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Good food prepared from fresh ingredients – ideally seasonal and locally sourced – can and should be at the heart of every happy, healthy family kitchen. Yes, I genuinely believe that cooking from scratch (or with your own leftovers) is a possibility for everybody, pretty much every day. I realize, when so many of us are always in a hurry, and when easy access to fresh, local ingredients is not a universal privilege, that that’s a controversial position. But I stand by my conviction, and I’ve written this book to show you how I think it can be done.

It often seems that there is a divide between people when it comes to food. A crude way of describing the divide is that we fall into two broad categories: those who care about food and those who don’t. I have been accused at times of writing only for the first group or, to put it another way, of preaching largely to the converted. I can see why some would say that. I propose a degree of involvement with food – knowing and caring where it comes from, perhaps even growing some of it, or gathering some from wild places – that to many seems patently absurd. To some, I am “that weirdo who eats anything.” Of course, to me, eating nettles, rabbits, and such makes perfect sense. It’s completely normal. But it has been quite a journey for me to discover and embrace that kind of normality.

As a child, I was one of the fussiest eaters you can imagine. If it didn’t come out of a Birds Eye package and get fried up and served with ketchup, then I really wasn’t that interested. So I have no qualms imagining that others can make journeys with food – even journeys they haven’t yet imagined possible for themselves. In the twenty-odd years since I first became involved in the food business, I have seen entrenched attitudes to food, on the part of both stubborn individuals and monolithic institutions, shift massively. I’ve witnessed burgeoning excitement, enlightenment even, as more and more people get involved in cooking real food from fresh ingredients. I’ve seen people’s lives and family dynamics transformed by the discovery of good food and by a change of approach to acquiring and preparing food.

If you have watched any of the television programs I’ve made over the last few years, you’ll know I’ve spent a lot of time trying to persuade various people to change their way of shopping and cooking and to become more engaged with real fresh food. For the most part, I feel I’ve succeeded, at least to some degree. The individuals and families I’ve been growing and cooking food with are now, at the very least, a little more skeptical of frozen dinners, factory-farmed produce, and anonymous, pre-packaged fare. Most of them have developed a determination to cook more with fresh ingredients and to make food a bigger part of their interaction with family and friends. But perhaps the most important thing is that all of them, I think it’s safe to say, have had a good time. They’ve discovered how to cook ingredients they’d shied away from and how to get more out of foods they thought “boring,” and realized that some truly delicious meals can be thrown together from scratch in very little time at all.

The food media can only do so much to engage public interest in these issues. Luckily there are all kinds of other catalysts that bring about a change for good in people’s relationship with food, and many of them can’t be marshaled or predicted: a meal at a friend’s house; a great dish encountered on holiday; a child coming home with something they’ve cooked at school; an unexpected gift of a fruit bush or vegetable plant. These can all kick-start a new and exciting future with food – one that turns out to be more accessible than you might have imagined. Buying your food becomes less of a chore, more of a pleasure, an adventure even, as you steer your grocery cart away from the frozen-dinner aisle and over toward fresh produce. Or perhaps start heading for the nearest farmers’ market rather than the supermarket. Suddenly it seems that your friends have discovered cooking too – though perhaps it’s just that you are hearing the food-related content of their chatter when previously you were filtering it out.

That’s why I think the “us and them” view of our food culture is unduly simplistic. I see not two firmly entrenched camps who can never meet but rather a continuum, with those who are already thoroughly involved with the story of their food at one end and those who are entirely dependent on anonymous, industrially produced food, the origins of which are largely unknown to them, at the other. Everyone, and every household, has a place on this continuum. I see the main challenge of my work as helping people move along it in the direction of more engagement with real fresh food, away from dependence on the industrial food machine. I believe it’s a worthwhile enterprise for one simple reason: I’m convinced that a greater engagement with the source of their food makes people happier.

This book is my latest attempt to contribute to that happiness – by writing about the kind of food I eat at home, every day. I describe how bread, meat, fish, fruit, and vegetables are dealt with in our house, how we juggle breakfast for three hungry schoolkids, and how we sort out weekday lunches for two working parents. I reveal why so many of the meals we eat (including some of our absolute favorites) are made from leftovers. I try to show you how to put vegetables and fruit at the forefront of your family cooking, while getting the most from precious foods such as meat and fish. I suggest ways to make entertaining at home less daunting, less expensive, and altogether more fun. And I offer up the recipes I love to cook for my family – and those that, when I’m really lucky, they cook for me.

I make no prior assumptions about where you shop, what you may or may not know about growing vegetables or keeping livestock, whether you can tell the difference between a rutabaga and a turnip, or whether you know what to do with a belly of pork and a breast of lamb. Instead, I show you easy and confidence-inspiring ways with cuts of meat, types of fish, and other ingredients you may not have tried before. And I offer you fresh approaches that I hope will breathe new life into familiar staples, such as rice, potatoes, beans, and your daily bread.

Above all, I intend to tempt you irresistibly toward a better life with food, with a whole raft of recipes that I think you will love. I hope some of them will become your absolute favorites, and the favorites of your dear friends and beloved family. I hope the dishes you like best will infiltrate and influence your cooking, giving you increased confidence and fresh ideas. In short, I hope that before long, cooking simple and delicious food from the best seasonal ingredients becomes second nature and a first priority for you, not just once in a while, but every day.

[image: ]


A few of my favorite things

It’s a truism that the quality and nature of your ingredients make all the difference to a finished dish, and I’d expect any cook worth their salt to choose the freshest, finest raw materials they can lay their hands on. However, there are a few staples to which personal preferences (or outright prejudice) also apply. The following basic pantry ingredients appear time and time again in my recipes, so I feel they merit a little extra explanation – and, since I feel pretty strongly about their provenance, a little recommendation, too.
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OIL

An entire book could be written about oils – I’m sure there must be several – but let me cut to the chase and tell you what you’ll find in my kitchen. My general rule is to opt for organic and unrefined oils (the refining process can involve heating, the addition of solvents, and even bleaching). Cold-pressed oil is also good because, while heating the seed or fruit increases the yield of oil, it affects the flavor and nutritional value, too. On the other hand, for deep- and shallow-frying you do need an oil that can be heated to a high temperature, and that usually (but not always) means a refined oil of some kind.

Canola oil Many British farmers are now producing this wonderful culinary oil, and I use a lot of it. Terrifically versatile, it has an incredible golden-yellow color and a gentle nutty flavor. Canola oil is mild enough to use in mayonnaise but has enough character to contribute to a dressing, or to add flavor when drizzled on bread or soup. In addition, it’s stable enough at high temperatures to be used for frying or roasting – though perhaps not prolonged deep-frying. You may well be able to find a good one produced locally.

Olive oil I use quite a bit of olive oil but I don’t worship it. I no longer use it much for frying or roasting; canola oil has supplanted it as the first oil I reach for. I’m much more likely to use it for dressings and for general drizzling, and even then only if it’s that distinctive olive oil flavor I’m after. That might be in a classic vinaigrette or salsa verde, on sliced tomatoes, or perhaps stirred into pesto. But these days it’s always a conscious decision to reach for the olive oil rather than an automatic one.

That means I’m happy to pay a bit more for a good organic extra-virgin olive oil (extra-virgin means the oil has a low acidity level and is guaranteed unrefined). I don’t use the super-expensive “luxury” olive oils – although once in a while, when someone gives me an exquisitely peppery, richly flavored olive oil (usually Tuscan), I am reminded what all the fuss is about.

Sunflower oil This is a very lightly flavored oil with a high burn point, which makes it ideal for general frying, including deep-frying. This is one case where I definitely wouldn’t choose an unrefined oil, as the flavor would be too strong and it would most likely be adversely affected by the heat, but I do usually opt for organic and/or fair trade. After being used for deep-frying, sunflower oil can be recycled by straining it through a coffee filter or cotton cloth (when completely cold) and rebottling it. Don’t leave it sitting around in the saucepan or deep-fat fryer, or it will go stale and impart a rancid flavor to the next batch of fried goodies. Peanut oil is a good substitute for sunflower when a neutral frying oil is needed.

Hempseed oil People either love or hate the pungent, grassy, throaty flavor of hempseed oil. I love it. Its intensity means it compares to the very best olive oils and makes a great drizzling and dipping oil. It’s full of goodness – loaded with omega fatty acids, which arguably give it the best nutritional profile of any raw culinary oil. I use it on my breakfast toast and in a number of pestos.

VINEGAR

Vinegar (literally vin aigre, or “sour wine”) is a crucial part of my cooking repertoire, as indispensable as lemon juice when it comes to balancing flavors. I use it almost every day, mostly in dressings and mayonnaise, but also when roasting vegetables, in sauces or marinades, or to deglaze the pan after frying meat. English cider vinegar is the type I turn to most, because it is fruity and robust but not overpowering, but white wine vinegar is a perfectly good alternative, if that’s what you happen to have in the pantry.

FLOUR

I like my flour stone ground if possible, as traditional stone grinding involves less heat than modern steel-rolling techniques, thereby preserving more of the grain’s goodness. Whole-wheat flour is more likely to be stone ground than white.

Different flours vary enormously, not only in quality but in their color, consistency, and the way they absorb liquid. When you’re making bread, pastry, or batters, you should feel confident in adjusting the quantity of flour or liquid to reach the consistency you think is right. Note also that whole-wheat flour tends to absorb more water than white, so you might need to increase the fluid content if you’re converting a recipe from white to brown.
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White and whole-wheat flour If I need all-purpose or pastry flour, then I favor one that’s produced from organically grown wheat. However, I’m increasingly turning to whole-wheat flour in order to make our everyday meals more wholesome – I like its toasty, wheaty flavor, too.

I’ve found there are few traditional “white” recipes that can’t be adapted to contain at least some whole-wheat flour – a half-and-half blend of white and whole-wheat flour is often very successful. I’ll happily knock out a Victoria sponge using whole-wheat pastry flour, which is fine-ground soft wheat: the result is very nearly as light and fluffy as you get with white flour but with a lovely, nutty flavor that I actually prefer. It also works well with muffins and pancakes.

Bread flour This is what you should use for most bread recipes. It is milled from a particular type of wheat that is high in gluten, the substance that helps bread form the correct stretchy texture.

Spelt flour A grain I’m very fond of, spelt is an ancient type of wheat with a distinctive nutty flavor. It differs from conventional wheat flours in that it contains a more delicate kind of gluten, which some people find more digestible. Whole-grain spelt flour makes very good bread and can also be used in cakes and even pastry – or use the refined “white” spelt if you fancy something lighter.

SALT

Top-quality sea salt – sweet, flaky, and fresh tasting – is an essential part of my everyday cooking. It differs from rock salt in that it’s harvested from the open sea by traditional evaporation techniques rather than being pumped out of the ground. Fewer of its natural minerals are stripped away and fewer unnatural things, such as anti-caking agents, added. It also tastes much better – do a comparative tasting and I think you’ll agree. Maldon sea salt, a flaky, coarse white salt, is a kitchen classic of long standing.

There are times when a fine-grained salt is more appropriate than a coarse one – when seasoning a delicate cake batter, for instance. In addition, if you need to use salt in large quantities – when mixing up a cure for pork chops, say – using top-notch coarse sea salt would be rather extravagant. In these circumstances, I still opt for sea salt but a fine-grained type – you’ll find it at any good natural foods store.
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PEPPER AND OTHER SPICES

Spices remain exotic ingredients – precious, fragrant substances that must be imported from regions of the world more lush and tropical than our own. These days it’s easy to find excellent examples, grown in a way that’s respectful to the environment – and traded in a way that’s respectful to the grower, too. Fair-trade and organic spices are available in many supermarkets, but it’s online that you’ll find the greatest variety.

Black pepper is so ubiquitous that most of us don’t give it a second thought, but try a few different varieties and you might be surprised at the way their flavor and heat vary. Wynad peppers, for instance, are fragrant and warm, while Penja berries are incredibly hot.

Wherever your spices come from, certain rules apply: once ground, they lose their flavor and fragrance surprisingly fast. If you can buy whole spices and grind them yourself, you’ll get much more bang for your buck. Find the time to dry-roast them gently in a frying pan before pounding them in a mortar, and the results will be even more pleasing.

DRIED FRUIT

Golden and dark raisins, prunes, figs, and dried apricots are pantry essentials in my book (and in my kitchen). Foreign in origin they may be, but they are key to all sorts of traditional sweet and savory dishes. I choose organic where I can and also, as with many imported foods, fair trade if it’s available – which, for dried fruit, it often is.

Many dried fruits – golden and dark raisins and currants in particular – have vegetable oil added to keep them from sticking together. I see this as a pretty benign additive, but one I’m less sanguine about is sulfur dioxide, used to preserve a fresh, bright color. You’re most likely to find it in dried apricots: if they’re bright orange, you’ll know sulfur has been used. This chemical also halts the natural oxidation process in the fruit, which is why sulfured apricots taste less rich, complex, and toffeeish than the unsulfured variety. They’ve got a bit of a sherbety “fizz” to them, which some people like. But I’m afraid it’s the sulfur you’re tasting there. I prefer the natural, mellow, caramel flavor of organic, nonsulfured fruit.

Dried fruit in general, and apricots, prunes, and figs in particular, are much more luscious, soft, and juicy than they used to be. However, if you find yourself with a dry, tough batch, soaking the fruit in liquid (water, tea, freshly squeezed orange juice, or a hefty slosh of alcohol) – particularly if it’s hot – will soon plump it up.

BREAD

You’ll see from the Daily Bread chapter just how passionately I feel about the importance of good bread. A robust, well-flavored, crusty loaf brings so much more to a meal than a cotton-woolly, flabby bit of sliced white. I am now a total convert to sourdough, and I use it not only for my daily toast, sandwiches, and general meal-accompanying needs, but also for bread crumbs, croutons, and various other stale bread applications.

I realize that not everyone has access to good sourdough (though you can easily make your own, and also that not everyone loves its tangy flavor and hearty texture. But I would nevertheless urge you to seek out a source of good bread – bread that does not dissolve on the tongue and go stale in 12 hours but that has flavor, texture, and longevity – not just for these recipes but for every time you need a slice or two. You can find some good bread in supermarkets but it’s the exception rather than the rule, because most supermarket bread is made using modern industrial methods and ingredients. An artisan bakery is a far better bet, or a natural foods store or a farmers’ market.

STOCK

    A good savory broth, home cooked from meat bones, herbs, and aromatic vegetables, is a precious thing in the kitchen (see the recipes spring chicken broth and split pea and ham soup). But I know it’s unrealistic to expect everyone to have a pot of stock on the go at all times. I certainly don’t. When I need stock instantly, I have various options. The ten-minute vegetable stock is an excellent solution to the no-stock situation (as long as you’ve got a carrot, an onion, and a bay leaf available, you’re in business – a couple of stalks of celery would be ideal, too).

Failing that, or if I’m really in need of a meatier brew, frozen stocks are the best replacement for homemade. But I am no stranger to the stock cube if I’m cooking up a soup super quick. Be aware, though, that cubes, pastes, granules, and other concentrated, ready-made forms of stock are usually quite salty, so you’ll need to adjust the seasoning of your dish accordingly.
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CHEESE

I’m not about to tell you which cheeses you should eat – though I can give my opinion that you rarely need to look outside your own area of the country for a good cheese, whether you want something hard, soft, semisoft, mild, strong, blue, mold-ripened, etc. However, I would like to let you in on what I personally find to be indispensable when it comes to cheese for cooking, as opposed to just sitting down and eating.

    Instead of Parmesan I tend to use a hard, matured goat cheese. It has the same salty, granular texture and exquisite seasoning potential as Parmesan. Soft, fresh goat cheeses are ideal for making cheesecakes or for mixing with herbs and other seasonings. I like to slice and crumble semihard goat cheese over salads (like beet, goat cheese, and red currant salad).

If I cook with Cheddar or a similar hard cheese, then it’s really got to be a mature one, otherwise the flavor just doesn’t carry. But you don’t always need one that’s tangy to the point of making your eyes water.

Blue cheese frequently finds its way into my cooking. I tend to forgo the pungency of Stilton in favor of something a little sweeter and creamier, such as Gorgonzola dolce.

OTHER PANTRY ESSENTIALS

It’s a sad and sorry day when a scan of my larder doesn’t turn up at least some of these tried-and-true standbys:

Organic canned tomatoes and purée Combined with nothing more than garlic, chile, and seasonings, these can turn no supper into Yo, Supper! They can also be an alternative to stock in a soup or curry and are generally indispensable. Canned tomatoes are chunky, of course, whereas purée is sieved.

Dried pasta We all have our own preferences when it comes to pasta shapes, but one of my favorites is orzo. Shaped like fat grains of rice, it has a wonderful texture and is particularly good in soups and for soaking up sauces. I often make an orzo risotto (much quicker than a proper risotto) by simmering orzo in stock and adding sautéed onions and a few leftovers – cold fish or meat, grated cheese, wilted greens, etc.

Dried and canned beans, peas, and lentils We eat lentils – usually nutty little French lentils – at least once a week. They are quick to cook (no soaking), absorb sauces and dressings deliciously, and are packed with protein. I also keep chickpeas at hand, plus white beans such as cannellini. I prefer to use dried ones, soaking and cooking them from scratch, but I’d be lying if I said I always have time to do this, so I keep some organic canned ones as well.
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I’ve called this chapter “Making Breakfast” to emphasize a point. Breakfast is in danger of becoming moribund, suffocating under a tower of cereal boxes or being sidelined altogether by commercial breakfast bars.

Now I’m not about to overwhelm you with recipes for a grand, heart-stopping Edwardian breakfast of deviled kidneys and kedgeree followed by a sideboard of cold meats and pickles. And I hesitate to trot out the mantra that breakfast is the most important meal of the day, because it’s such a tired cliché that it almost seems to provoke the protest of skipping it altogether. I’d rather combine cherished tradition with some sound modern nutritional knowledge and say that breakfast is simply an unmissable opportunity to start the day well.

Of course, not everyone has the same appetite for breakfast, or indeed feels the same way about breakfast from one day to the next. What is required is a modest but effective breakfast repertoire that covers the needs of the whole family on a daily basis, and also allows for special-occasion or weekend breakfasts when everyone has a little more time. And that’s what I’m aiming to provide here.
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On weekdays at home, we like to factor in just a little more time for breakfast than I suspect may be available in many households. While we’re still juggling the usual chaotic rigmarole of unfinished homework, misplaced soccer shoes, and attempts to shirk morning hygiene rituals, we try to make sure there’s always time to make hot cereal or pancakes, or a soft-boiled egg with toast, as well as to squeeze some juice from a few oranges (or, in the autumn, from our own apples).

One of the best ways to make this work is to get the children involved from an early age. Easy breakfast dishes are the perfect bunny slopes for young cooks, and a little coaching of junior members of the household so they can do their bit at breakfast soon becomes a great asset to the whole family. Show them how to prepare their own favorite breakfast dish, and before long they can take responsibility, once in a while, for dishing it up for the rest of the gang too.

Oscar, ten, can now knock out pancakes from scratch for the whole family, in about half an hour flat (well, they are pancakes). That’s just as well, because we probably have pancakes for breakfast at least once a week. Chloe, twelve, makes wonderful oatmeal and can fix anyone an egg or two just about any way they like it. Freddy’s only six, but he’s very good at making tomato toast and oily toast, sometimes without getting either tomato or oil on his school shirt.

One strategy for taking the heat and rush out of weekday family breakfasts is to do a little basic prep the night before. Nothing too strenuous. But if you mix up a pancake batter and stick it in the fridge, then the job of the designated flipper the next morning is plain sailing. Similarly, presoaked cereal made from steel-cut oats practically cooks itself in the morning. And a ready-made fruit compote chilling overnight in the fridge is at least half a breakfast waiting to happen.

On a Saturday or Sunday morning, I love a pair of eggs on toast or a nice pile of creamy scrambled eggs with mushrooms or smoked salmon, but I’m pretty much a fruit and grains man during the week. Having said that, I certainly won’t say no to a pancake or two, and if we’ve got a good fruit compote/salad on the go – perhaps rhubarb or apple in the colder months or macerated berries in the summer – I’ll often have it with some yogurt, and maybe a sprinkling of muesli or wheat flakes on top of that.

    Fads for smoothies and the like come and go in our house; currently it’s strawberry season, and I’m on an almost daily dose of strawberry and mint smoothie.

And so you can see that some form of fruit pops up on our breakfast table more days than not, which is clearly a good thing and should satisfy the phantom nutritionist whispering in our ear. But it’s also life-affirming in a subtler way. A handful of summer berries for breakfast, or a tangy, crunchy autumn apple, a sweet, juicy winter pear, or a bowl of tart poached or baked spring rhubarb means that you head out of the house not just knowing what day of the week it is, but also what time of the year it is. Call me seasonally sentimental, but I think that counts for a lot.

Talking of heading out of the house, there’s no getting away from the rushed-start-to-the-day and resulting missed-breakfast syndromes in some households. But that doesn’t make the corner grocery or the gas station counter the right place to sort out the missing calories. A peanut butter and banana sandwich, plus an apple, is a genuinely delicious and actually pretty well-balanced portable breakfast. And the honey and peanut butter booster bars will beat any branded so-called breakfast bar every time.

Although first thing in the morning is not the obvious time to be thinking of leftovers, in our house breakfast certainly begs, borrows, and steals from other meals (and other chapters in this book). Our breakfast toast is usually made from our homemade sourdough loaf, and if it’s second- or even third-day bread then it’s none the worse (and quite possibly all the better) for that. The same goes for French toast – that lovely, substantial breakfast dish where pancakes and toast collide. And if ever an oversight leaves us breadless at breakfast, I’ll soon be raiding the pantry for oatcakes, homemade or otherwise.

Personally, I really like something a little sweet and a little sharp on the morning palate – but not too rich or cloying. So any leftover apple or rhubarb crumble will make an appearance and usually disappear before any other options have even been discussed. Granted, it’s more likely to get a dollop of yogurt than custard or cream. Unless, of course, there’s some leftover custard or cream … By the same token, I wouldn’t actually bake a sponge or fruit cake for breakfast, but if a homemade cake happens to be knocking around, I wouldn’t hesitate to put it on the table as an option, though I might insist on some fresh fruit as a virtuous counterbalance.

If breakfast at the Fearnleys is starting to sound a bit lawless and outré, then I’m fine with that; because, so often, for so many, it’s become the meal most hidebound by convention and tradition. But why is that? Perhaps it’s because breakfast was the first of all our mealtimes to fall victim to industrialized food production and the seductive pressures of convenience consumerism. I understand that the box of cereal is a time-saving device that few modern families, including mine, would wish to abandon altogether. But do those multinational corporations who manufacture such products actually have to own our breakfast? Of course not!

So let’s reclaim breakfast as an actual meal, and not just a calorie-delivery system. Let’s find things to savor and share that don’t just fill us up, but make us feel good. And if we must squabble at breakfast time (it’s in the DNA of most families, isn’t it?), then let’s cross spoons over the last strawberry or pancake, and not just scrabble for the plastic toy at the bottom of the cereal box. Then we can tackle the adventure of the day ahead with something good and wholesome and homemade inside us. You can call it breakfast, or you can call it love.
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Seasonal smoothies

I’m sure I’m not the only parent who gives thanks for the advent of the smoothie – an irresistible and fun way to funnel fresh fruit into otherwise reluctant children. Smoothies can be great for fruit-shy adults too, packing a satisfyingly high dose of goodness into a single glass.

The following recipes are mere guides; you can, and should, tailor-make your smoothie to suit your taste and mood – and, of course, your fruit bowl. Be led by what is seasonally available, add lemon juice to reduce sweetness, yogurt for more creaminess, or oats to make your smoothie a thickie – whatever floats your boat.

The best way to ensure your smoothies are nice and cool is to chill the ingredients beforehand. Alternatively, add two or three crushed ice cubes, though they will slightly dilute the fruit.
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SPRING
Rhubarb and orange smoothie

Serves 2


2 to 3 rhubarb stalks, about 6 ounces, cut into 1-inch lengths

Finely grated zest and juice of 2 oranges

3 to 4 teaspoons honey

3 to 4 tablespoons plain yogurt



Put the rhubarb in a saucepan with the orange zest and juice, honey, and 2 tablespoons of water. Stir over low heat until the honey dissolves. Cover the pan and stew the rhubarb very gently for about 8 minutes, until it softens. Add a little water if it starts to look dry. Turn off the heat and let cool completely. (You can, of course, prepare the rhubarb a day ahead and keep it chilled overnight.)

Put the rhubarb mixture in a blender with the yogurt and blend until smooth. Taste and add a little more honey, if you like. Pour into 2 glasses and drink right away.

SUMMER
Strawberry and mint smoothie

Serves 2


1 cup ripe strawberries, hulled

¼ cup plain yogurt

2 teaspoons finely chopped fresh mint

1 to 2 teaspoons honey or sugar



Blend everything in a blender and serve right away.

SUMMER
Peach Melba smoothie

Serves 2


2 handfuls raspberries

2 large ripe peaches or nectarines, peeled, pitted, and quartered

A small glass of freshly squeezed orange or apple juice

1 to 2 tablespoons honey

1 teaspoon vanilla extract



Put everything in a blender and blend until smooth. Serve immediately.

VARIATION
Apricot and raspberry smoothie

Use 4 ripe apricots in place of the peaches.

LATE SUMMER/AUTUMN
Dan’s breakfast juice

This concoction from River Cottage baker Dan Stevens sounds weird but tastes great. You do need a proper juicer to make it.

Serves 2


1 apple

1 pear

1 banana

1 carrot

2 celery stalks

½ beet, peeled

1-inch piece fresh ginger, peeled

2 or 3 sprigs parsley



Ideally, chill all the ingredients in the fridge for an hour or two before you juice them.

Simply turn on your juicer and feed all the ingredients through. For a richer, thicker drink, don’t juice the banana but place it in a blender, pour the other juiced ingredients over, then blend.

Serve right away and feel the goodness flow through you.

AUTUMN
Pear and cinnamon smoothie

Serves 2


2 very ripe pears

1 cup plain yogurt

1½ tablespoons maple syrup or honey

1 teaspoon ground cinnamon, plus a little extra for sprinkling

1 teaspoon fresh lemon juice

1 teaspoon grated fresh ginger



Peel, halve, and core the pears and cut into chunks. Put into a blender with all the rest of the ingredients and blend until smooth.

Pour into 2 glasses and sprinkle a little more cinnamon on top, if you like.

WINTER
Banana and oat thickie

Serves 2


2 ripe bananas

1¼ cups ice-cold milk (or half milk and half plain yogurt)

2 tablespoons quick oats

2 ice cubes



Put all the ingredients in a blender and blend until smooth.
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Honey-baked rhubarb

Honey-baked rhubarb

Rhubarb, I confess, is one of my very favorite fruits (though to be accurate, it’s actually a vegetable with an identity crisis). I never tire of finding new ways to enjoy it. This sweet and fragrant breakfast compote is a fairly recent discovery, and I absolutely love it.

Try it on French toast or perfect pancakes, or spooned on to your customized muesli or thick yogurt. Alternatively, serve with vanilla ice cream for a pretty dessert.

From January till early April, you can buy elegant, slender stems of indoor-grown “forced” rhubarb. This gradually gives way to the thicker, darker, more robust outdoor-grown crop. Either will work in this recipe.

Serves 6


2 pounds rhubarb, cut into 2- to 4-inch lengths

Juice and finely grated zest of 1 orange

¼ cup honey



Preheat the oven to 300°F.

Put the rhubarb in an ovenproof dish large enough to hold it in a single layer, then scatter over the orange zest and pour in the juice. Drizzle over the honey and gently mix everything together.

Cover loosely with foil and bake for 45 minutes to 1 hour, until the rhubarb is tender, giving it a gentle stir halfway through. The pieces of rhubarb should keep their shape rather than cook to a mush.

Let cool before serving. This can be covered and kept for a week or so in the fridge.
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Two (or more) fruit salad

Two (or more) fruit salad

There’s no syrup or juice here, no maceration is required, and sugar is an optional extra. It’s really just a plate of fruit. The key thing is that you’ve taken the trouble to peel and slice or otherwise prepare it (a squeeze of lemon or lime juice is, for instance, a wonderful way to dress up a ripe banana and give it a bit of attitude). Children can eat this with their fingers or a fork.


1 banana per person, peeled and sliced



Plus 1 (or more) of the following per person:

A few strawberries, hulled, large ones halved or quartered

A few raspberries

A couple of plums, pitted and quartered

1 small or ½ large apple or pear, cored and sliced

A lemon wedge

1 to 2 teaspoons superfine sugar (optional)



Arrange the prepared fruit on a plate. Squeeze a little lemon juice over the fruit (mainly on the banana). Sprinkle a scant amount of superfine sugar on the tarter fruits, if you like, and serve at once.
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Muesli with apple, orange, and yogurt

Muesli with apple, orange, and yogurt

If you’ve never eaten muesli the Swiss way – soaked in freshly squeezed orange juice and dished up with grated apple and yogurt – then you’ve never really given it a chance. It makes a much more exciting breakfast than muesli with just a slosh of milk. The recipe you see here is merely a guide to compiling a dry muesli mix based on your own preferences. Don’t like sunflower seeds? Leave them out. No dried apricots in the cupboard? Use raisins or prunes. The idea is to customize it to suit yourself and your family.

The dried mixture will keep well for several weeks in an airtight jar, so you can put together a nourishing breakfast in minutes. Unsulfured apricots are my favorite dried fruit for muesli – they have slightly more sharpness than your average raisin. And my favorite nuts are almonds.

Makes 10 to 12 servings


2 cups old-fashioned rolled oats

1 cup mixed dried fruit of your choice, such as dark or golden raisins, dried apricots, dates, or prunes

¾ cup nuts of your choice, lightly toasted if you have time

1 cup wheat flakes (optional)

3 to 4 tablespoons seeds, such as pumpkin, sunflower, sesame, or flax (optional)



To serve (for 1):

1 crisp eating apple, such as Fuji or Gala

Juice of 1 or 2 oranges (or a little milk, if you prefer)

Sugar or honey

Plain yogurt



To make the muesli, put the oats in a bowl. Coarsely chop larger dried fruits, such as apricots, dates, and prunes. Leave the nuts whole, or chop them coarsely if you prefer. Add the fruit and nuts to the oats, together with the wheat flakes and seeds if using, and stir to combine. Empty into an airtight container, seal, and store in a cool, dark place until required.

To serve, put about ½ cup of the muesli mix into a bowl. Coarsely grate or finely chop the apple (including the skin) and add this to the muesli. Squeeze the orange(s) and add the juice to the bowl (or use milk, if you like). Stir to blend everything evenly and let soak for about 10 minutes.

Finally, sprinkle over just a little sugar or drizzle over some honey, add a good dollop of yogurt, and serve.
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Quick oatmeal

Quick oatmeal

It took a while for me to warm to this classic breakfast, after the experience of lumpy, cement-like porridge (i.e., oatmeal) at school. In fact it was the Wallace oatmeal (see below) that converted me. Now I’d say there is no finer start to the day.

You can scale this up to serve as many people as you like. Just stick to the ratio of 1 part oats to 2½ parts water and/or milk.

Serves 2 to 3


1 cup quick oats

2½ cups water or milk (or half of each)

A pinch of sea salt



To serve:

Milk or cream

Honey, sugar, maple syrup, or jam

Bananas, apples, or raisins (optional)

A pinch of ground cinnamon (optional)



Pour the oats into a pan, stir in the water and/or milk and the salt, and bring to a boil over medium heat. Cook briskly for 3 minutes, stirring constantly. If it’s getting too thick, add a dash of hot water.

Serve with a little milk or cream and your choice of sweetener: honey, brown or white sugar, maple syrup, or jam. Feel free to crank it up with sliced bananas, apple slices (gently fried in butter, if you like), raisins, and/or a pinch of cinnamon.

VARIATION
Wallace oatmeal

So called because my friend Andrew Wallace showed me how to make it, this traditional Scottish approach to oatmeal uses steel-cut oats rather than rolled oats for a nuttier, grainier finish, which I love. It needs overnight soaking, and takes a bit longer to cook.

For 4 people, add 1⅓ cups steel-cut oatmeal to a saucepan, add 3½ cups cold water, and leave overnight. In the morning, add a good pinch of salt and stir gently over medium heat until it begins to bubble and gloop like hot mud. Turn the heat down low and cook, stirring occasionally, for about 8 minutes, until the oatmeal is cooked through and creamy. If it is a little thick, a dash of boiling water from the kettle will loosen it. Serve with your choice of milk, cream, honey, jam, syrup, or sugar.
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Honey and peanut butter booster bars

Honey and peanut butter booster bars

These jam-packed near relatives of the flapjack are my antidote to the devil’s work – those big-brand “energy” bars that fester among the chocolate on every gas station counter masquerading as a late breakfast. I wouldn’t call these a substitute for breakfast, and I wouldn’t make outlandish health claims for them either. But the fruity, oaty, nutty, seedy elements will certainly ensure a hefty dose of natural goodness. Far more importantly, they taste delicious.

Makes 16


½ cup unsalted butter

⅔ cup packed brown sugar

⅓ cup no-sugar-added crunchy peanut butter

¼ cup honey, plus a little more to finish

Finely grated zest of 1 orange

Finely grated zest of 1 lemon

1¼ cups old-fashioned rolled oats

¾ cup dried fruit, such as raisins, chopped apricots, prunes, or dates, either singly or in combination

1 cup mixed seeds, such as pumpkin, sunflower, poppy, flaxseed, and sesame



Preheat the oven to 325°F.

Grease and line an 8-inch square baking pan with parchment paper.

Put the butter, sugar, peanut butter, honey, and grated citrus zests in a deep saucepan over very low heat. Let heat until melted, stirring from time to time.

Stir the oats, dried fruit, and three-quarters of the seeds into the melted butter mixture until thoroughly combined. Spread the mixture out evenly in the prepared pan, smoothing the top as you go.

Scatter the remaining seeds over the surface and drizzle with a little more honey. Bake for about 30 minutes, until golden in the center and golden brown on the edges.

Let cool completely in the pan (be patient – it cuts much better when cold), then turn out and cut into squares with a sharp knife. These bars will keep for 5 to 7 days in an airtight tin.

VARIATION
Banana booster bars

Replace the peanut butter with 1 medium ripe banana (about 6 ounces), mashed. Stir it in after all the other ingredients have been combined.
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Whole-wheat pancakes

Whole-wheat pancakes

Once you start eating these, warm and fluffy from the pan, it’s hard to stop. They’re great for weekend breakfasts, but just as good for afternoon tea. The kids love to help me with them, waiting for the bubbles to appear in the hot batter and judging the perfect moment to flip them over in the pan.

If you can’t get hold of self-rising whole-wheat flour, use whole-wheat pastry flour with 2 teaspoons of baking powder added.

Makes 20 to 30


1½ cups self-rising whole-wheat flour

A pinch of baking powder

A pinch of sea salt

2 tablespoons superfine sugar

2 eggs

About 1 cup milk

3 tablespoons unsalted butter, melted

A little sunflower oil



To serve:

Butter

Superfine sugar

A pinch of ground cinnamon (optional)

Jam, maple syrup, or macerated fruit



Sift the flour, baking powder, and salt into a large bowl and stir in the sugar. Make a well in the center and break in the eggs. Pour in about half the milk. Whisk, gently at first, and then as you start to get a thick paste, add more milk and the melted butter. Beat until you get a creamy batter a little thicker than heavy cream – you might not need all the milk.

Put a large, heavy frying pan or a flat griddle over medium-high heat. Add a few drops of oil and rub with a thick wad of paper towels to oil the pan very lightly. Pour a scant tablespoon of batter into the pan – you should be able to fit 4 or 5 in the pan.

After about a minute, little bubbles will start to appear on the surface of the pancakes. As soon as they cover the surface, flip the pancakes over with a spatula – be warned, the first batch may stick. Cook the other side for 40 to 60 seconds or so, then transfer the pancakes to a warm plate and cover them with a clean tea towel so they stay soft – or hand them over to those people waiting eagerly.

Cook the remaining pancakes in the same way, adjusting the heat level if they start browning too quickly and oiling the pan with paper towels as necessary.

To serve, top with a little butter and sprinkle with some sugar and a fine dusting of cinnamon, if you like. Or serve buttered and spread with jam, maple syrup, or macerated fruit. Eat quickly, while still hot.

VARIATIONS
Raisin and lemon pancakes

Add a little grated lemon zest to the batter and an extra tablespoon of sugar. Sprinkle raisins onto the pancakes as they cook.

Savory pancakes

Omit the sugar. Add about ⅓ cup grated Cheddar and a grind of black pepper to the batter, and maybe some crumbled cooked bacon. Very good as a quick supper with baked beans.
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Perfect pancakes

Perfect pancakes

Thin, crêpe-style pancakes have a bit of a reputation for being tricky, but I think that’s because a lot of us only make them once a year. Confidence is the most important ingredient: the more you make, the better they’ll be. They’re great, quick breakfast fare, and in our house we have them at least once a week. I like to eat them with a light dusting of sugar and a squeeze of lemon juice, but we also top them with sliced banana and honey, with fridge jam, or sometimes with a slosh of maple syrup.

The 30-minute rest is important (without it, your pancakes may be a bit wet). If we are thinking ahead, we often make the batter the night before and leave it in the fridge overnight. It won’t keep for more than 48 hours though; i.e., two breakfasts in a row, tops.

Makes about 16


2 cups white or whole-wheat pastry flour

A pinch of sea salt

2 eggs, lightly beaten

About 2½ cups whole milk

A little sunflower oil



To serve:

Superfine sugar and a squeeze of lemon juice (or see suggestions above)



Sift the flour and salt into a bowl and make a well in the center. Pour in the eggs, add about ¼ cup of the milk, and start to whisk, gradually incorporating the flour into the wet ingredients. When you have a thick batter forming in the middle, add a bit more milk and whisk in a bit more flour. Keep going in this way until all the milk has been added, all the flour is incorporated, and you have a smooth batter about the consistency of half-and-half. One of the mistakes people make with these pancakes is to leave the batter too thick. You can also make the batter by blending everything up in a blender or food processor. Either way, let it rest for at least 30 minutes, then check the consistency again. If it’s thickened up a bit, add a dash more milk to bring it back to the right consistency.

To cook the pancakes, heat a nonstick frying pan or crêpe pan, about 8 inches in diameter, over medium heat. When it’s hot, swirl 1 tablespoon of oil around the pan, then pour out the excess. Add a small ladleful (a scant ¼ cup) of batter – just enough to coat the bottom of the pan – and swirl it around quickly until it covers the bottom. Cook for a minute or so, until lightly colored underneath, then flip over and cook for a minute more. Depending on the pan, you may need to loosen the edges of the pancake with a palette knife before you flip.

Almost without exception, the first pancake will be a failure. Don’t worry, this is normal; the next one will be much better. Dole them out as you make them so they can be eaten hot – sprinkled with sugar and lemon juice.
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Baked breakfast cheesecake

Baked breakfast cheesecake

I know the idea of cheesecake for breakfast sounds odd, but this simple recipe is a great way to start the day, especially if you serve it with some fresh berries or a fruit compote. It is incredibly easy to throw together since there’s no crust, and you can get it on the table in little more than half an hour.

Besides making a luxurious weekend breakfast or brunch, it is also a delicious dessert. Until recently, I thickened the cheese mixture with a little semolina or flour, but I tried using oatmeal instead and the result was so successful that I now usually do it this way.

If using salted goat cheese, don’t add salt to the recipe.

Serves 10


21 ounces ricotta cheese or cream cheese, or soft, very mild goat cheese (preferably unsalted)

5 tablespoons unsalted butter, melted and cooled slightly

3 tablespoons quick oats, fine semolina, or whole-wheat pastry flour

A good pinch of sea salt

½ cup superfine sugar

2 eggs, lightly beaten

Finely grated zest of 2 small oranges, plus 1 tablespoon juice

3 tablespoons raisins (optional)



To serve:

Fresh fruit or fruit compote

Yogurt or sour cream (optional)



Preheat the oven to 325°F.

Generously butter a 9-inch springform cake pan.

Beat the cheese with a wooden spoon until smooth, then add the melted butter, oatmeal, semolina, or flour, salt, sugar, eggs, and orange zest and juice, and mix well (feel free to whiz the ingredients in a food processor). Fold in the raisins, if using.

Spoon the mixture into the prepared pan and bake for about 25 minutes, until just set, with a slight wobble in the center.

Serve hot, warm, or at room temperature with some fresh fruit or fruit compote, and, if you like, yogurt or sour cream.
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French toast with apples

French toast with apples

Known in Britain as “eggy bread,” French toast – like pancakes – is a wholesome way for kids to start their day, especially if it is topped with fried apple slices. You could substitute pears for the apples, cooked in exactly the same way, or simply top the French toast with fridge jam, or macerated fruit.

Serves 4


4 eggs

2 tablespoons milk

About 2 tablespoons superfine sugar

4 thick slices slightly stale white bread, crusts removed

Unsalted butter and sunflower oil for frying

½ teaspoon ground cinnamon (optional)



For the apples:

1 tablespoon unsalted butter

A drizzle of sunflower oil

2 crisp eating apples, such as Cortland, peeled (or not, as you like), cored, and cut into thin wedges

2 teaspoons superfine or brown sugar (optional)



Beat the eggs together thoroughly with the milk and 1 tablespoon of the sugar, then pour into a shallow dish. Add the bread slices and submerge them in the egg, turning to coat them well. Let them soak, turning occasionally, for at least 10 minutes, or up to half an hour. Ideally, the bread should absorb almost all the egg – but it never quite does!

While the bread is soaking, cook the apples. Heat the butter and oil in a frying pan. Add the apple slices and cook over medium heat, turning them occasionally, for 5 to 10 minutes, until soft and lightly golden. Add a little sugar toward the end, if you like, to create a buttery syrup in the pan. Scoop the apples out and keep them warm.

You can fry the bread in the same pan as the apples – but if you’ve added sugar you’ll have to give it a quick cleaning. Heat the pan over medium heat and add a little more butter and another dash of oil. Lay the bread in the pan (cook it in 2 batches, if necessary) and drizzle any leftover egg on top. Fry for 2 to 3 minutes, until the bottom is golden brown, then flip over and cook for 2 to 3 minutes more. Transfer to warm plates.

Scatter the remaining sugar over the bread (combining it first with the cinnamon, if you like), pile the warm apples and any syrupy juices on top, and serve.

VARIATIONS


	Serve cinnamon-sprinkled French toast with roasted plums or with honey-baked rhubarb.

	Instead of sprinkling your French toast with sugar, drizzle over some maple syrup and top with blueberries or raspberries.

	Serve plain, unsugared French toast with bacon or fried ham.
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Homemade yogurt

Homemade yogurt

We use yogurt all the time at River Cottage – in fruity fools and ice cream, in breads and cakes, and swirled into soups, stews, and curries. We mix it with goat cheese and herbs to make near-instant dips, and with toasted spices to spoon into bowls of soup). But it is also, of course, an ideal breakfast food, wonderful with a spoonful of fridge jam stirred in, or a drizzle of golden honey on top. Pair it with fresh, dried, or stewed fruit, or muesli and it makes an even more satisfying start to the day.

Making your own yogurt can save you money, and it also gives you complete control over what goes into it (organic or even unpasteurized milk, if you choose, and no preservatives). You just need some live yogurt to start you off, a candy thermometer, and a warm bowl in a warm place or, easier still, a Thermos. The powdered milk isn’t essential either, though it will help to thicken the yogurt. Make sure you don’t eat all your first batch – keep a little back to make your next lot.

Makes about 2¼ cups


2 cups whole milk

⅓ cup powdered milk

3 tablespoons live-culture plain whole-milk yogurt



Pour the milk into a saucepan and whisk in the dried milk powder. Put the pan over medium heat, stand a candy thermometer in it, and stir gently, watching the thermometer carefully, until the temperature reaches 115°F.

Take the saucepan off the heat and pour the milk into a warmed mixing bowl. Check that the temperature hasn’t gone beyond 115°F. If it has, stir the milk until the temperature drops back. Whisk in the yogurt. The bacteria within it will start to work on the fresh milk, converting it into yogurt.

Cover the bowl with a lid or some plastic wrap, wrap it in a towel, and put it somewhere warm – above a radiator is good. Alternatively, you can pour the mixture into a warmed wide-mouth Thermos and seal.

Check the yogurt after 6 to 8 hours, or leave it overnight. If it’s still runny, leave it wrapped up in the warm place for another 1 or 2 hours. When it has thickened and looks set, pour it into a clean container, seal, and refrigerate. Homemade yogurt isn’t as thick as most commercial varieties. If you’d like a thicker finish, you can strain the yogurt through a cheesecloth-lined sieve over a bowl in the fridge for a few hours.
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Fridge jam

Fridge jam

This “fridge jam” is a sort of halfway house between full-blown preserves and a fresh fruit sauce. With only two-thirds the sugar of a standard jam, it has a softer, looser consistency and a sharper flavor. It’s very versatile. You can still serve it on toast, of course, but at home we mostly have it for breakfast with pancakes or on yogurt. It’s outstanding with rice pudding, too. Make it with strawberries, raspberries, or gooseberries, or try my favorite cherry jam (see below).

Makes about 6 cups


3 pounds fresh strawberries, raspberries, or gooseberries

Juice of 1 lemon

4 cups sugar



Sterilize some Mason jars or other suitable containers by washing them in hot, soapy water and drying in a very low oven (or put them through a dishwasher cycle).

Divide the fruit in half, putting the smaller berries in one bowl, the larger ones in another (if the small ones are quite big, halve them). Coarsely crush the large ones with a potato masher (or by hand), then add the uncrushed berries, lemon juice, and sugar. Stir to combine, then leave for an hour to draw out the juices.

Transfer the mixture to a preserving pan or a wide, heavy saucepan that is deep enough for the jam to bubble away safely. Bring it quickly to a rolling boil, stirring a few times to make sure all the sugar dissolves, then boil hard for exactly 5 minutes, skimming off any foam from the surface. Take off the heat and let cool for 5 minutes (this helps to keep the whole fruit suspended in the jam).

Pour the hot jam into the warm jars or other vessels and seal tightly. Label jars when cool. Store in the fridge and use within 3 weeks.

VARIATION
Sour cherry fridge jam

Substitute 3 pounds cherries for the berries. I like to leave the pits in, as they lend a special flavor, but you may prefer to remove them using an olive/cherry pitter (tie the pits in a square of cheesecloth and add it to the jam while you boil it up).

Put the cherries in a preserving pan or a wide, heavy saucepan with 6 tablespoons water (no lemon juice) and bring slowly to a boil, stirring often, until the juices run. Simmer gently for about 10 minutes, until the cherries are soft. Add 4 cups sugar, stir until dissolved, then bring to a boil and boil hard for 5 minutes. Seal and serve as above.
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Nut butters

Nut butters

Making your own nut butter is so simple and quick, and you can adapt the recipe to your own taste. Try toasting the nuts for a few minutes in a hot oven or leave them raw, or experiment with different nuts, in any combination. Cashew nut butter is my favorite, but almonds, hazelnuts, and, of course, peanuts all work well.

Homemade nut butter is very good spread thickly on freshly baked bread and topped with your favorite jam. You could also spread it on oatcakes or digestive biscuits, or roll it into balls and dip them in melted dark chocolate for a deliciously indulgent treat. It plays a starring role in our favorite “late-for-school” sandwich, too – thick sourdough bread, nut butter, and sliced banana.

Makes ¾ cup


1½ cups nuts (unroasted and unsalted), such as cashews, almonds, hazelnuts, and/or peanuts

3 to 4 tablespoons canola or sunflower oil

1 to 2 teaspoons honey

½ teaspoon coarse sea salt



Put the nuts in a food processor and pulse until quite fine. Add a tablespoon or two of the oil and process until you have a creamy paste, then add the honey and salt. Add a few more nuts just at the end of processing if you’d like a crunchy nut butter. Store in the fridge in an airtight container, where it will keep for up to 2 weeks.

VARIATION
Nut and seed butters

To any of your favorite nut butters, add ¼ cup sunflower, sesame, or pumpkin seeds, or a combination, at the end of processing to give extra texture and crunch.
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Tomato toast

Tomato toast

If you have ever had breakfast in Barcelona, there’s every chance you were offered pa amb tomàquet. That’s tomato toast to you and me. I can think of few things more delicious in high summer, when tomatoes are at their fleshy, sunny, flavorsome best. If you grow your own, it’s an absolute must.

The messy, pulpy tomato grating is fun for grown-ups and kids – this is one occasion when you’re certainly permitted to play with your food.

Serves 2


2 thick slices robust bread (sourdough is ideal)

1 garlic clove, halved (optional)

2 ripe, juicy large tomatoes, halved

2 tablespoons fruity extra-virgin olive oil

Sea salt



Toast or grill the bread. If you don’t mind a bit of garlic in the morning, rub the cut garlic clove gently over one side. Next, rub on the tomatoes, grating and squishing the cut side messily against the rough surface of the toast and squirting out the pulp as you go. Discard the skins. Drizzle over the olive oil, sprinkle on a pinch of sea salt, and eat immediately.

VARIATION
Oily toast

This is a delicious alternative to hot buttered toast. My kids absolutely love it for breakfast. Rub your hot toast with garlic if you like (we don’t in the morning, but do if we’re having the toast with soup or salad for supper). Then simply drizzle the toast fairly generously with a good, tasty unrefined oil – we rotate hempseed, canola, and olive oil, and sometimes use a combination. Finish with a sprinkling of sea salt.
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Portobello mushrooms on toast

Portobello mushrooms on toast

Big, dark-gilled mushrooms, oozing garlicky, buttery juices, make a very easy cooked breakfast or brunch. This is a dish I particularly like to make in autumn, with horse or field mushrooms I’ve gathered myself. With a salad on the side, this would make a light supper, too – or a simple starter for four.

Serves 2


4 portobello or other large, flat mushrooms, stemmed

About 2 tablespoons unsalted butter

1 fat garlic clove, finely chopped

A large sprig of thyme or lemon thyme

Sea salt and freshly ground black pepper

2 thick slices bread (sourdough and soda bread are particularly good)

½ lemon



Preheat the oven to 375°F.

Put the mushrooms in a lightly buttered ovenproof dish big enough to hold them in a single layer. Cut the butter into little nuggets and dot them over the top of the mushrooms. Scatter over the chopped garlic, then strip the leaves from the thyme and scatter these over too. Season generously with salt and pepper.

Bake for about 15 minutes, until the mushrooms are tender and overflowing with garlicky, buttery juice. Meanwhile, toast the bread.

Put the toast on 2 warm plates, top with the mushrooms, and drizzle over any juices left in the dish. Finish with a generous squeeze of lemon juice and serve right away.
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Smoked salmon and scrambled eggs on toast

Smoked salmon and scrambled eggs on toast

Salty, smoky salmon combined with rich, creamy scrambled eggs is one of the great brunch/weekend-breakfast dishes – and a pretty mean supper any day of the week. You may well have your own preferred method for scrambling eggs, but I include mine for those who are not yet set in their ways. As with any simple dish, the quality of the ingredients is everything. Use organically farmed salmon, and the freshest free-range eggs you can find.

Serves 2


About 4 ounces sliced smoked salmon

4 eggs

Fine sea salt and freshly ground black pepper

1 tablespoon unsalted butter, plus a little more for the toast

2 slices good bread



Unwrap the salmon and lay the slices on a plate so they come to room temperature while you cook the eggs.

Break the eggs into a bowl. Add a good pinch of salt and a grind of pepper and whisk with a fork. Place a small nonstick saucepan over low heat and melt half the butter in it. When the butter begins to bubble, pour in the eggs and start stirring with a wooden spoon. Put the bread on to toast now.

As the mixture gets hotter, the eggs will start to thicken into soft lumps. This takes a few minutes – don’t rush it by turning up the heat. Keep stirring gently, scraping the bottom and sides of the pan to move any setting egg back into the more yielding middle. As you approach the degree of runniness you like, remove from the heat, stir for another 10 seconds or so, then add the remaining butter, which will, with a final quick stir, help stop the eggs cooking any further.

Quickly butter the toast, lay a couple of slices of smoked salmon on each piece, and pile the eggs on top. Serve right away.

VARIATIONS
Scrambled eggs with ham

Instead of smoked salmon, use ham (sliced from a proper ham) at room temperature. Serve on the toast, under the scrambled eggs, as above.

Scrambled eggs with smoked fish

In place of the salmon, use 8 to 10 ounces smoked pollock or haddock fillet lightly poached in enough milk just to cover, with a bay leaf and a few peppercorns added (bring to a simmer, take off the heat, and let the fish cook in the residual heat for a few minutes, then drain). Break the fish into large flakes, removing the skin and any bones. Gently stir into your scrambled eggs for the last minute or so of cooking.




End of sample
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