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Introduction






I grew up in a small parish called Derrynoose in County Armagh, Northern Ireland. Derrynoose is a small place with a church, pub, shop and school at the heart of it. It also has its Gaelic football pitch and club, which I was part of while growing up. I wasn't what you would call 'very good' at football, but I did give it a good rattle, playing in goal for a number of years – growing up with three older brothers would accustom you to that role. Throughout my childhood I also dabbled in a little bit of cooking, like most children, helping out my mother with baking apple tarts and the like, but there was nothing to indicate I was 'passionate' about food from an early age. Not surprisingly, I spent most of my time in the kitchen getting in the way, and caused more flour to fall on the floor than into the mixing bowl.


I come from a large family; I am the youngest of nine, with three brothers and five sisters. So my parents made dinners with the intention of stretching their ingredients to the maximum and feeding the troops, rather than tantalising the taste buds. Now please don't get me wrong, I am by no means complaining about the lack of top-notch cooking in the house because I was a fussy wee fella when it came to food. I didn't like vegetables apart from potatoes and I didn't eat lamb or beef. No, my main diet consisted of the trusty spud with lashings of ketchup or beans with either chicken or a pork chop. Can you imagine, after eight agreeable kids, getting landed with a fussy bugger that doesn't eat his veg?!


As I grew up, eating was just one of those things that needed to be done, along with breathing, sleeping, going to Mass and ... well, I would say doing homework, but anyone who knows me knows that I never partook in that exercise at all! I never did quite see the point of homework, I mean, did I not do enough during the day in class? It turns out that no, no I didn't do enough at school! I did, however, ditch CDT (craft, design and technology) for Home Economics ... there was no contest really.


I went on to become a labourer on a plastering squad and then to being a plasterer and having my own successful business – until the building trade went belly up in 2008. So, for a change of scenery and a new start, I decided to make the move to County Clare, as I have a sister married and living down here and I was used to the area from visiting. One thing I was not expecting was to fall madly in love with food, and not just eating it, but growing it, cooking it and everything that goes with it.


When I first moved down to County Clare I was unemployed, trying to start up as a handyman, but I was only getting some small jobs and they were few and far between. I had debts from the loss of my plastering business and it seemed the more I was at home without work and an income, the more the bills and letters demanding money came through the post. I very quickly and very easily fell into depression. The letters would come in and they would be slung unopened into a bottom drawer; the phone calls would be ignored or hung up on. Soon I had no interest in going to do some of the small jobs that did come up. It was a horrible time: worry, stress, mood swings and being generally pissed off with the world. For about eighteen months I lived this way, all the while putting on a front to everyone who knew me and everyone I met.


I rented a small flat for a while, but all I wanted was a house with a bit of space where I could start a small kitchen garden – something that I knew relatively little about, but I still knew it was something I wanted to do from watching TV shows like River Cottage and Jimmy's Farm. Then the opportunity came up for the house I rent now and I grabbed it with both hands. It has a huge garden and my landlord gave me the go-ahead to make a small kitchen garden, even though he seemed a bit sceptical, probably thinking I would dig a patch then leave it to run wild. But, in growing my own vegetables in the garden, I found a purpose again: this was something to get out of bed for and it gave me a whole new lease of life. In the meantime, since I had moved down, my sister Louise, who is a fantastic cook, had been cooking meals for me with flavours of herbs and spices that I had never experienced before. I can tell you, I was smitten. So I gradually started growing herbs and buying spices, along with different oils, sauces, vinegars etc. and experimenting in cooking and baking with the aid of cookbooks from the local library (I must say that libraries are the most fantastic but somehow unused resource around) and advice from my sister.


Cooking became exciting. I couldn't wait to get cooking my next meal and found a hidden passion for cooking for others, waiting to see what they thought of flavour combinations. I started to realise what flavours paired well with each other and how I could introduce herbs and spices into everyday meals to make them more flavoursome. With the fresh produce from my ever-expanding garden and other local fresh produce I just couldn't, and still can't, get enough of experimenting and perfecting recipes in my kitchen. At the start it was probably a terrifying experience coming around for dinner to my house: my guests would be subjected to hearing exactly what every ingredient was and were then force fed as I glared from across the table awaiting any kind of reaction and willing them to 'LIKE IT, GOD DAMN IT' ... but I have toned it down a bit now ... I think!


Over the new year of 2010–11 my eldest sister, Michele, was down visiting and while I was cooking away she suggested I should write down my recipes and maybe even put them online. Throughout January I played with the idea in my head and wondered about creating a website. In February and early March I started typing out all the recipes that I had cooked, with slow, painful, one-fingered typing skills, and I realised I had over eighty recipes. The cost of starting a website was way over my budget, but then I learned about blogging for free. I had always thought 'bloggers' were nerds – it turns out I was right, we are! This was all completely new to me. I bought a relatively good camera and started taking pictures of the dishes I had perfected for myself.


So on 16 March 2011 I set up my blog – www.thesustainablelarder.blogspot.com – and called it 'Calso Cooks from the Sustainable Larder' – Calso being a nickname I had whilst playing football for the mighty 'Noose. Apart from the recipes, I created pages for tips on cooking, herbs and spices, along with a few pages on how to 'grow your own', which I am also very passionate about. It wasn't long before I started building an audience and through the powers of social media I was able to get regular updates out there and share my kind of cooking style with (literally) the world. Since then I have continued growing my own in an ever-expanding vegetable plot, cooking, baking and experimenting in the kitchen and sharing this online on a regular basis. Some of the recipes in the book are from my blog but many of them are new.


The idea for this book came about because not everyone has Internet access and, even if they do, a book is a lot handier to have beside you in the kitchen when following a recipe. And, let's face it, there is nothing like having a cookbook to hand. In addition to this, about two years ago I had a crazy idea: a dream to one day have my own cookbook for sale in shops throughout Ireland, to become a published author. Ninety per cent of me thought that it was just a crazy idea and that 'I wouldn't be good enough to do something like that.' However, I'm happy to say that the other ten per cent drove me on to keep plugging away at the blog and to create an opportunity where one day I might be able to see my cookbook on other people's bookshelves. That other ten per cent said, 'Why not me? I am good enough.' And now, here we are.


If we do not follow our dreams then they are not dreams, only thoughts.















A Healthy, Balanced Diet






The word diet pisses me off! This is probably because I have tried my fair share – I have always struggled to keep weight off and trying different diets meant that I might lose some weight here and there, but it was always with negative consequences. Cut out the carbs and I was tired, grumpy and felt like shit. Then I went onto the system where you count up your food 'points' – that was good for a while, but then I wanted to live normally again without counting points and the weight went back on within weeks. Then there was the 'I couldn't give a damn' diet! It consisted of drinking wine most nights and gorging on comfort food. That went well until I grew out of all my clothes – something I hadn't done since I was sixteen, except this time I wasn't growing up, I was growing out!


So at that stage I realised I had to do something: the only diet that had ever made sense to me, a diet that has been around for thousands of years, was the Healthy, Balanced Diet. The last time I checked, the word 'diet' in the dictionary is defined as this – 'the food and drink that a person or animal regularly consumes'. Nothing about Atkins, nothing about counting points, nothing about cutting out a main food group. So that is why I am now living my life according to a healthy, balanced diet.


At the end of the day, what we eat and drink determines our state of being. Food and nutrition are crucial to health, not only for the body, but also for the mind and the emotions. Many ailments, sicknesses and diseases can be caused by an unbalanced diet – junk food, takeaways, preservatives, additives, too much salt, sugar and animal fat, too much alcohol and, of course, tobacco – which I know doesn't come into food consumption, but it does suppress hunger and does get in the way of a healthy, balanced diet. Now I'm not preaching off the top of my head: all of the above, with the exception of smoking, used to be a part of my life – I literally am speaking from experience.


Changing my eating habits was the best decision I have ever made – no downside, no repercussions, no negatives. It has led to a healthier body, weight loss (in a healthy way), a healthier mind and a much happier Paul. The way I see it is this: if you have a car – and most of us do – well, that car won't function properly if you don't put the right stuff into it. How far would your car go without the right fuel (carbohydrates), the right oil (protein), the right brake/clutch fluid and power steering oil (fats) and the right coolant (water)? Now I'm certainly no mechanic, but I do know that without the correct type and the correct amounts of all of these you will not have a fully functioning car. The only difference is that a car needs to be serviced once or twice a year – our bodies need to be serviced on a daily basis – a few times a day in fact.


The modern diet has us eating things that are convenient, (unnaturally) colourful and perfectly shaped. Why? Because that's the way society says and thinks it should be. Society needs a good kick up the arse! Walk into a supermarket and take a look at the vegetables on sale: they are all evenly sized, evenly shaped, evenly coloured – now go to a farmers' market or grow your own to know that this is not the way they should be. We are being fed bullshit ... figuratively of course!


So what if a carrot is bent and has a side shoot? So what if peas are not all the same size? So what if some courgettes are plumper at the bottom than the top? It is nature and nature is natural. They all taste great: trust me – I plant, grow, harvest and eat them. Also the 'fresh food' that most supermarkets sell is often sterilised, as it is imported when it's out of season here. They sterilise the food in order to make it 'safe' and to prolong its shelf-life whilst in the store. This sterilisation kills the bad bacteria that would make the food go bad, but it also kills the good bacteria that are vital for a healthy digestive system, so that food is quite simply lifeless and of much less benefit to you. What I would suggest is, if you cannot grow your own fresh food, then buy at farmers' markets or as local as possible where you can.


A healthy, balanced diet has been around for thousands of years – it is not a new fad. The mainstay of a healthy diet should be carbohydrates and fibre. Foods like potatoes, lentils, wholewheat pasta, wholegrain bread, brown rice and cereals provide this. To these, protein-based foods like meat, fish, eggs or beans should be added in smaller amounts. It is not necessary to have meat or fish with every meal – not even every day. The other ingredients to be added for a healthy diet are essential fatty acids from nuts, seeds, oils and oily fish. And this, along with vitamins, minerals and phytochemicals found naturally in fruit and vegetables, is the basic template for healthy eating.


History tells us that this healthy template has been used worldwide in all cultures. Civilisations throughout history relied on this combination: in America they used corn and beans as their staple diet; in Asia it was/is rice and soy; in Africa wheat, millet, chickpeas or beans; in Europe wheat, rye, barley, oats, beans and pulses like lentils. They were traditionally used with a variety of fruit and vegetables (mostly raw), along with fish and meat when available. Then fermented foods like yogurt, curd, pickled vegetables, beer, cider and wine, all of which have beneficial properties for the intestine, were added through the ages. The diet is rich in friendly bacteria, fibre and nutrients, and helps balance and maintain a healthy intestine; it is a diet which is ideally suited to the human body.


For me, maintaining a healthy lifestyle is or should be common sense, of which having a healthy diet and watching what you eat is only a part. You can be getting the percentages right – carbs versus protein versus fats – and you can be eating very fresh produce too, but if you don't watch portion sizes and don't get up off your backside and do some exercise, then you will find that a healthy, balanced diet may not make you look and feel as good as it should. There is no point in me going into depth on portion sizes as everyone's size, metabolism rate and daily exercise routine is different ... it wouldn't be very accurate. Common sense goes a long way, but if you are really stuck then a dietician would be happy to create a plan for portion sizes taking everything into account.


5 key steps to a healthier diet:


• Cut down on convenience food and takeaways.


• Try replacing meat with oily fish more often.


• Reduce your intake of sugar, salt, coffee, fizzy drinks and alcohol.


• Make your diet as varied as possible.


• Use fresh ingredients as often as possible.






I fully understand that all this is not possible for everyone, but if we try and make even small changes to our eating habits, we will all benefit from it. Use the 'bads' in moderation and the 'goods' as much as possible.












Good Fats v. Bad Fats






When it comes to losing weight, people automatically think that they must cut out all fats. This is simply not true: there are four types of fats, two of which are good and two that are bad. Your body needs the good fats in the same way it needs carbs and proteins – that's why most people will talk about a 'balanced diet'.


A balanced diet consists roughly of 55% carbohydrates, 15% protein and 30% fats. The carbs give us the energy we need for day-to-day tasks, the protein gives us the recovery we need in our muscles (every movement you make uses some muscles, so this is not just for those who work out) and the fats are another source of energy and are needed to extract nutrients from the foods we eat.


It is a myth that all fats are equal and equally bad. The fact is that Saturated Fats and Trans Fats are bad for you: they raise cholesterol and increase the risk of heart disease. Monounsaturated Fats and Polyunsaturated Fats do the opposite: they lower cholesterol and decrease the risk of heart disease. DO NOT cut out fats altogether – the key to a healthy diet is to swap more bad fats for good.


[image: ]



Good Fats


Monounsaturated fats: certain nuts (almonds, peanuts, cashews, hazelnuts, peanut butter), olive oil, peanut oil, sesame oil, avocados, olives.


Polyunsaturated fats: oily fish (tuna, salmon, trout, sardines, mackerel), seeds (sunflower, sunflower oil, pumpkin, flaxseed), soymilk and tofu.
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Bad Fats


Saturated Fats: high fat cuts of beef, pork, lamb; chicken skin; whole-fat milk and yogurt; butter; cheese; ice cream.


Trans Fats: commercially baked cookies, doughnuts and pastries (there are far more ingredients and preservatives in commercially baked goods than those you make at home); packaged snack food like microwave popcorn, crisps, biscuits, crackers and chocolate bars; fried foods: chips, chicken, chicken nuggets etc.


So we can make the change by replacing the bad fats with the good, limit our fast-food intake, avoid commercially baked goods and limit our saturated fats.


Other ideas are to bake or grill instead of frying or deep-frying, trim excess fat off meat, remove the skin from chicken, choose low-fat milk and cheese.


Now while my recipes do include some of these 'bad fats' they are quite limited. Besides, one small 'bad' ingredient in a meal won't make the meal unhealthy, in the same way that a piece of lettuce and a slice of tomato won't make a Big-Mac meal healthy ... now you know that makes sense!












Herbs and Spices






Both herbs and spices are quite inexpensive and really are worth using in everyday cooking for both flavour and health purposes.


Growing your own herbs couldn't be easier: they can be grown in a small bed, in patio tubs or window boxes, inside or outside. One packet of seeds that cost about €2 will keep you in herbs for a full year – or up to five years for some herbs like thyme, sage and rosemary. Alternatively, they are easy to buy in garden centres and in most supermarkets as plants, fresh cuts or dried herbs.


You can pick up a small jar of spice (normally about 40–50g) for around €1.50 and this will last you 1–2 months, if not longer. I use spices in almost everything I cook and I have never found myself going to the supermarket to look for more than one jar at a time.


I have always believed nature has a remedy for everything, but on doing my research on the health benefits of various foods, I was blown away with just how beneficial herbs and spices are to your body. They are packed full of antioxidants and all the vitamins you need to make your body a fortress against disease, bacteria and bugs. So, not only do herbs and spices make cooking and eating a more fun and tasty experience, they kick ass too!


ESSENTIAL KITCHEN HERBS


Basil


Add chopped stalks to cooking and add the leaves at the last minute of cooking. It is great in salads and as a garnish. Basil flavours Mediterranean vegetables really well. It pairs well with cheese, courgettes, eggs, garlic, lemons, olives, peas, pine nuts, pizza, potatoes, raspberries, rice, sweetcorn and tomatoes.


Basil has anti-inflammatory properties, it is packed full of antioxidants and aids your defences against asthma and arthritis.


Bay Leaf


Add to soups, stews and sauces. Also use for marinades, pickles and roasting dishes. Always remove before serving. It pairs well with citrus flavours, fish, game, lentils, meat, onions, poultry, root vegetables and tomatoes.


Bay can balance blood sugar levels and it retards weight gain. It can also reduce high blood pressure.


Chervil


Best used as a garnish due to its mild flavour: sprinkle over soups and salads. It can also be put in omelettes at the last minute. It pairs well with asparagus, beans, beetroot, carrots, cream cheese, eggs, fennel, peas, potatoes, poultry, tomatoes, mushrooms and seafood.
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