In support of Anti-Poverty Week
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I’m normally working 60-hour weeks as a chef,
but since losing my job due to the pandemic,
I’m going through the toughest time of my life, like many, many Victorians
and Australians.
Some weeks, I have had no money to spend on food, some weeks, just a voucher.
When bills come in, you don’t eat – that’s the reality of food insecurity.
There is no getting away from the fact that it is depressing. I don’t want to say that it
makes you feel worthless, but it’s something like that feeling. It makes you feel less of a
person when you’re not able to support yourself or your family the way you want to,
and the way you might be used to doing in the past.
Having next to no money to feed myself is very dispiriting for a chef, but on the other
hand, it has given me the best tools to deal with this experience.
I have spent my life in restaurant kitchens, working to the tiniest of budgets. I can make
something from nothing, and then make that go a long way.
Providing recipe ideas for Vinnies Victoria is my way of arming people with knowledge to
deal with the situation in which we find ourselves. Hundreds of thousands of people have
lost work during the pandemic in Victoria and many, like me, have had to call on the help
of Vinnies for the first time.
There are ways that we can all help reduce food insecurity because we are all connected
through the food chain – the pandemic has made that clear. If we can all make ingredients
such as protein go further, and reduce waste, there will be more food to go around
for everyone.
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There is no shame in asking for help …
The first thing I want to say to people who find themselves in a similar position is to seek
help. There is no shame in it.
There are so many amazing people and groups such as Vinnies who are there to help –
they give vouchers or food baskets, or even a loaf of bread. Things like that can go a long
way. And quite often, just being able to talk to someone about the situation really helps
your mental state.
I know that so many people are struggling to pay bills and keep a roof over their heads,
but there is something about not having enough food to eat that I think is especially
confronting because food is so emotional for everyone.
But actually, tuning into that emotion has helped me cope.
The smell of a particular dish, the taste of a food can take you straight back to a
happy time, or to an event like your wedding day, the last time you had tea at your
grandmother’s house or to another special time in your childhood.
You don’t want to spend money on store-bought treats on this budget (you can make
them yourself in cheaper and larger amounts). But you can make comfort food. I have
coped by recreating some of my favourite childhood meals.
Money was often tight for our parents’ generation too, and meals that my mother made
were cheap, but hearty and made me feel happy, like a Napoletana sauce and pasta.
Whenever I have that, I think of home. I have made those dishes over and over during the
past few months and they have kept me going – physically and emotionally.
Some nights my dinner consists of a grilled cheese sandwich and tomato soup.
There’s nothing gourmet about it, but it’s comforting, warm and nice.

If you do not have much experience in the
kitchen or come from a childhood where there
wasn’t much home cooking,
I have suggested basic, easy dishes that will give you confidence to start: a pasta sauce;
vegetable frittata and a simple chocolate cake.
There are endless step-by-step YouTube videos that outline the basics of cooking.
The recipes I have suggested are simple and ideal for people who may not have much
time, like single mums with children, or have much headspace due to the stress they are
dealing with at the moment.
Many people experiencing food insecurity have no cooking facilities or just a kettle, and
that’s where the Vinnies’ Soup Van service comes in – with a hamper or food parcel that
caters for everyone.
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Classic Napoletana sauce
SERVES 4
Ingredients
2 tablespoons olive oil
2 small brown onions, finely chopped
2 large garlic cloves, crushed
1 teaspoon dried mixed herbs
2 x 400g diced tin tomatoes
2 tablespoons tomato paste if you have it
1 teaspoon sugar
Handful of fresh basil leaves if you have them
Method

Try to still find some pleasure in making food.
Put love into the dishes that is going to nourish your family, put some music on when
you cook. Try to reconnect to food again, because it will help you to make the most of
the economical ingredients you can afford. Most dishes are so much cheaper to make
yourself, so cooking is the key to eating well when you don’t have much money.
And when you succeed, you can give yourself a pat on the back. It will give you a sense
of pride even in this situation.
It will also make life better for your kids. You never want your children to realise how hard
things are or have it affect them emotionally. So if you can manage to make our Simple
Chocolate Cake, which costs only a few dollars, it’s happy days for your kids.

Step 1
Heat oil in a saucepan over medium heat. Add onion. Cook, stirring,
for 3 minutes or until onion has softened. Add garlic, mixed herbs.
Cook, stirring for one or two minutes until fragrant.
Step 2
Add tomatoes. Bring to the boil, then reduce heat to low. Simmer,
uncovered, stirring, for 30 minutes or until sauce has thickened.
Add some water if it gets dry.
Step 3
Add sugar and basil. Cook, stirring occasionally, for 5 minutes.
Season with salt and pepper. Use with pasta and tinned tuna if desired.

Sweet potato, spinach and feta frittata
SERVES 6
Ingredients

Menu planning is crucial.
Start with what you have in your hamper and in your cupboard, then think of the most
expensive things that you will need, which is generally protein. Put money aside for that,
then work from there. Find as many recipes that use some of the same ingredients.
Frozen vegetables are cheap, along with whatever is in season.

750g sweet potatoes
A few handfuls of spinach or any green leaves
100g fetta cheese
100g cheddar cheese
8 eggs
1 teaspoon mixed herbs
The sweet potato and spinach are suggested ingredients – but a frittata
can be made with whatever vegetables you have left-over at the end of
the week.
Method
Step 1
Peel and slice the sweet potatoes into pieces around 5cm thick.
Spread evenly in an oven dish and splash with olive oil.
Bake for 15-20 min until soft.
Step 2
Mix the eggs into a large bowl and beat lightly. Add the herbs and
season with pepper but not salt or it will be too salty with the feta.
Step 3
Lightly oil the bottom and sides of a large fry pan with a metal handle
that will go in the oven. Spread half the sweet potato pieces covering
the bottom of the pan. Then add a layer of spinach or greens and
sprinkle half the feta and cheddar. Layer the remaining the sweet potato
pieces in a circle on top. Pour the egg mixture evenly throughout the
sweet potato layers. Spread the remaining cheeses over the top.
Step 4
Put the pan over medium heat for 5-8 minutes until the egg mixture
firms up enough to come away from the sides of the pan. Then take
off the heat and place in a pre-heated oven at 180 degrees for around
25-30 minutes. Take out of the oven and check – if a skewer can be
inserted in the middle of the frittata and come out dry, it is ready.
Leave aside to cool a little before eating so that it can continue to firm.
Serve with salad or vegetables.
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Absolutely make a list before you go to the store,
then check the supermarket flyers or website to see what’s on special. There are a
number of great apps that compare supermarket discounts, and add up the cost of
what’s in your trolley so you are not left short at the check-out.

Simple Chocolate Cake
Prep: 10 mins. Cook: 35 mins

SERVES 10
Ingredients
3 cups all-purpose flour
2 cups sugar
cups cocoa
1 teaspoon salt
2 teaspoons baking powder
¾ cups vegetable oil
2 tablespoons white vinegar
2 teaspoons pure vanilla extract
2 cups hot water
Method
Step 1
In a large bowl, sift together the flour, sugar, cocoa, salt and baking
soda. Make a well in the centre of the dry ingredients. Pour the
vegetable oil, white vinegar, vanilla and hot water into the well. Gently
mix with a fork until combined. Do not use an electric mixer. Bake in
an ungreased 9×13 baking dish at 180c for 30-35 minutes.
Step 2
Cake is done when a toothpick inserted into the centre comes out
clean. Be careful not to over bake. Cool completely, or at least until
the cake is barely warm.
Step 3
Enjoy!
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Stay away from packaged food, except tinned
tomatoes, lentils and so on. Store-made packaged
food doesn’t nourish you, it doesn’t go very far and it
will literally eat away at your budget.
Cooking from scratch is the key to feeding many mouths – and having leftovers for lunch the
next day.
My style of cooking is based on not wasting anything edible and using simple techniques.
It is definitely family style, using regional Italian classic, French, Spanish, Mexican dishes.
These are traditionally poor cuisines and they’re made for families using what you have on
hand. It is not one tiny piece of food with drizzles of oil on a large plate. As beautiful as that
is for a special occasion, it is not how people can eat every day.
The food in these dishes is about being delicious and nutritious, it’s about sharing with your
family and about having enough food. It’s about no one walking away from dinner hungry.

It’s hard not to get down when you barely have
enough to eat.
It’s hard to stay hopeful because you can’t see an end to your current difficulties. It’s a
rollercoaster of emotions, which is why my last tip is to get some exercise. The more you
lay in bed watching Netflix, the worse things get.
Even just a walk will help you to focus on something apart from the things that are not
going well. I turn on music and do pilates and boxing sometimes. It’s quite a sight, but the
endorphins make me feel good.
It’s been one thing after another since losing my job. I had nowhere to live, I lost my
phone, my car broke down, my dog went missing, but I’m still here. Thankfully I still feel
resilient and I’m still able to laugh. If you don’t laugh sometimes, you’ll cry.

I am worried about what will happen to the
hospitality industry…
Owning and running restaurants is a very hard business to be in at the best of times.
I’m afraid there will be so many venues that will not be able to withstand the financial
pressure brought on by Covid-19. We will lose a lot of beautiful, homegrown businesses
and that’s really sad.
Support your local businesses as they make a comeback. And if you can, please
support Vinnies and all the other organizations that have done such vital work during
the pandemic. I believe there are brighter days ahead, especially if we all work together.
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