PRESS RELEASE

British Leeks – Season Launch

Food for Champions

Launching on 1st November, the British Leek season runs through to April. While it’s often harder to source locally grown, fresh vegetables during the winter period – the leek is one British green that can provide flavour, taste and nutrients throughout the coldest months of the year.  And as we count down to the 2012 London Olympic Games, what better way to stay in shape and boost your body's health than to eat leeks.  

More refined, subtle and sweet than the average onion and packed with anti-oxidants, the British leek can be transformed into delicious and nutritious recipes.  Dr Sarah Schenker – a consultant sports nutritionist to premier football clubs and an accredited sports dietition - has developed this season's nutritionally-based leeks recipes.

If you're a budding athlete or simply want to boost energy and eat healthily, check out recipes for Leek and Oat Savoury Pancakes (endurance); Leek and Cheese Muffins (Strength) and Leek, Red Pepper and Cashew Nut Lasagne (bone health) below.  Or visit the British Leek website www.british-leeks.co.uk for more inspiration.

Says Dr Sarah Schenker, "Regular hard exercise can take its toll on the immune system as levels of valuable vitamins and minerals in the body are depleted.  Leeks are a versatile way to boost the immune system and add flavour as well as contributing to the essential five-a-day and keeping the calorie content low too.  Leeks can also help you look after your bone health by providing a source of calcium – particularly important for both weightbearing exercise such as running or non-weightbearing such as swimming."

And because leeks are packed with vitamins and crucial anti-oxidants, eating leeks can help stave off winter colds and flu too.  So why not 'eat smart': as the winter months close in, give your body a present at a time when it needs energy.  In this traditional season for overeating, the leek can help ease digestion and boost the immune system and energy levels as well as provide a good source of fibre, folic acid, vitamin B6 and C, manganese and iron.  

Leeks can be sauteed or stir-fried, baked, roasted and braised – making it the perfect partner for other seasonal British ingredients.

The British Leek Grower's Association advises people to look for leeks with a firm, unblemished white lower part, with bright green leaves and a crisp texture.  Smaller leeks tend to be sweeter and more tender.  Like all vegetables, leeks should be washed thoroughly to ensure all grit is removed.

'Food for Champions' – recipes by DR SARAH SCHENKER

ENDURANCE

When it comes to endurance events the key is plenty of carbohydrate in the diet. Carbohydrate is the fuel your muscles use while you are exercising but stores in the body are small, so a regular intake of carbohydrate-rich foods is necessary to keep them topped up. Low stores will result in poor performance and increase the risk of injury. Choose carbohydrate foods that release their energy slowly such the oats used in this pancake recipe and flavoured with the leeks and tomatoes.

Leek and oat savoury pancakes

Serves 4

Ingredients:

1 tbsp olive oil

1 leek, thinly sliced

4 sun-dried tomatoes, drained and chopped

100g rolled oats 

250ml buttermilk or semi-skimmed milk

3 eggs, well beaten

50 cup flour

2 teaspoon baking powder

Pinch salt

1 tbsp sunflower oil

Method:

Put oats into a large bowl, add the buttermilk or semi-skimmed milk. Let the oats soak in the overnight if possible but for at least 30 minutes.

Mix in the eggs, flour, baking powder, salt and sunflower oil using a hand whisk to get a fluffy mixture.

Heat the olive oil in a frying pan and add the leeks and cook until soft (approximately 5 minutes), stir in the sundried tomatoes and cook for a further minute. Stir into the pancake mixture.

Heat a griddle pan to medium high heat. Oil the pan and take a ladle of the pancake batter to drop onto the griddle. When air bubbles start to bubble up to the surface at the centre of the pancakes (about 2-3 minutes), use a flat spatula to flip them over. When golden or darker golden brown, they are done. 

STRENGTH

The perfect snack after a strength training session provides carbohydrate to replenish muscle glycogen, the body’s premium source of fuel for strenuous exercise and protein to repair and regenerate muscle fibres damaged during exercise. The presence of amino acids in the bloodstream and their availability to muscle cells is vital for repair and growth after exercise. The most rapidly digested protein is whey, found predominantly in milk and dairy products. Once digested, whey protein delivers high levels of amino acids that seem to stimulate growth and repair of the muscles. These muffins deliver on both counts there is plenty of carbohydrate from the flour and whey protein from the milk and cheese, nicely flavoured with the leek and tomatoes.

Leek and cheese muffins

Makes 10

Ingredients:

225g self-raising flour

1 leek, finely sliced

Freshly ground black pepper

100g half fat cheddar, grated

175ml semi-skimmed milk

1 egg

50ml olive oil

10 cherry tomatoes

Method:

Preheat the oven to 200C/400F/Gas 6. 

In a mixing bowl, combine the flour, leek, freshly ground black pepper and cheddar and mix well.

In a separate bowl, mix together the milk, egg and olive oil. Add this mixture to the dry ingredients and mix well.

Grease ten muffin moulds and half-fill each with the mix.

Prick each cherry tomato - this stops them popping when they cook - and press one tomato into the top of each spoonful of mix. 

Spoon the remaining mixture over each muffin to conceal the tomato. Cook for about 20 minutes until golden brown.

BONE HEALTH

Whether you are doing a lot of weight bearing exercise such as running or non-weight bearing such as swimming, it is vital you look after your bone health by meeting your calcium needs. Milk and low fat cheese are an important source of calcium which is needed to build and maintain healthy strong bones and the calcium in dairy products is easily absorbed. Other sources of calcium include nuts and green vegetables such as leeks.  

Leek, red pepper and cashew nut lasagne

Serves 4-6

Ingredients:

850ml semi-skimmed milk
50g olive oil spread
50g plain flour
1 bay leaf
60g grated Parmesan

1 tbsp olive oil
3 leeks

3 red peppers

300g ricotta
12 lasagne sheets (ready to cook)
50g cashew nuts, roughly chopped
Half tsp of nutmeg powder
100g grated Mozzarella
Salt and freshly ground black pepper

Method

Preheat the oven to 180°C /Gas Mark 4.

Place the milk, olive oil spread, flour and bay leaf in a saucepan, season, and whisk together over a medium heat continually until it comes to simmering point and has thickened. Turn the heat down to its lowest possible setting and allow the sauce to cook gently for 5 minutes. Then, stir in most (50g) of the Parmesan, remove the pan from the heat and discard the bay leaf.

Heat the olive oil in a large frying pan, add the leeks and red peppers and cook until softened (approximately 5 minutes). Transfer into a large bowl and stir in the ricotta and cashew nuts. Season with black pepper and a pinch of salt. 

Assemble the lasagne by spreading one-quarter of the sauce into the bottom of the dish, then one-third of the leek mixture and place sheets of lasagne on top of this. Repeat the whole process, this time adding one-third of the grated Mozzarella, then the lasagne sheets. Repeat again, finishing with a layer of pasta, the rest of the sauce and the remaining Parmesan and Mozzarella.

Bake for 50-60 minutes until the top is golden and bubbling.

View the full British Leeks press pack online at http://www.british-leeks.co.uk/press.html Material includes:

· Delicious and nutritious, seasonal British Leeks recipes

· High res photography 

· Grower profiles

· Factsheets on preparing and cooking leeks, the season, health benefits and much more 

· ends -

Note to editors:

· Recipe Photography - is available from from www.british-leeks.co.uk or contact Carole Pendle on 07768462601 email carole@pendlepr.com or Seph Kenton on 07977904244 email sephkenton@blueyonder.co.uk
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