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  Preface




  I understand and appreciate how hard it is to plan healthful meals for your family these days. That’s where I can help you, and where this book comes in. $3 Low-Calorie Meals, as well as the other books in the $3 Meals series, is dedicated to helping you produce delicious meals that hide the fact that they’re created on a budget, and in this case, keep it a secret that they’re actually good for you. These recipes will prove to you that low-calorie can still mean high-flavor, and that the reduction of fat in foods will never be detected by your family and friends. You will keep everyone healthy and they will never even know it.




  Here’s the predicament in which we find ourselves. On one side there’s the skyrocketing cost of food that challenges all of us shopping with a limited food budget. Even if the cost of gasoline drops back, prices at the supermarket will barely change, because the reasons for increasingly expensive food are global and not national.




  For example, the conversion of wheat fields in Umbria to produce sunflowers for ethanol led to a great surge in the price of pasta—a place to which we always turn for the foundation for a low-cost meal—because there’s a scarcity of durum wheat. And halfway around the world from this sun-drenched region of Italy, the long-awaited growth of a middle class in both India and China has given Western countries competition for the world’s meat supply—and increased the cost of all meats we find in the supermarket.




  Then on the other hand is the need to feed yourself and your family meals that are low in calories and high in nutrients for a healthy life. Obesity is an epidemic in America—for both adults and children.




  All recent weight-loss research points to the truism that calories are what really make the difference. Plainly stated, with high-calorie meals you’re sure to put on the pounds, and with low-calorie meals, losing weight or maintaining your best weight are going to be a whole lot easier. But calorie-counting is a pretty hateful process. With the recipes in this book, you don’t have to bother. They’re all low-calorie. Karen Konopelski, who holds a master’s degree in nutrition, served as my consultant and analyzed all the recipes for their calories and other nutrients. So she and I have done the homework for you.




  We all know that many foods that are low in cost are also low in nutrition, as well as being high in calories. Wearing one hat, you’re supposed to be a bargain hunter—a fast and efficient forager—but then you’re also asked to spend time reading food labels—and understanding what they mean. Shopping for food could take up a good part of your day! And it can’t—because there’s too much else to do in this time of scarce money.




  But take heart! You don’t need to read food labels and figure out nutritional values. I’ve done it for you, and each recipe in $3 Low-Calorie Meals has been analyzed by a dietitian so you know exactly how many calories you’re consuming at every meal. And these are real foods, not those frozen low-calorie entrees from the supermarket that are loaded with chemicals and are more expensive per ounce than any recipe in this book.




  There’s a cornucopia of inexpensive vegetables in the produce aisle—and in the frozen food aisle—as well as other whole grain and complex carbohydrate foods that are what dietitians praise as being “nutrient dense.” Those form the basis for these recipes. But a high percentage of vegetables and whole grains doesn’t mean this is “bunny food.”




  Only a fraction of these recipes are vegetarian; most contain skinless poultry—yes, including the popular and lean boneless breasts—as well as fish and meats. You’ll be eating beef and pork, just not a huge hunk. To control calories, these recipes reverse the proportions of meat to vegetables in the meat-centered American diet.




  Not only isn’t there a can of “cream of something soup” in any recipes—including the Low-Cal Tuna Noodle Casserole!—there aren’t any processed foods at all. The more a food is processed, more expensive it becomes and the less healthy it is for you. Americans have been at the mercy of big business for too long. We don’t need them in the kitchen. So get ready to peel and slice some carrots; it only takes a minute, and you can save the peels to make the stock you’ll use for your soups.




  But don’t picture yourself spending hours in the kitchen to make these meals. None requires more than 25 minutes of your time—so the whole working time can be spent listening to the evening news. While many dishes need additional cooking time, you can be doing something else.




  Here’s the inside scoop on the recipes in this book—diet and denial may start with the same letter, but it ends there. These dishes reflect my exuberance for ingredients and for good-tasting foods. I love to cook because I love to eat.




  I love herbs and spices, and start almost all dishes with at least a few cloves of garlic. (For those of you with family and friends who don’t like garlic, add some shallots cooked well.) Chile peppers contain almost no calories, but boost flavors in foods immeasurably. They’re part and parcel of Southwestern dishes as well as holding a revered place in most Asian cuisines. You’ll find them in many recipes in this book.




  Perhaps you’re new to worrying about the caloric content of food. Stick with me; I’m a pro at it. In fact, this book is the result of one woman’s lifelong battle with her hips. The battle has been waged since childhood, and it has certainly been exacerbated by the choice of profession as a food writer and cookbook author. I have a metabolism that should be declared illegal under the Geneva Convention, and I have fought the Battle of the Bulge countless times.




  As the founding food editor of USA Today in the early 1980s, I had what was perceived by my friends as a “dream job”; I flew around the country eating. Between these forays finding the best gumbo in the Louisiana bayous or the trendiest pizza in Los Angeles, I returned to my home base in Washington, D.C., and starved myself as penance for the most recent caloric transgressions. I lived by a system of “calorie banking.” We save calories at lunch to splurge at dinner, or we skip breakfast thinking about the pastries crowning dinner the night before. This might work for the short term; but it’s not a healthy way of life.




  The trend towards low-calorie cooking in restaurants dates back to the 1970s with the coining of the term “Spa Cuisine.” While it accompanied the pounding and prodding at the country’s upscale spas, it soon spread to restaurants such as the famed Four Seasons in New York, where the rich (and thin) dined in between spa visits.




  What I found while investigating this style of cooking, however, was a combination of elaborate presentation in conjunction with portion control. Remember that even a slice of buttery foie gras can boast a low calorie count if the portion is the size of a thimble.




  As a home cook, I had a real aversion to what I term “fondled food.” Six snow peas arranged in a starburst pattern might make a pretty picture, but it took way too much time to create and was not filling.




  Portion control, the other tenet of early Spa Cuisine, was also not a solution; it left me hungry. The Food and Drug Administration also did not approve of portion control. The FDA definition of “low-calorie” is very clear; it’s 120 calories per 100-gram portion of food. That is the standard used for these recipes, with a few exceptions in Chapter 9 for baked goods and desserts. Some of those treats fall into the definition of “reduced-calorie,” which is at least 25 percent fewer calories than a standard dish.




  My devotion to healthful cooking resulted in the publication of The Gourmet Gazelle Cookbook in 1989, for which I won the IACP Cookbook Award. The book was an outgrowth of a business I founded with partners in New York a few years earlier; it was the country’s first gourmet take-out shop that sold only nutritionally controlled foods. The assumption was that it was on nights when people were eating at home, or at their desks for lunch, that they wanted food healthier than the usual carry-out could provide.




  So that history brings me to this new effort to help you hold the bulge and hold the budget. These are hard times; spa visits are accounted for in few family budgets. But you can do it at home.




  Happy eating!




  Ellen Brown




  Providence, Rhode Island
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  Introduction




  While studies touting the benefits of a low-calorie diet have been around for many decades, it was as recently as February of 2009 that the venerable New England Journal of Medicine validated once again that counting calories is the way not only to take off weight, but to keep it off. It’s basic chemistry; it’s not bells and whistles or magic tricks. And using the delicious recipes in this book is a way to follow this regimen both deliciously and economically.




  And it appears as a nation we should be paying attention. The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) reported that in 2007—the most recent year for which statistics are available—only Colorado had an adult obesity rate of less than 20 percent, with 38 states greater than 25 percent, and 3 states (Alabama, Mississippi, and Tennessee) having the dubious distinction that more than 30 percent of the adult population is obese. If only obesity was an adult problem. Right now more than 12 percent of preschool-age children are already obese, and that figure rises to 17 percent for children aged 6 to 11 and 17.6 percent for adolescents aged 12 to 19.




  We have begun to consider calories only in terms of those we take in; however, calories are a measurement of energy and of potential output rather than intake. Calories are burned by every human activity, including lying perfectly still and breathing. The number of calories that an individual will burn during any given task varies according to personal metabolism. It is difficult to determine how many calories each individual should eat in the course of a day to maintain weight and, therefore, to determine what number is needed in order to lose weight.




  When the body is using more calories than it is taking in, the necessary energy is taken from the storage of fat cells in our bodies. While that number is individually determined, a rule of thumb is that it takes 3,500 more calories of output than intake in order to lose 1 pound. So eating 500 fewer calories a day or expending an extra 500 calories each day through more vigorous exercise will subtract 1 pound a week, at least in theory.




  It’s a paradox that while concern about the shape of our shapes is at an all-time high, the American diet continues to be notoriously unhealthful and high in calories. It’s not just how many calories we consume in a day, but also which foods comprise those calories that determines whether or not our diet is healthful.




  What does not change from person to person is the percentage of calories that should come from fat for a healthy diet. Health authorities are almost unanimous that 30 percent or less of daily calories should come from fat, with 10 percent of those calories from saturated fat—that’s the fat found primarily in animal products. So if you’re on a 2,000-calorie-a-day eating plan, then it should contain no more than 65 grams of fat, 20 grams or fewer of which are saturated fat.




  All fats are a combination of saturated, polyunsaturated, and monounsaturated fatty acids. Regardless of the type of fat, they all contain 9 calories per gram, and a gram is a very small amount. But fat is an essential nutrient, along with protein, vitamins, and minerals.




  You’ll notice that all fats—luscious unsalted butter, heady olive oil, and aromatic Asian sesame oil—are used very sparingly in these recipes. While this is touted as a “low-calorie” rather than a “low-fat” cookbook, it’s safe to say that you can’t control one without controlling the other. Regardless of which oil, there are 120 calories per tablespoon. To put that into perspective, for that same 120 calories you could be eating more than half a cantaloupe or 1 cup of cooked whole-wheat pasta. Which one do you think you’d find more satisfying? In Chapter 2 you’ll be reading lots of hints on “skinny cooking,” and more tips for maintaining a healthy, low-calorie lifestyle.




  While keeping fat in check is important, there’s a whole big world of delicious foods that you can—and should—eat on a daily basis. Your body needs more than 40 nutrients on a regular basis to maintain good health, and no single food supplies more than a few of them.




  A good rule is that the closer a food is to its raw and natural state, the better it will be for you. Whole grains—including such grains as brown rice, barley, wheat bran, and oat bran—are complex carbohydrates, while refined grains—like white flour and refined sugar—are simple carbohydrates. You want the complex carbohydrates that are also filled with fiber and contain no cholesterol. These whole grains are also high in antioxidants, which help build your immune system.




  Carbohydrates are foods composed of some combination of starches, sugar, and fiber; they provide the body with the energy we need for all activities, and they break down into glucose, a sugar our cells use as a universal source of energy. The problem with the refined (or “unhealthy”) carbs is that they digest so quickly that they can cause a dramatic elevation in blood sugar, which can lead to weight gain and even to diabetes.




  The complex (or “good”) carbs digest much more slowly. This keeps your blood sugar and insulin levels from rising and falling too quickly; you’ll feel fuller both sooner and for longer.




  It’s not just whole grains that fall into the “healthy carb” family, it’s all the beans, fruits, and vegetables you eat. You should be eating 6 to 11 servings of complex carbohydrates each day, in addition to 3 to 5 servings of vegetables and 2 to 4 servings of fruit. While it varies from food to food, a serving is generally ½ cup; the portion size for meat is 3 ounces, and for cheese it’s 1 ounce.




  While Americans have eaten too much animal protein in recent decades, protein itself is another essential part of a healthy diet. A complete protein, such as that found in meats, eggs, dairy, poultry, and fish, is one that contains all 9 essential amino acids. Foods such as beans and rice are incomplete proteins, but if eaten together they become a complete protein. While it used to be mandated that the two complementary proteins had to be eaten at the same meal, nutritional authorities now say that eating them within the same day will accomplish the creation of a complete protein. If following a vegetarian diet, beans, nuts, and soy products are all excellent sources of proteins; however, nuts are also high in calories.




  To learn more about healthy eating as advised in the 2005 version of the Dietary Guidelines for Americans from the U.S. Department of Agriculture, visit www.mypyramid.gov.




  As we age, there’s another potential benefit to maintaining a low-calorie lifestyle—improving memory. Dr. Veronica Witte and colleagues from the University of Münster in Germany recently published findings from a study that indicated that middle-aged people who slash the calories in their diet by 30 percent were better able to remember lists of words than people who stuck to their normal routine. It’s the first experiment to show that cutting calories may improve human memory at a time when memory shortens for a majority of people.




  Fifty healthy people between the ages of 52 and 68 were put on a variety of diets—including low-calorie and low-carbohydrate; there was also a control group that did not change their diet. After three months, the blood samples showed that the low-calorie participants had a lower level of the hormone insulin, and those who showed the greatest improvement in memory also had the largest falls in insulin. While this study is both small and preliminary, if you needed another inducement to take the low-cal road, that may be it!




  Getting going on a low-calorie way of life is not difficult. Here are some tips to help you get started:




  

    	
Become a human calorie counter. There are countless inexpensive books on the market that contain calorie counts for ingredients as well as brand-name supermarket foods and foods eaten away from home. There’s also a wealth of information for free online. Get a source, and familiarize yourself with it.




    	
Start reading food labels. Almost all contain the number of calories. And pay attention to the serving size represented by that number.




    	
Keep a food diary. While this does not have to be a permanent part of your life, when starting a low-calorie way of eating it helps you to curb the “mindless munching” that thwarts us all. Write down everything that goes into your mouth, including the cookie you ate because they were being given out for free at the supermarket or the few pieces of candy you popped while waiting in line at the bank—just because they were there. Did you spread butter on your cracker? Did you add extra dressing to your salad? These are all the pitfalls that keeping the diary will point out.


  




  It’s much easier to keep track of your calories when you cook the food yourself, and what you’ll learn reading—and cooking from—this book is how far your limited food budget can stretch. Your wallet grows fatter while your waist grows smaller.




  The goal of $3 Low-Calorie Meals, as well as other books in 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 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 really means it.




  In addition to eating wonderfully, you’ll also be eating more healthfully. It may not be by accident that convenience and chemical start with the same letter. Chemicals are what convenience foods are all about; they are loaded up with them to increase their shelf life, both before and after opening. The recipes in this book don’t contain such unhealthy ingredients as trans fats and high fructose corn syrup that can be hidden in processed foods, too.




  One of the rules of economical cooking is that the more processed a food is, the more expensive it is. These recipes are made with foods that are ingredients; at one time they grew from the earth, walked upon it, or swam in its waters. The most processing that has taken place is the milk of animals transformed into natural cheeses. So when you’re cooking from $3 Low-Calorie Meals, you’re satisfying your body as well as your budget.




  Not only for your body, but also for the planet, it is beneficial to use organic ingredients whenever possible. While organics used to be priced higher than conventional products, that is no longer necessarily the case. Most major supermarket chains, and mass retailers such as Wal-Mart, now carry extensive lines of organic ingredients, both fresh and shelf-stable. So buying organic is now a choice open to all—regardless of food budget.




  The term was vague until 2001, when the U.S. Department of Agriculture set standards that clearly defined the meaning of “organic,” both in terms of the food and the farming practices.




  Organic agriculture prohibits the use of most synthetic fertilizers and pesticides, sewer sludge fertilizers, genetic engineering, growth hormones, irradiation, antibiotics, and artificial ingredients. In modern times antioxidants in our bodies have had to work even harder to combat the ravages of environmental pollutants, and organic farming does not add to those factors.




  When the word organic is used in relation to meats, eggs, and dairy products, it means that the animals have not been given drugs or growth hormones, and they have been kept in conditions that allow for regular exercise and humane treatment.




  In terms of saving the earth, the agricultural practices used for organic farming are environmentally friendly. Soil fertility and crop nutrient management must be done to improve soil conditions, minimize erosion, and prevent contamination of crops. Farmers must use crop rotation methods and fertilize with composted animal manure and plant materials rather than chemicals. Pests are controlled by traps rather than chemical sprays, and plastic mulches are forbidden.




  In these recipes, I’ve made a few ingredient compromises to trim costs; however, these shortcuts trim preparation time, too. For my series of $3 Meals books I’ve 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 that I chose to make. The same is true with vegetables; many of these recipes call for cost-effective frozen vegetables rather than fresh. For vegetables such as the chopped spinach added to a soup or casserole, or the peas added to many recipes, using frozen vegetables doesn’t affect the finished dish.




  I’ve also limited the range of herbs and spices specified to a core group of less than a dozen. There’s no need to purchase an expensive dried herb that you may never use again. If you grow fresh herbs, please feel free to substitute them at the rate of 1 tablespoon of a chopped fresh herb for each 1 teaspoon of a dried herb. While I adore fresh herbs, a small bunch in most supermarkets is double the cost of a dozen eggs—and that can serve as the protein for six people’s dinner.




  On the other hand, there are standards I will never bend. I truly believe that unsalted butter is so far superior to margarine that any minimal cost savings or savings of saturated fat grams from using margarine is 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.




  You’ll also find that the dishes in $3 Low-Calorie Meals offer a wide range of flavors, and are dishes that are satisfying to the soul as well as to the stomach. You definitely won’t feel like a bunny eating these recipes, but you will be lighter and more agile as a result.




  Chapter 1:


  Saving Money at the Supermarket





  Forget that image you have of the lady wearing the hairnet net 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 Web site on 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 as well as trimming the size of your waistline—or maintaining both where they are right now. So it’s time to get with the program, and that’s what you’re going to learn to do in this chapter.




  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.




  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.




  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 low-calorie diet’s best friend—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. Keep a list taped to the front of the freezer so you don’t forget about foods. Always try to use the foods that have been frozen for the longest time first.




  The recipes in this book use less meats, fish, and poultry than many in other cookbooks; these high-priced foods are also higher in calories. 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.




  Also, part of your strategy as a cook is to do it only a few nights a week; that means when you’re making a recipe 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 pizza, and spent more money for more calories by far.




  The other factor that enters into the initial planning is to look at your depletion list, and see what foods and other products need to be purchased. A jar of peanut butter or a bottle of dishwashing liquid might not factor into 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.




  STRATEGIES FOR SHOPPING




  It’s a new world out there. You’re going to the supermarket 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.




  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 three columns, starting with the meats, fish and other protein, and then make listings for 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.
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