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How to Use This Ebook


Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken straight to that chapter.


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


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


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.





WHY CAMP AT ALL?


To anyone studying human behaviour from afar, it must seem puzzling that people should choose to abandon the comfort of their own home to sleep under canvas (or in a camper van, boat or caravan), which might fairly be seen as trading down. So why do we do it, and in the name of holiday at that?


We can come at this answer from any number of directions, given the tribal element of camping. One of the ironies is that while a camping trip may be fanned by a desire to escape, you only regroup once you have arrived. If you cannot define yourself in terms of ‘wild camper’, ‘glamper’, ‘hiker’ or ‘sail camper’, to mention just a handful of minorities, you still have the opportunity to join any number of camping associations that will ensure you are surrounded by like-minded people at the other end. So I can but offer a small glimpse into my own incentives or reasons why I find the notion attractive, although I am sure they will be shared by many, whatever niche compartment of the genre you belong to.


Socially, camping was popularised in the early twentieth century, and increases in popularity year on year. So much so that I cannot help but link it to the rise in our sophisticated electronic lives, which veer ever further from the basic pleasures of nature. Camping is a way of reconnecting, of stepping back from the constant onslaught of screens and technology and taking a long deep breath. The place it occupies or offers to occupy becomes ever more poignant.


When I started writing this book, one of the great surprises was discovering how many of my close friends go camping, not necessarily for weeks at a time, but for a night here and there. It has become a recreational weekend activity for many, not least because it is so accessible. Having kitted up for the first time, it is a case of keeping an eye on the weather forecast, dreaming of an adventure in some not-too-distant place, and setting off in whatever direction you choose, depending on whether you are seeking sea, mountains or rolling fields.
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Talking to a neighbour the other day, he recounted the first time he took his son camping. They pitched a tent in a wood, got up in the middle of the night and set off with a pair of night-vision binoculars to watch owls. His son was instantly hooked, and the many camping trips that ensued remain precious memories of their time together. It catapulted me back to my own first experience, not so very far from home, when my brothers and I would pitch a tent in the garden and sleep there. I don’t recall ever lasting much beyond five o’clock in the morning before the lure of the warmth inside the patio doors proved too great to resist, but it was long enough to experience half of the day normally denied us tucked up in our beds. The way the air cools as soon as the sun dips, seeing a moon rise and the stars come to life, even the damp air of the very early morning that cuts through to your joints as you get older, can be a pleasure.
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Camping doesn’t have to be far from home; despite the slightly competitive edge, you don’t have to shin up a mountain and throw your pop-up tent into a slate-lined crater where no man has ever camped before in order to qualify. It’s not about brownie points, there is just as much pleasure to be had from pitching a tent in a neighbouring farmer’s field or a local wood and living wild for a night over the weekend as from making a huge trip. And if you have a large garden, there is plenty of fun to be had from building a camp out of sight of the house and cooking and sleeping there. Nor does it have to involve physical deprivation – should you feel you have to have a bath at night before turning in, it isn’t going to lessen the experience.


But this brings me full circle to the main reason I’m into camping at all, which, at the risk of creating yet another tribe, is dinner. One of the aspects I most appreciate is the opportunity camping provides to reconnect with food in a way that reflects the surroundings. The way we cook and eat in our everyday lives has become every bit as sophisticated as our electronic existence. Food has become hugely complicated – if you buy a ready-prepared meal, be it pizza, pasta, a chicken curry or a cake, just count the number of ingredients it contains. And equally, when we are cooking at home, the style and fashion has become heavily influenced by restaurant culture, and has to compete with that glamour. To cook and serve the kind of food you might have at home on a relaxed weekend would seem out of place on a camping trip, but equally, the wonderfully simple and rustic fare that is so good eaten out of doors might seem lacking at a dinner party.


Rarely do we get the opportunity to touch base with such simple food, true to the ingredients and stripped of all unnecessary frills and steps in preparation, and that is what leads the chapters that follow. The honesty of the experience – the economy of means doesn’t allow for anything else – is something to be cherished. That and its recipient counterpart, appetite, which, removed from its urban routine, acquires a new lease of life in the big outdoors. Surely together these two elements are worth all the discomfort in the world.





DAMASCENE CONVERSION


It all began with my husband’s birthday, the size of which should really have left us thinking about giving up rather than embarking on camping. But trawling through the possible ways of celebrating, we settled on a boat trip along a stretch of the Thames that held happy memories for us both, with a picnic somewhere along the way. In the throes of searching for a ‘vessel to hire’, however, Jonnie accidentally (or so he says) clicked on the ‘boats for sale’ icon on a marina’s website, and within the time it took to say Captain Bell, we were the proud owners of a sailing boat called Winkle.


It had a cabin, mind you, and that afforded us membership of the great fraternity of travellers who cook for pleasure in no fixed address, without any walls to speak of, let alone such conveniences as running water, who are known as campers. Albeit we had yet to become fully paid-up members, as hardcore campers are inclined to look on those with boats and camper vans as ‘off-peak members’, arguably that little bit better off than those who sleep in a tent. But full enrolment was to come.


Winkle, as you might gather from her name, is on the small side. In fact she is to yachts what micro pigs are to Gloucester Old Spots, and it took all of one very uncomfortable night and a marital tiff to realise that you would have to be a) Very Small, and b) Very Young to actually sleep on her. We were neither.


Unlike house particulars, which can be stretched, when boats/tents/caravans advertise ‘sleeps two’, what they really mean is ‘sleeps one-and-a-half’. Together with our son we were three. Also, with boats, unlike homes, there is no way of going up and no way of going down. All the planning permission in the world wasn’t going to solve this one.
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So the next logical step was a tent, which did make us fully paid-up members of the camping fraternity. I was particularly excited to discover that we even belonged to a rare tribe called ‘sail campers’, who travel from one destination to another by boat and camp when they get there. I suspect this coinage is actually geared towards more adventurous types who go white-water rafting along the Amazon rather than pottering up and down some half-mile of the Thames in between two locks, but we were happy all the same, and began to feel that we belonged.


As the summer unravelled and we regaled our friends and family with our new itinerant weekend status, we were amazed at how many seemed to be enjoying the occasional camping trip too. Another side to life opened up as we found ourselves planning get-togethers in unlikely places – scope for adventures new seemed endless.


Though it wasn’t the easiest of learning curves. The first being that there was almost always a cavernous gap between the trip you thought you were going on and the one that actually took place. As one friend of mine put it, ‘Just go assuming that you are going to have an awful time and then you’ll be pleasantly surprised.’ The first few trips were little short of disaster, and I am sure there will be many more of those to come. But I have learnt to pack my Zen realisation kit, and to expect the unexpected. It is an essential frame of mind, and never more so than when you are cooking dinner.
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The simplicity of cooking over an open fire out of doors, with the most basic set of utensils, touches an atavistic nerve, one that is always there waiting for the chance to be rekindled. A day spent gathering together ingredients, which only ever promises surprises, whether picking in the wild or scouring unfamiliar local markets, followed by an evening round the fire or barbecue, watching the light fade and taking in the scent of food grilling and simmering as the air starts to acquire its night-time chill, is pure magic. So there you have it, a Damascene conversion. And if it can happen to me, it can happen to anyone.
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GUIDE TO A GUIDE


As a cookery writer I can perhaps be forgiven for thinking that the most important aspect of camping is eating. Cooking out of doors, and the challenges it brings, are among the most enjoyable aspects of any trip. We do, however, need to begin by throwing away the rule book, and that of course creates the requisite need for a new one. Gone are the convenience of running water, upon which so much of our cooking at home depends, the shelter of walls, the oven and food processor controlled by the touch of a button. In their place comes unpredictability, and the need to cook with our wits. And that is the fun, connecting with ingredients in a fashion that is missing in our everyday lives. But with the right kit and the right approach, we have meals that will settle in our memory for years to come as some of the best we have ever eaten.


The great challenge when camping for the first time is kitting up for the occasion. Somehow, we have to try to condense the essentials of our home kitchen into a fraction of the space. There is plenty that we can live without, and the trick is to pare it down to the very minimum. There are some brilliant ergonomic designs geared towards campers, although not everything I recommend is to be found in outward-bound stores (see here) – a great deal is just well-designed everyday equipment. The growing pressure on space in our own homes makes a lot of domestic equipment just as practical and apt on a camping trip.


When we cook at home we have a choice between hob and oven, so replicating these heat sources is the first consideration. If you are travelling very light, hiking for instance, your needs will be met by a stormproof stove such as a Trangia, the design of which holds me in awe. The entire kit unravels like a Russian doll and takes up the space of a medium-sized saucepan. Within it you have your heat source, a couple of saucepans, a frying pan and a kettle. However, if weight and space are less of an issue you may want to run to a camping gas stove. But for most people the addition of a travelling barbecue will open the way to evenings spent relaxing in the open, drawing in the scent of food on the grill. It may not always be possible to rustle up an open fire, although when it is you have the option of cooking on a tripod, or grilling over the fire. So all the recipes here are geared for one of these two cooking mediums, single ring or barbecue, each of which is signalled by an icon beside the method.


Having packed up your kitchen, the next consideration is how to squeeze the contents of your storecupboard into the small space that remains. If we have to take just one little part of the world with us on our trip, then let that be the Mediterranean. The scents and flavours of its shores capture everything that is alluring about cooking out of doors. The Travelling Storecupboard that follows is the Mediterranean in your pocket.


Bringing it all together are the essentials of olive oil, lemon juice and garlic. So step number one is to combine these ingredients in convenience form before you leave: this is the Camping Marinade, a golden key. On its own you need nothing further for meat and fish destined for the grill, but with the addition of a few succinct spice blends you broaden your horizons. These spices can either be prepared at home before you go, or you can order them online. A second key, albeit smaller, is Camping Glaze, a blend of honey and mustard, which you can use to coat meat and fish and also combine with the Camping Marinade to create a delicious salad dressing.


From here the recipe chapters take you from dawn until dusk, starting with hearty Cowboy Brunch to banish the morning chill and set you up for the day’s recreation ahead, and taking you right through to the other end of the day with recipes for making a comforting mug of cocoa with a drop of rum and biscuits to dunk, before you retire to your sleeping bag. In between, children can be packed off on a ‘Famous Five’ adventure with a full-on picnic tea; there is a chapter on speedy appetisers and little eats, should you make new friends or have old ones visiting; and the supper-time chapters revolve around one-pot dishes, with lots of recommendations for travelling barbecues, including more ambitious dishes like butterflied shoulder of lamb and a whole salmon steamed between long wild grasses. There is also a chapter on cakes to make and take with you, some of which can be used to create puddings. And of course, there are all the camping favourites like bananas baked in their skins and toasted marshmallows.


At the heart of all of this is the essential consideration: a lack of water. All the recipes are designed to keep your need for it to a minimum, not only in the preparation of food but also in the washing up. A stack of greasy saucepans, a plastic washing-up bowl and cold water can very quickly erase the magic of the meal that’s just been eaten, so I promise that at the very most you might have one pan to clean. Nor do the recipes involve scales, an unnecessary item to lug along, which makes for the wrong mindset generally. Instead measurements are a relaxed ‘handful’, ‘tablespoon’, ‘tin mug’, and the like.
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Writing this in the middle of winter, I can’t wait for next summer to go camping again, and start planning the next feast. Although I may not wait until the holidays come round, and you just might find me of a weekend in my field kitchen at the bottom of the garden, playing camping. It’s hard to resist.







ESSENTIAL KIT


Before kitting up to camp for the first time, I glanced around my kitchen – all those treasured items. And suddenly that old adage ‘everything but the kitchen sink’ acquired meaning.


The question begging here is when does ‘essential’ become ‘non essential’? It will have everything to do with how you normally cook at home and how much you feel you are able to sacrifice, a choice that is euphemistically known as ‘subjective’. A good peppermill, for instance, is non-negotiable in my book. Camping shops may sell those little push-button mills, brilliant in design but soulless in action. The satisfying sensation and scent of black peppercorns grinding at a twist of the wrist, and the scrunch of a flaky sea salt between my fingers, are rituals I cannot imagine foregoing before putting food on to the grill or into the pot.


Equally you may have some large, unwieldy, heavy pot that cooks in a particular way and gives you a huge amount of pleasure to use out of doors. So pack it up and squeeze it in. Unless you’re hiking, in which case your choice of kit will be necessarily austere, there is every chance you will be travelling by car, and just might be able to make room. Much of what follows isn’t available from camping stores or even designed with campers in mind, it’s just well designed and ergonomic.


I reckon I can fit the whole caboodle into a reasonable-sized wooden box (which doubles as a prep table once unpacked), with a separate small box by way of a ‘travelling storecupboard’, a barbecue and stove, and a couple of cold bags. Each recipe that follows lists below it the basics of what will be required to cook it, without listing the obvious like a chopping board, utensils and plates to eat from.
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