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Darina Allen is Ireland’s best-known food ambassador. She has run the world-renowned Ballymaloe Cookery School in Shanagarry, Co. Cork, situated in the middle of a 100-acre organic farm, since 1983.


She is the bestselling author of fifteen books, including 30 Years at Ballymaloe, Forgotten Skills of Cooking, which won the André Simon award in 2009, Irish Traditional Cooking, Ballymaloe Cookery Course and Healthy Gluten-free Eating (with Rosemary Kearney). Darina has presented nine series of her cookery programme, Simply Delicious, on television around the world and has written a weekly food column for the Irish Examiner since 1998.


Darina is a tireless campaigner for local produce. She founded the first farmers’ markets in Ireland, is on the board of The Soil Association and is one of the leaders of the Slow Food movement in Ireland. She is a natural teacher, whose enthusiasm and energy for good things is quite contagious, and has won many awards, including the Guild of Food Writers’ Lifetime Achievement award in 2013 ‘for her incalculable contribution to culinary education’.
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HOW TO USE THIS EBOOK





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





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





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





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





INTRODUCTION


This is my sixteenth book and may just be the most important one I ever write. In the words of Lady Eve Balfour, founder of The Soil Association: ‘The health of soil, plant, animal and man is one and indivisible’.


The working title – For God’s sake grow some of your own food and cook it – sounded convincing when I said it with very deep passion as I always do, but on paper it looked preachy. And so Grow, Cook, Nourish came about. This encapsulates the entire process of sowing plants and seeds, nurturing them, harvesting, cooking and nourishing yourself and others.


When I was a child, people shopped every day. Some say the real turning point when our food became less nourishing was in 1979 when the first ready meal was sold in the supermarket and so began the start of the rise in allergies, food intolerances, obesity, type 2 diabetes… I doubt that it is that simple but whatever the accumulated causes, there is no doubting that things have gone horribly wrong. We have gone from being a society who shopped for our fresh food and provisions on a daily basis, to one that has handed the power over our food choices to five or six multinational companies which can scarcely be expected to have our best interests, either our health or enjoyment of food, at heart. Their main responsibility is to their shareholders.


For most people with busy lives a one-stop ‘shop’ at a supermarket once a week is the only choice, but not every society has chosen this option. France, Spain, Italy and many more European countries still shop daily at markets for their fresh produce far more than we do in the UK.


Since the 1950s, food producers have been encouraged to produce the maximum yield at the minimum cost. These days they are being forced by the cheap food policy in the retail trade and by the public’s unrealistic assumption that inexpensive food is our right, to produce food below an economic level. It is quite simply impossible to produce wholesome food for the prices that farmers are now being paid. The result is an unmitigated disaster in health and socio-economic terms.


As a child in the 1950s and 60s we ate simple, nourishing food from our garden and the local area – there were just three shops in our village and only a handful of processed foods. I can’t quite remember when I first learned how to grow or even sow seeds. We always had a vegetable garden with apple trees, gooseberry and currant bushes, a few raspberry canes and a little row of strawberries that never seemed to produce very many berries. I never knew either of my grandmothers, as they died when I was very young, but both my grandfathers loved their vegetable gardens and orchards. Grandad, my paternal grandfather, designed quite elaborate formal gardens with long paths and many ‘summer houses’ connecting the business and our house in the little village of Cullohill in Co Laois. There were lots of perennials, both fruit and vegetables, nothing particularly exotic because we didn’t have a greenhouse but certainly enough to keep us plentifully supplied pretty much year round.


My maternal grandfather whom we called Granpoppy was a virtually self-sufficient farmer who also loved his garden. I don’t remember the vegetable garden much but I do remember him being inordinately proud of his crop of Golden Wonder potatoes. There were pears, apples and plum trees in the orchard behind the haggard, and damsons and sloes in the hedgerows around the farm. Mummy also encouraged us to grow and allocated us little plots and part of the Rockery behind our house to grow both vegetables and flowers.


Later when I got married, despite the fact that we had a horticultural enterprise with acres of commercial greenhouses, a mushroom farm and extensive orchards, I was longing for my own little vegetable patch, so we cultivated a tiny plot close to the kitchen door and had the best fun planting it. After a few years, we designed the formal kitchen garden in the haggard. I was inspired by many potagers as well as the gardens at Villandry in the Loire Valley and by those of Robert Carrier at Hintlesham Hall in Suffolk.


Anyone can grow, anywhere, in any space. Even if you live in a skyscraper or a high-rise flat with a balcony, you can grow some of your own food. To grow, all you need is a seed, some soil or compost, light and water. You don’t need green fingers, you don’t even need a garden. You can grow on a windowsill, a balcony, in a few pots, tubs, baskets, in fact any kind of well-draining container. Obviously, the more space you have the more variety you can grow, but there can be an advantage in limited space because you are forced to be ingenious. I’ve seen old drawers, rusty wheelbarrows, old chests and baths bursting with produce.


Gardening and growing is a lifetime of learning curves, every year a new adventure building on the previous year’s experience. There’s nothing like nature to ‘put manners on us’, one never knows it all. Every year there will be new challenges and a few successes, but from each disappointment and mistake we learn. Occasionally even a spectacular success or breakthrough will have you bursting with pride, and then there’s the thrill of growing something new and exotic or an heirloom variety or a crop from the seeds we’ve saved ourselves.


A COOK’S GARDEN


I’m often asked if I came to gardening from being a cook, or vice-versa, but actually I realise that it’s neither. When I arrived at Ballymaloe House I discovered many exotic perennial vegetables such as seakale, globe and Jerusalem artichokes and cardoons, that are now my norm and I hope will also become yours.


I’ve always grown principally for flavour rather than for maximum yield. There are few things more disappointing for a gardener than discovering that, after all the time and effort to grow produce, the end result has little flavour. For this reason the variety is also crucially important, so be super fussy when you order seeds, plants, shrubs and trees. There can be the world of difference in flavour between one tomato or bean variety and another.


From the cook’s perspective it’s all about the freshness of ingredients. Not only do freshly harvested vegetables, fruit and herbs taste remarkably different, but they cook faster, saving energy, and in some cases the texture is also very different. The skin of some fruit and vegetables toughens as they get older and that is hugely noticeable in vegetables such as aubergines and cucumbers. For cooks and chefs the secret of the wow factor is freshness and, of course, intensity of flavour.


The other bonus for the gardening cook is having access to different and unusual varieties, in comparison to what’s normally available in the shops. Many chefs and keen cooks find that unless they grow their own they simply can’t access the unusual and heirloom varieties that are intriguing to cook with and add interest and panache to a menu.


Hence a growing number of chefs are starting to cultivate gardens in the most unlikely spaces, both indoors and outside. René Redzepi at Noma in Copenhagen is growing herbs and salad leaves under LED lights in a large indoor bed on legs beside the kitchen. Research indicates that growing under LED lights can enhance both flavour and yield and the wavelengths can be controlled and varied for different crops. The chef can literally snip a pea shoot or a nasturtium leaf and pop it straight onto the guest’s plate. Robin Gill at The Dairy overlooking Clapham Common, has quite an extensive plastic crate garden on the roof, as has Tom Colicchio at River Park in New York, though the gardener Zach Pickens admits that it’s been a learning curve. April Bloomfield of The Spotted Pig, John Dory and The Breslin, also has all manner of plants growing outside her restaurants, while she actively hunts for a farm in upstate New York. Eric Skokan grows a wide range of fruit, vegetables and herbs on his 130-acre Black Cat Farm in Colorado, as well as foraging locally for produce to supply his Black Cat Bistro and Bramble and Hare farmhouse kitchen and pub. The bounty from the farm carries them through the winter months. Rick Bayless of Frontera Grill and Topolobampo in Chicago has been growing for his restaurants for 22 years and Brett Graham of the Ledbury in London, Bruno Loubet of the Grain Store, and Unleashed, Thomasina Miers and Wai Tin Ching all grow their own. Terence Conran grows food at his home in Hampshire for the Albion and Ruth Rogers grows many good things on her terrace at the River Café, and has done so since the beginning, as has Ballymaloe House, whose menu for over half a century has been based on the produce of the walled garden and greenhouses, as well as produce from the local area.


Of course, it’s difficult to be self-sufficient, but even a little produce adds extra interest to your menu. Chefs who have created their own growing space find that many of their team have found a whole new understanding of how their fresh ingredients are produced. This brings an intangible excitement to the kitchen and a real pride in their achievement, plus a whole new interest in using every scrap and preserving gluts.


If I had my way, no chef or cook would be considered qualified to cook in a restaurant kitchen unless they had spent a year on a farm. That would give them a deep understanding and respect for their artisan and specialist producers, and an insight into why good produce must cost more. My wish would also be that every chefs school, hotel and catering college would have a garden and see it as a vital part of the chefs’ training. I would love to see an edible garden beside every school, from kindergarten upwards, and practical cooking embedded in the national curriculum. Imagine how that could change the eating habits and health of the nation.


THE FIRST DAY AT BALLYMALOE COOKERY SCHOOL


On their first day we introduce the 12-week Certificate students to our gardeners, Eileen, Haulie and Susan, who will produce much of what they will cook during their stay. I show them a barrow full of rich soil and run my hands through it, instructing them to ‘Remember, this is where it all starts, in the good earth, and if you don’t have clean, fertile soil, you won’t have good food or pure water.’ Some of them look askance at this eccentric grey-haired hippy woman with a mission, as I tell them about the millions of organisms and bacteria all working away underground to enrich the soil; denatured soil doesn’t have the essential minerals and trace elements we need in our food and our guts.


We walk through the gardens, past the herbs, vegetables and fruits, down to the compost heap, close to the hen house. Here they get their first recipe – how to make compost. I want them to see it all as part of a cycle starting in the earth. Susan Turner, our consultant head gardener who trained at the Henry Doubleday Research Association’s organic centre, talks them through the theory of making compost. Later, they go gathering with the gardeners – a valuable way of learning how and when to harvest food. Trimmings and scraps from their cooking go into the stockpot, to the hens or into the composting bin. The scraps for the hens come back as eggs a few days later, what goes into the compost bin is returned to enrich the soil, and the stockpot creates the basis for many wonderful soups, stews and sauces. We teach the students to respect and value the work of the gardeners and to appreciate how long it takes to grow our food – students won’t dare to boil the hell out of a carrot when they realise it’s taken three months to grow! They begin to see everything is interconnected and part of a holistic cycle, and to think about how things can be recycled beneficially. After we’ve had our composting lesson, we come to the greenhouses, where Susan and Eileen show them how to sow seeds. For me this is a very important initiation to the course – I know of no better way to give people a respect for food than for them to plant a seed and to watch it grow. Each and every student gets a broccoli or lettuce plant, which they label and sow in the greenhouse, and during the next few weeks they watch it grow.


REASONS TO GROW YOUR OWN


My passion for encouraging virtually everyone I meet to grow some of their own food may seem baffling. Why bother? There’s never been a time in history when such a wide variety of foods is available. Every shop and supermarket in the country is stacked to the ceiling with tantalising products, enticingly labelled with a delicious promise of flavour and health benefits – a seemingly endless supply of super processed foods to make our lives easier. But, we now know that this kind of food is, quite simply, killing us. This may sound like a rather extreme reaction but a growing body of research leads us to the undeniable conclusion that a diet high in processed foods is, at the very least, detrimental to our health in a variety of ways. This type of food is being linked to many auto-immune diseases, type-2 diabetes, diverticulitis, cancer, heart disease and obesity.


But what to do? For many people, it’s simply not possible, in the midst of our busy daily lives, to find the sort of wholesome, nourishing food we would like to feed ourselves and our families.
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Cardoons in full flourish in the gardens.






HEALTH BENEFITS



We know that plants are the most important food group. Vegetables should form the biggest part of your food intake. Vegetable nutrients provide us with a strong gastrointestinal and immune system, a healthy heart, improved eyesight and brain function, help weight management and seemingly contribute to a far lower risk of almost every known disease. The dietary fibre in vegetables and fruit comes from the indigestible part of the plants, which passes relatively unchanged through the intestines. It plays a vital role in maintaining a healthy digestive system, reducing the risk of heart disease by lowering cholesterol, regulating blood sugar and helping to prevent constipation.


Fresh vegetables, fruit and herbs are undeniably higher in nutrients than those that have travelled long distances over several days. Think of a French bean – people today expect these to be available all year round – yet their season is 2–3 months long. They are flown in from Peru or Kenya and about 10 days old by the time they are on the supermarket shelf. So, by growing your own, you will reap the benefits of eating fresh produce grown in rich, fertile soil. This includes the beneficial bacteria and enzymes of your local area. Much research is being done into the importance of a healthy gut microbiome and it is becoming increasingly apparent that this is fundamental to our physical and mental well-being.


Freshness is also vitally important. When vegetables wilt, they lose much of their nutritional value. Research has shown that organic vegetables contain little or no pesticide residues – another convincing reason to grow your own and try to source organic versions of what you can’t grow locally. Many, though sadly not all, farmers’ markets are excellent for local, seasonal produce.


Much of the fruit, vegetables and herbs available in our supermarkets is grown hydroponically or aquaponically. Yet the label doesn’t reveal this information, so it’s difficult for the consumer to differentiate between produce that’s grown in rich, fertile soil and similar looking fruit and vegetables that are grown in water with the added chemicals needed to form them into a lettuce or strawberry. Food grown in water is unlikely to be as delicious or as nutritionally complex as food grown in healthy, fertile soil.


If you go to the trouble of growing your own produce then you are more likely to increase your consumption of fruit and vegetables. This should in turn save money on medical bills; GPs I’ve spoken to estimate that between 60–70 per cent of the cases they see are caused directly by the food people are eating and can be significantly improved by a change in diet. The new advice to eat 10 portions of fruit and veg a day is simply not going to be a reality for most people. Increasing consumption of fruit and veg and its health benefits is one thing pretty much all health practitioners seem to agree on, but this may also be connected to the alarming decrease in nutrients in the fruit and veg we do eat.
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A basket of fresh produce from the farm and gardens in midsummer.





Since the 1940s and ’50s the levels of iron, magnesium and other essential minerals have declined in fruit and vegetables by between a quarter and three-quarters. A study done in 2004 by David Thompson, Professor of Nutrition at King’s College, London, showed some vegetables had lost almost half of their calcium and sodium content, a quarter of their iron and 76 per cent of their copper content, due to intensive production. Similarly with fruits, the nutrient levels have declined significantly with iron, copper and zinc all falling by up to 27 per cent. Anne-Marie Mayer of Cornell University’s research project measured 20 fruits and 20 vegetables grown in Britain between the late 1930s and the 1990s and found similar changes. She, too, identified significant reductions in levels of calcium, copper, magnesium and sodium in vegetables and decreased levels of manganese, copper and potassium in fruits. The most dramatic decrease was in copper levels in vegetables, dropping to less than a fifth of previous levels. To satisfy modern palates, the level of sugar has more than doubled in many fruits – apples, pears, oranges – over the same period.


The rise in sweetness in fruit is partly due to new varieties and is in part due to improved picking and storage techniques, but the new reality has prompted the British Dental Association to reverse their health advice that eating an apple a day is almost as good as brushing teeth. Research has found that fruit acids soften tooth enamel and the sugar encourages the growth of bacteria.


Both Thompson and Mayer link the decline in nutrients to intensive farming practices and suggest that agricultural chemicals and techniques are responsible for stripping plants of minerals. Another study concluded that you need to eat on average 8 oranges a day to get the same amount of vitamin A that our parents would have derived from one.


Nonetheless, vegetables and fruit are still rich in phyto-nutrients and phyto-chemicals and one of our best sources of many nutrients.


Michael Pollan, American author, journalist and activist has a much-repeated quote: ‘Eat food, not too much, mostly plants’, which just about sums up all the nutritional advice we need. In these days of widespread nutritional confusion, it’s comforting to know that the answer to our dilemma is fundamentally very simple. Just seven words of plain English, you don’t need a degree in science or bio-chemistry. We just need to go back to basics.


It’s also good to remember when we are obsessing about individual nutrients or ‘superfoods’ that nutritional science is very young, and the food scientists themselves would be the first to tell you that they certainly don’t know all the answers at present. I am not anti-science, but as Michael Pollan says in An Eater’s Manual, ‘Foods are more than the sum of their nutrients parts and those nutrients work together in ways that are still only dimly understood.’


I can’t say it surprised me, but I was intrigued to discover that traditional Chinese and Ayurvedic medicine both believe that the type of food you eat can affect your energy levels – food that is mass-produced in a conventional large agri-business has a different energy from food that is locally grown and harvested on a small family farm. So it appears that health and energy can be affected – positively or negatively – by the energy of the plants we consume.


VEGETARIAN AND VEGAN


The number of people becoming vegetarian and flexitarian continues to grow exponentially as awareness increases of the reality of intensive poultry and pig production in particular. There is mounting concern about the use of probiotics and antibiotics in animal feed. As consumers become ever more savvy these concerns are no longer limited to a small group of animal welfare and environmental activists, they are becoming much more mainstream.


Even more dramatic is the increase in the number of vegans; according to a recent survey the number of vegans in Britain has risen by more than 360 per cent in the past decade and confounded the sceptics. The perceived health benefits of a plant-based vegan diet appear to be driving the trend. It particularly appeals to health-conscious young people. About half the vegans are aged between 15 and 34, compared with 14 per cent of over-65s.


Advocates of a plant-based diet claim that vegans typically have lower levels of blood pressure and cholesterol and a reduced risk of cancer and heart disease plus a lower body mass index. Convincing arguments, but the reality is that one needs to be deeply knowledgeable about nutrition and what constitutes a healthy diet, plus have access to wholesome sources of vitamins, such as B12, iron, zinc, calcium, to maintain optimum health. For many people, this can be quite a challenge. Another incentive to grow even a little of your own organic food in rich, fertile soil so you have the maximum nutrients.


ECONOMIC BENEFITS


Growing some of your own produce reduces the cost of providing your family with a supply of fresh organic produce. A packet of seeds typically costs less than one item of fruit or vegetables.


Composting your garden and food waste saves on bin charges – there’s no need to pay the local council to dispose of your garden and food waste. The resulting humus will help to enrich the soil to produce more healthy vegetables and fruit – creating a virtuous triangle.


When you grow and harvest your own, many vegetables have multiple uses, such as beets – root, stalks and leaves; radishes – bulb and fresh leaves; spinach – stalk and leaves; courgettes – vegetable, flowers, tender leaves and tendrils; beans – pods, shell beans, dried seeds – eat at many stages; peas – pods, shoots, tendrils; sprouts – sprout tops, peeled stalks. Much more food for your money and effort.



ENVIRONMENTAL BENEFITS



Growing your own food sustainably helps to reduce fossil fuels and the pollution that results from transporting fresh produce by aeroplane and truck from all over the world to our shops and supermarkets. You are also far less likely to waste food when you have nurtured it from a seed into a plant.


Gardening also connects you to the impact of weather, pests and the reality of nature – it heightens awareness of the seasons and looking forward to seasonal treats like the first rhubarb or asparagus.


It may sound esoteric to some, but loss of biodiversity should concern all of us deeply. The reality is our lives are inextricably linked with the biodiversity of the planet. Ultimately, its protection is essential for our very survival.


According to the FAO, an estimated 75 per cent of all agricultural crops have disappeared and 75 per cent of the world’s food comes from just twelve plant and five animal species. At present just thirty crops provide 95 per cent of the world’s nutritional needs, of these thirty – wheat, rice, and corn provide more than 60 per cent of the calories consumed worldwide (FAO, 1999).


Once again, we can each make a difference by growing as wide a variety of plants as possible, and help in the important work of saving seeds and preserving heirloom varieties. Together with the heroic seed-saving organisations around the world, home gardeners can grow many more species and have helped save many heirloom varieties from extinction and saved them for posterity. In the 1930s, 338 varieties of rock melon were grown in the US, now there are 27, the number of varieties of celery has decreased even more darmatically from 164 to just three. In New Zealand in 1950, over 100 varieties of tomatoes were grown, now about five are grown commercially. Many of the lesser known varieties are far more flavourful but often less uniform in appearance, which is what puts supermarkets off stocking them.



CONTROL/CHOICE



For me, the security of knowing exactly how my food is produced and where it comes from – ultimate traceability – is enough reason to grow my own. One needs to worry less about food safety, food adulteration and food scandals. You will have a supply of fresh, organic food ready to harvest at a moment’s notice, there is nothing more LOCAL than food that comes from your balcony or garden.


FEEL-GOOD FACTOR


There is lots of evidence to show that gardening is good for one’s physical and mental health. Gardening is a powerful way to relax, de-stress and enjoy fresh air and sunshine. Many find it therapeutic and it is increasingly being used as part of treatment for those with mental health conditions and for prisoners and troubled young people. Every gardening activity provides exercise – digging, planting, watering, weeding… you can burn off as many calories in 45 minutes of gardening as in 30 minutes of aerobics.


Growing your own food produces a wonderful feel-good factor and sense of pride and satisfaction at each new achievement. It may also spark new interests in nutrition, botany, landscaping or photography. Growing even a little of your own food gives you a deeper understanding and appreciation of the time and effort that goes into producing wholesome, nourishing food – you will be less likely to complain about the price of food again!



PASS ON OUR SKILLS



Educate children, grandchildren, nieces, nephews, neighbours on how to grow and where food comes from and an understanding of how dependent we are on the top 12–15cm of soil around the world. When children are involved in sowing seeds and planting, they eat everything they have helped to grow. Meals will be more personal – we regularly sit down to meals where something or almost everything comes from the farm and gardens.



ORGANIC GROWING



Organic or non-organic? For me there’s no choice. Organic means working with nature, not against it. It means higher levels of animal welfare, lower levels of pesticides, no manufactured herbicides or artificial fertilisers and more environmentally sustainable management of the land and natural environment – this means more wildlife!


We can no longer say we don’t know the damage that pesticides and herbicides are doing to our health and to the environment. The emerging body of research, from Professor Carlo Liefert at University of Newcastle amongst others, is increasingly worrying, so why would you go to the trouble of growing food for your family and friends and then spray it with known poisons.
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Zaiah checking her carrot crop; Dancing with Smurfs heirloom tomatoes; a lush crop of redcurrants; Amelia with her pockets full of fresh peas.





Farmers, too, are becoming increasingly concerned about the diminishing fertility of soils that have been intensively farmed since the 1950s and the ever escalating level of resistance to pesticides and herbicides.


This fear has been highlighted by several research projects, such as those of Professor Keith Goulding, past-president of the British Society of Soil Science, who estimated that the world, due to erosion and bad land management in commercial farming, ‘will run out of soil within 60 years’, particularly in the US, UK and parts of Europe.


There are many large organic farms but the majority are small, family-run operations that use techniques and lighter machinery that limit agricultural impact on the soil, on river and ground water, birds and wildlife and human health. However, the reality is that organic food production is more labour intensive and often less profitable. Many crops take longer to grow because no hormones or chemicals are used to speed up the process.


The IAASTD (International Assessment of Agricultural Knowledge, Science and Technology for Development) report published in 2008, entitled ‘Agriculture at a Crossroads’, was the result of research by 400 scientists over a three-year period, whose brief was to look at food production and growing methods that would benefit human health. The press release entitled ‘Business as Usual is not an Option’ was adopted by 58 governments; it spelled out that a thorough and radical overhaul of national and international agriculture policies is necessary to meet the enormous challenges of the twenty-first century. The report recommended an agro-ecological approach, or what most of us call organic farming.
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A cart full of a variety of pumpkins.





Organic guidelines indicate that certified organic fruit and vegetables may not contain growth hormones, antibiotics, preservatives, dyes or chemical coatings. They cannot be irradiated or genetically engineered. A growing body of research, including the work of Professor Carlo Liefert at University of Newcastle, now indicates that organic food is more nutritious in many instances – including iron, vitamin C, magnesium and phosphorus.


Consequently, organic food provides better nourishment and protection against disease. Organic foods also retain essential nutrients such as iron and salicylic acid which can be lost in conventional food processing.


Organic farmers are obsessed with nourishing and enhancing the fertility of the soil, we take regular soil samples to measure the fertility of the soil and identify deficiencies, such as lime or salt, which we then spread on the land in the correct proportion.


The more we grow and garden the more we realise the value of working closely with nature, rather than against it. If in our arrogance or merely for convenience we decide to spray our crops with pesticides and herbicides, we discover to our dismay that instead of going away, the strain or pest or bacteria gradually gets stronger and stronger, necessitating increased applications or a stronger even more powerful pesticide, to the detriment of the soil, our health and the environment.


There is no question in my mind that organic produce tastes better, however, it’s important to stress the importance of freshness. The flavour also depends on the type and fertility of the soil and the variety of the plant you are growing.


We use organic seed where possible, and find overall that they are hardier and more resilient than F1 hybrids


HOW TO GET STARTED


You’ll most likely be brimming with enthusiasm and want to get going right away. Slow down, it’s worth investing a little time and thought to check a few fundamental details. Remember that it’s all about the soil


Identify your particular type of soil: is it acidic, wet, boggy? The plants and weeds that grow naturally will give you a clue as to the nature of the soil but, if you want to be 100 per cent accurate, take a sample and send it to your nearest soil testing laboratory. This will also help you to identify any deficiencies. There’s simply no point in trying to grow an acid-loving plant in a limey area. Most experienced gardening neighbours will be able to give you a rough guide.



OUTDOORS



It’s vital to clear your plot of weeds, particularly perennial weeds, before you start to sow seeds and plant. Learn to recognise a few of the main offenders such as couch grass, or scutch grass as it’s often known in Ireland, ground elder, bindweed, docks and buttercups.


If you’re starting to grow from scratch, the easy solution is to spray with a weed killer, however, this damages the soil in a variety of ways and residues can remain in the plants and in the soil. If you decide to grow organically then you’ll need to employ various methods to keep on top of the weeds and it is unquestionably more labour intensive. The options are:


• Spray the entire area with glyphosate to kill the pernicious weeds like couch, docks, bindweed, buttercup, thistles – this is the fastest method of eradicating perennial weeds.


• Cover with black plastic or Mypex for 6 months. It’s important to fold it back 2–3 times during that time to allow the worms to survive. Seek out the perennial weeds and dig them out.


• Cover the ground with cardboard for at least a year, the advantage of cardboard is that it keeps the weeds down, is bio-degradable and can also be composted.


• Double dig and pick out every scrap of root – this may be practical in a very small area, but virtually impossible in a large garden, even a tiny piece of a perennial root or stem will re-sprout.


• Harrow the ground regularly during the dry season, the roots will come to the surface and wilt in the dry weather. The longer you spend clearing the ground the better – 6 months to a year would be good but is not always practical.


• In a small garden, it is best to pick off and dispose of the roots as they come to the surface.


This can be a frustrating wait, but if you skip this stage it will be virtually impossible to keep on top of the weeds or grow successfully.



INDOORS



We are in the happy position of owning a block of greenhouses – divided up into 20 ‘bays’, each one approx. 30 x 6m, the size of several domestic greenhouses or tunnels. Before we plant, we remove the remainder of the last crop and feed the green matter to the pigs. The remainder of the crop plus stalks goes onto the compost heap and eventually will return to the soil as humus to keep feeding it.


We dig, plough or rotavate the patch of ground then rake the soil to a fine tilth. When the first flush of weeds emerge – 1–3 weeks later, depending on time of year – we hoe with a swivel hoe or burn off the weeds with a gas torch at the two-leaf stage. This is a very effective method of weed control that we use both indoors in the greenhouse and outdoors in the garden and field.


For some crops, we completely cover the ground with Mypex, a black woven weed control fabric. It suppresses the growth of weeds by blocking light but still allows water and nutrients to filter through the soil to the plants. We also use Mypex on a limited scale outdoors. At appropriate spacing, make holes in the Mypex, either with a blowtorch or by cutting a cross with a sharp Stanley knife, and plant directly through the Mypex. Cover the space between rows with cardboard to suppress weeds.


When the crop is finished, we lift the Mypex and give it a thorough brushing, hosing it down if necessary and then roll it up and store outdoors until we need it to plant the same crop at a later stage. We have our own steam cleaner, which we use to clean it as well as the greenhouse walls, glass and entire structure in the winter. Winter glasshouse hygiene is immensely important and all parts of the greenhouse should be scrubbed down.


If we are sowing directly into the soil, we hoe between the rows of plants with a swivel hoe and hand weed between the plants themselves. This is usually a communal exercise with 3–4 people working together and enjoying the experience. We hoe 2–3 times a week. I love a bit of gentle weeding and find it immensely therapeutic, but it has to be said that the state of the vegetable garden and greenhouses does not depend on me alone! We rake up the weeds and they too get added to the compost skip which is added to the compost heap at the end of every week.


Insects are essential for pollination and it is particularly important to open the door to greenhouses and polytunnels to let them in – plant flowers which attract them and encourage bumble bees.



COMPOST AND HUMUS



So how do you increase the fertility of your soil? By adding compost, seaweed and organic matter. Start a compost heap. Compost can be homemade or acquired from garden centres – try to use organic if you can. Well-rotted compost and humus is like black gold, it’s nourishment for the soil. If using mushroom compost, check that it is organic.


Soil pH is a measure of the acidity or alkalinity of the soil and it’s essential to know before you start; while some plants are not fussy others will not thrive if there is an excess of one or another element in the soil. If it’s necessary to increase the pH of the soil, add lime in autumn before planting the new season’s plantings such as brassicas. On the other hand, keep lime away from potatoes, where it could encourage scab.


After reading The Living Soil by Lady Balfour, I became interested in the nourishing and healing qualities of feeding the soil with humus. Humus is the stage after the compost has cooled and broken down, it resembles soil and offers the perfect medium for the basics of life to inhabit: worms, fungi and insects. This living medium, when added to soil, helps to lock in moisture and encourages the biodiversity of the soil to produce healthy plants, which in turn then have better resistance to pests and diseases. These health benefits are then passed onto animal and man.


The composting system we use is simply a series of silos, and we turn the composting material from one silo to the next on a regular basis, so we always need to have at least one or two empty silos. We have builders’ skips placed in strategic places, to collect waste material around the farm and garden. Whenever we have a full skip or any organic waste, we tip it into the silo where a new compost pile is being established. This heats up. Compost heat is produced as a by-product of the microbial breakdown of organic material. The heat production depends on the size of the pile, its moisture content and aeration. Turning it every 5–7 days or so helps aeration. It takes us about 3 months to fill a silo, then another 3 months, turning roughly once a week, until it eventually cools down, then only turn it occasionally.


The longer we leave it the better it is, at least another 6–9 months. It is constantly breaking down and, on close inspection, we begin to see tiny worms, fungi spores, flies and grubs and no seed germination. We are not very scientific about our mixture, I don’t ever know what the proportions are, so everything that we need to dispose of goes in, including vegetable waste from the kitchen, garden or farm.


We have a small herd of cattle which go indoors for 4–5 months in winter. When we clean out the cattle sheds in early spring we add the farmyard manure, which comes from their winter bedding to the compost heap. The hen houses are cleaned out about twice a month, this straw is also added, plus shredded garden prunings which are added as they become available. We have been adding this humus to the soil for about 10 years and now we all agree that we have fewer problems with pests and diseases and much healthier plants.
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A handful of humus – so important to help nourish the soil.






SEAWEED



We live close to the long sandy beach at Ballinamona in East Cork and, like many generations of coastal dwellers, hugely value seaweed as a fertiliser, mulch and flavour enhancer.


If you live close to the coast, where the water is unpolluted, think about collecting seaweed, but first check out the regulations which protect the coastline. There shouldn’t be a difficulty with collecting a few bags of seaweed after a storm, but if you intend to collect it on a larger scale, you may need to apply for a permit. You need to be vigilant because the tide washes it back to sea if it’s not collected within a day or two. It’s usually a mixture of kelp, wracks and alaria. The seaweed can be spread directly onto the soil (there’s no need to wash unless you have a high sodium content in your soil). The essential minerals and other chemicals will benefit the plants. It will smell strong, particularly indoors, for a couple of days as it decomposes. We also add it to the compost heap to help activate the compost and speed up the process. Make a seaweed tea to use as a liquid fertiliser. Dry or crisp seaweed can be crumbled and spread on the soil later. Use as a mulch on no-dig beds. Seaweed contains many valuable nutrients, including nitrogen, potassium, phosphate and trace elements. From an environmental point of view, seaweed is a sustainable, renewable resource.



LEAF MOULD



Tip the autumn leaves under trees in a well-shaded piece of woodland. Alternatively, pile the leaves up in a timber bin or chicken wire cage, or better still, mix it through the compost. It has little or no nourishment but makes a useful mulch to suppress weeds.


Leaf mould takes 2–3 years to break down. Be careful if raking out early, because one can accidentally disturb or even kill a hibernating hedgehog.



GREEN MANURES



Green manure is s a herbaceous plant or crop that is grown primarily for the benefit of the soil, rather than for food or appearance. They are ploughed or dug in to enrich the soil. Alternatively, in a no-dig system, the plants are simply cut down and treated as a mulch as they decompose. The foliage can also be added to the compost heap.




WHY KEEP BEES?


It can’t have escaped your notice that bees are dying in alarming numbers around the globe. They are being attacked by virulent viruses against which they have no protection. The exact cause is not yet fully understood but there is a growing body of scientific research linking the harmful neonicotinoid pesticide group and other pollutants with the decline in honey bee colonies from colony collapse disorder and the varroa mite. The EU brought in a temporary ban on their use in 2012 but there is strong lobbying from farmers’ groups across Europe to lift the ban. Already, hundreds of bee species have become extinct, bringing to mind Albert Einstein’s warning, ‘If the bee disappeared off the surface of the globe, then man would only have four years of life left. No more bees, no more pollination, no more plants, no more animals, no more man.’


Organic farms, gardens and allotments provide important havens for bees and wildlife. Several research projects indicate that organic farms support in excess of 50 per cent more wildlife, birds, bees, insects and butterflies than conventional farms. Think about including bee-friendly flowers in your garden, on your balcony or windowsill. Bees need to be able to collect pollen and nectar, as they pollinate the plants. Every little action will help in the process, but don’t use any pesticides.


You can even become a beekeeper! Contact your local beekeeper’s association who regularly offer courses for novices and more experienced beekeepers.





Planting green manures is a brilliant way to add organic matter to the soil and provides nutrients and organic material for succeeding crops. It creates living space for predators and bees as well as attracting beneficial insects. It covers bare soil, which otherwise loses fertility and structure as well as reducing erosion and protecting against leaching. It also helps to break up compacted soil and improve soil structure and can suppress weeds and rest the soil.


Large quantities of nitrates can be lost from bare soil over the winter and the green manures help to stop this leaching.


SUMMER GREEN MANURES


These can be legumes (for a quick boost of nitrogen in mid-rotation), red, white or crimson clover, lupins or summer vetch. Buckwheat, phacelia, mustard, sunflower also provide seeds for the birds. In the vegetable garden, Eileen O’Donovan cuts the seedheads after the flowers have died and hangs them upside down for the birds.
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One of our fancy hens – an essential part of our composting system at the school.






WINTER GREEN MANURES



When sown in autumn, these are a good way of building up the fertility over winter. Try Rye Landsberger mix, Rye with vetch, Phacelia with vetch or Rye with Phacelia.


HENS


You might ask, what have hens got to do with a growing your own food and cooking your own produce? Well, they are a vital and integral part of our composting and waste disposal system.


The vegetable scraps and peelings from the morning’s cooking go into the hens’ bucket in each kitchen. These are emptied into the compost skips in the hen run. The hens hop into the skip and gobble up whatever tasty morsels they fancy. Each evening we scatter a layer of straw and perhaps some leaf mould on top. By the end of the week the full skip is added to the compost heap and so on….


Your food scraps will be appreciated by the hens who will reward you with eggs later. Plus you don’t have to pay your local council to dispose of the ‘waste’. The by-product will be chicken manure which is brilliant for activating compost because of its high nitrogen content.


Hens, however can do damage in the vegetable garden, particularly in summer, but are a big bonus for winter maintenance. We open the kitchen garden gate and let them scratch and forage on the beds to clear the area of the odd slug and beetle.


WHAT TO GROW


Before you decide which plants to grow it’s worth knowing what growing zone you are in and your soil type, so you can determine whether your chosen plant is suited to the temperature fluctuations and extremes in your area. Plant hardiness zones are geographically defined around the globe. Here in Ireland we are in Zone 9, as is the South of England, Wales and Western Scotland. So for the geographical area of the British Isles hardiness zones vary between 8–10. Because of the Gulf Stream’s moderating effect on the UK and Ireland’s maritime climate, we have milder winters than one might expect in our northerly position. Go online to discover your zone.


What you decide to grow will also be dictated by your situation. If you have lots of space, the world’s your oyster, but even with little or no space, if you are determined to grow some of your own food, it’s amazing what you can produce in window boxes, pots and growbags.


What each person decides to grow will be deeply personal. Grow what you like to eat. Take a pen and paper and make a list. Ask yourself what do you like to eat and use most? What is expensive and/or difficult to source in good condition and what you would love to be able to dash outside to just snip? Fresh herbs are the gateway to gardening for many people. Also think about whether you can create a little ‘veggie co-op’ with friends and each agree to grow certain things.


Wait until the soil temperature is right in spring before sowing seed otherwise they will rot in the ground. The soil should be about 7˚C. One could buy a soil thermometer but I just lay my hand on the soil – it shouldn’t feel uncomfortably cold.



CROP ROTATION



Crop rotation is vital, if annual vegetable crops are grown in the same place year after year, there is a tendency for soil-borne pests and diseases to become a problem and for plant health to decline. The alternative is to move crops around. This is an ancient practice, known as rotation, which continues to be used to benefit both soil and plants. Plants which belong to the same family are prone to the same soil-loving pests and diseases. Moving crops around helps to prevent the build-up of problems in the soil. Plants require nutrients in varying amounts and take them from different levels within the soil depending on species and root depth. Varying the plants grown in a specific area helps to make best use of the soil.


Group together crops that require the same soil to provide them with the best growing conditions. It also means that the whole growing area will receive the same treatments over the course of the rotation.


Some plants have dense foliage and are good at suppressing weeds. Others, such as carrots or onions are not. Alternating plants with different growth habits helps to keep weeds under control.


COMPANION PLANTING


Companion planting is nature’s little helper. The term refers to the practice of planting different crops in close proximity to help with pest control, pollination and to provide habitat for beneficial insects. Certain plants like a type of soil and some maximise space or support each other. Organic gardeners are well aware that a biodiverse environment makes for healthier, stronger and more beautiful plants. It’s well worth experimenting and there are many guides to help. Share experience with gardeners in your area.


Tall plants can provide shade and shelter where needed and attract beneficial insects to help with pollination. They can provide a support for climbing plants to clamber up – as in the famous ‘three sisters’ example of squash, sweetcorn and beans. By allowing upright plants to grow tall, you can maximise the use of limited space.


Ground cover plants repel weeds. Decoy plants can attract insects away from another plant, such as nasturtiums, which attract aphids and other destructive insects. French marigolds exude an odour that deters slugs and we’ve had success when they are interplanted with cabbage, cauliflowers, Brussels sprouts, broccoli, cucumbers, radishes and courgettes.


Basil both repels insects and attracts bees. We like to plant it near tomatoes, apricots, parsley and asparagus. Summer savory and broad beans is another successful combination and we continue to experiment every season.


Plants with deep roots can grow happily alongside shallow rooted plants without competing. Some plants enhance the fertility and condition of the soil – members of the legume family, such as beans have the ability to draw nitrogen from the air and release it into the soil through nodules in the roots.


Here are a few suggestions:


Garlic – Grow close to carrots to deter carrot root fly. It also repels aphids, thrips and helps to fight blackfly and mildew. It’s a natural fungicide and pesticide and both wild and cultivated varieties can be used. Planted under an apple tree, it discourages scab and under a peach it protects against leaf curl.


Garlic chives – Plant under peaches to prevent leaf curl.


Alliums – The onion scent of chives, spring onions and alliums deters aphids from tomatoes, garlic and sunflowers.


Roses – Plant feverfew and pennyroyal close to roses to repel aphids.


Thyme – Deters aphids on many plants such as broccoli and strawberries.


Mint – Deters aphids and ants.


French and African Marigolds – Discourage plant parasitic nematodes. We pop them in near potatoes, tomatoes, beans and lettuces.


Basil – Plant beside tomatoes to repel aphids.


Poached egg plant – Attracts hover flies which feed on aphids.


Chives – Helps to prevent carrot fly and scab on apples.


Marigolds – Plant near tomatoes to ward off white fly and exude a substance that is off-putting to slugs and snails.


Nasturtiums – Entices aphids away from vulnerable crops.


Dill, fennel, angelica, calendula, cosmos and yarrow – Attract ladybirds which eat greenfly.


Lemon balm – Credited with improving the flavour of fruit.


Geraniums – Deter Japanese beetles, aphids and rose beetles.


Yarrow – Attracts beneficial insects into the garden, particularly predatory wasps or ladybirds and hoverflies.


Lavender – Repels moths, flies, mosquitos and fleas.


Sage – Attractive to bees and repels flying insects like mosquitoes, cabbage moths, carrot fly and ants.


Tansy – Discourages ants.


Hyssop, savory and dill – Lure insects away if planted close to cabbage, carrots, beans and grapes.


Chervil – Helps to keep aphids off lettuce and salad crops.


WATERING


Watering may seem very straightforward but it is a very definite skill. Successful watering takes real attention to detail and concentration. Different types of plants have different needs – cactus and orchids for example need very little water to survive whereas vegetables, particularly those grown indoors, need regular watering, so one needs to pay attention to the needs of each plant.


Over-watering is more serious than under-watering. The former can kill a plant, but you can often revive a distressed plant when it has become a little dry. In the greenhouses, we have a combination of irrigation and hand watering, particularly in the nursery where we sow seeds in modules before they are transplanted into the ground. The irrigation system is on a timer and is carefully regulated but you mightn’t have this at home in a small garden.
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French marigolds, a good companion plant to potatoes, beans and lettuces.





How do you know when a plant needs to be watered? It may seem like a silly question but I’m constantly amazed at the number of people who don’t notice when pot plants are in need of water. Drooping leaves are an obvious sign that the plant is dry, but do the ‘finger test’ to feel the soil around the plant – it should feel vaguely moist, unless it is a dry plant. If the soil is totally dry, the plant needs to be watered judiciously, preferably with a hose with an adjustable rose nozzle on top.


Here in Ireland in our damp and unpredictable climate, it’s rare to need an irrigation system outdoors. So when we plant in the garden or vegetable field, we choose conditions carefully and the method of planting and watering depends on the specific crop. For brassicas, we water in the plants – one watering is usually enough unless we get a particularly dry spell.


When sowing seeds directly into the ground, either in the greenhouse or outdoors, we cover the seeds with a layer of soil, then water them in and continue to water as needed.


FERTILISING


As organic farmers and gardeners, we are passionate about feeding the soil to maintain and increase the fertility. We do this primarily by adding humus and well-rotted compost and seaweed, and find that we need to add less and less inputs. However, some crops get an extra feed of organic fertiliser. For example, with potatoes, we scatter organic pellets of NPK fertiliser into the ground before we plant, see the label for proportions. For brassicas, we put a fistful of NPK around each plant when planting.


When planting tomatoes, cucumbers, peppers and pumpkins in the glasshouse, we make the holes for the plants and add a fistful of organic NPK into each one. This provides adequate nitrogen, potassium, calcium, chlorine, iron, zinc, manganese, phosphorus, sulphur, magnesium, iodine, copper, molybdenum and boron.


We use seaweed extract to feed many plants, such as aubergines, tomatoes, courgettes, cucumbers, peppers and pumpkins. This is an excellent all-purpose feed containing nitrogen, potassium, calcium, chlorine, iron, zinc, manganese, phosphorus, sulphur, magnesium, iodine, copper and boron. Dilute per the instructions into water and spray onto the leaves as a foliar feed as and when needed.


GROWING IN CONTAINERS


Containers enable us to grow food in a tiny space. Many herbs, vegetables and fruits can be successfully grown in a variety of pots. However, growing in small containers is definitely more challenging and you need to understand a few fundamentals.


1. A source of rich, fertile soil is essential.


2. The container needs to be large and deep enough to allow plenty of room for the roots of the chosen plant or plants to spread. It must have drainage holes so the plant doesn’t get water-logged.


3. The greater the soil depth the more choice one has – 15cm is quite enough for salads but at least 30cm will be needed for carrots, for example.


4. You may need to feed the plants occasionally.


5. There is more danger of the plants drying out on a sunny day.


All manner of boxes, crates, old drawers, baths, troughs, zinc buckets or tanks, clean oil drums, old or not so old log baskets, hanging baskets, tin cans or chipped bowls can be used as containers. A variety of shapes and sizes add interest but standard terracotta or black plastic pots are also fine and practical. Hanging baskets can also be slung over the railings of a balcony to increase growing space but make sure they don’t drip down on neighbours!


It’s important that the container is large enough to hold enough soil or compost to provide the plant with nourishment and moisture and allow ample space for roots to spread. Grow bags are convenient for both tomatoes and cucumbers.


Grow what you really like to eat when space is very limited. Some containers can hold several plants; nasturtiums, marigolds and borage grow easily, add colour, attract beneficial insects and can be used to embellish your dishes.


GROWING VERTICALLY


You’ll be amazed how much you can produce in a small area, but it’s all about space management. Your choice of plants and using your vertical space is an important part of the equation.


Hang planters on the railings of a balcony garden. This allows you to make best use, from both the inside and outside of the railings. Timber wine boxes and pallets can be used to grow lots of small plants, such as lettuces, rocket, or a variety of salad leaves, radishes, salad onions and fresh herbs. Aluminium or PVC gutters or pipes may also be used to grow small plants with shallow roots. They can be mounted on a wall or on balcony railings.


Pots can be hung one above another from a strong chain. Regular watering is crucially important and you’ll need to pay attention to leakage. Provide a receptacle to catch the drips and don’t forget to consider weight. Plant walls or plant pockets also optimise the space on your balcony or terrace.


Beans, peas, tomatoes and cucumbers romp happily up trellis or wigwams. A sunflower can also be used as a support for beans. Planters can be also hung from wooden or metal trellises on the wall. Shelves attached to the wall or freestanding can accommodate lots of pots and containers. Hanging baskets can be hung from brackets on a wall or the balcony itself. They are especially good for trailing plants like strawberries, nasturtiums and cherry tomatoes.


There are a few considerations to bear in mind when planning your vertical garden. Large terracotta pots and soil can be surprisingly heavy so check the strength and weight bearing capacity of your balcony. It shouldn’t be an issue but if you have several large containers it is worth checking to ensure you are complying with any weight restrictions. Half barrels of soil can weigh hundreds of kilos when watered.


Plants need lots of light for growth and flavour. Arrange containers carefully to ensure maximum light and minimum shade. In north-facing situations or if you are surrounded by tall buildings, some shade will be inevitable, so choose leafy vegetables like lettuce, cabbage, greens that can tolerate less light.


Needless to say you will want your balcony to look as beautiful as possible, so tuck some flowers in here and there – pretty little violas and cheery nasturtiums work really well, they are both decorative and edible, plus there are several climbing varieties.


A water tap and hose with a rose on the balcony or the terrace makes watering so much easier. In urban areas wind tunnels can cause a problem, so you may need to create a windbreak, perspex can provide this.


A SQUARE FOOT GARDEN


The square foot garden was devised by Mel Bartholomew in the US and is a real gem of a little garden. Once you have some planks, nails, bamboos, a few bags of potting compost or top soil, some seedlings and seeds, and a place to assemble them, you have a small, easy-to-care-for garden in an hour or two.


As part of Midleton Transition Town’s activities, my sister-in-law Natasha Harty frequently demonstrates how to make a square foot garden. This is perfect for those with little space or little confidence, or both, and has become a catalyst for many to start to grow their own vegetables and herbs.


HOW TO MAKE A 1 X 1.25M (3 X 4FT) GARDEN


Square foot gardens should be at most 1.25m (4ft) wide so access is available from both sides). One metre has been found to work better if children are gardening, as their arms are shorter.


• Find a sunny, fairly level site. It can be on a hard surface, like gravel or concrete, or on lawn. It must be big enough that you have space to walk all around it, or to push a lawn mower round if on lawn.


• Find some planks approx. 18cm (7in) wide. For a 1m x 1.25m (3 x 4ft) garden, either the sides or the ends will need to be longer by twice the thickness of the timber. For example, if 2.5cm (1-in) thick timber, add 5cm (2in) to either the 1.25m (4ft) or the 1m (3ft) lengths, so that your bed will be an even 1 x 1.25m rectangle.


• Nail your timbers together to make a 1 x 1.25m frame.
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A vegetable garden in a timber pallet.





• On a hard surface place the frame in position, and skip the lawn instructions.


• On a lawn, place the frame where you want the garden to be. With a spade, cut all along the outside edge of the frame. Lift off the frame and skim off the top sod. This is easier if you cut it into squares with the spade first. Place the frame back into the skimmed off area, making sure it sits down all round, and fill the sods back inside the frame.


• Sprinkle over the optional extras, like a bucket of sand, worm or garden compost, horse manure etc. Add in the potting compost or topsoil, or a mixture of both, and rake the surface flat. For some extra fertility, sprinkle a layer of organic compost on the top.


• Cut bamboos to size, for a 1 x 1.25m bed you need 2 x 1.25m and 3 x 1m bamboos. These can be laid in place 30cm apart and tied together securely where they cross. If you have a drill they can be left a little longer, and slipped into holes in the timber 1ft apart and a little above the soil level.


• Plant the seedlings. Four lettuce plants in one square, 9 onion sets in another, 1 parsley plant in a third, a pinch of rocket seed, radishes, thyme and chives.


• Most of the time your garden will grow. Just make sure it has enough water in dry weather.



NO-DIG GARDENS



I first came across Charles Dowding at a Soil Association Conference in 2002 and then visited his smallholding on a fifth of an acre at Lower Farm in Somerset. It was the depth of winter yet there was an impressive selection of vegetables in his ‘No Dig’ garden. I was hugely impressed not only by the variety but also the health of the plants and the fertility of the soil.


The origin of the ‘No Dig’ method is unclear but it seems to date back to pre-industrial or nineteenth-century farming techniques. Masanobu Fukuoka started his pioneering research work in 1938, and published his Fukuokan philosophy of ‘Do Nothing Farming’ in the 1970s. This is now acknowledged by many to be the beginning of the Permaculture movement. Later in 1946 F. C. King, Head Gardener at Levens Hall, in the UK’s Lake District, wrote Is Digging Necessary? and in 1948 A. Guest published the book Gardening Without Digging. No-dig gardening was also promoted by Australian gardener and grower, Esther Deans in the 1970s, and American gardener, Ruth Stout advocated a ‘permanent’ mulching technique in Gardening Without Work.


So what are the advantages and how do you start? No digging is the obvious one but proponents find it enhances the fertility of the soil and consistently produces higher yields of healthier crops – this is certainly our experience. However, for No Dig to be successful you need to use lots of mulch material, compost, well-rotted manure, seaweed, leaf mould and straw.


Start by marking out a bed, ours are 1m wide, at whatever length suits the space you have available. Lay a layer of sodden cardboard or newspaper directly on the ground. This helps to smother perennial weeds. Then put at least 5cm and up to 15cm of compost on top. We have also used a layer of seaweed and some straw. It is important to keep it moist. We plant directly into the ground and have had tremendous success with leeks, onions and lettuces in particular. In one bed the sets were pushed directly into the compost, in the other we covered the seed with straw, which produced even better results. Our beds don’t have edges but one can edge the plots with timber boards, bales of straw or galvanised iron. Scalloped willow edges also look great. Even stones, bricks or roof tiles. You will need to replenish the mulch of organic materials each year.


SEED-SAVING


Seed-saving can be intimidating for a novice gardener but once you’ve harvested your first few crops you might start to think about saving some seeds from your favourite variety. If you follow a few basic principles, getting started is not rocket science. This basic skill becomes even more crucial as both vegetable and flower varieties disappear at an alarming rate.
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A crop of onions swelling nicely in a no-dig bed.
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Borlotti beans drying in a pod.





As a general rule the larger the seed the easier it is to save, so beginners may like to begin with peas and beans. Ensure the plant is healthy. Allow the seed pods to dry naturally for as long as possible on the plant. The pod will look papery and slightly wizened. When they are bone-dry, pod them; we rub them between our fingers in a large bowl. This will release most of the peas and beans, we pod the remainder by hand.


Spread them out and leave to dry in a warm, airy place. In direct sunlight, on a window sill or in greenhouse is fine. When they are completely dry, store them in Kilner or jam jars, a tin box or any airtight container.


Tomato seeds are also easy to save, as are potatoes but it’s crucial to choose seeds from plants that are totally disease-free. Leave tomatoes on the vine until fully ripe. Pick, cut and scoop out the pips with the tomato juice into a cup. Add a little water if required to keep the pips from drying out. Mould will develop around the pips. After 4-5 days put the mouldy mixture into a sieve and wash clean under the tap. Place the clean seeds on a saucer and to dry out for a week or two. Store in a paper envelope – seed lasts well if kept in a cool, dry place. If you are saving seeds from different varieties, dry and store them separately in marked envelopes. Apparently allowing mould to develop in the seed-saving process will protect the future tomato plants against diseases when growing.


For potatoes, save a few of the smaller tubers, about the size of an egg. Store them in a cool, dark, frost-free shed out of reach of rodents. They will gradually begin to sprout (chit) and be ready to plant in spring, depending on the variety. One can even halve the potatoes, ensuring there is a sprout on each piece that you plant in the ground.


HARVESTING AND STORING ROOT VEGETABLES


In mild areas, root vegetables such as carrots, parsnips, beets, celeriac, salsify and scorzonera, swedes, turnips and winter radish can usually over-winter in well-drained soil, to be dug as needed. Whereas a light frost will convert the starches into sugar, a hard frost can damage the roots, so you may want to cover the ground with a protective layer of straw or bracken about 15cm deep. If in doubt you may want to lift the roots. Lift carefully so as not to damage them and use up any that are not in perfect condition. Do not wash the roots. Shake off any loose soil and trim off the foliage.


Beetroot can be left in the ground but they just become woodier so it’s best to harvest them at optimum size. Be careful not to damage the root and trim the leaves about 5cm from the top (they can be added to the compost heap). Store the beets in layers in damp sand either in boxes or in a heap against an inside wall in a frost-free shed.


Carrots and parsnips can be left in the ground but if you want to store them at their best, trim off leaves and store as above. Carrots can also be stored in an outside pit in a fairly sheltered spot in the garden. Build them up into a mound with the stalk end pointing outwards. Cover with a layer of soil at least 5cm thick. Pat it down well with the spade so it doesn’t wash off in the rain. Recover the remaining roots carefully each time you take some carrots out.


Sandboxes (known as clamps) are suitable for small quantities of root vegetables. Choose timber or plastic boxes. Store the roots (not touching) in layers of sand. Store in a dark, frost-free garage, shed or cellar. Keep covered as you extract a few for use.


Root stores in Scandinavia are often dug into the ground to maintain a cool even temperature. When we visited Fäviken in Sweden, chef Magnus Nilsson showed us his root store. They have double doors, to ensure that not even a crack of light filters into the inner sanctum. Even a split second of light can initiate sprouting and shorten the storage time.


EAT WHAT YOU SOW


The aim of this book is to instil in the reader the vast difference between the many ways of growing food, in whatever space you may have. I hope that the 400 or so recipes for the produce will inspire you to make seasonal and deliciously nourishing dishes and then convince you to find ways of growing more of your own food. Even if it’s only a little of your own produce, it will have contributed to helping the planet just that little bit.




VEGETABLES
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Holly & Vinita Waddell’s authentic Louisiana Chicken Gumbo


Okra Masala


Okra in Batter


Confiture D’Oignons


Chicken Tagine with Caramelised Onions & Raisins


Swansey’s Penang Laksa


Goat’s Cheese, Spring Onion & Potato Tart


Pickled Red Onions


Steak with Béarnaise Sauce & Pommes Frites


Sri Lankan Carrots with Shallots & Green Chilli


Italian Beef Stew with Shallots


Leek Flamiche


Melted Leeks


Cian’s Garlic Pizza


Black Garlic


Jared’s Black Garlic Chicken


Gambas al Ajillo – Garlic Shrimps


Roast Guinea Fowl with 40 Cloves of Garlic


Amaranth Shortbread


Amaranth, Potato & Tomato Stew


Lal Shak Bhaja – Bengali Amaranth


Celery, Fennel, Raisin & Red Onion Salad


Celery, Apple & Walnut Salad


Salt-baked Celeriac with Olive Butter


Lamb Breast with Gremolata & Celeriac & Potato Purée


Asparagus, Rocket & Wild Garlic Frittata


Nopa Asparagus with Dill Crème Fraîche & Lemon


Swiss Chard with Tahini, Yogurt & Toasted Cashew Nuts


Spinach, Feta & Sweet Potato Frittata


Shaved Beetroot & Radish Salad


Beetroot Kvass


Beetroot, Blood Orange & Rocket Salad


Beetroot & Ginger Relish


Beetroot Soup with Chive Cream


Beetroot & Raspberry Ice Cream


Swede Soup with Pancetta & Parsley Oil


Spicy Vegetable Stew with Yogurt


Swede with Chorizo Crumbs & more


Swede Purée with Olive Oil & Parmesan


Braised Tuscan Kale with Pancetta & Caramelised Onions


Kale, Leek, Mushroom & Ricotta Strata


Pumpkin, Baby Kale & Goat’s Cheese Salad


Nordic Kale Salad with Lemon & Cream


All the Kales


Kale Stir-fry with Asian Flavours


Cauliflower Steaks Infused with Ginger & Spices


Roast Cauliflower Florets, Freekeh, Pistachio & Pomegranate


Red & Green Cabbage Slaw


Penny’s (Sauerkraut) Kraut-Chi


Elsa’s Red Cabbage


Salad of Aged Coolea or Parmesan, Brussels Sprouts & Celery Shards


Brussels Sprouts with Thai Flavours


Brussels Sprouts Masala


Kohlrabi, White Cabbage & Cranberry Slaw with Herbs & Sesame Seeds


Swedish kohlrabi & Potato Salad


Broccoli Salad with Anchovies & a Hen’s Egg


Romanesco, Broccoli or Cauliflower Pakoras


Pad Thai


Lamb, Turnip, Onion & Butter Bean Stew


Duck with Turnips


Southern Turnip Greens with Pickled Pork


Thai Pork or Chicken with Basil & Chillies


Friggitelli – Roast Sweet Chilli Peppers


Dried Shrimp Relish with Chillies & Lime


Stuffed Chilli Peppers


Tomato & Chilli Jam


Hummus Bi Tahina


Aracena Chicken with Chickpeas, Peppers & Pilaff Rice


Braised Chicory


Chicory, Puy Lentil, Spring Onion, Avocado, Walnut & Pomegranate Salad


Grilled Chicory or Radicchio


Chicory Tarte Tatin


Seakale on Toast with Prawns & Hollandaise Sauce


Seakale Tempura with Chervil Mayonnaise


Pan-grilled Fish with Vietnamese Cucumbers


Cucumber Limeade


Courgette Trifolati


Courgette Blossoms with Tuma & Anchovies


Roasted Stuffed Marrow


Spicy Butternut Squash or Pumpkin & Coconut Curry


Pumpkin Wedges with Cumin, Crème Fraîche, Chilli & Dill


Beef & Pumpkin Stew


Cardoons with Bagna Cauda


Globe Artichokes with Melted Butter


Vietnamese Spring Rolls


Caramelised Carrot, Beetroot & Apple Salad


Carrot Risotto


Carrot Marmalade


Carrot & Cardamom Cake


Camilla’s Lamb with Fennel & Yogurt


Chargrilled Fennel with Roast Red Peppers


Gillian Hegarty’s Braised Fennel


Salad of Jerusalem Artichokes with Smoked Almonds & Preserved Lemon Dressing


Fartichoke Soup with Crispy Croûtons


Fermented Jerusalem Artichokes


Roast Sweet Potato with Labneh, Chilli & Sesame


Monkfish, Sweet Potato & Coconut Stew


Sweet Potato & Lemongrass Soup


A Green Salad for Every Season


Salad Dressings


Heirloom Tomato Salad


Green Tomatoes with Wasabi Mayonnaise


Little Fish & Tomato Pots


‘Sun-dried’ Tomatoes


Penne with Sun-dried Tomatoes & Chorizo


Confit of Tomatoes


Roast Tomato Sauce


Crudités with Aioli


Oca, Chorizo, Spring Onion & Radish Salad


Duck Shepherd’s Pie with Potato & Parsnip Mash


Parsnip & Maple Syrup Cake with Parsnip Crisps


Luke’s Parsnip Ice Cream


Cod, Bacon & Parsnip Chowder


Runner Beans with Tomato, Halloumi & Anchovies


Green Bean Curry


Salade Niçoise


Runner Bean Chutney


Gillian’s Borlotti Beans with Capezzana Extra Virgin Olive Oil


Duck Confit with Borlotti Beans & Chanterelles


Green Bean Sodhi


French Bean Tempura with Asian Ginger Dip


Tomatillo Jam


Huevos Divorciados – Divorced Eggs


Sweet Pea Guacamole on Warm Tortillas


Pearl Barley with Peas, Radishes & Smoked Mackerel


Pea & Coriander Soup


Aloo Tikki – Potato and Pea Cutlet


Mooli Radish Curry


Radish Leaf Soup with Chervil Cream


Fish Tacos with Salsa Verde & Radishes


French Breakfast Radishes with Anchoïade


Watercress Smoothie


Spring Onion, Watercress & Fresh Herb Frittata Rolls


Watercress, Chicory, Apple, Pomegranate & Hazelnut Salad


Sorcha’s Watercress Juice


Agretti with Butter & Bottarga


Agretti Pasta with Anchovies & Chilli


Ballymaloe Chicken & Scorzonera Pie


Scorzonera & Parmesan Fritters


Moutabal


Aubergine Fungetto with Scallops


Aubergine Fritters with Honey & Thyme


Fish-fragrant Aubergines


Rajasthani Spiced Aubergine with Roast Lamb Chump


Potato Soup


Burmese Pork & Potato Curry


Potato Gnocchi with Parsley & Chilli Butter


Tortillitas à la Patata


Spinach & Rosemary Soup


Spanakopita – Greek Spinach & Cheese Pie


Lasagne with Mushrooms & Spinach


Gnudi with Spinach & Goat’s Curd


Pickled Chinese Artichokes


Chinese Artichoke & Prawn Salad


Salsify in Filo


Salsify Gratin


Broad Beans on Chargrilled Sourdough


Pappardelle with Double Broad Beans & Rocket Leaves


Double Lamb Chops with Sumac, Broad Beans, Melted Cherry Tomatoes & Tzatziki


Mackerel Gravlax with Wasabi & Dill Mayonnaise


Chargrilled Corn on the Cob with Chilli Butter


Sweetcorn & Spring Onion Pancakes with Roast Tomatoes, Bacon & Avocado Salsa






OKRA Abelmoschus esculentus (syn. Hibiscus esculentus) ANNUAL


Okra brings to mind gumbo, the classic American stew from Louisiana. Songs have been sung and poems written about this beloved stew, which originated in the eighteenth century. It’s not an everyday meal in Shanagarry, but it is quite a treat on occasion.


Okra – or lady’s fingers or bhindi, as these finger-like green seed pods are also known – are unlikely to be on your vegetable A-list, but they are beautiful and really fun to grow. Remember, this is a warm-season crop, so don’t bother attempting to grow them in an unpredictable and/or cooler climate unless you have a tunnel, greenhouse or conservatory. My publisher was baffled that I would want to include them in this book – she is a keen gardener but her efforts to grow these only resulted in one okra on each plant. We’ve been growing them in the greenhouse for some years with considerable success – our plants have yielded about 5 or 6 each in a season.
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Beautiful Red Burgundy okra.





VARIETIES


Red Burgundy – 1.25m tall plants with 15–20cm maroon pods – their colour extends into the plant’s leaves and stems.


Cow Horn – Giant okra variety which can grow 2.5m tall and supply the cook with large yields of slender pods which can reach 25cm in length without becoming woody, although are best picked at 15cm long.


Louisiana Short – Prolific producer of tasty and extremely plump 15cm pods.


HOW TO GROW


Okra enjoys the same growing conditions as cucumbers and melons: rich, fertile, well-drained soil. Sow the seeds in early summer, 2.5cm deep and 30–45cm apart; the temperature needs to be at least 20˚C for germination. It speeds up germination if you soak the seeds overnight in tepid water.


Transplant before they get pot-bound, which can happen quickly.


CONTAINER GROWING


Okra grows beautifully in pots, in a conservatory or on a sheltered sunny balcony or roof terrace. Feed and water plants in pots regularly.


PESTS AND DISEASES


Red spider mite – leaves turn pale and mottled and tiny red spiders will be clearly visible. Red spider mite thrives in hot, dry weather, so mist regularly and use sprays based on washing-up liquid or plant oil extracts. Biological control – Phytoseiulus persimilis.


Whitefly and greenfly – both suck sap and excrete a sticky honeydew, which encourages the growth of a black, sooty mould over the leaves and soft tips. For whitefly, we have had success with sticky traps. Scraps of soft soap and plant oils are also effective. Try biological control – Encarsia formosa – order early.


To combat greenfly, squash colonies with your finger and thumb or spray with plant or fish oils. Try biological control – Aphidius or Aphidoletes.


HARVESTING


The pods will be ready in midsummer to mid-autumn. Snip off the pods with a knife or secateurs while they are still quite small, 5–10cm long.


GOOD FOR YOU...


Okra is naturally low in saturated fat, cholesterol and sodium, and helps stabilise blood sugar levels.


It’s also a good source of protein, niacin, iron, phosphorus, zinc and copper and is rich in fibre. It contains vitamins A, C and K1. Also a source of thiamine, riboflavin, folate, calcium, magnesium, potassium and manganese.


WHAT TO DO WITH A GLUT


It is unlikely that you will have a glut but if you do, give the seed pods to friends to try out. Okra freeze well and can be used directly from frozen.


IN THE KITCHEN


Depending on how they are cooked, okra can be slimy, which is understandably offputting to many. Smaller pods produce less slime. Frying or roasting them is best – either pan-fry or deep-fry them in hot oil in slices until slightly browned. Drain and toss on kitchen paper, season and serve immediately.






Holly & Vinita Waddell’s authentic Louisiana Chicken Gumbo


Gumbo is a stew from Louisiana which is made from a well-flavoured stock with the addition of meat or shellfish, a thickener, and what Louisianans call ‘the holy trinity of vegetables’ – celery, peppers and onions. It is characterised by the type of thickener used. This is an authentic Chicken Gumbo from Melville, Louisiana, written by Holly who was a student on our three-month Certificate Course in 2015.


SERVES 6


2 Andouille sausages, sliced into 7mm pieces


1 x 2.1kg free-range chicken


1–2 tablespoons extra virgin olive oil


1 large onion, chopped (approx. 400g)


250g celery, chopped into 1cm dice


3 green peppers, deseeded and chopped into 1cm dice


3 litres homemade chicken stock


3 bay leaves


400g basmati rice


250g okra, sliced into 7mm pieces


1–2 teaspoons cayenne pepper


sea salt and freshly ground black pepper


400g long-grain white rice


gumbo filé (sassafras) powder, to garnish


FOR THE ROUX


175g plain flour


175ml olive oil


First make the roux. Mix the flour and oil in a large saucepan (the pan needs to be big enough to add your stock). Stir constantly over a medium heat until the mixture is a rich reddish brown colour. Do not let it burn.


Lightly brown the Andouille sausage and set aside.


Joint the chicken and brown each piece in oil from the Andouille sausage.


Heat a separate frying pan, add the olive oil and cook the onion, celery and green peppers for 10–15 minutes until tender.


Whisk the stock into the piping hot roux. Season to taste with salt and freshly ground black pepper. Add the bay leaves and browned chicken pieces, bring to the boil and simmer over a medium heat for 30–45 minutes until the chicken is cooked and falling off the bone.


When the chicken is cooked, remove the chicken and debone. Remove the skin if you like – I prefer to remove it, it just adds a nice flavour to the stock. Set the chicken aside. Strain the broth and add the vegetables, Andouille sausage, okra and cayenne pepper. Simmer for 15 minutes or until the okra is cooked to your liking. Add the chicken and season to taste.


Meanwhile, bring 400ml water to the boil in a separate pan and simmer the rice for 10–12 minutes or until it is just cooked.


Serve the gumbo over the hot rice (not mixed in); it should be like a thick soup with a serving of rice in the middle. The gumbo filé is served at the table for people to add to their gumbo to taste.


Traditionally Gumbo is served with sweet iced tea, sliced cucumbers from the garden (on the side) and freshly baked, warm cornbread.




DID YOU KNOW?


Okra is a member of the Mallow (malvaceae) family and has pretty flowers similar to Hibiscus, which is in the same family. It originated in North Africa where it still grows wild and was probably brought to America in the 1600s with the slave trade. okra	27









Okra Masala


This is a really flavoursome dish with none of the slime that is often associated with okra. We love it with chicken or alone with a naan or flaky paratha. Okra is widely used in Indian cooking; this recipe comes from Madra, Uttar Pradesh.


SERVES 6–8


3 green chillies


3 tablespoons vegetable oil


1 teaspoon black mustard seeds


175g red onions, chopped


1 teaspoon roasted ground cumin


1 teaspoon roasted ground coriander


2 teaspoons garam masala


1 teaspoon ground turmeric


3 garlic cloves, finely chopped


150ml fresh tomato paste (2 large ripe tomatoes whizzed together)


pinch of chilli flakes or ½ teaspoon mild Kashmiri chilli powder


500g okra, topped and tailed and cut into 2cm pieces


sea salt


fresh sprigs of coriander, to serve


Split the chillies in half lengthwise and remove and discard the seeds.


Heat the oil in a wok or karahi, add the mustard seeds and onions and cook over a medium heat until the onion is golden and the mustard seeds pop, then add the cumin, coriander, garam masala and turmeric and continue to cook for 1 minute.


Add the garlic, fresh tomato paste and chilli flakes or chilli powder, stir, then add the okra and green chillies to the wok. Fry for 5–7 minutes, stirring occasionally, then add 125ml water or stock a little at a time and stir to make a sauce. Season with the salt and simmer for 15 minutes until the okra is cooked through and the sauce is thick and dry.


Scatter with lots of fresh sprigs of coriander.






Okra in Batter


These crisp little okra pakoras are pretty irresistible, and when you cook okra like this there’s none of the gloopiness that is sometimes associated with okra stews.


SERVES 4


225g okra


115g plain flour


1½ tablespoons ground rice or rice flour


1 tablespoon mild Kashmiri chilli powder


½ teaspoon ground cumin


½ teaspoon ground turmeric


1 teaspoon salt


1 teaspoon thyme leaves


olive oil, for frying


lemon wedges, to serve


Slice the caps off the okra and discard. Cut the okra into 1cm-thick rounds. Sift the flour, rice flour, chilli powder, cumin, turmeric and salt into a bowl. Add the thyme leaves and mix. Make a well in the centre and add about 100ml water, whisking it in a little at a time, to make a light batter about the consistency of thick cream.


Heat the oil in a deep frying pan over a medium-low heat. Fold the slices of okra gently into the batter, then drop tablespoons of the mixture gently into the oil. Fry for 6–7 minutes, turning now and then, until the fritters are crisp and golden. Remove with a ‘spider’ or perforated spoon and drain on kitchen paper.


Serve immediately with a wedge of lemon.
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ONIONS Allium cepa/Allium fistulosum ANNUAL (SOME GROWN AS PERENNIAL)


You may well wonder, why would one bother to grow onions when they are so widely available and seem to look just fine? Well, that’s exactly how I felt until we started to grow our own again, a few years ago. Home-grown onions are much sweeter and more meltingly tender when cooked, plus you can be sure they are not sprayed with a nasty anti-sprouting chemical or powder.


What would we do without onions? In 2010 there was a national crisis in India when the price of onions increased from 35 to 88 rupees per kilogram in the space of a week. Unseasonal and excessive rainfall in the onion-producing areas had delayed the arrival of onions in the markets, resulting in a shortage of what is considered an essential ingredient in Indian cooking.


Scallions or spring onions are also easy to grow and brilliantly versatile – they can be grown virtually year round in deep seed trays or recycled mushroom boxes. There seems to be considerable confusion between spring onions and scallions: spring onions are wispy little onions about the thickness of a child’s paint brush while scallions have much more definite white bulb the same width as a thick pencil or my little finger.
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Onions swelling nicely in our no-dig bed.





VARIETIES


Welsh onions, potato onions and tree or Egyptian onions are fun varieties which you may also enjoy growing. Welsh onions are brilliant for a perennial vegetable bed, as these hardy onions are wonderfully versatile with a mild sweet flavour. We’ve had them in the kitchen garden for over twenty years; they are planted around the base of a bay tree in our formal herb garden and re-emerge every spring. They multiply in perennial clumps and don’t form large bulbs but have large, decorative, white ‘pompom’ flower heads, so they can also be grown in a flower bed or herbaceous border. As they are evergreen, the leaves can be used as a substitute for scallions or chives.


BULB OR COMMON ONIONS


Growing from sets


Centurion – Elongated onion which can be harvested in late summer.


Sturon – Traditional variety, matures late summer, round with straw-coloured skin and a good flavour.


Jetset – Relatively new variety which matures earlier, round smooth skin, firm with a good flavour.


Red Baron – Very popular red onion, strong flavour and stores well.


Growing bulb onions from seed


Ailsa Craig – Old, large variety dating from 1899, renowned for its flavour.


Bedfordshire Champion – Old variety, dating from 1885, globe-shaped with brownish skin and good keeper.


Giant Zittau – Sow in spring or autumn.


Sherpa F1 – High-yielding and fairly resistant to downy mildew.


Snowball – Excellent white variety, good flavour and stores well.


Santero F1– New early maincrop variety we plan to grow, with reputed good downy mildew resistance.


Kamal F1 – Red variety we like due to its delicious flavour, good yields of uniform round- to globe-shaped onions, which store well.


SPRING ONIONS AND SCALLIONS


White Lisbon – Very quick-growing spring onion, plant in succession from early spring to late summer.


Eiffel – New variety bred from White Lisbon with good disease tolerance.


Parade – Spring onion with lovely green upright foliage, does not form a bulb, good flavour and fast growing.


Crimson Forest – New red variety bred in the UK, adds colour to salads. Hardy enough for autumn sowing.


Allium fistulosum – Also known as the Welsh onion or Japanese onion, this is a hardy perennial with small greenish flowers in early summer.


HOW TO GROW


Onions can be grown from sets (mini onions) or seed, which is, of course, much cheaper than buying sets. Seeds require more work but often yield better quality onions; gardeners entering show competitions will grow their produce from seed.


Onions like well-drained, fertile soil, with a pH of 6.5–7, and a sunny position. They work well in raised beds. Plant sets in early to mid-spring, or you can buy some varieties that you can plant in mid-autumn for an early summer crop. Autumn-planted onions will be ready to harvest about a month before the spring-sown crop.


TO PLANT SETS


Push each set gently into the well-prepared soil, growing point upwards, so the tips are just above the ground. We have had good results from spacing them 10cm apart with 25cm between rows. Birds love to hike them out of the ground, so you may want to cover them with fleece held up by pea sticks or try one of the various bird scarers available on the market.


Managing weeds is the biggest challenge, because the shallow roots of the onions grow close to the surface and can easily be damaged by careless hoeing. Some gardeners even plant onions through plastic or weed-control membrane to control weeds, which also helps to keep the soil warm. We have had success mulching with seaweed or straw, too, both of which will naturally break down in the soil.


From planting to harvesting takes 3–4 months.


TO SOW SEEDS We have grown onions from seed very successfully by planting in early spring in modules indoors, sowing 3 seeds to a module. Plant out in late spring as soon as the weather gets mild. We don’t separate the seedlings in the module, just plant them as a group, so there is minimum root disturbance and they get off to a good start.


Bolting can be a problem, particularly with red onions, if the weather is erratic – e.g. a particularly cold spring followed by a hot summer. Smaller sets seem to be less susceptible to bolting than larger ones. Plant in a well-prepared weed-free soil. Also, in our experience, where we have added plenty of humus to the soil, we suffer less from bolting. Don’t use farmyard manure as onions don’t need high levels of nitrogen.


Spring onions or scallions may be grown either indoors or outdoors. We grow them all year round in the greenhouse. Sow in early spring; buy a deep seed tray, fill with potting compost, then sow the seeds in groups of six (multi-sowing). You can also grow them in modules, putting a pinch of six seeds in each section. This way they grow and can be harvested in bunches of six.


Plant outdoors 3–4 weeks before the last frost. They like well-drained soil and they love full sun. We overwinter them in the greenhouse. Outdoors, sow in succession up until late summer to pick up until early spring. Direct sow in drills as thinly as possible because they will fill out. Leave 25cm between rows for ease of hoeing. If you want to have a very early crop, it’s possible to multisow them in module trays indoors in early spring, then plant them out in little clumps 23cm apart, just don’t allow them to become pot-bound.


For Welsh onions, sow the seeds in spring in modular trays, as thinly as possible, then transplant them before they have a chance to get pot-bound. Do not plant into soil that is too heavy, otherwise they will rot. They can be planted directly into the ground without breaking up the plugs. Welsh onions self-seed profusely, so hoe away any unwanted seedlings.


CONTAINER GROWING


Onions can be grown in a container, but the yield will be smaller. Welsh onions will also grow successfully in a large pot or trough. Spring onions or scallions work brilliantly in all kinds of pots and troughs and can also be scattered through a flower border.



PESTS AND DISEASES



Crop rotation, always an important factor in vegetable growing, is vital here, so no member of the onion family should be grown on the same piece of ground for four years or more.


Several pests can attack onions – including onion fly and onion eelworm – but the diseases we encounter most often are downy mildew, white rot and neck rot. Keeping them weed-free helps and many gardeners tell me that a row of parsley planted close to onions will keep onion flies away.


Plants whose roots get damaged by hoeing are more susceptible to disease, particularly downy mildew. Space plants well apart to reduce the risk of damage and to encourage good air circulation.


Spring onions are highly resistant to pests and are almost disease proof.
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Bunches of onions curing in an optimum environment in the greenhouse.





HARVESTING AND STORING


We begin harvesting our onions in midsummer and use both the bulb and the greens.


Spring-planted onions are ready for storing in late summer/early autumn, when the onion stalks turn yellow and fall over.


In a good summer onions can remain in the ground for a couple of weeks longer, but if the weather is inclement, we pull them on a sunny day, tie them in bunches of 8–10, bring them into the greenhouse and hang them on wires and allow them to dry until we need them. They are usually gone by early winter.


Good air ventilation is essential while onions are drying. Keep a vigilant eye on them and use any soft ones as soon as possible. Don’t cut or trim the stalks, otherwise the onions won’t cure properly. During the drying process the sugars in the stalks go down into the bulb and preserve it. When the onions are properly dry they can be tied into bunches or plaited and hung in a dry, frost-free shed or a pantry. In optimum conditions they can last until mid-spring. Red onion varieties don’t tend to store as well as white onions.


For Welsh onions, just snip the green leaves as you need them and use like chives, the bulbs can be substituted for onions in any recipe.


Spring onions will be ready to harvest about 70 days from planting. Pull as you need and use every scrap.


GOOD FOR YOU...


Spring onions and scallions are a good source of vitamins A, C, K, folate, calcium, iron, potassium, magnesium, phosphorus, manganese, copper and thiamine.


WHAT TO DO WITH A GLUT


Onions remain in the ground for months on end so use them as you need to, or bunch them and give them as presents to friends or sell at a local farmers’ market.


IN THE KITCHEN


Onions can be eaten at the scallion stage, which is a bit of a waste but still one can sneak off a few green leaves to add to an omelette, frittata or potato salad. They are also delicious eaten at new-season onion stage when both the bulbs and leaves can be eaten.


Onions roasted in their jackets are one of our favourite standby recipes. What could be easier than throwing them into the top oven of the Aga in their skins, where they roast to melting tenderness? Just cook them until they are soft and squishy and will pop out of the charred skin when the root is removed. However, Roast Onion Halves have even more flavour. Cut the unpeeled onions in half from top to bottom, then brush the cut side with extra virgin olive oil, season with salt and freshly ground pepper. Arrange, cut-side down, on a baking tray in a single layer. Roast in a preheated oven at 230°C/gas mark 8 for 20–40 minutes, depending on size, until the cut side is caramelised and the onion is meltingly tender. We use these onions in myriad ways – as an accompanying vegetable, as a starter with goat’s cheese or curds, and in warm salads.


Welsh onion leaves can be snipped like scallions or spring onions into salad, soups, omelettes or devilled eggs.


Every scrap of a spring onion is edible – the green leaves, white bulbs and even the roots. As with spring onions, you can eat scallions from when they are small and wispy to quite large. The flavour is quite delicate when young and gets progressively stronger as they mature; the white part has a stronger flavour than the green leaves. They can be enjoyed raw or cooked; the base can be eaten raw but is often sautéed a little first as a base or to add to dishes. Spring onions are important in Chinese cooking and are also often sliced and scattered over dishes just before serving.


For Chargrilled Red Onions with Thyme (serves 6), peel 3 large red onions, then slice and cut them into generous half circles. Thread onto flat metal skewers, brush both sides with 4 tablespoons of extra virgin olive oil and 1 tablespoon of balsamic vinegar and sprinkle with 2 teaspoons of fresh thyme leaves. Leave to marinate for 15–20 minutes. Grill over a medium heat on a barbecue or griddle pan. Cook until browned and softish in the centre.


For Melted Green Onions with Thyme Leaves (serves 6–8), peel and trim 900g young green onions, leaving the root intact. Slice the white and green parts of the onions into rounds. Heat 3–4 tablespoons of extra virgin olive oil in a heavy-bottomed saucepan and toss the onions in it. Add 2 teaspoons of thyme leaves and season with salt and pepper. Cook over a low heat for about 15 minutes until soft. Season to taste and serve in a hot vegetable dish.
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Welsh onions – a perennial worth growing as every part, including the seeds, is edible.









Confiture D’Oignons


This superb recipe has become a new basic in recent years – I always have a few jars made up in the pantry. It is also good served warm, particularly with pan-grilled monkfish or even a lamb chop.


MAKES 450ml


75g butter


675g white or red onions, thinly sliced


125g caster sugar


1 teaspoon salt


½ teaspoon freshly ground black pepper


7 tablespoons sherry vinegar


250ml full-bodied red wine


2 tablespoons Crême de Cassis


Melt the butter in the saucepan and hold your nerve until it becomes a deep nut-brown colour – this will give the onions a delicious rich flavour, but be careful not to let it burn. Toss in the onions and sugar, add the salt and freshly ground pepper and stir well. Cover the saucepan and cook for 30 minutes over a gentle heat, keeping an eye on the onions and stirring from time to time.


Add the sherry vinegar, red wine and cassis. Cook for a further 30 minutes, uncovered, stirring regularly. This onion jam must cook very gently. When it is cold, skim off any butter which rises to the top and use to sauté an onion and potato soup base perhaps.


Confiture d’oignons will keep for months in sterilised glass jars and is especially delicious with pâtés and terrines of meat, game and poultry.






Chicken Tagine with Caramelised Onions & Raisins


This was one of the most flavourful tagines I tasted in Marrakesh. It seems like a lot of onions but they reduce during cooking and the sweetness of the caramelised onion combined with the honey and spices is rich and irresistible.


SERVES 6–8


125g raisins


3–4 tablespoons extra virgin olive oil


1.3kg sliced onions


1kg chicken thighs or 4 thighs and 4 drumsticks


1 teaspoon ground cinnamon


2 teaspoons grated fresh ginger


good pinch of saffron, soaked in 1 tablespoon water


425ml homemade chicken stock or water


1 good tablespoon honey


sea salt and freshly ground black pepper


coarsely chopped flat-leaf parsley, to serve


Put the raisins into a little bowl and cover with boiling water to plump up.


Heat the olive oil in a tagine or casserole, add the onions and cook, stirring occasionally, for 10–15 minutes until they are soft and slightly coloured. Add the chicken, cinnamon, ginger, saffron, salt and freshly ground pepper. Cook for 8–10 minutes until the chicken begins to brown, then add the chicken stock or water to come halfway up, cover and cook for a further 40–45 minutes, depending on the size of the chicken pieces.


Finally, add the honey and raisins and continue to cook, uncovered, until the sauce reduces and the onions are richly caramelised. Season to taste.


Serve scattered with lots of coarsely chopped flat-leaf parsley.






Swansey’s Penang Laksa


Many of you will be familiar with the delicious laksa recipe in my Ballymaloe Cookery Course book but this is another version given to me by Lay Choo Lim from Penang, who did the Certificate Course here at the school in 2007. In the recipe, given to her by her late mother, Swansey, Lay Choo uses local fresh white rice noodles in Malaysia, but over here she uses fine udon noodles which she cooks like spaghetti, until slightly al dente. Penangites like their laksa hot – so use fewer chillies if you prefer, perhaps four chillies and a red pepper instead.


SERVES 6–8


3 tablespoons sunflower oil


500g fish fillet, such as monkfish, cut into 2cm dice


250g raw prawns, cut into 1cm dice


400ml coconut milk


200ml tamarind juice (150ml hot water and 60g dry tamarind squeezed and strained)


600ml fish stock (optional)


1 tablespoon palm sugar or soft brown sugar


150g round rice noodles or spaghetti


salt


FOR THE CHILLI PASTE


8 fresh Thai chillies, deseeded


3 stalks lemongrass (white parts only)


1 level tablespoon ground turmeric


10 shallots (approx. 200g)


1 x 50g block (5cm x 2.5cm x 5mm) belachan (shrimp paste)


2.5cm piece of galangal (approx. 30g)


TO SERVE


1 cucumber, deseeded and cut into very fine strips


½ fresh pineapple, cut into very fine strips (canned pineapple works but the liquid must be fully drained)


½ small lettuce, cut into very fine strips


1 large red onion, very finely sliced


3 large (or 6 small) pickled gherkins, cut into fine strips


fresh mint leaves


lime wedges, to serve


Roughly chop all the ingredients for the chilli paste. Transfer to a food processor and pulse until a fine paste is formed.


Heat a clay pot (a saucepan works as an alternative) over a medium heat and add the oil. When the oil is hot, add the chilli paste. Continue to stir, otherwise the chilli paste will burn. Cook for 4–5 minutes until the aroma is fully released, then add the fish and the prawns. Stir to coat thoroughly with the cooked chilli paste and add salt to taste. After a minute, add the coconut milk and tamarind juice. Depending on how thick you like the laksa sauce, the mixture can be thinned down by adding either fish stock or more tamarind juice if you want it to be more sour. When the fish and prawns are almost cooked, add the sugar. Taste and, if necessary, add more salt. Simmer for a few minutes after the fish and prawns are cooked until the chilli oil comes to the surface. Remove from the heat.


Boil a big pot of water, add the rice noodles or spaghetti and cook according to the packet instructions. Drain once cooked. Divide the noodles into the serving bowls. Add all the vegetables and fruit, including a few mint leaves on top of the noodles.


Heat the laksa sauce until it is simmering again and ladle into the bowls to cover the noodles, vegetables and fruit. Make sure there are enough fish and prawns in each bowl and not just the liquid. A traditional way of warming the noodles and vegetables is to pour the laksa sauce (but not the noodles or the vegetables) back into the pot. Once the sauce comes back to the boil again, ladle it out again. Garnish with a few more mint leaves and lime wedges and serve.




DID YOU KNOW?


Welsh onions didn’t originate in Wales as one might think, but owe their name to the pre-German word walhaz.








[image: illustration]






Goat’s Cheese, Spring Onion & Potato Tart


The spring onions add a delicious sweetness to this tart. A little diced chorizo sausage would also be delicious in this recipe, not more than 50g though, otherwise the flavour will predominate.


SERVES 6


FOR THE SHORTCRUST PASTRY


150g plain flour, plus extra for dusting


60g butter


1 organic egg


FOR THE FILLING


15g butter


1 tablespoon olive oil


110g spring onions, finely chopped, both white and green parts


50g chorizo, diced (optional)


4–6 pink fir Apple or small new potatoes, cooked


3 organic eggs


3 tablespoons thyme leaves, plus flowers to garnish


175ml double cream


110g soft goat’s cheese


sea salt and freshly ground black pepper


green salad, to serve


First make the shortcrust pastry. Sift the flour into a bowl and rub in the butter until the mixture resembles coarse breadcrumbs. Mix 2 tablespoons of water with the egg and add just enough to bind the pastry. Wrap in parchment paper and chill for at least 15 minutes.


Preheat the oven to 180°C/gas mark 4. Remove the pastry from the fridge, then roll out on a well-floured worktop until large enough to line a 20.5cm tart tin or flan ring to a thickness of about 3mm. Line with greaseproof paper and fill to the top with dried beans. Rest for 15 minutes then bake for 20 minutes. Remove the beans and paper, brush the base with the remaining egg mixture and return to the oven for 1–2 minutes. This seals the pastry and helps to avoid a ‘soggy bottom’.


Now make the filling. Melt the butter in a frying pan over a medium heat, add the olive oil and onions and sweat with a good pinch of salt for 4–5 minutes until soft but not coloured. Add the chorizo, if using.


Cut the cooked potatoes into thick slices or chunks. Whisk the eggs and most of the thyme leaves in a bowl, add the cream, the onions and potatoes. Season well with salt and freshly ground pepper. Pour into the pastry case.


Drop a few blobs of goat’s cheese into the tart at regular intervals. Bake for 40–45 minutes or until just set in the centre. Sprinkle the remaining thyme leaves and flowers (if available), over the top. Serve with a good green salad.






Pickled Red Onions


Dip into a jar of pickled onions to add to a sandwich, salad, or enjoy as an accompaniment to beef or fish burgers.


MAKES 2 x 200G JARS


225ml white wine vinegar


110g granulated sugar


pinch of salt


3 whole cloves


2.5cm piece of cinnamon stick, broken


1 dried red chilli


450g red onions, thinly sliced on a mandolin


Put the vinegar, sugar, salt and spices in a heavy-bottomed pan and bring to the boil. Put in one third of the sliced onions and simmer for 2–3 minutes or until they turn pink and wilt. Lift out the cooked onions with a slotted spoon and transfer them to a sterilised jam jar with a non-reactive lid. Repeat with the remaining onions, cooking them in two batches.


Top up the jars with the hot vinegar, screw on the lids and set aside to cool overnight. Once cold, store in the fridge for a week or two.
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SHALLOTS Allium cepa ANNUAL


Chefs love shallots, they give depth of flavour to dishes without being overpowering and they deserve to be better known and appreciated by the rest of us. The flavour is more delicate and the texture more tender than onions. They can also be used fresh like a large spring onion. They are easy to grow and everywhere you plant one bulb it multiplies to form a cluster of 5–8 bulbs.
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Red Sun shallots almost ready to harvest.





VARIETIES


Seek out virus-free bulbs, they will be higher yielding and more vigorous.


Red Sun – Red-skinned variety which produces well-flavoured bulbs with crisp, white flesh and stores well.


Pesander – Long slender bulbs.


Golden Gourmet – Large, brown-skinned shallot which yields and stores well.


HOW TO GROW


Sow all the members of the allium family in one area of the garden then rotate in subsequent years. Like onions, shallots are easiest to grow from sets. We plant in mid-spring in well-drained soil, 25cm apart with 30cm between the rows. This allows enough room to hoe the weeds. As with onions, keep shallots weed-free and be careful not to damage the shallow roots if hoeing. Hand weeding is best.


A plot 2 metres square will yield around 184 shallots if they are planted 25cm apart with 3 rows in a bed; enough to provide you with shallots from late summer to mid-spring.


Bolting can occur some years more than others depending on the weather conditions, so do seek out the best-quality sets you can.




DID YOU KNOW?


The great culinary centre of shallots was Bordeaux, hence the inspired culinary partnership of rich red wine and shallots and the classic Sauce Bordelaise.





CONTAINER GROWING


Shallots can be grown in containers, ideally in a sunny place. They need well-drained compost and drainage holes. Keep well watered during dry periods.


PESTS AND DISEASES


Shallots can suffer from the same diseases as onions.


HARVESTING


Shallots are ready to harvest when the leaves start to die back. If the weather is sunny they can be left on the soil surface to dry off for about a week.


Lift and store on chicken wire frames in a single layer so the air can circulate. When dried, tie in bunches if there is some leaf left, otherwise store in a basket or hang in net onion bags in a well-ventilated, bright shed. Check regularly and discard any that are deteriorating. We overwinter ours hanging in onion bags in the greenhouse.


GOOD FOR YOU...


Shallots contain more antioxidants, minerals and vitamins, weight for weight, than onions. They are a rich source of vitamin A which is a powerful antioxidant. They also contain vitamin B6, folate, thiamine and vitamin C.


WHAT TO DO WITH A GLUT


Shallots can be dried and stored as described above. You can also pickle them like onions (see here).


IN THE KITCHEN


Shallots can be eaten raw or cooked. Chop them finely into the reduction for Béarnaise Sauce or Beurre Blanc and classic French red wine sauces.


The fresh green leaves can be snipped into a potato salad, used in soups or added to the stockpot.






Steak with Béarnaise Sauce & Pommes Frites


Steak, Béarnaise and Pommes Frites is an unbeatable classic combination – life doesn’t get much better. Shallots are essential to the flavour of a good Béarnaise and have always been an integral ingredient in this classic sauce. The consistency of Béarnaise sauce should be considerably thicker than that of Hollandaise or Beurre Blanc, both of which ought to be a light coating consistency. If you do not have tarragon vinegar to hand, use a wine vinegar and add some extra chopped tarragon.


SERVES 6


1 garlic clove


6 x 175g sirloin or fillet steaks


a little extra virgin olive oil


salt and freshly ground black pepper


watercress, to serve


FOR THE POMMES FRITES


450g old potatoes, such as Golden Wonders or Kerr’s Pinks


beef dripping or olive oil, for deep-frying


salt


FOR THE BÉARNAISE SAUCE


4 tablespoons tarragon vinegar


4 tablespoons dry white wine


2 teaspoons finely chopped shallots


pinch of freshly ground black pepper


1 tablespoon cold water


2 organic egg yolks


115–175g salted or unsalted butter, depending on what it is being served with


1 tablespoon chopped French tarragon leaves


Prepare the steaks about 1 hour before cooking. Cut the garlic clove in half, rub both sides of each steak with the cut clove, grind some black pepper over the steaks and sprinkle on a few drops of olive oil. Turn the steaks in the oil and set aside. If using sirloin steaks, score the fat at 2.5cm intervals.


Wash and peel the potatoes. Cut them into tiny, even matchsticks and soak in cold water for 15 minutes. Dry them thoroughly with a tea towel.


To make the Béarnaise sauce, boil the first four ingredients together in a low, heavy-bottomed, stainless-steel saucepan until completely reduced and the pan is almost dry but the base is not browned. Add 1 tablespoon of cold water immediately. Remove the pan from the heat and leave to cool for 1–2 minutes.


Whisk in the egg yolks and add the butter bit by bit over a very low heat, whisking all the time. As soon as one piece melts, add the next piece; it will gradually thicken. If it shows signs of becoming too thick or slightly ‘scrambling’, remove from the heat immediately and add a little cold water. Finally, add the French tarragon and season to taste.


If the sauce is slow to thicken it may be because you are excessively cautious and the heat is too low. Increase the heat slightly and continue to whisk until all the butter is added and the sauce is a thick coating consistency. Keep the sauce warm in a heatproof bowl over hot but not simmering water or in a Thermos flask until you want to serve it.


Heat a grill-pan. Season the steaks well with salt and cook to your taste – rare, medium rare, medium – in the hot pan. If using sirloin steaks, then turn them over onto the fat and cook for 3–4 minutes or until the fat becomes crisp. Put the steaks onto a plate and leave them rest for a few minutes in a warm place while you cook the Pommes Frites.


Heat the dripping or oil to 190°C. Fry the potatoes until they are golden brown and very crisp. Drain on kitchen paper. Sprinkle with salt. (If the pommes frites are very crisp they will keep in the oven for 10 minutes or even longer.)


Put the steaks onto hot plates. Serve the Béarnaise sauce over one end of the steak or in a little bowl on the side of the plate and the pommes frites and fresh watercress alongside.






Sri Lankan Carrots with Shallots & Green Chilli


Shallots add extra sweetness to this simple spiced carrot dish which can be fully prepared ahead and gently heated later.


SERVES 4


2 tablespoons sunflower or olive oil


60g shallots, chopped


½ green chilli, deseeded and chopped


450g carrots, peeled and cut into 2cm dice


1 teaspoon freshly ground cumin seeds


1 teaspoon freshly ground coriander seeds


½ teaspoon freshly ground fennel seeds


pinch of cayenne pepper


⅛ teaspoon ground turmeric


½ teaspoon salt


freshly ground black pepper (a few grinds)


175ml coconut milk


roughly chopped coriander, to garnish


lemon wedges, to serve


Put the oil into a heavy, low-sided pan and set over a medium heat. When the oil is hot, add the shallots and chilli. Stir-fry for about 2 minutes or until the shallots have softened a bit. Add the carrots, cumin, coriander and fennel seeds, cayenne pepper, turmeric, salt and pepper and continue to fry, stirring at the same time, over a medium heat for 2–3 minutes.


Whisk the coconut milk to mix the thick and thin liquid evenly. Add to the base and bring to a simmer. Cover, reduce the heat to low, and simmer very gently for 15–20 minutes. Season to taste, scatter some roughly chopped coriander on top and serve with lemon wedges.
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Italian Beef Stew with Shallots


The shallots add sweetness and roll of pork fat adds a delicious unctuousness to this gutsy stew.


SERVES 6–8


1.35kg well hung stewing beef or lean flank


1 tablespoon extra virgin olive oil


450g shallots, peeled


2 large carrots, cut into 1cm slices


1 heaped tablespoon plain flour


a roll of pork fat tied with cotton string (optional)


150ml red wine


150ml beef stock


250ml homemade tomato purée


140g flat mushrooms, sliced


1 tablespoon chopped flat-leaf parsley, plus extra sprigs to garnish


sea salt and freshly ground black pepper


Gremolata (optional), to garnish


polenta, mashed potatoes or noodles and a green salad, to serve


Preheat the oven to 160°C/gas mark 3.


Trim the meat of any excess fat and cut the meat into 4cm cubes. Heat the olive oil in a casserole and sweat the shallots and carrots over a gentle heat, with a lid on, for 10 minutes.


Heat a little more olive oil in a frying pan until almost smoking. Sear the pieces of meat on all sides, reduce the heat, stir in the flour, cook for a minute, then add the roll of pork fat, if using. Mix the wine, stock and tomato purée together and add gradually to the casserole. Season with salt and freshly ground pepper. Cover and transfer to the oven for 2½-3 hours.


Meanwhile, sauté the mushrooms and add to the casserole, about 30 minutes before the end of cooking. Add lots of chopped parsley and garnish with Gremolata or sprigs of flat-leaf parsley. Serve with polenta, mashed potatoes or noodles and a good green salad.






LEEKS Allium porrum BIENNIAL BUT WE GROW AS AN ANNUAL


Leeks are part of the extensive Allium family so are related to onions, garlic, chives, scallions and spring onions. They are easy to grow and immensely versatile – a brilliant standby winter vegetable. Every scrap is edible, including the roots, which can be sweated or deep-fried.


We grow a fine crop of leeks every year, both outdoors and in the greenhouse – where they didn’t work so well. We eat them from the time they are pencil thin until they are the size of a brush handle. If you are short of space, their glaucous spiky leaves work wonderfully in a flower border and withstand even the harshest winter.


The perennial variety, Allium ampeloprasum var. babingtonii, is well worth seeking out. It is frequently mentioned in old Irish manuscripts and is thought to have been one of the main ingredients, along with potatoes, in an ancient Irish leek and oatmeal soup called Brotchán Roy, meaning ‘A broth fit for a king’ (Roy derives from Rí, the Irish word for king). Brotchán is referred to in the ninth-century text The Monastery of Tallaght, where the broth is described as one of the main meals of the penitent monks. On occasion, rich milk was added and this was considered a great luxury.


This perennial leek grows wild on the West and Northwest coast of Ireland, but we have been growing it in our kitchen garden for over two decades, where it re-emerges every year. More recently, we transplanted some into the little wood, where it has started to romp away, providing brilliant ground cover as well as lots of leeks for the stockpot in the spring when our other crop has finished. These wild leeks are tougher in texture, but the flavour is delicious.


VARIETIES


There are many different varieties available, some of which mature in late autumn, some in winter/spring. The winter/spring varieties are invaluable at a time when there may be a dearth of vegetables and can extend the season.


Musselburgh F1 – Winter/spring. Hardy, traditional Scottish variety, dating back to 1822 with thick stems and broad leaves, tender with a mild flavour.


Bandit – Winter/spring. Resistant to bolting, is hardy, tolerating cold conditions, and keeps until mid-spring.


Atlanta – Winter/spring. Very good frost tolerance and resists bolting. Dark green.


Pandora – Popular late summer/autumn variety, which can be harvested from early autumn to mid-winter, or longer in milder areas.


BluegreenWinter – Hardy variety, with blue-green leaves and a thick white shaft. Good for overwintering outside.


Allium ameloprasum var. babingtonii – Perennial leek, tall and thin.
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Young Musselburgh F1 leeks with a few rosettes of wintercress growing underneath.





HOW TO GROW


For an autumn crop, sow the seeds in modular trays, 1cm deep, indoors in early spring. They will take about three months to grow to transplanting size, but careful not to let them get pot-bound before transplanting or they will bolt.


Leeks are tolerant of a variety of soils but do best transplanted into a rich, fertile, alkaline soil with a pH of 6–7.5, perhaps after a potato crop, so the soil is loose and crumbly. They are heavy feeders so the soil needs to be enriched with lots of manure or compost in the autumn before planting.


The leeks are ready to transplant when about 20cm high and pencil-thick. Using a dibber, make holes in the soil where you want them to grow, 15–20cm deep and the same distance apart, with 25– 30cm between rows. Drop the young leeks down into the hole; if some of the roots protrude from the hole, trim them. We also trim the leaves to about 15cm above the ground. Fill the hole around the leek with water but not soil – this sounds odd but believe me it works. Keep the bed weed free.


For leeks from autumn to late winter, make three sowings, starting in early spring with an early variety, followed by a maincrop and a late variety. We generally just sow one maincrop.


Seeds can also be sown directly into the soil in late spring, but the soil temperature does need to be about 10˚C.


Earth up several times so you have the maximum pale elongated leek – this simply means drawing up the soil around the base of the leek which prevents light getting to the bottom part so that it stays white rather than turning dark green. The spiky green leaves are stronger in flavour than the white stems but can also be used in stock or soup, or if you have a surplus, add them to the compost heap.


Leeks are biennial, they form leaves in the first year and naturally bolt in the second year. In the first year they can bolt if left in the growing module too long or if the weather is difficult.


Some gardeners treat leeks as perennials; they let them bolt and go to flower so that they seed into the ground around them and come back every year. Interestingly, if you dig up a leek that has flowered you may find little cloves of garlic underneath, quite late in their second summer, a bit like elephant garlic, Allium ampeloprasum.


CONTAINER GROWING


Leeks can be grown in a container filled at least 30–35cm deep with rich soil – the more depth, the better quality the leeks. Make sure the leeks don’t dry out.


Cairngorm F1 – Stocky variety which matures in early autumn.


Saint Victor – Distinct blue/purple leaf, very attractive and popular. Matures late winter to early- mid-spring.


PESTS AND DISEASES


Though we haven’t had it, leek rust affects all the allium family and can be an issue. It’s an airborne fungus that particularly affects garlic but even though it looks unsightly, with strange orange powdery spots on the leaves, it doesn’t affect the taste. The variety Crusader F1 is resistant to rust.


We have also had occasional problems with white rot, which affects all members of the onion family. As with all vegetables, for maximum success you need to be meticulous about rotation. Make sure there is a gap of three or preferably four years before leeks or any members of the allium family are grown in the same ground again.


Leek moth has become a problem in the UK. Leek moth traps are being used as a method of dealing with this pest, or some people simply cover the leeks with a fine insect-proof net, similar to that used for carrots, to keep the moths out.


HARVESTING


Leeks are at their most tender and delicious when young. Baby leeks can be harvested from about 2cm in diameter or even smaller. They seem to survive both frost and even a little snow, however the flavour and texture deteriorate as they grow larger, so there’s no need to strive for prize-winning giant leeks!


Leeks are all the more valuable because they can stay in the ground and be harvested throughout the winter. It’s best to dig up leeks, rather than try to pull them, otherwise they’ll most likely break. If you need to clear the ground they are growing in, dig up the last of the crop, ‘heel them in’ (temporarily plant them into another bed) in a shady spot and use as soon as you can.


If the leeks bolt and run to seed, the pretty allium flowers are edible and if snapped off the leek may produce small white bulbs at the base which are delicious as baby onions or shallots.


GOOD FOR YOU...


Leeks are rich in vitamins A, C, B6, E and K, and are a good source of manganese, copper, iron folate, potassium and calcium. They are known to reduce blood pressure and block platelet clot formation in the blood vessels, thus decreasing the overall risk of stroke and coronary heart disease.
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We use both the white and green parts of the leeks and the roots in our kitchen.





WHAT TO DO WITH A GLUT


Slice and sweat down then freeze as a soup base or add cream, grated cheese and sautéed mushrooms to cooked leeks for a delicious combination to serve as a vegetable dish or as a side. We use the tops in our stockpot.


IN THE KITCHEN


Leeks are a reliable standby during the winter – with potatoes and leeks in the larder you will never be short of the base for a warming soup.


Leeks are milder in flavour than onions or garlic and are super delicious sautéed gently in melted butter or extra virgin olive oil, or cooked into soups, stews, gratins, frittatas, sauces and pasta. More recently I’ve been charring them and I love the sweet, smoky flavour that this technique produces.






Leek Flamiche


Similar leek tarts and pies are made in Belgium, France and many parts of the UK, including Wales and Cornwall. There are many variations on this theme – some have no cheese, others no bacon or ham. You can use the filling to make a gorgeous pie with pastry underneath and on top, or just on top, either way it is delicious. There’s no need to re-cook the ham if it is already cooked.


SERVES 6–8


50g butter


450g white part of leeks, sliced in 1cm-thick rings


extra virgin olive oil, for frying


100g rindless streaky bacon or raw ham, cut into 5mm lardons


2 organic eggs or 1 large organic egg and 1 egg yolk


300ml double cream


75g Gruyère cheese, grated


sea salt and freshly ground black pepper


FOR THE PASTRY


pre-baked 22.5cm shortcrust pastry tart shell made with 175g plain flour, 75g butter and 1 organic egg yolk mixed with a little water (see here)


Preheat the oven to 180°C/gas mark 4.


Melt the butter in a heavy-bottomed saucepan over a gentle heat. When it foams, add the sliced leeks. Season with salt and freshly ground pepper, toss, cover and cook gently for 4–6 minutes until soft and almost tender but not coloured. Drain and leave to cool.


Heat a little extra virgin olive oil in a frying pan over a medium heat, add the bacon or ham lardons and cook for 5–6 minutes or until slightly golden and cooked through.


Meanwhile, whisk the eggs and cream together, stir in the cooled leeks and ham or bacon and most of the cheese. Season with salt and freshly ground pepper.


Spoon into the tart shell (it will fill it completely), sprinkle the remaining cheese on top and bake for 35–40 minutes or until golden and just set in the centre.


Serve warm.
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Melted Leeks


This my favourite basic way to cook leeks. For maximum flavour choose young leeks rather than monster specimens.


SERVES 6–8


8 medium leeks (approx. 900g)


50g butter or extra virgin olive oil


sea salt and freshly ground black pepper


marjoram, tarragon, parsley or chervil, to garnish


Trim the roots and cut off the dark green leaves from the top of the leeks (add to the stockpot). Slit the leeks about halfway down the centre and wash well under cold running water. Slice into 5mm rounds.


Melt the butter in a heavy casserole and when it foams, add the sliced leeks and toss gently to coat with butter. Season with salt and freshly ground pepper. Cover with a layer of baking parchment and a close-fitting lid, then reduce the heat and cook very gently for 8–10 minutes or until the leeks are semi-soft and moist. We sometimes turn off the heat when the leeks are almost cooked and leave them to finish cooking in the covered saucepan or casserole. Check and stir every now and then. Serve on a warm dish sprinkled with chopped marjoram, tarragon, parsley or chervil. Extra virgin olive oil can, of course, be substituted for butter.






GARLIC Allium sativum ANNUAL


Where would we cooks be without garlic? It is one of the hardiest members of the allium family and is a pretty trouble-free crop to grow. Native to Central Asia, it’s been grown for over 5,000 years, which makes it one of the oldest cultivated plants in the world. The Egyptians, Greeks and Romans prized it for its endurance-enhancing effect; soldiers ate it before battle and athletes consumed it before sporting events. Definitely consider growing garlic, because most of what’s available in the shops comes all the way from China and I certainly don’t love it. In fact, the realisation that a bulb of garlic had travelled all that way was the catalyst that prompted Michael Kelly to start the Grow It Yourself (GIY) movement in Ireland in 2009.
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We have had tremendous success with garlic in our no-dig beds.





VARIETIES


There are over a hundred varieties of garlic, some white, others pink and purple. Some cloves are tiny, others huge – hence the cookery writer’s dilemma.


There are two main types, though, hardneck, which produces scapes (flower stems), and autumn-planting softneck, which does not produce flowers and stores longer.


HARDNECK


Hardneck varieties originate from climates with colder winters; they have larger cloves and store until mid-winter.


Lautrec Wight – Produces strongly flavoured pretty pink cloves, matures in early summer.


Red Sicilian – Well-flavoured, early summer variety, good for roasting.


Red Duke – Well-flavoured and hardy, good white skin and purple cloves. Tightly packed smaller cloves which store well. Good disease resistance.


SOFTNECK


Early Purple Wight – Purple skin which matures early summer from an autumn planting, best used early.


Solent Wight – Matures in midsummer, large juicy cloves, stores well. Easy to plait.


Purple Moldovan – A heritage variety with large purple cloves, late maturing.


Picardy Wight, Tuscany Wight and Vallelado Wight – Suitable for spring planting (the latter also good for autumn planting).


Allium ampeloprasum – Elephant perennial garlic – Huge, plump, mild cloves. Not a true garlic but a variant of the garden leek. Cloves with papery skin, perfect for roasting and baking, can be planted both in spring and autumn and if some is left in the ground it will happily grow as a perennial.


HOW TO GROW


Plant the garlic cloves directly into the ground. Garlic does not take up much space in the garden. You can grow a 4m row from 150g garlic. In 30m one can easily grow enough garlic to provide a bulb a week – on average 10 cloves (could be up to 20). It doesn’t sound a lot, but believe me that should be enough to supply the needs of the average household.


Choose a sunny spot with well-prepared, rich, fertile, free-draining, light soil. Plant in spring or autumn depending on the variety, and choose appropriate disease-free bulbs from a reputable source, rather than a random bulb from the supermarket, which may have been grown in southern Europe, won’t be hardy and may not suit your soil conditions.


Garlic does not thrive in acid soils (below pH 6.5), so you may need to add lime to the soil in autumn or winter.


Just before planting, separate the cloves but don’t peel them, plant root downwards, pointy end up. Plant at least 2.5cm deep; push the clove down as far as your finger will go, as they benefit from being planted deeply. Allow at least 10cm between the cloves and 25cm between rows.


Autumn planting works best for us, there is still warmth in the soil and it avoids the very heavy, wet conditions that might delay spring planting. Practise a four-year rotation otherwise you may suffer from white rot or rust.


CONTAINER GROWING


Garlic can be grown in a container at least 25cm in diameter in a sunny spot – an old bath or trough is best.



PESTS AND DISEASES



Birds can pull garlic from the ground so you may need to provide some protective netting until it gets established. Planting deeply will also help. Bugs don’t seem to attack garlic but rust and white rot can be a problem. Rotation is vital to help prevent this.


HARVESTING


Autumn-sown garlic will be ready to harvest in midsummer. Some of the fresh young leaves can be snipped into salads, omelettes and soups, but the bulbs are ready to harvest when the first six leaves turn yellowy/brown, otherwise it can be left too late. Don’t wait for the leaves to fall over, dig the bulbs out carefully. Shake off the excess soil from the roots but don’t cut the foliage. We leave it to dry in the greenhouse for a couple of weeks, then tie or braid it into bundles and hang in a dry, airy place. We hang garlic and onions from wires in the conservatory beside the Garden Café at the school, which is drier than the greenhouse, with excellent results. The temperature needs to be about 15–21˚C but they will tolerate cooler conditions once they are in the light.


They should store for 3 months or more in a cool, dry place. You could save the best and healthiest bulbs to plant for next year.


GOOD FOR YOU...


Garlic is an excellent source of calcium, phosphorus and selenium, and also contains significant amounts of vitamins C, B6 and manganese. It’s naturally low in sodium, fat and cholesterol. Peer-reviewed research has shown that garlic lowers blood pressure, is beneficial for the cardio-vascular system and has anti-inflammatory properties. It’s antibacterial and antiviral.


Raw garlic is rich in compounds known as allicins, the garlic plant’s defence mechanism. Crushing, chopping or bruising garlic activates it, but once it’s cooked the healing properties reduce very quickly.


WHAT TO DO WITH A GLUT


Dry the garlic and give braids to your friends. There are also several recipes that use an abundance of garlic, such as Guinea Fowl with 40 Cloves of Garlic or garlic confit.



IN THE KITCHEN…



If you don’t have your own garlic, always buy fresh bulbs rather than garlic flakes, powder or pastes. Cooks should also avoid ready-peeled garlic. Garlic has many flavours depending on how and when it is used – whole, slivered, crushed, chopped, raw, cooked …


When I was an au-pair in Besançon in France in the 1960s, Maman rubbed a cut clove of garlic around the base and sides of the salad bowl to perfume the salad. Americans have discovered young green garlic, sometimes called spring garlic, which is a highlight of early spring farmers’ markets. Use it anywhere you use garlic – it’s delicious in frittatas, stir-fries, pasta, salads, dressings and quiches.


Garlic Butter is a kitchen basic, made in minutes and so useful for slathering over bread. Keep a roll in the fridge for melting over steaks or chops, or freshly cooked vegetables. To make 125g garlic butter, cream 110g butter, add 2–3 crushed garlic cloves, stir in 4 teaspoons of finely chopped curly or flat-leaf parsley and a few drops of freshly squeezed lemon juice at a time. Roll into butter pats or form into a roll and wrap in greaseproof paper or foil, screwing each end so that it looks like a cracker. Refrigerate to harden. Alternatively, melt the butter over a medium heat, add the crushed garlic and stir for 30 seconds. Add the parsley and a few drops of freshly squeezed lemon juice, if liked.


To make Crispy Garlic for nibbling and scattering over dishes, choose large garlic cloves. Peel and shave into paper-thin slices, then spread on kitchen paper and leave to dry. Heat 2.5cm oil in a pan or use a deep-fryer heated to 150°C or a wok. Cook a little at a time until golden and crisp. Dry on kitchen paper. Store in a screw-top jar and use within 5–6 days, and scatter over Asian salads.


Scapes can be eaten raw or cooked, whole or chopped – we use them like scallions with green vegetables or in frittatas, omelettes, scrambled eggs, salads or risottos. Use in soups, or add to sauces and dressings. They make delicious pizza toppings and are also great just grilled.
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We dry the garlic bulbs in the greenhouse, warm and well ventilated.









Cian’s Garlic Pizza


A pizza for all you garlic addicts out there. Cian worked at the school in summer 2000 and developed this great pizza topping. The beauty of this recipe is that it is so quick and easy, and using fast-acting yeast does away with the first rising. There’s another simple variation on this recipe that I’m very partial to – add 1 tablespoon of chopped red onion and lots of coarsely chopped coriander to the garlic butter and cook as below.


MAKES 1


150g pizza dough


semolina (if using a pizza paddle)


1–2 tablespoons Garlic Butter


wild garlic flowers and leaves, when in season


freshly snipped curly or flat-leaf parsley


FOR THE PIZZA DOUGH (MAKES 8 X 25CM PIZZAS)


680g strong white flour or 600g strong white flour and 110g rye flour, plus extra for dusting


2 level teaspoons salt


15g granulated sugar


50g butter


7g packet fast-acting yeast


2–4 tablespoons olive oil, plus extra for brushing


450–500ml lukewarm water, more if necessary


To make the dough, sift the flour into a large, wide mixing bowl and add the salt and sugar. Rub in the butter and yeast and mix all the ingredients together thoroughly. Make a well in the centre of the dry ingredients, add the oil and most of the lukewarm water. Mix to form a loose dough. You can add more water or flour if needed.


Turn the dough onto a lightly floured worktop, cover and leave to relax for about 5 minutes.


Knead the dough for 8–9 minutes or until smooth and springy (if kneading in a food mixer with a dough hook, 5 minutes is usually long enough). Leave the dough to relax again for about 10 minutes, then shape and measure into 8 equal balls of dough, each weighing about 150g. Lightly brush the balls of dough with olive oil.


If you have time, put the oiled balls of dough into a plastic bag and chill. The dough will be easier to handle when cold but it can be used immediately.


Preheat the oven to 240°C/gas mark 9.


On a well-floured work surface, roll out a ball of pizza dough to a 25cm disc. Sprinkle a little semolina all over the surface of the pizza paddle, if using, and put the pizza base on top. Spread the garlic butter over the surface of the dough, keeping it about 2cm from the edge. Bake for 10–12 minutes or until the base is crisp and the top is bubbly and golden. Sprinkle the garlic flowers and leaves or the freshly snipped parsley on top and serve immediately. Repeat with the remaining dough or make a variety of pizzas with different toppings.




DID YOU KNOW?


In Central European folklore, garlic was believed to keep the evil eye at bay, bring good luck and ward off evil spirits and vampires. It could be worn on the person, hung on a window or a door. In Greece, midwives hung cloves in birthing rooms to keep the evil spirits away and this practice became common across Europe.
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Black Garlic


You can quite easily make black garlic at home. We’ve been experimenting with a dehydrator and a rice cooker – we’ve had the best results from the latter.


Wrap the heads of garlic in clingfilm and then in foil to trap in the moisture. Pop into a dehydrator at 55°C until the heads are soft and the cloves turn black. This can take a couple of weeks, but keep checking, the length of time will depend on the size of the garlic cloves. We’ve also had good results in the rice cooker, set at the lowest setting. Check after 4–5 days, but it can take 10–12 days depending on the size of the garlic.


Store in an airtight container in the fridge, where it will keep for 2–3 months but gradually becomes drier, or peel and store in glass jars covered with olive oil, in which case it will keep for 2 months or more.






Jared’s Black Garlic Chicken


Black garlic is one of the ‘new’ hot culinary ingredients, but in fact it was developed in Korea over 4,000 years ago as a way of preserving garlic. The result is a soft, black garlic with a sweet, yet savoury flavour once it has been dried slowly at a low temperature of 60°C for three weeks. It is not fermented, as is often claimed, but is the result of the long, slow caramelisation of the natural sugar in the garlic. This recipe was developed by a past student who has a cult following – Jared Baston, from Nomad in Chicago, and his friends – for a pop-up dinner at the cookery school.


SERVES 6


1 organic or free-range chicken, weighing 1.8–2.2kg, jointed into 12 pieces


1 tablespoon sunflower oil


3 garlic cloves, mashed


3 black garlic cloves, chopped


2 tablespoons light soy sauce


2 tablespoons oyster sauce


1 tablespoon sesame oil


1 tablespoon honey


1 tablespoon hoisin sauce


½ teaspoon Aleppo pepper (pul biber)


sea salt and freshly ground black pepper


3–4 scallions or spring onions – green and white parts, cut at an angle, to garnish


steamed rice, to serve


Preheat the oven to 180°C/gas mark 4.


Season the chicken pieces generously with salt and freshly ground pepper, toss to evenly coat, and transfer to a large casserole.


Whisk the sunflower oil, both garlics, soy sauce, oyster sauce, sesame oil, honey, hoisin sauce and Aleppo pepper together, drizzle over the chicken pieces and toss well to coat.


Cook for 20 minutes then increase the oven temperature to 230°C/gas mark 8 and cook for a further 10 minutes. Baste with some of the pan juices, turn over and continue to cook for a further 10 minutes. Reduce the heat to 180°C/gas mark 4 and cook until the chicken is cooked through, about a further 20 minutes, basting at least once more.


Remove the chicken pieces to a warm serving dish. Deglaze the pan juices and reduce until syrupy. Season to taste and add more salt, sauces or honey as needed. Pour over the chicken. Garnish with lots of freshly sliced scallions or spring onions. Serve immediately with steamed rice.






Gambas al Ajillo – Garlic Shrimps


Serve lots of crusty bread to mop up the last of the delicious olive oil in the earthenware casuelas. We make this simple tapas with the little pink shrimps (Palaemon serratus) that the fishermen collect from their pots in Ballycotton. They are much smaller than the Asian shrimps but deliciously sweet and are sustainable. Slice the garlic thinly and be careful not to let it burn.


SERVES 4


4 garlic cloves, thinly sliced


2 dried red chilli peppers, broken into 3 pieces (discard the seeds)


5 tablespoons Spanish extra virgin olive oil


1 bay leaf, quartered


300g shrimps or Dublin bay prawns, shelled


flaky sea salt


crusty bread, to serve


Divide the sliced garlic and chilli peppers more or less evenly between four individual fireproof clay casuelas, ovenproof dishes or cast-iron pans, or cook in one large pan. Divide the olive oil among them and add ¼ bay leaf to each.


Heat over a medium heat until the oil begins to sizzle. Just as the garlic turns pale gold, add the shrimps or prawns and cook for 2–4 minutes, stirring gently until just cooked. Sprinkle with a little sea salt and serve immediately in the cooking pot or pots with lots of crusty bread to mop up the delicious oil and juices.






Roast Guinea Fowl with 40 Cloves of Garlic


Garlic has many different flavours depending on how you use it. Here we go to one extreme and seemingly throw caution to the wind, roasting our guinea fowl with lots and lots of plump garlic cloves. In France they would usually use chicken. The garlic cooks long and slowly and the flavour is transformed to a mellow sweetness which is quite addictive.


SERVES 4–6


1 x 1.5–1.8kg free-range guinea fowl


a sprig of thyme


55g plump garlic cloves, peeled


15g butter, softened


450g plump garlic cloves, unpeeled


good drizzle of olive oil


a little homemade chicken stock (optional)


sea salt and freshly ground black pepper


gravy, to serve


Preheat the oven to 180°C/gas mark 4. Season the cavity of the guinea fowl with the salt and freshly ground pepper, then put in a sprig of fresh thyme and the peeled garlic cloves. Smear the breast and legs with some soft butter and season with salt and freshly ground pepper. Truss lightly with cotton string. Put the guinea fowl breast-side down into a roasting tin and drizzle with a little olive oil. Roast for 30 minutes, then turn breast-side up and continue to roast. After about 15 minutes add the unpeeled garlic. Continue to roast for 45 minutes–1 hour until the guinea fowl is golden and fully cooked.


Remove the guinea fowl to a serving dish, surround with the unpeeled garlic, spoon out all the garlic from the cavity and test to make sure the cloves are cooked. I often find that they need a little longer, so I put them in a saucepan with a little stock and continue to cook for a further 5–10 minutes or until they are soft, then add them to the carving dish.


Serve the guinea fowl the whole garlic cloves and some gravy.






AMARANTH Amaranthus spp. ANNUAL


Though I disapprove of the term ‘superfood’ in general, amaranth comes close to qualifying as one – it’s actually more nutritious than kale. It is a multi-use plant, easy to grow and highly nourishing, gorgeous to look at and provides year-round sustenance.


VARIETIES


There are at least 60 species of amaranth – some red, some green and some multicoloured, plus ornamental varieties with long red tassels known as ‘Love-lies-bleeding’. You may even have this in your garden already, not realising what a treasure you are growing, because many people don’t recognise it.


Burgundy – Tall, elegant variety with intense red leaves, which add colour to salads as well as being nutritious. Striking rich burgundy flower plumes and it produces plentiful white seeds.


Golden Amaranth – Golden yellow stalks and leaves and bronze-gold seed heads. It is a high-quality Aztec grain amaranth. Young leaves can be used in salads. In a good summer it will ripen outdoors and can grow to 1.8m tall.
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Amaranth (left) and lemon basil growing in pots around the cookery school.





HOW TO GROW


Amaranth likes full sun. It will thrive in virtually any type of soil, but ideally it likes soil high in nitrogen and phosphorus. It requires little water.


Sow the seed under glass in mid-spring, ideally in modules of compost – barely cover the seeds with compost and they will germinate in 3–4 days if the temperature is about 20˚C. Because the seeds are tiny, it is difficult to sow singly, so you will need to thin them out as the shoots appear. Plants from modules can be transplanted outdoors after the last frost and planting under a cloche will give them added protection, especially if you are aiming to grow large plants.


Amaranth can be sown outdoors, too, directly into the soil, in drills 50cm apart, once the danger of the last frost has past. Once the seedlings are large enough to handle, thin them out. Spacing depends on the variety, how large you would like them to grow and how much space can be allocated to the plants. If you would like larger plants, allow up to 1m between them, but if you don’t have that luxury, 50cm will be fine.


CONTAINER GROWING


Amaranth has a shallow root system so it can be grown in quite a shallow container. Choose the variety carefully, though, as some can grow up to 4.5m tall. We grow Burgundy in pots and tin cans and it looks very attractive. Also an excellent allotment plant as it self-seeds.


Amaranth can also be grown as micro-greens, and red amaranth is especially lovely as a garnish. Put some potting compost on the bottom of a seed tray or container with a few drainage holes in the base. Flatten the soil gently with your hand, then sprinkle over a thin layer of seeds and press down gently.


Cover the seeds with a light layer of compost, water lightly with a plant mister, then cover with a plastic sheet and a newspaper. Mist a couple of times a day until the seedlings appear about a week later, then uncover and allow to sprout. Snip, wash, drain in a colander, then dry gently with kitchen paper and enjoy in salads or as a garnish.


PESTS AND DISEASES


We haven’t had any problems; pigeons and rabbits don’t seem to be tempted by amaranth..


HARVESTING


Amaranth gives double value as both the leaves and the seeds are harvested. The plant will grow and flower and add colour to your garden or border and then produce nutritious and delicious amaranth seeds. When the plant flowers you can collect and dry the seeds.


GOOD FOR YOU...


The leaves are high in vitamins A and C, protein, beta-carotene, iron, fibre and calcium – having three times as much calcium as spinach. The seeds are also protein-rich (16 per cent as opposed to 10 per cent in most whole grains) and high in omega 3. A cup of uncooked amaranth seeds contain about six times as much fibre as a similar amount of long grain white rice. Amaranth is rich in amino acids including lysine, and offers 5 per cent of the body’s daily requirement of vitamin B6, and 3 per cent of the potassium (per 100g of cooked amaranth), which helps to lower blood pressure. It is also high in magnesium and manganese. Amaranth leaves contain a high level of vitamin K, which contributes to a healthy heart. Another great plus is that amaranth is naturally gluten free so it can be used in cooking for coeliacs and those with gluten intolerance to raise the protein content of food.




DID YOU KNOW?


Amaranth means ‘everlasting’ in Greek. It was a staple and revered food of the Aztecs and is closely related to quinoa.





WHAT TO DO WITH A GLUT


Use as much as you can in salads, cook like spinach and freeze to use as a vegetable or in soup.


IN THE KITCHEN


Young amaranth leaves can be eaten in salads as they grow, or sautéed, steamed, used in soups or added to stews. They can also be chopped into a pancake batter. They are particularly tasty added to light Chinese soups or a cannelloni filling. You can also add a couple of tablespoons of amaranth seeds to white or brown soda bread or brown yeast bread, with fantastic results.






Amaranth Shortbread


This simple amaranth shortbread is so good, the seeds create a crunchy sensation which becomes addictive.


MAKES 26 x 5CM BISCUITS


150g plain flour, plus extra for dusting


25g amaranth seeds


40g caster sugar


110g butter


50g sesame seeds (optional)


Preheat the oven to 180°C/gas mark 4.


Put the flour, amaranth seeds and sugar into a bowl and rub in the butter as for shortcrust pastry. Gather the mixture together and knead lightly. Roll out to 7mm thick on a lightly floured surface and cut into rounds with a 5cm cutter. Sprinkle with sesame seeds, if using. Transfer to a baking sheet. Bake for 8–15 minutes, depending on the thickness of the biscuits, until pale brown. Watch these biscuits really carefully in the oven; because of the relatively high sugar content they burn easily. They should be a pale golden – darker and they will be more bitter. However, if they are too pale they will be undercooked and doughy.


Remove and cool on a wire rack. Best enjoyed fresh but they’ll keep pretty well for a couple of days in an airtight tin.






Amaranth, Potato & Tomato Stew


Another delicious way to enjoy amaranth leaves – a dish to eat on its own or as an accompaniment to either meat or fish. I came across this recipe on a holiday in Goa where they love amaranth, which they also call red spinach.


SERVES 4


4 tablespoons extra virgin olive oil


350g potatoes, cut into 2cm dice


150g onions, chopped


½–1 red or green chilli, deseeded and chopped


1 teaspoon grated fresh ginger


2 garlic cloves, crushed to a paste


450g ripe tomatoes, peeled and chopped


pinch of jaggery or soft brown sugar


50–100g amaranth leaves, chopped


salt and freshly ground black pepper


juice of ½ lemon or to taste


lots of coarsely chopped coriander


steamed rice, to serve (optional)


Heat the oil in a wok or sauté pan, add the potatoes, season with salt and toss continually over a medium heat for 10–12 minutes until cooked through. Remove to a plate with a slotted spoon and set aside.


Heat the olive oil remaining in the pan over a medium heat, add the onions, chilli, ginger and garlic. Stir-fry for 2–3 minutes or until the onions are slightly brown. Add the tomatoes. Season with salt, pepper and a little jaggery or sugar. Increase the heat and cook, uncovered, for 4–5 minutes. Add the amaranth and continue to cook for a further 10 minutes, then add the fried potatoes and continue to bubble until heated through. Season to taste. Add freshly squeezed lemon juice to taste if it needs to be perked up a little.
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