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VANESSA KIMBELL—comes from a long line of female chefs and bakers. Her Italian mother was a senior chef at Keele University and both her English grandmother and Italian great-grandmother were bakers, so it’s not surprising that a fourth generation baker of Italian descent would love food.

When Vanessa was nine years old, her parents bought a house in rural south-west France, just 60 yards away from a busy bakery. The bakery supplied all the bread for miles around and was the heart of the community. She fell in love with everything French – the wine, the cheese, the fresh fruit and vegetables, the farmers, and the local markets, but most of all she fell in love with the bread, and spent every spare moment of her childhood working in the village bakery. It was a time that she connected to farmers and the land, and the relationship between food and family and community that was right at the heart of French living. Aged 18, she qualified as a baker and a chef in the UK, but there were no ‘real’ bakeries. Returning to France, she worked in a restaurant in Paris for a summer and then spent a further year as a baker’s apprentice in the Dordogne. Vanessa worked in hotels and restaurants for a further six years, and completed a degree in Psychology of Human Communication. For a number of years she worked outside the food industry, while avidly baking treats for board meetings, but decided to return to her original love of baking and writing once her youngest daughter started nursery. Unsurprisingly, Vanessa’s specialist subject is sourdough and baking with wild yeast. She is category leader of the sourdough section of The World Bread Awards and a regular contributor to BBC Radio 4’s Food Programme. Day to day she teaches sourdough bread making at The Sourdough School in Northamptonshire.
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HOW TO USE THIS EBOOK

Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken to a list of all the recipes covered in that chapter.

Alternatively, jump to the index to browse recipes by ingredient.

Look out for linked text (which is in blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related recipes.

You can double tap images to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.






FOREWORD—by Sheila Dillon


One bite at a time, says Vanessa. We can change the world one bite at a time. A bit idealistic? Heard it all before? I mean, hey, what can any one person really do? The thing is…we’ve been at the changing business for some time. As I was starting to write this, an email popped up with a special offer just for me: ‘All-you-can-eat-chicken-wings with a beer’ for £15. That’s the way we’re doing it – one bite, one wing at a time. Billions of us, every day. Screwing our own lives, the planet, and our children’s future.

What you’ve just bought/picked up/borrowed/are thinking about buying is an inspiring book about the part you could play in slowing down our race to global misery. And pulling that off without being worthy and irritating is not easy. No one likes being told what to do. I once asked for salt on my bean sprout and avocado sandwich in a new-agey cafe in California. The waitress looked confused, my sister horrified. My first impulse was to head to the nearest bar for a double bourbon and a cigarette – and I don’t even smoke.

Vanessa Kimbell won’t drive you to drink – though the Summer Rum Cocktail sounds good. What she does in this book, through her honesty and curiosity, is take you with her on her own voyage of understanding that the way we grow, shop, cook and eat shapes our world. With recipes. Recipes that make you want to cook. The world is not short of recipes, we’re drowning in them, but these recipes are an addition to anyone’s collection. They’re simple, they fill you with confidence, they make your mouth water and they work. And by the time you’ve made Climate Change Shellfish and Lime Paella, Support Your Local Miller Sourdough Pappardelle or While There’s Still Time Coffee Frappé you’ve had a tasty education in just how food shapes our lives.

A lot of us who care about food get dismissed as ‘foodies’. Though some people wear the label as a badge of honour. It’s not. Caring about good food, where it came from, who produced it, how it’s grown and what that process did to the soil, the insects, the plants, the birds, the mammals, and the people who worked the land is not ‘foodie-ism’ – it’s being aware of the most basic thing about us and this revolving rock we live on. It’s also the most rooted way of understanding power in the world – who has it, who doesn’t, who eats well, who can’t. Issues for grown-ups, not for people who think that being able to buy a farmhouse cheese is the Saturday morning equivalent of buying a Prada handbag.

Vanessa is not a ‘foodie’. She’s an enthusiast, a delighter in life’s most civilised pleasure, and a grown-up who’s retained a child-like wonder at the mysteries and glories of the world. It gives me great pleasure to be able to introduce her and her book to you.
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VANESSA KIMBELL—One encounter, one opportunity “So this is how I came to understand that we can all change the world one bite at a time: that the individual and apparently ephemeral decisions we make about the food we buy and eat can, collectively, have a huge impact not just on our own lives, but on people sometimes hundreds or even thousands of miles away.”






ONE ENCOUNTER, ONE OPPORTUNITY Ichi-go ichi-e

I’d bought some Ndali vanilla from a supermarket near where I live, and with my usual inquisitive nature, wanted to find out a little more about what they were doing. So I wrote to Ndali; and out of this came an invitation to see the 2012 harvest at their plantation in western Uganda. I thought that this might make an interesting feature for a radio programme, so, packing my flip flops and tape recorder, I set out for East Africa.

The first things that struck me when I met Ndali’s owner, Lulu Sturdy, were the intense blue of her eyes and her smile. Lulu is petite but wiry, with a quiet determination she must have needed when, still in her twenties, she inherited this 800-acre estate near the Rwenzori Mountains. She explained how she had started the Ndali fair trade vanilla company; easy words to write now, but at that point, I hadn’t begun to understand what was involved in growing vanilla in Uganda, let alone getting it from there to the UK and on sale in a supermarket. Ndali is like a family to Lulu: she runs the business as their mother. She is nurturing, loving and fair, and she has an instinct, not to do things for people, but to enable them to do the best for themselves. She is strict sometimes and seriously fun at others. Things have not always been straightforward for her, and many of the challenges that she has faced over the past 15 years would have sent most people scurrying back to the safety of the UK. But Lulu is an extraordinary person. I found out just how extraordinary as I went with her, meeting the farmers and finding out more about the production of vanilla.

What I saw was that Lulu had changed lives, not just by encouraging farmers to adopt sustainable methods, but also by creating a structure that meant they were now being paid a fairer price for the crop they cultivated: often two to three times what the free market offered. Formerly, individual farmers were often exploited by middlemen who would pay them the lowest possible price for their vanilla, but as their co-op grew from 50 to 600 and then 1,200 farmers, selling through Ndali at fair trade prices, more of the value could be secured for the local community. It was then that I asked a question that changed my life forever.


“What, I asked one of the growers, did getting a fair price mean to him? The question was almost a throwaway one.”



He paused for a moment, called his two daughters to him, and replied in a quiet and matter-of-fact matter-of-fact way, that a fair price meant that when both his girls were ill he did not have to choose which of them was most likely to survive, because he had enough money to pay for medical treatment for both. I looked down to see two happy smiling children aged perhaps six and ten. They were almost exactly the same age as my own two girls. In that moment my world changed forever. I was completely humbled and the reality of his words left me weak. The price I pay for the vanilla I buy can decide if children on the other side of the world live or die. Nothing has ever been the same since.

I arrived home in turmoil. The people around me were oblivious to the reality that what we choose to buy and eat has consequences. For months I was at a loss about what to do. I felt powerless and angry with the world.

In spring 2013 I was invited to Grenada to meet chocolatier Mott Green. I had first heard of him in 2010, and the man I met was a shrewd 46-year-old New Yorker with a clear vision of what is right, achievable and fair. The combination of Grenada’s perfect growing conditions and Mott’s inexhaustible energy and ability to get things done had resulted in The Grenada Chocolate Company, making some of the most delicious chocolate you could wish for.

Just to explain: the largest producer of cocoa in the world is an ocean away from Grenada: the Ivory Coast. It’s also grown in Ghana, Nigeria and Cameroon, as well as Indonesia and Latin America, mostly on small family farms, and often by some of the poorest people in the world, frequently relying on child labour and sometimes, effectively, slavery. A recent report by the Fairtrade Foundation found that over fifty million people who depend on growing cocoa for their livelihoods, particularly in West Africa, survive on no more than $2 a day, and most cocoa farmers never get a fair price for what they grow. The business model for the majority of the chocolate that we eat means that most of the value from the cocoa trade is attached to the processing of cocoa in the West, and cocoa farmers typically receive just a fraction of the retail price paid by consumers.

Even in Grenada, cocoa farming is still a small and unsophisticated business, as the way cocoa trees grow makes any kind of mechanisation impossible. The difference lies in the business model that Mott Green created, which turned everything on its head. It was more than fair trade: an organic cocoa farmers’, processors’ and chocolate-makers’ cooperative. The beautiful deep burgundy through to banana-yellow pods are grown organically then transported across the river to be fermented; and finally, processed and made into chocolate just a mile from where they were grown. This has made it possible to transfer much of the ‘added value’ back from multinational processors and retailers to the growers.

It’s rare to find people who live by their convictions, and yet Mott managed to draw together others who shared his passion, connecting the chocolate company with a movement called Fair Transport. The Tres Hombres sailing ship under Captain Arjen van der Veen is a beautiful, 32-metre brigantine which uses wind power to carry up to 35 tonnes of cargo over the 6,600km from Grenada to the UK.

The night before the ship left Grenada, with over 50,000 bars from the Grenada Chocolate Company in the hold, it was moored in St Georges Bay, with me on board for a last visit. As one of the crew played a guitar and we sipped rum, I explained my feelings of frustration about how little power we, as consumers, seemed to have over what happens in the world.

When I asked Arjen and Mott how they had realised their dreams of making the world a better place through fair food and fair transport, Arjen pointed out the obvious: ‘This is not how it could be. This is how it is. We are doing it right now. This is my life and it’s real.’

Arjen then challenged me. Why did I feel so helpless? What could I do to change things? And something I really wasn’t expecting: ‘So what are you going to do with your convictions? If you really believe that the world can change, then you just do it. You live it.’ In that moment I felt as though I’d been handed the picture of a puzzle I’d long had the pieces for, but with no idea how to put them together. I didn’t have a vanilla plantation in Uganda, or a chocolate company in Grenada, or even an ocean-going ship, but I could teach people to make sourdough bread and I could write. I’d found out something about who I was, and realised something I could do. I came home from Grenada a different person: trusting more fully in my beliefs, without questioning, without hesitation. With a new purpose. Seeing this view of the world through other peoples’ eyes, I felt that I saw my own place properly. I realised that we can all make a difference.

Thinking back on those feelings: before I started this journey, I felt trapped, in a job I no longer wanted to do, with three young children demanding every ounce of my energy and worrying about the world they were going to grow up in. But I was expecting someone else to come along and save their world. Now I felt that it was down to me to make my own changes. Sitting around waiting for someone else to make a difference is a miserable way to live. In meeting Lulu, Mott and Arjen, I realised that a life with principles is at the heart of true happiness. We all have that opportunity: to put the ideas of an ethical and sustainable lifestyle into practice in so many small ways, and to incorporate these core values into our daily lives in how to eat, grow and buy food that starts to change the world, one meal at a time.


“...a life with principles is at the heart of true is at the heart of true happiness. We all have that opportunity: to put the ideas of an ethical the ideas of an ethical and sustainable lifestyle into practice in so many small ways.”



On 2nd June 2013, only months after I’d met him, Mott Green died. It is with the deepest sadness that I write this. Along with so many of his friends and family, I feel the loss of this utterly extraordinary man, but his words, principles and spirit live on in so many of us. Which brings us back to the Japanese words, Ichi-go ichi-e: one encounter, one opportunity. A lesson that we should cherish every meeting, for the inspiration we may draw from it; because it will never happen in quite the same way again.


BEING SOCIABLE


When you start to think about how to change the way you buy, cook and eat, it is exciting. I, for one, want to share when I find something new, especially if it is food, but trying to be sociable and eat ethically can be a bit tricky. There is a point where discussing rights and wrongs can make people feel judged, and there is a moment when even people you think that you know well can start to feel uncomfortable. My advice when chatting over food is to be prepared to keep the subject light and to talk about how delicious the meal is. I probably avoid talking about the moral values of food, despite the fact that some of the facts surrounding food production are grim, and concern me.

Eating at friends

That said, many people I know love to discuss ethical considerations, and there are lots of positive things that you can do when you are eating at friends. From offering to make one of the courses to buying fair trade wine or local flowers as gifts. I’ve been known to ask if I could take some leftovers after children’s parties to feed to my chickens, or even put an unwanted roast chicken carcass in a bag to take home to make soup with. It’s sometimes hard to ask for leftovers, but usually if you explain that it is part of a plan or a resolution to be more green then people are generally obliging.

Local pubs and restaurants

Local pubs often sell a ‘guest’ or local beer. It’s always worth asking for, because aside from usually tasting good, you may be helping to support a smaller business in your own community. Increasingly, independent pubs and restaurants are using local produce and labelling it as such on the menu. Ingredients are the starting point for any good dish and chefs are in a key position to support their local food producers, but that isn’t always clearly communicated, so don’t be afraid to ask your waiter or waitress what is in season and where something is from.

Entertaining

This is probably my favourite thing. I love that each dish has a story; an anecdote will always make something taste more delicious to me. I can never serve anything with ginger without recalling a moment on a farm in Grenada, when someone casually asked about scorpions, as the farmer hacked the green shoots off some fresh ginger. ‘Oh yes’, said our host, ‘there are lots under the leaves’. Never has the distance back to the truck felt so far in open-toe sandals.

Equally, I love to talk about where the meat comes from, or choosing asparagus at the local farm shop with the people that grew it. Sometimes I will even get my guests to pick the salad out of the garden and wash it as I am preparing a meal, or run out to the hen house to see if there is an extra egg. For me, entertaining is about engaging my guests in the food. If I am lucky my guests have their own stories to share – and talking is part of the joy of both changing and challenging the way we think about our food.

BEING HUMAN


“Being human is being a lot of things at the same time.”

Matthias Schoenaerts, 1977–



As a travelling writer and baker, I have met some of the people that grow our food, not just in the UK but across the world, in Vietnam, India, Uganda and Grenada. Our own farmers face very challenging circumstances and maybe I now have some insight into what they are dealing with. I also have a young family, three beautiful, bright children with hopes and dreams of their own, and I run a sourdough bakery school. So food not only has to be delicious, for me it also has to be ethical and sustainable. When I first set out to write this book, I wanted to provide some help, in the form of easy recipes, to people navigating the minefield of food ‘issues’. It seemed like a simple enough idea.

But the reality is that living ethically and sustainably in a complex world is a huge challenge, and once you start looking at the systems behind the food we eat, it soon becomes clear that we have come to depend on an elaborate and intricate web of compromises and unhealthy solutions. From pesticides, plastic packaging, illegal labour, animal abuse, corporate fraud and additives to the promotion of a convenience food culture which tells us that eating a high-fat, high-sugar diet should become a daily ‘treat’, our food systems are destroying us and the planet.

About halfway through writing this book I felt I’d lost my way, almost paralysed by the weight of the situation. The more I read and researched, the more I felt that I had embarked on an impossible mission. I’d get tangled up in arguments about which was better – local or organic – or whether the only way to be truly ethical was to become vegan. Who was I to offer a solution? I don’t always plan my food; I use diesel fuel to drive to the farmers’ market; and who hasn’t reached for a ready meal? Yet I still believed with all my heart that we can change the world through food. I had gone from an initial optimism to feeling guilty, under-qualified and overwhelmed. Perhaps, I thought, I should simply admit that I was not able to write this book.

I got further and further behind schedule, until one afternoon my youngest daughter asked me why I was so cross. I explained in the simplest terms about the problems I faced, and that despite my deepest convictions, I am only human. She thought for a moment and then said, ‘even the best people are not perfect, and nobody knows all the answers, but all you need is to do your best and ask lots of questions… like, what shall I put on my plate? If you write the book then everyone will know to ask questions too, because if the trees are gone and the water is dirty, and there won’t be anything left to eat, and no flowers to pick either, what will we do then?’

A child will always point out the obvious.

This isn’t a book intended to hector or to tell anyone how to eat. It is book that I hope will open your eyes and get you to question your food choices. I have simply shared some of my recipes, with ideas about how you can make some of your everyday food more sustainable. I had to find the confidence to stand up for my principles. It felt scary, not least because to stick with your own values challenges everything and everyone around you. But at last I came to understand: if you find yourself challenging authority, shout hurrah!


“This book isn’t intended to tell anyone how to eat. It is a book that I hope will open your eyes and get you to question food choices.”



To be a successful food activist, however, you have to make it work in real life, so these recipes are written for busy people: time-poor people who, like me, can’t spend all day slaving over a stove or drive for miles to buy a bag of organic carrots. It is a book for real people who don’t necessarily want to spend all day in the garden growing vegetables (or even have a garden). I must add at this point that, garden or not, eating ethically should not be the preserve of the well-off. It should not be a privilege to eat good, decent food, but don’t fall for the myth that it is a time-consuming thing to do either. The food industry has done a very good job of making us doubt our ability to take control of our own food.

A good example of this is the constant propaganda about giving us the cheapest food, regardless of the ramifications.

Take a supermarket oven-ready chicken for example. So cheap that it begs the question of how exactly does a whole bird cost less than a pint of beer, after paying the poultry farmer and allowing for the retailer’s profit margin? Do we know, or think about, the sacrifices that may have been made in animal welfare, in the diet or comfort of the bird, or in how it was slaughtered, and do we really hear the reports that tell us that 70 per cent of supermarket chickens are contaminated on their skin with campylobacter, an organism that can cause serious food poisoning, due to faecal contamination?

No one wants to pay over the odds for their food, but the true cost of cheap food is not to be judged in pounds and pence alone, nor is it without consequences. On the other hand, feeling guilty for being part of this system is not going to change the world; but joy and hope and being empowered might.

I realise that turning the way we are doing things around is a huge task, but each small step, each recipe, each and every ethically produced meal is a step towards a better, brighter future. So what I hope is that this book empowers people to be food activists in the most delicious and practical way possible. I hope that it will result in you, the reader, asking questions. We can only do our best, and I hope the recipes, opinions and stories in this book give you food for thought, and inspiration to change your everyday food for the future of our planet and our children.




PLAN YOUR FOOD



“With Dharma established in the mind, even bare rice is delicious enough.”

Wat Phra Singh temple, Chiang Mai



Here’s the deal. Most food waste is avoidable. You know it, I know it, but still we put so much food in the bin that the cash value of an average family’s food waste is estimated at a staggering £700 each year. Research shows that there are two main reasons why we throw away good food: we cook or prepare too much or we don’t use it in time.

So let’s assume that making a shopping list for the meals we needed in the coming week would take 10 minutes. That is 520 minutes in a year; less than 8.7 hours. If this little bit of planning enabled a family to avoid putting food in the bin, the saving would work out at over £80 an hour: just for thinking ahead and writing a list.

Actively reducing food waste doesn’t just help your wallet but the world around us, too. The environmental impact has been measured and if we stopped food waste, we could prevent carbon dioxide emissions equivalent to taking one in four cars off the road, and save energy, food miles and the clean water that goes into producing wasted food.

Other practical steps you could take include keeping a food-waste diary for a few weeks, so that you learn about what you are throwing away, and maybe understand why (which may help you to break some unhelpful habits); buying in smaller quantities, so less food goes stale; checking the temperature of your fridge, to reduce the amount of food that you think is going off; and if you are into home freezing, do it in smaller packages, so that you then only take out what you need to make a meal later.

Be mindful when you eat

In 2009 I travelled across Vietnam and came home with a new way of thinking. Buddhism had answered so many of my questions that I’d converted. But I was very reticent about attending the local Buddhist Centre. I kept myself busy with thoughts such as ‘what if they try to get me to sign anything?’… ‘what if they ask me to give up my worldly belongings and be vegetarian or chant?’. It took me almost a year to find the courage to attend. Imagine my surprise to find that the people were… wait for it… normal. Yes normal. They were not wearing funny clothes, they had everyday jobs and did not ask me to do much at all, other than consider the world, the kindness in it and my place in that kindness.

Meditation seemed to click with me from the start, as I contemplated the ‘Kindness of Others’ from the Eight Steps to Happiness by Geshe Kelsang Gyatso. In this, he wrote: ‘Through receiving a constant supply of food, drink, and care, our body gradually grew from that of a tiny helpless baby to the body we have now. All this nourishment was directly or indirectly provided by countless living beings. Every cell of our body is therefore the result of others’ kindness.’

That is what I try to connect to, in practising mindfulness when I eat. I try to hold onto the moment, being there in that second, and I try to taste that kindness. The farmers that grew the vegetables or harvested the grain, the tea picker who picked the tea, the designer who thought up the packet that the food arrived in, the lumberjack that cut the wood to make the box, the worker in the factory that processed the food, the driver that transported the food, the person that designed the oven that I cook my food in. We are all connected.

There is no them and us. The simplest of meals can connect us to every continent: coffee from Africa, spices from India, bananas from the Caribbean or Latin America. We are one world, one air, one water, one planet.

I’m not for one moment saying that to be ethical in your everyday food and cooking you need to practise Buddhism. But cultivating a focused awareness of the present moment and contemplating the efforts of others that got your food to your plate is a good thing to do. I don’t claim to be ‘mindful’ with every mouthful. Like most people, my life is busy and I am often at full stretch, but when I stop and take a moment to consider my food, it tastes. I mean really tastes. In that mouthful the world can stand almost still. The clock ticks, I can feel my breath and I am connected to my food, and the people that grew it.
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“Food is our common ground, a universal experience.” James Beard, 1903–1985






GROW YOUR OWN HERBS


Aged 18 and freshly qualified as a baker, I worked nights in a local bakery in the Dordogne. My bright-eyed French beau would save for weeks to treat me to a meal in a wonderful restaurant called Z’haricot vert (The green bean) and we immediately made friends with the chef, Jean Bernard Lavaud. Bernard’s kitchen was a delight. Ingredients were chosen with care when he’d visit the local market and meet the farmers, and the day he showed me the small herb garden at the back of his kitchen changed they way I cooked forever. The only herb I’d encountered in catering college was a limp sprig of parsley used as garnish, or perhaps in some white sauce for fish.


“Nothing beats herbs picked straight from the garden, but some are not garden, but some are not available fresh all year round so freshly dried herbs can concentrate the oils and capture the the flavour.”



I was smitten. Common herbs are found in most gardens, but there are many more unusual varieties that really can bring a huge array of new tastes to everyday cooking. By comparison, buying a packet of basil that has lost most of its flavour and aroma while being flown thousands of miles, just to make fresh pesto in midwinter, is both uneconomical and environmental stupidity. But the best advice I can give is only grow what you are likely to use or able to share. Herbs are essentially wild plants, and cutting them for the kitchen only keeps them in check until the new growth is stimulated. And when it comes to using herbs, the only limit is your own imagination: for example, one of the easiest things you can do to make your everyday bread more interesting is to incorporate herbs. Stirring a ripple of fresh homemade pesto into a beautiful sourdough loaf gives a superb flavour: one of my favourite kitchen suppers, served with a tomato soup.

So here is my beginner’s guide to growing and preserving some of the herbs you can use all year round.

What I really love about herbs is that they are happy to grow in pots. I had no garden for the best part of five years so I had a mobile pot collection outside my back door. It was then that I discovered that herbs actually make great houseplants – they just need a sunny window.

A bay tree is wonderful. You don’t have to start with a big one – a little plant in a pot will produce enough leaves to keep most families well supplied.

Rosemary is indispensable. It loves being in a pot in a sunny spot.

Lemon thyme grows in the most inhospitable places. It loves the sun and livens up even the most mundane of stews.

Parsley grows well even in winter and there have been many occasions when I’ve made parsley pesto with leaves picked from the garden on the darkest winter day.

Of course you can’t have every herb fresh all year round, so learning to store your herbs correctly gives you a wide range of wonderful options later in the year when you are most in need of kitchen inspiration. It’s not just dried herbs that work; frozen herbs or herbs preserved in oil can also be wonderful.

For me, it’s essential to grow herbs if you care about flavour or the environment, and anyway, buying herbs every week at the supermarket is expensive. So with very little time and effort you can save yourself money, cook delicious food and help the bees, the butterflies and the birds.

When you harvest herbs from the garden, try to do it around midday on a hot sunny day when the plants are dry, because the heat concentrates the oils for more intensity and wet herbs are more prone to rot when stored. Herbs used for their leaves are best picked before they flower (i.e. as soon as the buds arrive); this will ensure the best flavour because they contain the maximum amount of volatile oils prior to blossoming. Use a pair of strong scissors or a kitchen knife to snip the herbs, and cut herbs used for drying with good long stems.

It is important to wash dirty herbs carefully, then wipe and pat them dry with kitchen paper.
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Homemade Free-range Rapeseed Mayonnaise flavoured with herbs







Drying

Herbs can be dried in various ways, but I prefer to do it slowly by hanging them upside down. Remove the lower leaves from the stems and tie them in bunches of no more than 10–12 stalks to allow air to circulate, looping strong thread or very fine cord around the cut end of each little bundle. Find a dry, warm (not humid), dark and well-ventilated place that is out of the way. Attics, pantries and warm basements make ideal spots for drying herbs. The ideal temperature for drying is about 20ºC. If you do not have a dark spot in the house, you can try tying a paper bag over each bunch and piercing it with airholes, which has the added bonus of keeping the dust off.

Leave your herbs to dry for 1–3 weeks. Check them every now and then to see how they are drying. You can expect that the thicker-stemmed herbs will take longer. When the consistency is crumbly they are ready. Remove the leaves and store them in airtight glass jars, making sure that you pick out any foreign material that’s been caught on the plant. You can keep the leaves whole for making herbal infusions or crush them in your fingers to make a really fine ground mix. Remember to label each storage jar and date it. I only store the herbs for up to one year. Do keep them in the dark to keep the intensity of the colour.

If you want to collect seeds, wait until the blooms have died and the seed heads have set, but do make sure that you get to them before the birds or the windy weather. Pick the heads on short stems and put them upside down into a paper bag, which the seeds will drop into as they dry. Store them whole in a clean jar, only crushing them as they are needed for cooking.

Freezing

Some herbs, such as chives, can only be frozen as they don’t dry well. Freezing also works well for soft-leaf herbs such as basil, tarragon, lovage and parsley. Wash and completely dry freshly picked herbs, as left. Next, strip the leaves off and place them into freezer bags or containers. Label and date them as they should really only be kept for up to three months. Or you can freeze herbs in butter in ice-cube trays; they are really handy little sizes for cooking use. If you choose to freeze in water, then freeze approximately one third chopped herbs to two thirds cooled, boiled water. I prefer my herbs to be frozen in butter as they retain more flavour.

Basil is truly wonderful puréed with olive oil before freezing in ice cube trays (do not add water). Store herbs frozen as ice cubes in plastic freezer bags, then use as needed. (Please note that frozen herbs will not work as a garnish – they’re only good for cooking.)

Preserving in oil

Harvest, clean and dry herbs as described above, keeping the leaves on the stems. Choose an oil; I like rapeseed, olive and sunflower but any oil you like is generally fine. Place the herb stems in a dry, sterilised bottle, then fill completely with oil, making sure the stems are entirely submerged.

It is important to keep herby oils in the fridge, especially during the summer, because the herbs will deteriorate as the oil warms up, and use within three months. This method is more effective for creating flavoured oils, which will absorb the essence of the herbs stored in them, than as a simple method of preserving the herbs themselves.

Using

If you need to substitute dried herbs for fresh in a recipe, remember that dried herbs are more potent. As a rule of thumb, 1 teaspoon of dried equals 1 tablespoon of fresh. Don’t overdo the addition of dried herbs – too much can overpower a dish.
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GROW YOUR OWN HERBS—For flavour and aroma in everyday dishes, plant herbs all over the garden. Lemon thyme along the paths, sage under the roses, fennel at the back of the borders, and bay trees in pots. I scatter dill seeds randomly, let chives grow in the cracks and countenance the rosemary getting a little out of control.




GROW YOUR OWN SALAD


I believe that it is a revolutionary act to grow your own food. Start small. Grow something you can eat. It’s one of the most powerful things you can do to change the world for the better.

It’s incredible that the average carbon dioxide emissions each year for someone in the West are anything from 5.6 tonnes (France) to over 17 tonnes (USA). One of the major contributors is the transport sector, and food miles play their part in that, so growing your own salad is one small way to reduce your carbon footprint. Another good reason to ‘grow your own’ is that ready-to-eat salads are often washed in water containing powdered or liquid fruit acids or high levels of chlorine meant to destroy bacteria and microorganisms which can cause food poisoning, such as salmonella, E. coli and cryptosporidium. But this can reduce the nutritional value of the food without always killing the bugs, because if the contamination came from the crop’s water supply, the bacteria may still be present inside the vegetables when they are eaten, or – like cryptosporidium – the organisms may not be destroyed by chlorination. Despite this, millions of people are still buying bagged salad in this way.

If the idea of growing your own worries you, then it is worth bearing in mind what an old gardener once told me: ‘seeds want to grow’. This always gives me confidence.

My first ever garden was a pot garden. In fact, it was an anything-you-can-keep-soilin garden. I was watching every penny and rescued some discarded animal feeding troughs, an old Belfast sink and some vegetable oil containers from the back of the Indian takeaway next door. I tenderly planted my first seeds, and they grew, and so began a lifelong love of wandering out of my back door and plucking young, fresh, crispy salad moments before I needed it. Even when I moved to a flat with no garden, I kept pots on the steps. Growing even a small amount in the most impossible place still felt good. The other thing about growing your own is the amount of money you can save. I’m not suggesting that gardening is cheap, but a packet of mixed seeds with a cut-and-come-again crop can keep you in salad for months. In fact, a pack of 500 seeds will cost you about the same price as one 80g bag of supermarket ready-washed salad.

What to grow

Don’t think of salad as just a large green supermarket lettuce. There are hundreds of varieties to grow, with wonderful flavours and colours. Red leaves, crunchy leaves, jagged leaves, curly leaves, tiny pungent leaves, big blowsy open leaves, dark green, light green, purple and white. A great place to start is by mixing up the seeds of assorted salad leaves with mustard greens in a jam jar, and then sewing them together to create a patch of mixed salads.

Some of my favourite salad varieties are kale, chicory, coriander, chard, corn salad, endive, land cress, leaf celery, lettuce, mizuna, mustard, pak choi, parsley, radicchio, red rocket, sorrel and spinach. And root crops like beetroot, radish and turnip also have leaves that are really delicious when harvested young.

How to grow your own salad

Good salad starts with somewhere to grow it and good soil. If you have the chance to clear a patch of ground in late autumn or early winter and add well-rotted manure to it, you will be off to a really great start the following year.

Then, from spring onwards, you can rake the soil well, so it is fine. Press a broom handle (with the broom head removed) into the soil to make a 2cm straight drill in the soil and water along it lightly. Mix your seeds with a large tablespoon of either dried sifted earth (you can dry it out in the airing cupboard) or dry sand. This will give you a better, more even, distribution of seeds as they can be tiny. Do check your packet for how many seeds it contains, as most packets will give you enough seeds for several rows of plants, or successive plantings at one to two-week intervals.

Sow your seeds, gently rake a thin covering of soil over them and make sure that you have labelled the rows. Salad crops need plenty of water as they grow, so if rain is scarce, make sure to soak the soil around lettuces on a regular basis, from when the hearts begin to form.
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