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WELCOME TO TIN CAN COOK

This is my fourth cookbook, and I’ve seen inside enough kitchen cupboards by now to be fascinated by our relationship with tinned foods, and what those tins can say about us. Our abilities, our fears, our emergencies, our comfort zones. Tins with ring pulls attached tend to belong to those with slightly more disposable income; look carefully at the Basics and Value ranges next time you’re in the supermarket and you’ll see that they require a tin opener to get into them. The irony, that those with the least money need an additional piece of kitchen equipment in order to eat the most basic food stuffs.

Foodbanks – once a quaint Dickensian idea of a ‘big society’, now sit squarely in every community in the United Kingdom. At the time of writing this, there are around four hundred, providing 1.5 million food parcels a year to people who would be at risk of starving without them, and those parcels are made up primarily of tins. I know, because I was a foodbank user for six long months. It was out of those parcels that I started to write my early recipes online, mostly for something to do, and then as my blog grew in popularity, out of a sense of duty and necessity.

I have gone on to write ‘cold box recipes’, for people who are homeless or have no access to kitchens. ‘Kettle recipes’ for people who – you guessed it – have only a kettle to heat their food. And recipes from tin cans for charity dinners, for foodbank users, for a pop-up restaurant to raise awareness of an ‘Eat Or Heat’ campaign, and for my books.

The late, former BBC cook Shirley Goode once wrote about my first book, A Girl Called Jack, that ‘cooking with yoghurt and a jar of fish paste doesn’t take any particular skill’. In my Guardian recipe column, readers would tut below the lines in the comments section every time I chopped a tin of potatoes into a saag aloo or casserole, so I responded by including an entire chapter of the blessed bleached things in Cooking on a Bootstrap by way of retort. I have spent years rinsing the  sticky orange sauce from 23p baked beans to reveal the runty little haricots beneath, at a third of the price of the plain ones – a great alternative if you can handle the slightly luminescent tinge that doesn’t quite come off.

We have an odd culinary relationship with tinned food. In higher society, rare and supposedly exquisite goods like tinned baby octopus, foie gras and caviar come in beautifully crafted, artistically designed tins. They are collectors’ items; one former friend kept a display of every tin of caviar she had ever eaten, an understated trophy cabinet of excess and moral turpitude. The restaurant Tincan, designed by the Tate, popped up briefly in Soho, in London, with hundreds of tins of expensive fish lining the walls to be selected by the customer and served with a chunk of bread, a pinch of salt and an eye-watering bill.

At the other end of the spectrum, I fill my shopping trolley with identical white labelled tins, the contents scrawled on the front as though in a child’s hand, with no ring pull on the top, and barely a clue to their contents. At 20p, carrots in a tin are cheaper than fresh. Tinned tomatoes contain more lycopene, a cancer-fighting agent, than their fresh counterparts. Tinned potatoes can be up to a sixth of the price of even the cheapest fresh varieties. Sweetcorn, mushy peas, beans and lentils are all basic staples that can be thrown together into a variety of surprising meals. Tinned sardines contain almost an entire day’s recommended intake of vitamins D and B12. The Tin Can Cook is one who can open their cupboard and create a meal from its contents on any given day, whatever they may be.

As I said, it’s an odd relationship that we have with tinned goods. But we all have them, lurking in our kitchens, and I’m here to show you how you can create beautiful, delicious and nourishing meals by simply chucking a few of them together.

These recipes are designed for everyone – from those with very little cooking confidence and ability, the smallest of kitchens and the scantest of equipment, all the way up the culinary spectrum to the gourmands, the bon vivants, the entertainers, the practical jokers among us. I once cooked a three-course meal for a group of diners at a five-star hotel entirely from the cheapest tins in the supermarket. They loved the food, but their reactions when we did the ‘big reveal’ and showed them that it all came from a pile of tin cans, was absolutely priceless. Most laughed, some were embarrassed, one man was memorably apoplectic.  Oh, I laughed at his furious notion that somehow tinned potatoes were going to kill him, when moments before he had declared it the best meal he had ever eaten. You can, of course, recreate these recipes with fresh ingredients if you like, but where’s the fun in that? Grab your tin opener, and an open  mind, and come with me.

SHOPPING NOTES

For the purposes of simplicity, and in order to make this cookbook accessible to people with a range of abilities, I have chosen to use the simpler option, where available, for each ingredient. More experienced cooks may find it slightly frustrating to have to reverse-engineer the recipe lists if choosing to use, say, garlic bulbs in place of garlic paste, but few food writers cater to newcomers, and so I must try. If you are a more confident cook, you’ll know how much liquid stock comes from a cube (around 450ml), how many onions 100g of frozen onion represents (a small one) and how to make your own pease pudding (why bother?).

As a novice cook I found myself put off by overtly flouncy language and unfamiliar terminology, and my readers tell me  the same. So, I hope you take these recipes in the spirit that they are intended; as a beginner’s guide to cooking with tinned and pre-prepared ingredients, rather than anything that will ever compete for Michelin stars or similar.

For the new cook, as your confidence grows in the kitchen, I hope you will stray from these recipes, add your own twists to them, venture into fresh ingredients if you want to, even make your own garlic pastes, pestos and similar. Learning to cook is like most of us learning to walk; the first few attempts will be clumsy, futile, perhaps even a little painful – and frustrating – but if you keep getting up and having a crack at it, one day you’ll barely even remember not being able to do it. You just need to take the first step.


CANSPLAINING:
CAN TINNED FOOD BE GOOD FOR ME?

I knew as soon as I pitched the idea for this book that I would be deluged by critics keen to share their perceived wisdom about how ‘canned food isn’t good for you’. I’ve had this throughout  my career as a food writer – from comments on my Guardian recipes, to emails, to a handwritten letter on fancy notepaper instructing me that I was a ‘dangerous woman’ for using tinned potatoes. Here is my retort to the cansplainers, once and for all; an A to Z of tinned goods, and how good they really are. I’ve  tried not to go too heavy on the science, and I hope it makes for interesting reading.

A detailed study by the University of California found that:

‘. . . Freezing and canning processes may preserve nutrient value.  The initial thermal treatment of processed products can cause loss of water-soluble and oxygen-labile nutrients such as  vitamin C and the B vitamins. However, these nutrients are relatively stable during subsequent canned storage owing to the lack of oxygen. Frozen products lose fewer nutrients initially  because of the short heating time in blanching . . . exclusive recommendations of fresh produce ignore the nutrient  benefits of canned and frozen products.

Many fresh fruits and vegetables have a shelf life of only days before they are unsafe or undesirable for consumption. Storage and processing technologies have been utilized for centuries to transform these perishable fruits and vegetables into safe, delicious and stable products. Refrigeration slows down the respiration of fruits and vegetables and allows for longer shelf lives. Freezing, canning and drying all serve to transform perishable fruits and vegetables into products that can be consumed year round and transported safely to consumers all over the world, not only those located near the growing region.’1

In short, although canning can cause a slight loss of some nutrients, notably vitamin C in some fruits and vegetables when heat-treated, the nutrient value once canned remains stable.  And nutrients from canned and frozen fruits and vegetables  are arguably more desirable than none at all.

There is some consternation about the potential presence of bisphenol A (BPA) – a plastic coating chemical – used in the lining of some tins. BPA can theoretically interact with oestrogen receptors in the body. The US Food and Drug Administration states that ‘normal levels of canned food consumption have no adverse effects on general health’, and as of 2016, major manufacturers have pledged to remove the BPA lining from their tins. I mention it merely as a precaution – and because it would be remiss of me to overlook it – but not to cause alarm.

CANSPLAINING AT-A-GLANCE

Anchovies The majority of fats in anchovies are the healthy variety – from omega-3 fatty acids. One serving contains  more than 20 per cent of an adult’s recommended daily intake  of vitamin B3, and they are also a good source of selenium  and protein.

Artichokes The artichoke is one of the oldest remedial plants, with records of its use as a medicine dating back to 400 BCE. Ancient Greeks and Romans used the artichoke for digestive problems, and in the 16th century, artichokes were documented as a treatment for liver problems and jaundice. Artichokes are low in saturated fat, and very low in cholesterol. They are  also a source of magnesium, dietary fibre, vitamins C, K and vitamin B9.

Asparagus This is a source of vitamins A, C, E, K as well as vitamin B9, iron and fibre.

Baked beans Look out for the low-salt and low-sugar versions of these, although in recent times manufacturers have been far more cautious about making healthy versions of ‘fast’ foods. Baked beans are a source of magnesium, phosphorous, potassium, zinc and copper. In some of my recipes I rinse off the sticky orange sauce and use them as small white beans, in others I’m happy to just sling the whole lot in, sauce and all.

Beef (stewed steak) Beef is a good source of protein – even beef that comes in a can! You can also grab yourself some vitamin B12, zinc, selenium, iron, vitamin B3 and vitamin B6 here.

Berries In addition to containing antioxidants, many also contain considerable amounts of vitamin C.

Black beans These beans are a staple food in Central and South America. A great source of fibre, protein and vitamin B9, they are also a good source of copper, manganese, vitamin B1, phosphorus, magnesium and iron.

Black-eyed beans These are a source of fibre, potassium, protein and iron.

Borlotti beans These are a source of calcium, iron, magnesium, phosphorous, potassium, zinc and copper.

Broad beans Also known as fava beans, broad beans contain no saturated fat or cholesterol, making them a healthy choice. They also contain potassium, copper, selenium, zinc and are a source of magnesium. They are also an inexpensive source of protein.

Butter beans Low in fat and a source of protein, butter beans contain zinc which helps to maintain a healthy immune system.

Cannellini beans A good source of carbohydrates and protein, cannellini beans contain several B vitamins, including B12. They also provide iron, potassium, zinc and other essential minerals.

Carrots Known for being a source of beta-carotene that is converted by the body to vitamin A, carrots are also a good source of vitamin K.

Cherries These are a good source of vitamin C: you can find up to 16 per cent of our suggested daily intake in half a standard tin (150g). Cherries also contain fibre. Half a tin provides a source of potassium – around 350mg – which plays a key role in muscle, heart, kidney and nerve cell functions.

Chickpeas Also known as garbanzo beans, chickpeas are a  good source of protein, carbohydrates and fibre. The iron, phosphorous, calcium, magnesium, manganese, zinc and  vitamin K in chickpeas all contribute to building and maintaining bone strength.

Chopped pork Although admittedly high in sodium, fat and calories, chopped pork products such as Spam also provide protein and several micronutrients, such as zinc, potassium, iron and copper. Not one for everyday consumption, but there’s some goodness in there if you look hard enough.

Clams If you’re lucky enough to find these at a low price you can sling them over pasta, or into a soup or chowder. They are a good source of zinc, protein and omega-3 fatty acids, as well as a source of potassium, manganese and phosphorous.

Cockles A seaside favourite, cockles also come in tins and can be found at most supermarkets. They are a good source of vitamin B12, iron, iodine, selenium, omega-3 fatty acids and phosphorous.

Coconut milk Containing a mixture of saturated and non-saturated fats, coconut milk is a good source of potassium. Use it in curries, as a base for soups, or for baking in luxurious breads.

Cod roe Pressed cod roe is a cheap source of protein. It also contains small amounts of phosphorus, selenium, zinc, copper, iron, manganese and potassium.

Corned beef Don’t write this one off just yet; corned beef is not as high in calories as you may think (although watch out for the fat content) and it’s a good source of protein.

Crab Tinned crab is the most convenient way to eat it; although canning does dull the flavour somewhat, it’s nothing that a dash of lemon juice and a shake of salt and pepper can’t revive. Canning preserves crab’s nutrients, and it is full of protein and omega-3 fatty acids.

Figs Not often found in tins, these are more commonly dried. They are an excellent source of fibre, and a good source of manganese and potassium.

Grapefruit A good source of vitamin C, fibre and potassium, grapefruit also contains carbohydrates, and the red and pink varieties contain lycopene (an antioxidant).

Green beans Botanically a member of the legumes family, green beans are a good source of fibre and vitamin B9, and a source of vitamins B2, C and E.

Haricot beans Also known as navy beans, haricot beans are an excellent source of dietary fibre and a very good source of both vitamin B9 and manganese. They are also a good source of many minerals including copper, phosphorus, magnesium and iron. In addition, they are a source of protein and vitamin B1.

Kidney beans These slightly ugly dark red-coloured nuggets are versatile powerhouses of goodness. Use them in anything from chillies to bean burgers, burritos to soups for a hefty whack of fibre, iron and the health-boosting vitamin B1. Due to their complex carbohydrate content they provide a slow-release of energy and are a source of protein.

Lemons (preserved) These are high in vitamin C, which isn’t adversely affected by the process of preserving them. Unusually for a lemon you can eat the whole thing – skin and all – providing some extra fibre rather than just squeezing out the juice.

Lentils Due to their fibre content, lentils can help to lower cholesterol, which is part of the maintenance of cardiovascular health. The slow release of complex carbohydrates helps to stabilize blood glucose (sugar) levels. They are a good source of fibre, B vitamins including vitamin B9, protein, copper, iron and manganese.

Mackerel This is a good source of protein and omega-3 fatty acids, which play a role in the maintaining healthy hair, skin  and nails.

Mandarins These are high in vitamin C, beta-carotene, dietary fibre and are a source of phosphorous.

Mushrooms Rich in B vitamins such as B1, B2, B3, B5 and B9. These help the body to release energy from digested food.  They also aid in the formation of red blood cells.

Mussels These are a source of heart-healthy unsaturated fats.
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