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When I gave some thought to when and how I learned to cook and bake, I realised firstly that as a child I so looked forward to mealtimes. Children, of course, are always hungry, so if I was told to be in at a certain time for lunch or tea, I was never late.

This wasn’t because my mother was a great cook – quite the opposite: her favourite kitchen staple fast food, and the one plate that we had most of the time she called ‘smoadies’, which was a frying pan filled with thinly sliced potatoes and onions, water, pepper and gravy salt. Once the potatoes were cooked (though many times, they weren’t) she would crumble over one slice of corned beef that had been wrapped in a piece of greaseproof paper (which she or I had hastily nipped out to buy from the corner shop where sliced corned beef was sold loose rather than in tins). That was it! I was brought up on these ‘smoadies’ and, I hasten to add, I have never felt the want or need to recreate them myself since!

My grandmother, by comparison, was an astounding cook. She always had something going on – a pillow of bread dough proving by the coal fire in a huge earthenware bowl or, even better, a just-baked loaf coming out of the oven and filling the house with the fresh bread aroma that surely is one of the best smells on Earth. There would also be a pie, a casserole... yet rarely were there sweet treats, apart from jam tarts – she didn’t make cakes or desserts unless it was Christmastime. Her kitchen was always a hive of activity and I loved to spend time there – chopping, prepping, setting the table, rolling out pastry, pickling and jamming, greasing tins and, as I realise now, learning on the job.

Children soak up information without realising it, and back when I was growing up in the 1950s and 1960s, cooking and baking information probably had been passed down from generation to generation. My grandmother had lived through two World Wars and her common-sense approach when it came to energy usage and food waste reminds me even now that we cannot take anything for granted.

THE GREEN KITCHEN

The plight of our planet, the cost and uncertainty when it comes to precious energy and our food supplies, coupled with an unacceptable and unnecessary amount of food waste are all issues that I constantly grapple with.

Within the pages of this book I use a wide variety of foods which includes meat, fish and dairy. While I acknowledge that the overconsumption of these things is problematic in terms of looking after the planet, my true belief is that rather than take them out of our diet altogether, a balance is more important.

I think I would describe my own diet as ‘flexitarian’ – I eat lots of fruit and vegetables, have reduced my meat and refined sugar intake dramatically over the years and enjoy vegan and gluten-free foods. My aim for this book is to encourage you to cook simply, confidently and easily in a ‘green’ way: from scratch and therefore knowing the origin and authenticity of every ingredient.

We now have additional worries with the increasing consumption of ultra-processed foods, often referred to as convenience or pre-prepared foods. A few examples of ultra-processed foods are breakfast cereals, mass-produced bread, savoury snacks (crisps, sausage rolls, pies and pasties), bacon, sausages, ham, microwave meals and ready meals as well as store-bought cakes and biscuits.

This is a relatively modern phenomenon; when I was a child everyone made their own bread or bought it from a local independent bakery, and it was only with the introduction of the Chorleywood bread process, in 1961, that the first yeast-based, factory-produced white sliced bread hit the market. This process was considered revolutionary because, unlike home-baked bread, this new bread would stay fresher for longer. The hidden secret to this loaf was that it could be made from lower-protein wheat and also had added sugars, flavourings and colourings. These increased its shelf life but also made it less healthy – and nowadays it, too, is categorised as an ultra-processed food.

We are now being advised by health experts that these ultra-processed foods are bad for us, often containing high levels of saturated fat, salt and sugar, and when we eat too much of them, we leave less room in our diets for more nutritious food. Overconsumption of ultra-processed foods is contributing to a steep rise in obesity, heart disease, cancer and type 2 diabetes. I would add constipation to that, too – convenience foods play havoc with my digestive system!

Having said that, I’m not so rigid that ultra-processed foods are crossed out of my diet altogether. The warning is that overconsumption is the problem. I do love the occasional bacon sandwich, by the way, and I’ll not be crossing that off my list. However, I would add that I’d not buy tinned or packet soup when home-made is quick, easy, cheap and healthier. For me, it’s about balance and being sensible.

With this in mind, my aim in this book is to show you how cooking from scratch doesn’t have to take up too much time, and that the ingredients that we know are not so healthy (e.g. sugar and salt) can be controlled, so we can understand exactly what type of fuel is entering our bodies every day. Eating this way will keep us not only healthier but also make us more skilled, as we learn that making meals from scratch saves money, saves our planet and helps reduce food waste.

THE EASY KITCHEN

My aim is to avoid being too fancy. There is nothing more off-putting to me than picking up a recipe book to find that the list of ingredients is long – requiring me to add a pinch of this or a teaspoon of that (which I don’t have) – so that I am exhausted by reading even before I start cooking.

In this book you will find a large number of ‘foundation’ recipes along with additional information to help you explore and develop your preferences and cooking skills. As you do this, you’ll naturally find that you become less reliant on ready-prepared and processed foods.

These ‘ready’ or frozen meals are conveniently packed (and you know how I hate excess packaging), often with their own cooking tray, and can be popped straight into the oven or microwave, with all of the instructions printed on the pack. So easy! No wonder they are popular (though they can also be expensive for what they are), as they hit the spot when time is tight and hunger bites.

Sadly, I only have to read the excessive list of ingredients, preservatives, fats and sugars, along with the very long shelf life of the product, to know there is nothing fresh and wholesome about packaged foods. However, I do understand the pressure to get something on the table quickly when you get home and you or the kids are hungry, and these ready meals are so quick and convenient.

So, is it possible to cook from scratch simply and swiftly? Having to start a meal from scratch can be daunting, especially if you’ve not got a lot of cooking experience. With so many recipes out there, and so many ingredients, where do you start, and where do you begin with herbs and spices, too?

I want you to understand the main cooking and baking rules and give you the tools and confidence to rely on your own judgement when it comes to making simple ingredient switches or flipping between appliances. My aim, too, is that as a home cook you no longer feel frustrated when eyeing up a recipe to find that you are missing an ingredient or wondering whether it will freeze or can be cooked from frozen. I have tried to suggest ingredient ‘switches’ within each recipe and offer slow-cooker, gluten-free, vegan, vegetarian and microwave options where appropriate.

More than anything, I want you to understand that there is no need to be overwhelmed or confused when it comes to meal prep, but instead feel confident in your own kitchen – so much so that you will then go on to maybe develop and expand your own everyday recipes, making your own simple switches using the ingredients you already have or that are your favourites.

I have decided to break the book down into simple chapters – as is the case with most cookery books. So less of the chat... let’s get going!




MY TOP KITCHEN TIPS

OVEN SHELVES

No scrubbing, scouring or breathing in harmful chemical fumes are necessary when it comes to cleaning your oven shelves. Mother Nature has the answers – simply throw them onto the lawn and leave 12–24 hours. A wipe over with a cloth and your oven shelves are clean of all of those burnt-on food splashes and spills. If you don’t have a green space then an overnight soak in a solution of 4 tbsp washing soda and enough boiling water to cover will dissolve grease and grime from even the worst burnt casseroles, pans and oven shelves.

SEASON TO TASTE

What does that mean? How do you know whether your dish is seasoned to be the best it can be? After cooking your soup, stew, gravy or casserole, if you are unsure as to whether more salt or pepper should be added, ladle out a small amount into a bowl, add more seasoning, stir then taste. Does it taste better than the large amount in the saucepan? If so, add more seasoning to the whole dish. If it now tastes too salty or spicy then you know your original dish is just right.

If you do over-salt your dish, stir through a tablespoon of fruit jam – it will knock back the saltiness.

LEMONS

Keep your lemons fresh for weeks! Wash them and place them in a large jar, cover with cold water, seal and keep in the fridge. Refresh your water once a week. If your lemon feels fairly soft, rest assured that once dried it will firm up and be suitable for zesting or grating.

Don’t forget, before composting your used lemons you can pop them into the kettle with water, boil and leave overnight to dissolve limescale. Discard the lemons and water the next day. Alternatively, you can infuse your cleaning vinegar by popping used lemons into a jar, top up with white vinegar and leave for 2–3 days to achieve a citrus smell and lemon colour to your home-made cleaning recipes.




HOW I CLEAN MY MULTI-COOKER

So many of us now are turning to multi-cookers for both convenience and energy saving. No splattered hob, limited fat is used, the cooking is fast and there are no worries about overheating.

I have a multi-cooker in which air-frying is just one of the options. I have included a number of recipes in this book that will make excellent use of the air fryer and multi-cooker so it only seems appropriate that I add a tip on how to clean it.

First of all – as with any cleaning job – the longer it is left the more difficult it becomes, so maybe spare a thought to the multi-cooker from time to time just as you would other appliances around the home.

You will need:

4 tbsp washing soda crystals

Cream cleaner (100g bicarbonate of soda, 30ml vegetable glycerine and 10ml eco-friendly washing-up liquid)

Luffa sponge

Rubber gloves

Cleaning cloths

Spoon

Place the air fryer basket in the bowl of the multi-cooker, then add the washing soda crystals and 1.5 litres of just-boiled water. Immediately close the lid. Set the machine to its dehydrate setting (or slow cooking) – I adjusted the setting to 90°C, which is hot enough to keep the solution inside hot but not boiling. Leave for 2 hours then turn off the power and remove the plug from the mains.

The hot, steamy environment will have helped to soften the baked-on fat inside the fryer. Remove the basket from the air fryer and see the greasy water left behind. Pour this away then wash the basket and main bowl with hot soapy water. Last time I did this my basket still had fat-splash residue, so I coated the basket with cream cleaner and left it to soak in whilst I moved on to the lid of the air fryer. Using cream cleaner and a luffa sponge I was able to easily remove the softened fat from the grill piece which covers the electric element. No scourers or metal tools should be used because these will damage the non-stick coatings.

Once the grease is cleaned off, wipe with a clean cloth to remove any burnt-on debris. I use the handle of a spoon with a warm damp cloth dipped in cream cleaner to wipe around the rim of the lid to gather up other burnt-on particles.

Once the lid is clean, return to the basket insert and use the luffa sponge to wipe away the rest of the debris.




WASTE NOT,
WANT NOT

I cannot throw away food, I never want to waste a morsel, and then I read about the amount of food discarded by supermarkets, shops and households. Not only does this waste our own money, it increases food prices, as supermarkets up their prices to compensate for the cost to dump it. Not to mention all of that work done by farmers and factories to produce the food in the first place, and the effect on the environment as more and more is dumped into landfill sites.

I wonder why so often we buy more than is needed in the first place? I try now to resist those ‘just in case anybody comes!’-type purchases and buy instead what I need rather than what I want. I realise this is easier said than done – there are now only two of us in the house. I remember when I had a house full of hungry teenagers – the fridge and cupboards never seemed to be full. Well, full of what they said they wanted to eat!

I carefully consider leftovers before deciding to throw them away or think of them as being of no use.

[image: Nancy holds a tray of roasted tomatoes stuffed with filling.]



GOLDEN BREADCRUMBS

MAKES 1 450G (1LB) JAR

There are numerous recipes for using up leftover or stale bread, and blitzing the bread into fresh breadcrumbs then popping them into the freezer to use from frozen is a great tip. The problem with this, I have found, is that I forget they are there. Freezing is great but labelling and dating is more important, as is remembering what you have.

I used to buy ready-to-use golden breadcrumbs that were shelf-stable and much more versatile and convenient when it came to breadcrumbing home-made foods, such as Fish Fingers (here), Chicken Kyiv (here), Curried Ham Croquettes (here) and Fishcakes (here). My home-blitzed frozen breadcrumbs didn’t quite hit the spot, being too wet and not quite fine enough – and lacking colour and flavour. So I decided to spend extra time to make my own shelf-stable golden breadcrumbs. Easy, cheap and always to hand.

Once thoroughly dried, a jar of golden breadcrumbs will keep for up to 6 months. No artificial colours, flavours or preservatives.

250g stale bread

¼ tsp ground turmeric

½ tsp paprika (see Tip)

You will need:

Digital weighing scales

Bread knife

Chopping board

Food processor with blade attached

Lipped baking tray or roasting tray

Sheet of reusable baking parchment

Storage jar

Cut the bread into cubes then pop into the bowl of a food processor and blitz to a fine crumb. Add the turmeric and paprika and blitz again for a few seconds to mix.

Transfer to the lipped baking tray lined with a sheet of reusable baking parchment.

Preheat the oven to 100°C/80°C fan/210°F/gas ¼. Bake for 2–3 hours, or until the crumbs feel hard and no longer stick to the hands. It is important that the breadcrumbs are thoroughly dried and free flowing – any residual moisture and they will go mouldy in the jar.

Allow to cool on the tray then use the baking parchment as an aid to transfer back into the food processor. Blitz again for a few minutes until the golden crumbs become very fine, or leave them coarse for a panko-style crispy breadcrumb.

Transfer to a jar and keep on the shelf for up to 6 months.

TIP

I made my own jar of delicious ‘home-grown’ paprika using dried and then blitzed-up red pepper skins!

[image: A tray with roasted breadcrumbs spread on it. A jar of breadcrumbs is on the tray.]
POTTED MEATS

SERVES 4

When you have had a roast at the weekend – what to do with leftover meat? I give my cooked meats a shelf life of five days from the day of cooking, so if meat was cooked on Sunday it will be fit to eat until Thursday, if kept chilled.

Potting your leftover meat extends its shelf life from five days to two weeks and the technique has been used for centuries. When I was a child many butchers sold potted meats – obviously their way of avoiding waste. This recipe dates back to 1860 but it is now twenty-first-century ‘super fast’ and easy thanks to electric food processors rather than the pestle and mortar used back in the day. I adored this as a child (and still do) – great on toast, to take on picnics and fantastic on fresh crusty bread.

Full of flavour, it makes excellent use of leftover roasted meat. Use any cold meat, though it must be lean – I used beef, though this recipe is perfect with ham, turkey, chicken, game, etc. Adjust the recipe to suit the leftover chilled cooked meat that you have.

170g cooked lean roast beef (or other cooked meat)

140g room-temperature butter, cut into small cubes

½ tsp ground mace

½ tsp freshly grated nutmeg (about ¼ nutmeg)

¼ tsp cayenne pepper

You will need:

Chopping board and sharp knife

Food processor with small bowl and blade attached

Small pots or ramekins (I used 4 × 80ml pots)

Teaspoon

Small saucepan

Small jug

Start by cutting the beef (or cooked meat) into small 1cm (½ inch) dice, remove any fat or sinew and place in the small bowl of a food processor with the blade attached. Blitz until the meat has formed a crumb then, with the motor running, add 35g of the butter, a little at a time, then add the spices and continue with 35g more of the butter. After just a few minutes the meat will form a smooth, solid ball. Taste and add more spice if required, though I think it is just right.

Transfer to the pots, allowing 1cm (½ inch) of headroom. Push well down and smooth the surface. I find the back of a teaspoon is the easiest way to do this. To preserve the potted meat it is necessary to cover each pot in a thin layer of clarified butter. In a small saucepan over a low heat melt the remaining 70g butter. Once it is liquid, pour it into a small jug, leaving behind the solids at the bottom of the pan.

Once this clarified butter has cooled to room temperature but is still liquid, pour it over the potted meat, then allow to set and refrigerate until required.

Potted meat will be good to eat for at least two weeks – the layer of butter protects the food from contamination.

[image: Three ramekins stuffed with meat and covered in a layer of butter, bread slices, a bowl of pickles and a bowl of fresh greens.]
[image: A plate of fishcakes served with rocket leaves and a slice of lemon.]
FISHCAKES

MAKES 6–8

Leftover mash is a gift and I regularly make more mashed potato than I need, knowing I can put together another meal within the next day or two to use up the excess. The following quick and easy recipe is regularly on the menu – coated in the home-made Golden Breadcrumbs (here) and sprayed with our home-blended Spray Oil (here).

These no-fuss fishcakes can be sprayed with oil then grilled, oven-baked, air-fried or shallow-fried and served up as a quick lunch or a main meal. I like to serve them alongside a warm Minted Pea Puree (here) and maybe a small salad.

You can use fresh or cooked fish here – tinned fish is also very good, as it has high levels of valuable omega-3 fatty acids which are important for overall health and wellbeing, and rich in protein and low in fat to make a healthy meal option that is not expensive. I’ve added some grated lemon zest, but if you don’t have a lemon, don’t worry – I forgot to add it one time and the fishcakes were still delicious. This recipe is much better than supermarket equivalents. I often freeze a batch of fishcakes to be either fried, oven-cooked or air-fried quickly when I am stuck for a meal idea.

300g cooked cold mashed potato

200g cooked skinless salmon fillet, smoked mackerel, or 200g tin of salmon, tuna or sardines in oil or brine, drained

1 tbsp capers (optional)

2 tbsp chopped fresh parsley or tarragon, or use 1 tbsp dried mixed herbs

Finely grated zest of 1 lemon

2 spring onions, finely chopped

2 tbsp plain flour

1 large egg, beaten

2–3 tbsp Golden Breadcrumbs (here)

2–3 tbsp vegetable oil or sunflower oil, or Spray Oil (here), for frying

Salt and pepper, to taste

You will need:

Zester

Digital weighing scales

Mixing bowl

Fork

Ice-cream scoop (optional)

3 bowls – 1 for flour, 1 for egg, 1 for breadcrumbs

Plate

Frying pan, air fryer or baking sheet

To save on washing up I tend to mix all the ingredients together in the pan or bowl that contains the leftover mash. Add the fish to the mash, plenty of seasoning, the capers, if using, herbs, lemon zest and finely chopped spring onions. Mix together well using a fork.

Divide the mixture into 6 or 8 even-sized pieces either by moulding using your hands or less messy is a handy ice cream scoop. Roll the balls in the flour and use your hands to flatten to about 2.5cm (1 inch) thick.

Pop the cakes onto a plate and into the freezer for 15–20 minutes to firm up. Meanwhile, add the beaten egg to one bowl, then add the fine breadcrumbs to the other.

Once the cakes have firmed up in the freezer and can be handled easily, dip them one by one first into the beaten egg, coating the top and bottom and sides, then roll in the dry breadcrumbs. Transfer them back to the plate. I use just one hand – then if I need more breadcrumbs I can top them up without having to abandon the job and wash my hands.

Once each cake is coated, pop the plate into the fridge until ready to cook, or freeze to use later.

To cook, heat the oil in a large frying pan until hot but not smoking then fry three cakes at a time for 5 minutes on each side until golden and crisp. Turn each one only once – don’t be tempted to keep flipping them over because they can easily break. Drain on kitchen paper and keep warm while you cook the rest. Serve with salad or the minted pea puree below.

Alternatively, cook in the air fryer – give each fishcake a light spray of oil, then air-fry for 15 minutes until hot and golden brown, or cook for 20 minutes from frozen.

To oven-bake, spray each fishcake with oil then transfer to a preheated baking sheet and cook for 25 minutes (30 minutes from frozen) in an oven set to 180°C/160°C fan/350°F/gas 4, turning once.

MINTED PEA PUREE

SERVES 4

This works very well with the Fishcakes (here and above) and I serve it warm.

200g frozen peas

15g Mint Sauce (here) or use ready-made

50ml water

Pinch of salt

20g butter

You will need:

Digital weighing scales

Microwave-proof bowl, or small saucepan

Hand-held electric blender

Place all of the ingredients into a bowl and microwave on High for 2–3 minutes, or until the peas are hot and cooked through. Alternatively, cook on the hob in a small saucepan over a low heat until the peas are soft and the butter melted.

Blitz with the hand-held electric blender until a rough, thick pouring consistency is achieved and serve along with the fishcakes.

TURKEY POT PIES

MAKES 6

I decided to include this recipe because these pies have become a real hit and no more do I groan at the thought of leftover turkey. Roast turkey is my traditional Christmas roast and cold turkey served up on Boxing Day with pickles and chips is a tradition in our house too. I make a stock with the carcass (using the same method as the chicken stock here), yet there is still leftover meat and, to be brutally honest, I can’t face it any more.

There are many recipes trying to persuade us to use up our leftover turkey this way or that – turkey curry, turkey stew, turkey soup – and having tried them all I am underwhelmed. My favourite newest addition, however, is my Turkey Pot Pie – prepped after Christmas, frozen unbaked and then a welcome one-pot individual serving at the end of January and into February when the weather is cold, Christmas is a distant memory and turkey can come back onto the menu.

Easy to make, freeze, then cook from frozen – a comfort meal in a pot!

1 tbsp oil

1 tbsp butter

1 onion, finely chopped

2 celery sticks, finely diced

2 spring onions, finely diced

2 carrots, finely diced

1 tbsp dried mixed herbs

1 tbsp dried tarragon

2 tbsp plain flour

550ml stock (here)

150ml cream (double, single, whipping or crème fraîche)

500g cooked turkey, cut into cubes

130g frozen peas

Salt and pepper, to taste

For the pastry

450g plain flour, plus extra for dusting

Pinch of salt

115g chilled lard, cut into cubes

115g chilled butter, cut into cubes

1 large egg, beaten

You will need:

Digital weighing scales

Food processor with blade attached (or mix pastry by hand)

Measuring spoons

Beeswax wrap or plate and bowl, for resting pastry

Frying pan

Wooden spoon

Large bowl

Rolling pin

6 ovenproof soup bowls, large ramekins or even over-sized mugs or cups

Knife

Pastry brush

Freezer bags

Baking sheet

First, make the pastry. Add the flour, salt and cubed chilled fats to the bowl of a food processor with the blade fitted and blitz for about 10 seconds until the mix resembles breadcrumbs. With the motor running, drizzle in 8 tablespoons of cold water and leave the machine running long enough until the dough forms into a ball.

Take the dough from the bowl, wrap in a beeswax wrap or place on a plate and cover with an upturned bowl, pop into the fridge and leave for 30 minutes to firm up.

In the frying pan, heat the oil and butter then fry the onion for about 10 minutes over a gentle heat until softened and just starting to turn golden. Add the celery, spring onions and carrots to the pan along with the cooked onions. Add all the dried herbs and stir well. Cook for a further 5 minutes then add the flour.

Stir for a minute or so to make sure the veggies get a coating of flour yet the flour doesn’t burn onto the base of the pan. Add salt and pepper then the stock, a little at a time, stirring well between each addition. The mixture will bubble and thicken – at this point take from the heat and stir in the cream. Transfer to a large bowl and leave to go completely cold. Once cold, stir through the cooked cubed turkey and frozen peas.

Take the pastry from the fridge and divide into six pieces. Roll each piece out onto a lightly floured surface to about the thickness of a £1 coin, then use the rim of the ovenproof pie dish you will be using as a guide and the blade of a knife to cut around the pastry.

Divide the cold filling evenly among the six pots then top off with a circle of pastry – easing it onto the filling but not pressing down too firmly. Brush the top of each pie with the beaten egg, make a couple of air holes in the pastry and then freeze. Once completely frozen, pop into freezer bags and freeze for up to 3 months.

When ready to cook, preheat the oven to 200°C/180°C fan/400°F/gas 6 with a baking sheet inside.

Pop the frozen pies onto the sheet and bake for 1 hour, until dark golden, hot and bubbling at the sides. Allow to stand for 10 minutes before serving. A pot pie is a meal in itself, though add potatoes and extra vegetables as a side dish if you fancy!

[image: Four Turkey pot pies are on a chopping board. A fork is next to one of the pots that have a portion of the pastry removed.]
CURRIED HAM CROQUETTES

MAKES 10

Using leftover mash, these went down an absolute storm with quick Fridge-Pickled Cucumbers & Onions (here) and made a very satisfying quick and easy meal. Or serve with a salad. Very little meat is needed for this recipe – the ingredients may seem underwhelming but the taste is amazing. You can air-fry, shallow-fry or oven-bake these for a crispy crumb.

60g cooked ham

1 small shallot or onion

1 tbsp dried mixed herbs or 2 tbsp chopped fresh (rosemary, mint, thyme, parsley)

350g cold mashed potato

1 tbsp cornflour

1 tbsp curry powder

3–4 tbsp Golden Breadcrumbs (here)

Spray Oil (here) or 1–2 tbsp oil

You will need:

Digital weighing scales

Measuring spoons

Food processor with small bowl and blade attached (optional) or chopping board and knife

Mixing bowl

Fork

Air fryer, frying pan or baking sheet

The cooked ham needs to be finely blitzed in a food processor along with the onion and herbs. If making by hand, very finely chop – I have even used a pestle and mortar or end of a rolling pin to mash the chopped ham with the raw onion and herbs.

Once the ham, onion and herbs have formed into a rough paste they can be mixed with the mashed potato, cornflour and curry powder. Mix thoroughly then form into small croquettes about 40–50g each. Form either into balls or cylinders then roll into a small bowl containing the breadcrumbs. I don’t bother with the faff of dipping in beaten egg first – the breadcrumbs adhere to the croquette. Chill on a plate until ready to cook.

Spray with oil then air-fry for 10 minutes or shallow-fry with 1–2 tablespoons of oil for 10–12 minutes, turning during cooking, or oven-bake after a spray of oil for 20–25 minutes.

[image: A baking tray has curried ham croquettes. A jar of pickled cucumbers and onions is next to the tray.]
[image: A baking tray has cottage pie. A spoonful of the pie is scooped out.]
UNIVERSAL COTTAGE PIE

SERVES 4

Cottage pie, made with leftover roast beef or fresh minced beef, and shepherd’s pie, made using leftover roast lamb or fresh minced lamb, are those nostalgic family comfort foods. Back in the day, one of the best cottage pies was served as a school dinner – I loved it. There are many recipes to choose from with each chef adding their own personal twist.

I have also seen many ‘ready meals’ enticing us to the supermarket deals with a photograph showing a delicious-looking cottage pie or shepherd’s pie that can be popped straight into the oven in its single-use tray. Again, I am left wondering what unknown extras have to go into it for such a long shelf life.

Try this – it doesn’t take long to make from scratch, can be adjusted to suit any palate, made ahead and frozen or simply chilled for up to five days. I call it my ‘Universal Cottage Pie’, as it can be adjusted to be gluten-free, dairy-free, vegan or vegetarian, and is very tasty.

Even though I eat meat, I have reduced my meat intake and will bulk out many a dish using lentils. Cooked well, in stock, they are very flavoursome and tender and very good for you. You’ll never know you’re not eating minced beef. The first time I made this recipe I used 200g leftover tinned corned beef that had been kicking around in the fridge for a few days but you can use any leftover finely chopped roasted meat. I realise that corned beef is considered to be an ultra-processed food nowadays, but, just like bacon and ham, I do like it from time to time. I consider myself ‘flexitarian’ – I enjoy most foods, though I am mindful of the pitfalls and will steer towards ‘healthy’.

160g green lentils or Puy lentils

500ml vegetable or chicken stock

4 tbsp oil, butter or lard

2 large onions, finely chopped

200g lean leftover cooked beef or lamb chopped up very small or blitzed briefly in a food processor (meat version)

200g mushrooms (vegan version)

2 celery sticks, finely diced

2–3 carrots, finely diced

2 tbsp dried mixed herbs, or 4 tbsp chopped fresh parsley

1 tsp ground nutmeg

2 tbsp flour, gluten-free flour or cornflour

300ml water

900g floury potatoes (peeled weight), cut into even-sized chunks

Butter or vegan alternative

Milk (dairy or non-dairy)

Cheddar cheese, Parmesan or vegan alternative, grated (optional)

Salt and pepper

You will need:

Digital weighing scales

Measuring jug

Metal sieve

3 × saucepans with lids

Chopping board

Knife

Food processor (optional)

Wooden spoon

Family-sized pie dish, or make 4 individual pies in ovenproof soup bowls (I prefer this – we eat two and freeze two)

Colander

Potato masher

Fork

Grater

Place the lentils into a metal sieve and rinse under the cold tap, then transfer to a saucepan, add the stock and bring to the boil. Cover and simmer for 30 minutes until the lentils are tender and have absorbed most of the stock. Set aside.

In another saucepan, heat the oil, butter or lard and fry the onions over a low heat for 10 minutes. Add your chopped meat to the pan along with the celery and carrots and add in a pinch each of salt and pepper, and the herbs and nutmeg. For the vegan version, leave out the meat and add the mushrooms instead. Give it a good stir, put the lid on and cook for 15–20 minutes on the lowest heat until the carrots are tender.

Add the flour, gluten-free flour or cornflour, stir well and cook for a minute or two, then add the contents of the pan containing the lentils and any stock, stir well and simmer. As the sauce thickens, add more water, little by little, stirring between each addition until the sauce is thick but not so thick that the spoon doesn’t leave a pool of gravy behind. You may or may not need all of the water. Taste and check the seasoning, then take off the heat – transfer to the pie dish or dishes and leave to cool.

Boil the potatoes in water, adding salt if preferred, and once tender, drain and mash until smooth, adding the seasoning plus a little butter and milk to taste.

Cover the cooked filling with the mashed potato, starting at the outside of the dish(es) then working inwards. Smooth with a fork then add a grating of cheese, Parmesan, or vegan alternative (if using).

Chill or freeze then bake in the oven at 200°C/180°C fan/400°F/gas 6 for 25–30 minutes until the potato is golden and the filling is bubbling. Serve with a green vegetable.

COURGETTE CANNELLONI

SERVES 8

For those ‘grow your own food’ readers, I decided to throw in this recipe as a way to tackle the courgette plant that has seemingly taken over the veggie plot overnight. How did you never see this monster before? I swear they grow faster when you’re not at home to keep an eye on them.

Courgettes are an easy crop to grow and will supply endless fruits throughout the summer. I need to tell you this story: I came back from holiday in September to one such courgette. Enormous she was – dark green, not a blemish and bathing in the autumn
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TIP


[image: A casserole with courgette cannelloni.]
ALL-VEGGIE CURRY


























[image: A pot of all-veggie curry garnished with coriander.]
RASPBERRY & ALMOND BREAD & BUTTER PUDDING






























GLUTEN-FREE BREAD & BUTTER PUDDING

































TIP
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TIP


[image: A baking dish has gluten-free bread and butter pudding.]
OFFCUTS PUDDING
























STRAWBERRY-TOP VINEGAR
















STRAWBERRY-TOP VINAIGRETTE
















TOMATOES








BAKED STUFFED TOMATOES





























PASSATA


























TIP




EGG WHITES


COCONUT & PASSION FRUIT ANGEL CAKES









































[image: Four coconut and passion fruit angel cakes are displayed in a display dish. A fifth cake is on a plate.]
MARSHMALLOWS





























TIP


[image: A plate with five cubes of marshmallows and a cup of coffee.]
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