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this book is dedicated to my nan, bella kane
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introduction


good home-cooked food has been part of my life for as far back as i can remember.


At school, I was one of the lucky kids who had a mum that made me a packed lunch every day. I was never subjected to the horror of lumpy mashed potatoes that were spooned on to the dinner plate using an ice-cream scoop; or spam; or custard that was so thick I’m surprised it didn’t clog up your digestive system; or any of the other weapons of school dinner destruction that were inflicted on my schoolmates. Mum used to mix it up a bit, but I remember loving the mini pitta breads filled with Cheddar and cucumber slices. The cheese had to be a certain thickness otherwise it was too cheesy and got a bit claggy on the back of your throat, and the cucumber not so thick that the pitta bread became a doughy soggy mess in your hands. It sounds weird, especially for a 7-year-old kid, but I’ve always appreciated the art of precision.


I was quite a lively kid too. I had a habit of climbing on kitchen surfaces then falling from them and cracking my head open. This happened on a few occasions. One of the times I did this, I was in search of ice-cream cones. Instead of asking one of my parents to help me, I wanted to get them myself. I’ve always been an assertive kind of girl.


Growing up, most weekends were spent with my nan and grandad. Saturdays were always the same: shopping on the Roman Road with my nan, mum, sister and sometimes my auntie Linda. We looked at the same old tat week in week out, but it was a ritual. We would pit stop in the indoor café and my nan would have tea and toast and me and my sister would be allowed chips as a treat – mine drowned in ketchup and hers plain. I’ve never really known anybody not like ketchup, but my sister hates it; even the smell of it makes her ill. We would also visit the ‘chocolate man’ as I called him. He was the Willy Wonka of the Roman Road. He stocked all kinds of sweets and chocolates, but I always went for the same thing – a chocolate bar with a strawberry filling. One weekend we went to the Roman Road and the chocolate man wasn’t there. He wasn’t there the following week either and by week three I was in mourning. He never came back and I’ve never seen that strawberry chocolate bar on sale anywhere else.


My nan was the most amazing cook and could make anything taste good. If we were at Nan’s on Sundays, like clockwork she and my mum would serve up our roast dinner with all the trimmings. I couldn’t eat my roast without mint jelly. It didn’t matter what meat we had, I had to have mint jelly on my roasties, and if it wasn’t there I went without. Nan’s corned beef pie was legendary. We would all lurk in the hallway to get the first slice and as soon as the dish hit the table it was gone. She also baked lots of cakes and other goodies, and if me and my sister were around, we would always want to get involved, which inevitably would end up with us turning our Sunday best outfits into something from a kitchen warzone. Looking back, most of my childhood memories revolve around food and the family being together and I’m sure this is where my love of cooking comes from.


My aunt Ellen was the one who suggested I apply for MasterChef, and she must have had an in-built annual reminder in her diary because I filled in the questionnaire for three years in a row. The first two years I heard nothing, then the third year a researcher from Shine TV called about my application. I stuttered my way through a 20-minute interview but didn’t hear back. Year four, application completed, again I had a phone call, but this time the researcher was asking if I could come for a screen test and audition. I had to take along a cold dish to plate up in front of the researchers and casting team. I made a vanilla panna cotta with honey-roasted peaches, raspberry coulis and almond crumble. I didn’t even really know what a panna cotta was, but it sounded impressive and I thought that my take on peach melba was pretty special. At the end of the audition I was told I might get a call, or I wouldn’t hear from anything as they couldn’t give feedback to the thousands of applicants. I heard nothing.


Another year went by. After my nan died, I used to go round and cook for my grandad, so he became the taster for all my ‘training’. Grandad’s dinners went from basic fish and chips or pie and mash to boeuf bourguignon and luxury fish pies. I had started a form of cooking boot camp training and Grandad was becoming a lean, mean, eating machine. My hands were covered in burns and cuts but my grandad was happy. Year five came and I managed to get through the same stages as the previous year. But this time, the call I was anxiously waiting for did come. I ran out into the office stairwell to be told that I was one of the lucky 50 who would make up that year’s contestants on the ‘journey that will change your life’.
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my nan bella


It was a freezing cold, rainy October morning when I crossed the river and made my way to the MasterChef studios for the first time. I was led into the contestant holding room, which was to become my second home. I spent so much time there in between rounds trying to do my thinking face for the camera as well as hold it together and not turn into a jibbering, blubbing mess.


Being propelled into the scary, stressful, exciting world of food and the MasterChef competition for six weeks seemed like a dream. I was constantly pinching myself to see if I would wake up. From my first invention test and my slop of a stir-fry, to cooking for Marcus Wareing, Michael Caines and the chefs’ table, then making the poshest doner kebab in a three-star Michelin restaurant in Florence; it all felt so unreal. And never in a million years did I think I’d win, but of course it was a perfect end to the perfect dream. And in a cheesy fashion I’ve now had IX tattooed on my wrist. I think of it as my lucky number. I won series nine; the heat I was in was nine of ten; my locker at the studio, which I chose without thinking, was nine; the day before the final I turned off the timer for my hazelnut crumble biscuits on 0.09 seconds; and to top that off the house I grew up in was number nine. It just seems that nine is a magic number for me.
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nan’s famous corned beef hash pie


After filming finished, life had to go back to normal until the series was broadcast. I hate secrets and lies and can’t really keep much quiet for long, but I had to hold in the biggest secret of my life. I went back to work, but what I thought would be a two- to three-month wait until I could sing from the rooftops turned out to be over five months because the series airing date kept changing. But somehow I managed, and when the final aired on the 2nd May 2013 my tears erupted like a volcano in overdrive. Suddenly everything was real.


By then I was simply thinking about what was next. All I wanted was a job in a kitchen; I wanted to take advantage of this amazing opportunity. And I have gone on to do things most people would tear their right arm off to do. We were told on the evening of the final day of filming that we would be helping to write the MasterChef cookbook, and if you’d ever told me that I would one day have a book in the shops I would have laughed you out of town.


The MasterChef team help finalists find their way into the food world, so I presented the amazing Karen Ross with a list of about 30 Michelin-starred chefs I wanted to do a ‘stage’ with (‘stage’ is a posh French word for unpaid work experience). It was like a very ambitious kid’s Christmas list and even Karen thought I was being optimistic, but if you don’t ask. So a few days later, Santa Claus (Karen) had worked magic and the following week I was in Michel Roux Jr’s kitchen at Le Gavroche, podding peas and turning potatoes. I then went on to meet many of my heroes and work in their kitchens for anything from three days to a whole week. I podded a lot of peas but sometimes I got to be on the pass, plating up two-star Michelin food. I am very lucky to say that I have worked with the likes of Tom Kitchin, Tom Kerridge, Daniel Clifford, Nuno Mendes, Simon Rogan and Marcus Wareing, and I still can’t really believe it’s happened to a girl like me.


My aim with this book is for you to be able to sit back and think ‘hey, I can do that too. That recipe may sound unknown, hard, posh or scary, but I am going to give it a shot’. I’m above all a home cook and I still have a long way to go before I can call myself a chef. I’ve never had any training – I’ve learned through marathon sessions of watching cookery shows, reading books and watching videos online, and I’ve had as many disasters as triumphs along the way.


But if I can do it you can too. Throughout the book I want to share with you what I have learned and give you the recipes that I hope will inspire you to cook every day. Because above all food is fun and something to be shared with your friends and family. It should not be a chore or something you fear, nor should it be about perfect MasterChef-style dishes. You’ll make mistakes, as I have, but by making those mistakes you become a better cook. So have fun, be adventurous, remember that rustic is good, and get the kids stuck in… Nothing beats the satisfaction of eating something you’ve cooked yourself or sharing that pleasure with others.
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i consider this chapter my special treats section, so what better way to start my book than with some of my absolute favourite things to eat?! Yes, if we were to eat fried food every day we’d all end up the size of a house, but as the old saying goes: ‘everything in moderation’. When done right, frying gives beautiful crispness, not greasy wetness, as the hot oil draws out all the extra moisture during the cooking process.


You can pick up a deep-fat fryer really cheaply these days and I do think it’s worth investing in one, though you can still achieve the same results using a deep, solid saucepan and an oil thermometer. You just need to pay close attention to regulate the temperature as this method is not as consistent as using a fryer. And whether you’re using a machine or a pan, be VERY CAREFUL as hot oil is HOT! Don’t leave it unattended at any point, turn on your extractor fan, and keep kids and pets out of the kitchen. Once you’ve finished, let the oil cool down before you try to move the pan and never pour it down the sink or you’ll end up with a big fat plumber’s bill for your blocked drains – put it into some kind of used packaging or container and throw that away.


I’ve included all the fried treats I really love here, including my twist on Spanish croquettes (I’ve given mine a British flavour), juicy lamb koftas inspired by late-night snacks after a big night out, and irresistible dippy doughnuts, which I could quite happily dunk every day in gooey chocolate or caramel sauce. And of course I couldn’t leave out one of my favourite things in life, Scotch eggs, which I served as part of my winning MasterChef menu. You just can’t beat a good Scotch egg and there are so many different variations you can try when it comes to fillings and flavours. I’ve included my top three versions here; I hope you enjoy them as much as I do!
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MY champion scotch EGGS



My winning menu on MasterChef included a black pudding Scotch egg. After that, all my friends wanted to taste my Scotch eggs. I love cooking (and eating!) these so much and I’m always up for trying different ingredients and flavours. Here’s a classic one, and I hope you enjoy my variations on the next page.


MAKES 4


6 medium eggs


450g good-quality sausage meat


1 tbsp wholegrain mustard


2 tbsp finely chopped parsley


Leaves from 2 thyme sprigs


50g plain flour


100g regular or panko breadcrumbs


Vegetable oil, for frying


Ice cubes


Salt and pepper


Piccalilli Sauce (see here), to serve


EQUIPMENT


Deep-fat fryer (or a deep saucepan and an oil thermometer)
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	Fill a saucepan two-thirds full with water (or deep enough to cover the eggs), bring to the boil, then put in four of the eggs (still in their shells) and boil for 5 minutes for a very runny yolk, 6 minutes for a runny yolk or 8 minutes for a hard yolk.
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	While the eggs are cooking, fill a medium mixing bowl with cold water and add two handfuls of ice cubes.
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	When the eggs are cooked as you want them, remove from the saucepan using a slotted spoon and place straight into the iced water to cool for 5 minutes. This stops the eggs cooking further.
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	In a food processor, blitz the sausage meat, mustard, parsley and thyme until well combined. Season with just a little salt – not too generously as the sausage meat may already have some seasoning – and a good crack of black pepper. Divide into four even-sized balls and chill in the fridge for 15 minutes to firm up.
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	Cut eight squares of cling film, 20cm x 20cm. You need two per sausage ball. When the meat mixture has firmed up, place a sausage ball on top of one square of cling film and place another square on top. Using the palm of your hand, flatten the ball to the thickness of a pound coin. Repeat with the rest of the sausage balls.
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	Whisk the two remaining eggs in a bowl. Place the flour in another bowl and the breadcrumbs in a third bowl.
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	Peel the boiled eggs. If they’re tricky to peel, try doing it under a cold running tap, which helps remove the shell without damaging the egg. When peeled, dab them on a piece of kitchen roll to remove any excess water and pieces of shell. Roll the eggs in the flour.
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	Remove the top square of cling film from one piece of sausage meat and place an egg in the middle of the meat mixture. Gather together all the corners of the bottom square of cling film and use it to carefully ease the meat around the egg so it is completely covered. Remove the cling film.
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	Now roll the ball first in the flour, then in the egg and finally in the breadcrumbs. It should have a good coating of breadcrumbs, so if it looks a little thin after your first attempt, re-dip it in the egg and then the breadcrumbs.
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	Repeat steps 8 and 9 with the remaining eggs and sausage meat.
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	Preheat a deep-fat fryer to 170°C (or use a deep, heavy-based saucepan and an oil thermometer to regulate the temperature). Fry two eggs at a time for 7 minutes, turning occasionally so that they cook evenly and the breadcrumbs don’t burn.
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	Once cooked, remove using a slotted spoon and drain on kitchen paper to remove excess oil. The Scotch eggs can be served hot or at room temperature.
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chorizo scotch EGGS


To make Chorizo Scotch Eggs, follow the recipe on the previous pages, using 250g sausage meat (rather than 450g) and adding 200g cooking chorizo (skin removed). Omit the mustard and thyme, but keep the parsley and all the other ingredients as before. Follow the method as described, adding the chorizo in with the sausage meat to the food processor. Serve with mayo mixed with paprika.
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smoked MACKEREL scotch EGGS


To make Smoked Mackerel Scotch Eggs, omit the sausage meat, mustard, parsley and thyme, and instead use 175g smoked mackerel, 175g mashed potato (no butter or cream), 2 tablespoons of roughly chopped chives, 2 tablespoons of roughly chopped parsley, 2 roughly chopped spring onions and 1 teaspoon of horseradish sauce. Remove the skin from the mackerel, de-bone and flake it, then add it to the food processor with all these ingredients and blitz to combine well. Follow the method for cooking and coating the eggs and frying, as described on the previous page. Serve these with mayo or crème fraîche mixed with horseradish.





 



FRIED green TOMATOES with salsa



I know it’s cheesy but I love the film Fried Green Tomatoes at the Whistle Stop Café. The tomatoes they serve look so delicious that I’ve always wanted to dive into the TV and grab them. When I found green tomatoes on sale at Borough Market, I thought I’d try my hand at recreating those amazing-looking fried goodies made famous by the film. You can find green tomatoes in most greengrocers; look for heritage or heirloom tomatoes.


SERVES 4–6


FOR THE TOMATOES


4 large green tomatoes (or beef tomatoes), cut into 1cm slices


150g self-raising flour


Pinch of cayenne pepper


75g fine cornmeal


2 eggs, beaten


150ml whole milk


Vegetable oil, for frying


Salt and pepper


FOR THE SALSA


4 plum tomatoes, peeled (see Tip), deseeded and cut into 1cm dice


1 avocado, skin and stone removed, cut into 1cm dice


3 tbsp finely chopped coriander


½ red onion, finely chopped


1 red chilli, finely chopped (deseeded if less heat is desired)


Grated zest and juice of 1 lime


Salt and pepper
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	Put the green tomato slices into a colander and place the colander in a bowl. Sprinkle the tomatoes with salt, to draw out the excess water, and leave for 45 minutes.
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	Meanwhile, mix all the salsa ingredients in a small bowl and season with salt and pepper. Allow to stand for 30 minutes at room temperature so the tomatoes take on the flavours.
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	When the green tomato slices have had their 45 minutes in the colander, rinse with cold water and pat dry using kitchen paper.
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	In a large mixing bowl, combine the self-raising flour, cayenne pepper and cornmeal, and season with salt and pepper. Whisk in the beaten eggs and milk, until you have a smooth batter. Leave to stand for 15 minutes.
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	Heat a large, deep frying pan with vegetable oil (2cm deep) over a medium–high heat. In batches, dip the tomatoes in the batter to coat, then fry in the vegetable oil for 2 minutes on each side, until golden and crispy. Remove from the pan using a slotted spoon and drain on kitchen paper.
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	Keep the cooked tomatoes warm under foil or in a low oven while you fry the rest. Serve with the salsa.








tip


When peeling tomatoes, make a small cross across the stalk of each tomato. Put in a bowl and cover with boiling water. Leave for 1–2 minutes until the skin is starting to peel back. Plunge into cold water, peel away the skin and discard.








 



vegetable crisps



This is a perfect way to use up any vegetables lying around in your cupboard that may otherwise go to waste. Make sure to drain the crisps on kitchen paper and keep the batches separate so that the cooked crisps don’t soak up excess grease from the next batch. These are best eaten fresh.


SERVES 4


2 large parsnips, peeled


2 raw beetroots, peeled


2 carrots, peeled


2 Jerusalem artichokes, peeled


Vegetable oil, for frying


Fine salt


EQUIPMENT


Deep-fat fryer (or a deep saucepan and oil thermometer)
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	Preheat a deep-fat fryer to 180°C (or use a deep, heavy-based saucepan and an oil thermometer to regulate the temperature).
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	Using a vegetable peeler, peel off thin slices from the vegetables to make shavings. Let the shavings rest for 30 minutes on kitchen paper to allow any moisture to escape.
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	Separate into batches of the different vegetables and fry for 1–2 minutes until golden and crisp, leaving the beetroot until last in case its colour runs into the oil. The beetroot can take 2–4 minutes to cook.
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	Drain the crisps on kitchen paper and season with fine salt. Do not pile the freshly cooked batches on top of already cooked crisps, or they will absorb the excess grease and become soggy. Serve immediately.
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tip


Stab a vegetable with a fork when you’re shaving it, to stop it sliding around and allow for long shavings. Or for a cheffy trick, you can finely slice all the veg on a mandolin. And for extra crispy beetroot crisps, dust the slices in plain flour, shaking off any excess, then lower the heat and fry the beetroot crisps at 160°C for 5–6 minutes.








 



green PEPPERCORN squid WITH GINGER dipping sauce



When I was a DJ, I used to run a club night called MOOCH with my best mate Ed. Before a gig, we would take our guest DJs out for dinner on the Kingsland Road in Shoreditch, where we were spoilt for choice with all the amazing Vietnamese restaurants. We always ordered crispy squid to start, so this recipe brings back great memories! It’s best to buy cleaned squid to save time (ask the fishmonger) and stick to baby or small ones, as larger squid can be chewy and take a lot longer to cook.


SERVES 4 AS A STARTER


FOR THE SQUID


600g baby or small squid including tentacles (roughly 8–10cm long), cleaned


75g cornflour


75g plain flour


1 tbsp Maldon sea salt


2 tbsp green peppercorns


Vegetable oil, for frying


3 spring onions, finely sliced, to serve (optional)


Lemon or lime wedges, to serve


FOR THE DIPPING SAUCE


1 tbsp groundnut or vegetable oil


3 tbsp light soy sauce


4 tbsp rice wine vinegar


1 tbsp palm sugar or caster sugar


Juice of ½ lime


4cm piece of ginger, peeled and grated


1 garlic clove, crushed


1 red chilli, finely sliced (optional for extra heat)


EQUIPMENT


Deep-fat fryer (or a deep saucepan and oil thermometer)
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	First, make the dipping sauce, at least 30 minutes before serving to allow the flavours time to develop. In a small bowl, mix together all the ingredients until well combined, and set aside. For extra heat you can add the finely sliced red chilli.
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	Then begin preparing the squid. You can get cleaned squid from supermarkets or, if buying from a fishmonger, ask them to do it for you. However, still check the squid before you cook, as sometimes there is a little sand inside the tubes. Cut open the squid tube by slicing up one side – you will see a natural line/marking to use as a guide – and open it out flat. Using the back of your knife, scrape off any sand or dirt that may be left inside. If the cartilage is still there, remove it and discard. Rinse under cold water then pat dry on kitchen paper.
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	Turn the squid over and, using a serrated knife, criss-cross the surface, being careful not to cut all the way through the flesh. Set aside for a moment.
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	In a large bowl, mix the cornflour, plain flour and salt. Using a pestle and mortar, crush the green peppercorns so they are about a third of their original size, then add to the bowl of flour and mix in.
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	Preheat a deep-fat fryer to 180°C (or use a deep, heavy-based saucepan and an oil thermometer to regulate the temperature).
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	When prepped, dip the squid into the flour, shake off the excess and place them in a tray.
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	When the oil is ready, use tongs to add the squid in batches of two tubes and two tentacles at a time. (You don’t want to cook too much at once or it will stick together and the oil temperature will drop, resulting in inedible soggy, oily squid instead of the nice crispy finish you’re after.) Cook each batch for 2–3 minutes until the squid becomes crispy, then remove with the tongs and drain on kitchen paper.




	[image: Image]
	Cook the rest of the squid in batches. Try not to put the freshly cooked batch on top of the previous batch as it will absorb any excess oil. You can keep it warm in a low oven.
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	When you have finished cooking, place all the squid on a serving platter and season with a pinch of salt. Scatter over the finely chopped spring onions, if using, and serve with the dipping sauce and lemon or lime wedges.
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COURGETTE fritters with mint [image: Image]



Fritters make a brilliant starter or vegetarian main course. They are also a clever way of getting kids to eat their veggies as the healthy stuff is hidden in the batter mix. Don’t miss the variation I’ve given opposite for sweetcorn fritters – if you’re feeling fritter-happy you can make some of both. Fritters are definitely best dipped, so I really recommend making the accompaniments I’ve included here. And remember to wring out the excess liquid from the mixture or you’ll end up with a pan of soggy veg.


MAKES 15


FOR THE FRITTERS


600g courgettes (3–4)


1 small red onion, peeled


1 tbsp finely chopped parsley


1 tsp baking powder


3 eggs, beaten


1 tbsp milk


100g plain flour


50g feta cheese, crumbled


Vegetable oil, for frying


Salt and pepper


FOR THE MINT CRÈME FRAÎCHE


300ml crème fraîche


Leaves from 4 mint sprigs, finely sliced


Squeeze of lemon juice
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	Cut off the tops and bottoms of the courgettes. Place a clean tea towel or muslin cloth on a work surface, and grate the courgettes onto it.
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	Chop the onion in half and grate it into the tea towel or muslin. Bring together the corners of the cloth and wring it over the sink to strain out all the excess water from the vegetables. Once strained, empty the veg into a mixing bowl.
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	Add the parsley and baking powder, and season with salt and pepper. Add the beaten eggs and the milk. Sift in the flour and mix it all together well. The mixture will be very dense and thick. Finally, add the crumbled feta and mix well.
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	Heat a large frying pan on a medium–high heat with vegetable oil (1cm deep).
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	Spoon the courgette batter into the oil in circles about 8cm across and 5mm thick. You should be able to fit in two or three at a time. Make sure the mixture is not too thick, or it may not cook all the way through.
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	After 2–3 minutes on the first side, when the mixture starts to set and brown underneath, flip the fritters over and cook for a further 2–3 minutes. When cooked, remove with a slotted spoon and drain on kitchen paper.
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	Mix the crème fraîche with the sliced mint and a squeeze of lemon, season with a little salt and serve on the side for dipping.
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variation


To make Sweetcorn Fritters with Coriander & Chilli Soured Cream, follow the recipe opposite, omitting the feta cheese and substituting the courgette, onion and parsley with a 340g tin of sweetcorn and 4 finely sliced spring onions. Mix together the fritter ingredients and cook as described. Serve with soured cream, sprinkled with finely chopped coriander (leaves of 2 sprigs) and finely sliced red chilli (deseeded).
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