, elderflowers and comfrey flowers.

Cowslip (Primula veris)

WHEN TO PICK: spring

Cowslip flowers have a wonderfully delicate flavour. Only use them if they really are abundant in your area. We are lucky enough to have hundreds in our wildflower meadow – I’d recommend you plant some yourself if you can.

Cowslip Fritters

A delicate and delicious little dessert.

Makes about 20


• pancake batter (see here)

• about 30 cowslip flowers

• Clarified Butter (see here)

• caster sugar



Add cowslip flowers to the batter. Melt a little clarified butter in a frying pan over a medium heat.

Put tablespoons of batter on the hot pan and tilt it to thin them out. Cook on one side until golden, flip over and cook on the other side. Sprinkle with caster sugar and serve.

Violet (Viola odorata, V. riviniana)

WHEN TO PICK: early spring

Violets appear early in spring and are gone in a couple of months. They grow in hedgerows, scrub and woodlands and have kidney-shaped leaves and long-stemmed purple flowers.

A Quaker brother and sister, Wilson and Lydia Strangman, once owned Kinoith, the beautiful Regency house and farm that we now live in. They grew a large patch of fragrant violets, which they used to pick and send on the Inishfallen boat from Cork to Covent Garden in London. When I started to restore the gardens here in the early 1970s, I gathered up all the remnants of the fragrant Parma violets I could find and made a violet bed. One of the bedrooms in our Pink Cottage is called the Violet Loft, because this was where the violets were arranged into little posies surrounded by leaves for people’s lapels. We do not know of a better way to remember Lydia than to crystallise the little flowers to use as edible decorations.

See also the Violet and Vinegar Prosecco on here.

Crystallised Violets

The art of crystallising flowers simply takes patience and a meticulous nature – the sort of job that drives some people around the bend, but which others adore. If it appeals to you, the work will be well rewarded, as they look and taste divine. Properly done, they will last for months. We store ours in a pottery jar or a tin box interleaved with silicone paper.


• freshly picked, sweet-smelling violets

• egg white

• caster sugar

• an child’s unused paint brush



Your caster sugar needs to be absolutely dry, so for extra protection, sieve it onto a Swiss roll tin and place in the oven at 140°C/275°F/gas mark 1 for about 30 minutes. Break up the egg white slightly with a fork, but don’t beat it much; it doesn’t need to be fluffy. Using a clean paintbrush, brush the egg white very carefully and sparingly over each petal and into every crevice. Then gently pour some caster sugar over the violet so that every part is coated with a thin, sugary coating. Arrange the flower carefully on a greaseproof paper-lined tray, and continue with the remaining violets. Allow the violets to dry overnight in a warm dry place (say close to the Aga, over a radiator or in the airing cupboard).

Variations

There are other flowers – and leaves – to crystallise: primroses, violas, apple blossom, rose petals, mint, lemon balm, lemon verbena, sweet cicely and rose geranium leaves.

Lydia’s Lemon Cake with Crystallised Violets and Angelica

This recipe comes from Lydia Strangman, a Quaker lady who was the former occupant of our house. We often make this delicious, rich little cake. A tiny slice is just perfect to nibble slowly with a demitasse of espresso or a cup of China tea. We decorate it with crystallised violets and angelica and remember Lydia every time we enjoy it. It keeps well in an airtight tin for ages. If you have one, a loose-based tin is handy but not essential.

Serves 10


• 110g (4oz) ground almonds

• 110g (4oz) icing sugar

• zest of 1 organic (unwaxed) lemon and juice of ½ lemon

• 75g (3oz) plain flour

• 3 organic egg yolks

• 125g (4½ oz) butter, melted and cooled



For the icing


• 175g (6oz) icing sugar

• zest and 1½ tablespoons freshly squeezed juice from 1 organic lemon



For the Decoration


• Crystallised Violets (see previous page)

• Candied Angelica (see recipe on here)

• 18cm (7in) shallow-sided round tin



Preheat the oven to 180°C/350°F/gas mark 4. Grease the tin well with melted butter and dust with a little flour.

Put the ground almonds, icing sugar, lemon zest and flour into a bowl and mix well. Make a well in the centre and add the egg yolks, the cooled melted butter and the lemon juice. Stir until the ingredients are thoroughly mixed.

Spread the cake mixture evenly in the prepared tin, make a little hollow in the centre and tap on the worktop to release any large air bubbles.

Bake in the oven for about 20 minutes. The cake should still be moist but cooked through. Allow to rest in the tin for 5–6 minutes before turning out onto a wire rack to cool.

Sieve the icing sugar into a bowl, and mix to a thickish smooth icing with the lemon juice and zest. Spread it gently over the top and sides of the cake using a palette knife dipped in boiling water and dried. Decorate with the crystallised violets and little diamonds of angelica.

Elder (Sambucus nigra)

WHEN TO PICK: spring–early summer

The common or black elder grows in profusion around the Irish countryside, as well as throughout Britain and much of Europe. In fact, elder is really easy to grow – even a twig pushed into the ground will root. If you have the space, it’s really worth considering. The low-growing, bushy tree with its greyish-brown bark smells musty and unappealing, but its tiny white flower heads, hanging on reddish stems, are transformed on cooking and impart a delicious Muscat-like flavour to syrups, lemonades, cordials, tarts, sorbets and compotes and more. The fact that elderflower tastes delicious and is so versatile is reason enough to gather it, but it is also known to contain antioxidants and is commonly used in remedies against hay fever, rheumatism and the common cold. The elder tree was traditionally known as the ‘village pharmacy’ and people were reluctant to cut it down. The roots, bark, leaves and berries were all used medicinally and recent studies have shown that elderflowers have the ability to inactivate viruses. We’ve noticed a growing demand for organic elderflowers at our local farmers’ market. See also recipes for Elderflower Cordial, Elderflower Bellini, Elderflower Fizz and Green Gooseberry and Elderflower Jam (here and here).

Elderflower Vinegar

This vinegar works well in salads and salad dressings. When heating the vinegar, do not leave it to boil or even simmer

Makes 600ml (1pint)


• 600ml (1 pint) wine vinegar

• 5 elderflower blossoms



Put the cold vinegar into a stainless-steel saucepan with the elderflower. Warm them together gently until just hot. Leave the vinegar to cool. Strain the liquid and put it back into its bottle.

Elderflower Fritters

These are very easy to make, very crispy and once you’ve tasted one, you won’t be able to stop! Serve them with the Gooseberry and Elderflower Compote, right.

Serves 4


• 110g (4oz) plain flour

• pinch of salt

• 1 organic egg

• 150ml (5fl oz) lukewarm water

• 8–12 elderflower heads

• caster sugar

• sunflower oil for frying



Sieve the flour and salt into a bowl. Make a well in the centre and drop in the egg. Using a whisk, bring in the flour gradually from the edges, slowly adding in the water at the same time. Heat the oil in a deep-fat fryer to 180°C/350°F. Hold the flowers by the stalks and dip into the batter. Fry until golden brown in the hot oil. Drain on kitchen paper, toss in caster sugar and serve immediately with gooseberry and elderflower compote.

Green Gooseberry and Elderflower Compote

When the elderflowers come into bloom, I know it’s time to pick green gooseberries. They feel as hard as hailstones, but for cooking it’s the perfect time. Enlist the help of little ones to top and tail the gooseberries

Serves 8–10


• 900g (2lb) green gooseberries

• 2 or 3 elderflower heads

• 600ml (1 pint) cold water

• 450g (1lb) granulated sugar



First, top and tail the gooseberries. Tie the elderflower heads in a little square of muslin, put the bag in a stainless-steel or enamelled saucepan, add the sugar and cover with cold water. Bring slowly to the boil and continue to boil for 2 minutes. Add the gooseberries and simmer just until the fruit bursts. Allow to get cold. Serve in a pretty bowl and decorate with fresh elderflowers.

Gorse (Ulex europaeus)

WHEN TO PICK: flowers in profusion in early summer but you’ll find some blooms almost all year round

As the old saying goes, ‘When the gorse is out of bloom, kissing’s out of fashion!’ The ubiquity of gorse – or furze as it is called in Ireland – around the Irish landscape, meant that it was once widely used as fuel, as fodder for livestock, to make fences, hurleys and walking sticks, for harrowing, for cleaning chimneys, to fuel bakers’ ovens and limekilns. We love a few blossoms added to salad, steeped in boiling water for tea or dropped into a whiskey glass for a fragrant tipple. Look for the spiky bushes growing near the sea, with yellow flowers that stay in bloom nearly all year. Wear gloves to harvest the flowers, as the thorns can be very sharp.

Roger Phillips’ Gorse Wine

We loved this recipe – it makes a fragrant, slightly effervescent, very refreshing summer drink. It comes from Roger Phillip’s Wild Food – a book no serious forager should be without.

Makes about 4.8 litres (8 pints)


• 2 litres (3½ pints) gorse flowers

• about 1 teaspoon general purpose non-GM yeast

• 1kg (2¼lb) granulated sugar

• juice and zest of 2 organic lemons

• juice and zest of 2 organic oranges



Pick nice fresh flowers that have come out fully. Activate the yeast by stirring into a little tepid water. Simmer the flowers in 4.5 litres (1 gallon) water for 15 minutes then dissolve the sugar, pour into a bucket and add citrus juice and zest. Allow to cool to blood heat, add the yeast and let it stand with a cloth over it. After 3 days, strain off the solids and pour into a fermentation jar, fit an airlock and allow it to ferment until it is finished. Rack off into a clean jar, making it up to the full amount with cold boiled water. Leave for a month and then filter, or leave until completely clear then bottle in sterilised bottles.

Wild Fruit

Wild fruit harvests can be really unpredictable – that’s the reality of nature. Bad weather – hailstones especially – during blossom time can affect the setting of the fruit, and consequently the yield. These days, dwindling bee populations add to the problem of pollination. Some years, you might end up with a huge crop of crab apples or damsons and then there might not be a single fruit on the tree for another couple of years. In a bountiful year, collect everything you see and use the fruit in every way possible – jams, pickles


Blackberry (Rubus fruticosus)




Blackberry Ice Cubes


Wild Blackberry and Rose Petal Sponge


Blackberry and Apple Muesli











Blackberry and Rose Geranium Sorbet












Blackberry and Rose Geranium Cordial












Bilberry, wild blueberry (Vaccinium uliginosum)




Crushed Fraughans (Wild Blueberries)









Emer Fitzgerald’s Fraughan Scones























Bilberry Jelly with A Fresh Mint Cream


























Crab apple (Malus sylvestris)




Pickled Crab Apples

















Crab Apple or Bramley Apple Jelly













Crab Apple and Elderberry Jelly


Crab Apple and Sloe Jelly


Crab Apple and Sage Jelly


Crab Apple and Rosemary Jelly


Crab Apple and Rose Geranium Jelly


Rose Petal and Crab Apple Jelly


Crab Apple and Rowanberry Jelly









Crab Apple and Blackberry Tart

























Damson (Prunus insititia)



Damson or Plum Sauce














Damson and Apple Sauce


Compote of Damsons












Damson Fool


Elderberry (Sambucus nigra)




Frozen Elderberries


Elderberry Syrup













Rose hip (Rosa canina)



Rose Hip Syrup










Rosehip Jelly


Wild strawberry (Fragaria vesca)




Wild Strawberry Sponge


Wild Strawberry Jam


Sloe (Prunus spinosa)



Sloe or Damson Gin










Sloe or Damson Vodka


Sloe and Blackberry Cheese










Wild Nuts


Hazelnut (Corylus avellana)






Mendiants














Hazelnut Chocolate Brownies

















Yogurt with Honey and Toasted Hazelnuts









Hazelnut Brittle












Wild Mushrooms





Field or flat mushrooms (Agaricus campestris)



Wild Mushroom Soup
















Wild Mushroom Vol-Au-Vents












Wild Mushroom à la Crème

















Good Things to do with Wild Mushrooms à la Crème:














Wild Mushroom and Potato Gratin



















Wild or Flat Mushroom Frittata
























Horse mushroom (Agaricus arvensis)



Horse Mushroom Burger


Wood blewit (Lepista nuda)



Chanterelles (Cantharellus cibarius)



Chanterelles on Buttered Toast














Chanterelles à la Crème



Baked Plaice with Chanterelles
















Ceps, porcini (Boletus edulis)



Morels (Morchella esculenta)



Chicken with Morels






















Pavement mushrooms (Agaricus bitorquis)



Puffball (Langermannia gigantea)




Crispy Puffball














Pickled Mushrooms
















Wild Mushrooms in Oil













Grandpoppy’s Mushroom Ketchup



















Wild Coast



Shellfish



Cockles (Cerastoderma edule)





How to clean cockles


Cockles, Indian Style




















Cockles Or Palourdes Provençale


Limpets (Crepidula fornicata)



Bairneachs (Limpets) with Bacon



Periwinkles (Littorina littorea)





How to clean periwinkles


Periwinkles with Homemade Lemon Mayonnaise















Mussels (Mytilus edulis)



How to clean mussels


How to check that mussels are fresh


How to cook mussels


Mussels with Homemade Mayonnaise


Moules Provençale







Provençale Butter














Recycling Shells









Razor clams (Ensis arcuatus)



How to clean razor clams


Pan-Grilled Razor Clams with Wild Garlic Butter



Razor Clam Risotto


Sea urchin (Echinus esculentus)



Sea Urchins with Homemade Mayonnaise










Sea Urchin with Scrambled Egg


Seaweed





Carrageen, Irish moss (Chondrus crispus)







Carrageen Moss Pudding with Rhubarb and Sweet Cicely Compote



















Rhubarb and Sweet Cicely Compote


Carrageen Moss Syrup










Dulse (Palmaria palmata)




Dillisk Sandwiches


Dillisk Bread


Dillisk Champ


Oarweed, kelp (Laminaria digitata)






Kelp and Smoked Seafood Salad



















Coastal Plants


Alexander, horse parsley (Smyrnium olusatrum)






Cooked Alexanders













Alexander Fritters


Sea spinach, Sea beet (Beta vulgaris ssp. maritima)




Sea Spinach Soup






















Baked Sea or Rainbow Trout with Sea Spinach Butter Sauce
























Sea kale (Crambe maritima)





Sea Kale with Chervil Hollandaise Sauce












Sea purslane (Halimione portulacoides)




Rock samphire (Crithmum maritimum) and Marsh samphire (Salicornia europea)






Rock or Marsh Samphire with Melted Butter










Pickled Samphire
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