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For Jonathon, my still-Small Boy







INTRODUCTION


Every recipe book I write seems to contain a recipe for lentil soup, and I am unashamed of this. When I was living in my freezing cold flat, scraping together change to buy food to sustain me and my boy through an unforgiving winter, well-meaning friends would advise me to buy a bag of lentils. They’re filling, they would say. Cheap, they’d enthuse. A good source of protein, they’d nod enthusiastically. I was sceptical, because the humble lentil was a stranger to me. It was something Other, something unfamiliar, something else. And one of the most poignant things about living on a stringent budget, is you can’t afford to experiment with new ideas that may go wrong, or may taste revolting, or may end up burnt and stuck to the pan and inevitably in the bin. There isn’t a margin for error and experiment when there isn’t a margin for turning on the sodding hallway lights, I would try to explain.


By now, in better times, I have experimented my way through bags of lentils to find well-tested recipes that are simple and sustaining, and, above all, delicious. Dear reader, I am incredibly fussy about what I put in my mouth. It has to bring me joy. It has to satisfy. It has to ignite, to delight, to sing to me. Please, as we go on this journey together, trust me that there is not a single recipe in this book that I do not adore, have not tested and tested and tweaked and improved and sighed over and groaned over and loved and cherished. I write these on postcards, store them in a Jiffy bag marked ‘SACRED, HALLOWED, PRECIOUS’.


My mission is simple – that cooking on a budget needn’t be gruel and gastronomic flagellation. It can be sumptuous. It can be nourishing. It can be flavourful. It can be devastatingly delicious. It can be restaurant-quality. It can be achievable. It can be all of these things with the smallest of kitchens and the simplest of equipment and absolutely no basic skills whatsoever. It can be yours.
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FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS


As I was writing this book, my wonderful and extraordinarily patient editor, Martha (it takes a whole village to raise a cookery book these days), had the same queries throughout the pile of recipes that I handed her. Is the butter salted or unsalted? Do you weigh your vegetables? They are also the usual questions that I receive online and in letters from my readers, so I thought I would address a few here.


Which rice do you use for risotto?


I use long grain rice over Arborio, as it is, in my humble opinion, just as adequate. Toast it at the edges in a little oil or butter until it becomes translucent, then gradually feed it booze and stock a little at a time, stirring consistently, until soupy and still slightly firm. Some people like their rice al dente, I like mine falling apart in my mouth, but we all like it on a budget and that’s why we’re here. Arborio rice is admittedly delicious, but I save it for a restaurant wow experience, rather than blow my budget on being pernickety.


Salted or unsalted butter?


I like to choose my own salinity – I think I read that phrase first in Kitchen by Nigella Lawson and it resonated with me like a church bell clanging in my culinary heart. A salt fiend, I prefer to add my own, and unfashionably plenty of it.


What can you use instead of butter and olive oil?


In baking, swap butter out for a mild vegetable oil such as sunflower or vegetable, and a tiny pinch of salt. In cooking, do the same, but coconut oil is also a good substitute. Olive oil is always delicious for smearing on toast or some gently cooked veg, but I throw my hands up at the cost of it, so usually revert to rapeseed or sunflower with a good grind of pepper to emulate the darker green oils. The same works when dressing a salad.


I’m vegetarian – what can I substitute in your meat dishes?


My general rule of thumb is that a butter bean is a good hefty substitute for chicken in a soup or casserole, usually with a little carrot in it to sweeten it up. Kidney beans or black beans are a decent swap for beef in a chilli or curry, and cooked long enough they are soft and tender in a way that even the slowest-cooked joints of meat can never quite attain. I sub chorizo with small white beans like haricots or cannellinis, with a hefty dollop of garlic, salt and paprika to imitate the flavour. Don’t look at what you can’t have, look at what you can. Pack soups out with chickpeas and lentils, sling some veggie sausages in your stews, and find your way around one of my half a dozen veggie burger recipes, and you’ll wonder what all the fuss was about anyway.


I don’t have that herb . . .


Herbs shmerbs, although they are all sumptuous little bursts of flavour, they are neither prescriptive nor indispensable, and one can easily be substituted for another if you find you don’t have them to hand. As a general rule, I keep rosemary on my window ledge (and a lot of it in my garden, grown from the £1 plant from the supermarket and gently nurtured into a large wild beast). I keep coriander in the freezer, blitzed to a paste with a tiny bit of water and frozen in ice cube trays for ease, and to be honest the rest barely get a look in. I get some mint in the summer, but the slugs like it rather more than I get a chance to, and it keeps them off my hydrangeas, so they’re welcome to it. You can swap one wintery herb for another, so flirt between rosemary, thyme, lemon thyme, sage and bay as you fancy. The same with bright herbs; basil, mint, parsley and chives are all fairly interchangeable too.


Smoked bacon or unsmoked?


I always advise people on a low budget to buy packets of ‘cooking bacon’ (if they are meat eaters, of course), which can be found in the bottom shelves of the supermarket, tucked out of the way. It is a tightly packed wodge of scraps and offcuts, a mixture of smoked and unsmoked, so really, anything goes. Some people prefer the musty taste of smoked bacon, one of my friends says it’s like tipping an ashtray into your casserole, so it really is a matter of personal preference.


What size eggs?


For years I bought my eggs in ‘mixed weight free range’ boxes, as they were cheaper than the uniform half dozen, and have never had a cake fail on me yet. Not a quail’s egg, not a goose egg, but anything in between works just fine. We are so sentimental about the science of baking sometimes, but I am here to hurl all of that out of the window and tell you there is no such thing as bad cake. There is cake that sometimes needs to be eaten with ice cream to hold it back together, or cake that needs 5 more minutes in the oven, but they are still both brilliant in their own warm, delicious right.


Granulated sugar?


Again, hurling the cake book out of the window here, but I use white granulated sugar in almost everything. If you have a bullet-style blender and a penchant for absolutes, then just grind it into dust, sieve it, and store it in a jar for baking.


I don’t have any red wine for my casserole . . .


. . . then use black tea. It sounds like a mad trick, but it certainly works a treat, imparting the same lip-smacking tannin flavour as a halfway decent bottle of plonk would. Leftover wine can be kept in a jar or bottle beside the oven to add to soups and risottos, and yes, you can sling your table wine in with your dregs of Beaujolais etc etc, in fact I find if I mix them all together in a murk in a jar, I’m less likely to accidentally take a swig when cooking! ‘Blended’ wine, I call it, rather than ‘found behind the couch’.


My soup is too salty . . .


Slice a potato in half and add it to the soup and cook it until done, then lift out the potato. It won’t extract all of the salt, but it will certainly help mellow it with an injection of starch. If it is still a little too caustic, add a dash of lemon juice or vinegar to brighten it, and watch the size of your pinches next time!


Plain flour for bread? Really?


Yes. And with over 100 loaves under my rapidly expanding belt, I think I have thoroughly tested this theory enough by now. Plain flour is just as good for baking, thickening sauces, making a roux, a béchamel (white sauce), even making a pasta, pizza base. Again, if you have the money to spend, there are so many wonderful varieties of flour out there to experiment with, but don’t let anyone tell you they’re essential or turn their nose up at your loaf. All you need is a bag of flour, a bit of yeast, some warm water, and your hands, and you’re good to go.


What do I need in my store-cupboard?


Well, turn the page . . .




MY KITCHEN STORE-CUPBOARD: A SHOPPING GUIDE


I try to shop with the rules of a healthy balanced diet in mind, although it isn’t always easy if you’re working to a limited budget. I make my shopping list in four sections. PROTEIN first, as it’s generally one of the more expensive food groups. CARBS next, as they’re cheap and filling. FRUIT AND VEG from the tinned fruit aisle, the baking department for dried fruit, the freezer department and the fresh produce section. STORE-CUPBOARD for herbs and spices, flavours, and things to generally make your simple ingredients a little more exciting and a lot more versatile.


There’s no need to get everything at once – all store-cupboards are built up over time, with a spice picked up here and a vinegar there, a bag of flour one week and a bag of rice or pasta the next. Here are a few essentials that I try to keep kicking around – but please, if you only have a very tiny budget or not much spare, don’t feel you have to get everything on this list. Pick a few recipes with similar ingredients to start you off, and go from there.


PROTEIN


Many people associate protein with ‘meat’, but that doesn’t have to be the case. Sources of protein are not just limited to chicken and beef, but can be found in much-cheaper forms. Tins of sardines, for example. Jars of fish paste. Bags of frozen fish fillets. Tins of beans and pulses, or the dried variety to soak and cook in advance. I pack out soups with pulses (kidney beans and chickpeas, usually), and also use tinned beans to make chilli, burgers, curries, daals and stews. Beans, pulses and lentils are easier and cheaper to store than joints of meat, as they can be stashed in a cupboard and have a long shelf life.


DAIRY


A large pot of natural yoghurt goes a long way, either as a standalone breakfast with a little tinned fruit mixed in, or as the base for a smoothie with a fistful of oats, a sauce for meat, a curry base, or to toss through pasta with lemon and herbs. Value-range cheeses are excellent, with Brie, anything hard and strong, and blues all packing a punchy flavour for pennies. The stronger the flavour, the less you need for your recipe, so don’t be put off by the whiffier varieties, just use a smaller amount.


CARBS


The cheapest carbohydrates in the shops are invariably, at the time of writing, long grain white rice and tinned potatoes. Brown rice costs more than white rice, despite white rice being processed. Something about supply and demand, I suppose, but I am neither a rice grower nor a supermarket buying controller. The same goes for pasta. White flour, again, is cheaper than wholemeal flour. I go by the principle of ‘everything in moderation’ – I was brought up on white rice and white bread and I did just fine. Besides, if you are cooking your meals from scratch, from this book, a little white starch isn’t going to do you any harm. Especially not as an alternative to salt-and-chemical-laden ready meals, for example. A bag of oats goes a long way, too, for porridge, breakfast smoothies, flapjacks, granola, oat pancakes . . .


FRUIT


Most supermarkets sell large bags of apples, pears and bananas. They may be small, or wonky, but they’re very useful for getting fresh fruit inside you – or your children – for a fraction of the cost of the loose and beautiful ones. Check out the tinned fruits, too. Tinned pineapple, mandarins, peaches and pears are handy to have in the cupboard as a snack, dessert, for flavouring yoghurt or even throwing into a curry. The freezer department is always worth a look, too, for bags of frozen berries much cheaper than their fresh counterparts. I also love a bag of cheap sultanas, for making my own granola, as a snack for my Small Boy, for stirring into porridge, or poshing up a korma, etc.


VEG


I buy most of my vegetables either frozen or tinned, with the exception of large packets of root vegetables. Onions and carrots tend to go in everything, so I buy them by the kilo (at the time of writing this, 1.5kg of Basics carrots are 75p, and 1.5kg Basics onions are 90p). Tinned carrots, tomatoes and sweetcorn are handy store-cupboard staples, and often cheaper than their fresh or frozen counterparts. Tinned peas are cooked for longer, so break down soft and gorgeous in risottos. And mushy peas, if you like that kind of thing, but I am not a fan – although a can of mushy peas with a little stock and cheese makes for instant soup. I buy my greens frozen – spinach, broccoli, peas and green beans are all far cheaper bought frozen, and don’t go to waste in the drawer of the fridge.


STORE-CUPBOARD


Dark chocolate can be used as a base for Mexican soups and chillies, melted into cornflakes for quick simple snacks, or for hot chocolate.


Lemon juice Bottled lemon juice is far cheaper than a bag of fresh lemons, and lasts longer. I have used it for years, even serving it up to very ‘foodie’ friends, and none of them have ever picked up on the difference. I often swap vinegar for lemon juice in recipes where a short sharp shock of acidity is required, too, so don’t be afraid to do this as well.


Oil Any oil will do. I use sunflower oil for cooking day to day, for salad dressings and even for baking. Olive oil is nice but useless for roasting as it has a low smoke point, so goes slightly rancid, and is much more expensive. I like the lightness of sunflower oil for making pestos and marinades and sauces, in that it takes on the flavours of the ingredients it is mixed in, lubricating and emulsifying without taking centrestage.


Raising agents Bicarbonate of soda and yeast are essentials in my store-cupboard as I bake a lot of bread (and cake!) and use them interchangeably in pizza dough. You can make a quick soda bread from just bicarb, lemon juice, flour and milk, so it’s useful to keep some to hand.


Spices My essential spices are paprika, cumin and turmeric, and for a long time they were all I had kicking about in my kitchen, with a sad chilli plant struggling on my window ledge. I use them all liberally, to enliven simple ingredients. If you live near an independent grocery store of the ethnic variety, pop your head in, as they usually have large bags of spices far cheaper than the tiny jars in your nearest supermarket.


Stock cubes I generally use chicken stock for everything. There, I said it. But if you are a stock purist, keep a few varieties – most shops do a ‘value’ range of these too. I use half a stock cube for most recipes with a liberal pinch of salt, meaning they go twice as far.


Wine or beer I buy a bottle of value wine, red or white, and keep it on the side to cook with. Depending on how often I use it, a bottle can last a month. If the thought of spending £3–4 on a botte of wine just to throw into cooking alarms you, you can replace red wine with strong black tea for any slow-cooked recipes, as I mentioned in my Frequently Asked Questions section (see here). Several of my readers tried it and couldn’t tell the difference. Neither could the friends for whom I made a black tea bourgignon last summer, and most of them worked in restaurants. It’s the little tricks . . .
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KITCHEN EQUIPMENT


You don’t need lots of gadgets and fancy whizzy goods in order to knock up good-quality, delicious meals in the smallest of kitchens. I have a lot of kitchen equipment these days, but mostly of the stagnant variety, like wooden spoons, forks, mixing bowls. I dream of a Breville toastie maker, but can’t quite justify it when I can just sling a sarnie in the oven pressed between two baking trays for a similar effect. I make ice creams with just a bowl and a whisk, bread with my hands, and until recently, was still rolling out bread dough with an old, clean wine bottle. And you can, too. It helps to have some basics kicking about, but they are just that, basics. If you can’t get everything on the list at once, don’t panic, just build your little kitchen up as you go. Charity shops are my haven for good-quality kitchen goods; if a quirky little baking dish has survived since the 1970s to turn up in your local Oxfam, chances are it’s going to last you a lifetime. I found a spotless Le Creuset saucepan in my local Mind store last year for £3 and ran home with it as though I had stolen it. Quaint old, beautiful cutlery goes for pennies. My Mason Cash mixing bowl, large enough to mix a kilo of bread in, was £1. Crystal decanters and mismatched glassware from years gone by can be picked up for small change, gosh, the decadence. I may not have had much to live on in my worst days, but I could drink my tap water from a 20p Royal Doulton glass.


Pans 1 large-as-you-dare saucepan, for what holds a lot will hold a little. 1 smaller saucepan for sauces and one-person meals and reheating cold coffee. 1 large frying pan or sauté pan, preferably with a lid but you can always fashion one out of tin foil or a large plate, or a large plate covered in tin foil.


In the oven 1 deep roasting tin, for deeply roasting things. 1 baking sheet for pizzas, cookies, bread, etc. 1 loaf tin if you care about your loaves being loaf shaped. 1 muffin tin because everyone likes muffins.


In the drawer 2 wooden spoons. A good masher, the wavy kind is easier to clean but the L-shaped holey kind is super satisfying if you have a lot of rage to get out by dinner time. General cutlery. A small sharp knife. A large sharp knife. A knife sharpener to keep those knives sharp, or if you really won’t, get serrated ones and be done with it. Kitchen scissors are also handy, a vegetable peeler, and a grater.


On the worktop A small blender. I have a Bullet-style blender these days as it gets a fair bit of use and the basic jug blenders were blowing up on a monthly basis during the testing phase of this book! It was around £20 from a well-known hardware and home store, and easily competes with its expensive rivals. A tin opener.


Scales I only really use scales for bread or cake recipes, as everything else is done by handfuls and pinches and whatever’s kicking around in the fridge, but they are handy to have. Again, charity shops are your friend here, but basic small kitchen scales are only a couple of pounds.


A large mixing bowl or two I get most of mine from the pound shop, and they’ve lasted for three cookbooks and a good few years now. A little dented, but they polish up lovely.


And that’s it. If you want to make life easier, you can get tongs for turning burgers and other things, a julienne peeler for shredding veg into pickles and salads and slaw and that trendy vegetable-as-pasta thing, and a few extra knives and spoons.




BREAD


Having a basic bread recipe up your sleeve is a life-changing thing; the ability to rustle up a fresh warm loaf with nothing more than a 50p bag of flour and a few store-cupboard ingredients is an art form, but one that is very simple to learn. The rise of the modern ‘breadmaker’ appliance almost instilled a fear in me that making bread was for other people, or so impossibly difficult that it needed this new-fangled machine in order to help me navigate its complexities, and so I put it off for years, believing that I couldn’t do it. Lo and behold, when I first turned my hand to making bread, I laughed at how simple it really was. And it is. Years later, I have not bought a loaf of bread nor a roll for as long as I can remember. I have a large bread bin in my hallway (my kitchen is so small that the hallway has become a sort-of larder of bookshelves stuffed with kitchen equipment), and it is filled with different kinds of flour. As my Small Boy knows, if we want bread, in our house, we make it ourselves.
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BASIC WHITE (VE)


We begin with a loaf of basic white bread, in measurements suitable for a household of one hungry person or one adult and a small child. I have deliberately made the measurements easy to adjust with no compromise on taste, but would rarely bake a loaf with more than 600g flour as a base because bread is best when it is fresh, and I would rather split a larger batch of dough in two, bake them both together, and freeze one loaf for later use.


Even though this dough can be quickly thrown together in the evening or morning and left to rise in the fridge for no longer than 24 hours, then baked later, working hours mean that I don’t always have the time to do this daily. So I often triple or even quadruple this recipe and split the dough into rolls and a loaf, then freeze anything that will not be used in the next two days. This maximises the use of the oven to save on energy costs, and it also means you don’t have to bake every day.


There is much kerfuffle about the use of white flour among the new wave of elitist health-foodies. I say pish and tosh. If you are making your own food from scratch with no chemicals or preservatives or other added oddities, a little white flour isn’t going to kill you. There are healthier recipes further along in this chapter, but please, white bread is joyous, delicious, and it is also a third of the price of its pious counterparts. Enjoy it.


MAKES 1 SMALL LOAF


400g plain flour, plus extra for dusting


1 tsp sugar (optional)


a pinch or two of salt


6–7g dried active yeast (1.5 level tsp)


250ml warm water


1 tsp oil


1 Measure the flour into a large mixing bowl and add the remaining dry ingredients: the sugar (if using), salt and yeast. Mix well but briefly.


2 Make a well in the centre (a sort of hole) and add most of the warm water. Stir well to combine, bringing the dry ingredients from the edges of the bowl into the centre and mixing to form a dough. If the dough looks dry and is cracking, add the remaining water. If it is tacky and sticking to your fingers, add a shake more flour.


3 Lightly flour the work surface. Tip the dough onto it, scraping any stubborn bits from the edges of the bowl. Oil your hands and start to knead the dough. You can knead for 2–3 minutes if your wrists are weak or you tire easily, but 10 is recommended. Don’t knead for longer than that, though, or the dough will tighten up and fail to rise adequately in the oven. If it does become stiff and unworkable, simply pop it in a bowl, cover it with cling film or a clean tea towel and leave it at room temperature for half an hour, to allow it to relax again and breathe. Leave it to rise for an hour, at room temperature, or until doubled in size.


4 Preheat the oven to 180°C/350°F/gas 4. Lightly flour a baking sheet. Tip the risen dough onto the baking sheet and lightly shape it with your hands into a round. Loaf tins are overrated – I love a freeform round crusty loaf. Take a sharp knife and score an X in the middle of the top of the loaf. Dust with flour.


5 Pop the baking sheet on the middle shelf of the oven and bake for 40 minutes. When it’s cooked, it should sound hollow when tapped on the bottom. If it feels slightly dense, or a sharp knife inserted in the middle comes out a little sticky, pop it back in the oven for another 10 minutes. When cooked, remove it from the oven and transfer the bread to a wire rack to cool.


TIP
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SIMPLE FLATBREADS (V)


Flatbreads are incredibly easy to knock up with the most meagre of ingredients, and once made, they can be frozen until needed, then warmed through, dunked in soup, dips, oil, eaten as a snack, fashioned into makeshift pizzas, or used as a vehicle for leftovers for lunch the next day.


These take around half an hour from start to finish – faster than your average bread recipe – and need no more specialist equipment than your own bare hands, a bowl and a baking tray. I have dispensed with traditional measurements for this recipe as I never bother to weigh it – pick a small vessel, a cup of your choice, and work from there, or you can measure out, if you prefer. The milk can be replaced with water or any dairy-free milk substitute that you may normally use. I have made these with coconut milk, too, having half a tin kicking about from some curry or another, and it was utterly delicious. Use this as a guide, and go as wild as your cupboards and your budget will let you.


Makes as many as it makes, depending on size of cup and size of breads. Easily multipliable for larger batches.


1 cup (235ml) milk


1 tsp sugar


1 tsp dried active yeast


3 cups (375g) plain flour (bread flour if you’re feeling fancy, but it really isn’t necessary), plus extra for dusting


1 tsp oil


a pinch of salt


1 First heat the milk very gently in a small pan, or in a mug in the microwave, until warm to the touch. You don’t want it hot, or it will kill the yeast, and you’re relying on that to make your flatbreads. When warm (dipping a tentative finger should elicit an ahhhh, not an arrrrghhhh), remove from the heat and add the sugar and yeast. Mix well and stand it to one side.


2 Grab a large mixing bowl and tip the flour into it, through a sieve if you have one, but don’t worry if not. These things are often thought essential but I did without them for many years and still turned out perfectly good breads and things. Now that I own a sieve, I use it when I remember – for cakes I am desperate to impress people with or anything that requires a lighter touch – but mostly I consider it a faff. Simple cooking is simple cooking, after all, and a pile of washing up is a ghastly business when there is life to be lived instead.


3 Make a well in the centre of the flour – that is, a rough wide hole. Pour the milky yeasty mixture into it, and the oil, and add the salt, then mix well to form a dough. If it is too dry and crumbly, add a splash more milk. If it is too sloppy, add some more flour, and so on. When it is doughy, gently flour the worktop, and tip it out.


4 Knead the dough for a few minutes, pushing it out with your knuckles to stretch it, folding it back in half, turning it over, and repeating. After a few minutes you should feel it become fairly uniform and springy to touch, as it quite literally comes alive under your hands. Breadmaking always fascinates me, and this part of the process is my favourite, the physical creation of something good from so little, something responsive, nourishing and comforting.


5 With a sharp knife, cut the dough into equal-sized pieces, depending on the size or number of breads you want to make. Though they be little, they be but filling (to bastardise the Bard somewhat!). Lightly flour a baking tray and pop on the breads. Cover with a tea towel and leave in a warm place for 20 minutes at room temperature to rise. I have been known to put them on a plate and sling them in the microwave on the defrost setting for a couple of minutes to kickstart this process, a theory that elicits impressed nods from some baking friends and pearl-clutching shrieks from others. Up to you if you want to risk it, but it can save a bit of time if you are in a hurry. Don’t be tempted to ping it on a higher heat, though, as you will just make it crusty and forlorn and have to start again. Take it from a fool who tried, so you don’t have to.


6 As they rise, preheat the oven to 200°C/400°F/gas 6. If they are reluctant to grow, pop the tray in the warming oven for a minute to warm them through – that should get them going.


7 When risen, gently roll them out to around 3mm thick. Place them back on the baking tray and cook for around 8 minutes, or until risen and golden. Remove from the tray onto a wire rack and allow to cool slightly before serving.


8 For extra pizzazz, if you have a gas hob, light the biggest one and sling the flatbreads onto it, one by one, for 10 seconds at a time to char the edges – if you like that kind of thing. I do it for mine, but not the Boy Child, as he just complains his bread is burnt. It’s not burnt, son, it’s authentic. Honest.




APPLESAUCE BREADCAKE (VE)


This applesauce bread-that’s-a-bit-cakey is based on my original vegan banana bread recipe from my first cookbook, A Girl Called Jack. Photographs of that banana bread are sent to me on a near-daily basis, with an especial flurry at weekends, and I am delighted to receive them. It remains one of my favourite recipes, but every now and again a reader gets in touch to say that they just really don’t like bananas. At all. It seemed a shame not to share the simplicity and deliciousness of one of my favourite recipes with bananaphobes, so, I set about creating one just as simple, with Something Else.


The Something Else turned out to be apple sauce, made from stewing apples – this can be cheated in the microwave for an even simpler version, or use a jar of shop-bought apple sauce.


As this is a yeast-free and quite dense bread, it will work well with gluten-free flour – simply add a splash of water, and then another towards the end, and mix in well to form the dough. Gluten-free flour tends to need more liquid than its regular counterparts.


SERVES 8, CUT INTO CHUNKY SQUARES OR SLICES


2 small dessert apples, any kind will do


1 tbsp bottled lemon juice


100ml oil, plus extra for greasing


225g plain flour


1½ level tsp bicarbonate of soda


1 tsp ground cinnamon, or more or less, depending on taste


a generous handful of sultanas or mixed dried peel (optional)


1 First dice the apples. I leave the skin on mine with a quick wash under the tap, as there is fibre in the skin and a lot of the vitamins reportedly sit just beneath. You won’t notice it anyway, as it will be mushed down and baked into a loaf! Toss them into a pan with the lemon juice to stop them browning. Cover with water, bring to a boil, and reduce to a simmer for around 20 minutes or until softened.


2 Preheat the oven to 180°C/350°F/gas 4 and lightly grease a 900g/2lb loaf tin. (If you don’t have a loaf tin, a cake tin will do, or even mound it on a baking tray.)


3 Take a large mixing bowl and add the flour, bicarbonate of soda and cinnamon. I have deliberately not put sugar in this recipe as I find the small cheap apples sweet enough, but if you are using a cooking apple or a more tart variety, you might want to add 2 tablespoons of caster sugar to the mix. Stir it all together to evenly distribute.


4 Drain any excess water from the cooked apples, but reserve the liquid in case you need it later – not all dough is created equal and this water will be apple-flavoured! Add the apples to a bowl and mash them with a fork, adding the oil gradually to create a loose applesauce mixture.


5 Make a well (a sort of hole) in the centre of the dry ingredients, and pour in the applesauce and sultanas or dried peel. Mix well to form a thick batter, adding a splash of the reserved apple-water if necessary. It should be reasonably stiff to stir but not dry and cracking.


6 Dollop the dough into your vessel of choice – loaf tin, cake tin or on a baking tray. If using a baking tray, flour your hands well and roughly shape your batter to hold it together somewhat. Err on the side of tall and round as it may spread as well as rise.


7 Pop it into the oven and bake for 40 minutes, or until a sharp knife or skewer inserted into the middle comes out clean. Transfer to a wire rack to cool before slicing. Store in an airtight bag or container and keep for up to 3 days, or in the freezer for up to 3 months.





[image: images]





SPROUT SCONES (V)


Sniff not, leftovers fans, for this is a delicious and delightful way to use up any leftover greens hanging around from recent festive dinners. Spring greens work just as well, and spinach, or a combination of anything green and leafy, really. Knobbly, straggly ends and rinds of cheese can be incorporated into these, too, for a baked brunch or lunchtime treat that is so much more than the sum of its parts.


This recipe can be made vegan by using a plant milk of your choosing, and swapping the eggs for 4 tablespoons of aquafaba (the water that sits in a tin of chickpeas!) and, of course, using vegan cheese. Serve warm and buttered with a topping of your choice.


MAKES 6 AVERAGE-SIZED SCONES OR 4 LARGE ONES


80g Brussels sprouts or a generous handful of leafy greens, finely sliced


200g self-raising flour


1 level tsp bicarbonate of soda


a pinch of salt


50ml milk (any kind)


2 medium or large eggs


40g cheese, of any variety (optional)


a splash of oil, for frying


1 Toss the sprouts or greens into a mixing bowl. Add the flour, the bicarb and salt and make a well (a kind of hole) in the centre of the dry ingredients. Pour the milk into the well, and crack the eggs on top. Crumble in your cheese here, if using any.


2 Mix well with a wooden spoon until it comes together into a pliable, but not too sticky, dough. If it sticks unpleasantly to your hands, add a tablespoon of flour. If it cracks, add a splash of water. Dough is rarely unresolvable, especially at this stage, once you have a few tricks up your sleeve. So if you’re unfamiliar with dough, don’t panic; just tinker a bit until you have something you can roll around in your hand without leaving too much of it stuck to your fingers!


3 Flour your work surface and tip the dough onto it. Knead briefly – working the dough with your knuckles and palms to stretch it a little – but not for long, as it isn’t a yeast-based dough, so barely needs any handling. It’s more to give it an even consistency, the same way as you might warm up Play-Doh or plasticine before using it, rather than the more complex and enduring method of kneading bread dough. Roll it out with a rolling pin or flatten it with your hands to around 2cm thick. Using a cookie cutter, or the top of a glass and a knife, cut scones from the dough to your preferred size.
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