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Introduction

Welcome to the Van Life Cookbook. This book is primarily a handy, visual guide packed full of tried and tested recipes that celebrate the unexpected joys and opportunities that modest spaces can bring to cooking – be it in a campervan or caravan, on a canal boat, at home, on a budget, or all of the above.

It aims to go beyond a collection of dishes that can be made on a two-ring gas stove or campfire. It’s about a way of cooking and eating that saves time and money, is good for the belly and finds the best in your immediate environment. It encourages you to dig below the surface and look past the convenience of the supermarket, ‘quick fixes’ and the occasional disappointing restaurant or takeaway, and to discover a whole world of independent producers and hidden gems. From stumbling upon wild garlic growing abundantly in early spring to folk selling fresh, juicy cherries and strawberries in lay-bys in mid-summer; even free-range eggs can be found throughout much of the year at the end of someone’s driveway.

Thrifty purchases, foraged finds and a collection of solid recipes will encourage cooks of all abilities and anyone with fire, a few pots and a knife to cook more creatively using what is close to hand. Maximizing time outdoors, minimizing time in supermarket queues and eating well is a win-win for everyone – and this kind of inventive preparation of food feeds creativity and nourishes a conscious approach in the kitchen. Most of all it’s fun.

All the recipes are made from scratch, using mostly wholefoods and without any electrical equipment, so we hope to encourage readers to learn and cook more. Just a little bit of time, effort and appetite for this approach will be richly rewarded.

Some readers may not always feel adventurous in the way they prepare food, but almost everyone knows and values a good meal when they taste it. The recipes are designed for a limited set-up and budget – we’ve found that working within these constraints offers up creativity, builds autonomy and is just that little bit more rewarding. This extends to buying things second-hand, too, finding bargains like pots, pans and utensils at flea markets and charity shops along the way.

We’ve noticed a surge in people of all ages seeking alternative ways of living, being closer to nature and changing their lifestyle to become more self-sufficient. Written through the lens of our own travels, visiting friends, exploring the UK and travelling to the United States to visit family, we created this book for those hungry for that sense of freedom and adventure, seeking community and a deeper connection with food and where it comes from.

A further note: while many of the recipes in this book are vegetarian and/or plant-based/vegan, some do include meat, fish or shellfish. Our diet is 90 per cent vegetarian and that’s reflected in this book. When we do eat meat, we try to source it directly from farm shops and choose high-welfare products or in-season game. When eating seafood, we try to buy from small day boats or reputable farms, avoiding any species on protected lists. We try to be discerning and maintain a level of scepticism; genuine transparency around accredited schemes, labelling and the like can be complicated but our only real advice is to just do your own research, trust your taste buds, and you’re sure to be happy and feel good about what you’re eating. There are no rules, only what feels right, and tasty, of course.
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Tips, Tricks and Kitchen Hacks

When preparing food outdoors or in small spaces, having a few tips and tricks in your repertoire can help a lot. The right piece of equipment in the right place is essential; this mostly comes down to thoughtful use of storage and a well-organized, user-friendly kitchen. By streamlining your space, you can save time and energy, which frees up more time for kicking back. You can save on the washing up, too.

Handy Tips


	Place a tea towel or wet kitchen paper under the chopping board to stop it slipping.

	Use a tea towel as a drying rack, wringing it out between uses.

	Use the same size, dedicated containers for food prep and storage: 1 litre/1¾ pints is ideal.

	If you don’t have lids, use plates or large bowls to make water boil faster, save on fuel and help keep food warm.

	Use old food containers to hold vegetable scraps while prepping.

	A washing-up bowl saves water and time.

	A magnetic knife rack is relatively cheap and a great way of freeing up space in the kitchen. It also keeps your knives in good shape.

	Jam jars. Screw the lid underneath a shelf and you have a cheap, effective storage solution.

	A small cafetière or robust teapot – loose leaf tea is often nicer, reduces plastic waste and saves money in the long run.

	Use catering crates or boxes that stack to help you store other van items. You can sometimes find them being thrown out from restaurants or bakeries.

	Invest in a good thermos. A double-walled reusable water bottle to carry both hot and cold drinks works well, too.

	Make sure you have a good cooler if you don’t have a refrigerator.

	A lightweight, folding four-person table for al fresco dining.

	Foraging tools: guide books/basket/laundry bag/pocket knife/trowel/reusable ziplock bags for foraged food.










Our Recommended Lists

Initially we were reluctant to provide a long list of essential equipment and ingredients required to cook the recipes in this book. This can sometimes feel like a barrier to getting started; however, all of the below storecupboard staples feature multiple times in our recipes and are genuinely versatile ingredients that will likely become your favourites, too. In addition, many of our recipes feature options and substitutions so that you can use what you have immediately available or is in season.

Ingredients


	In our recipes, we use fine sea salt for general seasoning during cooking and flaked sea salt for finishing and garnishing dishes

	Black peppercorns (freshly ground with a good grinder)

	Smoked paprika

	Coriander seeds

	Fennel seeds

	Ground cumin

	Ground turmeric

	Fish sauce, or you can substitute with lime juice and salt as a vegan option

	Dried chilli flakes

	Hot chilli sauce (to make your own Fermented Chilli Sauce)

	Canned anchovies

	We tend to use dark soy sauce or tamari in our recipes (note tamari is gluten-free)

	Extra virgin olive oil and regular olive oil. All our recipes simply refer to olive oil in the ingredients lists – in all these instances, we recommend that you use extra virgin olive oil

	Coconut oil

	Sesame oil

	Cider vinegar

	Date syrup

	Nutritional yeast



Cooking Equipment

Our recipes have been designed for a minimal set-up. This means cooking on two gas rings or over an open fire (or BBQ), with conservative use of gas and water. The majority of recipes in this book will only ever call for two pans at a time, and while none of the methods require the use of an oven or electrical equipment, some elements may be made easier with the use of a blender or electric hand whisk. If you have access to these gadgets, use your judgement with recipes. As a minimum, we do recommend the following for your kitchen set-up.


	Chopping boards: One large and one small, in case two people want to prep at the same time.

	Sharp kitchen knives: Ideally kept on a magnetic rack to save from blunting.

	Frying pans: A large, non-stick frying pan is a must. Ideally, a cast iron skillet, too, which can be used on an open fire and will last a lifetime if you season regularly and look after it.

	Saucepans and pots: Two pots are adequate. Have one large pot for soups, stews, curries and boiling pasta and large grains, and one smaller saucepan for eggs, sauces, porridge, rice, grains and desserts. With lids preferably, although you can always use a plate in its place. A third medium-sized pot could be useful, but only if you have the space.

	Mixing bowls: Stainless steel, stackable ones are ideal. One large and one small for tossing and serving salads, whipping cream and making dressings and sauces.

	Utensils: Our essentials include a whisk, spatula, wooden spoons, can opener, corkscrew, cutlery, metal tongs and a small, flat cheese grater with a handle. Microplanes are pretty handy for fresh ginger, garlic and fresh Parmesan.

	Colander: Useful but we often do without by carefully straining with a plate held over the pot, allowing the cooking liquid but not the ingredients to escape.

	Scales or cup measures: We’re aware that carrying digital scales may not be a priority but they will be the most efficient way of following the recipes. You can buy small scales online fairly cheaply and they won’t take up much space. Alternatively cup measurements are a good metric and can be used with the following conversions:
1 cup = 16 tbsp or 240ml/8½fl oz

½ cup = 8 tbsp or 120ml/4fl oz

1 tbsp = 15ml/approx. 15g/½oz

1 tsp = 5ml/approx. 5g/⅛oz


	Glass or plastic containers with lids and jam jars: The award for the most disorderly area of a kitchen goes to the container department. Having lots of stackable containers all the same size with lids will help keep your food more organized, stay fresher for longer, keep you sane and take up less room. Containers can also double up as sandwich boxes or help you organize prep when cooking. BPA food-safe plastic, glass or stainless steel with wax seal lids are the best options here. You could even go so far as to measure the shelves in your refrigerator or cooler and buy containers that fit those dimensions.

	A stack of clean tea towels: Multiple absorbent tea towels are a lifesaver. Rotate as needed so wet tea towels can dry. Reusable/washable kitchen cloths offer a good alternative to disposables.

	Disinfectant/cleaner: In the van and at home we use a 1:3 ratio of spirit vinegar to water in a reusable spray bottle, plus a few drops of essential oil or lemon to make it smell nice.

	Kitchen paper: Kitchen paper/roll can be super helpful but also wasteful. We buy the large catering ‘blue rolls’ from pound shops as opposed to standard kitchen paper, but try to avoid using it at all if possible and instead use reusable absorbent kitchen cloths or tea towels (see above).










Cooking Tips: The Basics

Follow the cooking tips below for faultless staples every time. You’ll save effort and avoid any mushiness, unnecessary draining or excess waste.

Rice: All you need to achieve lovely, fluffy rice is a ratio of 2:1 water to rice at the start. This simple method works every time for most varieties. Measure your desired quantity of rice into a cup and pour into a saucepan (you can rinse your rice first, if you like, but it’s not necessary). Next, pour cold water into the same cup, to the same level as the rice, and pour it into the saucepan, then repeat so you have double the volume of water to rice. Put over a high heat with a big pinch of salt and bring to the boil, then reduce the heat to a low simmer and cover with a lid or plate. Once covered, the cooking time should take about 7–10 minutes for white rice, 15–20 minutes for brown. Once the water is fully absorbed, remove from the heat, then keep the cooked rice covered to rest for a few minutes or until you are ready to dish up.

Pasta: Generously salt the cooking water – there is a saying that goes it should be as salty as the Mediterranean Sea. Add a splash of olive oil and then add the pasta to the boiling water. Always save some of the cooking water to use in your pasta sauce for the perfect consistency. The cooking time for dried pasta is usually around 10–12 minutes. All weights and cooking times given for pasta in our recipes are for dried (not fresh) pasta.

Noodles (rice, egg or wheat): Some noodles only require soaking in boiling water for 10 minutes or longer, but others require boiling for 1–2 minutes. Once drained, mix with a little neutral or sesame oil to stop them sticking together until needed for the dish. Always check the instructions on the packet for best results.

Potatoes: New potatoes can be left whole (or halved, if large), and regular, larger potatoes are best cut into quarters or equal-sized pieces. Add to a pot of cold water, season generously with salt, then bring to the boil and cook until just tender. Drain in a colander and eat straight away, or cool down for potato salad or fried potatoes below.

For fried potatoes, cut into the desired shape once cool enough to handle. Heat about 2 tablespoons of neutral or olive oil in a large, non-stick frying pan, add the potato and cook over a high heat, turning once, until coloured and crispy on both sides, about 5–7 minutes. Season with salt in the pan, then serve (before serving, you can drain them on kitchen paper or a clean tea towel to remove some of the oil after cooking).

Quinoa: Follow a similar method to the rice by adding double the amount of water to the grain with a pinch of salt, then bring to the boil and simmer, covered, for 10–12 minutes. Turn off the heat and leave to rest for at least 5 minutes, then fluff with a fork.

Puy lentils: Use a 1:3 ratio of dried (rinsed) lentils to water (so 100g/3½oz of lentils to 300ml/10fl oz of water) and follow the same method for the quinoa above. For larger grains, such as pearl barley and spelt, boil in a generous amount of water until soft, usually around 20–30 minutes, then drain. Season once cooked.

For leafy greens: We often find steam-frying is quicker and more energy efficient. Simply heat your large, non-stick frying pan until very hot, add the prepared greens (we like to use kale, spinach, chard, etc.), a tablespoon of oil (we like coconut oil for greens, but olive oil also works), a little salt and a splash of water, then put a lid on and cook over a high heat for about 1 minute until wilted, tender and vibrant green.
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Cooking with Fire

It takes about 30–45 minutes for a BBQ to reach cooking temperature using wood or charcoal (sizes vary, of course). The guide below should help:


	Still black or grey with flames: not ready yet.

	Glowing white hot with red centres: almost ready; wait a little longer.

	Ashy white and grey but still very hot: ready for cooking.

	If you are cooking over an open fire, as with a charcoal BBQ, wait until the embers are ready before starting to cook over them using a grill/rack.
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BREAKFAST and BRUNCH








Brown rice oatmeal with ginger and honey

A good alternative to regular porridge, this is our sweeter take on congee – a simple, popular Chinese porridge dish and excellent if you’re feeling under the weather. It’s also a great use of leftover rice. The grated ginger is particularly soothing if you have indigestion and need something easy on the stomach; here, it is gently infused with milk to impart a subtle warmth throughout the dish. Best finished with a drizzle of good-quality honey.

Serves 2

For the brown rice oatmeal

350ml/12fl oz milk (dairy or plant-based) or a mix of milk and water

a small piece of fresh ginger, peeled and grated

1 tsp ground cinnamon

250g/9oz cooked short-grain brown rice (leftover is best)

1 tsp soft light brown sugar or caster sugar

a pinch of salt

For the topping

2 tbsp honey, date syrup or other sweetener

1 banana, thinly sliced (optional)

a handful of chopped raw nuts of your choice (optional)

Simply put your milk of choice (or milk and water) in a saucepan with the ginger and cinnamon and bring to a gentle simmer for a few minutes.

Add in your cooked rice, stirring well to get rid of the lumps. Stir in the sugar and pinch of salt.

Cook for 7–8 minutes until fully heated through and to your desired consistency. If it’s too thick, add a splash more milk and cook for a minute longer.

Spoon the oatmeal into two bowls. Drizzle with your sweetener and top with the sliced banana and chopped nuts (if using). Serve.








Buckwheat shortstack

Pancakes served American-style. Known as ‘shortstacks’, they are quite a bit thicker than the crêpes you find in Europe and nicely soak up the syrup and juice from the berries. If you prefer the thinner variety, just add a bit more milk to your batter.

Serves 2–3 (makes about 6 large pancakes)

For the batter

150g/5½ oz buckwheat flour or 150g/5½ oz plain wholemeal flour

2 tsp golden caster sugar or white caster sugar

1 tsp baking powder

1 small pear or apple, cored and grated (optional)

250ml/9fl oz milk (dairy or plant-based), at room temperature

2 eggs, separated

about 1 tbsp butter, for frying

To serve

1 tbsp date syrup, honey, maple syrup or sweetener of your choice

2–3 tbsp Greek-style yogurt (dairy or plant-based)

1 x 150g/5½ oz punnet of berries, such as blueberries or raspberries

For the batter, mix the flour, sugar, baking powder, grated pear or apple (if using), milk and egg yolks in a mixing bowl with a whisk until smooth.

In a separate bowl, whisk the egg whites until soft peaks form, then fold into the flour mix. Cover and rest for at least 10 minutes.

Heat your large, non-stick frying pan over a medium-high heat and grease generously with some of the butter. Ladle some batter into the centre of the pan and leave to cook, then flip when the batter begins to bubble in the middle, about 2 minutes. Cook on the second side for 1–2 minutes, until the pancake is light brown on both sides and a little crispy on the edges. Remove to a plate and keep warm.

Repeat the process, re-greasing the pan with butter as needed and cooking one pancake at a time, keeping the cooked pancakes covered with a clean tea towel until all the pancakes are cooked.

Divide them up between your plates, drizzling your sweetener over the top. Serve each portion with a dollop of yogurt and a scattering of berries on top.
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Mum’s porridge with hazelnuts and maple syrup

There’s a world porridge-making competition held each year at Carrbridge Village Hall in the Cairngorms, Scotland. The first prize is a golden spurtle, a wooden utensil for stirring porridge to perfection. Competitors can only use water, oats and salt. It’s all in the method. My mum and dad are originally from Stirlingshire and Fife, they raised our family in Wales, and then returned to their roots a few years ago. They have since perfected their porridge recipe. Note: the end of a wooden spoon works just as well here.

Serves 2

135g/4¾ oz porridge oats

340ml/11¾ fl oz milk (or cold water, if you prefer the traditional method)

a pinch of salt, plus extra (optional) to serve

To serve (all optional)

50g/1¾ oz chopped raw hazelnuts or other chopped raw nuts of your choice

100g/3½ oz chopped fresh fruit, such as apple or pear

2 tbsp maple syrup or other sweetener

2 tbsp milk or double cream

Place the oats, 250ml/9fl oz of cold water, the milk (or extra water) and pinch of salt into a saucepan over a medium heat. Using a wooden spoon or spurtle, stir the mixture to distribute the ingredients evenly.

Heat slowly, stirring gently and consistently to prevent the mixture sticking to the bottom of the pan. After about 4 minutes, the mixture should come to a gentle boil with bursting, popping bubbles that release steam.

Reduce the heat further and keep stirring for another 3–4 minutes. Don’t let it catch on the bottom.

When it
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