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Introduction

CHEAP FOOD, GOOD FOOD

Theres something very satisfying about producing a tasty, nourishing meal at a rock-bottom price  and not having to spend hours in the kitchen in order to do it. Cheap food can undoubtedly be good food, tasty, healthy and quick to make.

There are in the world a wealth of colourful and delicious dishes which have sustained our forebears for generations and still do so today. These use basic, cheap foods which do not need elaborate refining or packaging. They are additive-free, full of fibre and packed with nutrients  and they taste great.

Along with these basic international recipes are favourites from an exciting and rapidly developing culinary art, vegetarian cookery. These, too, use the basic, unprocessed foods and bring further variety and interest to money-saving meals.

Including some of these dishes in your weekly menus can save you money; basing your weeks menus entirely on them can cut your expenses by at least a third.

FEELING GOOD, LOOKING GREAT

Contrary to what people think, cheap meals can actually be better for you in terms of health and nutrition than richer, more expensive, meals. Its well known that during the last war, people in Britain were healthier on the meagre diet which rationing enforced. This is because such a diet relies on basic foods such as potatoes, pasta, wholewheat or wholemeal bread, grains and pulses (legumes). All these contain fibre, are rich in nutrients and free from additives. If you base your meals on these staples, include small quantities of eggs and dairy produce, have a good source of vitamin C each day and, if possible, a good serving of green vegetables, you will be well-nourished, look fit and feel good. Good sources of vitamin C are kiwi fruit, oranges or grapefruit, or some orange or grapefruit juice, a good salad, or a good serving of potatoes, a large piece of melon or a bowl of strawberries.

If youre overweight, youll probably find that you shed the extra weight naturally, as long as you keep away from the desserts and puddings, pies and cakes, which provide extra fillers for families and very active people. Replace ordinary milk with skimmed (non-fat) milk and use reduced-fat cheese for useful savings in calories.

SAVING TIME, SAVING MONEY

Its possible to save a great deal of time and money by following a few simple guidelines.

Use food in season

Buying fresh food in season makes good economic sense as well as ensuring that you get the best quality. If you grow your own produce and can freeze some of it, that saves even more money. Making use of some of the free wild food to be found, such as chestnuts, blackberries, bilberries and sea spinach  and mushrooms with expert identification  can be an extra occasional bonus, though probably not enough to make much difference to the weekly budget.

When you grow your own food  or pick wild produce  you know exactly where its come from and you can avoid chemical fertilizers, pesticides and other chemicals. If growing or picking your own is out of the question, you might consider joining one of the increasingly popular box schemes which provide organically grown fruit and vegetables in season. Organic produce is nearly always a bit more expensive than non-organic, but I do think its money well spent if your budget allows.

Buying organic also ensures that the food is pure and natural and free from G MOs. Even if you cant afford to go all the way with organic food, the Soil Association advises that we should try to buy organic carrots, lettuces, strawberries, bananas, milk, chocolate and soya products, because these are the ones treated with the most chemicals or, in the case of soya, most likely to contain GMOs. Unfortunately there are soya products in 60 percent of supermarket goods, so in order to avoid GMOs its best to buy from one of the supermarkets which has guaranteed their produce to be free from them, if you cant buy organic. When buying organic, look for the Soil Association logo to be really sure of the quality.

Make full use of vegetables

Vegetables represent excellent value for money: theyre full of nourishment, and, being high in fibre, theyre filling and health-giving. Make them the basis of meals often  there are plenty of main-meal vegetable recipes in this book. Always try to serve a vegetable or salad alongside a main course, for extra interest and to make the more expensive ingredients go further.

Use the basic proteins

These are the grains, lentils, beans and pasta which have sustained generations the world over. Again, these are excellent value, both in terms of health and money. Add just small quantities of more concentrated proteins such as eggs, cheese and nuts to turn them into tasty and highly nutritious meals.

Plan ahead

This does not necessarily mean you have to plan out meals for a whole week, but it helps to think in terms of two or three days at a time, because it doesnt take any time to cook an extra amount of rice or lentils, and very little time to fry an extra onion, prepare a double quantity of potatoes, breadcrumbs or grated cheese or make some extra mashed potatoes, and these can really save time and effort in the future.

Here are some example of menus which think ahead; you dont have to serve the second meal on the following day as leftovers will keep for at least a day, if not two or three, covered and refrigerated.



Lentil roast or carrot and hazelnut roast  make enough to serve once hot with roast potatoes, gravy and a cooked vegetable, and once cold in slices, with chutney or a yogurt and chopped herb dressing and some salad or hot boiled brown rice  and make extra of that while youre about it too. When youre par-boiling the potatoes to roast them, do a double quantity and save some to make into a potato hotpot or potato and mushroom gratin  and while youre making the sauce for these, make a double quantity so you can quickly rustle up easy mushrooms baked in cheese sauce to serve with crusty bread another day.



If youre serving delicious ratatouille with some brown rice, do extra rice and make the second batch into a rice salad, for serving with crusty rolls and watercress another day. Provenal gratin  again, cook a double batch of brown rice, and use the second batch for rice croquettes.



When youre making mashed potatoes to serve with a meal, make a double quantity ready for topping a cottage pie or red kidney bean and tomato pie, or for making into nutty potato cakes as a quick meal to serve with a green salad, or perhaps a Greek salad, for added interest.

If youre making pastry, perhaps for a cheese and onion pie or potato and mushroom pasties, which make a good lunchbox item, prepare extra and make a quiche case, then you can quickly whizz up a mixed vegetable quiche or a sweetcorn souffl quiche another day. If you make a bit extra on top of that, you can bake some jam tarts, which are a healthy treat for children when made with wholewheat pastry and a reduced sugar jam.

A basic semolina mix, can be used to make cheese fritters and Italian gnocchi, both of which are perennial favourites. The cheese fritters are good served with parsley sauce, chips or new potatoes and a freshly cooked vegetable; the gnocchi are nice with a tomato and onion salad.

Some recipes which you like and never get tired of are worth making in a double amount, so that you can have two servings of them in the week. Cheese fritters come into that category in my family, and I also very much like the hearty soup, pistou, with its Provenal flavouring. Ratatouille, which Ive already mentioned, is a dish which I, personally, never get tired of. Make a double batch of this and you can serve it once hot with brown rice, then you can have the rest cold, as a salad, on another day, or you can use it to fill a baked quiche case or crepes. You can also put the ratatouille in a shallow ovenproof dish, make some hollows in it and break an egg into each hollow, then bake in a moderate oven until the eggs are just set, and serve with crusty bread.

Its always useful to make more breadcrumbs than you need, especially if youve got a food processor to make them in and a freezer in which to store them. I keep breadcrumbs in a plastic bag in the freezer, ready for instant use, and whizz up leftover slices of bread and the ends of loaves to add to them. Then theyre ready for dishes such as stuffed cabbage rolls, tomato bread pudding or mushroom and tomato layer.

Some dishes such as stuffed baked potatoes, toad-in-the-hole, pasta with leeks and cheese, bread pizza, steamed vegetable pudding, macaroni cheese or macaroni bake, are useful one-off dishes, though you could cook enough macaroni for both the macaroni cheese and the bake while youre about it. If you also make extra cheese sauce when youre making the macaroni cheese, youd be able to make cauliflower, stilton and walnut bake very quickly the next day.

In fact, half an hour spent with this recipe book and a notepad and pencil working out some inter-related meals like this, which appeal to you, and making a shopping list, could save you several hours of time during the week.

One more time-saver and flavour-enhancer: Ive found chopped fresh parsley to be invaluable in adding flavour to dishes made from cheap ingredients. It really is worth the expense  or, better still, worth the effort of growing some  lots in fact. Then wash and chop it by the handful so that you have a plastic bag of it in the freezer, ready for instant use.

KEEP THE BASICS

If you always keep a few staples in the storecupboard and fridge youll be able to rustle up a quick meal in next to no time. For instance, with the following staples to hand, you could make any of the dishes suggested below them.





	wholewheat flour
	potatoes



	Brazil nuts
	carrots



	green lentils
	onions



	split red lentils
	garlic



	wholewheat bread
	lemons



	canned tomatoes








	pasta
	butter



	rolled oats
	eggs



	dried thyme
	cheese



	dried basil or oregano
	milk



	olive oil
	plain yogurt






Savoury Brazil nut fritters with a yogurt and chopped onion sauce or chutney; golden lentil soup with warm wholewheat bread; potato and onion soup with toasted cheese sandwiches; quick French onion soup; pasta with grated cheese; potato and onion fry; even easier potato cakes; macaroni cheese, lentil roast and, if youve got some mustard  or leave it out  savoury bread and butter pudding. And if you add to these basics a couple of courgettes (zucchini), a couple of sweet green peppers, some celery and some curry powder, you could also make Spanish omelette, green lentil soup, and lentils with tomatoes and thyme, for serving with crusty bread. And with some fresh ginger and parsley in your fridge and a bottle of chilli powder on the shelf, you could add to this list spicy lentil burgers and probably quite a few other quick and easy recipes in this book, too.

GIVE YOURSELF SOME TREATS

Lentil roast and cabbage, or pasta and grated cheese, may be great, healthy, moneysaving food, but you need something a bit more luxurious every so often to keep your inspiration up. So plan for some special dishes sometimes. These may be a little more expensive or a little more trouble to make, but theyre a nice change and a pleasant tonic. Dishes such as cheese fondue served with lots of crusty French bread and some dry white wine; deep-fried Camembert with some brown rice and apricot or mango chutney; a real yeast pizza which is fun to make and very satisfying, or couscous with spicy chick pea stew, delicious and fragrantly flavoured. Other dishes which are a bit special are stuffed avocado, which is nice served on a base of creamy, light mashed potato with a crunchy side salad; aubergines provenales, which are good with saute or new potatoes and a cooked vegetable such as French (fine green) beans; individual cheese souffles served with salad with a really good dressing; la parmigiana or Middle Eastern chick pea stew, both of which are good with crusty bread and some red wine; spinach roulade with mushroom filling with some lightly cooked carrots and French (fine green) beans or courgettes (zucchini); cauliflower and green pea terrine with crusty bread, tomato and onion salad and some wine; and creamy pasta with a green salad. Mushroom-stuffed crepes can also be delicious, as can vegetable rice with roasted nuts, especially if you buy some whole roasted cashew nuts; and carrot and ginger soup, especially if you include the optional cream, or Greek salad as first courses.

Alternatively, if you have a sweet tooth, you may feel more like turning to the desserts and baking sections of this book for sponge pudding, fruit crumble, quick and easy fruit cake, gingerbread or all-in-one sponge cake as special treats.

POTS AND PANS

To make all these dishes, having the right equipment can save hours of time, as well as energy. However, cheap and easy cooking does not demand lots of complicated gadgets. A food processor and an electric mixer do save time and effort, but they are only essential for a few of the recipes in this book. The rest rely on the minimum of simple equipment as follows:



A good sharp knife The traditional Sabatier ones are expensive but last well and once youve used one, you wont want to use anything else. Choose a steel or stainless steel one with a 13cm/5 inch blade and make sure it is the real thing, with the blade riveted into the handle. Youll need a steel to sharpen it on too.

A sturdy wooden chopping board. A good size is 2.5cm/1 inch thick and not less than 40  30cm/16  12 inches. This will double as a board for rolling out pastry.

Clear glass bowls in several sizes.

Several casserole dishes.

A colander. Preferably a stainless steel one, which will last for ever and can double as a steamer.

An egg whisk. A metal balloon type is quite cheap to buy.

A frying pan. Ideally its useful to have two, one measuring 27.5cm/10¾ inches across, for general frying, and one measuring 20cm/8 inches across, for crepes.

A rolling pin. A plain wooden one without handles is best.

A box grater. which you can stand on your chopping board and which has different sizes of holes.

A measuring jug.

A set of measuring spoons.

A palette knife (metal spatula).

A fish slice (slotted spatula).

Several wooden spoons of different sizes.

A potato peeler.

A large metal sieve (strainer) and a large nylon sieve (strainer).

A large, medium and small saucepan. My preference is for stainless steel or good-quality enamel.

A pressure cooker. Not essential, but useful for preparing beans and lentils quickly and for making soups. If youre buying a new one, choose a stainless steel one.

Kitchen scales. are useful, but the recipes in this book have been planned so that these are not essential.

In addition to these basics, youll need some old tablespoons, forks and teaspoons for cooking jobs; also various baking pans, a baking sheet or tray and a wire cooling rack.

STOCKING THE SHELVES

Basic Staples: Dried and canned beans, canned tomatoes, lentils, pasta, wholewheat flours, rice and other grains. Buy in fairly small quantities from a store with a rapid turnover to ensure freshness. The same applies to nuts.

Dairy Produce: Free-range eggs, milk, yogurt, small amounts of cream and soured cream for occasional use. A basic Cheddar-type cheese for cooking  I use a vegetarian Cheddar  and the occasional use of other cheeses such as mozzarella, Camembert, Parmesan and soft white cheeses to add interest to meals.

Fats: Worth spending money on from the health point of view. My preference is for a good-quality unsalted butter on the table and for baking; virgin olive oil for salad dressings and dishes where the flavour is important, and groundnut (peanut) or olive oil for frying, because these oils are more stable at high temperatures and so healthier. Watch and cut back on the amount of fat you use, both to save money and make your food healthier.

Sweetenings: Choose real unrefined sugars where possible: dark molasses sugar for dishes which can take the flavour; lighter brown sugars or demerara sugar for more delicate flavours. A jar of vanilla sugar is useful to have for occasional use in delicate dishes  to make this, break a vanilla pod (bean) in half and bury the halves in a jar of caster (superfine) sugar. Clear honey, golden syrup (or light corn syrup) and black treacle (molasses) are handy for occasional use, as is jam: homemade or one of the reduced sugar or no-added-sugar jams.

Flavourings: Sea salt and black pepper which you will mill yourself in a grinder make all the difference to the flavour of dishes. Mustard powder is another useful flavouring, as are soy sauce  choose a natural one, without preservatives and colouring  yeast extract, lemon juice and Tabasco. Parsley is very useful, as Ive already mentioned. Good vegetarian stock powders are useful for soups. Fresh basil is another extremely useful flavouring, as is fresh mint. Other useful herbs and spices, worth collecting gradually, are cardamom, cinnamon  ground and sticks  ginger, bay leaves, chilli powder, cloves, ground coriander, ground and whole cumin seeds, caraway seeds, dillweed, fennel seeds, turmeric, rosemary, thyme, mace, basil, oregano, mixed herbs, curry powder, paprika, ground ginger. Garlic salt and celery salt are useful for quick use. Fresh garlic and fresh ginger are also very useful flavourings. Vanilla pods (beans) and real vanilla extract are useful, so is nutmeg  buy it whole and grate on the fine edge of a box grater or with a special little nutmeg grater.

Wine vinegar is essential for making good salad dressings  I like the red wine vinegar best  and its useful to have a jar of good-quality mayonnaise in the fridge.
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