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INTRODUCTION

Cooking delicious, satisfying and healthy food on a budget has always been a way of life for Italians. Each generation passes on to the next all the clever tricks and tips we need to feed a family using what is available to us. Food is precious and celebrated, shared and eaten together as a family round the table. And it never goes to waste …

We are proud of our cuisine, so whatever we eat tends to be home-made and delicious! Although the younger generations in Italy are indulging more in processed foods nowadays, they are still in a minority compared to other western nations; the majority are continuing to cook in the traditional way, using the wonderful fresh, seasonal ingredients that we’re so lucky to have at our fingertips.

Everyone wants to feel well and eat well and, as scientists inform us, the Mediterranean diet is a really good way to achieve both. A 2013 study by researchers from several Spanish universities found that people following a Mediterranean diet had, on average, a 30 per cent lower risk of heart disease and stroke.

The Italian way of eating follows this diet, combining fresh fruit and vegetables with starchy ingredients, a small amount of meat, and oily fish at least twice a week; this creates a diet that is low in cholesterol, low in fat and packed with fibre, vitamins and minerals. And what’s more, it always tastes good and will keep everyone full and satisfied throughout the day. Snacking is not part of the Italian way of life, which is another reason why Italians have one of the lowest obesity rates in the world.

The key to the Mediterranean diet lies not just in the produce itself, but also in the fact that the food is home-made, with very little that is processed. This means that you can eat well without having to avoid your favourite foods. I can’t resist pizza and pasta, not to mention the odd sweet treat, and I can have all these things – in moderation – because I know what’s gone into them and I know I am using the best, freshest ingredients.



Eatwell Plate nutritional guidelines

The Mediterranean diet is similar to the guidelines laid out by the Food Standards Authority in the UK with its Eatwell Plate, which shows the foods needed for a balanced diet and their relative proportions.

Carbohydrates

Approximately one-third of your meals should be starchy carbohydrates, such as bread, pasta, rice or potatoes. If you can, choose wholegrain varieties for extra fibre.

5 a Day

Try to eat at least five portions of different fruits and vegetables each day (see here for more on this).

Protein

Try to eat a little lean protein each day – meat, eggs, beans or pulses and other non-dairy sources, plus at least two portions of fish each week, one of which should be oily, such as mackerel or salmon.

Dairy

Include some milk, cheese and yogurt. These are great sources of protein and calcium but can be high in fat so should be eaten in moderation.

Treat foods

Eat only a small amount of foods that are high in fat and/or sugar every week, such as biscuits, cakes, ice cream and soft drinks.
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The recipes in this book have been devised with all these guidelines in mind, and each with an upper limit of 650 calories. Of course, some recipes are closer to that count than others, depending on whether they are a main course or a treat, so be sensible when planning your meals – if you are preparing a more calorific meal, make sure that the other two meals of the day are not equally high in calories, fat or salt. And don’t snack. Not only is this a really expensive way to eat, but it’s also very unhealthy – you won’t be able to keep track of what you are eating, which will load you up with empty calories.

Like most Italians, I include oil, butter and cheese in my dishes, but because these are high-fat ingredients, I keep quantities to a minimum. Also, I don’t need too much of them because most Italian food uses natural flavourings, particularly herbs, which have barely any calories. I do use salt, too, but again, no more than necessary. If you are on a diet that heavily restricts such ingredients, check the nutrient counts listed on each recipe and make a judgement. Whenever you cook, though, you should taste before you season. It’s all about the flavours, so how will you know what it needs if you don’t try it first?

In this book I want to prove that it’s really easy to eat healthily, but this time I want to show that you can also do it on a budget. Although food prices have soared in recent years and sticking to a budget has become more of a challenge, particularly if we want to eat well, my style of eating is not expensive. All my recipes in this book use everyday ingredients that you can get from your high-street supermarket or local market – you don’t need to go to any specialist shops or trawl the internet for weird and expensive ingredients.

The recipes in this book will feed four people for £5, but I’ve also included recipes to feed friends or larger families – these also work on a budget of £1.25 per head. I’ve costed them based on the average prices across four major supermarkets in the winter of 2016. Obviously, prices change for certain ingredients according to their season (see Seasonal Calendar, here), and other factors, from the state of the economy to the climate, mean we may face further rises in food prices with some foods becoming much more expensive. I’ve included tips throughout to give you ideas on how to ring the changes according to what’s in season or what you have in the cupboards and there are plenty of handy little tricks to get the most delicious results from the recipes.



Eating with the seasons

The majority of fruits and vegetables are seasonal, which means they are grown at specific times of the year in certain countries and their availability affects their market price. If an ingredient is in season, it is therefore abundant and so the price goes down, and if it has been grown locally the costs involved in transporting it from grower to buyer will be lower and are reflected in the price you pay. However, if you are eating something that is out of season in the UK, the price will be higher as it will either have been imported from another country or will have been produced locally but under forced conditions, needing expensive processes such as additional heating. So wherever you can, try to eat seasonally, and you will see the difference in your shopping bills!


Seasonal calendar for locally grown fruit and veg
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(source: www.lovebritishfood.co.uk/british-food-and-drink/fruit-and-vegetables)





Sensible shopping

Cooking healthily and on a budget isn’t complicated and needn’t be a chore. In fact, it might even get you really excited about food shopping. Being more aware of what you are buying and cooking from scratch means you can really get in touch with the food you eat, savouring the smells, flavours and rainbow of colours that can fill your plate. And, of course, it is much cheaper than buying ready-made meals.

Even on a budget, it’s still worth getting the best-quality foods you can afford, particularly when it comes to ingredients that you need only a little of to get maximum flavour, such as balsamic vinegar and herbs. Shop around for the best prices; try the larger supermarket chains, but also look in street markets for fresh, local produce.

Portion sizes

One of the most sensible approaches to eating a healthy diet on a budget is to think about portion sizes. It’s not only good for your weight, but also your wallet. If you keep the portion sizes down, you need to buy less food. It’s that simple. In all the recipes in this book I have carefully weighed out the ingredients to meet the calorie counts. If you are not used to looking at your food in this way, it may seem irritating to weigh out ingredients like pasta rather than chuck a handful (or several handfuls) into a saucepan of boiling water, but you’ll be amazed at how much you are overeating when you’ve done it. Pretty soon you’ll be able to recognise the amount you need by sight; you’ll get used to the smaller portions and you’ll find you won’t want to eat as much.

If in doubt, go smaller on your portions – there’s no point in cooking extra food that just gets wasted, or in feeling unhealthy pressure to clear your plate. If you struggle with portion sizes, one really good trick is to use a smaller plate!







	FOOD TYPE

	WEIGHT

	PORTION SIZE

	CALORIES




	Pizza

	160g

	⅓ of a standard dinner plate

	395kcal




	Cooked rice

	150g

	A tennis ball

	205kcal




	Nuts

	30g

	2 level tbsp

	180kcal




	Wine

	125ml

	1 small wine glass

	95kcal




	Olive oil

	11g

	1tbsp

	100kcal




	Cooked pasta

	150g

	A tennis ball

	155kcal




	Chocolate (from a bar)

	28g

	4 small squares from a large bar

	146kcal




	Cooked lean meat and oil rich fish

	80g

	A deck of playing cards

	170kcal




	Cooked white fish

	150g

	A smartphone

	115kcal




	Cheese

	30g

	A small match-box or 3 level tbsp grated

	125kcal




	Lasagne

	290g

	A smartphone

	415kcal







My storecupboard essentials

In Italy, and particularly in the South, we grow much of our own food to harvest and store – consequently, we use a lot of dried or preserved ingredients in our recipes. Traditionally, harvested crops such as tomatoes, lemons, olives and olive oil, pulses and beans are preserved in oils, dried or pickled, so that we can eat them throughout those months of the year when these are not available as fresh produce. Of course, today’s modern processing methods mean that you can eat well all year round, with most of the nutrients of the fresh version being preserved with the ingredient.

I can’t ignore my roots, so there are some ingredients I just have to have on standby in the kitchen; these are brilliant back-ups on days when you are pushed for time to cook or haven’t been shopping, and they make up the base of much Italian cooking.

These are some of the ingredients I love to have in my cupboards so I can throw together something delicious, healthy and inexpensive without a last-minute trip to the shops. With these in your kitchen there’s no excuse for nipping out to buy an expensive processed ready meal!


TIP: Frozen, tinned and dried goods tend to have a long shelf life but always check the use-by dates. When you stock up, make sure you use the older packets or tins first so you don’t end up wasting food and throwing stuff away.



Pasta, rice and polenta

Pasta, rice and polenta are fantastic staples and make a filling, quick meal. Although low in fat, these ingredients, particularly pasta, have been demonised by some diet groups because of their high carbohydrate levels. However, health groups are now paying attention to the argument for including carbs as part of a healthy balanced diet and, provided you don’t eat huge portions, pasta, rice, bread and other carbs are seen as beneficial. There is no scientific evidence to show that eating carbs means extra calories; it’s what you eat them with that causes the problem – such as cream-based sauces – along with the size of the portions.

Pasta

The UK’s Eatwell Plate (see here) recommends that starchy carbohydrates should make up one-third of the food we eat. Carbs are important for energy and will keep you feeling fuller for longer. Unlike many other sources of carbohydrate, such as bread, potatoes and couscous, pasta has a low glycaemic index (GI), which means it releases sugar into the blood slowly and steadily, avoiding blood sugar spikes. Pasta also contains key minerals and vitamins B1 and B3.

In Italy we have over 600 different types of pasta. We can be quite particular about it because certain sauces are meant only for specific shapes. Now, I’m not suggesting you go crazy and cram your cupboards full of a hundred different varieties, but it’s a good idea to keep a supply of dried pasta in a range of shapes and sizes to keep mealtimes interesting!

There is an endless choice of sauces you can make to accompany pasta, most of which, again, make use of storecupboard ingredients such as tinned tomatoes, anchovies and olives. Often you can make sauces using leftovers from other meals. And don’t forget – if you have pasta with a tomato sauce packed with veg and topped with a little Parmesan, you are eating from every part of the Eatwell Plate in one meal!


TIP: Pasta cooked until al dente has a lower GI than overcooked, soft pasta, so there’s another reason for not cooking pasta too long!




TIP: Cold pasta has a lower GI than hot, so use the leftovers in a salad the next day!



Rice

Rice doesn’t make a big appearance in Italian cuisine, except in the classic risotto. For this dish we use a finer type of rice, either Arborio or Carnaroli. Risotto rice contains beneficial starchy carbs for energy and can create a dish that seems rich without being calorifically so, because when cooked it has a creamy texture and is very filling.

Polenta

Although this is traditionally a peasant food, polenta has now worked its way into the everyday diet of all Italians. It is cheap to buy and really versatile – as well as really quick to cook. We use it as a substitute for pasta, rice or potatoes, as a similar source of carbohydrates. You can cook it to a consistency like mashed potato, leave it to set and serve it in slices, or use it raw instead of breadcrumbs to add a crunchy texture to chicken, meat or fish.

Pulses and beans

Pulses and beans are a real staple of the Italian diet; inexpensive but immensely satisfying, they make an excellent protein substitute for more expensive meat, or can be used to pad out a stew or soup to reduce the amount of meat needed, thereby lowering costs. Pulses and beans are low GI, low in fat and high in fibre, so you need only a small amount to make you feel full. They are nutritional powerhouses, containing a range of vitamins and minerals including iron, to keep blood healthy and to prevent anaemia, magnesium for building strong bones, and phosphorus, copper and zinc. I tend to use a lot of chickpeas, cannellini beans, borlotti beans and lentils and they are just as nutritious whether you buy them dried or tinned. Obviously, tinned are much easier and more useful if you are pressed for time, as you just open the tin and drain them, with no overnight soaking needed. However, if you do buy tinned, make sure you buy them without added salt.

Tinned tomatoes

Generally I’d say no to tinned veg – why would you do it? Just use fresh. The exception is tomatoes – tins of whole or chopped tomatoes or cartons of passata (sieved tomatoes) are fantastic back-ups that you should always have in your cupboard. They are excellent all-rounders – good for sauces, soups, stews or casseroles. Tomatoes contribute to our 5 a day, are low in fat and calories, provide fibre and are a good source of vitamin C and lycopene, an antioxidant which may reduce risk of heart disease and several types of cancer. Although these health benefits belong to all tomatoes, you might be surprised to know that cooked and tinned tomatoes have a more concentrated source of lycopene than fresh!


TIP: My other exception to the rule on preserved vegetables would be frozen veg. It’s always good to have a bag of peas in the freezer, for example, as they are frozen immediately after picking and have a higher nutritional value than the fresh ingredient. They are also much cheaper than fresh peas, even when they are in season.



Olives

These inexpensive little fruits make great snacks, but are also fantastic on pizzas, in pasta sauces, salads and also in stews. Olives are a good source of monounsaturated fats and contain vitamin E and polyphenols. They are high in salt, though, so don’t immediately add extra seasoning when cooking with them – taste the dish first!

Anchovies and capers

A must-have in any store cupboard. You can buy them in tins or jars, preserved in oil or brine, and they have a long shelf life. A jar is not expensive and because they have a strong, salty flavour you don’t need many to get the full impact! Again, excellent on pizzas, in pasta sauces, salads and stews.

Dried mushrooms

The Italians are great fans of mushrooms – particularly wild ones – and the porcini is one of the kings of the mushroom world. You can get little bags of these dried mushrooms in most supermarkets. They are not cheap, but they have a powerful, earthy flavour once rehydrated, so you don’t need many of them in a dish. They are worth the expense and make a fantastic risotto to fill you up on a cold night (see Autumn-inspired Risotto with Mushrooms and Fresh Thyme, here).

Onions and garlic

Italian food wouldn’t taste the same without onions and garlic – we use one or the other in pretty much every savoury dish! They are also really good for you; as well as contributing to your 5 a day, they are low in calories, a great source of fibre and have anti-bacterial and anti-inflammatory properties. The allicin compound in garlic is thought to reduce the risk of heart attacks, high blood pressure and certain cancers, and regularly eating onions may also help to lower blood sugars.

Herbs and spices

These are great for adding all-important flavour and often mean you can reduce the amount of salt you add to a dish. I prefer to use fresh herbs, as they have a better flavour. Don’t waste money buying packets of cut herbs; if you have a sunny windowsill, buy the growing pots you find in the supermarkets, or sow a few seeds of your own. They will last much longer and work out much cheaper. I grow a selection of herbs in a large pot by my back door – it’s so easy to nip out and snip a few as I need them. Good herbs to have on standby are: basil, oregano, parsley, rosemary, chives, sage and mint.

I am also a great fan of chillies, whether fresh or dried, to add a little heat to whatever I’m cooking. I like to have a jar of chilli flakes in the cupboard at all times; if you buy a packet of fresh chillies, you can always freeze any you are not using straight away for another time.

Other great flavourings to have to hand are stock cubes in all flavours (meat, chicken, fish, veg) and lemons. Yes, the sharp juice of a humble lemon also means you can cut back on salt. Lemons are also rich in antioxidant vitamin C and limonoid compounds that may help to fight cancer.


TIP: If you do buy cut herbs, trim a little off the stems of leafy herbs and put them in some water, as you would flowers, then cover them loosely with a plastic bag, put them in the fridge and they should stay fresh for at least a week. Woody herbs like thyme and rosemary are better lightly wrapped in damp kitchen paper and layered in open plastic bags.



Oils and vinegars

Olive oil

The more you pay, the better the taste – there really is no other way round it. The more flavourful (read expensive!) it is, however, the less you will need.

Extra virgin olive oil, made from the first pressing of the olives, is the most expensive type and has the strongest flavour; virgin olive oil is a cheaper version, made from a blend of virgin and refined olive oils, and as such has less flavour but is better for cooking, being more stable at high temperatures than extra virgin olive oil.

All olive oils are high in fat, so use them sparingly, but it is a heart-healthy fat. Olive oil is also a rich source of vitamin E and polyphenols, which are antioxidants.
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SPRING SUMMER AUTUMN WINTER
March-May June-Aug Sept-Nov Dec-Feb
FRUIT | Rhubarb Apples Apples Apples
Blueberries Blackberries Pears
Cherries Pears
Elderflowers Plums
Plums Strawberries
Raspberries
Rhubarb
Strawberries
VEG Asparagus Aubergine Beetroot Beetroot
Cauliflower Beetroot Carrots Cabbage
Cucumber Broad beans Celeriac Cauliflower
New potatoes Broccoli Celery Celeriac
Purple sprouting | Carrots Fernel Chicory
broccoli Courgettes Field mushrooms | Fennel
Kale Cucumber Kale Jerusalem artichoke
Radishes Fennel Leeks Kale
Savoy cabbage Green beans Lettuce Leeks
Spinach Lettuce Marrow Parsnips
Spring greens New potatoes Potatoes Potatoes
Spring onions Peas Rocket Red cabbage
Watercress Rocket Spinach Swede
Salad onions Squashes Turnips
Spinach Sweetcorn
Tomatoes Tomatoes
Watercress Watercress





