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‘Jack Monroe’s crusading work on behalf of those in food poverty would be admirable enough on its own, but she brings something very special to her activism.


She burns with a holy rage, and rightly so. Her compassion, and sometimes painful vulnerability, seem to give her the resonant strength and passionate dignity of a warrior queen.


I think it’s her sensitivity that allows her to make her voice heard by those who may normally shut their ears to it without thinking twice.


Her obsessive, analytical brain means she is able to define the problems, and then come up with the solutions, succinctly. To me, she is like some sort of kitchen savant.


I can’t think of another food writer with such a deep and instinctive understanding of the alchemy of cooking; she sees patterns and possibilities that can elude others. Jack is a culinary anarchist; one with a finely tuned palate and the stamina for untiring experimentation. She absolutely needs to get it right, and, she always does.’


Nigella Lawson – The Food Programme, BBC Radio 4









For my son, Jonathon, who has spent much of the last twelve years faithfully keeping ringpulls, picking up the postman’s discarded elastic bands, pointing out bargains in the supermarket, popping another jumper on, rinsing margarine tubs, being my chief recipe tester (if he doesn’t like it, it doesn’t get past the draft stage), being happy with our little lot, and generally being hilarious, resilient, thoughtful, clever, generous and utterly delightful. I know I say it every time, but this could be the book that lands us our forever home. Maybe. If you tell all your friends about it, and I tell all my friends about it, well that’ll shift eight whole copies. And that’s a start.


Everything I do, I do it for you.


(Including mincing the mushrooms so they’re undetectable in the Bolognese.)
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INTRODUCTION


In The Beginning


I’ve been writing budget cookery books for almost a decade now. It’s not what I thought I would be doing with my life, ten years ago, sitting in a Fire and Rescue Service Control Room answering 999 calls, and training hard to move over to the fireground in the next round of internal recruitment, but it’s where I have accidentally – and then absolutely doggedly – ended up. As I write this today, I am no longer living in the grinding, miserable poverty of my previous years, but I am still incredibly careful with how I cook, spend, shop and keep house. Partly as a way of life, partly out of fear of returning back to The Bad Times, partly because being a freelance writer is incredibly mercurial in terms of income and stability, and partly because more and more people up and down the UK and across the world are turning to thriftier lifestyles – whether by choice or through a lack of choices – and my work seems to be a little bit useful to some people. I hope that’s the case here – that you may find something within these pages to help reduce your shopping bill, expand your culinary repertoire, make use of odds and sods, be a little friendlier to the planet by making single-use plastics into many-years-of-use plastics, and more. And that the tips and tricks contained within give you a little breathing room in your household budgets, a little joy in your days, and a tiny flicker of peace when you go to bed at night.


Frugality can be exhausting, complicated and overwhelming; I’ve tried here to make some elements of it genuinely enjoyable, simple and very gently life-changing instead. It won’t make everything easier overnight, but it may make some things a little better, one day, one tin of budget tomatoes, one extra pound in your pocket, at a time.



The Here and Now


Almost a decade sits between me and my accidentally viral blog post, Hunger Hurts, where I documented the realities of life as a job-searching single mother in the pit of both a recession and depression, snarled up in a confusing and hostile welfare maze, clinging to my young son with an irrational fear of losing him because he was all I had in the world. I continue to talk and write about poverty because it is incredibly rare for working-class voices to break through to mainstream media platforms, and lived experiences of poverty are often shrouded in the apologetic whispers of shame, isolation, loneliness, depression, desolation and denial.


Over the last decade the queues at the food banks have grown larger, as they have been casually and deliberately ingrained into an informal support structure for the brutally decimated welfare and social care support system. Where once queuing for a food parcel in the sixth richest economy in the world would have been a stain on our national conscience, now it’s such a casual part of popular culture that collection baskets are in almost every supermarket, and used as background props in television game shows. While I vehemently abhor the need for emergency food aid in this country, I also urge people to support their local food bank, as and when you can. Proselytizing about the indignity of unmet basic human needs is futile when in the immediate here and now, millions of our neighbours are going hungry behind closed doors. First we feed the people, then we plan the revolution.


So if you can, and perhaps if you find yourself saving a little on your weekly shop with this book, donate to your local food bank. Pasta, rice, ambient meals like tinned curries, noodle pots and packets, tinned meats and fish, cereals, long-life milk, period products, hearty big soups, it all helps. Every item goes directly to a person in need in your community who, without your help, may have gone hungry. And until not one single person needs the help of a food bank or other community hunger-relief organization in this country, those of us who can afford to give a little to keep their vital and often literally life-saving work going, should try to do so.


And now, here’s a handful of the recipes, frugal-living tips, zero-waste food ideas and other hopefully simple ideas that have kept me and my Small Boy – who isn’t so small any more – going for the last ten years. I hope you find some of it mildly inspiring, a bit useful and adaptable for your own household needs and circumstances. Every one of these recipes has been given the thumbs-up from my 12-year-old, and most of them foisted on my friends and family, and I’m genuinely excited to share every single one of them with you. Let’s go.









FIRST, ASSEMBLE YOUR TOOLKIT









BASIC KITCHEN EQUIPMENT


This isn’t a list of strict ‘essentials’ by any means – I always suggest that you start from where you are and use what you have to hand. Almost all of the recipes in this book use or are adaptable to the bare minimum of equipment; this list is an example of things that have made my life and cooking a bit easier over the years, but you definitely don’t need to rush out and get everything at once. Most of these items are available cheaply from big supermarkets or high-street discount retailers, but do keep your eyes peeled in charity shops, thrift stores and boot sales as well – I get a lot of my kitchen stuff secondhand, secure in the knowledge that if a 1970s enamel floral saucepan has survived in good nick for the last fifty years, it’ll probably serve me well for a wee while to come.


First things first, the key bits and pieces:


Small paring knife Big heavy chef’s knife Kitchen scissors Wooden spoon Measuring jug Large sieve (doubles as a colander) Can opener Grater A large mixing bowl Some tea towels Washable dishcloths Freezer bags or other food storage Permanent marker Medium saucepan with a lid Huge non-stick pan with a lid Couple of baking sheets Couple of roasting tins of varying sizes Jars with lids in varying sizes


You might also want to add, at some point:


Serrated bread knife (useful for squashes and swedes) Knife sharpener Chopping board, the bigger the better Serving tongs Metal serving spoon Loaf tin Whisk A griddle pan A single-egg frying pan (excellent for pancakes) Small bullet blender, or powerful jug blender Potato peeler Masher Cake tin or two Fairy cake tin Muffin tin Casserole pot with lid Oven gloves Some more wooden spoons Extra knives


It would be really nice to have these extra bits, if you can wangle it:


Julienne peeler Small veg chopper or a food processor Electric whisk Digital scales Several food-safe spray bottles Baking parchment Slow cooker Spatula/fish slice Someone nice to do the washing up, occasionally









IF YOU DON’T HAVE THIS, TRY THIS


ROLLING PIN An empty glass bottle, or full soft drinks can, will do a pretty good job in the absence of a rolling pin. For pastry, fill a glass bottle five-sixths full – around 625ml – with cold water and shove the cork back in firmly. Freeze it until solid. The combination of cool glass and ice-cold centre will keep your pastry beautifully cold and easy to work with. Plastic juice bottles tend to have ridges in them, which isn’t ideal, but they work better than having nothing to hand at all.


MASHER A combination of a solid fork and a wooden spoon will do the trick, with a bit of oomph behind it. Mash with the tines (prongs) of the fork, then beat vigorously with the wooden spoon. Repeat until it’s your desired consistency. I like to do this while watching the news – I find the general underpinning rage is an excellent driving force for smashing potatoes to a pulp.


FOOD-SAFE SPRAY BOTTLES Empty Frylight bottles or similar, cleaned thoroughly and with the labels peeled off, make for lovely neat bottles to refill with your own homemade frying spray, dressings, marinades, vinegars, or whatever you fancy. Clean out the nozzle with very hot water and spray until it’s all released.


WASHABLE DISHCLOTHS Cut up old pillowcases/shirts, and trim the edges as and when they start to fray. You can sew the edges if you have a needle and thread and that particular skill, or you can fold them flat and iron them, then glue them down. Wait for the glue to dry completely, then fold again, iron underneath a tea towel so the glue doesn’t stick to the iron plate, and repeat to finish it neatly. The glue won’t hold forever, but it will do an alright job at a pinch.


COLANDER A large sieve will do the same job as a colander, but if you don’t have one of those either, hold your pan lid flat against the lip of the pan, leaving just millimetres for the water to escape, but not the food! Pour over the sink, holding tightly and shaking gently, until well drained.


TEA TOWELS Cotton T-shirts are super absorbent, so cut any old, stained, ill-fitting or charity shop finds into cloths around 25cm square. Again, you can hem them or glue the edges down to prevent fraying, but I just trim them if they start to look a little scrappy. It’s a rag for drying dishes with, not an entry for London Fashion Week.


A LID FOR YOUR PAN A larger sturdy dinner plate, bigger pan, or a baking sheet or tray slung on top will all contain the heat instead.


JARS Save the jars from jams, sauces, pickles etc. Soak them in soapy water to loosen the label, then scrub off any bits or glue that stubbornly remain. I number my jars on the bottom with a permanent marker, and lids on the top, so it’s easy to see which one matches which and avoid ill-fitting lids, which can cause food to spoil.


LOST JAR LIDS Cut a square of paper 1cm bigger than the mouth of the jar, and secure with an elastic band or string tied tightly around it.


FREEZER BAG CLIPS Small metal bulldog clips from a stationery shop are far cheaper, stronger, and much more durable than plastic clips. You can also secure open bags by folding the corners in, tightly rolling the top down as far as it will go, and securing with a small piece of sellotape. Doing this with cereal makes it last longer by expelling the excess air that makes it go stale, so it’s worth taking a few seconds to do it!


FOOD STORAGE CONTAINERS Margarine containers are a great size for storing all kinds of meals, so when you’re finished with them, give them a new lease of life!


KITCHEN ROLL Newspaper works just fine for mopping up spills, cleaning windows, lining drawers or fridge shelves, etc. Rub it between your finger and thumb to make sure the ink isn’t smeary – and if your digits come away clean, it’ll do a great job.
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STORE-CUPBOARD GOODIES


This list may look a little daunting at first glance, but you certainly don’t need to rush out and buy it all at once. Pop a few items from each category on your weekly shop, or as you’re able to, and in time you will build up a versatile store cupboard of basics that will form the bedrocks of literally hundreds of different meals. At the time of writing this book, the options given below were the cheapest across the major supermarkets, but they do shake their ranges up every now and again, so keep your eyes peeled for better bargains. And if you happen to find any really spectacular savings, don’t keep them to yourself! Ping me a tweet (twitter.com/BootstrapCook) or tag me on Instagram (instagram.com/jack_monroe) so I can share the good news around!


Protein:


Tinned sardines or pilchards Tinned anchovies (so much flavour for their tiny size and very reasonably priced) Crab paste or salmon paste, or both Frozen white fish fillets Frozen chicken breasts or chunks Frozen sausages Chicken wings Dried red lentils Dried yellow split peas Dried green lentils Tinned kidney beans Dried or tinned chickpeas Dried or tinned cannellini or other white beans Eggs Long-life UHT milk Milk powder


Carbs:


Dried pasta Dried spaghetti Rice Oats Plain flour Tinned potatoes


Fruit:


Frozen berries Tinned pineapple Tinned mandarins Tinned peaches Tinned pears Tinned prunes Dried sultanas


Vegetables:


Tinned tomatoes (‘peeled plum’ contain more tomatoes than ‘chopped’) Tinned carrots Tinned sweetcorn Frozen spinach Frozen green beans Frozen peas Frozen broccoli Frozen peppers Frozen cauliflower


Flavours and Basics:


Sunflower or vegetable oil Salt Black pepper Garlic Mustard Vinegar Bottled lemon juice Coconut milk Mixed dried herbs Stock cubes (chicken or vegetable are all-rounders) Paprika (sweet is versatile, smoked gives you bang for your buck) Chilli flakes or powder Curry powder Cumin (seeds or ground) Bicarb of soda Stuffing mix Gravy granules Tomato ketchup Tea bags Dark chocolate Sugar


PEOPLE ALWAYS ASK ME:


WHAT’S MY SECRET WEAPON FOR KEEPING MY WEEKLY FOOD SHOP TO UNDER £20 FOR 2 ADULTS AND 1 VERY ACTIVE AND PERPETUALLY HOLLOW PRE-TEEN?


READ ON TO FIND OUT MY SIMPLE SYSTEM, OTHERWISE KNOWN AS


‘THE QUARTERHACK’ . . .










THE QUARTERHACK



Before I write my shopping list, I write a whole other pre-shopping list first. Now, this may seem daunting and like a lot of work the first time you do it, but it gets quicker and easier every time as you familiarize yourself with the system, and what you have in and where it’s generally kept. Taking these few moments could possibly save you hundreds of pounds a year – or even a month, depending where your budget is at the moment – on your food shopping, so give it a go and see what happens.


I try to do this Quarterhack (that my friends teasingly call my Stocktake Syndrome) every other week – which is frequently enough to keep on top of what I have in, but not so often that I resent it. You may want to do it more often, or less often, or even just every now and again. Let me explain how it works.


The Method


First, I get an A4 sheet of paper, and divide it into four vertical columns. (Hence the name, the ‘quarterhack’!) Then I label each one: Protein, Carbohydrate, Fruit and Veg, and Snacks.


Then, with this in hand, I go through the fridge, freezer and kitchen cupboards, and note down every single thing that I have in stock. (Every now and then when I’m feeling extra meticulous I weigh it all, but that’s a lot of work, so usually I just estimate how many portions there are by sight.)


Using a highlighter pen, I highlight the items that need using up pretty much immediately. Fresh produce nearing its use-by date, meats or other items that have been open for a couple of days in the fridge, any fruit or veg on the turn or beyond, and, using bits from the other columns, I start to plan meals around them to have over the next couple of days.


I plan a meal by starting with the protein first, because I found that cooking on a really tight budget, my instinct was to fill up with cheap starchy carbs, because they’re cheap, and they make you feel full pretty much immediately. But that full feeling doesn’t last, and we can’t live on white rice and pasta alone, as delicious as they are. I still have these things, a LOT, but by starting with the protein element of a meal I’m nourishing my body, giving it a satisfied fullness that lasts a few hours rather than a quick-fix bloat that disappears as quickly as it comes on, and contributing to healthy muscle repair, hair and nails, and a balanced diet. I then work across the columns, picking a protein, a carb, and a fruit or veg or sometimes both, to help create balanced and varied meals.


This method quickly starts to identify where the ‘gaps’ are – perhaps there are a lot of proteins kicking around, like beans, canned or frozen fish, pulses, bacon, but not much fruit or veg? Or maybe a surfeit of frozen veg, but no fresh fruit? I take a second piece of paper, and make the four columns again – this is to be my Shopping List.


This is the important bit: the purpose of the Shopping List is to fill the gaps in the Stocktake List, so use the Stocktake List as a guide and plan to use as much of what you have in already as possible for the upcoming week’s meals. If you’re running low on fruit or veg, pick up some of that – and remember, frozen and tinned all count! If you’re completely out of whole grains, grab some fortified cereal, brown rice, or similar.


It does mean being a bit organized, and because I’ve tried to explain it clearly, it probably seems like a lot of work, but really it’s just a lot of words on my part to try to be as helpful as possible! I talked about this on Twitter a while ago and hundreds of people got in touch afterwards to say that they had done it, and that they had saved an absolute fortune on their food shop, been more creative in the kitchen, eaten better, and really enjoyed the sense of control it gave them in increasingly uncertain times.


I’m aware that this probably comes across as a bit mad, but having lived with completely empty store cupboards and relying on a weekly food bank parcel to feed myself and my son, I can have a tendency to hoard food because of the deep-rooted fear of ever being in that situation again. I know I’m not alone in this, either. Doing a regular stocktake helps to reassure me that I’m doing okay, and also keeps my hoarding tendencies in check: when you’re counting every tin on a regular basis, you suddenly lose the enthusiasm for stockpiling twelve of everything!


It’s a system I’ve tweaked and honed over the years, and there may be elements of it that don’t work for you, and that’s fine. There’s no one-size-fits-all solution to this stuff. But I find that it refreshes the way that I cook by forcing me to put ingredients together that I may not have considered and finding ways to make them work. It’s reduced a lot of my anxiety around food, has definitely reduced me impulse purchasing things that I don’t need, reduces food waste because you’re constantly rotating through what needs using at any given time, and keeps the food bill super low without feeling like a compromise.


I am painfully aware that ‘check what you have in’ is very limited in its usefulness when all you have in your cupboard is stale air and depression. I’ve been there, and it sucks, and I’m sorry. And furious that anyone should still be in the situation I was in in 2012/13, ten years later.


A sheet of A4 paper folded into four isn’t going to solve the food poverty crisis overnight, but it may help some people feel a bit less rubbish about their budget and circumstances, and that’s something, at least.
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BREADS AND BREAKFAST


Look, I’ll level with you here. Breakfast in our household is, nine times out of ten, a bowl of cheap honey nut cornflakes with a splash of milk, or porridge with an unfashionable amount of sugar, eaten standing up beside the kettle, waiting impatiently for my first strong, black, instant coffee of the day. Sometimes we push the boat out and have toast, sometimes in a grab for some restoration of health I’ll hoof a banana and an easy peeler clementine or satsuma on the side. But on occasion, it’s nice to start the day with a treat or a luxurious breakfast and a catch-up over the dining table, and that’s where these recipes come in.


Think of them as being for Sundays and Somedays, rather than an everyday occurrence. I literally cook for a living, and even I don’t want to start every single morning with a mountain of washing up! It’s absolutely okay to have cereal most of the time. It’s what it was invented for.


COURGETTE AND CHEESE SODA BREAD [image: ]


Delicious when eaten soft and warm from the oven, toasted with marmalade spread thickly on top, as a chunky homage to a grilled cheese, or doused in a beaten egg and gently fried for an irreverently Irish twist on French toast.


MAKES 1 DECENT-SIZED LOAF


oil, for greasing


250ml milk


2 tbsp lemon juice, fresh or bottled


400g self-raising flour


1½ level tsp bicarbonate of soda


1 large courgette or 2 small ones, finely or thickly grated according to preference


50g strong cheese: mature Cheddar, feta or Greek-style salad cheese, blue cheese all work here


Preheat the oven to 160°C/fan 140°C/325°F/gas 3 and make sure there is a shelf at or just below the centre of it. Lightly grease a 450g loaf tin and set to one side.


Measure the milk into a jug or mug and add the lemon juice, squeezing in the juice from a lemon half or measuring in the bottled stuff. Stir to combine and stand it to one side for about 10 minutes to curdle. It will look grim, but it’s doing science, so give it the respect it deserves.


Meanwhile, weigh the flour into a large mixing bowl and add the bicarbonate of soda. Mix through thoroughly. Fold the courgette and the cheese through to distribute evenly, but do not overmix, as the moisture can start to form little clumps of dough, and we don’t want that just yet.


Pour the curdled milk and lemon juice into the centre of the bowl and mix well to form a very sticky dough. This doesn’t need kneading, so if it’s a little goopy, that’s absolutely ideal.


Tip the dough into your prepared loaf tin and shake gently to distribute it into the corners. Don’t worry about smoothing the top – soda bread is meant to be delightfully knobbly! Pop it into the oven on the middle shelf and bake for 1 hour, or until a knife inserted in the centre comes out completely clean.


Remove the tin from the oven and allow to cool for 30 minutes, before turning out the loaf onto a wire rack to cool completely. You can leave it in the tin if you don’t have a wire rack, but bear in mind that this retains some of the moisture from residual steam, and the bread will be a little softer and heavier for it. Not a bad thing, by any means.


Slice and serve warm or allow to cool completely and wrap in cling film or tin foil to keep fresh.


TO KEEP: Keep tightly wrapped or in an airtight container for 2–3 days, or slice and freeze for up to 4 months.


[image: A slice of golden brown courgette and cheese soda bread.]


PRUNE AND PUMPKIN SEED TOAST [image: ]


A nifty use for a tin of prunes, this bread is subtly sweet enough to still be a great pairing for cheese on toast, peanut butter, or just plain hot with butter or your fave substitute spread. If you really can’t abide the idea of prunes, replace them with tinned pears instead. I used pumpkin seeds because it’s what I happened to have in at the time (I get them cheap from my local greengrocer), but you can use any kind of seeds or nuts in their place. Sunflower seeds work well, as do mixed chopped nuts.


MAKES 1 LARGE LOAF, AROUND 14 SLICES


1 × 400g tin of prunes, including juice


500g plain flour, plus extra for dusting


a few pinches of salt


100g pumpkin or other seeds


10g dried active yeast


oil, for greasing


First, drain the prunes, reserving the juice, and de-stone them. This is fairly easily done by pinching one between finger and thumb and giving it a squeeze – the stone should just slither out. Pop the stones in your compost bin or food waste, and set the prunes to one side in a bowl. Pour the juice into a measuring jug and set to one side.


Weigh the flour into your mixing bowl and add a few generous pinches of salt, the seeds and the yeast. Stir it all together to evenly distribute.


Add warm water to your reserved prune juice to make the liquid up to 400ml in total – it shouldn’t be too hot otherwise you will kill off the yeast – and you’re relying on that to make your bread rise, so don’t scald it! Add the prunes to the liquid, and pour into your dry ingredients.


Mix well with either a well-oiled blunt knife or a rubber spatula, to bring the dough together. If it’s crumbly, add a splash more water. If it’s slightly sticky, add a tablespoon of flour.


When the dough is well combined, tip it onto a floured work surface, and knead for around 7–8 minutes. I prefer to oil my hands rather than flour them; it incorporates fat into the loaf which helps with the overall crumb structure, and prevents it from sticking to either the worktop or your hands.


When the dough is springy and the prunes are pretty much pulverized, pop it into a well-oiled bowl (I use the mixing bowl that I made the dough in in the first place to pick up any stray bits that are clinging to the sides) and cover. I pop a clean Bag For Life over the top of mine and place it in the warmest part of the house for 2–3 hours, until doubled in size. How long it takes to rise will depend on the temperature and humidity of your home – if it’s really struggling to get going, you can pop it in the microwave on the defrost setting for a few minutes to give it a head start.


When risen, lightly grease a 900g (fairly standard sized) loaf tin and transfer your dough to it, shaking gently from side to side so it roughly takes on the shape of the tin. Re-cover with your bag or wrap and leave for another 30–45 minutes to prove – this is known as the ‘proving stage’ in bread baking, and it helps you to produce a lovely light loaf.


Preheat the oven to 200°C/fan 180°C/400°F/gas 6 and place a roasting dish or ovenproof bowl in the bottom. Add an inch or two of water, and close the door for 10 minutes. This helps to generate steam in your oven, keeping your loaf moist and preventing a too-hard crust from forming.


When the oven is good and steamy, turn it down to 160°C/fan 140°C/325°F/gas 3, and place the loaf tin in the centre.


Bake for 1 hour, until risen and golden, then allow to cool for 20 minutes in the tin before turning out to finish cooling.


TO KEEP: It will keep for 4 days in an airtight bag or container – I find the inner baggies from cereal boxes make excellent bread bags, and they’re almost endlessly reusable, too.


OATY SODA BREAD [image: ]


This is an ideal starter recipe for those who haven’t made bread before or who have had a disastrous experience with it in the past. There’s barely any kneading, no strict water temperatures to think about, no rising and proving time, just a quick fling together of some very basic ingredients and bung it in the oven. If you think making bread is difficult or intimidating, start here. You’ll surprise yourself.


MAKES 1 DECENT-SIZED LOAF


oil, for greasing


1 tbsp light-coloured vinegar or lemon juice, fresh or bottled


400ml milk


500g plain flour, plus extra for dusting


½ tsp salt


75g porridge oats, plus extra for sprinkling


2 tsp bicarbonate of soda


Preheat the oven to 180°C/fan 160°C/350°F/gas 4 and make sure there is a shelf at or just below the centre of it. Lightly grease a 450g loaf tin and set to one side.


In a measuring jug, measure the vinegar or lemon juice into the milk. Set the jug to one side for about 5 minutes to allow the liquid to curdle and separate.


Meanwhile, weigh the flour, salt and oats into a bowl, add the bicarbonate of soda and mix through.


Make a well (a kind of shallow hole) in the centre of the flour and pour in most of the milk–acid mixture. Mix well with a wooden spoon to form a sticky dough.


Tip the dough onto a floured work surface and pat into a round shape, kneading it ever so lightly but briefly, as there’s no yeast to activate here, so you just need to smooth the dough and shape it rather than give it the standard 10-minute pummelling treatment.


Pop the shaped dough into the loaf tin, score a line on top of the dough down the middle about 1cm deep with a sharp knife, dust with a little extra flour and scatter some oats on top.


Bake in the oven for 40 minutes. Once cooked through, the loaf should sound hollow on the bottom when tipped out and tapped, and feel ridiculously light.


Remove the tin from the oven, turn out the soda bread whilst hot and leave to cool on a wire rack. Break into chunks and serve warm with butter.


TO KEEP: Allow to cool completely, then wrap in cling film or place in an airtight food storage bag, squeezing as much air out as possible, to keep fresh. Will keep for up to 3 days – soda bread does tend to harden quite quickly, but if this happens, it makes an excellent fried slice with anegg on top!


[image: A loaf of golden brown oaty soda bread with three slices cut from it. One of the slices has a sunny-side-up egg on top. A knife is next to it. A cup of coffee and a small bowl of jam are on either side.]


GET UP AND GO MUFFINS [image: ]


You can use the entire banana – skin and all – in these muffins if you have a blender or a food processor (mine is an old Moulinex that was £12 from a local charity shop, easily as old as I am and still going strong!). If you don’t have a blender you can slice the skin very finely – like matchstick-fine – and still smuggle it in. The muffins can be easily made vegan or dairy free by using a plant-based milk of your choice, too.


MAKES 12 MUFFINS


75ml light cooking oil, plus extra for greasing


125ml milk


1 tsp bottled lemon juice


1 × 400g tin of prunes in juice


2 large ripe bananas or 3 tiddlers


75g porridge oats


175g self-raising flour


1½ tsp baking powder


100g sugar – any kind


Preheat the oven to 190°C/fan 170°C/375°F/gas 5, and lightly grease a 12-hole muffin tin. Pop muffin cases in each hole, if using them (sometimes I don’t bother and just let them run wild in there, so if you don’t have muffin cases, don’t worry!).


Measure out your milk into a jug and add the lemon juice, then leave to stand to one side for a moment. The lemon juice will slightly curdle the milk; don’t worry, that’s exactly the result we are after!


Drain the prunes over a bowl, reserving the juice to use later. Remove the stones and discard them, then place the prunes in your blender or in a large mixing bowl.


Slice your bananas and add them to the mixing bowl or to the blender, depending on which you are using. Add the oil and mash well with a fork, or pulse in the blender until smooth. If using the blender, pour it into a mixing bowl.


However you achieve your prune-banana mixture, once it’s in the mixing bowl and well combined, add the oats, flour, baking powder and sugar, and mix well to combine. Pour in the milk and lemon juice mixture, and continue to mix to form a thick batter. Add a splash of the reserved prune juice to loosen it, and then another, until you have the consistency of a fairly thick cake batter.


Bake in the centre of the oven for 22–25 minutes, until risen and a small sharp knife inserted into the centre of one comes out clean.


TO KEEP: These will keep in an airtight container, tin or food-safe bag for up to 4 days, or in the freezer for 6 months.


[image: Get up and go muffins in cupcake liners sit on a tray with a mug of coffee and a spoon. Two partially eaten muffins are next to the tray, along with a glass of orange juice and a pot of sugar. Some household items including keys, a pot plant and a radio sit behind the tray on the table.]


BANANA PEEL PANCAKES [image: ]


An ideal use for past-their-best bananas, these pancakes are delicious on their own, drenched in syrup, with a little chocolate, or topped with frozen, fresh or tinned fruit. I’ve tested this recipe over the years with various plant-based milks and can confirm it works well with oat, soya, coconut, almond, cashew, hazelnut, hemp and rice milk, if dairy milk isn’t your kind of thing. It also works with tinned coconut milk and UHT milk if you find yourself in need of pancakes in a post-apocalyptic wasteland. I guess I like to prepare snacks for all eventualities.


SERVES 2–4


2 bananas, including peel


2 tbsp oil


100ml milk or plant-based equivalent


100g self-raising flour


Finely slice your bananas and pop them into a mixing bowl, along with 1 tablespoon of the oil and your milk. Mash with a fork or masher to a smooth pulp, beating well with the tines (prongs) of the fork to knock out any lumps. Very finely slice the banana peel and add that too. If you have a small bullet blender, mini chopper or food processor you may wish to put the banana flesh and peel in and whizz it up to smooth, if the idea of eating banana peel is one you need to smuggle past your household, for example!


Add your flour and beat well to combine to a thick smooth batter.


Heat the remaining oil in a frying pan and dollop the batter in 2 tablespoons at a time. Fry for a few minutes on each side until golden and crisp at the edges, carefully turning over halfway through. Repeat until all of the batter is used, then serve immediately.


TO KEEP: Leftovers will keep, covered, in the fridge for 2 days, or the freezer for 3 months. Warm through completely to serve.


FRENCH TOAST [image: ]


French toast, also known as ‘eggy bread’, is one of my son’s favourite timeless breakfasts, and has been since he was very small. You can serve it savoury, with beans or tinned plum tomatoes on top, or sweet with warm berries, a dollop of jam or marmalade pinged in the microwave to melt it into a coulis-style sauce, or my favourite of all, lemon curd.


SERVES 2


2 eggs


120ml milk


a few pinches of ground cinnamon


4 slices of bread


2 tbsp light cooking oil


grilled banana or warmed frozen berries, to serve


Carefully crack your eggs into a wide, shallow bowl. Add the milk and cinnamon, and beat well until well combined and evenly coloured.


Place the bread into the dish, turning over after a minute or two to allow both sides to soak up the milky eggy mixture.


Heat the oil in a frying pan or griddle pan, then turn down to a medium heat to stop it from smoking excessively. Place the bread in, as many slices as will comfortably fit – you may need to do it in batches. Fry for 3 minutes on each side, until crisp at the edges and golden in colour, then remove and continue with the remaining slices until all are cooked through.


Serve immediately while hot, with your topping of choice.


RASPBERRY AND LEMON CURD BAKED OATS [image: ]


You can use any fresh or frozen berries in this simple baked oats recipe – or even dollops of jam or applesauce at a pinch! The lemon curd is a lovely touch, but marmalade works as a substitute if you don’t have any in. Failing that, a dash of lemon juice and a sprinkling of sugar provides the same contrasting tart sweetness in a tight spot.


SERVES 2


oil, for greasing


60g porridge oats


120g natural yoghurt


120g raspberries or other berries


2–4 tbsp lemon curd, to taste


Preheat the oven to 160°C/fan 140°C/325°F/gas 3 and make sure there is a shelf roughly in the centre of it. Lightly grease a 20cm cake tin or roasting tin.


Weigh your porridge oats into your tin – there’s no point messing up a mixing bowl here and creating more washing up! Add your yoghurt, then your berries, and stir well to combine.


Dollop the lemon curd on top, and spread with the back of a spoon to lightly coat the top layer, then place in the oven.


Bake for 40 minutes, until the oats are swollen and slightly golden at the edges.


Remove carefully from the oven and serve immediately. You can enjoy these as they are, or add a splash or milk or natural yoghurt if you like.


TO KEEP: Leftovers can be chilled in the fridge and enjoyed warm or cold over the next 3 days.


[image: A pan of buttery, golden brown raspberry and lemon curd baked oats placed on a tray. A cup of milky tea sits beside it. A dish of thick golden brown sunshine oats with pineapple chunks is also placed next to the pan.]



WARM SUNSHINE OATS [image: ]



These baked oats taste like a tropical dessert – somewhere between a flapjack and a crumble, but for breakfast! A quick and simple way to get some fruit into the family; and entirely made from store-cupboard ingredients. You can use fruit in juice or in syrup for this recipe; the latter will be sweeter, the former will have a stronger citrus flavour. (here)


SERVES 4


1 small tin of mandarins, around 300g


1 large tin of pineapple chunks, around 540g


75g mixed dried fruit or sultanas


120g porridge oats


a pinch of cinnamon (optional)


Preheat the oven to 180°C/fan 160°C/350°F/gas 4, and make sure there is a shelf roughly in the centre of it.


Using a sieve and a measuring jug, strain the liquid well from both tins into the jug – I press my fruit gently into the sieve to get the most out of it without squishing it to a pulp. Check how much there is; if the liquid is short of 350ml, make up the difference by adding cold tap water.


Pour the drained and the dried fruit and oats into a 20cm ovenproof dish, and stir gently to fold the fruit through and evenly distribute it. Pour over the strained liquid and stir again. Top with the cinnamon, if using.


Bake in the centre of the oven for 40 minutes, until plump and golden. Remove from the oven and allow to cool for a few minutes before serving. The oats can be enjoyed as they are, or with a splash of milk or dollop of yoghurt, if you like.


TO KEEP: Cool completely and store, covered, in the fridge for up to 3 days. Enjoy cold with yoghurt, or warmed through with a splash of milk.


LEMON AND BERRY DUTCH BABIES [image: ]


‘Dutch babies’ are an adorably named cross between a sweet Yorkshire pudding and a large pancake, dropped into a pan and cooked on the hob or in the oven and filled with whatever you fancy. I have made a fruit cocktail and custard version in the past, which was delicious, but this deceptively decadent version is my favourite. If you don’t have lemon curd in the house, any marmalade or red jam will do – simply ping it in the microwave for a few seconds to loosen it before dolloping it on.


MAKES 4


2 medium eggs


2 tbsp caster sugar, plus extra for serving


150ml any kind of milk


100g plain flour


100g berries – fresh or frozen or canned, any will do


3 tbsp lemon curd or marmalade


4 tsp light cooking oil or margarine or butter


First make your batter – on lazy days or sore-joints days I simply fling the eggs, sugar, milk, and flour into my small bullet blender and whizz it to a super-smooth consistency, but you can crack the eggs into a bowl, beat them together with the sugar and slowly add the milk and flour instead for the same end result.


Pop your batter in the fridge to chill out for a while – around 30 minutes is fine. While the batter chills out, make the lemon–berry filling. Pop the berries into a microwave-safe mug, and ping on a high heat for 1 minute for fresh ones, or 2 minutes for frozen. Spoon the lemon curd over the top, and stir in to melt in the residual heat of the piping-hot and juicy berries. Leave to firm up a little on the side while the batter chills.


When your batter is chilled, preheat the oven to 200°C/fan 180°C/400°F/gas 6 and ensure there is a shelf set in the centre. Divide the oil evenly between your Yorkshire pudding trays, if using them, or pour it into the cake tin. Place the tin – not the batter, not yet – into the oven for 5–6 minutes to get it super hot. Remove it carefully. Pour in the batter and immediately return it to the oven for 14 minutes. Do not be tempted to open the door until those 14 minutes are up!


When ready, carefully remove the buns from the tin (or tray) and top with the lemon and berry mixture. Serve immediately, dredged with extra sugar if you really can’t help yourself.


TO KEEP: Cool and cover, and pop in the fridge for up to 2 days. Warm through to serve.


TIP: I like to use either Yorkshire pudding trays or a muffin tin for this recipe, but you could also use a 20cm round cake tin or thereabouts, or a 20cm ovenproof non-stick shallow pan.


MONSTER BUMS [image: ]


These bright green little wonders are a sneaky way of smuggling veg and vitamins into my young son, and they make for a good conversation starter! Use them as burger buns, for sandwiches, or dunking into soup – the spinach flavour is almost undetectable, but the colour is a delight. And ‘bums’ here isn’t a spelling error, it’s a puerile hark back to the first time I made these for my son when he was much younger, and squished two little round buns together before baking them to make him laugh. The things we do to get some green things into our children sometimes . . .


MAKES 8 BUNS


2 generous fistfuls of fresh spinach or defrosted frozen spinach


1 generous fistful of parsley


400ml warm water


500g plain flour, plus extra for dusting


2 tsp (10g) dried active yeast


1 tbsp cooking oil


a pinch of salt


First pop the greens and parsley into a blender, along with the water, and blitz until liquidized. Pop a sieve or fine-mesh strainer over a mixing bowl, and strain to catch any large remaining pieces. Add the flour, yeast, oil and salt, and mix to form a dough. I use the blunt side of a butter knife to mix dough, pushing it around the bowl all the way to the edges to catch any stray streaks of flour.


Generously flour your worktop, then tip the dough onto it. Knead for 5–10 minutes until springy, then return it to the mixing bowl. Cover and leave in a warm place for 3 hours to rise.


When risen, the dough should have at least doubled in size. Tip it back onto a floured worktop and divide into eight pieces. Lightly grease or flour a flat baking tray. Roll the eight pieces gently into squat little balls and place on the baking tray, a couple of inches apart. Leave for a further hour to prove.


Preheat the oven to 160°C/fan 140°C/325°F/gas 3 and make sure there is a shelf roughly in the centre of it.


Bake the buns in the centre of the oven for 50 minutes, or until risen. They might be slightly golden on the outside, but they should be bright green in the middle. Enjoy!


TO KEEP: Allow to cool completely, then either wrap in cling film or pop into a food storage bag, squeezing out as much air as possible before sealing. Best enjoyed up to 3 days after making them, or they can be frozen for up to 3 months. Defrost completely at room temperature before serving.


SECRET SCRAMBLED EGGS [image: ]


These scrambled eggs are deliciously creamy and rich, without the use of any butter at all. They have won me many compliments from friends and family over the years, and now I don’t do them any other way. The mayonnaise has the benefit of keeping the eggs in a suspended state of perfection for slightly longer than traditionally scrambled eggs; ideal if your household is one where you have to announce that breakfast is ready several times in escalating decibels before anybody deigns to appear to devour it.


SERVES 2


2 tbsp light cooking oil


5 medium eggs


a pinch of salt


plenty of black pepper


3 tbsp mayonnaise


Add the oil to a large, non-stick pan and crack in the eggs. Place on the smallest hob ring on the lowest heat and season generously with salt and pepper.


Cook very gently, for around 5–6 minutes, stirring almost constantly to stop them ending up overdone.


When they have almost cooked, add the mayonnaise, and stir through for another minute. Serve immediately, with more salt and pepper to taste.


PEAR AND BACON PORRIDGE


This is one of my son’s favourite breakfasts; it feels super luxurious but it’s really cheap and simple! If you can’t spare the milk you can make it with all water instead, just stir it well to release the creamy starches from the oats and it’ll be absolutely grand. If bacon isn’t your thing, salted peanuts or other nuts make for a fine equivalent.


SERVES 2


100g porridge oats


300ml milk, or your fave equivalent


300ml water


½ × 415g tin of pears, plus the juice


50g cooking bacon or other bacon


1 tbsp oil or fat


1 tbsp sugar (optional)


a pinch of ground cinnamon (optional)


Measure the porridge oats into a small saucepan and add the milk and water. Strain your pears, reserving the juice or syrup from the tin, and pour this into the porridge pan. Place on a high heat on the smallest hob ring for a few minutes until it comes to the boil, then reduce the heat right down to a simmer for 10–12 minutes, stirring intermittently to prevent the oats catching and burning on the bottom of the pan.


Dice the pears and roughly chop your bacon, then toss both into a frying pan, along with the oil, and also the sugar and cinnamon, if using. Place on a high heat on a large hob ring to sear and caramelize, which should take 4–5 minutes.


Serve the porridge hot with the pears and bacon (or nuts!) scattered on top.


TO KEEP: Leftovers can be stored in the fridge and used within 2 days, but they will thicken a considerable amount due to the starches in the oats, so thin any leftover mixture well before refrigerating. Warm through in the microwave or on the hob and serve piping hot.


[image: A viscous porridge in a bowl topped with crisply fried pears and bacon. A jug of porridge with a wooden spoon in it and a cup of juice are placed next to it, along with a small plate holding pieces of fried pear and bacon.]


HOMEMADE MUESLI [image: ]


I did a lot of very nerdy, mathematical research for this recipe, because I wanted to recreate the best possible muesli for the lowest possible price. This included forensically dissecting both the cheapest supermarket brand and the most expensive high-street version, then noting down what their components were and in what quantities they appeared. I then scoured the shops looking for the cheapest versions of each of the ingredients, sorting them into their essential categories: oats, nuts or seeds, and dried fruits. Once I’d identified the cheapest items from each category, I fiddled with the quantities until I had a muesli that I was happy with. And then I realized that in the year that yawns between handing in my book manuscript to my publisher and it hitting the shelves, the prices of all of these ingredients are very likely to have changed, making my endeavour almost obsolete. But no matter, at the very least this muesli recipe exists as a snapshot into what the cheapest combination of these ingredients were in the spring of 2022, and I’m rather happy with it. Should any of the components skyrocket in price by the time you hold this book in your hands, do feel free to swap it out for something cheaper! On this note, I use salted nuts from the ‘snack’ section of the supermarket, as they are far cheaper than those in the fruit and veg or baking aisles, and simply soak them in cold water for an hour and pat them dry thoroughly before using. They do retain a little salty background hit, but I have to say, I rather enjoy that.
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