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INTRODUCTION

Feeding yourself at uni can be a real challenge. And doing it on a budget can make eating good food downright difficult, never mind cramped kitchens, limited equipment and cookers with a mind of their own. Welcome to student life!

But you don’t have to resort to endless takeaways and baked beans, tempting as that may be. With this book and a few key kitchen tools, you can eat great food on a budget every day, whatever the state of your kitchen. Result. Even if you’re a complete beginner with no clue where to start, this book will show you how. And if you’re already a keen cook and want to show off to your friends, you’ll find plenty of inspiration too. Whatever your level, you’ll discover budget-friendly ideas, yummy food and loads of useful tips. Time to get cooking!

There are many reasons why cooking your own food from scratch is a great idea. For a start, it can be far quicker and cheaper than buying microwave meals or takeaways, saving you money for other things. It also ensures you know exactly what’s in your food – no nasty surprises in your ready meal! And a tight budget doesn’t have to mean dreary, bland dinners. The recipes in this book have all passed the taste test! You may need to stock up on a few spices and seasonings, but a little of these goes a long way. And remember that you can cook large batches to last you for a couple of days, or freeze the excess in separate portions to pull out when you’re too busy (or skint) to do a big shop or spend time cooking.

Making the effort to prepare a good meal that fits around your timetable (and your social life) can be great fun and even stress-busting. When in a black hole of revision, there’s nothing like taking some time away from the laptop to tinker in the kitchen. Or crank up some music and cook for your friends – they might even help you wash the dishes…! All of the recipes in this book can be made easily in a humble student kitchen with minimal equipment. Whatever your skill level, you can cook delicious meals from scratch. This isn’t just student food, it’s great food!
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USEFUL KITCHEN KIT

You don’t need loads of fancy kitchen equipment to cook great food. Nor do you need everything ready for the first day of term; you can get by with just a few key items while you work out what else will be useful. See what you can share with housemates, too, particularly if you have a small kitchen with limited storage space.

Try to invest a little in any equipment you do buy. It’s worth getting a solid frying pan, for example. Very cheap ones cook unevenly, resulting in burning or sticking, but a good one can last for many years. And it may sound like a luxury, but a blender or food processor will pay for itself with homemade dips, soups and smoothies. A stick blender is the most affordable type and comes with a variety of attachments for different jobs. For pricier items like these, see if your parents can help, or look out for bargains in the sales. Here are the main things you’ll need:


Large non-stick frying pan or wok

Medium frying pan

Large and small saucepans, with lids

Ovenproof casserole dish with a lid

1.5-litre ovenproof baking dish (for puds)

Non-stick baking sheet

Large deep roasting tray

20cm square cake tin (for brownies, etc.)

Mixing bowl or large serving bowl

Microwavable/heatproof bowl (ideally glass)

Chopping board (white plastic is most hygienic)

Large and small sharp knives

Kitchen scissors

Wooden spoon(s)

Silicone spatula

Fish slice

Whisk

Can opener

Vegetable peeler

Garlic crusher (useful but not essential)

Potato masher (else just use a fork)

Pastry brush (useful but not essential)

Grater

Pepper grinder

Sieve

Colander

Measuring spoons

Measuring jug

Scales (electric are most accurate)

Rolling pin (or use a clean, dry wine bottle)

Wire cooling rack (or use a clean oven/grill shelf)

Oven gloves (or use a thick, folded tea towel)

Plastic boxes with lids

Thermos flask




LOVE YOUR OVEN

Every oven is different, so get to know yours. Some run hotter and others run cooler than the temperature they’re set to. This doesn’t have to be a problem, you just need to get used to it. Follow this advice to get the best from your oven:

•  Most modern ovens are electric (with temperatures in degrees centigrade – generally 50–240°C). Look inside to see if yours has a fan at the back (these days, most do). If so, use the temperatures given throughout this book. If you have an electric oven without a fan, add 20°C to the stated cooking temperatures. And just in case you have a gas oven, the recipes also give temperatures in gas marks.

•  Always preheat the oven well before you need to put your food in. Most have a thermostat light that comes on when you turn on the oven, and goes out when it reaches the correct temperature. Watch this the first time you use the oven and note how long it takes.

•  Keep a close eye on cooking times. Where a recipe gives a range (e.g. 20–30 minutes), always check and test after the minimum (in this case 20 minutes) and, if required, return the food to the oven for some or all of the remaining time. This will ensure your cakes don’t burn. It’s worth bearing in mind that some ovens are just way out, and so recipes can take much, much longer than they are supposed to. It’s useful to make a note next to the recipe of the actual time it ended up taking so you have the information handy for next time.
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STOCKING UP YOUR STORE CUPBOARD

You can build up your collection of ingredients as you go along, or maybe ask your parents for a bit of help getting started. Some basics go a long way, so you could even club together with housemates and share. These items will see you through many recipes in this book:


Baking powder

Bicarbonate of soda

Butter (keep in the fridge)

Canned beans

Canned chickpeas

Canned sweetcorn

Canned tomatoes

Caster sugar

Cheese: Cheddar or similar, and Parmesan

Coconut milk

Concentrated tomato purée

Couscous

Flour: plain and self-raising

Frozen green vegetables

Garlic

Ginger

Herbs: thyme, rosemary, basil (fresh or dried)

Honey

Jam

Lemons and limes

Mayonnaise (keep in the fridge)

Milk (keep in the fridge)

Mustard

Noodles

Oats

Oils: sunflower/vegetable and olive oil

Olives (jars or cans are cheapest)

Onions

Pasta and spaghetti

Rice

Salt and pepper

Sauces: tomato, soy, sweet chilli

Spices: ground cinnamon, ground cumin, chilli powder, turmeric, fenugreek

Stock cubes: vegetable and chicken are the most versatile

Tuna (canned)

Yoghurt (plain or Greek is used in cooking)
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WATCHING YOUR BUDGET

•  Eating out or buying packet sandwiches can be a huge drain on your budget, so taking a packed lunch with you to campus, even if only occasionally, can save you a significant amount. Buying takeaway coffees can also be very expensive, so if you love coffee, invest in a cheap cafetière for making good coffee at home – it will soon pay for itself. A Thermos flask is handy for transporting your own tea, coffee or even soup instead of buying it on the go.

•  Before you go shopping, make a list and plan carefully, based on what you have in the cupboard already and the meals you want to cook. Impulse buying can result in doubling up on items or forgetting a vital ingredient.

•  Shopping around makes a difference. Be aware much you’re paying for every item you buy, and check supermarket websites to see if another sells it more cheaply. Larger, out-of-town supermarkets tend to charge lower prices for many goods than smaller ‘city’ branches of the same chain. If you can’t get to a large branch, then online shopping could be worthwhile – you get the benefit of those lower prices and can also buy some items in bulk (such as washing powder or toilet roll), which can save you cash in the long run. Why not club together with housemates to share the delivery charge?

•  Supermarkets aren’t always the best place. Some ethnic food items – including herbs, spices, rice, noodles, and sauces or flavoured pastes – can be more affordable from Asian or Caribbean grocery stores. And if you have a local market, it’s often the cheapest place for fruit, veg, fresh herbs and sometimes even meat and fish (but beware farmers’ markets, which sell mainly organic or premium products, at premium prices!).

•  For specialist items, look online. Whole spices such as cinnamon sticks and vanilla pods tend to be very expensive on the high street, but can be found much cheaper from online suppliers.

•  Keeping it local can save you money on fresh produce. There are a surprising number of local food cooperatives that sell affordable vegetable boxes. If you live in a city, many community allotments sell seasonal vegetables extremely cheaply, and sometimes even give them away. Often your local independent health food shop can put you in touch with these schemes, or you can search online. Some universities also operate vegetable box schemes, so do ask about this.

•  See if your parents will take you shopping at the start of term. Stock up on herbs, spices, stock cubes, canned fish and beans, pasta, flour, sugar, etc. With a well-stocked store cupboard, you can pull together so many recipes in this book in a flash, without needing to buy too many extra ingredients.

•  Fresh herbs are a luxury but add a real edge to home cooking. You could even grow your own on a windowsill – either buy living pots from the supermarket or grow some cuttings taken from the garden at home. Fresh basil, for example, will lift a simple tomato pasta dish and costs next to nothing if you keep a plant.

•  Buy a good-quality sunflower or vegetable oil for everyday use – for roasting, baking, frying and greasing tins – but spend a little more on a decent bottle of olive oil (extra-virgin if you can stretch to it), for salad dressings and dips. Olive oil has a much nicer flavour, but works best cold.


HOW NOT TO POISON YOUR FRIENDS

Food hygiene might not sound rock-and-roll, but it’s really important to get things right so you don’t end up ill. Food poisoning is surprisingly common, so here’s how to keep yourself and your friends safe.

HYGIENE

•  When you first move into a house or halls, the kitchen may not be clean, so it’s wise to clean all the surfaces, cupboards, sink and floor with antibacterial cleaner.

•  Before touching any food, wash your hands well with hot water and soap. Wash them immediately after handling raw food, and again after cooking.

•  Keep on top of kitchen cleaning and don’t let the dirty plates pile up. If you need to implement a cleaning rota with your housemates, then do it.

•  Wipe up spillages and crumbs straight away, from work surfaces, inside the fridge and on the floor, using a separate mop or cloths for the floor.

•  Keep the sink clean and throw away any bits that gather in the plughole every time you wash up.

•  Wash up with hot, soapy water. Never wash up using cold water or without washing-up liquid.

•  White plastic chopping boards are the cheapest and most hygienic and it’s easy to see if they aren’t clean. If you eat fish, keep a separate board for this. And if you’re living with people who eat meat, insist they prepare it on entirely separate boards and wash all equipment thoroughly and immediately after use.

•  Wash fabric cloths and tea towels regularly on a hot wash. Replace sponges or cloths regularly as they can be full of bacteria. If you drop a tea towel on the floor, put it straight in the wash.

•  Sweep the floor often and take out the rubbish regularly. If there have been any spillages inside the bin, clean them as soon as you can, using hot water and washing-up liquid or an antibacterial cleaner. Remember that it’s never worth economising on bin bags…

COOKING

•  If you eat fish, ensure you prepare this separately from any other ingredients and always wash your hands, board and knife really well in hot, soapy water immediately afterwards. If you live with people who cook meat, insist they do the same, both for hygiene and to ensure it doesn’t come into contact with your own food.

•  Make sure your food is properly cooked through. This particularly applies to fish (if you eat it), which should flake once cooked.

•  If you have leftovers, let them cool before wrapping and chilling in the fridge or freezing.

•  Make sure food is thoroughly defrosted before reheating it. You can do this in the microwave on a defrost setting, or place the food on a plate, still in its wrapping, and leave in the fridge overnight.

•  When reheating leftovers, make sure they are piping hot before serving. You may need to add 1–2 tablespoons of water to stop your food drying out whilst reheating. Only ever reheat food once, as reheating multiple times increases the chance of harmful bacteria growing in the food.

SAFE STORAGE

•  Any perishable foods, such as meat, fish and dairy products, should be kept in the fridge, sealed in their original packaging, with cling film or in a food bag. Put these items in the fridge as soon as you get home from shopping and return them to the fridge immediately after use.

•  Store cooked and raw meat separately in the fridge and make sure they are well wrapped. Keep raw meat on the bottom shelf if you can, away from other produce. If this isn’t possible, just make sure everything is well packaged.

•  Don’t have open packets or uncovered bowls of food in the fridge. Once you open a packet, seal it well, either by putting it in another bag and sealing with a knot or clip or by transferring it to a clean plastic container. Cover bowls of leftovers with cling film. Keep all packets in your cupboard sealed and store biscuits in an airtight box or tin. It will stop food going stale and prevent spillages or, worse, mice.

•  Pay attention to use-by dates on food and try to use up everything before then. Discard any fresh ingredients that have been open for a few days.

•  To store leftover canned food, always transfer it to a plastic tub with a lid. Never put open cans in the fridge, even if sealed, as they can release toxic chemicals into the food.
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