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Foreword

Having grown up in the countryside on a little winding lane with an apple farm next door, I have always loved everything food-related. We were treated to freshly pressed juice every day from the farm; we had eggs from our free-range chickens and vegetables from my mum’s abundant vegetable garden. She was passionate about vegetarian and wholefood cooking and my dad was a firm believer in locally sourced and reared meats, so I was raised on a wide variety of different foods. Having travelled extensively, my parents embraced unusual flavours and exotic spices; you were just as likely to find fragrant curries or Greek mezze on our kitchen table as you were apple crumble or chicken and mushroom pie. Having spent many years living in Hong Kong, my grandparents also made sure that Chinese food was our ‘Sunday’ staple when we visited them for lunch. We ate a pretty unusual range of foods for the early 1980s, all of it made from scratch and all of it delicious, whatever its provenance. So I was lucky to be surrounded by wonderful and exciting food throughout my childhood. But I also had a severe intolerance to dairy produce – one that was never diagnosed at the time. From around the age of five, I suffered from a painfully swollen face and limbs, aching legs, itchy skin, constant tummy aches, chronic insomnia, exhaustion and a general feeling of being uncomfortable in my own body. I did not look and feel as healthy as a child of my age and lifestyle should. But, as was the way of things in those days, nothing was really made of it. My symptoms and illnesses were never considered together as a whole and, being a child, I didn’t know any different. By the time I was a teenager, the symptoms had become out of control: I suffered terrible abdominal pains and visited the doctor repeatedly, only to be loosely diagnosed with indigestion, regardless of the symptoms. I was almost continuously uncomfortable and, looking back, I wonder why I didn’t insist that more was done. I can only suppose that I was so used to feeling ‘sick and tired’ that it had become the norm for me; I certainly never put it down to the food I was eating. We were an epicurean household – no processed food for us – and there seemed little chance that the two things were related.

Step forward another few years and at university, aged 20, I still suffered from ill health. It was a chance examination by a private doctor (I had to pass a medical exam in order to apply for a visa to study abroad) that would have long-lasting consequences. After looking at my notes, the doctor questioned me about my long history of stomach problems. He booked me in for an ultrasound later that day and within minutes of the scan told me I would need urgent abdominal surgery. Unbeknown to me, years of eating foods I was intolerant to had taken their toll on my digestive system. Pigment stones, sometimes known as calcium stones, had formed and clogged up both my gall bladder and bile duct, and they would have to be removed immediately.

A few days later, I went into hospital for what I thought would be a routine operation. I would not be discharged for months. Due to a hefty dose of bad luck and mismanagement, what should have been straightforward became near fatal. Symptoms were misdiagnosed and I was subjected to multiple operations that themselves went wrong, leaving me bed-bound and with a badly damaged digestive system that would never be the same again.

It was, as you can imagine, a shattering experience and something that even now I try not to dwell upon. But it was what came next that had the greatest impact on my life subsequently. After almost a year of convalescing, I was mobile once again and could sleep comfortably and eat proper food, the only difference being that I now had to avoid not just dairy produce, but anything with wheat, eggs, soya or yeast in it. My body simply could not digest anything containing these foods. If I did eat something I had become intolerant to, my reactions were so severe that on a number of occasions I ended up back in hospital – which I was rather keen to avoid!

So at just 22 years old, I needed to adopt an entirely new way of life. Everything had to change, from what I ate to how I cooked it. I chose not to be defeated by the restrictions imposed upon me, but to embrace them. I’ve always loved food and I wanted to continue to enjoy it without feeling constrained. But ten years ago few recipe books were available for people with food intolerances. I was determined to find food that could feed me, fuel me and help to heal me, yet still taste good. Surely there was a way of creating delicious, intolerance-friendly dishes?

This is where it all started. I called upon my experience of eating vibrant, natural wholefoods since childhood and took inspiration from various cooking methods – using different techniques and experimenting with a whole range of ingredients. In my attempts to recreate the taste and texture of ‘intolerant’ foodstuffs, I focused on seasonal produce and explored different flavours until I felt I had achieved lovely ‘free-from’ dishes that anyone, food intolerant or not, would find delicious.

It’s been an interesting journey since those first few tentative months, and in that time I’ve been fortunate enough to create my blog, The Intolerant Gourmet, and publish my first book, with the same title. In one sense, I’m incredibly grateful for what I have been through, as I wouldn’t be doing what I love if it wasn’t for that. I have also come to realise that the food intolerances I have, and the way that they came about, are perhaps a little extreme in comparison to other people’s. But I firmly believe that however severe your food sensitivities are, they needn’t restrict you. Eating good food should be a pleasure, one to be shared with the people you love and, most importantly, something to be celebrated. I hope that this book can be a part of that celebration, and provide an abundance of delicious ‘free-from’ food for everyone to enjoy.
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Introduction

The process of discovering, adjusting to – often recovering from – and then learning to live with food intolerances and allergies can feel like a gruelling ordeal. It’s an experience that changes the way you live, how you feel physically and certainly the way in which you eat. In my first book, The Intolerant Gourmet, I endeavoured to show you how easy it can be to cook for people suffering from food intolerances. I gave you a seasonally led collection of my favourite allergen-free recipes and opened up my own pantry to prove that it takes only a handful of natural ingredients to adapt and recreate your favourite meals.

In this, my second book, Free-From Food for Family & Friends, I follow the same philosophy, with over a hundred delicious new intolerance-friendly recipes, all 100 per cent free from gluten, dairy produce, eggs, soya or yeast. I still believe in cooking by the seasons and cannot encourage you enough to look in your local markets and greengrocers to see what’s fresh and plentiful, but I also understand that day-to-day life is not always so straightforward. Even without factoring in food intolerances, family, work and the increasingly fast pace of life can leave you with less and less time to focus on cooking. But I believe cooking and eating should be a bonding experience – a time for family and friends to come together, an experience to share and indulge in. Whether it’s a quick breakfast, a picnic in the sunshine, a cosy supper on a rainy night or a celebratory meal, sitting down to eat should always be a pleasure. Food sensitivities or time constraints need not get in the way, which is why Free-From Food for Family & Friends is about food for all the family, to enjoy at any time of day, any day of the week and every day of the year.

The good thing about cooking from scratch is that fresh, ‘real’ ingredients are infinitely better for you: physically, emotionally and medically. Creating meals for family and friends is also one of life’s simple pleasures and needn’t be difficult. Even if you only make a batch of lemon shortbread instead of buying a packet of biscuits, you’ll see the benefits at once: from the therapeutic mixing of the ingredients, the sweet aroma of the biscuits as they bake wafting through your home and then that wonderful first bite, seeing the pleasure on other people’s faces as you offer them a treat, and the security of knowing that you can name every single ingredient that went into that shortbread. Those reasons and more go a little way to explaining why cooking for your family and friends is so important.

Important, and pleasurable; and I promise you that every recipe in this book is about pleasure … It might be that chocolate tart you’ve been craving for months, or possibly years, but have been forced to shun, or the chicken nuggets you know your children would also love. Or maybe it’s the granola and yoghurt you’ve missed being able to eat for breakfast, or the fluffy pancakes for a weekend indulgence. Perhaps it’s brownies you’ve been longing to treat yourself to. Maybe it’s just the simple, quick and tasty pasta suppers you miss, or the cups of tea and freshly baked cakes you would like to serve friends. How about soothing ice cream on a hot summer’s day, freshly baked savoury muffins for a packed lunch or a huge feast of breads, meats and treats at a family get-together? Whether you’re looking for a lazy weekend breakfast with a loved one, a little bit of weekend baking with the children or a platter of delights to share with friends, Free-From Food for Family & Friends has something to offer, whether you suffer from a food intolerance or not. What’s important is that it’s all good food, packed full of flavour, easy to cook and, most of all, something that everyone will enjoy.

Embracing your food intolerances is the best thing you can do for both your mind and body. Once you have moved past the struggle of feeling unwell and adjusting your diet, you will begin to feel healthier and happier. You will also discover the abundance of foods you can eat, from naturally gluten-free grains to dairy-free milks and a whole array of meats, fruits and vegetables. I promise you that there is not one recipe, dish or meal that cannot be adapted, created or bettered by making it intolerance friendly. There are multiple ways to cook the foods you love without feeling that you’re missing out, and this book aims to show you just how easy that can be.

I have developed recipes using traditional and modern techniques, classic pairings and fresh flavours, to show you how delicious and simple intolerance-friendly cooking can be for you and your family. So dive in and start creating delectable ‘free-from’ dishes today. You can browse and cook by chapter – each one devoted to a method and mealtime that suits you. Quick breakfasts, simple week-night suppers and something suitable for the children’s tea are all here, along with al fresco meals, cosy winter suppers and dishes fit for a feast.

The chapters are just a rough guide, of course – you can make the dishes for other meals and at different times of the year – so if you prefer to browse for recipes by type, simply turn to Contents by Course. You’ll also find a comprehensive Glossary of all the intolerance-friendly foods and products used, in addition to a few recipes for basic items (such as stock or apple purée) that you might prefer to make yourself (see here). The aim is to offer you as simple a layout as possible, so that you can find what you want, when you want it, leaving you free for the more important things in life – such as relaxing with friends and family over the delicious meals you’ve created.
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Cooking Notes

It is difficult to source recipes that are suitable for people suffering from multiple food intolerances, and finding dishes that you can actually eat, let alone enjoy, may start to feel like a challenge. I’ve created this book for just that reason; I pride my recipes on catering for a range of food intolerances: each dish is completely free from gluten, dairy produce, eggs, soya and yeast. By offering you over a hundred tasty dishes, my aim is to take the struggle and confusion out of selecting the right ingredients so you can focus on preparing and eating delicious food.

Of course, some of you may need to eliminate only one or two foods from your diet. In such cases, it is possible to adapt my recipes to your needs. You could replace the dairy-free margarine in a recipe for butter, for instance, or egg replacer with real eggs in a like-for-like manner; so if the recipe called for 150ml of rice milk, you could use 150ml of cow’s milk instead, and if you prefer to use real eggs, then you just need to bear in mind that the ratio is 1 teaspoon of egg replacer plus 2 tablespoons of water for every real egg. That being said, all of my recipes are developed and tested for multiple food intolerances and work perfectly without standard ingredients. You’ll find that my fluffy Apple Pancakes with Cinnamon-Roasted Fruit don’t need any eggs to bind them, and my Apple and Blackberry Pie and vanilla custard lack nothing in flavour or texture, despite not containing gluten or dairy produce.

The ingredients specified in each recipe have been carefully selected with the whole dish in mind, hence the best results come when you follow the instructions exactly. Therefore if I specify ground flaxseed or apple purée in my baking instead of eggs, it is because they not only help bind the mixture, but also add a texture and flavour that is integral to the dish. I hope you’ll find that my recipes as they stand are delectable enough without any revision, though experimentation for pleasure should always be encouraged!

Each recipe in this book is clearly marked as gluten, dairy, egg, soya and yeast free. If a recipe is dairy, egg and meat free, it is labelled as vegan, too. Over 95 per cent of the recipes here are either totally nut free or can be made without nuts, but please note that I do use nuts in a small number of my recipes. Sometimes the key to cooking without dairy produce and eggs is recreating familiar textures. Nuts, especially cashew nuts, can be integral to this: they are indispensable in making my Garlic and Herb Cashew Cream Cheese, for example. That said, I have offered a nut-free alternative to the majority of those recipes that include nuts, and each recipe is clearly labelled in any case so that you don’t have to worry. While I appreciate that neither sesame seeds nor pine nuts are technically a type of nut, a large number of people allergic to nuts are also allergic to these, according to Allergy UK. For that reason, I have also provided nut-free options for recipes that contain either sesame seeds or pine nuts. Some may query my use of coconut, but coconuts – despite their name – are actually entirely nut free and hence perfect in allergen-free baking and for creating creamy-textured dishes.

A few cooking tips I’ve learned along the way

Toasting nuts and seeds

Where possible, I like to toast these in the oven rather than on the hob, as toasting in the oven gives an even colour and a much richer, nuttier flavour. I do concede that in those recipes where the oven is not otherwise used, it may seem preferable to toast nuts and seeds in a heavy-based pan on the hob. I leave it to you to choose your favourite way.

Using natural oils rather than margarine

In this book, I have chosen to focus more on using natural oils in baking than dairy-free margarine. That is not to say that I don’t still use or favour dairy-free margarine (indeed, it’s included in a number of recipes here), though I always ensure it is non-hydrogenated and trans-fat free. It’s more that I increasingly use natural oils – sunflower, coconut, rapeseed, to name but a few – as I find that they give a wonderful quality of crumb, taste and texture to my baking. If you’d like to experiment with using oils instead of margarine in your cooking, then a good rule of thumb is to reduce the quantity of margarine used in the recipe by a third. That will be the amount of oil you then need.

Grating vegetables for use in baking

Although using a food processor to grate vegetables may be easier, I strongly recommend that you do it by hand instead. Vegetables tend to become much damper when grated in a food processor, and this increased water content will affect the rise and crumb of whatever it is that you are baking.

Making allergen-free shortcrust pastry

Making this sort of pastry is actually very easy, but there are a few key tips that can really help you along the way.

Always roll out the pastry between two sheets of cling film or greaseproof paper, as this will stop the pastry from sticking. Gluten-free pastry can be notoriously difficult to handle and rolling it out in this way makes it much more manoeuvrable.

There is no need to chill this pastry – you can make it, roll it out and bake it in one go – and there is no need to bake it blind either, though you can place it on a preheated baking sheet in the oven, if you are nervous about the base of your pastry getting soggy.

If you do want to make the pastry in advance, it will keep for up to five days if stored in the fridge and wrapped in cling film. The only caveat is that you should take it out and bring it up to room temperature before attempting to roll it out, as it will crumble if it’s too cold.

Baking biscuits and cookies

In the recipes for biscuits and cookies, you’ll see that two baking sheets are specified for cooking 12 or more items, with the instruction that the sheets are swapped around roughly halfway through cooking to ensure the whole batch bakes evenly. Don’t worry if you have only one baking sheet, however; just cook the biscuits in two batches.

Cooking in the oven

The simple truth is that the builders of today’s ovens don’t seem to worry too much about producing machines with a standard temperature range, hence one oven’s 180°C could be another’s 170°C. Because of this, as well as the cooking time I always give an indication of how the finished dish should look, feel or smell, using phrases like ‘until golden and fragrant’ or ‘until lightly risen and pulling away from the sides’. While investing in an oven thermometer will certainly help, your eyes and other senses are always the best judge when baking. That said, if you are using a fan oven, please reduce the temperature given in the recipe by 20°C (70°F).

A few notes on ingredients

Meat and fish

I am a firm believer in using the best-quality ingredients that you can buy, just as I am very much on the side of eating seasonally. Yet it can be hard, in the flurry of our everyday lives, to stay rigorously true to this and I, for one, do not always buy produce that’s in season or organically produced. The exception to this is meat and fish; I highly recommend that you buy free-range or organic meat or sustainable fish wherever possible. Not only is the provenance much more trustworthy, but the meat tastes far better, too.

Fresh herbs

A ‘small bunch’ means around 7g in weight or half your average ‘packet’ from the supermarket; a ‘large bunch’ implies around 15g or one ‘packet’.

Stocks

Please refer to the Glossary (see here) for a recipe for chicken and vegetable stock and for good-quality gluten- and yeast-free stock powders.

Teaspoon/tablespoon measures

1 teaspoon = 5ml; 1 tablespoon = 15ml
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Banana, Maple & Oat Smoothie

This is an incredibly simple and quick breakfast drink, but ambrosial all the same. I can think of nothing nicer than having this for breakfast each morning, especially in the warmer months. The combination of the oats and bananas provides a sustaining boost, while the maple syrup, almond milk and cinnamon add a sweet and creamy note. It is, essentially, a healthy milkshake to begin the day – and what could be better, or easier?
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To boost both flavour and nutrient content you could try adding 1 teaspoon of Maca or Lucuma powder to your smoothie…

Serves 1

1 frozen banana

250ml almond milk (or other dairy-free milk for a nut-free option)

30g gluten-free porridge oats

1 tsp maple syrup

A pinch of ground cinnamon

Place all of the ingredients except the cinnamon in a blender and blitz until completely smooth. Sprinkle with the cinnamon and serve.

Coconut & Mango Smoothie

This is another super-quick breakfast option, totally suited to the warmer months of the year when you want to wake yourself up with something fruity and refreshing. The coconut milk (the carton variety rather than the tinned, the former being thinner and more milk-like, the latter creamier and better suited for cooking) provides a rich base, the frozen banana thickens the mixture and the fresh mango and strawberries add just the right amount of sweetness. I highly recommend it for a bright and boosting beginning to the day. If you want to make this for more than one person, simply multiply the quantities specified in the recipe.
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Serves 1

6 fresh strawberries

½ fresh or frozen mango

½ frozen banana

250ml coconut milk

Hull the strawberries and slice and skin the mango (if using the fresh variety). Place all of the ingredients in a blender and blitz until smooth. Serve immediately.
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Granola with Banana ‘Yoghurt’

Granola, to my mind, is the bedrock of a good breakfast, served with either cold rice milk, hot almond milk, a dollop of fruit compote or some sweet stewed apples. Offer it to me in the depths of winter or the bright buzzy mornings of summer and I am a happy girl. This particular recipe is a blend of my favourite ingredients. Well balanced – nutty, not too sweet but with a hint of cinnamon – it’s a firm favourite in my house and will keep for weeks in an airtight jar or container, if you can ration it for that long! The banana ‘yoghurt’ is so simple, you may question its presence here, but it’s such a great way of creating a creamy-tasting yet dairy-free topping for your cereal that I just had to include it! I recommend using one ripe banana per person and serving it immediately, as the mixture can discolour if left too long. A bowl of granola with a little chopped apple or plum on top or a scattering of blueberries and a generous pouring of banana yoghurt is a delicious way to start the day. If you want to make the granola nut free, simply swap the 100g of pecans for the same quantity of pumpkin seeds or a mixture of pumpkin seeds and coconut flakes – they will add the same nutty bite.
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Makes about 1kg

100ml maple syrup

4 tbsp coconut oil

100g shelled pecans (or pumpkin seeds and/or coconut flakes for a nut-free option)

250g gluten-free porridge oats

A pinch of sea salt flakes

150g sunflower seeds

1 heaped tsp ground cinnamon

150g pitted dates (Medjool are my favourite – by far the juiciest and sweetest)

150g mixed sultanas or raisins

100g ground flaxseed

For the banana ‘yoghurt’ (serves 1)

1 ripe banana

Juice of ½ orange or 2 tbsp of fruit juice

Preheat the oven to 180°C (350°F), gas mark 4, and line a large baking sheet with baking parchment.

Pour the maple syrup and coconut oil into a small saucepan and heat-v gently over a low heat until melted and combined. Meanwhile, chop the pecans (if using) into small pieces, scatter on a baking tray and roast in the oven, turning occasionally to make sure they don’t burn, for 6–8 minutes or until lightly toasted and fragrant. Remove from the oven and set aside to cool down.

Next, mix the oats, salt and sunflower seeds (adding the pumpkin seeds and/or coconut flakes, if using) in a large bowl. Pour over the melted oil and syrup and stir in until the oats are well coated in the mixture. Spread the mixture over the lined baking sheet, sprinkle with the cinnamon and bake in the oven for 25 minutes or until lightly golden, mixing the oats up and then levelling them out on the baking sheet every 5 minutes or so to ensure they cook evenly. Once toasted, remove from the oven and set aside to cool down.

While the granola is cooling, roughly chop the dates and mix them with the sultanas, flaxseed and toasted pecans. Add to the granola and stir together until evenly mixed, then transfer to an airtight jar or container.

To make the ‘yoghurt’, place the banana and fruit juice in a blender or food processor and blitz until completely smooth. Pour over the granola and serve at once.
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Peanut Butter & Banana Muffins

Muffins, in the American sense of the word, can be an incredibly sweet affair, sitting somewhere between cake and bread. This delicious version balances happily between sweet and savoury: the intense flavour of ripe bananas is complemented by the crunch of the peanuts, while the flaxseed adds a wholesome, malty touch, making the muffins perfect for serving at breakfast with a cup of tea and perhaps some fruit compote on the side. They’re also rather lovely served in the afternoon and are ideal for picnics or trips away. Most muffins are at their best served warm from the oven, but these, thanks in part to the bananas, retain their moistness and so can last for up to three days if stored in an airtight container.
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Makes 8 large muffins

4 tbsp ground flaxseed

¼ tsp gluten-free baking powder

3 large ripe bananas

125ml sunflower or rapeseed oil

100g soft light brown sugar

3 tbsp crunchy peanut butter (or sunflower seed butter for a nut-free option – see the Glossary)

225g gluten-free plain flour (ideally Doves Farm)

1 tsp bicarbonate of soda

Equipment

You will need a 12-hole muffin tin for this recipe

Preheat the oven to 200°C (400°F), gas mark 6, and line the muffin tin with muffin cases or papers.

Mix the ground flaxseed and baking powder with 6 tablespoons of water and leave this to stand while you prepare the other ingredients – the flax mixture will absorb the water and swell up to form a paste.

Place the bananas in a large bowl and, using a fork, mash until smooth. Pour in the sunflower or rapeseed oil, then add the sugar, peanut butter (or sunflower seed butter) and flax mixture and beat together until well combined. Sift in the flour and bicarbonate of soda and stir together until blended.

Spoon the muffin mixture into the cases or papers, filling these two-thirds full, and bake in the oven for 20–25 minutes or until slightly risen, golden and fragrant. Remove from the oven and leave to stand in the tin for a few minutes, then either serve warm or transfer to a wire rack to cool down completely.
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Apple Pancakes with Cinnamon-Roasted Fruit

These thick and fluffy pancakes bear more than a passing resemblance to the American versions you see piled high with maple syrup and crispy bacon on top, and they do indeed work beautifully when served like that. Here, I’ve paired them with some roasted, cinnamon-spiced fruit. Wrapping the fruit in baking parchment helps to keep it moist, while tying the parcels with string both looks pretty and keeps the paper securely fastened (though you can now buy a foil and baking parchment blend that works brilliantly for this and many other purposes). Serve these for an indulgent brunch drizzled with maple syrup and some banana ‘yoghurt’. You could also serve them as a pudding with a generous scoop of my Vanilla or Strawberry Ice Cream.
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Serves 4 (makes 6–8 pancakes)

300g gluten-free plain flour (ideally Doves Farm)

1 tsp gluten-free baking powder

45g golden caster sugar

A pinch of sea salt flakes

500ml rice milk

60ml sunflower oil, plus extra for frying (optional)

100g apple purée (see the Glossary)

Maple syrup, for drizzling

For the roasted fruit

700g fresh soft fruit of your choice (such as plums, peaches, nectarines, apricots, bananas, hulled strawberries)

½ tsp ground cinnamon

2 tbsp soft light brown sugar

Preheat the oven to 200°C (400°F), gas mark 6.

First, prepare the fruit, removing any stones and chopping the flesh into bite-sized pieces. Place in the middle of one large piece of baking parchment, sprinkle over the cinnamon and sugar and fold the parchment up to enclose the fruit in a neat parcel. Secure the parcel with string (unless using a parchment and foil blend – see above), then place on a baking tray and bake in the oven for 15–20 minutes.

Meanwhile, sift the flour and baking powder into a large mixing bowl and add the sugar and salt. In a separate bowl, whisk together the rice milk, sunflower oil and apple purée. Pour the liquid ingredients over the flour mixture and whisk until smooth.

Place a medium-sized non-stick frying pan over a medium heat. (You will need a good non-stick pan for this recipe; if you think it may stick in any way, then lightly oil the frying pan before adding the pancake mix.) Spoon a ladleful (around 100ml) of the pancake batter into the hot pan. Cook for 1–2 minutes or until you start to see bubbles rise to the surface and the batter begins to dry and curl at the edges. Carefully flip the pancake over and cook until lightly golden – a further 1–2 minutes.

Continue until you have made all of the pancakes – you can keep them warm in the oven wrapped in foil. Serve with the roasted fruit and a drizzle of maple syrup.

Potato Farls

Fluffy, crisp and yet satisfyingly hearty, potato farls make an excellent breakfast dish. I like to serve them with a pile of smoked salmon, some ripe avocado (thinly sliced) and a generous squeeze of lemon juice; it makes a
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