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Preface

It makes little difference——especially when you’re holding your breath in the supermarket checkout line watching the total rise—that people in other industrialized countries envy the relatively small percentage of income that Americans spend on food. All you know is that a gallon of milk is now significantly more expensive than a gallon of gas, and a pound of chopped sirloin now costs what a real steak did a few years ago, even discounting the influence of inflation.

And you’re not only spending more money at the supermarket now, you’re spending more time, too. All those warnings! Does this contain trans fat? If this pudding is sugar-free, what’s making it sweet? The alternative to cooking—stopping for the bucket of chicken or box of pizza on the way home—is now a luxury rather than a viable alternative to feed your family for mid-week meals.

Convenience foods may be a little faster, but they cost far more than ingredients, and I can show you how to beat the game. You’re smart enough to know that there’s no more than a few cents of ingredients in that $1 “value menu” burger, and the raw food that went into the $9 portion of Kung Po Chicken costs less than $1.

Perhaps you’ve weaned yourself away from restaurant food by purchasing convenience foods from the supermarket. The supermarket is certainly hoping to tempt you; that’s why the rotisserie chickens—for which you’re paying five times what the supermarket paid for the raw bird—are now found at every entrance, and the case space devoted to frozen pizza has grown as big as a Kansas cornfield.

But you’ve now realized that those purchases are a major factor in your supermarket “sticker shock.” And, because you’ve glanced at the labels from time to time, you also know that these expensive convenience foods are loaded with chemicals and preservatives—as well as unwanted calories.

That’s where this book, and other books in the $3 Meals series, comes in. You’ll learn that in the same time it takes to use an expensive box of “Protein Helper,” you can make a delicious pasta dish from scratch. And in less time than it takes to make a casserole with a can of “cream of something soup,” you can be serving a nutritious custard made with fresh eggs and enlivened with cheese, meats, and vegetables.

I’ll teach you not only how to save money, but also how to become a speed machine when you enter the kitchen. You’ll learn how to slice ‘n’ dice like a pro, and how to pick whole, fresh food at the supermarket. It’s not as if you’re getting produce of lesser quality for less money! You’ll learn how to save money by processing your own food. For example, you can bone your own chicken breasts to save money on the meat per pound, and then you have the bones to use to make your own chicken stock.

If you think that those sorts of tasks sound like what your grandmother would have done, you’re right. But she had the right idea! We’ve gone from being a country of scratch cooks to being a country of convenience cooks. At first this was out of design, but now it’s out of necessity because of the stressful lives we lead.

How did we get there?

The decades following World War II placed a premium on convenience as a domestic offshoot of science; the first frozen pot pie was introduced in 1951 and three years later it was joined by that truly American phenomenon, the TV dinner. The 20 million Victory Gardens that grew more than 40 percent of Americans’ vegetables in 1943 gave way to a reliance on canned and frozen produce.

Yet this year First Lady Michelle Obama is growing vegetables (tomatoes and arugula, but no beets because the President is not a fan!) on the lawn at the White House, and the National Restaurant Association’s study of members ranked “use of local produce” as the leading trend for upscale eateries for 2009.

So the adage that “everything old is new again” remains true. But with a significant difference: today’s American cooks don’t have that sort of time. Back in the 1960s, when only one in three American women worked outside the home, the prevalence of such labor-saving devices as blenders to prepare food and automatic dishwashers to speed cleanup led to a decrease in the time spent preparing meals—and cleaning up from them—to 15 hours per week! That was certainly a reduction from the 70-plus hours a week it took to perform the same tasks in the 1920s, but still more than twice the figure for American cooks today.

Now, however, time is at a premium. Two out of three American women work outside the home, and the percentage of America’s single parent households has grown from less than one in ten in 1960 to now more than one in three today—the highest for any industrialized country. It’s little wonder that almost every kitchen has a microwave oven! Any help to get dinner on the table fast is appreciated, and purchased.

But $3 Meals in Minutes will show you that you can prepare delicious meals that hide the fact that you made them on a strict budget. The reason why there’s no mention of a precise number of minutes in the title of this book is that $3 Meals in Less than 40 Minutes seemed too cumbersome, and very few recipes take more than 30 minutes. But there are some that are on the table in 15 minutes—and that’s if you’re moving slowly. The good news is that the majority of the recipes in this book are on your table in less time than it takes to watch the evening news.

Frequently on that newscast are indications that the skyrocketing cost of food is global, and not just national. So there’s a very good chance that we’re not going to see a reduction soon—if ever.

The broadening middle classes in India and China are eating more meat, which is why that precious commodity will continue to escalate in price. And the downside of the quest to replace fossil fuels is that more of the world’s corn crop—a staple for both animal feed and human consumption—is being diverted to ethanol production. If anything, this trend will accelerate in the years to come.

But have no fear. Stick with me and the recipes in the $3 Meals series, and you’ll fulfill the wonderful proverb that “living well is the best revenge.”

Happy Cooking!


   —Ellen Brown

   Providence, Rhode Island
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Introduction

If you’re feeling stressed about the dilemma of how to feed your family healthy food in a jiffy each night for very little money, you’re not alone. Your quandary is shared by millions of Americans, and the number continues to grow.

That’s where $3 Meals in Minutes, and the other books in the $3 Meals series, enters your life and your kitchen. You’ll learn that you can produce delicious meals that are on the table in less time than it takes to watch the evening news, and are more healthful because they contain real ingredients and not processed foods.

The goal of the $3 Meals series is an ambitious one; this small amount of money—less than the cost of a large fast food burger or a slice of gourmet pizza—is for your whole meal! That includes the greens for your tossed salad and the dressing with which it’s tossed. It includes the pasta or rice you cook to enjoy all the gravy from a stew. And it includes a sweet treat for dessert. So unlike many books that promise cost-conscious cooking, this book shows you how to achieve savings beyond the entree.

You’re cooking to combat what I call the “3 Cs” of modern living— cost, convenience, and chemicals. You pay more money for convenience foods that are loaded with chemicals. It’s as simple as that. The “3 Cs” are an evil trio, and cooking these recipes, you’ll learn how to avoid bumping into them.

These dishes are made with real ingredients that once grew from the land, walked upon it, or swam in its waters. These recipes do utilize canned beans and tomatoes, plus some inexpensive frozen vegetables that do not diminish the quality of a dish and speed its preparation. But those are foods that are minimally processed and represent a good value, too. Canned tomatoes, for example, have better flavor than fresh ones bought for a lot more money out of season, and frozen spinach delivers the same nutritional value as fresh and can be prepared in a fraction of the amount of time.

There are a few ingredient compromises taken to trim costs; however, these shortcuts trim preparation time, too. This is the first book I’ve written for which I used bottled lemon and lime juice in recipe development rather than freshly squeezed juices from the fruits themselves; I  discovered it took a bit more juice to achieve the flavor I was after, but with the escalated cost of citrus fruits, this was a sacrifice I chose to make. I’ve also limited the range of herbs and spices specified to a core group of fewer than a dozen. There’s no need to purchase an expensive dried herb that you may never use again.

On the other hand, there are standards I will never bend. I truly believe that unsalted butter has a flavor that is far superior to margarine, therefore, any minimal cost savings from using margarine was not worth the trade-down in flavor. Good quality Parmesan cheese, freshly grated when you need it, is another ingredient well worth the splurge. You use very little of it because once grated it takes up far more volume than in a block, and its innate flavor is far superior.

The same is true for using fresh parsley, cilantro, and dill. While most herbs deliver flavor in their dried form, these leafy herbs do not. Luckily, they are used so often that they are inexpensive to buy and don’t go to waste—especially with the tricks I’ll teach you on how to preserve their freshness.

You’ll find cooking the recipes in this book that budget is hardly synonymous with boring. The recipes are for great American foods and foods from cuisines that are increasingly popular options in this country. These dishes have vibrant flavors, but they’re not made with exotic ingredients that cost a lot of money and that you might not use again.

The recipes are arranged by category of food and cooking method rather than by the dominant ingredient. Within each chapter, the recipes follow the same sequence; they start with vegetarian options, and then progress through fish, poultry, and meats. The reason for this approach is to think of foods in terms of how they are prepared, and some methods—such as stir-frying and sautéing—are far faster than others. Also, many nights you know you want a salad for dinner, so all the entrée salads are grouped together rather than having to use the index to locate them. And at the beginning of each chapter is a discussion about each cooking method, if appropriate.

While specific cooking methods are important to learn, general tips for speeding up your time in the kitchen are detailed in Chapter 2. Like any activity, the more you do it, the more accomplished—and in this case, faster—you should become. But there are some skills, such as how to hold knives to achieve the best results, that are important to know for all cooking.

Many of the skill-building tips, as well as tips for saving money, come from my years running a professional kitchen. Waste—either of ingredients or staff time—eat away at profits, so they had to be avoided.

A good number of the recipes in $3 Meals in Minutes began as staff meals in the professional kitchen. These are the foods cooked in a short time to feed the hungry folk who work there. They could be dishwashers who were happy with anything I’d make because it was free, to chefs and sous chefs with discerning palates. They were always happy with the food, and I hope you will be, too.


Chapter 1:

Saving Money at the Supermarket

If your boss lists a task in your job description, you do it. So here’s your task: You’re going to save money on your grocery bill. But rather than saving money, you’re going to think of it as earning money. And in the hour it takes you to follow some of the suggestions in this chapter, you’ll earn anywhere from $25 to $60 a week. That might not seem like a lot. But how about if you earned $3,000 a year for something you’re doing anyway? That would be a nice bonus, and I bet it would make a difference in your attitude. And with the money you’re “earning” you can do anything from feeling unstressed about the heating bill that needs paying to taking the kids to that expensive theme park for a weekend.

Next to housing and auto expenses, food is our major annual expense, as it is around the world. The fact that Americans spend about a 12 percent chunk of disposable income on food still remains the envy of most people living in the industrialized world. Just across the border in Canada the figure is 14 percent, while in Mexico it is more than 25 percent.

Most of the tips are specific to food shopping; this is a cookbook. But there are also hints for saving money in other segments of your budget. It’s all coming out of the same wallet.

I wish I could promise you a clear and uncluttered path. But every rule has an exception, as you’ll see below. However, once you’ve accepted earning money on groceries as part of your job, the nuances are easy to grasp.

PLAN BEFORE YOU SHOP

The most important step to cost-effective cooking is to decide logically and intelligently what you’re going to cook for the week. That many sound simple, but if you’re in the habit of deciding when you’re leaving work at the end of the day, chances are you’ve ended up with a lot of high-calorie frozen pizza or greasy Chinese carry-out. While this section on how to plan is very detailed, it really takes but minutes to compile your master plan once you’ve gotten in the habit.

First, look at the week, and what activities are listed. How many nights will you actually be home? Are there guests invited for any meals? How about the kids? Do they have activities that mean that the family won’t be eating dinner together? Is there a sporting event on television that everyone will want to see, so eating may be on laps instead of a table? These are all questions to ponder before putting pen to paper.

The next step is to shop in your own house first. Look and see what’s still in the refrigerator, and how that food–which you’ve already purchased and perhaps also cooked–can be utilized.

Now look and see what foods you have in the freezer. Part of savvy shopping is stocking up on foods when they’re on sale; in fact, sales of free-standing freezers have grown by more than 10 percent during the past few years, while sales of all other major appliances have gone down. And with good reason–a free-standing freezer allows you to take advantage of sales. Especially foods like boneless, skinless chicken breasts–the time-crunched cook’s best friend–which go on sale frequently and are almost prohibitive in price when they’re not on sale. You should always have a cache of them ready to cook, for the recipes in this book as well as recipes that are more indulgent.

But preparing food for the freezer to ensure quality is important. Never freeze meats, poultry, or seafood in the supermarket wrapping alone. To guard against freezer burn, double wrap food in freezer paper or place it in heavy resealable plastic bags. Mark the purchase date on raw food, and the date when frozen on cooked items, and use them within three months. The recipes in this book use less meat, fish, and poultry than many other cookbooks. Therefore, it’s important to repackage meats into smaller packages than those you buy, too. Scan recipes and look at the amount of the particular meat specified; that’s what size your packages destined for the freezer should be.

Keep a list taped to the front of your freezer. It should list contents and date when they were frozen. Mark off foods as you take them out and add foods as you put them in.

Also, part of your strategy as a cook is to do it only a few nights a week; that means when you’re making recipes that can be doubled– like a pasta sauce or stew–you make larger batches and freeze a portion. Those meals are “dinner insurance” for nights you don’t want to cook. Those are the nights that you previously would have brought in the bucket of chicken or the box of pizza, and spent more money for food that is not as high in nutritional value.

The other factor that enters in to the initial planning is looking at your depletion list and seeing what foods and other products need to be purchased. A jar of peanut butter or a bottle of dishwashing liquid doesn’t contribute to your meal plans, but they do cost money–so they have to be factored into your budget. Some weeks you might not need many supplies, but it always seems to me that all of the cleaning supplies seem to deplete the same week.

Now you’ve got the “raw data” to look at the weekly sales circulars from your newspaper or delivered with your mail. Those sales should form the core for your menu planning.

MAKING A LIST, AND CHECKING IT TWICE

So it’s a new you entering the supermarket. First of all, you have a list, and it’s for more than a few days. And you’re going to buy what’s on your list. Here’s the first rule: stick to that list. Never go shopping when you’re hungry; that’s when non-essential treats wind up in your basket. Always go shopping alone; unwanted items end up in the cart to keep peace in the family. And–here’s an idea that might seem counterintuitive–go shopping when you’re in a hurry. It’s those occasions when you have the time to dawdle that the shortcakes end up coming home when all you really wanted was the strawberries.

But as promised, here are some exceptions to the rule of keeping to your list. You’ve got to be flexible enough to take advantage of some unexpected great sales. It’s easy if the sale is a markdown on meat; you see the $2 off coupon and put it in the cart, with the intention of either cooking it that night or freezing it. All supermarkets mark down meat on the day before the expiration sticker. The meat is still perfectly fine, and should it turn out not to be, you can take it back for a refund. So go ahead and take advantage of the markdown.

Then you notice a small oval sticker with the word “Save.” Is turkey breast at $1.09 a real bargain? You’ll know it is if you keep track of prices, and know that a few weeks ago it was $3.99 per pound.

You now have two options. Buy the off-list bargains and freeze them, or use them this week.

That’s why I suggest freezing bargains, assuming you can absorb the extra cost on this week’s grocery bill. If not, then look at what produce, shelf-stable, and dairy items on the list were tied to a protein you’re now crossing off, and delete them too.

SHOPPING STRATEGY

It always helps when you know where you’re going–including where to find what in the supermarkets you frequent. The next time you are at the market, have a pad and pen with you. Take notes of what is located where, such as “baking supplies (flour, sugar, chocolate chips) in aisle 2,” and create a master form for your shopping list according to the layout of your market. Divide a sheet of paper into four columns, starting with the meats, fish, and other protein, and then make listings for produce, dairy products, and shelf-stable pantry items by aisle number. After a few times, this system becomes so familiar that you will probably not be referring to your master guide.

Supermarkets are almost all designed to funnel traffic first into the produce section; that is the last place you want to shop. Begin with the proteins, since many items in other sections of your list relate to the entrees of the dinners you have planned. Once they are gathered, go through and get the shelf-stable items, then the dairy products (so they will not be in the cart for too long), and end with the produce. Using this method, the fragile produce is on the top of the basket, not crushed by the gallons of milk.

The last step is packing the groceries. If you live in an area where you have the option of packing them yourself, place items stored together in the same bag. That way all of your produce can go directly into the refrigerator, and canned goods destined for the basement will be stored in one trip.

COUPON CLIPPING 101

It’s part art, it’s part science, and it all leads to more money in your wallet. Consider this portion of the chapter your Guerilla Guide to Coupons. There’s more to it than just clipping them. Of course, unless you clip them or glean them from other channels (see some ideas below) then you can’t save money. So that’s where you’re going to start–but, trust me, it’s just the beginning.

Forget that image you have of the lady wearing the hairnet and the “sensible shoes” in line at the supermarket digging through what seems to be a bottomless pit of tiny pieces of paper looking for the right coupon for this or that. Clipping coupons–in case you haven’t heard–is cool. And it should be. At any given moment there are billions of dollars of coupons floating around out there, according to the folks at www.grocerycouponguide.com, one of the growing list of similar sites dedicated to helping you save money.

And not only is it becoming easier to access these savings, you’re a Neanderthal if you don’t. The fact that you’re reading this book–and will be cooking from it–shows that you care about trimming the size of your grocery bill. So it’s time to get with the program.

Every Sunday the newspaper (as long as they still exist) is a treasure-trove of coupons. I found a $5 off coupon for a premium cat food my finicky cats liked in a local paper, which cost 50 cents. It was worth it to buy four copies of the paper; I spent $2 but I then netted an $18 savings on the cat food.

The first decision you have to make is how you’re going to organize your coupons. There are myriad ways and each has its fans. It’s up to you to decide which is right for you, your family, and the way you shop:


	Arrange the coupons by aisle in the supermarket if you only shop in one store consistently.

	Arrange them by category of product (like cereals, cleaning supplies, dairy products, etc.) if you shop in many stores.

	Arrange them alphabetically if you have coupons that you use in various types of stores beyond the grocery store.

	Arrange them by expiration date. Coupons are only valid for a certain time period; it can be a few weeks or a few months. And part of the strategy of coupon clipping is to maximize the value, which frequently comes close to the expiration date. Some of the best coupons are those for “buy one, get one free.” However, when the coupon first appears the item is at full price. But what about two weeks later when the item is on sale at your store? Then the “buy one, get one free” can mean you’re actually getting four cans for the price of one at the original retail price.



Storage systems for arranging coupons are as varied as methods of organizing them. I personally use envelopes, and keep the stack held together with a low-tech paper clip. I’ve also seen people with whole wallets and tiny accordion binders dedicated to coupons. If you don’t have a small child riding on the top of the cart, another alternative is to get a loose-leaf notebook with clear envelopes instead of pages.

BARGAIN SHOPPING 2.0

Every grocery store has weekly sales, and those foods are the place to start your planning for new purchases; that’s how you’re saving money beyond using coupons. And almost every town has competing supermarket chains that offer different products on sale. It’s worth your time to shop in a few venues, because it will generate the most savings. That way you can also determine which chain offers the best store brands, and purchase them while you’re there for the weekly bargains. Here are other ways to save:


	
“Junk mail” may contain more than junk. Don’t toss those Val-pack and other coupon envelopes that arrive in the mail. Look through them carefully, and you’ll find not only coupons for food products, but for many services, too.

	
Spend a stamp to get a rebate. Many large manufacturers are now sending out coupon books or cash vouchers usable in many stores to customers who mail in receipts demonstrating that they have purchased about $50 of products. For example, Procter & Gamble, the country’s largest advertiser and the company for which the term “soap opera” was invented, is switching millions of dollars from the airwaves to these sorts of promotions.

	
Find bargains online. It’s difficult for me to list specific Web sites because they may be defunct by the time you’re reading this book, but there are hundreds of dollars worth of savings to be culled by printing coupons from Web sites, and for high end organic products, it’s the only way to access coupons. Ones I use frequently are www.couponmom.com and www.coupons.com; I also look for the coupon offers on such culinary sites as www.epicurious.com and www.foodnetwork.com. You will find coupons there, some tied to actual recipes. Also visit manufacturers’ Web sites, which offer both coupons and redemption savings.

	
Find coupons in the store. Look for those little machines projecting out from the shelves; they usually contain coupons that can be used instantly when you check out. Also, don’t throw out your receipt until you’ve looked at it carefully. There are frequently coupons printed on the back. The cashier may also hand you other small slips of paper with your cash register receipt; most of them are coupons for future purchases of items you just bought. They may be from the same brand or they may be from a competing brand. Either way, they offer savings.

	
Stock up on cans. Even if you live in a small apartment without a basement storage unit, it makes sense to stock up on canned goods when they’re on sale. The answer is to use every spare inch of space. The same plastic containers that fit under your bed to hold out of season clothing can also become a pantry for canned goods.

	
Shuffle those cards. Even if I can’t convince you to clip coupons, the least you can do for yourself to save money is take the five minutes required to sign up for store loyalty cards; many national brands as well as store brands are on sale only when using the card. While the current system has you hand the card to the cashier at the checkout, that will be changing in the near future. Shopping carts will be equipped with card readers that will generate instant coupons according to your purchasing habits. I keep my stack of loyalty cards in the glove box of my car; that way they don’t clutter my purse but I always have them when shopping.

	
Get a bargain buddy. There’s no question that supermarkets try to lure customers with “buy one, get one free” promotions, and sometimes one is all you really want. And what about those massive cases of paper towels at the warehouse clubs that are also a good deal–if you have unlimited storage space. The answer? Find a bargain buddy with whom you can split large purchases. My friends and I also swap coupons we won’t use but the other person will. Going back to my example of the cat food savings, there were dog food coupons on the same page, so I turned them over to a canine-owning friend.



LEARNING THE ROPES

The well-informed shopper is the shopper who is saving money, and the information you need to make the best purchasing decision is right there on the supermarket shelves. It’s the shelf tag that gives you the cost per unit of measurement. The units can be quarts for salad dressing, ounces for dry cereal, or pounds for canned goods. All you have to do is look carefully.

But you do have to make sure you’re comparing apples to apples and oranges to oranges–or in this example, stocks to stocks. Some can be priced by the quart, while others are by the pound.


	
Check out store brands. Store brands and generics have been improving in quality during the past few years, and according to Consumer Reports, buying them can save anywhere from 15 percent to 50 percent. Moving from a national brand to a store brand is a personal decision, and sometimes money is not the only factor. For example, I have used many store brands of chlorine bleach, and have returned to Clorox time and again. But I find no difference between generic corn flakes and those from the market leaders. Store brands can also be less expensive than national brands on sale–and with coupons.

	
Compare prices within the store. Many foods–such as cold cuts and cheeses–are sold in multiple areas of the store, so check out those alternate locations. Sliced ham may be less expensive in cellophane package shelved with the refrigerated foods than at the deli counter.

	
Look high and low. Manufacturers pay a premium price to shelve products at eye level, and you’re paying for that placement when you’re paying their prices. Look at the top and bottom shelves in aisles like cereal and canned goods. That’s where you’ll find the lower prices.

	
Buy the basics. When is a bargain not a bargain? When you’re paying for water or you’re paying for a little labor. That’s why even though a 15-ounce can of beans is less expensive than the same quantity of dried beans (approximately a pound), you’re still better off buying the dried beans. One pound of dried beans makes the equivalent of four or five cans of beans. In the same way, a bar of Monterey Jack cheese is much less expensive per pound than a bag of grated Monterey Jack cheese. In addition to saving money, the freshly grated cheese will have more flavor because cheese loses flavor rapidly when grated. And pre-cut and pre-washed vegetables are truly exorbitant.

	
Watch the scanner. I know it’s tempting to catch up on pop culture by leafing through the tabloids at the checkout, but that’s the last thing you should be doing. Watching the clerk scan your order usually saves you money. For example, make sure all the instant savings coupons are peeled off; this includes marked-down meats and coupons on boxes and bags. Then, make sure sale items are ringing up at the right price.



WASTE NOT, WANT NOT

We’re now going to start listing exceptions to all the rules you just read, because a bargain isn’t a bargain if you end up throwing some of it away. Remember that the goal is to waste nothing. Start by annotating your shopping list with quantities for the recipes you’ll be cooking. That way you can begin to gauge when a bargain is a bargain. Here are other ways to buy only what you need:


	
Don’t overbuy. Sure, the large can of diced tomatoes is less per pound than the smaller can. But what will you do with the remainder of the can if all you need is a small amount? The same is true for dairy products. A half-pint of heavy cream always costs much more per ounce than a quart, but if the remaining three cups of cream will end up in the sink in a few weeks, go with the smaller size.

	
Sometimes bigger isn’t better. If you’re shopping for snacks for a young child, look for the small apples rather than the giant ones. Most kids take a few bites and then toss the rest, so evaluate any purchases you’re making by the pound.

	
Ring that bell! You know the one; it’s always in the meat department of the supermarket. It might take you a few extra minutes, but ask the real live human who will appear for exactly what you want; many of the recipes in $3 Meals in Minutes specify less than the weight of packages you find in the meat case. Many supermarkets do not have personnel readily available in departments like the cheese counter, but if there are wedges of cheeses labeled and priced then someone is in charge. It might be the deli department or the produce department, but find out who it is and ask for a small wedge of cheese if you can’t find one the correct size.

	
Check out the bulk bins. Begin buying from the bulk bins for shelf-stable items, like various types of rice, beans, dried fruits, and nuts. Each of these departments has scales so you can weigh ingredients like dried mushrooms or pasta. If a recipe calls for a quantity rather than a weight you can usually “eyeball” the quantity. If you’re unsure of amounts start by bringing a 1-cup measure with you to the market. Empty the contents of the bin into the measuring cup rather than directly into the bag. One problem with bulk food bags is that they are difficult to store in the pantry; shelves were made for sturdier materials. Wash out plastic deli containers or even plastic containers that you bought containing yogurt or salsa. Use those for storage once the bulk bags arrive in the kitchen. Make sure you label your containers of bulk foods both at the supermarket and if you’re transferring the foods to other containers at home so you know what they are, especially if you’re buying similar foods. Arborio and basmati rice look very similar in a plastic bag, but they are totally different grains and shouldn’t be substituted for each other.

	
Shop from the salad bar for tiny quantities. There’s no question that supermarkets charge a premium price for items in those chilled bins in the salad bar, but you get exactly what you need. When to shop there depends on the cost of the item in a larger quantity. At $4 per pound, you’re still better off buying a 50-cent can of garbanzo beans, even if it means throwing some of them away. However, if you don’t see how you’re going to finish the $4 pint of cherry tomatoes, then spend $1 at the salad bar for the handful you need to garnish a salad.
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