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“To make your food interesting, serve what you really like the way you really like it.”


Lee Bailey
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“Give me neither poverty nor riches; feed me with food convenient for me.”


Proverbs




WHAT REVIEWERS HAVE SAID ABOUT GILL HOLCOMBE’S FIRST BOOK


How to feed your whole family a healthy, balanced diet, with very little money and hardly any time, even if you have a tiny kitchen, only three saucepans (one with an ill-fitting lid) and no fancy gadgets – unless you count the garlic crusher …
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’Publishing phenomenon of the year!’ Mail on Sunday


‘One of the publishing sensations of 2009. The robust guide with handy tips and recipes for dishes such as chilli con carne and chicken nuggets has climbed into the bestseller lists and been reprinted four times in the past 12 months.’ The Independent


‘No-nonsense: Gill's low-cost approach to cookery is winning her an army of fans, especially during the recession.’ Daily Mail


‘Packed with labour and money-saving tips, and it’s a great buy for any busy mother. You can make a nutritious meal … in the time it takes to dial up and wait for a pizza.’ BBC Good Food Magazine


'A brilliant little volume in which the hearty, honest, family friendly recipes are delicious.’ The Sunday Times, Style Magazine. Reviewer India Knight, author of The Thrift Book


'Reveals the secrets of cooking on a budget.' Daily Express


‘Plenty of do-able recipes. … all a huge success!’ Essentials


‘An indispensable guide for last-minute and everyday cooking – no kitchen should be without one.’ Four Shires


'The author is a total expert at creating delicious food from very meagre shopping lists. Her tips and brilliant, simple recipes have been compiled into this great little book. Everyone can learn from this book – it's a brilliant resource, especially if you are trying to stick to a budget or are still finding your feet in the kitchen.' easylivingmagazine.co.uk


‘I think it’s a great buy.’ Uxbridge Gazette


‘I have to say, this is the first time I have ever read a cookery book from cover to cover in the space of a few days … it's not just recipes, though there are plenty of those; but nuggets of wisdom about how to get children (and adults) to eat healthily without getting too fat, lots of humour and some apt quotations … If anything is going to motivate me to change, this book will. In fact I can't wait! Amazon VINE reviewer


'A good starter basic for an inexperienced cook looking after a family on a budget and trying to steer clear of processed food and ready meals.' www.tribune.ie


'Buy this, bye stress with this fantastic cookbook, full of simple and nutritious recipes for family meals – ideal for those with a busy lifestyle.' Prima


'A handy little book full of easy ideas for family meals – straightforward, sustaining everyday food, quickly made with fresh ingredients, that will have your kids coming back for more. It's really useful and very definitely family-friendly.' www.healthy-eating-made-easy.com/


'Packed with great ideas for cost-conscious meals, packed lunches and extras like flapjacks and toffee apples. There's also some great advice on menu planning, with five weeks' worth of ideas that mean you won't have to cook the same meal twice during that time.' Easy Cook Magazine
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“Good cooking is an art which is easily acquired. There are only a few basic processes, and once they are mastered, even elaborate dishes seem simple to produce. No cookbook can provide the spark of genius, but it can serve as a source of inspiration and information.”


Fanny Farmer





Introduction



Whenever I’m asked about ‘the right way’ to shop, cook or eat, all I can say is I’m no expert, I only know what works for me. And as long as you’re not living on takeaways and feeding your children a non-stop diet of processed ready meals and fizzy drinks, I don’t think there are, strictly speaking, any wrong ways, just lots of different right ones.
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The other question I’m often asked is where a certain recipe comes from, and usually all I can say to that is, I’m not sure, it was just an idea. In fact, I don’t mind admitting that lots of my ideas were somebody else’s idea first, which is why I never refer to any recipe as mine, however much it feels as if it belongs to me because I’ve cooked it so many times, or because I like to think my version is the best one.


Let’s face it. Nobody’s born with 200 failsafe recipes inside their head. Inspiration has to come from somewhere, and most recipes can be altered, adapted and updated to suit anyone and everyone, which is how it should be, and why so many old favourites manage to stay fresh and interesting no matter how many times they’ve been recycled.


In fact, recipe ideas are everywhere: on television and radio, in books, magazines and newspapers, even given away free in the supermarket, and yet some people still say it’s not that easy to put a decent meal together. But mainly it’s a state of mind; all you have to do is look at your options and find out what works for you.


Someone I know recently told me she can’t face chopping onions so she uses ready-chopped frozen onions in all her cooking; that way she’s got the beginnings of a meal in as little time as it takes to open a packet and warm some oil in a pan.


That’s the beauty of cheat ingredients, whether you’re using curry paste, instant gravy granules or ready-made salads. Anything that helps you get a home-made meal together has to be a good thing. It doesn’t have to be cooked completely from scratch either. What’s the point of having so much convenience if you can’t cut corners and compromise? Surely all that matters is being able to produce something delicious and mostly nutritious that doesn’t cost a small fortune or take too long to cook – and that you and your family will actually want to eat.


I also think we worry too much about fat grams, salt levels, different sugars, good fats and bad fats, calorie counting and eating five portions of fruit and vegetables every day, and I’m always coming across recipes for a ‘healthy alternative’ to chocolate cake, or ‘guilt-free’ fish and chips. But, to me, all fish and chips should be guilt free. Fish dipped in batter contains the same amount of nutrients as steamed fish. Potatoes are full of vitamins and minerals, whether they’ve been deep-fried or not. If you want a healthy alternative to chocolate cake, eat an apple, but if you really want the cake, eat that – and don’t feel bad about it.


We all have to eat and even though cooking may not be fun all the time, it doesn’t have to be a terrible chore either. One of my favourite quotes comes from Fran Lebowitz who apparently said: ‘Food is an important part of a balanced diet.’ And I think that just about sums it up.
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Good beginnings


STORE CUPBOARD INGREDIENTS
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There’s been a lot of talk lately about the advantages of stocking up on basic essentials and non-perishable items at home, but I still think it’s worth repeating here simply because it’s such a good point. In other words, if you’ve got a cupboard full of food to start with it’s much easier to put a meal together in the evening, even when you’re tired and really don’t feel like cooking.


The list below may look very long but you don’t have to buy the whole lot at once and even if you are starting from scratch, everything here is still very affordable and comparatively good value for money. Buying three or four different types of flour may seem a bit excessive if you’re not used to it, but when you remember that flour is the basis for a huge variety of breads, pastries, cakes, biscuits, batters, toppings and sauces, a large bag costs around 75p (or less) in the supermarket and can last for weeks, it makes a bit more sense.


In any case, you’ll soon get to know which items you use all the time and which ones you can do without altogether, then you can plan and shop accordingly – and start making your life easier.


TINS: Fish (sardines, salmon, tuna); vegetables (chopped tomatoes, plum tomatoes, sweetcorn, mushy peas, mixed); fruit (peaches, apples, pineapple, mixed); beans (baked, bortelli, cannellini, butter beans, broad beans, mixed); also corned beef, coconut milk, black treacle.


DRIED: Fruit (apricots, prunes, sultanas, raisins, cranberries, mixed); lentils and pulses (red lentils, green lentils, mung beans, yellow split peas, chickpeas); rice* (brown, basmati); nuts (peanuts, cashews, almonds, mixed); seeds (sesame, pumpkin, sunflower, mixed); flour (plain, self-raising, wholemeal, strong bread flour, gram flour – otherwise known as chickpea flour – cornflour); sugar (caster, soft brown); also baking powder, dried yeast, suet, porridge oats, pasta, couscous, soup mix, salt, pepper, herbs and spices.


* NB: avoid so-called ‘easy cook’ rice, which is more expensive and no easier to cook than any other type of rice. The only ‘advantage’ is that it supposedly takes a couple of minutes less cooking time – and I’m not even convinced of that.


BOTTLES: Oil (vegetable or corn oil, olive oil, sesame oil); vinegar (malt, cider, balsamic); also lemon juice, lime juice, Worcestershire sauce, soy sauce, Tabasco sauce, sherry, honey, golden syrup.


JARS: Mustard (English, French, Dijon); pesto (red and green); also horseradish, sandwich pickle, chutney, jam.


OTHER: Purées (tomato, garlic); also cartons of long-life tomato juice and orange juice; stock cubes, gravy browning, instant gravy granules; Marmite or Vegemite.


FRIDGE AND FREEZER
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Lots of us buy pretty much the same dairy products every week according to what our own family’s favourites are and many people regularly buy a much greater variety of cheeses and yoghurts than I’ve listed below; this is really just a rough guide to the most useful for those of you who want to keep to the minimum.


Generally, you can’t beat fresh vegetables for texture and flavour, but it’s also true that frozen vegetables are just as nutritious, and a few – peas and some beans, for instance – are actually better frozen. (You’re also less likely to let frozen food get past its use-by date.) That said, some frozen fruit and vegetables aren’t so good. Spinach is one example; I can’t see the point of it when the fresh stuff is ready in about one minute and can be added straight to other dishes (stir-fries, casseroles and omelettes for example), whereas frozen spinach is soggy, lacks flavour and seems to me to take considerably longer to cook. Also, strawberries don’t freeze well, nor does cabbage, and frozen pineapple is nowhere near as good in texture or sweetness as tinned.


FRESH: Cheese (Cheddar, Parmesan, Quark); fats (butter, Stork margarine, lard or Cookeen, the vegetarian alternative to lard); also milk, natural yoghurt, eggs.


FROZEN: Fish (white fish fillets, salmon or tuna fillets, prawns, fish fingers); vegetables (peas, French beans, broad beans, sweetcorn); fruit (mixed forest fruits, mixed summer fruits, raspberries, cranberries).


HERBS AND SPICES
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I sometimes tried to grow herbs and other things in pots in the back garden when my kids were younger, but nothing could withstand the hailstorm of footballs and tennis balls for very long. In fact, the one and only thing that somehow managed to survive is a rosemary bush that I still use a lot, and which serves as a constant reminder that fresh herbs really are better than dried, and – in a ball-free zone – very easy to grow …


Meanwhile, dried herbs and spices are infinitely better than none at all and still add a lot of depth and flavour to most sweet and savoury foods.


The herbs and spices listed here are the ones that crop up most regularly in the recipes in this book. Assume that the curry and chilli powder in each recipe will be medium unless stated otherwise, and just adapt whatever you happen to have (mild, medium or hot) to suit yourself, adding more or less of each one according to taste.


[image: image] Ginger: Warm and spicy: perfect in curries, stir-fries, cakes, biscuits and soups.


[image: image] Curry powder/Chilli powder: These tend to add heat rather than flavour (this is especially true of chilli powder) and ideally need to be combined with other spices to enhance the taste of the food.


[image: image] Cumin powder/cumin seeds: Boost the effect of curry and chilli powder and add their own flavour.


[image: image] Garlic salt: Good for meatball mixtures and marinades when you want the flavour without the hassle of peeling, chopping or crushing the bulb.


[image: image] Onion salt: Ditto.


[image: image] Paprika: Subtly different from cayenne pepper, which is more fiery where paprika is milder and sweeter. Use paprika for a subtle flavour and cayenne pepper when you want more heat.


[image: image] Coriander: Great in curries, Mexican dishes, carrot and other orange vegetable soups.


[image: image] Garam masala: A mixture – generally cinnamon, cumin, cloves, pepper, nutmeg and cardamom – used in a huge variety of curries. If you keep enough spices at home you can mix up your own versions of garam masala to suit yourself.


[image: image] Mixed Spice: Good in cakes and biscuits, and as an alternative to Allspice (which is similar but sharper; tasting more heavily of cloves) in some savoury dishes – stir-fries, for example.


[image: image] Cinnamon: Sweet and spicy, perfect with apples in cakes, puddings and biscuits.


[image: image] Nutmeg: Good with spinach, bananas, spicy cakes and biscuits.


[image: image] Parsley: Sprinkled over tomato, potato, egg, cheese and fish dishes.


[image: image] Chives: Omelettes, potato salad, vegetable dishes.


[image: image] Rosemary: roast lamb, shepherd’s pie, some chicken dishes; also good with roast potatoes.


[image: image] Sage: Great with pork, sausages and onions; also home-made stuffing.


[image: image] Tarragon: Some fish and most chicken dishes.


[image: image] Oregano: Bolognese, tomato dishes and pasta sauces.


[image: image] Herbes de Provence: A good all-round substitute when you know you want to add a little flavour to something but you’re not sure what to use.


[image: image] Mixed herbs: Ditto.


Chillies


[image: image]


If you buy chillies in packets in the supermarket the labels should give you all the information you need. In a nutshell, the little long, thin green ones are used in Asian curries; Scotch Bonnet chillies, which are small, round, crinkly and can be any colour from pale yellow or green to orangey red, are used in Caribbean cooking, while mixed red and green jalapenos are mostly for Mexican-style recipes.


As well as fresh chillies and dried spices you can also buy chilli flakes in jars in most supermarkets.


Stock
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Chicken and turkey carcasses are perfect for making stock, as are beef, lamb, pork and gammon joints and knuckles. All you need to do is bring the bones to the boil in a pan of fresh, cold water with a bouquet garni, bay leaves, black peppercorns and a couple of onions and/or carrots if you have them. The stock should be skimmed to remove any fat from the surface after 2–3 hours, and can be re-boiled the next day, kept in the fridge for up to one week or frozen for up to three months.


Vegetable stock is also easy to make from a variety of peelings and leftover stalks, and needs only to be simmered for about half an hour. (However, Brussels sprouts have too strong a flavour and tend to overpower everything else so you’re better off leaving them out, and don’t use red cabbage leaves unless you want your finished stock to be blue.)


Fish stock can be made from scraps of fish with some onion or pale vegetable peelings, but never use fish bones; they make the stock taste bitter and render it completely useless.


Quantities
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The quantities of vegetables and seasoning in lots of these recipes are approximate and can be adjusted any which way you like. (In some recipes specific quantities aren’t given at all.)


Because I like recipes with lots of leeway I’m not very precise about quantities generally and only include them for one of the following reasons: as a starting point for anyone who hasn’t cooked the dish before; because it’s helpful to know in advance how many portions you can expect to make with a certain weight or volume of food or liquid, or in cases where the amount of any ingredient in the recipe will directly affect the end result.


All eggs are medium unless a recipe specifies another grade and, needless to say, to be able to judge a handful all you need is your own hand and a bit of common sense, not a certain-sized hand (as somebody once suggested to me – honestly). Similarly, where I’ve said a mug or a cup you’ll know exactly what a regular mug or cup looks like.


Where a ‘standard’ tin is mentioned this refers to the average, most common size, although the weight or volume given on the tin could say 410 g, 400 ml or 14 oz. And where a recipe mentions just ‘a tin’ this either refers to the standard size, or it means the quantity simply doesn’t matter so you can use any size tin you like.


I never give specific amounts of butter and oil for frying because everyone has their own idea of what’s right. A generous amount of butter to me would be about 1 oz (25 g), but another person may use even less than that, whereas somebody else could easily double it, so err on the side of caution to start with; you can always add more as you go, but once you’ve got too much oil sloshing around in a pan full of food there’s not much you can do about it. Also, I opt for butter and certain kinds of oil (or a combination of the two) in each recipe according to what feels right to me, but if you have a better idea and prefer to use different oil or another kind of fat altogether, that’s fine.


Servings
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I know it’s usual to give a rough indication of how many people each recipe serves, but because this is a family cookbook you can safely assume that every recipe will serve at least four people – and usually more – unless stated otherwise.


Measuring
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For some recipes – usually the puddings – you will have to weigh the ingredients, but once you know what an ounce (or 25 g) of something looks like, you’ll probably find you can do without a set of scales most of the time and measure everything with a tablespoon. One tablespoon = 1 oz (25 g). (Use the same-sized spoon every time and you’ll soon get the hang of it.)


I still think of everything in ounces, pounds and inches rather than metric, so although you shouldn’t have problems with either system, there’s the tiniest possibility that the imperial measurements will be slightly more accurate. And if you’re still not sure about the size of something, fill a tin or pudding basin with flour and weigh that (e.g. a 2 lb loaf tin will hold 2 lb of flour), and for liquids fill the bowl or tin with water and pour it into a measuring jug.


Oven temperatures
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The oven temperatures given here should at least be accurate enough for the recipes, and in most cases are ideal. In any case, as long as you’re familiar with your own oven you’ll soon be able to tell if you need to turn the temperature up or down a notch or two without making any drastic changes to the cooking times.


Equipment
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Some people love kitchen gadgets and I can appreciate a gorgeous, expensive set of saucepans as much as the next person, but if you can’t afford anything better than the bog standard basics, it won’t make the slightest bit of difference to your cooking, believe me. It’s certainly true that you’re better off buying two or three good-quality knives than a whole set of cheap ones that don’t cut anything properly (except your fingers) but all the mixing bowls, casserole dishes, saucepans, cake tins, measuring jugs, whisks, spatulas, spoons and other bits and pieces can be bought dirt cheap from the supermarket or pound shop.


An electric hand whisk is perfect for making cakes, among other things, while a food processor or blender (preferably 2 litre plus) is good for mixing, beating and liquidizing anything and everything. You should still be able to find these things for sale at around £5 for a hand whisk and £20 for a food processor. Hand blenders are also very useful, especially if you want to purée food for babies or make lots of soups and sauces. Finally, I should point out that in many of these recipes you could just as easily use a food processor instead of making dough or squishing meat mixtures together with your hands. I hardly ever do because I’d rather get my hands dirty and make less washing up, but the choice is yours.
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“Tomatoes and oregano make it Italian; wine and tarragon make it French, sour cream makes it Russian, lemon and cinnamon make it Greek, Soy sauce makes it Chinese, garlic makes it good.”


Alice May Brock
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Mood food


CLASSICS
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From modern classics like Pacific Pie and Creamy Pasta Bake to more traditional meals like Goulash or Stew and Dumplings, all the recipes in this section will be familiar to someone, depending on where they come from and the kind of food they were brought up on. I should also point out that, as with all the other recipes in this book, these dishes are neither 100% authentic nor completely ‘wrong’; they’re just variations of certain recipes the way I make them.


“It is more important to make classic dishes properly (which means deliciously, with the best available ingredients, following fundamental principles) than to keep trying to come up with new concoctions just for the sake of originality.”


Julia Child


CHICKEN CHASSEUR
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You can buy Chasseur sauce in jars or packet mixes in the supermarket, but it’s almost as simple, and certainly more cost effective, to make at home.


Use whichever cut of chicken you like, but thighs are a cheaper option than breast meat and you can get away with a smaller quantity of any type of meat when it’s served in a thick sauce. (If you haven’t got white wine, use red, or even sherry will do.)


6 chicken thighs


Button mushrooms


Baby onions or shallots


1 tin of chopped tomatoes


¾ pint (450 ml) chicken stock


Glass of white wine


1 tbsp sugar


Tomato purée


Garlic purée


Tarragon


Oil


Salt & pepper


Butter


Method


1. Remove the chicken skin, wash and trim any fatty bits off the meat then season with salt and pepper. Peel and chop the onions, or leave them whole if they’re small enough, ditto the mushrooms.


2. Warm a very little oil in a very large pan and brown the chicken thighs two or three at a time by cooking for a few minutes and turning once. (Don’t put all the meat in the pan at the same time; if you do the chicken will just cook in its own steam without browning.)


3. Put the chicken thighs in a large casserole dish and sprinkle with tarragon.


4. Add a tablespoon of butter to the pan then fry the onions and mushrooms together for a few more minutes before putting them in the casserole dish with the chicken.


5. Add the stock, wine and chopped tomatoes to the pan with the sugar and a good squeeze each of tomato and garlic purée; stir well, bring to the boil and thicken the sauce with more tomato purée (or a little gravy browning or instant gravy granules) if necessary.


6. Cook in a preheated oven, Gas Mark 5 (190ºC) for about half an hour until the chicken is cooked through and the sauce is bubbling. Serve with potatoes or rice and extra vegetables or salad.




Tip


Don’t chuck out tomatoes, even if they’re slightly soft and wrinkly and past their best; make an alternative to sun dried tomatoes (kind of) by baking them in the oven. Keep covered in the fridge and use in meat and other tomato based sauces.





SHEPHERD’S PIE
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Shepherd’s Pie is a well-worn classic and there’s no excuse really for printing a recipe that most people could make in their sleep, except it’s one of my all-time favourites, so here it is again.


1 lb (450–500 g) minced lamb or beef


1 onion


1 clove of garlic


Mushrooms


1 carrot, grated


Frozen sweetcorn


1 lamb, beef or vegetable stock cube (or a teaspoon of Marmite)


1–2 tbsp tomato purée


1 heaped tbsp instant gravy granules


Dried rosemary


Potatoes: however many you think would make a serving of mash for each person.


Milk


Grated cheese: approx 1 oz (25 g)


Method


1. Peel potatoes – or wash them and leave them in their skins if you prefer – then boil and mash in the usual way, adding butter, a splash of milk and the grated cheese to the finished mash.


2. Meanwhile, dry fry the meat in a very large pan over a moderate heat, breaking it up with a wooden spoon, while you get the vegetables ready.


3. Add the finely chopped onion, crushed garlic and mushrooms to the pan, and cook for a few minutes until the onions are soft and you can clearly see the meat’s fatty juices.


4. Strain the fat off the meat then crumble in the stock cube (or a dessertspoonful of Marmite) and add the rosemary, tomato purée, grated carrot and as much frozen sweetcorn as you like; say a couple of handfuls.


5. Add the gravy granules to the pan with a little water and simmer for a few minutes.


6. Transfer the meat mixture to a large ovenproof dish and top with the mashed potatoes. Cook on Gas Mark 5 (190ºC) for roughly 20 minutes, or until the potatoes are brown and the gravy is bubbling.





Tip



Potatoes make one of the best toppings for pies and casseroles: mashed potatoes with added herbs and soft cheese or grated hard cheeses; or boiled potatoes cut into slices and dotted with butter.





FAGGOTS
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Traditionally, faggots are wrapped in some kind of skin, rather like sausages, and poached in stock or gravy, which is what gives them that lovely soft texture, but these faggots are partly baked to stop them falling apart (without a skin), so they’re soft in the middle and crisp on the outside.


Don’t be put off by the ingredients – or the name – if you haven’t tried these before. They’re very tasty, and with 1lb of pork mince costing around £2 and 1 lb of lambs’ liver at less than £1 in the supermarket, they’re also very cheap.


(Wrap a rasher of streaky bacon around each faggot if you like, or leave them as they are.)


Makes 10 faggots


1 lb (500 g) pork mince


1 lb (500 g) lambs’ liver


1 onion


2 oz (50 g) breadcrumbs


¾ pint (450 ml) stock


Mixed herbs


½ tsp cayenne pepper



Method



1. Prepare the liver in the usual way by rinsing in a colander under the cold tap and snipping off any little bits of skin or sinew with kitchen scissors.


2. Break up the mince in an ovenproof dish and mix with the roughly chopped liver and onion then pour on the stock, cover with a lid and bake in the oven for about 30 minutes.


3. Remove the cooked meat and onion from the stock and mince coarsely, either by putting it all through a mincer, or by pulsing in the food processor for a few seconds. (Don’t overdo it and reduce the whole lot to slush.)


4. Add the breadcrumbs, herbs and cayenne pepper to the meat mixture and squish it all together so it’s properly combined.


5. Form into cakes with your hands and place the faggots on a lightly oiled baking tray.


6. Bake in the oven on Gas Mark 5 (190ºC) for another 30 minutes and serve with gravy, mashed potatoes and vegetables.


PORK SATAY
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Needless to say, you can also make chicken or beef satay with this recipe, which can be cooked on the barbecue in summer or under the grill in winter.


It doesn’t matter whether you use metal or wooden skewers, but if you use wooden ones soak them in cold water for a couple of hours then wipe them over with a little oil first to stop them charring – or igniting – on the barbecue. (Alternatively, you could cook the pork still in its marinade in a covered casserole dish in the oven and serve it on a bed of rice.)
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