



Lazy times are not hard to achieve and should not waste your money.





With the frantic life, we all live these days finding time to be lazy or just do the things we like instead of the things we have to do is getting more and more difficult. Alternatively, to buy ourselves time, we fall for quick fixes or pre-made solutions that in the end just cost us money and not necessarily save as time.


With shops just around the corner and little time to plan or get organized no wonder that anyone who works long hours simply falls in the habit of just picking things without asking how really advantageous is all this convenience.


For example like many people for years I brought paper napkins until I realized how much not only it was costing me but also how much paper this was wasting so no good for the pocket and the environment. Another realization was when time after time I cleaned out the fridge finding unused veggies and other food as it got forgot between shoppings, I felt bad having to put food in the bin (well in my case in the compost) but still technically a waste of money.


Slowly I started to modify some of my habits and discovered that a little time and organization was not only saving me money but giving me more time but these were baby steps. Then we had the coronavirus pandemic and the time/convenience thing just went out of the window. With restrictions and less availability to shop at the last minute coupled with more time as I was working from home, I decided to "educate" myself and get even more creative and organized. My aim was that once life went back to normal all the good lessons I learned during this time plus my previous discoveries would become a permanent way of life.


I started writing this set of "lazy shortcuts" to have a range of ways to save me both time and money without giving up on the quality of life. The shortcuts cover a range of things like quick ways to make the most of your shopping and cooking to stop buying items to leave a more environmental life.


I hope to pass these tips on to my kids and friends as we all need to take a break from the constant time pressures and last minute wasteful decisions. So I hope you enjoy this little booklet.







 







Before you start on your lazy times adventure


Like everything else nothing is achieved without the proper tools but don't be discouraged if you do not have all the tools, I will be listing here. I will give you alternatives or scouring opshops and second-hand stores you can gather most of what I have listed here (and help reduce waste). At other times the small outlay of money will be quickly regained.


Time friends and time savers in the kitchen


Slow cookers - I love these little/big kitchen friends and in fact, I have two one small and one large and are used regularly, especially in winter. Before you run out to buy a new one, check out second-hand stores as these little gems can last for years and are often poorly appreciated and discarded still in very good conditions. One day I saw one still in its original box for 1/5 of the price of the brand new equivalent. One of mine is more than 20 years old and still performing perfectly. Yes, it takes several hours to cook something in them but following a short prep (that you can even have to wait in the freezer) your dinner will take care of itself till you are ready to dish it out.


Pressure Cookers - I have no idea why so many people are scared of pressure cookers, used well and properly cleaned and maintained these are the queens of time savers and last minute cooking decisions. Like my slow cookers, I love my pressure cookers, so much that I have a few of them including an electric one. My pressure cooker risotto is a masterpiece that saves me time and in just over 10 minutes provides one of my favorite dishes with very little preparation or involvement (no slaving over the stove to pour the hot liquid and stir). I know this is going to come to you as a shock but it was my chef brother who introduced me to pressure cooker risotto and I have never looked back, everything is prepped in less than 2 minutes, I pour myself a nice glass of the same wine that goes into the risotto and I simply wait for my lunch or dinner. How great is that!


Food processor -  again you don't have to spend a lot of money on a food processor just as long as it allows you to quickly chop and slice food that is all you need. Now I have to be honest and say that before the coronavirus pandemic my food processor did not get used very much, this was one of the tools that really got a new lease of life when I got stuck into "super prep" sessions.


Hand-held blender/mixer - like above don't spend a lot of money but ensure that is one of those you can immerse in hot food. Mine is nearly 40 years old (was one of the first in commerce) and has made everything from baby food to basil pesto. If you don't have a lot of space in the kitchen or wanting a tool that does everything, then invest in a hand blender/mixer that also has chopping accessories.


Good quality knives - these are possibly the only kitchen utensils that it does help to pay a little more and have good quality including a good quality knife sharper. The amount of chopping you will do to prepare things and get ahead of time will be rewarded if your knives perform well as blunt bad knives will only make your job harder. A good Chinese cleaver knife is also a must and get it in a Chinese shop for better quality at a good price.


A good freezer - now this is the only tool I wish I could change, the one I have is really big (and that is good) but it is a chest freezer (not a good thing) so finding things and not forgetting stuff down the bottom is a real challenge. If I have to change it, it would be a freezer with drawers so I can see and reach everything. For the time being, I just have to be organized and regularly do a bit of stock take to see what I have left to use up.


Lastly, if you can afford it and have space in the kitchen for a bread maker - this is something you don't have to have and as a slow cooker, it is worth having a hunt in second-hand shops. I have had mine for many years but once the novelty wore off just sat gathering dust for most of the time. Then, again, with the coronavirus pandemic, getting fresh bread without going out made my old bread maker a good friend again and since it does not just make bread but saves time to do other things, now it has re-acquired its pride and place in my kitchen.


Storing stuff - Along with the tools above you will need some storage items for your prepping and saving. Here, again, think before you spend money. All those wonderful jars, Chinese takeaway containers, veggie plastic bags, etc can be re-used or re-purposed for your stashing. I even found uses for icecube trays and silicone muffin moulds, but more on that later. The rule is before you put something in the bin that could be used as a container think about what you can do with it.




 





Although I have done it all before this time the plan worked.


We all start with the best of intentions when we go shopping for groceries, however then you just get carried away and end up buying things that not always are fully used. In the past I tried lot's of different approaches to minimize waste and save money, writing menus for the week and buying following what was needed sticking to the menu, writing shopping lists after checking what I had/did not have in the fridge, freezer, pantry, you name it I did it.


But working long hours sometimes it means you just go to the shop when you have time, forget the shopping list, not sure what cook for the week, day, etc. The result is that you end up having things wasted despite the good intentions.


Then we had the Covid19 pandemic and ensuring that shopping was done properly and efficiently became a must (as we tried to avoid shops as much as we could), but also ensuring we did not waste money buying food that did not get used or went bad. I say we because I am sure I was not the only one thinking this. So while others learned to bake bread and got stuck into cooking cakes I started to think of what to do practically about this issue of wasting food and money.


As I worked from home I had the flexibility to organize the day as I wanted, so I embarked on a serious shopping and prepping regime. The ideas I will give you here are based on my experience and my cooking habits, I also did a lot of experiments and research online to find out what works and what does not and I will give you my successes and failures so you can judge what is worth doing.


The result has been a completely new way of shopping, storing, and cooking that I truly say has changed my life. Not only do I spend and waste less, but I save time in the end and eat better. I come from a Mediterranean background but I do cook many Asian dishes, however, is those that I had more problems in prepping as, for example, the freezer prep pack was not as nice as the fridge prep pack, although the latter lasted less. So I am still learning and refining.


So what is the plan? Well think of things you cook most often and sets of fresh ingredients that you use most of the time (and go together and that it is the trick). That means that it is up to you, I will give you the ideas and solutions I followed but then you will have to change them to suit your needs, is the practical implication that is important not my final product. Hope you get what I am telling you. 


Let start:


Time and food saving tip and pack number 1


General-purpose starter mix (to be frozen and used as it is), in Mediterranean cooking many recipes start with the usual suspects finely chopped onion, celery, and carrots. From Bolognese sauce to chicken cacciatore, is the so-called holy trinity that goes in so many dishes. Therefore I am pretty sure that almost every cuisine of the world starts with some sort of vegetable base that is used in a range of dishes. Before Covid I would normally have these usual friends of my cooking in the fridge waiting to be cleaned and chopped for the occasion, however often it would also happen that the carrots were not so fresh, that the celery would be nearly finished or not in its best state and the onions too big that I had to waste or put back in the fridge half or the part not needed. Not any more!!! Now I set aside once in a while (well until I start being low on my stock in the freezer) a bit of "shopping, prepping, chopping and food processing time" and get it all done at once in big quantities that I store in the freezer in bags or containers or portions (depends) for when I needed. I was quite skeptical in the beginning about the flavor and results in using the base from the freezer instead of fresh, but I have surely changed my mind. What are the advantages:



		 You start with everything fresh at the same time, some vegetables like celery for example are cheaper if you purchase the entire one than the small pre-washed conveniently packed bits.

		 If you (like me) use the food processor to chop things finely you have to clean it and wash it once only not every time you need the base chopped finely.

		 You can decide at the last minute to cook something and not worry about the time you need to peel and chop the base as all you have to do is take the amount you need out of the freezer and put it in the pot to start your recipe.

		 You do not use limp celery and carrots anymore.




Now you know why I am sticking to this and I am not doing it the old way anymore. Now what I do is  to decide when I need to do the bulk preparing job, buy the veggies I need, put some music on and get prepping by peeling chopping, and food processing to create a mix of my base all at once. Trust me the time you spend doing this once in a while is amply repaid back when you don't have to do it every time you need your base for something or when you come home tired from work. Then I store it in the freezer both in bulk (in a big freezer bag) or in portions in small containers or small plastic bags. To be honest most of the time now I do the bulk bag as it is easier. The mix, because of the water content, will freeze as a big block but it is quite easy with some gentle persuasion and a mullet to break what you need and I don't have to waste more time and money to divide it into small little bags or containers. Done!!!







See above my bulk bag of "holy trinity" nicely chooped using the food processor ready for the freezer.


Time and food saving tip and pack number 2


Veggie packs for soups and other recipes that require larger mixed veggies. I know what you will say, they are already available in the freezer or veg section of the supermarket. So why bother, well for a start for my needs, most of the freezer mixes don't have the veggies I need in the quantity I need, then the cheaper they are the worst the quality it is once they are cooked. The fresh shop version is actually more expensive than chopping it yourself so yes you save time but you do not save money and I have often found that the pre-cut pre- bagged pack fresh veggies also contain not the freshest of produce as shops chop things that have sat on the shelf for a while. So here is my plan (that you can adapt to your needs). Frozen veggie soup bags are mixes of typical veggies that I would normally use for minestrone or another type of soups or vegetable stews/casseroles. The beauty of this is that I can have some variations so some bags might have potatoes, carrots, zucchini, celery, french beans, onions, and spinach (all chopped in appropriate sizes and bagged ready to go) others might have carrots, potatoes, pumpkin, celery, tomatoes and onions, etc. you get my idea. I did try to make an Asian mix with capsicum, onion, celery, etc but the freezer version did not leave the veggies crunchy as I like them so now I do the chopped fridge version instead but I do have to remember to use it in a few days after prepping, but it still worth doing.


So the tip is anything that once is cooked is o.k to be soft (like soups, veggie stews, etc) use the freezer option. Anything that needs to be crunchy uses the fridge option but do not keep for long for freshness. Again when I need to bulk up I buy the freshest veggies and then set time aside to peel, wash, chop and prepare the packs with the range I need for the use I want. Label (this is important for the frozen ones) and you are done for a while. 


This is when both my slow cooker and pressure cooker come in handy. For a soup, I simply get my bag of still frozen veggies and put it in the pressure cooker once I have gently fried the base (also starting with the frozen version) add water or stock or whatever liquid is needed, and cook. For the slow cooker, I do prefer to saute the frozen veggies first to bring them back to life before putting everything in the slow cooker to do the rest. I also cook it the traditional way on the stovetop so it is really up to you. But since I have been doing this, it has happened so many times that I decided at the last minute that I wanted a nice veggie soup or veggie stew and all I had to do was to get my appropriate pack out of the freezer and in just a couple of minutes I had dinner going (either traditionally or in a pressure cooker) without peeling, washing and chopping. Same for stir-fried got my ready veggies out of the fridge and ready to cook. My advice is to start small and test a few mixes and see what works for you.


Time and food saving tip 3 bulk cooking 


O.k. this is not a novel idea and I have been doing this for a very long time especially with dishes that do take some time to make like lasagne, ragu', chicken stock, etc. If you have the freezer space it is really worth your while to cook in bulk things you eat often and take a long time to cook. This is something that I was really glad I could do during Covid, as I worked mostly from home I would have days that I would cook "long cooking dishes" things that really do not take a huge amount of time to prepare but do need to gently cook for hours with the occasional stirring and checking. You do not get this luxury during the week while working full time out of the house so in the past those were things I did on the weekend. As for the previous tips, choose the time and have all the things you need ready including freezer suitable containers and labels so once everything is cooked and cooled you can pack it up and put it in the freezer. What I usually do is to plan it a day that not only I have the time but also that I fancy eating that dish so I cook it both for dinner and for storing. The is like having your own take away at home, the night you do not feel like cooking or cooking lightly take out of the freezer your ready-made dinner and re-heat it. Done. There is so much more than just the usual you can cook and store this way, I do roasts (sliced and ready to go), gnocchi, pasta sauces, eggplant parmigiana, etc. Again try and test small and see how you go.


Time and food saving tip 4 flavor bombs


This is something new I discovered this year a bit by chance simply because, once again, I did not want to put in the bin or recycle still usable stuff. Also, I wanted to be able to quickly give flavor to something without too much chopping, cleaning, etc. So I created a range of flavor bombs I store in my freezer, you can try your own combination but these are mine:


Green flavor bomb - for this I used the leftover bits of celery (leaves, stalks bits, parsley, carrot bits, garlic, onion, fresh thyme from my garden, and some fresh sage. Blitz the lot and then put it into a silicone muffin tray to freeze. Once frozen get them out of the mould and put them in a large freezer bag. One green flavor bomb in soups like minestrone or used as it is a green veggie stock or any other dish that would require a bit of veggie humpf.


Chicken flavor bomb - the inspiration for this came because I had some leftover roast chicken one day and I did not know what to do. So I chopped some onion, garlic, carrot added some rosemary, thyme, and a couple of bay leaves, cooked gently then added the chicken, a generous amount of pepper, and a little salt. Once cooled I blitzed it and put it in silicone ice cube containers, again once frozen I got them out of the mould and put them in a large freezer bag. It sort of a stock cube just frozen and I have used it in casseroles, stews, etc. Now when I buy roast chicken the leftovers and bits too fiddly that are left on the carcass are put away to my chicken flavor bomb.


Herbs flavor bombs - These are actually more flavored kinds of butter than flavor bombs but you can use them cook or simply add on meats and vegetables. I do a couple of versions one with thyme, sage, rosemary, and freshly ground pepper and one with parsley, garlic, chilly, and lemon. The idea is to chop or blitz finely the herbs, mix them with sofy butter and then roll the butter and herbs in a sausage-like shape, freezing and cutting what is needed to be melted of meat or fish or on hot vegetables. Can be also used to give flavor when cooking dishes like stews and casseroles.







Working out a better way to make my home chores less of a chore.


It is funny how you do the same things year after year and then one day you see, read something and say wow that is such a good idea why didn't know this before?


My new (for me is new) way of getting my bedding sorted, folded, and stored.


I always followed the example that I was given by my mother and folded and stored things for the bed separately, one pile for top sheets, one for pillowcases, one for fitted sheets, one for doona covers. So every time I change my bed I need to find the things that go together (as I am pedantic and I like my sheets, doona covers and pillowcases to match). The piles do not always sit organized, I have to move things around to find the things that match...


One day I was reading an article about home tips and tricks and there was a very interesting segment that suggested the idea to make a "parcel" with a complete bed change using the folded flat sheet or doona cover as a wrap to enclose the fitted sheet and pillowcases. So you grab your "parcel" and you are done, no more looking for the separate items in separate piles. There was also a suggestion of using one of the pillowcases as the "parcel", but I liked the idea of the flat sheet or doona cover more. Then I realized that is the way things are packed when you buy the sheet or doona sets, it makes perfect sense. I tried out and I am now a converter "parcel" folder not only for bedding but also for anything that has "bits" like tablecloths with matching napkins, etc.


My Super Wonder all-purpose friend- Bicarb of soda


This is something I have done for years and years in fact when I was young in Italy I knew about this. Good old bicarb of soda, I always have a nice big container at home as it can be so useful in so many ways. But let's just share some here: It is the best cleaner to remove coffee and tea stains from cups, just take a small amount slightly wet it with water (really to make a paste) and rub with your finger or cloth the stain, off it comes. It does the same amazing job on stainless steel (pots, stoves, etc) without scratching. Teamed up with his best friend vinegar it also cleans toilets and any other ceramic type thing. You can also clean the fridge with it but careful to rinse and wipe or it will leave behind a white residue (same for the stainless steel).  Rinse and dry and you have sparkling clean things without using chemicals. I also use it to clean silver or silver-plated cutlery but without the vinegar.


Deodorize and clean your dishwasher, sprinkle a cup of bicarb of soda in your dishwasher, and do a full cycle empty of dishes. Do this regularly to keep your dishwasher clean.


The other use of bicarb is to add it to a bath for a nice relaxing soak, it leaves your skin nice a soft, and the addition of some drops of essential oil in the bathwater is really a nice treat. The only thing is careful when you get out of the bath as sometimes it makes the bottom of the bath slippery. Put a couple of tablespoons of bicarb of soda in the bath as you fill it up.


Making my own washing powder


So why making your own washing powder when you can buy it? As far as I am concerned I don't do this all the time but every now and then when I have time and the spare time to prepare everything, the advantage is that you know what it is in it and if you are one of those people that is would like to reduce plastic and packaging and feel the accomplishment of having done things yourself is a good thing. Also, you can choose the "smell" you like as your choice of the essential oil you want to use. This mixture is safe for front loaders.


2 bars of Sunlight Soap


1 bar of Sard


2 cups Borax


2 cups washing Soda


20 drops essential oil of your choice


Grate the soap and then mix in the Borax and Washing Soda, mix well and then add the essential oil, mix again, and put in your powder detergent of choice (mine is a metal tin with a lid)


use 1 tablespoon per wash or 1 and 1/2 for heavier loads


A little tip: I know it can be tempting to grate all the soaps in a food mixer but I would discourage you from doing that as you can end up "frying" the mixer motor. If you have an old mixer and you don't mind if it gets burned out, then no problem, but don't use it a full speed.


My robots


These days there are ways you can cut your housework if you invest in "robotic" helpers. I know that not everybody has cash for something that sounds like a luxury but believe me that if you think about the time and effort a little helper can save you it will make perfect sense.


I have a Roomba that is nearly 10 years old and in all this time I only had to purchase a new battery and a new set of brushes and it works like a charm. To do light vacuuming is perfect and it does help to keep the house clean with the minimum of effort.


I also have another Roomba for mopping (it also does a type of sweeping), this is about 3 years old and it does a semi-decent job again for light floor washing. Sometimes I have them both going in different parts of the house and it is a great help as I can do something else instead.


Ironing press


Another "gadget" that I acquired a while ago is my ironing press. Now I have to confess that I hate ironing and so the idea of sitting/standing and ironing a big pile of clothes is really not my cup of tea. The ironing press however has made some of the most boring and time-consuming ironing a bit easier. It is not a cheap item to buy but I got mine at a discount store for a good price and had it for years still working fine. 


So I will stop here and hope you have picked up a couple of tips to help you out.


ciao ciao from me


Grazia
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