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Introduction
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To say I’ve never found the idea of ‘cutting back’ particularly appealing would be something of an understatement. I am naturally extravagant; I am also naturally spectacularly crap with money, regardless of how much or how little of it I earn. It’s an unhappy combination that has, for two decades, resulted in complete dependency on my overdraft facility and on assorted loans, and in long periods of a panic-denial-panic cycle. Let’s just say i’ve come across my fair share of bailifs over the years (one year they appeared on 23 December, which was nice. I was out shopping). When it comes to money, I am fiddling while rome Burns made flesh. Or rather, I was.

In 2007, before I decided that I really needed to get a grip once and for all, I was served with bankruptcy papers – not for the first time, but for the most inescapable, disastrous one. I had two books in the top ten bestseller charts at the time. It’s not that I can’t earn money, or that I don’t earn enough of it. It’s a complete inability to manage money, full stop – and, to be frank, an inborn lack of interest in doing so: money, schmoney; sometimes you have it, sometimes you don’t – whatever (it’s perhaps no coincidence that my father died a double bankrupt and that my mother’s attitude to money is, shall we say, quite breezy). This romantic and deluded view works fen(ish) if there’s just one of you, but it has rather limited appeal if you have a family – children to clothe, food to put on the table, bills to pay because if you don’t the baby gets hypothermia, that kind of thing.

I’ll get back to all of this in the relevant chapter, but I think, embarrassingly enough, that, genetics aside, my calamitous approach to finances stems from some bizarre notion that I was too ‘creative’, too ‘carefree’ (ha!) to concern myself with the rather nafy bourgeois issue of money management. Just as I used to see being fat as being indicative of having a wonderful appetite for life (as well as buns), I think I subconsciously saw my financial idiocy as a sign of a rather charmingly bohemian easy-come-easy-go approach to life in general. I know: it’s pathetic. Also, I am forty-two years old. I’ve got over lying in the bath pretending to be Ophelia, but, clearly, not over thinking money is, like, really, really square.

I share all of this rather intimate information to pre-empt the obvious accusation about my writing this book: i.e. That it’s all very well for a well-paid, relatively successful middle-class person who lives in a lovely house in a lovely corner of London to write about thrift – pull the other one, Marie Antoinette, it’s got a Sèvres cowbell on. But actually, my investigations into – and eventual embracing of – thrift have their roots in necessity. It dawned on me that nothing was going to improve unless I made fundamental changes to my spending habits. You may not have been served with sinister legal papers or become blasé about bailiffs, but it’s a rare bird these days that doesn’t feel a little be lt-tightening might be in order, what with recession, mortgage rates, the credit crunch, the rise in the cost of living, and the disconcerting feeling that your profession and income ought to result in a rather more comfortable, less stressful lifestyle than your current one.

[image: image]

Walking-money-disaster aside, my new-found love of thrift also has its roots in a strange and unfamiliar feeling that has been creeping up on me incrementally over the past few years. I am a child of the 1980s: I believe in consumption, conspicuous or furtive. I love shopping so much that I wrote a whole book about it.∗ I have no guilt about the number of handbags I own. Many of my generation despised ‘hippies’, and by extension despised ‘hippieish habits such as recycling, or reusing wrapping paper, or buggering about making compost, or wearing second-hand clothes, or knitting your own socks – hey, why not macramé your armpit hair while you’re at it, loser? we were (much too) proud of our cash and of the things it could buy, even if, in retrospect, our attitude smacked rather embarrassingly of defensiveness and disengagement: well, I earn more than you, so that must make me better than you, right? (wrong, wrong, wrong, and incredibly twattish to boot, though much of my generation couldn’t see it at the time.)

[image: image]

But anyway, hippie-contempt aside, as the years passed even I succumbed to imperceptible greening – my older children, by the way, were miles ahead of me on this one, and my four-year-old sips her carton of juice and then sticks it in the recycling bag without being asked. I started finding myself peculiarly irritated at the amount of plastic used in supermarket packaging. You know the kind of thing: you want apples, but the apples come in their own pre-moulded plastic tray, with a layer of pre-moulded plastic foam to protect them from ‘bruising’, as though the journey home involved riding bareback through the Kalahari. Then I got a bit of a bee in my bonnet about plastic bags, because I kept seeing them depressingly out of context: on beaches, in trees, in the sky, on water. And because I read all the papers every day for my job, then I thought that it was really pretty shameful and just plain ugly to be shoving said papers, several trees’ worth, into a bin liner every week.

I started noticing that we chucked a lot of food away as well, and I didn’t like it. I knew the starving children of the world wouldn’t starve any less because I was binning sprouty potatoes or stale bread, but the binning didn’t make me feel good. With no famine on the horizon and shops within walking distance, why was I buying too much food week after week? And so on. Little by little, I became greener. We’re talking eau de Nil, or chartreuse on a good day, rather than darkest forest green, but there was a perceptible shift in my attitudes to things i’d taken for granted for years. I began to mind about waste. The question of waste didn’t keep me up at night, but it lodged itself in my consciousness and made itself at home. Today, I can’t imagine not recycling – it’s just what you do; and I can’t imagine merrily chucking away perfectly good food either. Or being mean about hippies. And it’s interesting to note that they have turned from being easy-to-ridicule figures of hilarity – grubby-looking, with Peruvian knitwear – to rather admirable conscience-prickers and, well, pioneers.

At the same time as all of this, I began to find my own conspicuous consumption slightly nauseating. Not all the time, obviously: I understand, and dearly love, the thrilling kick of pure pleasure that comes from buying a lovely dress, or indeed a lovely holiday, and I’m not into self-flagellation (or into wearing hideous clothes, no matter how worthy). But there was, it slowly dawned on me, something really rather gross about wanting something and buying it, just like that – thank you, Amex, and sod the consequences. I’m not talking about buying hairgrips or tampax, but rather about spending two or three figures on something that I didn’t remotely need, on the basis that it made me happy and therefore why not?

Now, I know I am EXTREMELY FORTUNATE to be able to have done this at all, and I know most people don’t just wander into Selfridges and think, hmm, what to spend my hard-earned cash on today? And I know I sound spoilt, but I’m trying to be honest. Besides, the Selfridges scenario plays itself out nationally every Saturday afternoon and during many a weekday lunch hour. The amounts of money may be smaller, the destination may be the local high street, but the instinct is the same. It says, ‘Let’s go shopping’: i.e. ‘Let’s buy random stuff we don’t actually need.’ five years ago, buying stuff I didn’t need was my idea of bliss. I liked the process and I liked being the kind of person who is able to buy themselves (and their friends and family) presents. I still like presents, but these days my treat of choice comes from a yarn shop in north London, not from the chloé concession in Selfridges, and if I want to give someone I really care about a present, I may actually – gasp! – make them something. And here’s the clincher: I would consider the something as chic and stylish as anything a department store could have produced. Chicer, sometimes.

That’s another thing that has changed with the passing of time. If someone adult had given you a home-made gift a few years ago, you’d have thought, aah, bless, and shoved it in a drawer. If someone gave you one this afternoon, you’d be delighted. One of my favourite recent birthday presents was a beautifully knitted lurex scarf. Not only had the friend who made it gone to the trouble of sitting there knitting for me, but she’d had some little cash’s name tapes made that said ‘Made for you with love by Alison’ in red curly writing. The woman’s a lawyer; she doesn’t have much spare time. Her partner appeared at my house with a cake he’d baked and lugged across half of London. They could have gone anywhere and spent any amount on my present, but it wouldn’t have made me feel a fraction as delighted.

[image: image]

So: feeling poorer, feeling greener, minding more, realizing that you don’t have to be a professional to be able to make things with your hands and that making things with your hands is unexpectedly and wonderfully rewarding. There’s another component to the thrift U-turn and it is to do with snobbery of, I fear, a very middle-class kind. (Actually I don’t fear at all – I’m so over having to apologize for being middle class.) it is this: if, as is apparently and slightly mysteriously the case, half the world and his neighbour are holidaying in Barbados and toting huge Marc Jacobs bags around while ficking their expensive caramel highlights, the currency of such goods becomes, to our eyes, devalued – which is just as well, as we can’t afford them any more anyway. Things aren’t as desirable if everyone has them. What’s good for democracy is bad for uniqueness, for feeling that what you have is special and worth cherishing. Democracy also vulgarizes: things become common in both senses. Individualism is the loser.

Call me an atrocious human being, but I don’t want to be like everybody else. I really mind about the things I surround myself with and I want to feel that they are special, significant and meaningful. What I’m describing is, if you will, the difference between dining of bangers and mash on prettily mismatched plates, in an unfitted and individualistic kitchen with a pot of rosemary on the table, and dining of foie gras on Wedgwood in a ‘designer’ apartment which has gold taps in the bathrooms and orchids by each place card. For some of us, everything’s gone a bit gold taps, a bit orchid. What we’d like is some authenticity, some individualism, some soul in our lives. I can’t believe I’m going to use this word (i shall go and macramé my ’pits in a minute), but: some integrity. Less surface, more content. Less doing-it-by-numbers, more originality. Fewer shallows, greater depths.

[image: image]

Enter thrift, or at least a manageable, workaday version of it. The greatest surprise to me while living my new thrifty life is how much fun it is. Well, actually no. The greatest surprise is the amazing amount of money it’s saving me a month: it seems almost incredible. The second greatest surprise is the fun. The third, unexpected, is the genuine pleasure I find in making do and mending, in being creative, in thinking about little things properly, in affording small domestic concerns the same attention as I afford Newsnight – in a real and useful way, not in a ‘Let’s Play ironic retro Housewife’ way (though when the Doris Day moment strikes, as it occasionally does, I like it very much).

And the fourth surprise, no less important, is the sense, long lost and now regained, that I am doing my bit. I understand that my bit is very small and that, globally, one first world person’s idea of thrift is another third world person’s idea of unimaginable, obscene luxury. But we all do what we can and it’s got to be better than doing nothing at all. I’ll never be a full-on eco-warrior, or become a fan of those hideous light bulbs we’re all supposed to switch to even though they make everything look disgustingly ugly, and i’ll always choose indulgence over sanctity. Give me a farm, a private income and some staff and i’d be delighted to be greener-than-thou and fully organic (marry me of to Louis XVi while you’re at it, or maybe Sting), but the reality is I’m a single mother of three with serious demands on my time, and if that sometimes means spaghetti hoops on white toast or half an hour’s peace courtesy of PlayStation, or plastic toys rather than artisanal wooden ones, so be it. This is not a guide called How to Be Green, or How to Be Good (and nor is it a guide called How to Be Mean. I despise meanness. If you want to learn to be mean, stop reading and go away – you’re banned). If you want to read about the kind of thrift that involves saving rubber bands, bundling them up and turning them into balls to give your children for christmas, or if the idea of spending two hours fling in forms to get 50p of something appeals, or if you’re a fan of coupons, this is not the right book for you. It’s not about cheese-paring. It’s about living well, for less.

But if you’re interested in living well and stylishly, in valuing beauty, in saving money in unexpectedly satisfying ways and in feeling like a useful member of the human race at the same time as enhancing your life in dozens of little but significantly pleasing ways, read on. You have nothing to lose but your overdraft – and nothing to gain but a fresh look at the true value of things, yourself included. This is why, even if euro Millions chose me to be the lone and especial beneficiary of its largesse, i’d still think twice about dumping the lifestyle changes described in these pages. Being thrifty makes you feel good about yourself, and you can’t put a price on that.


Food
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This seems the obvious place to start. We all have to eat and I can’t be the only person to have done a normal-seeming supermarket shop and literally dropped my jaw at the bill. Worse, you do the huge supermarket shop, have a funny turn at the total, donkey the bags back home, unpack a pile of stuff – and find that, once you’ve taken out the dishwasher tablets and the laundry detergent and the loo paper, it only really fills two shelves of the fridge and might last you three days tops. How did that happen? And how did we get to the stage where, shamefully, a couple of the perishable things bought on Monday end up in the bin by Friday?

Sensible Supermarket Shopping

and How to Do It


[image: image] Don’t. Shop locally, daily, buying only precisely what you need: a bag of pasta, say, and some overripe tomatoes going cheap at the grocer’s. Add an onion, olive oil and some basil from your windowsill and you have supper for four for about 50p a head.∗ This works extremely well on the thriftiness front, but I do see it can also be completely and irritatingly unpractical for most people who work. In which case…

[image: image] Shop online. This is soothing and unstressful, and you can do it while keeping an eye on the telly, sipping a glass of wine. It also discourages that kind of weird, slightly dazed aisle-browsing most of us do – ‘Oh, a wonderful new delicious-looking product. I’ll just stick some in my trolley, even though I have no idea when we’ll eat it, or what with – as well as discouraging the loony impulse buy, as in, ‘Wow! Towels! So cheap and yet so fluffy! Must buy some!’ even though it’s hardly as if your whole family stands about drip-drying after every bath. When I am at the supermarket and not in a tearing hurry, I often become temporarily insane, buying things simply because I’m pleased to find Sainsbury’s (or whoever) stocks them. Wow, harissa. Wow, avocado oil. Wow, other ludicrously expensive stuff that sits on the shelves gathering dust and never being used, since my home life is not the home life sold to me by lifestyle magazines (‘What shall I do with my spare hour? I know. I’ll make a tagine. In fact, I’ll make an entire Moroccan-themed supper, just for the fun of it.’ I mean, please). I am also prone to moments of madness in the bathroom aisles. I have perfectly good shampoo at home, but am lured by the idea that this one might be better. I have bought soap I don’t need because of its packaging (Waitrose, at the time of writing, sells a perfectly ordinary bar of soap for £6. Six quid! For a bar of soap!). Avoiding the supermarket is not only much easier on the pocket, but easier on the sanity.

[image: image] Better still, shop online from a properly compiled list. What I now do is sit down with my recipe books and plan out what I’m going to be cooking that week – yes, I know, I am a good little housewife. I don’t apologize for it: it is intensely satisfying – check my shelves and fridge, and write down a list of missing ingredients. Not only does this save you a fortune – no impulse buys, nothing unnecessary, nothing you can’t use, nothing that’s going to sit there quietly going past its sell-by date∗ – but it stops you buying snacky things that make you fat. Granted, it’s more time-consuming, but it saves you a packet.

[image: image] Make that properly compiled list as ingenious as you can and a tribute to the lost art of good housekeeping, where the leftovers from Sunday lunch made at least two extra meals. If, say, you re going to roast a chicken, find an onion, a stick of celery and a couple of carrots so you can make chicken stock and then soup. Or get some lettuce (home-grown, ideally, ergo free, see pages 31–2) and Parmesan to make a chicken Caesar out of the leftovers, or really good bread (home-made is cheaper; there are thousands of recipes online) for chicken sandwiches the next day. Speaking of chicken, here’s a tip: I always want to make chicken stock, but don’t necessarily have the time or inclination as soon as supper is finished, so what I do now is chuck the whole carcass in the freezer, where it will live quite happily for several weeks. I either make my stock (which gives me soup and the base for delicious risottos, among other things) a few days later, or wait until there are two or three carcasses, which will give a wonderfully concentrated, rich stock and make the house smell really cosy on a wintry afternoon – cheaper than candles and nicer to come home to when it’s pelting down outside.

[image: image] If you physically go to the supermarket, do a tiny bit of detective work and find out at what time of day they start discounting things. This will vary from store to store but is usually in the early evening: i.e. at an ideal time if you’re coming home from work. A friend of mine literally follows the bloke with the pricing gun and then makes herself feasts out of the random things she’s bought, pretending she’s on Ready Steady Cook. If you are the Ready Steady Cook type and are inspired by making that evening’s meal out of random purchases, then obviously the injunction on page 16 to shop from a list may not apply.

[image: image]

[image: image] If you find yourself naturally resistant to the idea of buying discounted food because you’re middle class, get over it. It was £5 thirty seconds ago and now it’s £2.50. It’s exactly the same food. Nothing has happened to it. Snap it up and count your blessings. Besides, it’s really very naff and petit bourgeois to mind about this kind of thing. Nobody loves a bargain as much as posh people do – the ones I know are spectacularly mean, which must be part of the reason they’re rich in the first place. If you’re troubled by dented tins, pretend you’re a member of the landed gentry. This also applies if you’re bothered by having to wear frayed shirts, Harry Potter hair or jumbo cords from 1976. You’re in grand company.

[image: image] All supermarkets put the most expensive stuff at eye level. Look up or down for the perfectly respectable, cheaper options.

[image: image] Stop shopping at the ‘posh’ supermarkets. They’re insanely overpriced. I’ve shaved a fortune of my monthly food bill by frequenting my local non-posh supermarkets, which I’d previously discounted on the snobby basis that they felt like shopping in Albania in 1971 – semi-bare shelves, hideous lighting. I’ve got over it. I don’t see why I should pay a grotesque premium just because the veg is stored in pretty baskets rather than on workaday plastic shelving. Lidl is remarkably cheap and, being German, sells really good ham, salami, sausages and other meat products, and also fantastic dark chocolate. I’ve tried noticing what the difference is taste-wise between a Lidl avocado and an M&S one, but I can’t. And I’m picky. So dump your prejudices at the door and save a whole load. To give you a rough idea: at the time of writing, a box of Fruit ’n Fibre cereal cost £2.17 at Waitrose and 89p at Lidl. It’s the same product! A pineapple cost £1.49 at Waitrose and 49p at Lidl. A pineapple is a pineapple. And so on. There’s no point in being snooty. The only person who ends up being a mug is you. There is a whole world of information about this on the thrifty person’s number-one website, www.moneysavingexpert.com, specifically here: www.moneysavingexpert.com/shopping/are-cheap-supermarkets-good.

[image: image] If you insist on frequenting the posh supermarkets for your organic raw meat (for instance) that’s one thing, but you’d have to be a fool to buy your dishwasher tablets from them too. Or loo paper, or detergent, or dry goods – you’re paying a vast premium for no reason whatsoever.

[image: image] Beware of the bargain that isn’t, as per the cheap towels above. A bargain is only a bargain if it’s something you actually need. If it is merely cheap, you’re still spending money on something unnecessary, which is not a bargain at all but a pointless and depressing waste of money. (This also applies, with knobs on, to shopping for clothes in the sales – see page 72.)

[image: image] Don’t be snobby about what you will and won’t buy from the supermarket. Waitrose, for instance, does a really delicious organic chicken (Sheepdrove Organic Chicken, it’s called) which, at the time of writing, is £4 cheaper than the significantly less delicious chicken from my award-winning fancy-pants organic butcher’s. I absolutely support this butcher’s, and small local shops in general, and there is a part of me that believes supermarkets are really quite evil (though not Waitrose – it’s part of the John Lewis group, which operates, laudably, as a cooperative, which means it’s held in trust on behalf of all its employees, who have a say in how the business is run and receive a share of the annual profits). But there is also a certain kind of mimsy foodie preciousness that brings me out in hives. In an ideal world we’d all have access to a lovely local baker’s and butcher’s and fishmonger’s, and these would all be competitively priced, but most of us don’t live in such a world. We don’t have time to arse around sniffing special loaves of bread made by the thrillingly gnarled fingers of French peasants – or to pay a premium for them. Most of us work and have families, most of us are both time- and cash-strapped, ergo most of us use supermarkets. The trick is to use them intelligently rather than mindlessly.



[image: image]

[image: image] The excellent www.mysupermarket.co.uk works like an ordinary online supermarket. You fill your trolley with stuff, but, brilliantly, it then works out whether you’d be better of shopping at Tesco, Sainsbury’s, Ocado (Waitrose) or Asda, based on what you’re buying. The differences can be startling and it gives you further ways to cut your bill as you reach the checkout. The site is updated daily with the latest offers. You can then buy online and book a delivery with any of them apart from Asda, who don’t deliver (but you can print out your shopping list from the site and take it there in person, which is better than nothing).

[image: image] You can compare and review own-brand products from Aldi, Lidl, Co-op and Asda at www.supermarketownbrandguide.co.uk. It is often (but not always) the case that own-brand products are essentially the same as branded ones: X company, for instance, makes its own line of posh chocolates, but also produces only marginally less posh ones for Y supermarket. Own-brand products aren’t in the premium/Finest/ultra-organic league, but when you’re talking about a can of tomatoes, that isn’t necessarily a disaster – or even a problem.

We all, I think, have particular anxieties about food and thriftiness. In our heads, it’s tied up with economy mince and a depressing sort of joylessness – we don’t like to think of ourselves as economy-mince kinds of guys. Who does? I make no apology for the fact that I eat only organic meat and eggs, and usually (but by no means always) buy organic veg too. I can’t countenance feeding myself or my children intensively farmed junk-meat; I’d rather just be vegetarian.∗ I don’t do convenience food either. Not only are ready-meals nutritionally deplorable and full of dubious, fattening, bloat-causing, mood-altering crap, but they are unbelievably expensive compared to something fresh cooked from scratch † (talk about a giant con – they’re bad for you and expensive. Where’s the ‘convenience’?). Having said that, I don’t eat meat every day – or even every week – and I buy judicious cuts: see pages 40–41.

[image: image]

This isn’t a book about being on the breadline. But there is, we need to realize, a middle path between those Value tins and going mad at the deli counter with the Parma ham. Not that there’s anything wrong with some of those Value tins (or with tins in general, actually). Some contain undelicious, unfanciable things, but if you need chopped tomatoes to make a sauce, frankly the Value tomatoes aren’t going to ruin your recipe: ditto baked beans, ditto canned salmon. It doesn’t do to be too precious, either financially or as a human being.

We’re told time and time again by fashionable television chefs that cooking is all about the spanking wonderfulness of our top-quality, ultra-premium ingredients. This is true up to a point, but not nearly as true as they’d have you believe. Feeding yourself well is also about being a good enough cook to transform base into gold. There is nothing intrinsically impressive about a £15 super-chicken being an amazing thing to eat; I’m rather more impressed by someone doing something marvellous with the free-range chicken thighs that were on special offer.

The post-war generation may have been used to never throwing a single scrap away, and, my older friends tell me, to making endless amounts of stuffed pancakes and rissoles, and eking out Sunday’s roast for a good four days beyond, but those of us who have had the luxury of always living in relatively affluent times can feel quite panicky at the idea of stretching things out, or of feeding four people for a fiver. It’s going to be grotty, we think. It’s going to taste cheap, or look cheap, and makes us look as if we live like students. If we’re attempting to feed friends rather than partners and children, that anxiety gets ratcheted up a notch: feeding people is, after all, about generosity and largesse, about providing for loved ones. None of these qualities really go with cutting corners, we think.

[image: image]

I wouldn’t be so sure. Some of my happiest suppers have centred around the baked potato and rough red wine model, and my natural preference is still for a slightly ponced-up version of the same: really delicious macaroni cheese and home-grown salad, say, rather than anything that smacks overly of the old Cordon Bleu, or that is presented in stacks, or that comes with its own jus. The British have such odd attitudes to food, or perhaps just such recent attitudes to food. It doesn’t seem an especially wild generalization to say nobody cared at all until about 1950 and the advent of Elizabeth David (granted, they’d had a couple of world wars, plus their aftermaths, to contend with. But the disastrous culinary aftermath doesn’t seem to have applied to the French, or the Belgians, or the Italians, or the Spanish, so one is forced to conclude that the British just didn’t mind that much about what they put in their mouths).

This nervousness is particularly manifest in relation to ‘entertaining’. For some reason, a surprising number of people still feel that a ‘dinner party’ is preferable to a kitchen supper and requires, to be successful, linen napkins, stiff little flower arrangements and expensive ingredients, to say nothing of giant amounts of effort. Actually, what it requires is excellent company, the kind of friendly food everyone likes to eat and copious amounts of wine and water – tap, please: it’s free and it tastes good. Bottled water has had its day, in terms of both the money it costs and the plastic it uses (plus, not to be alarmist or anything, but you might want to Google ‘plastic water bottle + antimony’). If you’re really worried about drinking tap, install an under-the-counter filter – it’ll pay for itself in a few weeks and you won’t contribute to landfill. Try www.freshwaterflter.com. If you’re concerned, as some are, about chemicals from plastic flters leaching into the water supply, try a ceramic version, as used by the International Red Cross: www.naturalcollection.com/natural-products/pure-water-in-natural-terracotta.aspx.

[image: image]

The evenings we remember aren’t the ones where the meal was Michelin-standard but rather the ones where the food was cosy and comfortable and everyone laughed a lot. So the first thing to do is to relax and stop approaching the question of what to feed other people as though it were a military campaign, or a personality test that would reveal all sorts of deep secrets about you, one of which being that you’re cheap. Nobody cares, or if they do you need to get yourself some new friends. And if Michelin-standard cooking is your thing, you needn’t feel crippled by a lack of expensive ingredients. Au contraire, aside from anything else, it’s what cuisine du terroir is all about, with its dependence on local ingredients and peasant traditions.

The notion of thrifty food sounds so mean and pinched, but the fact of the matter is that being thrifty does not have to mean an end to abundance, merely an end to waste and excess. And when I say waste and excess, I mean waste and excess – a THIRD of all the food we buy goes to waste. This is not good for the environment, obviously, since all the energy that goes into producing, transporting, packaging and storing the food is also wasted, and it is really not good for the pocket either. Or, frankly, for morale. There is a brilliant website, www.lovefoodhatewaste.com, that concerns itself with all of this, and with finding really ingenious solutions. It has, among a whole slew of other things, tips on getting portion sizes right and on the best way of keeping, freezing and using up leftovers, and provides you with free recipes that centre around using up stray vegetables and other bits and bobs that might otherwise be headed for the bin. Just select the ingredient you have left over, be it potatoes, carrots or cheese, etc., and up pop any number of suitable recipes. Genius.

I must detour at this point and recommend two wonderful books. The first is an absolutely brilliant little volume by Gill Holcombe, a mother of three, called (deep breath) How to Feed Your Whole Family a Healthy Balanced Diet with Very Little Money and Hardly Any Time Even If You Have a Tiny Kitchen, Only Three Saucepans (One with an Ill-fitting Lid) and No Fancy Gadgets – Unless You Count the Garlic Crusher. It costs £9.99 and is published by Spring Hill Books. The hearty, honest, family-friendly recipes are delicious and she means it about ‘very little money’ – the weekly meal planners at the back of the book include shopping lists with costings (for 2007) and average out at about £30 a week for a family of four (and she only uses organic meat. QED). I can’t recommend this book highly enough.

The second book you may want to look at is, maddeningly, £25 – do have a browse before you buy, or ask for it for a present, though to be fair it is practically encyclopedia-sized. But it’s also a marvel in its way. Called The Kitchen Revolution (Ebury), its premise is to return to the days of good housekeeping, save money, time and effort, and put an end to waste. The premise is achieved. This is a foodier book than the previous one, but not poncily so. It is quite prescriptive – you get a weekly shopping list (averaging £50–60 for a family of four and which, brilliantly, you can download online, print and take to the shops), out of which the authors, Rosie Sykes, Polly Russell and Zoë Heron, show you how to make one big meal from scratch, two meals using leftovers, one cheap seasonal supper, one meal largely from your larder, one big meal to freeze and one pudding. It’s pretty impressive and a very good idea if you want to cook seasonally/thriftily but don’t really know where to start, or don’t want to think about it too hard and just want to be told what to do. The book takes you through all fifty-two weeks of the year. I think it’s marvellous; I’ve been cooking from it throughout the writing of this chapter and we’re eating really well and, as promised, saving considerable amounts of money.

[image: image]

Seasonal Food [image: image]

Anyway, eating more cheaply. The best place to start with all of this is by eating seasonally – it’s fashionable, it’s thrifty, it tastes good because the food’s ripe, ready and plentiful, and is less likely to come with giant air miles attached. There is a table below showing what’s in season when, but really the best way of finding out is simply to go to your local shops, be they independent or multinationals, and see what’s cheapest. Eating seasonally enables you to eat luxuriously: for instance, the asparagus that cost a fortune one month is less than half price the next, and making hollandaise isn’t expensive. It’s also worth keeping an eye out for gluts of things like tomatoes and courgettes, buying a great big load of them – street markets are the best place to do this – and turning them into sauces, soups, chutneys, pickles and so on. To find locally produced food, go to www.bigbarn.co.uk. Also check out www.bbcgoodfood.com each month for recipes which use food that is currently in season.




	Fruit and Veg

	Jan

	Feb

	Mar

	Apr

	May

	Jun

	Jul

	Aug

	Sep

	Oct

	Nov

	Dec




	Apples

	✓

	✓

	✓

	
	
	
	
	✓

	✓

	✓

	✓

	✓




	Asparagus

	
	
	
	
	✓

	✓

	
	
	
	
	
	



	Aubergines

	
	
	
	
	✓

	✓

	✓

	✓

	✓

	
	
	



	Blackberries

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	✓

	✓

	✓

	
	



	Broad Beans

	
	
	
	
	✓

	✓

	✓

	✓

	✓

	
	
	



	Broccoli

	✓

	✓

	✓

	
	
	
	
	✓

	✓

	✓

	✓

	✓




	Brussels Sprouts

	✓

	✓

	✓

	
	
	
	
	
	✓

	✓

	✓

	✓




	Cabbage

	
	
	
	
	✓

	✓

	✓

	✓

	✓

	✓

	
	



	Carrots

	✓

	✓

	✓

	
	
	✓

	✓

	✓

	✓

	✓

	✓

	✓




	Cauliflower

	✓

	✓

	✓

	
	
	
	✓

	✓

	✓

	✓

	✓

	✓




	Celery

	
	
	
	✓

	✓

	✓

	✓

	
	
	
	
	



	Cherries

	
	
	
	
	✓

	✓

	
	
	
	
	
	



	Courgettes

	
	
	
	
	
	✓

	✓

	✓

	✓

	
	
	



	French Beans

	
	
	
	
	
	✓

	✓

	
	
	
	
	



	Gooseberries

	
	
	
	
	
	✓

	✓

	
	
	
	
	



	Grapes

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	✓

	✓

	
	



	Leeks

	✓

	✓

	
	
	
	
	
	✓

	✓

	✓

	✓

	✓




	Lettuce

	
	
	
	
	✓

	✓

	✓

	✓

	✓

	✓

	✓

	



	Marrows

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	✓

	✓

	✓

	
	



	New Potatoes

	
	
	
	
	✓

	✓

	✓

	✓

	✓

	
	
	



	Onions

	✓

	✓

	✓

	
	
	
	✓

	✓

	✓

	✓

	✓

	✓




	Parsnips

	✓

	✓

	✓

	
	
	
	
	✓

	✓

	✓

	✓

	✓




	Pears

	✓

	✓

	✓

	
	
	
	
	
	✓

	✓

	✓

	✓




	Peas

	
	
	
	
	
	✓

	✓

	
	
	
	
	



	Plums

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	✓

	✓

	
	



	Potatoes

	✓

	✓

	✓

	✓

	✓

	
	✓

	✓

	✓

	✓

	✓

	✓




	Pumpkins

	✓

	✓

	✓

	
	
	
	
	✓

	✓

	✓

	✓

	✓




	Radish

	
	
	✓

	✓

	✓

	✓

	✓

	✓

	✓

	✓

	✓

	



	Raspberries

	
	
	
	
	
	✓

	✓

	✓

	✓

	
	
	



	Rhubarb

	
	
	
	✓

	✓

	✓

	✓

	✓

	✓

	
	
	



	Runner Beans

	
	
	
	
	
	
	✓

	✓

	✓

	✓

	✓

	



	Spinach

	
	
	
	✓

	✓

	✓

	✓

	✓

	✓

	✓

	
	



	Spring Onions

	
	
	
	
	
	✓

	✓

	✓

	✓

	✓

	✓

	



	Strawberries

	
	
	
	
	
	✓

	✓

	✓

	✓

	✓

	
	



	Swede

	✓

	✓

	✓

	
	
	
	
	✓

	✓

	✓

	✓

	✓




	Sweetcorn

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	✓

	✓

	
	



	Tomatoes

	
	
	
	✓

	✓

	✓

	✓

	✓

	✓

	✓

	
	



	Turnips

	✓

	✓

	
	
	
	
	
	
	✓

	✓

	✓

	✓




	Watercress

	
	
	✓

	✓

	✓

	✓

	✓

	✓

	✓

	✓

	✓







Box Schemes

If you can’t be bothered to go round veg shops and supermarkets squinting at the price labels to score the seasonal bargains, think about signing up for an organic box scheme. I am actually in two minds about these. I see that they are wonderful in some respects – eating seasonally, eating organically, helping small suppliers and local farmers, and so on – but I have a problem with them, which is that I don’t always eat my box all up and then of course suffer especially acute agonies of guilt when I am chucking out some lovingly hand-reared beetroot, which probably has a pet name, it’s been so tenderly cared for.

I also find that what box scheme companies consider to be a ‘family’-sized box is often anything but. If there are six of you, say, what are you supposed to do with two little Jerusalem artichokes, or one mango, or a rather undersized lettuce? Perhaps you’re culinarily ingenious enough to know how to eke these out into family-sized meals, but I never was. They just used to annoy me, sitting there in the fridge all reproachful and small, and they made me feel wasteful.

[image: image]

Having said that, the best box schemes allow you to customize your order week by week, to share your likes and dislikes with them – so that if, for instance, you’re not big on cabbage (a much-maligned vegetable, I feel – Google recipes for Dublin Coddle, a fantastically cheap meal to make and a fabulously delicious one, and see if it changes your mind), they’ll substitute it for something you do like. Basically, box schemes are like mobile phone plans: sign up to the wrong one and it ends up being expensive and wasteful, but find your ideal partner and you can’t really go very wrong. You need to find a box scheme that is mindful of your preferences and whose website (which you must check every week to avoid unwelcome surprises in your box) publishes the box contents well in advance. There are too many to name here, though I’ll mention Abel & Cole (www.abelandcole.co.uk) and Riverford Organics (www.riverford.co.uk), because I’ve found both to be unusually customer-friendly in the past. A complete list of every single organic box scheme provider in Britain can be found here: www.livingethically.co.uk.

Farmers’ Markets

It is also worth familiarizing yourself with your local farmers’ market – www.farmersmarkets.net will tell you where your nearest one is. Again, you’re buying fresh, seasonal produce direct from the supplier, with no packaging and no air miles, and frankly farmers need all the support they can get. Some people think that farmers’ markets are all very well for middle-class rich people playing at being rustic but are not a patch in money-saving terms on the supermarket. This is simply not true: in spring 2007, ten organic apples at Peckham Farmers’ Market, for example, came to £1.60, while Sainsbury’s sold six (and a vast amount of plastic packaging) for £1.99. The trick, again, is to shop only for what you need. Either go armed with a shopping list or just buy what looks best and most appealing, bearing in mind that things need to go together so that you can build a meal out of them.

[image: image]

Also, farmers’ markets sell only what they sell – they don’t use all those sly supermarket tricks, like piping in fake bread smells or 3-for-2 offers that lure you into buying stuff you neither want nor need in the mistaken belief that you’re getting ‘a bargain’. The best trick of all is to turn up just before the market shuts and snap up the stock people are keen to get rid of; they may sell things to you so cheaply, they’re practically giving them away. This doesn’t work if you want specific items, obviously, but if you’re relaxed about what you might have for tonight’s supper, you can’t go far wrong. Needless to say, shopping ten minutes before closing time is a tried-and-tested trick worth trying anywhere that sells perishable goods, e.g. bakeries.

[image: image]

Growing Your Own

Please skip this bit if you are the green-fingered country type. Not only will I be preaching to the converted, but you might find my idiot-proof guide patronizing or plain simple-minded. It isn’t meant to be either – it’s just that I was a complete and utter novice, to the point where even books about very basic gardening couldn’t help me because I didn’t really understand the vocab. Read on, though, if you’re a city person who’s never attempted to grow anything more ambitious than a baby spider plant. You’re going to be amazed. Growing some of your own food is not only totally cool but incredibly easy and, to my mind, much more quidsworth than box schemes (sainted though they are).

I live in London. I don’t have green fingers, to put it mildly – in fact, I appear to have fingers of doom when it comes to growing things. I have a useless, tiny patch of paved garden, which is north-facing and apparently functions as some sort of snail commune/Shangri-La. But I do, at the front of my house, have railings which I can hang tubs of, windowsills and space for some terracotta pots by the front door. I live in a household of six permanently hungry people and ‘entertain’ once or twice a week. I have been growing my own salad, in said tubs (two of them), and have not yet had to supplement it with those chlorine-washed, nutrition-free, plastic-bagged leaves from the supermarket. I am inordinately proud of my salad-growing achievements – and my salad is seriously delicious, as well as completely organic.

This is what I did to induce salad bliss: I ordered seedlings from Sarah Raven’s Kitchen & Garden (www.sarahraven.com), specifically a selection called Foodies’ Salad Collection. I got ten seedlings for £9.50: two each of mizuna, oak leaf lettuce, mustard ‘Golden Streaks’ and lettuce ‘Cocarde’, plus a nasturtium ‘Black Velvet’ (very beautiful) and mustard ‘Osaka Purple’. They dispatched the seedlings by post in mid-April, brilliantly packed in little bump-proof pods. The collections might change each year but the principle remains the same:


[image: image] You unpack them and sit the pods in the sink for a bit, so they can have a drink.

[image: image] You get tubs, pots or whatever.

[image: image] You put broken bits of terracotta over the drainage holes, then top up with compost.

[image: image] You plant the seedlings. They look really pathetic and small and too widely spaced out, but you have faith.

[image: image] You water them devotedly every day – and, incredibly to simple me, within a couple of weeks you have different varieties of DELICIOUS salad that just keep on coming throughout the summer.



That’s it. It is insanely easy. What you then do is either a) ‘cut and come again’, i.e. chop of the whole lettuce and eat it, and wait ten days or so for another one to be ready (which is fine, because you have several other lettuces to be getting on with), or b) pick of about half the leaves, so if you have twelve leaves you pick six, and so on. This makes the plant stronger, but isn’t half as satisfying as seeing the whole thing boinging up again within days. So there you go: more salad than you know what to do with, for months on end, for £9.50. Added advantage: children are really keen on eating stuff they’ve grown, or helped grow, or at least monitored.

I shan’t bang on endlessly about this, but I must just also crow about my herbs, also from Sarah Raven and also £9.50 – fat-leaf parsley, wild rocket, chervil (so delicious in omelettes), basil and chives. Exactly the same principle and not only wonderful-tasting but the most fabulous bargain when you consider how much one sweaty little ungenerously sized plastic bag of herbs costs in supermarkets. I also grow thyme, rosemary and Moroccan mint (for tea and the best fresh mint sauce). If you grow these herbs from seed, which I wasn’t confident enough to do this time around, you’ll be talking about spending pence for a veritable bounty of goodness, but I still think £19 isn’t bad for a whole summer of green leafy salad ‘n’ herb abundance.

[image: image]

I must also eagerly direct you to www.rocketgardens.co.uk, which won a Good Housekeeping Food Award in 2007. They bill themselves as the UK’s ‘only supplier of instant kitchen gardens’ and are absolutely wonderful if, like me, you don’t think of yourself as quite competent enough to grow everything from scratch: i.e. from seed. They tailor their instant gardens to the amount of space you have available, whether it’s a patch of actual garden or just a little window box. I ordered the Instant Patio Container Garden∗ (£36.99: the price of two weeks’ worth of organic veg boxes), which comprised enough tomatoes, green courgettes, yellow courgettes, green beans, runner beans, mixed lettuces, mizuna, rainbow chard, rocket and garden peas to keep a large family of famished Vikings going all summer. To give you an idea, there are twenty little rocket plants, so we’re talking quite a lot of containers. The company also does a windowsill garden (which produces a surprisingly bountiful amount) and some charming children’s gardens, as well as bigger ones.

[image: image]

I’m not going to give out endless lists of specific website addresses, either here or throughout this book, because everyone knows how to Google, and besides, both the companies I’ve mentioned have comprehensive instructions about growing their fruits, herbs and vegetables on their own sites, but if you want to learn more about this, you might like to have a look at www.windowbox.com, or ease yourself in gently by growing mustard and cress. I know it sounds slightly silly, but if you’ve never grown anything before and feel nervous, this is an excellent place to start, much as walking (and see pages 174–5) is brilliant exercise if you’re scared of the gym. Brilliant mode of transport too, of course – more on this later.

How to Grow Mustard and Cress

You will need: an old yogurt pot; kitchen roll; cotton wool; a packet of mustard and cress seeds

Wash the yogurt pot and remove any outside wrapper. Wet some scrunched-up kitchen roll and put this into the pot, then add a thin, damp layer of cotton wool on top, leaving a gap of about 2cm below the rim of the pot. Sprinkle the seeds on the cotton wool and press them down lightly. Leave the pot in a warm, light place and after seven days your mustard and cress should start to sprout. Make sure the cotton wool remains damp and add a little water if necessary.

Allotments

This section wouldn’t be complete without making mention of allotments – like gold dust in urban areas, but still worth investigating, and not necessarily as hard to come by as you may have heard. Contact your local council, as they theoretically have a statutory obligation to provide a sufficient number of plots. If there’s a waiting list, get yourself on it; it may not take too long if you’re open to plot-sharing or renovating a disused allotment. Search for allotments around the UK on www.allotments-uk.com and read all about the joys of this kind of self-sufficiency at the invaluable www.allotment.org.uk (a personal site, despite its suffix). I know people who practically live for their allotments and for the unbeatable combination of fresh air, free food, exercise and the sense of achievement they provide.

[image: image]

Free Food

I should also mention free food, as in food that grows freely and you can pick, but beyond blackberries for crumble, delicious nettles for soup (www.nettles.org.uk) and wild garlic (it lives near bluebells and the smell leads you to it), I’ve never foraged for my dinner. The National Trust has published a brilliant book on the subject called Wild Food, £6.99, which shows you how to find and cook anything from nuts and seeds to flowers and mushrooms. You might also try and pick up a copy of the hippie classic Food for Free by Richard Mabey (Collins, various editions at various prices). Needless to say, please arm yourself with a good guide if you go mushroom-picking: free ’shrooms are great, death by poisoning less so.

But anyway, back to our imaginary supper. What to eat? You’ve procured, grown or picked your vegetables, but you’re perhaps not vegetarian – not that you have to be to concoct a lovely dinner without meat.

I must just detour slightly here and offer up a little song of praise to Indian vegetarian cookery. I have a dim memory of the trouble Edwina Currie, then health minister, once got into, not only about eggs and salmonella but about how poor people had terrible diets. ‘Middle-class harpy!’ the commentators cried. ‘They eat what they can afford to eat! Leave them alone!’ But I remember thinking – grim as I found Ms Currie (grimmer still when it turned out she was knobbing John Major, or rather that he was knobbing her) – that she was absolutely right and there was no need for poor Britons to eat a million times worse than poor Indians, or to make themselves pasty and obese and to turn their children into blimps, and to spend a ton of money in the process.

It is a complete fallacy – though a very enduring one – that ‘healthy’ food is more expensive. This is simply not true – it’s not even close to being true. Healthy food tastes different because it’s not loaded with chemicals and additives, and if you’re used to eating heavily processed, additive-rich rubbish, you may not like the way it tastes, in the same way that people used to guzzling Diet Coke (not cheap) always have temper tantrums and wail absurdly about ‘not liking the taste’ when you suggest they drink water (free). That’s an entirely separate issue. Money-wise, though, there’s no contest. You could feed six people rice, dhal and raita for less than the price of one lamentable frozen pizza or one crappy little ready meal, and if you had the time you could make chapattis alongside (ingredients: four and water), which would cost you about another 25p. You’d have not only something delicious and nutritious that everyone liked, but plenty of change from a fiver – a bag of red lentils currently costs around 80p to 90p at the supermarket and just over half that at my local Indian grocer’s (tip: always buy pulses, spices, rice, chutneys and condiments at an Indian grocer’s – they’re literally half price, and fresher because of the high turnover. This is also true of enormous bunches of coriander, of ginger, garlic and fresh chillies, and of those amazing Alfonso mangoes in season – a revelation after the hard, indigestible, overpriced little supermarket bullets∗).

I appreciate that we live in Britain, not India, but we do keep being told that curry is now our national dish, and I think it’s about time we wised up to the fact that Indian food is quick, easy to make if you stick to the basics and unbelievably cheap. I had a brilliant dinner party a few months ago – I couldn’t be bothered to go to the supermarket and I was trying to spend minimal amounts of cash, so I went to my local Indian shop in Drummond Street, in London, and fed twelve people a most delicious, fragrant, luxurious Indian vegetarian feast for £20 (and I had change) – not including wine, but including a splendiferous mango curry that certain people still bang on about (they were in season, about to be overripe, and you could buy whole boxes for very little). So this is my top tip, if you’re trying to eat lavishly on a tight budget, and it’s a very good one, though I say so myself.

Can’t cook Indian food, you say. Well, this isn’t really a cookery book, but here are the two I use all the time: 1) 30-minute Indian by Sunil Vijayakar (a cook of genius), published by Hamlyn, £5.99 and 2) Cooking Like Mummyji by Vicky Bhogal (a masterpiece on the subject of the kind of food my granny used to make, all of it easy to prepare and accessibly written up), published by Simon & Schuster, £14.99.

A Delicious Vegetable Curry, with variations

This is a very basic, very aromatic curry sauce, to which you can add any number of vegetables. It’ll taste fine if you chuck in whatever you have lying around in your fridge and sublime if you lovingly seek out spankingly fresh veg.

Serves 4-6

1 medium onion, chopped

3 tablespoons vegetable oil (I use groundnut)

a thumb-sized piece of ginger, peeled and coarsely grated

2 green chillies, deseeded and finely chopped

½ teaspoon ground cumin

½ teaspoon ground coriander

2 cloves

1 stick of cinnamon

seeds from 6–8 cardamom pods

a pinch of turmeric

salt

2 large tins chopped tomatoes


1. Fry the onion in the oil on a medium heat until soft.

2. Add the ginger, chillies, spices and a good pinch of salt, turn the heat down a bit and leave to cook for 5 minutes, so the spices give up their flavours. Stir things around to make sure the mixture doesn’t burn. If it looks like it’s sticking, add a few drops of water.

3. Add the chopped tomatoes.

4. At some point within the next 5-10 minutes the oil and the tomatoey bit will sort of separate. This means your sauce is ready.

5. To this basic sauce, you can add any vegetable, or combination of vegetables, you like, bearing in mind that hard veg (e.g. potatoes) will need longer to cook than soft veg (e.g. spinach) and will therefore need to go in first. So, add your chosen veg to the basic sauce and another good pinch of salt, stir it all about, then pour in a mug or so of water if things look too dry or you want a runnier curry.

6. Simmer until the vegetables are cooked, which, depending on what you’ve chosen, will be anything from 5 to 15 minutes. You might consider any of the following, either singly or in combinations:




∗ potatoes, cut into cubes

∗ leaf spinach

∗ frozen peas

∗ home-made cheese (paneer; see pages 50-52)

∗ green beans, cut into lengths

∗ whole baby shallots, peeled

∗ carrots, cut into slices

∗ cauliflower florets

∗ mushrooms

∗ cabbage, shredded

∗ courgettes, cut into slices

∗ pumpkin, cut into cubes

∗ squash, cut into cubes



[image: image]

Also:


∗ Add a mug of washed red lentils to the base, top up with water and you have dhal. Top up with more water and you have lentil soup.

∗ Use only 2 tablespoons of tomatoes and add a can of coconut milk, in which case keep the heat low and forget about the oil separating. You have a yummy, more southern Indian base, which will taste completely different.

∗ Experiment with adding a pinch or two of garam masala or tandoori masala 10 minutes or so before the end of cooking for yet another couple of flavour variations.

∗ Add leftover cooked meat – chicken and lamb work especially well – to the vegetable mixture and warm through. Even a very small bit of meat will make a difference.

∗ The coconut base is especially delicious with added prawns; it’s also fantastic with leftover roast lamb and spinach.

∗ You can add fresh fish, but make sure it’s something sturdy that holds its shape.

∗ You can add a couple of generous tablespoons of yogurt to the basic mix for a tangier taste, but keep the heat right down to stop it curdling.

∗ Don’t think that just adding a load of chopped potato is going to be boring and bland – it’s delicious.

∗ Frozen peas + home-made cheese (see pages 50-52) = mattar paneer; spinach + home-made cheese = sag paneer.

∗ You can beef up and eke out any of the tomato-based curries (but not the coconut ones) by chucking in a can of rinsed chickpeas; add water if it’s too thick.

∗ If the cupboard is really bare, you can do just chickpeas and a minute amount of green veg – very hearty and comforting.

∗ Egg curry (my favourite): make the curry using the tomato base and add chopped potato. About 10 minutes before you want to eat, add halved hard-boiled eggs. Spoon the sauce over so they’re immersed and heat through gently. Benefits hugely from chopped coriander leaves scattered over the top.



Meat

Right, rant over and back to the world of omnivores. Happily for the thrifty-minded, cheap cuts of meat are tremendously fashionable.

Beef

Let’s start here, where the cheapest cuts make the best comfort food. This is stuff you throw together in the morning and leave to simmer all day, so that you come home to a feast. If you’re worried about leaving the gas on, look at second-hand slow-cookers on eBay – you can usually pick one up for between £5 and £10.


[image: image] The chuck section comes from the neck and shoulders of the beast. It is cheap and delicious, but needs slow cooking, as do most of the cheaper cuts. Use it for casseroles, stews, some curries, braising.

[image: image] Shin and leg cuts are great for stews and for making stock.

[image: image] Breast and flank cuts include flank steak, skirt steak, hanger steak, brisket and short ribs, and again are good for casseroles, stews, mincing, braising, slow-roasting and pot-roasting.

[image: image] Flank and skirt steak make good steak-steak (i.e. pan-fried), but they need your help and that means a marinade to transform them from tough to tender and from potentially horsy to completely heavenly. There are hundreds of recipes online.



There is excellent advice on how to transform these otherwise tough, fibrous cuts of meat into meltingly tender, delicious dinners at www.seekingsources.com/braising_foods.htm. For an extremely useful article and good starting point, see also www.getrichslowly.org/blog/2007/01/19/making-the-most-of-cheap-cuts-of-beef.

Lamb [image: image]

I love the fact that all lamb is free-range. Cheap bits:


[image: image] Scrag (the upper part of the neck) is great for stews and casseroles.

[image: image] Neck is a tougher cut that is generally used for stewing and mincing and is the traditional base for Lancashire Hotpot.

[image: image] Shoulder is absolutely delicious slow-roasted, but can also be diced and used in our old friends the stew and the curry.

[image: image] Breast is versatile and can be used for mince, kebabs and burgers.

[image: image] And don’t forget mutton, which is cheap, fantastically favourful and enjoying something of a second coming among foodies. See www.muttonrenaissance.org.uk – launched by the Prince of Wales, if you please – for detailed information on this much underrated meat.



Pork


[image: image] Pork belly is the most delicious meat and rewards slow-cooking with sensational taste and texture (as any Chinese person knows). You can cook it for ages and it never dries out, but retains a succulence (to use one of my least favourite words) that I personally am mad about.

[image: image]

[image: image] Pork shoulder makes fantastic slow-roasts.

[image: image] The collar and neck parts make spare ribs, chops, boneless steaks, mince and diced pork.

[image: image] Cheek meat is possibly the most delicious cut of all – dirt cheap and on the menu at some of London’s best restaurants.

[image: image] And streaky bacon – the cheapest cut – is to my mind the best, thrift or no thrift.



A Delicious Stew, with variations

Serves 4-5

2 onions, roughly chopped

1 tablespoon each olive oil and butter

1 sprig of thyme or 2 bay leaves

800g stewing steak in chunks (chuck, shin, flank or skirt)

1 heaped tablespoon seasoned flour

2 parsnips, thickly sliced

4 carrots, thickly sliced

2 tablespoons tomato purée

1 garlic clove, chopped

1 can of Guinness or Pale Ale or ½ bottle cheap red wine

285 ml water or stock

salt and freshly ground black pepper

a handful of parsley and dill mixed, chopped


1. Fry the onions in the oil and butter mixture in a large cast-iron stew pot.

2. Add the thyme or bay leaves.

3. Toss the meat in the seasoned flour and add along with the parsnips, carrots, tomato purée, garlic, alcohol and stock.

4. Season with salt and pepper, stir it up and bring to the boil.

5. Either simmer at the merest blipping burp on the hob or, when boiling, transfer to an oven preheated to 160°C/300°F/gas mark 2.

6. Cook for 3-4 hours depending on the toughness of the meat. It is done when the meat starts falling apart when you try to break up the chunks.

7. Stew is always much better if you cook it the day before you want to eat it. The next day you can skim off any excess fat, then bring it to a simmer again, sprinkle with the parsley and dill and serve with mashed potato.



Variations:


∗ You could mix in cooked haricot beans.

∗ All stews are great with root vegetables, so besides the carrots and parsnips you could add or substitute: turnips, celeriac, fennel, beetroot, Jerusalem artichokes.

∗ You can make it more Italian-tasting by following the wine option and adding a large can of tomatoes and a small can of anchovies. Garnish with black olives and finely chopped parsley or torn-up basil leaves.

∗ Lamb will work just as well, but don’t use beer. Instead, try cooking lamb scrag, neck or shoulder or mutton as above with wine. For a vaguely French Provençal stew, try adding some brown lentils halfway through the cooking. For a Middle Eastern stew, fry the onion first with a mixture of 1 teaspoon each of ground cumin, cinnamon and allspice and use water instead of wine, omitting the parsnips and adding 2 aubergines in chunks halfway through cooking.

∗ Pork works best with Chinese flavours, so don’t use wine or beer, but add a swig of sherry alongside the water or stock, plus some star anise if you have it and 150ml soy sauce. Add a chopped finger of root ginger with the garlic. Garnish at the end with finely chopped coriander.



[image: image]

Offal

I’ve become slightly queasy about offal in recent years, which is a shame – as a child, one of my absolutely favourite things was brains in black butter∗ and brains masala (which my mother made, and which is an amazing sort of thought since she is these days fastidiously vegetarian). I’ve made myself feel quite hungry thinking about it, actually. I think offal has suffered tremendously from the fact that we now all anthropomorphize animals as a matter of course – oh, the little calfy’s brain, waah, the little lamby’s kidneys. It’s really rather pathetic. Either you eat animals or you don’t, and if you do, there isn’t a huge amount to be gained, frankly, by coming over all squeamish about some parts while happily chomping down on others – it is surely unnecessarily winsome (though I am winsome too – I can’t do tongue). Plus, if you eat sausages, you’ve eaten penis, anus and eyeball, so, you know… Anyway, offal is incredibly nutritious, incredibly cheap and eating it up means that none of the animal goes to waste. Also, it can taste sublime – just think of oxtail. See the American www.ofalgood.com for a guide to good guts and also the BBC’s beginner’s guide to offal at www.bbc.co.uk/food/recipes/mostof_ofal.shtml, which contains some great recipes. If you want more, it’s worth tracking down Fergus Henderson’s seminal Nose to Tail Eating (Bloomsbury, £16.99) for wonderful recipes.

These cookery books I keep mentioning are only recommendations, and are available from your local library, but there are literally millions of free recipes available online. If you’re overwhelmed by choice, www.epicurious.com is a good place to start – it is a repository of tens of thousands of fantastic recipes, written by greedy people for greedy people. There are also hundreds of absolutely fantastic food and cookery websites and blogs – too many to list, but here are a handful of my personal favourites:

[image: image]


[image: image] http://chocolateandzucchini.com

Written (in English) by a young Frenchwoman who lovingly chronicles everything she eats, cooks, buys and bakes. Wonderful recipes and written with real verve, like the best kind of cookery book.

[image: image] www.chow.com

Huge site with recipes, blogs, message boards and videos – an extremely useful resource.

[image: image] www.101cookbooks.com

An online recipe journal, mainly vegetarian. The recipes are great and there are also forums.

[image: image] http://theendivechronicles.com

I just really like the recipes on here.

[image: image] www.pinchmysalt.com

Another cookery diary with lovely recipes – homely and chic at the same time.

[image: image] www.cookingforengineers.com

One for those of you with an analytical mind. Explains the hows brilliantly, but also throws in the whys.

[image: image] www.foodwishes.blogspot.com

Video recipes!

[image: image] http://startcooking.com

One for kitchen novices.



Having said all of that, my main tip about meat is: eat less of it. And be intelligent about how you use it. If you don’t buy meat for a couple of weeks and suddenly have a violently carnivorous urge, for instance, don’t just buy a fillet steak, cook it and eat it – feeds one. Do something ingenious with it: slice it thinly, for example, and turn it into a hot Thai beef salad – feeds four (see the box below for a delicious recipe). If you like eating meat often, go for the cheap cuts. If you like eating meat as a treat, buy the best you can afford but eke it out.

Hot Thai Beef Salad

Serves 4

3 tablespoons tamari soy sauce

3 tablespoons groundnut oil

2 tablespoons fish sauce (nam pla)

juice of 2 limes

100g steak (sirloin, fillet), sliced across the grain as thinly as possible

a 2.5cm piece of fresh ginger, peeled and grated

1 teaspoon sugar

2 garlic cloves, smashed

2-3 fresh red chillies, finely sliced

50ml stock, made with Marigold bouillon powder

oil for frying

25g creamed coconut, grated

flat-leaf parsley, torn into pieces

cos lettuce leaves, torn into pieces

2 spring onions, sliced

handful of fresh coriander, chopped


1. Whisk together 1 tablespoon each of tamari, groundnut oil, fish sauce and lime juice. Pour the mixture over the sliced steak, squish it around in the liquid and leave to marinate for an hour or so.

2. To make the dressing, put the remaining tamari, oil and fish sauce into a bowl and whisk in 2 tablespoons of lime juice, the ginger, sugar, garlic, chillies and stock.

3. Pour a dash of oil into a frying pan over a medium heat. When the oil is hot, add the sliced beef and stir-fry briskly until the outside of the meat is browned.

4. Pour over the dressing and when it boils (it takes seconds), stir in the creamed coconut and parsley.

5. Serve the beef on top of the lettuce leaves, sprinkled with sliced spring onions and coriander.



Fish [image: image]

On to fish. Fish is rather tricky. Farming fish is bad. Catching wild fish is bad. Fish are running out; their ecosystems are messed up. Water is polluted. Greenpeace advises us to eat less fish, but we all seem to be eating more: so yummy, so good for you, and available free to anyone with a fishing rod. Wild fish are obviously a finite resource and it’s difficult to catch them in a sustainable way. Farming fish, which detractors liken to mining, is the only way to meet demand, especially when it comes to top-of-the-food-chain carnivorous fish, such as tuna and salmon. The problem is that farming fish has its environmental impact – polluting waters, depleting wild fish stocks (used for feeds), transmitting disease and parasites to wild species, and endangering other sea animals to prevent them feeding on captive fish. It’s a bit of a bummer, really, the whole fish situation.

I don’t want to preach, so if you’re unconcerned enough by all of this not to alter your fish-eating habits, then carry on as you were. Otherwise, what with 70 per cent of the world’s fish stocks now described by the Food and Agriculture Organization as fully fished, overfished or depleted, it seems glaringly obvious that we should all be making an effort to eat sustainable fish. According to Greenpeace, this means a) it’s come from a sustainable fishery∗ and b) it’s caught using fishing methods that don’t damage or destroy the marine environment or harm other sea creatures.

This is very nice, but it’s actually really difficult to identify fish that come from sustainable sources. This is a vast and complex subject, and if you want to read more about it you might like to stop of at www.fishonline.org, which goes into all of this in great detail, gives advice and publishes lists of fish we should eat and fish we should avoid.

Meanwhile, here are some further guidelines:


[image: image] Eat less of the big fish like salmon, tuna, swordfish and sharks. These are the most vulnerable populations and also the ones that live the longest, have the most fat and accumulate the most toxins over their lifespan.

[image: image] Eat smaller fish like clams, oysters, molluscs, anchovies and sardines. Smaller species are more abundant and reproduce faster, so are less endangered. They also have less fat and don’t accumulate as many toxins. And, happily for us, they are cheaper.

[image: image] In the UK, very few fish are farmed sustainably. The best options are line-caught mackerel and sea bass, farmed mussels, rod- and line-caught tuna and herring. Purse-seined herring from Cornwall is also a good choice (and helps the Cornish fishing industry, which needs it).

[image: image] Marks & Spencer have invested considerable time and effort in improving the way the fish they sell is caught and farmed. Not all fish sold by M&S are from fully sustainable sources, but, according to Greenpeace, they are certainly the best available from a UK supermarket.

[image: image] Your local fishmonger may sell fish from sustainable sources – ask.

[image: image] Always ask the person you buy fish from where and how their fish is caught. If they can’t tell you or if you are not completely satisfied with their answer, don’t buy the fish.

[image: image] Here is the link to an online article about a couple who own the UK’s first organic carp farm and claim it is one of the most sustainable sources of fish out there www.bbc.co.uk/theoneshow/article/2008/04/ ls_carp.shtml. Apparently carp tastes a bit like sea bass, and film director Mike Leigh is a big fan.

[image: image] A useful website is www.fishonline.org/search/simple. Just enter a type of fish and you can find out how it is caught and how sustainable it is.



Dairy

There’s a whole slew of other stuff you can make, including your own ingredients. It is, for instance, surprisingly easy to make your own cheese. You need milk, obviously – any kind, really: cow (the stuff that comes in bottles is fine if you don’t have your own dairy herd), goat, sheep, buffalo, or even dried milk. If you are making soft or curd cheese, you can use natural live yogurt or lemon juice (see below) as a culture. For anything more complicated, you will need a starter culture – this is basically helpful bacteria – which you can obtain online with ease, from suppliers such as www.cheesemaking.co.uk (who stock everything you might conceivably need, not just cultures) and www.cheeseyogurtessentials.com. You may also need rennet, depending on what type of cheese you’re making, and might want salt, herbs or other flavourings. There is masses about this online, not least at www.cheesemaking.com (Ricki, its creator, is the US Queen of Home-Made Cheese), but also at our aforementioned friend www.allotment.org.uk.

[image: image]

Here is the recipe that started me of – I’m afraid I can’t remember where it’s from, because I cut and pasted it into my online cookery book (and I urge you to make a cookery book out of all the recipes brilliant amateur cooks volunteer online – not only is it free, but it turns into the Bible. I use a Mac and the software that comes with it makes creating a webpage or blog almost embarrassingly easy – the advantage then is that you can share your page/blog with family and friends. There are an almost infinite number of recipes, food blogs and brilliant food writing available on line, cost 0 pence. See pages 170–72 for a selection of my favourite free online reading, on everything from cookery to design to fashion to politics).

How to Make Really, Really Easy Cheese

So we’re making white cheese, the simplest kind of all. Think ricotta, curd cheese or paneer – same kind of texture and same kind of clean, very mild taste.

For 400g

You will need: a large pan; a wooden spoon; a colander; a largish piece of muslin – nick one from a baby and double it up if it seems especially thin or worn; a bowl to sit the colander in; string; 2 litres organic whole milk; 4-5 tablespoons freshly squeezed lemon juice


1. Pour the milk into a large pan that allows room for boiling. Bring it to a rolling boil over medium heat. Stir frequently with a wooden spoon to prevent sticking. Squeeze the lemon juice while it’s warming up.

2. When the milk boils, remove it from the heat. Immediately but slowly add the lemon juice – don’t chuck it in in one fell swoop.

3. While you add the lemon juice, gently move the wooden spoon through the hot milk in one direction, in a sort of scraping motion. After a few seconds, you should see the milk splitting into lumps of curd and watery whey. These curds are your home-made cheese.

4. Cover the pan and set aside for 2 hours. This allows the curds to settle properly (note: I’ve left it for a mere hour and it’s been fine). When the curds have settled, line the colander with muslin.

5. Place the colander in the sink, or in a large bowl if you intend to collect the whey. Slowly pour the curdled milk into the colander. When all the liquid is drained off, gather the corners of the muslin together to form a snug bag. Tie the bag containing the curds with string.

6. Hang the bag over the sink or a bowl to let any remaining liquid whey drip off. Leave hanging for 3 hours, then your home-made cheese is ready for eating. It keeps well in the fridge for 3-4 days.



See? It’s incredibly easy. I don’t want to sound obsessed by curry or anything, but if you grew some spinach, you could rustle up some sag paneer for literally a few pence.

How to Make Even Easier Cheese

I also like making labneh, the creamy Middle Eastern cheese that is unbelievably delicious eaten with fat bread and meze, or spread on bruschetta (which you make by buying stale bread for cheap; my local deli sometimes just gives it away when they’re about to close) and topped with olive oil and herbs. This is really so utterly simple that a child could do it, and in my house they frequently do. There are just two ingredients: six cups of good-quality full-fat yogurt (I use sheep’s, and some jaunty coloured measuring cups from Lakeland, www.lakeland.co.uk), and 2 teaspoons of salt. You need some muslin again, plus a whisk and a bowl.

Simply put the yogurt into the bowl and whisk in the salt for a minute or so, then line the colander with the muslin, gather up the corners, as in the above recipe, tie up the bundle with string, hang it over a bowl to catch the drips and leave it to do its thing overnight (for about 12 hours). That is it. It’s very good.

How to Make Butter

It follows that making your own butter is very simple too, though it isn’t especially economical unless you can get free cream from somewhere, or at least discounted cream – if it’s about to go past its sell-by date and is being sold of cheaply, turn it into butter and freeze it. Here’s what you do (and this is another good thing to make with children):


[image: image] You need a big jar with a lid, a bowl and either serious elbow grease or an electric whisk or food processor (put on the plastic blades for the latter), as well as however much double cream you have to hand – say 285ml.

[image: image] Let the cream come to room temperature – it won’t work if you don’t. You want it to be about 20°Celsius.

[image: image] Now either half-fill the jar with the cream and shake like mad for about 40 minutes or, rather more speedily, whisk the cream, either in the bowl with the electric whisk or in the food processor using the plastic blades. It’ll turn (obviously) into whipped cream and then start getting thicker and stiffer. Watch it carefully at this point – I switch my food processor to ‘pulse’ here.

[image: image] The cream will start going yellow and grainy. The grains are the start of the butter; the liquid is the buttermilk. Slow down your whisking – the butter will suddenly clump.

[image: image] Drain of as much of the buttermilk as you can (use it in cooking – it’s brilliant for making soda bread).

[image: image] Wash your butter (yes, really). Put it into a bowl and add very cold water – if it’s not cold, it will melt the butter. Press the butter together with a wooden spoon so it makes one big lump. Press out any remaining buttermilk.

[image: image] Drain of the water carefully and repeat until the water runs clear. This could take up to 15 goes – just keep at it.

[image: image] Now use your hands, or the back of a pair of spoons, to squeeze and shape the butter to ensure that all the water is out.

[image: image] Add salt, herbs or whatever else you fancy, and shape it into a lovely little log. Voila – home-made butter. It’ll keep for 3 months in the freezer (note: it keeps better if it’s unsalted).



How to Make Yogurt

It is also easy to make yogurt at home, either using live yogurt to kick the process of or buying a culture online or at the health food shop (you only do this once). All the information you need is widely available, including from http://healthycooking.suite101.com/article.cfm/making_yogurt_at_home. If you want to see how it’s made with your very own eyes, visit the brilliant www.videojug.com, which is a website containing thousands of videos on every conceivable subject, from how to snorkel to how to get the perfect smoky eye (and see page 193 for more on terrific, free online make-up demonstrations) to, yes, how to make yogurt: www.videojug.com/film/how-to-make-greek-yoghurt.

[image: image]

[image: image]

Jams, Chutneys and Preserves

Unusually, I haven’t come across any especially inspiring websites on this most marvellous topic, although Videojug, which I mentioned above, is keen to show you how to make strawberry jam. But websites aren’t always necessary – not when the magnificent Marguerite Patten is about, or rather her brilliant Jams, Preserves and Chutneys is (part of the Basic Basics series, published by Grub Street, £7.99). I love all of this stuff: the thrift of it, but also the beautiful, Victorian-seeming (as she points out) abundance of having shelves lined with stores of preserves, and the joy of turning cheap gluts of fruit and vegetables into wonderful and delicious treats. I cannot recommend this book enough: it turned me – I don’t like sticky things and I’m scared of getting burned after an unfortunate incident with a chip pan years ago – into an adequate jam-maker in one afternoon. It transpires that making jam is really not difficult at all – who knew? My newly found skills were compounded by my friend Juliet’s genius marmalade recipe, which follows. It will stop you dead in your tracks: goodbye, bought marmalade (even Cooper’s Oxford); hello, home-made perfection. And – easy, even for a little marmalade virgin such as I (as Lorelei Lee might have put it).

Marmalade

This is a fresh-tasting, sharp marmalade, not too dark or bitter.

Makes 8 small/6 medium jars

2kg Seville oranges

3 lemons

4kg preserving sugar

[image: image]


1. Put all the fruit into a preserving pan or large saucepan and cover with water, then put a plate inside the pan to stop them bobbing up. Bring to the boil and simmer for 1½ hours. Take them out of the water and cool. You can do this the day before if you like.

2. Measure out the orangey water so that you have around 3 litres (this is not that important, as if you have too much water you can just evaporate it later).

3. Cut the oranges and lemons in half. Scoop out the pips and pulp, placing them in the orangey water, and boil for about 15 minutes. While you are doing that, cut the peel into shreds the size and shape you like.

4. Sieve the boiled orange water, pips and pulp into a bowl. Pour the liquid back into the preserving pan. Add the sugar and peel, and bring to a boil. Boil for 15 minutes, after which you can start testing for a set.

5. Testing for a set is not as complicated as it sounds. If you have a suitable thermometer, put it in the middle of the pan. You should have a set when it reads 105°C (220°F). If you don’t have a thermometer, put a saucer into the freezer to cool down. When you think the marmalade is ready, take the saucer out and put about ½ teaspoon of marmalade on to the plate. Allow it to cool. Push your finger through the marmalade: if it wrinkles, you’ve got a set. If not, boil for a further 5 minutes and test again. Sometimes it takes 17 minutes to set, sometimes 25.

6. While the marmalade is still hot, bottle in sterilized jars (run them through the dishwasher when it’s full anyway).



Packed Lunch

Ode to the Packed Lunch


O, packed lunch!

You were so great.

But sandwich bars

Made you die.

It is a shame.



People spend an insane-seeming amount of money on lunch every day – I don’t mean lunch in restaurants, I mean lunch at the sandwich shop or takeout place. I haven’t worked in an office for a while, so I am always astonished at the prices: it seems impossible to get a halfway decent sandwich for much under £3 at any of the big chains. Chuck in a brownie or a fruit salad, a bottle of mineral water and maybe a coffee, and you’re talking about £7. That’s £35 a week, and you can add another £10 on top if you have a Starbucks habit – to say nothing of a crisp or muffin or soft drink habit, which’ll cost you extra. It makes no sense: it’s not like everyone’s so rich they can afford it, or like they wouldn’t rather spend the money on other stuff, or like the food in question is so dazzlingly good that no one minds paying these ridiculous amounts for it.

Time, I think, for a return to the home-made sandwich – your perfect sandwich, created by you, with no question mark over dodgy ingredients – brought to work in a brown paper bag. Or a salad, or noodles, or whatever you fancy. It takes ten minutes of work in the morning and will save you a fortune, plus it’ll free up the time you spend queuing in the sandwich shop, feeling bad-tempered and hurried. If you spend £7 a day on lunch – assuming that’s what it evens out at: i.e. you may spend less but sometimes go and sit down and have a pizza with colleagues – and an extra £10 a week on coffee and/or muffins and/or chocolate bars and/or crisps (easily done, when the smallest, most basic latte costs upwards of £1.50), you’re spending £2,340 a year just on eating at work. One word: don’t. And, for heaven’s sake, drink tap water. It’s good for you, it can seriously help control your weight, it’s thirst-quenching like nothing else on earth is and it’s free.

Eating Out [image: image]

My second plea concerns eating out. We all know where our local cheap restaurants are, but I don’t know that everyone is quite aware of the incredible bargains you can get if you go for the set lunch at some of the country’s most exclusive and garlanded restaurants. Please check them out. Dinner for two at such places in London could easily set you back £120 a head; the set lunch is usually between the £20 and £40 mark, and we’re talking serious food, with no corners cut. If you’re going somewhere special for a meal and want to have the full extravagant, luxey experience without feeling like you might have to remortgage your house, go for lunch, and remember to book well in advance, especially if there’s a party of you (going for lunch at posh restaurants is the best way of going out for a family celebration – it feels really special and treat-like, but nobody cries at the bill).

The following websites specialize in restaurant discounts: www.lastminute.com, www.toptable.uk and www.5pm.co.uk.

Picnics

My next eating-out tip is picnics. Everyone likes the idea, but not so much the reality, whereas in fact picnics can be absolutely wonderful with a bit of forward planning. I’m not going to tell you how to have a picnic, but I will just mention extending the picnic idea past the lunchtime-in-the-park version. Night-time picnics, either in the park or in a field or on a beach or in a back garden, are wildly romantic and much cheaper to organize than an equivalent dinner party (also, people have lower expectations: anything that isn’t a curly ham sandwich is greeted with rapture). Candlelit picnics for two make brilliant first (or third, or two hundredth) dates. Don’t be limited by the seasons either – my favourite recent picnic was on Bonfire Night, on top of Primrose Hill, in the freezing darkness and with fireworks going of all around us. The children were bundled up like Eskimos, we had a tarpaulin as well as a blanket to lay on the ground and home-made hot dogs (kept warm in layers of foil) and chocolate cake, with spiced hot apple juice (in flasks) and mulled wine (ditto) to drink. It was one of the loveliest nights ever, and since we made the food, it cost about £10.

[image: image]

[image: image]

Chickens

Oh, and another thing: chickens. As in keeping them. This is not actually especially economical (people used to keep them for thrift reasons when eggs were rationed, which is obviously no longer the case). It is cheaper and less of a hassle to go and buy eggs from the shop – even free-range or organic eggs. However, I still think keeping chickens is pretty cool, as is making omelettes from your own eggs. I’ve toyed with the idea myself, but I’m not mad about birds (I hate their feet, also their beaks, also their eyes), so I’ve – ho ho – chickened out. But if you have no such issues, and if you like chickens – and, obviously, the glorious eggs they’ll provide you with in perpetuity – and if you don’t mind an initially fairly hefty outlay in exchange for peace of mind (you get big, fat, healthy, vaccinated chickens, organic feed, a brilliantly designed chicken house called an Eglu, a fox-proof chicken run, a feeder and drinker and a book explaining what to do), then have a look at www.omlet.co.uk. At the time of writing, all of this chicken goodness would set you back between £300 and £400. Obviously, this is really targeted at urbanites – if you live in the country and can score some chickens locally and knock up a hen house yourself, the cost would decrease. Note, though: chickens attract rats, which are after the feed, and remember there’s chicken poo to deal with too.

[image: image]

Some Facts about Buying Chickens

Before anything else, check with your local authority that you’re allowed to keep livestock where you live. If you are and you want to go ahead:


[image: image] You should get at least two (a solitary chicken will not be happy). Between two and four hens will supply an average family.

[image: image] As a guideline, a hybrid hen produces about 300 eggs per year, or even as many as one a day. They live about four or five years.

[image: image] Hybrids are best for producing eggs because that’s what they are bred for. Examples of hybrid breeds are Black Rock, ISA Brown, White Star and Loman. Hybrid chickens are pretty low-maintenance and easy to keep. They cost between £8 and £12 each. Pedigrees cost more and lay fewer eggs (people have them because they look pretty).

[image: image] Chickens need to be immunized against various diseases (they should come immunized).

[image: image] Ideally you buy them when they are between sixteen and twenty weeks old.

[image: image] Buy online, or check out local ads, vets, farmers, etc. There is loads of advice online.

[image: image] You need a space at least approx. 2 × 1.33m for your hen coop (including nesting area and run). It’s best if you can let them out of the coop to run around the garden from time to time as well. However, if left to roam free they are likely to cause damage – they are jungle animals at heart and love foraging and hiding – so you will need to protect precious plants and flowers.

[image: image] If you are a little bit handy, you can make a chicken coop yourself. Chickens basically need a ‘house’ with a shelter to sleep in and sufficient nesting boxes, and a secure run where they can stretch their legs. Take into account the risk of predators: i.e. foxes, badgers and rats. In other words, the coop needs to be secure.

[image: image] Chickens must be looked after and cleaned out regularly.

[image: image] Chickens eat pellets or mash (a kind of chicken feed), which you can buy from local suppliers. You can feed them some scraps like bread, bits of veg, etc., but you should avoid giving them salty, sugary or flatty foods.

[image: image] They need fresh water every day.

[image: image] Grit is essential for chickens as they need to eat it to help their digestion. Either they can find it themselves when roaming around or you need to supply it for them.

[image: image] They need bedding: straw or dust-free wood shavings or leaves.



[image: image]

[image: image]Bees

And, while we’re at it, bees. I won’t pretend I’ve turned beekeeper in the name of research, but again, a lot of townies keep bees on their roof, rather amazingly. (By the way, if you suffer from hay fiver, eating locally produced honey can have miraculous results, as my son discovered years ago when we lived in east London and I spooned Hackney honey down him). Anyway, if you like the idea of having a little hive, and making money out of selling the results, have a look at the British Beekeepers’ Association’s website at www.britishbee.org.uk.

[image: image]

There is more on food scattered through some of the following chapters – use the index if you’re after anything specific.

[image: image]
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What Not to Scrimp On

Despite the money-saving ethos of this book, there are some things that are, I’m afraid, just cheap and nasty, and where the pennies saved don’t even begin to make up for the loss of pleasure. In this chapter, in my opinion, those things would be butter and fresh coffee. There is no such thing as delicious cheap butter (unless you’ve found a glut of cream and made your own, as instructed above), and nor is there such a thing as a bag of fantastic coffee beans for 99p. You’re just going to have to cough up. I also feel that cheap loo paper is really, really horrible, but maybe that’s just me. To this small list, I would add organic meat and eggs. The idea of battery hens makes me want to be sick – in fact, I can’t believe it’s still legal to keep living creatures in such appalling conditions, let alone that people exist who feel fine about eating them, or their eggs. This is Hugh Fearnley-Whittingstall territory – have a look at his website, www.rivercottage.net (nice bunch of seasonal recipes on there too). If you are keen on keeping chickens or hens, as above, you can adopt rescued battery hens via the Battery Hen Welfare Trust, whose website is at www.bhwt.org.uk.




End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_090.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_081.jpg
prie





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_080.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_083.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_082.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_085.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_084.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_087.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_086.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_089.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_088.jpg





OPS/styles/page-template.xpgt
 

   

     
       
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_092.jpg
¢l

£3





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_091.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_094.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_093.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_096.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_095.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_098.jpg





OPS/page-map.xml
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 




OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_097.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_099.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_180.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_061.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_182.jpg
™
&





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_060.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_181.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_063.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_184.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_062.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_183.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_065.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_186.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_064.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_185.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_067.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_188.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_066.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_187.jpg
A





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_069.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_068.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_189.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_070.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_191.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_190.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_072.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_193.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_071.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_192.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_074.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_195.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_073.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_194.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_076.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_197.jpg
=





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_075.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_196.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_078.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_199.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_077.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_198.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_079.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_160.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_041.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_162.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_040.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_161.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_043.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_164.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_042.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_163.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_045.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_166.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_044.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_165.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_047.jpg
>





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_168.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_046.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_167.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_049.jpg
=g





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_048.jpg
R





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_169.jpg
(o
T





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_050.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_171.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_170.jpg
o.





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_052.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_173.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_051.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_172.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_054.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_175.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_053.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_174.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_056.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_177.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_055.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_176.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_058.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_179.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_057.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_178.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_059.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_140.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_021.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_142.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_020.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_141.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_023.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_144.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_022.jpg
Lo





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_143.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_025.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_146.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_024.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_145.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_027.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_148.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_026.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_147.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_029.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_028.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_149.jpg






OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_030.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_151.jpg






OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_150.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_032.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_153.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_031.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_152.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_034.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_155.jpg
@ T
(A48,





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_033.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_154.jpg






OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_036.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_157.jpg
BE ez
t3





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_035.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_156.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_038.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_159.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_037.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_158.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_039.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_009.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_008.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_129.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_120.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_001.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_122.jpg






OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_121.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_003.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_124.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_002.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_123.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_005.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_126.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_004.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_125.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_007.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_128.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_006.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_127.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_019.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_010.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_131.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_130.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_012.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_133.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_011.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_132.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_014.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_135.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_013.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_134.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_016.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_137.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_015.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_136.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_018.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_139.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_017.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_138.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_108.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_107.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_109.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_100.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_102.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_101.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_104.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_103.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_106.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_105.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_119.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_118.jpg





OPS/images/9780141903293.jpg
Sgwe well. and, APQM{ Uoss

Tndia ‘(mgbﬂ? U






OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_111.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_110.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_113.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_112.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_115.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_114.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_117.jpg
ve





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_116.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_208.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_206.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_207.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_200.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_201.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_204.jpg
4
4





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_205.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_202.jpg





OPS/images/9781905490370_TheThriftBook_IMG_203.jpg





