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This book is dedicated to the potato
#######
Introduction - Potato History - Potato Nutrition - Types of Potato - How to Bake a Potato - Beans and Stuff – Curries - Stir Fries - Sauces and Extras - Baby Bakers - Glossary
Eat more fresh potatoes.
On average, people in the UK eat 110kg of potatoes each per year. That's about 2 kilograms or 4 pounds per week. Unfortunately in recent years more of this consumption has been of processed potatoes in the form of frozen chips and other potato products.
Now less than half of the potatoes eaten in the UK are bought fresh. In the United States, consumption of processed potatoes overtook the consumption of fresh potatoes more than fifteen years ago.
The best way to eat potatoes is with their skin on, this keeps more of their nutritional value intact, that's why baked potatoes are good for you.
It's not difficult to bake fresh potatoes, hardly more effort than going to the freezer and tipping a couple of handfuls of frozen chips into hot oil.
At its simplest, all you have to do is to clean any dirt off (and many potatoes now come pre-washed anyway) and place them in a hot oven for an hour.
Don't forget to eat the skin; this is one of the most nutritious parts of a potato, see the chapter on potato nutrition for more information.
This book sets out to encourage you to eat your potatoes in their most nutritious and delicious form by presenting innovative and tasty recipes, ranging from the easy to prepare lunchtime snack to recipes suitable for the most demanding dinner party.
Some of the recipes have been adapted from dishes that were not originally intended to be used with baked potatoes, but with a little tweaking here and there they seem to get on well. Why not try one of your own, something you usually serve with rice or pasta for example?
All of the recipes in this book are suitable for vegetarians and vegans, so you can be sure that whoever you are cooking for will appreciate the wonders that this amazing vegetable has to offer.
Most of the ingredients used will be familiar to most people, but there are some that you may not have used before. There is a glossary at the end of the book that describes these ingredients but there are a few that deserve a mention here.
Tofu for example has had a bad press, often portrayed as some sort of dippy-hippy food, but if it is prepared properly it can add depths of texture and taste that will greatly enhance your culinary range.
Tofu, also known as beancurd, is made from raw soya beans and has been a staple food in many parts of the world for two thousand years, most notably China, where Western ailments like heart disease are very rare.
It's also important to use the right type of tofu. For the purposes of this book I have used only Firm Tofu, of the type that is sold by Clearspot. I find that their organic firm tofu, which you can buy in good wholefood shops, is the most suited to Western tastes.
See the glossary at the end of the book for more information on this and other branded products used.
Tamari is made from fermented soya beans and adds flavour to foods without the drawbacks of the more commonly used salt. Shoyu is a very similar product to tamari and is used extensively in Japanese cooking.
Beans are good. We're all used to the humble tin of baked beans, but with less trouble than you might think, it's easy to buy dried beans of many different varieties and cook them yourself.
A note on cooking dried beans.
First buy a packet of dried beans from a health food shop or supermarket. Tip them in a bowl and cover generously with water. Leave them soak overnight. Rinse them and boil them vigorously for ten minutes in fresh water. Simmer them until they go tender. Add them to recipes. Excess amounts can be frozen.
Some dried beans you can try.
Aduki Beans, Butter Beans, Chickpeas, Red Kidney Beans, Pinto Beans, Black-eye Beans, Black Beans, Haricot Beans (used for the common Baked Bean, also known as Navy Beans), Lima Beans and Fava Beans (or Broad Beans).
Finally, don't forget that cooking is an art as well as a skill; so don't be afraid to experiment, as long as you're prepared for the occasional disaster. It's a very rewarding experience to discover some new combination of flavours and textures.
However, be assured that all the recipes in this book are tried and tested.
Potatoes seem to be everywhere: they’re in little plastic packets on the shelves of every food shop, on the menu in every restaurant and on the plates of everyone nearly every day, but they are relative newcomers to the diets of most of the world.
For many hundreds of years it was believed that the potato was a native plant of Virginia, but in fact the potato was introduced to Virginia, and many other places, probably during Francis Drake’s voyage around the world in the late 1500s.
It is thought that wild potatoes were first used by the people of Peru 10,000 years ago, and that they were farmed and cultivated in the Andes, where it is too cold to grow maize, as long as 4,500 years ago.
The name potato is probably derived from the Indian name patata or papa.
The potato had a huge influence on early South American civilisations like the Incas who used representations of them in their art and developed religious ceremonies based on the vegetable. There are more than 1000 words used to describe potatoes and their associated products in the ancient Quechua language.
This humble, earthy vegetable was first brought to European attention by a Spanish conquistador when in 1537 he described finding maize, beans and a type of truffle, which we now know to be potato, after one of his raids on an Indian village (nice man!).
For a few hundred years after its introduction to Europe the potato was viewed with suspicion, but it did eventually find its place as one of our favourite vegetables to the extent that dependence on it as a primary food source led to the consequences of the Irish Potato Famine of the 1800s.
The Irish had adopted the potato as their main food source because it yielded more food per acre of land than any other crop. For over two hundred years until 1845 the potato served Ireland well, to the extent that the potato became known as the Irish Potato all over the world to distinguish it from the sweet potato. Then the potato blight Phytophthora Infestans struck and potato crops were devastated, causing mass starvation and emigration.
Before the blight and of course afterwards, the Irish migrated all over the world and took the potato with them, introducing it to many countries and cultures, from where it spread further. Thus the potato has become the world’s most eaten vegetable and continues to provide the basis for cheap, tasty and nutritious meals wherever it is used.
Potatoes are now widely recognised as being very nutritious; they are a good source of complex carbohydrate, the type that the body needs for energy. They also contain many vitamins and minerals, when eaten with their skin on and provide a healthy, satisfying meal.
An average sized baking potato in its raw state provides the following basic nutrients.
Classic Potato per 100g
Energy - 75 kcal
Protein - 2 g
Carbohydrate - 17 g
Fibre - 2.2 g
Vitamin C- 19 mg
In addition the potato contains these other vitamins and minerals, including 20% of the daily adult requirement for Potassium:
Calcium
Phosphorous
Iron
Sodium
Potassium
Magnesium
Vitamin B1
Vitamin B3
“Eat the Skin”
The inhabitants of ancient South America, where the potato was first cultivated, used the potato along with maize as a staple food, and this undoubtedly helped them to worry less about day to day survival and concentrate more on building their culture and society.
The Incas used potatoes extensively in their diet. For example, potatoes were left in the open in the Andes so that they would dry out in the sun. They were then crushed into potato flour that could be stored for later use or carried on long journeys to provide sustenance.
Potatoes are good to eat and they are good for you. The vitamin C is a renowned antioxidant; it helps build a strong immune system and protects teeth and gums. Potatoes are low in sodium and a good source of potassium and therefore may help to protect against strokes and high blood pressure. In their unprepared state they also contain no fat.
Potato Varieties
Human beings have cultivated potatoes for thousands of years and along the way have developed many new varieties with differing characteristics. At the highest level, there are two main kinds of potatoes that we recognise – red and white, but behind these staples of the supermarket shelf there are, according to various sources, between 2000 and 5000 varieties of potatoes.
Most of these varieties are not in commercial production, so you are not going to see them on the shelves, in fact, the largest number of varieties ever seen in one place was at the Three Counties Potato Display as part of the Shropshire flower show in August 2004, where 589 varieties were collected together, including the variety known as Russian Banana.
Some other varieties listed on the European Cultivated Potato Database at http://www.europotato.org/ are Tiffany, Tosca and the Rural New Yorker.
According to the database there are 4,000 cultivars and 1,400 breeding lines of potato.
Much of the motivation in developing new strains of potato comes from the memory of the Irish Potato Famine.
About 100 varieties are grown commercially in the UK, but three-quarters of all the potatoes we consume come from just 17 varieties.
The best types of potato for baking according to the British Potato Council Online Handbook at www.potato.org.uk, are:
Admiral - New Variety
Adora
Avalanche
Cara
Cosmos - New Variety
Estima
Fianna
Harmony - New Variety
Remarka
Riviera - New Variety
Saxon
Shannon
Slaney
Valor
Verity - New Variety
Xantia - New Variety
Yukon Gold
Of these, the most recognisable types in the shops are Cara and Estima.
The Cara tubers are described as “Medium to large, short oval to round, parti-coloured red/white skin, cream flesh with medium eye depth.”
According to other sources the best types of potato for baking are: Maris Piper, King Edward, Désirée, Cara or Marfona, Kestrel, Pomeroy, Remarka, Maris Piper . . . . The lists go on . . . . The more you look into it, the more likely you are to get confused. The best advice is to buy good quality potatoes that are the right size for your tastes, possibly sticking to those potatoes that are specifically labelled as Baking Potatoes, but don’t be afraid to experiment.
Baking a potato is simple isn’t it? You just stick it in a hot oven and take it out when it’s soft inside and not too burnt on the outside.
I have been cooking for my family and myself for half of my life and a bit more. I baked my first potato when I lived in a shared house in Cardiff.
Shameful I know, but up until then, with the over-generous financial assistance of my parents, I had lived mostly on expensive takeaways or restaurant meals with the odd tin of beans, heated and dumped on a slice of toast as my only contribution to the culinary arts.
That first potato was a revelation; I had approached it with a criminal casualness; just ran it under the tap and rubbed off the visible dirt, then rolled it haphazardly into the oven. I’d borrowed it off a housemate because I didn’t have time to go to the takeaway – I was too busy getting ready for a night out and needed something to line my stomach in case I drank too much.
Luckily it turned out perfectly, with a nice fluffy inside and a crisp but not tough skin. I smothered it in margarine and stuffed it with raw onion – it was amazing, something I alone had created from the raw materials of Mother Earth (except for the margarine) and it inspired me to develop my kitchen skills so that by the time I left that house to set up my own home, I was hooked - a cook for evermore.
My favourite method of baking a potato is:
Scrub it clean under a running tap.
Cut out the eyes and the scars it has acquired since its harvest.
Stab it a few times with a knife or a fork.
Hold it under the tap and run some more clean water over it to get rid of the excess starch created by cutting it.
Drizzle some sunflower oil over the potato.
Sprinkle a generous amount of sea salt over and rub it in, spreading the oil and the salt evenly over the potato.
Stick a metal skewer through the middle of the potato.
Put it in the centre of a hot oven, about 200 degrees C for an hour and twenty minutes.
Of course the oil drips onto the bottom of the oven, so I put a roasting tray on the shelf underneath for the first half hour to catch the drips.
Five minutes before the end of cooking, I take the potato from the oven, remove the skewer (careful, it’s hot), wrap the potato in a clean tea towel and squeeze it gently until it gives.
Put the potato back in the oven and turn the heat on full for the last five or ten minutes.
Serve.
After talking to some of my friends and family, I discovered that there are many variations on this method, so I decided to conduct a survey. Listed below are some of the more sensible suggestions I received.
Keep it Simple: Josephine has a simple philosophy of the ‘life’s too short to stuff a mushroom’ variety. This is her method.
Preheat the oven to almost maximum. After cleaning and rinsing the potato, stick a fork in several places. Put the potato on a high shelf in the oven and bake for almost an hour
Moisturise Your Skin: Misty likes to rub the potato lightly with olive oil before baking on a lower heat (180 degrees C) to make a softer skin.
Zap it: Caroline is a busy woman, with her two jobs and three children so sometimes she has to do everything she can to speed the process up. She uses a microwave.
Pierce a medium to large potato all over with a fork. Put it in a microwave and cook on full power for up to 10 minutes (sometimes longer), turning over halfway to ensure even cooking.
Fluff it up: Owen’s advice for fluffier potatoes is to pierce the potato with a fork; this lets the steam out and helps with the fluffiness. Before serving cut a cross in the top with a sharp knife and push the sides together to fluff it up.
Half-Baked: Gaynor is another busy woman, being both a head teacher and a karate expert, and likes to cut her potatoes in half lengthwise before placing them cut side down on an oiled baking tray, then baking for 35 minutes or more.
Sam’s advice: Ingredients for a successful baked potato - A nice big potato, a good dollop of margarine, a clean towel, a fork and a microwave oven
Wash the potato and stab it several times with the fork. Heat on full power in the microwave for 4 minutes. Turn the potato over and heat on full power for another 4 minutes. Remove the potato and wrap it tight in the towel. Squeeze the potato through the towel until it gives.
Steam-Bake: Jerry wraps his in kitchen foil after washing them. He says “They’re more like steamed potatoes than baked, because the potato cooks in its own steam as it can’t escape, but they’re just as nice in their own way, the skin is soft just as I like it.”
Foil and onions: Frances is another aficionado of kitchen foil. She enjoys barbecues and loves to cut a potato in half lengthways. She then slices an onion and squashes it between the two halves of the potato along with a generous dollop of margarine.
She then wraps it in foil and puts it on the barbecue until it becomes succulent and soft and infused with the onion and margarine.
The professional touch: Ioan (Who is a professional chef by the way) bakes his potatoes 80% of the way without any additives; then he takes them out of the oven and cracks them with a rolling pin before drizzling lots of extra virgin olive oil and sprinkling them with caraway seeds. He then puts them back in the oven in a dish to finish the cooking
Massage it: Jessica rubs oil on hers, olive oil, then rubs fine sea salt and mixed herbs over them before cooking them for 1½ hours at 190 degrees C.
Other Variations
Baked potatoes are usually served whole, slit open and piled with the filling of your choice. You can also:
Scoop the flesh out of the cooked potato
Mash it in a bowl
Mix in the filling
Squeeze the mixture back into the potato skin
Put it back in the oven for 10—20 minutes.
My favourite method is to:
Use medium size potatoes to shorten cooking time
Wash the potatoes and remove any bad bits
Cut a 1” / 2cm deep cross in the top of the potato with a sharp knife.
Brush the potato lightly with sunflower oil and a little salt.
Wrap the potato in two layers of cooking foil
Place in the embers of a bonfire or on a barbecue
Leave for 30 minutes initially
Check now and again to see if it’s cooked.
###
The main focus of this section is the highly nutritious range of foods that include beans, pulses and tofu.
All the recipes in this section should feed 4 hungry people but you can adjust the quantities if you are cooking for more or for less.
Aduki Beans and Carrots
4 ozs / 115g Aduki beans – dry weight
1 or 2 tablespoons / 15ml – 30ml vegetable oil
1 large onion, chopped
2 cloves garlic, crushed
2 carrots, finely diced
3 tablespoons / 45ml tomato puree
2 teaspoons / 10ml mixed herbs
Salt and pepper to taste
Soak the Aduki beans overnight. Drain and rinse them. Bring to the boil in fresh water, continue to boil rapidly for 10 minutes, reduce the heat, cover and simmer until soft (about 45 minutes). Keep the beans and the cooking water.
Heat a tablespoon of oil in a wok or a large frying pan. Fry the onions and garlic for five minutes, add the carrots and sauté until the carrots begin to soften. Add beans and their cooking liquid, herbs, salt and pepper and tomato puree. Add extra water if necessary and simmer for a further 30 – 40 minutes.
Notes:
Aduki (or Adzuki) Beans are small red beans originating from China. They are extremely savoury and have a high iron content.
#
Black Eye Stew
8 ozs / 225g black eye beans – dry weight
1 or 2 tablespoons / 15ml – 30ml vegetable oil
1 large onion, chopped
2 cloves garlic, crushed
3 ozs / 85g green beans, washed and cut into 1” /
2cm lengths
1 small red or green pepper chopped
1 x 14oz / 400g can chopped tomatoes
2 tablespoons / 30ml tomato puree
2 tablespoons / 30ml dried parsley (or a handful of
finely chopped fresh flat parsley)
Salt and pepper to taste
Pinch chilli powder
Soak the black eye beans overnight. Drain and rinse them. Bring to the boil in fresh water, continue to boil rapidly for 10 minutes, reduce the heat, cover and simmer until soft (about 20 minutes). Keep the beans and the cooking water.
Heat a tablespoon of oil in a wok or a large frying pan. Fry the onions and garlic, add green beans and pepper – sauté until the green beans begin to soften.
Add black eye beans and their cooking liquid, tomatoes, tomato puree, parsley, salt and pepper and chilli. Simmer for a further 20 - 30 minutes.
#
Potato Bolognese #1
¾ pint / 425ml boiling water
3½ ozs / 100g dried TVP Mince
½ oz / 15g soya margarine
1 onion chopped
1 parsnip finely chopped
1 carrot finely chopped
1 stick celery finely chopped
salt and pepper to taste
1 tablespoon / 15ml sugar
1 bay leaf
2 tablespoons / 30ml tamari or shoyu
1 x 14oz / 400g tin chopped tomatoes
Pour the boiling water over the TVP in a bowl. Melt the margarine in a saucepan and sauté the onion, parsnip, carrot and celery for 5 - 10 minutes. Add the now-hydrated TVP, salt, pepper, sugar, bay leaf, tamari and tomatoes to the pan and simmer for 15 - 20 minutes.
#
Potato Bolognese #2
Another Variation
1 tablespoon / 15ml olive oil
1 onion, chopped
2 cloves garlic, crushed
½ green pepper, chopped
4 ozs / 115g button mushrooms, chopped
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