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INTRODUCTION

[image: ]
In an age of the mass produced, of cheap imports and food grown or reared to cost as little as possible in order to meet political demand and consumer expectation, it was perhaps a foolish idea to think I could put together a book of recipes inspired by people who buck that trend. Would there still be folk out there who are producing the food we eat, and the tools we need to cook and serve it, in a sustainable way on a small scale? Would it make them a living, or would it have to be a hobby? Something they do alongside a ‘proper job’ that pays the mortgage?

I am delighted to tell you that there are. The twenty people whose stories I tell in this book represent many more artisans, whose dedication, hard work and belief keep their crafts and skills alive.

So, this is a book as much about people as it is about food, as one cannot exist without the other. But food there is! The recipes unashamedly suit my skill set. They are simple, easy – and often quick – to make, and don’t require any specialist equipment. There are a few dishes that I suggest cooking over fire, but most of those can be cooked on a stove too. Some require the help of a food mixer, but many need little more than a few good ingredients and very little fuss.

[image: Kate Humble wears an apron, holds a pear and stands next to a table laden with bowls of fresh fruits and a cutting board.]
The book is the result of a collaboration, as most of life’s most enjoyable projects often are. Pooch Horsburgh, recipe guru and tester, photographer Andrew Montgomery and I all worked together for the first time on my last cookbook, Home Cooked. When my publisher asked for another book, the first calls I made were to those two and we sat together around Pooch’s kitchen table to plot and plan. This finished book is testimony to a joint effort and a very happy – if hard – few months.

I’ve dedicated this book to the brave of heart and free of spirit, and that sums up everyone involved in putting it together. It has been a joy and inspiration to write, and I hope it makes you feel similarly inspired and happy when reading it and cooking from it.
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BASKET
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Amanda Rayner • Wyldwood Willow

Amanda doesn’t have a handbag. She has a basket. ‘It holds all the detritus I can’t fit in my pockets! My water bottle, my phone, purse, diary. There are always some tissues in there. Sometimes a half-eaten bar of chocolate.’ Amanda made her basket from the willow she grows near her home, and it goes with her everywhere. But when she made her first basket, twenty-five years ago, she never imagined that it would become her way of life.

It was Amanda’s great friend Phil who showed her how to make a basket one afternoon and then gave her a supply of willow. She didn’t really get the appeal of basket-making that first time, she confesses. She’d just had a baby and had become used to doing everything in between looking after her in a rush. ‘Basket-making is a journey, a process. But for me, that first time, it was just about getting it finished. I remember feeling a bit impatient with it. Wondering why it all was taking so long!’

Phil’s willow sat, untouched, for several months, but when Amanda suffered a sudden and shocking bereavement, she was drawn back to the willow; found the weaving of it, the physical and mental process of it, started to help her heal. She now makes baskets of all shapes and sizes: for gathering and foraging, for logs and laundry. She makes beautiful, sculptural basket chairs, woven supports for flowers and vegetables, pergolas, hurdles and coffins. She’s even made ‘crazy baskets’ for the Marvel films. ‘My business has grown in a very slow, organic way, but I did realize very early on that I wanted to teach too. I wanted to share the magic of working with willow, because it is so good for body and soul.’

Amanda did a City & Guilds teaching certificate, which gave her the confidence to start offering willow-weaving workshops and, every summer, she packs up her van and does a tour of festivals. ‘And that’s what I love most, watching the transformation that happens to people who come to make a basket. It’s quite a challenge – a small feat of engineering – because the way a basket comes together is quite complex. You have to be fully invested in the process, to concentrate completely on it. Whatever issues or problems you might be facing at home or at work, or even if you are just a bit worn down by the daily grind, all those things tend to get forgotten. People have said to me that when they are making a basket it feels like they are giving their brain a holiday; a rest from thinking or worrying about things for a while.’

Particularly rewarding is to see the people who return to her festival tent year after year to improve and develop their weaving skills. ‘I love making baskets and at the end of the festival season I often can’t wait to get back to my workshop and start weaving again. But passing on the skills I first learned all those years ago, seeing the ear-to-ear smiles of the people I’ve taught because they are so delighted with what they have made, gives me as much pleasure as taking a few lengths of willow and starting to weave.’

[image: Bundles of willow are propped up in a workshop, where Amanda Rayner sits at a table and weaves an object using willow stalks.]
[image: Four photos showing objects being woven with willow stalks using a tool, Amanda holding bundled willow and weaving a basket and willow baskets.]
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