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To everyone who’s ever felt lost, alone or disappointed eating a sad fruit salad for dessert or a bunless burger for dinner – this book is for you.
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Introduction


Welcome to Delicious Gluten Free Meals, the book that is about to transform your gluten-free life and save you from dry, tasteless, crumbly food forever…


 


What’s for dinner?


It’s the age-old question that has fractured families, divided couples and broken even the hardiest of individuals. But when you’re on a gluten-free diet, suddenly the question of what to cook for your next meal can become an all-consuming worry.


Well, not any more, thanks to this collection of delicious gluten-free recipes. I’m here to hold your hand through the process of becoming better at being gluten free, learning to love food again and, most importantly, never being stuck for ideas when it comes to deciding what to eat. Think of me as your gluten-free tour guide, and this book as your map.


New to gluten free?


Being told you have to go on a gluten-free diet can be a confusing and lonely experience. Often, after being given a diagnosis such as coeliac disease, you are sent out into the world and expected to just know what to do. As if giving up all the foods you previously relied on should just be easy.


And that’s before you’ve filled your trolley with specialist free-from products and seen the cost.


Like all change, adjusting to a gluten-free diet takes time. You don’t just ditch the bread for celery juice and #liveyourbestlife. Without the right help and support to guide you, it can feel like you suddenly have to give up not only all the foods you love, but the whole joy of eating.


Perhaps you’re feeling lost on your quest to start a gluten-free diet?


Maybe you’re standing in the bakery aisle, longingly staring at your favourite, freshly baked loaf and wondering how on earth you’re going to keep up a gluten-free diet for life?


Do you want to be able to cook the same meal for everyone in your family without having to take out a second mortgage on your home or wash up a thousand different pans?


Or perhaps you’re just so sick of only ever being offered a jacket potato as the gluten-free option that you’re desperately browsing the bookshop in hopes of finding a solution?


‘Oh, don’t worry,’ chirps the internet forum clique. ‘Just cook everything from scratch, eat 15 portions of vegetables a day, meal plan for the next six months, only shop in the yellow sticker bin and eat naturally gluten-free foods forever and it’ll be a breeze.’


But in reality? Life just isn’t that simple.


Take it from someone who’s spent many an after-work evening aimlessly wandering the supermarket on an empty stomach wondering what to eat that night. It’s not just a case of grabbing a frozen ready meal or ordering a takeaway because, let’s face it, that damn gluten gets everywhere. And what about the lack of grab-and-go lunch options, or easy breakfast ideas that aren’t entirely based around the list of cereals you can’t eat? As for the dessert menu, you might as well not even bother asking, unless you really love fruit salad.


Meals suddenly feel like they have to involve a lot of time, money and – dare I say it – effort. And it can feel a lot like you’re missing out on all the foods you love. But let me stop you right there because that does not have to be the case at all.


The reality is, you just have to do things a little differently and you’ll soon find you can still enjoy your favourite dinners, whether you have 20 minutes between tasks to throw together a plate of food, or a whole day to prepare a feast. Yes, you might have to learn a few new recipes and buy some ingredients you’ve never bought before, but let’s think of it as a foodie adventure. Trust me, I’ve been where you are, and I want to help.


Not only is this book filled with all the recipes you need, it’s also packed with information and tips to help your transition into a gluten-free diet – everything from learning how to shop and plan meals to save money, to talking to friends and family about cross-contamination.


This book is about to become the number one guest on your dinner party list.


I promise there is a way to happily eat gluten free and save money without having to be some sort of 5am-rising, caffeine-fuelled, Insta-worthy, meal-prepping ‘hustler’. With the help of this book you’re going to go from dreading every mealtime to looking forward to them. No more wandering the aisles looking lost and forlorn – it’s time to get cooking!


Learning to cook from scratch can seem daunting, but not only is it going to help save you time and money, it will also make sticking to a gluten-free diet a lot easier. I might not be able to bring gluten back into your life, but I can help you bring back the flavour.


How to use this book


Starting with the fundamentals, we’ll look at what gluten is (and what makes me so qualified to help you on this journey), how to tackle food shopping, making your kitchen a safe, gluten-free haven, and, of course, how to make 100 different gluten-free meals, sides and desserts that will rock your world.


I hope this book will become your well-worn kitchen assistant. I want you to scribble on it, add sticky notes, fold the pages and let it get splashed with food stains as you whip up your favourite recipe for the hundredth time. Hell, you can even write your shopping list in it and take it around the supermarket with you.


This is a book to be used and loved, and I hope it will provide you with a lifetime of happiness and full stomachs. Now, let’s get cracking with the good stuff.
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My personal war against gluten


I know how much it can help to find someone who relates to what you’re going through, so here’s how I came to evict gluten – but not flavour – from my life, for good…


 


I had always been a skinny child, but the contradiction between my waif-like frame and my ability to demolish an entire box of cereal in one sitting and still be hungry soon became a concern. While my friends were starting to grow taller and curvier, I was a short and bony pre-teen with an almost constant gnawing stomach-ache. And despite always proclaiming my stomach pain had ‘miraculously’ disappeared every time I stepped into a doctor’s surgery (much to my mum’s embarrassment and frustration), we continued to investigate the problem.


There were a few attempts to alleviate my symptoms, including a short foray into eliminating lactose from my diet. But the stomach pains continued, and I still wasn’t getting any taller. One day I saw a different doctor from my usual GP, who was off sick. This new doctor asked if I had been tested for coeliac disease, something that in those days was virtually unheard of. We had no idea what it was, but went ahead with a test anyway.


Coeliac disease essentially means the body attacks itself when you eat gluten, causing an antibody response that damages the lining of the small intestine. The disease has many different symptoms, which is probably why (according to the charity Coeliac UK) the average diagnosis time in the UK is 13 years. It’s important to keep eating gluten to get an accurate result, so it was a good job I had still been eating my way through several boxes of cereal a week.


In 2002, at the age of 12, I was given a blood test that came back indicating coeliac disease-related antibodies. The next stage was to be referred for an endoscopy biopsy. I was given a general anaesthetic (though nowadays the test is usually done under sedation), and a sample was taken of my small intestine via a tube down my throat. A few weeks later, the biopsy results came back positive for coeliac disease and gluten was cancelled from my life forever.


Back then I didn’t have the faintest idea what gluten even was. There were no shiny ‘free from’ signs beckoning me in the supermarket like an oasis in the desert. Instead, I was greeted with a solitary packet of coconut macaroons, which would later become my kryptonite after being the only gluten-free ‘treat’ served up at every party I went to for at least the next decade.


I often think of it as a blessing that I was diagnosed at such a young age. I hadn’t yet learnt to cook and was still dependent on my parents, who took the full brunt of the learning curve like true champions. So while my mum spent hours scrutinising ingredient labels in the supermarket, I took the change in my stride, accepting that eating a different meal from the rest of my family was just the norm. Most of the time they graciously ate gluten-free meals at dinner time anyway, which made me feel much more included.


When it came to lunchboxes, I had never been keen on bread, cakes and biscuits, and I like to think it was my subconscious trying to steer me in the right direction. I didn’t really enjoy many of the (limited) gluten-free lunch options back then either, and I’m pleased to say most things have come a long way since the days of cardboardy gluten-free bread.


It wasn’t until I went to university that I think the full reality of being gluten free really hit me. There is no cure for coeliac disease. The only treatment is a lifelong, strictly gluten-free diet – the strict part being the bit I blissfully ignored during my first months away from home. But it only took a few rebellious, gluten-filled Chinese takeaways for me to realise that the pain they caused just wasn’t worth it. Not to mention the potential, long-term complications that eating gluten could cause me if I carried on self-sabotaging in that way.


I started to realise it was up to me to look after myself now, and I quickly got used to cooking basic meals for myself, sticking to my diet without the support of my parents. Thankfully, I’d picked up a few basic cooking skills while still at home and I put these to good use. But while I could now cope with the day-to-day management of being gluten free, it dawned on me that I had never actually met anyone else in my situation. And at times, that could be lonely.


Sometimes the burden of being gluten free was overwhelming, particularly when faced with a breadcrumb/gluten-coated student kitchen every single day. Or when everyone was going out for a meal somewhere that I couldn’t eat at. My friends and family were always brilliant, but I felt like no one truly understood how I felt. I was studying for a journalism degree at the time, so when one of my lecturers suggested I start a blog to practise my writing, daily musings on my gluten-free meals seemed as good a subject to start with as any.


So in 2009, in my dingy student bedroom, The Gluten Free Blogger was born. Back then, Instagram didn’t exist, blogs were only just starting to make a rumble online, and nobody had a clue that being an ‘influencer’ could be a career choice. I was merely sharing a food diary on the World Wide Web and hoping that others might relate.


But as I wrote, people responded. Suddenly a whole community of fellow gluten free-ers was reaching out through the tendrils of the internet, and for the first time I found people who could relate to how I felt. People who were just like me. What really struck me was how isolated a lot of these new online acquaintances also felt. And that was when I realised I wanted to establish and help a community of those starting on a gluten-free diet who had no idea where to turn.


The Gluten Free Blogger has come a long way since the days of me posting grainy photos of my questionable student meals along with ramblings such as, ‘Dear diary, today I ate some pasta and it fell apart…’ In fact, in 2019, a decade after my first blog post, I finally took the plunge to leave my job as a journalist and make blogging my full-time career.
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However, the ethos of the blog, no matter how much it grew, has always remained the same, and always will – to help anyone struggling with a gluten-free diet and to build a community where nobody feels alone and no food is ever unattainable.


Not only did I find huge comfort in the supportive online community and make some amazing new friends, I also found happiness in learning to cook and bake for myself. I started to realise that cooking food from scratch was not only a lot easier than I ever imagined, but could be money-saving, made me more efficient with my time and gave me an outlet to do something both physical and mindful. Cooking became my stress relief, eating became my joy, and sharing recipes with the gluten-free community became my purpose.


Nowadays the world is a much easier place to navigate for gluten-free people like us. Whole aisles bursting with free-from treats aplenty have opened up in supermarkets. There are entire restaurant menus (and even entire restaurants) dedicated to gluten-free food, and most people you know will nod with some sort of vague recognition when you mention the word ‘coeliac’.


So trust me when I say: if I can do this, so can you.
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WTF is gluten?


Given we’re here to talk about a gluten-free diet, it’s probably a good idea to get a handle on what gluten actually is…


 


The chances are, when you first heard the word ‘gluten’, your mind went straight to a glue stick. And you wouldn’t be completely wrong. Much as the name suggests, gluten – a protein found in certain grains – helps to form a glue-like consistency when mixed with water.


You know that lovely stretch you get when kneading dough? That’s the gluten working its magic.


In fact, it’s this very glue-like property that earned gluten its name in the first place. The protein is responsible for giving bread dough stretch and elasticity, helping it to rise during baking, and making the baked result so chewy and delicious. Those lovely big bubbles you see when you cut into a freshly baked focaccia? They’re caused by the gluten allowing the dough to stretch as the yeast ferments. Basically, gluten is responsible for all the good stuff. But that’s not to say it’s irreplaceable. It just means we need to find a different way to make our favourite treats.


If you’ve already dabbled with gluten-free baking, you’ll notice that it’s not a case of simply switching out wheat flour for a safe alternative. Often this results in cakes that are dry and crumbly, biscuits that turn to dust in your hand, or pastry that sticks to everything when raw, then turns into a brittle mess when cooked.


Expecting a bread dough you can knead and shape? Think again.


Anyone who’s tried to make gluten-free bread for the first time will remember the surprise (read: horror) of being faced not with a kneadable, stretchy dough, but a thick and gloopy batter. Remember, gluten really is the glue that holds so many bakes together.


So where exactly can you find gluten lurking? In short, it’s found in the cereals wheat, barley and rye, and also in related grain products, such as couscous, spelt, semolina and bulgur.


What does this look like in terms of your shopping list? Turn the page to find a set of handy at-a-glance-guides to both the foods that contain gluten, and an abundance of foods that don’t.




Common foods containing gluten


• Biscuits


• Bread


• Breaded or battered foods


• Cakes


• Cereals


• Egg noodles


• Flour


• Gravy


• Pasta


• Pastry


• Pizza bases


• Ready meals


• Sauces


• Sausages and burgers


Common drinks containing gluten*


• Ales


• Barley-based fruit squash


• Beers


• Lagers


• Oat milk (unless labelled gluten free)


• Stouts


* The best way to remember which alcoholic drinks contain gluten is to think of BALS – Beer, Ale, Lager and Stout. Gluten-free versions are available from craft beer shops and online, and can sometimes be found in the free-from aisle.





Welcome to the realisation that these items form the basis of most Western diets. But before you grab the gin (thank goodness that’s gluten free!), it’s not all bad. As we get further into this book, you’ll see that the list of foods you can actually eat is a lot longer than the lists above.


Remember, not every single food we eat consists of grains, and lots of foods are naturally free from gluten. While many processed products may contain gluten, many raw ingredients do not. And it’s these, combined with specialist free-from products, that will end up forming a large part of your diet.




Common gluten-free foods*


• Beans


• Butter


• Buckwheat


• Corn (including polenta)


• Cheese


• Eggs


• Fresh meat


• Fresh fish


• Fruits


• Legumes (beans, peas, lentils)


• Millet


• Nuts


• Oils


• Potatoes


• Quinoa


• Rice


• Seeds


• Soya


• Sweet potatoes


• Teff (a type of millet)


• Vegetables


• Yoghurt


Common gluten-free drinks


• Cider


• Coconut milk


• Coffee


• Cordials


• Fruit juice


• Milk


• Nut milks


• Port


• Sherry


• Soya milk


• Spirits (gin, tequila, vodka, whisky)


• Tea


• Wine


* While raw oats do not contain gluten, cross-contamination from other grains during the manufacturing process of both oats and oat milk can render them unsafe as GF products. Only oats labelled ‘gluten free’ are considered safe on a gluten-free diet, and the same rule applies to oat milk. Oats also contain a protein called avenin, which can cause a gluten-like reaction in people with coeliac disease, so, if you’re eating gluten-free oats and still feeling unwell, it’s best to speak to your doctor or dietitian.





Of course, as with everything in life, there are some caveats.


Buying fresh, non-processed foods from the lists above, such as meat, vegetables, rice and beans, is a sure way to guarantee you’re eating completely gluten free. But many foods, as we know, have added ingredients or are processed in some way. And these are the foods that can blur the lines a little.


Naturally, you might find one brand of sausages is gluten free, whereas another is not. Or one supermarket may use gluten-free breadcrumbs on its fishcakes, while others don’t. Of course, you should always double-check everything you buy to ensure it is gluten free (especially as manufacturers sometimes change the recipe of a food you’ve always relied on as being safe). The number one rule is never, ever assume, because we all know ’assume makes an ass out of you and me’.















Get ready to shop differently


Western diets revolve largely around gluten-containing foods, so it’s natural to imagine you’ll suddenly have to miss out.


 


Many of us were typically brought up to think a sandwich or wrap is the only appropriate lunch food. But what about soups, jacket potatoes, gluten-free wraps, salads, rice bowls or omelettes? Not to mention a trusty tub filled with delicious leftovers from your dinner the night before. These are just a few examples of some great lunch alternatives that can be had in place of a boring ol’ cheese sarnie.


Once you learn which foods are gluten free and which are not, you’ll find your world opens up in terms of food choices.


Supermarket sweep


Picture the scene: you’ve just been told to go gluten free, you’re standing in the supermarket looking at the bread aisle where you usually pick up your staples and you’re thinking *!*! (insert word I promised my mum I wouldn’t write in my book). Where on earth do you even start when you’re getting to grips with a gluten-free diet? At first it seems like everything contains wheat and the possibilities are getting ever narrower. But trust me, as you learn how to navigate the food shop, you’ll realise there are a lot more foods you can eat than foods you can’t.


The best place to start is the free-from aisle, where all the gluten-free food hangs out. All the products here will be clearly labelled and anything with a ‘gluten free’ stamp will have been rigorously tested and audited to ensure it’s genuinely free from all gluten.


But before you mine-sweep the shelves, delighting in the fact you can eat all these breads, cakes, pasta, biscuits and more, you might want to check the prices. Inevitably, all the extra precautions, less widely used ingredients and rigorous testing can come with a higher price tag.


When you’re newly diagnosed, the free-from aisle is certainly an excellent place to start. It gives you an opportunity to discover what alternatives are out there, and makes you feel reassured that you won’t have to suddenly give up all the foods you love. But while I recommend starting here and using it to get all your basics, the free-from aisle is not the be-all and end-all. Not if you want to avoid taking out a loan to fund eating.



Bulk-and batch-buying


Buying online from independent retailers can also be a great way to find new gluten-free goodies; for example, there are a number of mail-order bakeries offering fresh bread, cakes and more. But often they come with a minimum order, which is why I find buying these products in bulk and freezing them can work out more cost-effective.


The same goes with making your own gluten-free bread, meals and treats too. Most of these items can be frozen, so making a larger batch is often cheaper per portion, despite the higher initial outlay. This approach also helps to eliminate any food waste, which, let’s face it, is just throwing money away.


Making friends with your freezer will definitely save you pennies and time. Batch-cooking things such as stews, sauces, pies and curries is a great way to ensure you have a go-to meal at hand without relying on overpriced gluten-free ready meals. Keep a stash of plastic tubs and labels so you can portion and mark up each meal with the name, amount and date of freezing. Unless, like me, you prefer to freestyle it, chuck a load of unmarked tubs in the freezer, forget what they all are and enjoy a bit of freezer roulette for dinner.


Learn to love food


For me, going gluten free meant learning to cook from scratch, and I regarded this as non-negotiable. While it was a steep learning curve, I find I now eat a much more varied diet. It’s a chance to explore new products you never would have picked up before, and to try out new techniques and new ideas. Would you ever have looked twice at quinoa before going gluten free?


Would you have dabbled with baking your own bread if you could just buy it cheaply, or invested in a slow cooker if you simply relied on ready meals? Exploring food can be turned into a fun activity for all the family, challenging one another to find new ingredients you’ve never used before.


Cooking gluten free doesn’t have to be restrictive or complicated; the joy is in finding ways to do it that suit your lifestyle and your wallet. I was as surprised as anyone to discover that I really do enjoy cooking simple and tasty meals.


Also, there’s the added bonus that I can make things like pizza the size I want them to be, rather than settling for miniature gluten-free versions of the ‘normal’ food I used to eat. I might never answer the mystery of why all shop-bought gluten-free food portions are so tiny, but I certainly don’t have to settle for them – and neither do you.


The bottom line?


I’ll tell it to you straight: the first supermarket shop you do will probably be a struggle. And it’s likely to be a bit of an eye-opener in terms of realising how much of the food you used to eat contains gluten. You’ll make mistakes, you’ll get frustrated when you see how many of your favourite foods are now a no-go, and you’ll inevitably feel like this all sucks. But trust me, we’ve all been there, and that feeling soon fades.


As you start the habit of reading the ingredients of every single product in your cupboards and throwing half of them out (to a food bank, please), you’ll also start to realise that you can do this. You’ll start to understand what’s gluten free and what’s not. You’ll begin to acquire new weekly favourites that you always buy, just as you did before you were gluten free, except now the shopping list might look a little different.










So what can you do to shop gluten free? Here are three tips to navigate the weekly food shop.


INGREDIENTS LISTS


The number one piece of advice I can give you is to learn how to read ingredient lists. That’s because not every gluten-free product has to be labelled as such. Remember, manufacturers have to pay for testing to acquire GF status, so often products are safe to eat but not specifically labelled that way. You don’t see ‘gluten free’ stickers on bananas or apples, but this doesn’t mean they contain any gluten.


UK law states that common allergens in food products sold in shops must be highlighted in bold, so it’s quick and easy to see if any gluten-containing ingredients are present. It’s important to remember that the GF wording UK law specifies must be ‘cereals containing gluten’. This means that while the word ‘gluten’ itself may not appear in bold, cereals such as wheat, barley, oats or rye could be highlighted instead. Unless the product is clearly certified as gluten free, the listing of any of these allergens means it’s not safe to eat on a gluten-free diet.


‘MAY CONTAIN’ WARNINGS


While there are lots of naturally gluten-free ingredients available, if you have coeliac disease or a severe allergy or intolerance, you’ll also need to be aware of ‘may contain’ warnings on food packaging. These alert you to the fact that cross-contamination may have occurred during the manufacturing or packing of the product. In other words, the product you’re looking at ‘may contain’ gluten.


For example, items such as polenta, spice mixes and quinoa are naturally free from gluten, but can have a warning stating they’re made or packaged in a factory that also handles wheat. At present the laws around this sort of labelling are pretty open to interpretation, and therefore a source of great divide and frustration in the gluten-free community.


The general advice is to avoid products with ‘may contain’ warnings if you have coeliac disease. Unless, of course, you can establish directly from the manufacturer that the levels fall below the UK guidance of what is considered gluten free (20 parts of gluten per million). Otherwise. it’s simply not worth the risk.


If no allergens are present but there’s no GF seal of approval, double-check for ‘may contain’ warnings. If all clear, it’s usually safe to go in the trolley. If you’re still unsure, you can always check directly with the manufacturer. Scrutinising labels is the best way to come across goodies you never thought would be gluten free, or, as I like to call them, accidentally gluten-free finds. You’ll feel such empowerment when you seek out what’s gluten free, rather than relying on the limitations of just one aisle for everything.


SHOP NATURALLY GLUTEN FREE


Now let’s look at using products that are naturally free from gluten anyway. Think rice, potatoes, fresh meat and veg, and all the goodies from the long list on here.


Often, it will be cheaper to cook a dish with a side of rice than to find some certified gluten-free couscous alternative (which, let’s face it, won’t taste like you remember couscous to be anyway). And who doesn’t love a potato, the most wonderful of naturally gluten-free carbs, whether it’s mashed, roasted, fried or chipped? It is possible to do your entire shop without even visiting the free-from aisle – it just requires a little creativity. A number of the recipes in this book are naturally gluten free – Aubergine Tagine and Chorizo & Cod Rice Pan, for example – so you can use these as a starting point to put together meals without spending a fortune. I find this is also a better way to shop if you want to use local markets and farm shops, buying seasonal, locally grown produce and reducing the amount of processed foods (and air miles) in your diet.
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