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How to use this ebook

Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken to a list of all the recipes covered in that chapter.



Alternatively, jump to the index to browse recipes by ingredient.



Look out for linked text (which is in blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related recipes.



You can double tap images to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.



Grains everywhere

The world over, life begins with grains. Whether you are rich or poor, from Europe or Asia, Africa or Australasia, all young babies are weaned on rice. From this first simple bowl of goodness, our eyes are opened to the concept of eating and sharing food and to the wonders of grains. From beginnings that can be traced back to 12000 BC, and to the Middle East, grains are now eaten in every country of the world – in many countries as their staple food; nearly half the calories consumed around the world come directly from grains. And of course every country’s favourite grain recipe is as important as the next – which has made filtering down the recipes in this book an incredibly tricky task.

Grains and ‘pseudograins’ (food products such as couscous and quinoa that are not technically grains but treated as such) are awesome ingredients, not only for their impressive nutritional content but also for their versatility. Simple, cheap and, on the whole, quick to cook, grains can be used as the star of the show or just a canvas to add to, in both sweet and savoury dishes. Transformed into everything from granola and porridge to stir-fries, salads, risottos and pilafs, they soak up dressings, absorb sauces and temper sharp or intense flavours. Grains are also filling – a few meagre ingredients can be transformed to create anything from a quick lunch to a tasty supper for a table of hungry guests.

Despite being eaten for thousands of years by ordinary folk all around the world, grains have not been immune to the vagaries of fashion. For a while, grains were banished along with other carbs as a casualty of the high-protein diets designed to help people shed pounds and achieve a waif-like body. Luckily, healthy, balanced eating now seems to be taking the helm, and health-giving grains are particularly in vogue. Heralded by everyone from Oprah to Jamie Oliver, specific grains and pseudograins are commonly described as superfoods.

With so many people being tested for wheat intolerances these days, many lesser known gluten-free grains such as buckwheat and teff are now also taking centre stage (though it was interesting to read some recent research suggesting that the number genuinely suffering from food intolerances is actually as low as 1–2 percent). For the majority, I believe that the quality of a person’s diet is about what you include rather than what you exclude, and a good balance will benefit your body more than drastically cutting out any of the major food groups.

The range of grains out there is truly amazing – there are tens of thousands of varieties of rice, for example – and writing this book has been both an education and an adventure! Entering a market in Singapore, where I live, is like entering an Aladdin’s cave of rice and other grains: there is so much choice and so much to learn. Singapore attracts a huge diversity of nationalities, bringing an amazing variety of culinary traditions to the city; on any trip to my small local supermarket I have my pick of about 50 varieties of rice and grains – Thai red rice, wholegrain Jasmine rice, black glutinous rice, teff, white cornmeal, jumbo couscous and Kamut, to name a few. And visiting the city’s hawker stalls, the Arab quarter, the Indian quarter and Chinatown offers an education in the many and varied uses of these grains. This incredible country enables me to feast on a bulgar wheat salad in the morning, Thai pineapple rice for lunch and a biryani for supper (if I want, that is!).

What I have learnt is that cooking with some of the lesser known grains needn’t be daunting. There are also so many ways to combine the textures and flavours of different grains in everyday cooking. A few storecupboard essentials and an easy cooking guide to follow will hopefully encourage you to diversify and experiment, avoiding crunchy or stodgy end results (or a cupboard full of grains that are starting to look past their prime!). Hopefully, you’ll begin to realise the versatility of grains and their capacity to transform a nearly empty fridge into a tasty feast, packed full of nutrients and on the table in minutes.
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What is a grain?

A grain is a seed or fruit of a plant hailing from the Poaceae (also known as Gramineae) family of grasses – and any of these grasses that produces an edible grain, such as barley, oats and wheat, is called a cereal. Cereals are annual plants, so they have only one growing season per year, and yield just one crop; the grains are harvested once the grasses are either dry, or dead. Some grains, such as rye, are winter grains, able to withstand cold, wet climates. Others, such as corn, are summer grains, which grow best in warm weather. The sheer variety of grains means that they are grown the world over.

Most grains are covered by a coarse, inedible husk (or hull), which surrounds the grain without being part of it. This needs to be removed by threshing so that the inner grain can be eaten. (The husk, once it has been removed, is known as the chaff and is used for animal fodder.) The inner grain left behind is made up of three edible parts:

Bran: This is the protective outer layer, which includes the very thin aleurone layer. It is highly nutritious, containing dietary fibre, protein and B vitamins. This part is removed when a grain is pearled.

Germ: This is the part of the seed which, if fertilised, will make a new plant. Although it accounts for just a tiny part of the grain, the germ is the powerhouse when it comes to nutrients. Sadly, it is removed when a grain is refined.

Endosperm: This is the largest part of the seed and gives the growing plant the food it needs to survive. It contains carbohydrate, protein and a small quantity of vitamins and minerals.


Different grain products

Different types of grains are suitable for different recipes. Whole grains may be the richest in fibre and some vitamins but I certainly don’t use whole grains exclusively in cooking – pearl barley and white Basmati rice are just two examples of refined/processed grains that are delicious additions to recipes. Often, using a mixture of whole and pearled grains or pseudograins can be a great way to provide extra nutrients while keeping the recipe ‘lighter’, adding layers of different flavours, textures and colour to a recipe. I also like to combine grains with pulses, not only for their difference in taste and texture but also for the nutrients they provide – a recipe using wholegrain rice and puy lentils, for example, plus vegetables, perhaps some cheese and herbs would be about as close as you can get to nutritionally perfect. If you are like me and often eat only one proper main meal as well as breakfast, combining grains and pulses guarantees that you are ticking all the nutrient boxes and making sure you are having enough protein in your diet. This is particularly important for vegetarians.

Grains can be processed to varying degrees and in different ways, which influences the way they can be used in cooking:

Whole grain – an unrefined grain, which still has its fibre-rich bran, endosperm and germ intact. It can be used as is (as wheat berries or wholegrain rice, for example) or in processed form (such as rolled oats or wholegrain cracked wheat).

Polished/pearled/semi-pearled – a grain that has had some or all of its outer shell or bran and its germ removed, as in white Basmati or Thai Jasmine rice, Arborio rice and pearl barley, for example. These grains can then also be processed and used to make products such as plain couscous, flaked rice or white flour.

Cracked – grains that have been broken up, as in cracked wheat, producing a different texture and making them cook faster. In the case of bulgar wheat, the grains are parboiled before cracking, making them even quicker to cook.

Grits/groats/meal/semolina – grains that have been ground to varying degrees. Grits or groats are a midway point between cracked grains and flour. Meal tends to be like a very coarsely ground flour, though in the case of oatmeal the coarseness can vary. Semolina is coarsely ground endosperm, generally associated with wheat but also made from corn and rice.

Rolled/steel-cut/flaked – whole or pearled grains that are steamed, then rolled or cut into varying sizes and thicknesses. Examples include rolled oats, pinhead oatmeal, wheat flakes and Kamut flakes.

Roasted/toasted – grains that are roasted or parched to create various levels of flavour. Green wheat, for example, is roasted to produce a slightly smoky, rich-tasting grain called freekeh.

Flour – as fine as ground grains get. Flour made using whole grains results in a more bitty texture. Grains which have had the bran and germ removed (for plain flour, for example) can be ground to a very fine pure white powder. I decided not to include flour in the book due to the different treatment that it needs and the diversity of recipes that would need to be included.

Pseudograins

Pseudograins rank among the latest sexy, health-giving ingredients to be found on supermarket shopping lists and restaurant menus around the globe. Also known as pseudocereals or false grains, pseudograins (with the exception of couscous, which is a grain product) do not belong to the Poaceae family of cereal grasses; quinoa, chia, buckwheat and amaranth are the seeds of different species of broad-leafed plants. However, they are normally included with genuine grains, and have been included in this book because of their similar nutrient profile and the fact that they can be used in a very similar way to cereals; they often look like grains, too.
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Grain production and its global impact

In ancient China, rice, wheat, barley and millet were among five sacred crops (the other being soybeans) revered by the people as the single most important things in life, ranking higher than pearls or jade. The ancient Chinese were not wrong. Cereal grains have been the principal component of the human diet around the world for thousands of years – to such an extent that rice, wheat, maize and, to a lesser degree, sorghum and millet, are now critical to the survival of billions of people. Associated with the world’s dependence on grains, however, are some major economic, humanitarian, environmental and political issues.

That grains are used so widely around the world is due in large part to the fact that one or more cereals can be cultivated in each of the world’s climates: the areas of major grain production stretch from the US and Canada, the European Union, Russia and Ukraine to India, South-east Asia, China and Australia. Compared with many other crops, grains are easy to cultivate, give a high yield, are easy to store and are very nutritious; and grain not used for human or animal consumption often forms the basis of biofuels. The United States is by far and away the biggest exporter of grain, supplying a quarter of the global grain trade.

Rice is the world’s most important grain, being a staple food for nearly half of the world’s population. It is a versatile crop that grows in many different climates and on all continents except Antarctica, flourishing as happily in the deserts of Saudi Arabia and on the coasts of Valencia as in the flooded rice plains of South-east Asia. However, more than 90 percent of rice is grown and consumed in Asia: China, India and Indonesia are the world’s three largest producers, and Vietnam, Thailand, Burma and the Philippines all appear within the top ten. History has shown that there is a clear link between an expansion in rice cultivation and a rapid rise in population growth, due largely to the fact that rice can support more people per unit of land than the other two principal staple grains, wheat and maize. To many Asians, rice is of truly fundamental significance, not just to their diet but to their entire lives. In several Asian languages the word for rice is the same as for ‘meal’ or ‘food’, and instead of, ‘How are you?’ the greeting ‘Have you eaten rice today?’ is used! Rice plays a part in many rituals and ceremonies and is viewed with great reverence, as a symbol of prosperity, a source of happiness and a cause for celebration.

From its origins in the Middle East where, fittingly, it remains the primary staple food, wheat now covers more of the earth’s surface than any other commercial crop, and world trade in wheat is greater than for all other crops combined. Though it ranks second to rice in terms of its importance as a human food crop, wheat forms an increasingly large part of the diet for around one third of the world’s population. Globally, wheat production has increased largely as a result of urbanisation and shifting tastes and preferences. While wheat has for centuries been a staple food in Europe, the Middle East and North Africa, it is growing in favour among countries such as China and Japan that have not traditionally consumed much of the stuff. China is now the world’s main producer of wheat, followed by India (which has long been a major consumer of wheat: there are around 50 different types of Indian bread made from wholewheat flour). Wheat is also used for animal feed and industrial purposes, particularly when harvests are ravaged by rain and the grain becomes unsuitable for human consumption. In fact, wheat production cannot keep pace with global demand and population growth and, if this trend continues, it may become increasingly difficult to maintain a wheat supply for generations in the future.

Maize is the third most important food crop in the world, adopted as a staple or supplement in virtually every world region, and remains the primary staple for much of Latin America. Today, maize is a demonstration of globalisation and multinational commerce, with the States the world’s pre-eminent corn grower and exporter, supplying more than 40 percent of the world’s corn. If you think that maize is only found in corn-on-the-cob and Cornflakes, you may be surprised to learn that it appears in a baffling variety of foods and products. Carry out an ingredients label check the next time you’re in the supermarket and see how often you come across glucose syrup (a.k.a. corn syrup).

It wouldn’t be going against the grain to say that the demand for most types of grain is growing. Our long-suffering earth is under strain from a rising and more demanding population, clamouring for increasing amounts of grain, either as food or animal feed, not to mention fuel. Indeed, so ambitious are the biofuel quotas imposed in America and Europe that there are serious concerns about the impact on world food supplies (particularly of corn, the main source of biofuel). While in some countries the increased demand can be met domestically by improving yields, in many it cannot. There is little arable land that remains unfarmed and with a burgeoning population, farmers face a monumental challenge to produce the level of grain needed to feed the world’s people.
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Many of those who are dependent on rice for food live in increasingly populous developing countries; how can the earth’s 112 rice-producing nations keep pace? Even China has started to import rice in recent years, which could herald a major and enduring shift in the global rice market. Meanwhile, in the Arab countries of the Middle East and North Africa, whose peoples comprise only 5 percent of the world’s population, they import more than 20 percent of the world’s grain: the scarcity of water and arable land means that domestic grain production cannot begin to cater for the needs of local people.

With water shortages spreading and rising global temperatures bringing more unpredictable weather, environmental factors are of major concern when it comes to grain production. Freak weather in some of the world’s major food-producing regions in recent years has had a hugely negative impact worldwide, devastating crops and triggering food crises. From droughts in North and South America to flooding in Russia and Thailand, the impact of ruined grain harvests is severe and widespread, the inevitable consequence being soaring prices, which lead to higher prices of food as a whole. These wild price rises hit the poorest countries of the world hardest. Westerners spend around 15 percent of their income on food, but those living in developing countries spend around 75 percent, meaning that any change in food prices has a particularly dramatic impact on household budgets, raising the spectre of economic, social and political unrest. According to the US State Department, more than 60 food riots erupted worldwide between 2007 and 2009 in response to global costs reaching what were then all-time highs. Rising food prices have also been cited as a contributing factor to the 2011 Arab Spring revolution in Egypt.

The challenge is to produce a higher level of grain reserves in order to counteract harvest failures and subsequent shortages. The subject of grains is likely to remain one of the most hotly debated global topics of the 21st century. It will be interesting to see what the coming years hold.

[image: Illustration]


A history of grain production

The fascinating story of how grains came to be a staple commodity for many of us is an ancient one. Around 10,000 years ago, the first Agricultural, or Neolithic, revolution began in an area known as the Fertile Crescent, which corresponds roughly to modern-day Israel, Lebanon, Jordan, Syria, Iraq and northern Egypt. Here began the key transition from a nomadic hunter-gatherer society to a more sedentary agricultural one. Grain laid the foundation on which many self-sustaining and self-supporting communities were built and marked the beginnings of a fundamental change in the development and evolution of civilisation – a process which spread across the world over the following eight millennia.

‘It is probable that man learned to pound grain even before he could grow it.’ Thus wrote Tom Stobart in his Cook’s Encyclopedia. Before farming, humans survived by hunting animals and gathering wild plants. Gradually, the nature of the traditional food supply changed, with the discovery that wild grains could offer hearty sustenance. Man began to gather grains for food, nomadic herders became permanent settlers and the seeds of the plants were scattered to grow food. They would stash the grain away, before later sowing the seeds in special plots. At the Gilgal site near Jericho in the West Bank, excavators found some 260,000 grains of wild barley and 120,000 grains of wild oats stored in a stone building which dates back to 11,000 years ago, thus providing evidence of cultivation during the Neolithic Period. Over a period of thousands of years, early farmers shifted from the simple cultivation and harvesting of wild grains, to domesticating grains. By 8000 BC, farmers were producing more food than they needed and could swap grains and other foods for practical or decorative goods with artisans and traders. Many of the workers who built Egypt’s pyramids at Giza were often paid in bread and beer.

In the ancient world, different grains became associated with particular areas – maize with ancient Mexico, rice with China and wheat and barley with the Near East. Primitive transportation technology meant that the trade in grains was limited, but this changed when the wheel was invented. As technology for both storing and transporting grains improved, grains began to move into previously unchartered territories. The unification of China and the pacification of the Mediterranean basin by the Roman Empire produced vast regional commodities markets at either end of Eurasia. Once the Roman system collapsed, feudalism predominated and farmers were driven to subsistence farming, making trade a thing of the past. However, when the Europeans started cultivating swathes of land in Russia, Australia and the Americas from the 15th century onwards, the grain trade really began to boom. Farmland in Britain and Eastern Europe was consolidated, the railway was born and the steam ship took trade from a local to an international level. As increasing numbers of trade routes opened up and as people began to emigrate, new varieties of grains spread across the world.


A chronology of grains

Due to sometimes conflicting evidence, the dates and facts listed in this chart are approximations!

12000BC – Einkorn, a species of wheat, is the first grain to be domesticated in the Fertile Crescent

10000BC – Emmer evolves from einkorn and emerges in Egypt as the second domesticated grain – Wild rice is found in North America and Asia – Bread, in the form of unleavened flatbread, is made for the first time

9300BC – Evidence of systematic storage of wild grains found near the Dead Sea in Jordan dates to this period

8500BC – Barley is domesticated in Mesopotamia (modern-day Iraq)

8000BC – The first domesticated rice is developed, most likely in the lower and middle Yangtse River Valley in China

6700BC – Maize is first domesticated in Mexico

6500BC – Cultivated emmer wheat reaches India and parts of Europe

5500BC – Millstones start being used for grinding flour

5000BC – Millet is domesticated and cultivated simultaneously in Asia and Africa – Cultivated emmer wheat reaches Spain – Barley is grown in Japan

4000BC – Quinoa is cultivated by the Incas in Peru, Bolivia and Chile

3000BC – Rye is domesticated in parts of Turkey, Armenia and Iran – The Egyptians are the first to produce leavened bread using yeast – Cultivated emmer wheat reaches England and Scandinavia – Sorghum is domesticated in sub-Saharan Africa

2600BC – Chia is domesticated in Mexico

2500BC – Rice is domesticated in India

2300BC – Freekeh is discovered in the Eastern Mediterranean

2000BC – Evidence dates oat grains to this period, when the Ancient Egyptian 12th Dynasty rules – The first-known noodles are made in China using millet

1500BC – Rice is domesticated in Africa

1000BC – Oats are domesticated in Europe – Buckwheat is cultivated in China

500BC – Spelt is commonly grown in England – Rice is grown over widely scattered areas of Asia, stretching from India to the Philippines

200–150BC – First evidence of couscous among the Berber people of North Africa

300–200BC – Rice is grown in the Middle East and Japan

AD 500–900 – Earliest reputed windmill for grinding grains designed in Persia

1400–1600 – Crop rotation is introduced

1500s – Colonists introduce grains to the New World, e.g. the Spanish introduce wheat and barley to South America

1600s – English and Dutch settlers bring barley to the United States

1700–1800 – The Industrial Revolution leads to advanced farming techniques, larger scale farming and improved quality of grain, and breadmaking becomes firmly established as a business and a trade

1800–1900 – The first refined flour is made to improve storage and satisfy demand

1900 onwards – Advances in crop breeding, mechanisation and management lead to better quality and yield of grains and more efficient production


Cultivation versus domestication

It is important to understand the difference between the cultivation and domestication of grains, as in chronological terms there can be thousands of years between the two. A simple explanation is that cultivated grains are simply wild grains that have been cared for, watered and harvested by a farmer. The process of plant domestication, on the other hand, involves altering the plant’s native characteristics and genetic makeup, to the point where it cannot grow and reproduce without human intervention. A plant’s most desirable characteristics are identified and grains which give the best yields are harvested selectively, with only the best seeds from previous crops being used.

Ethical issues in grain production

Due to the importance of grains as a commodity, both for food and fuel worldwide, there are unsurprisingly many controversial issues associated with grain production. Genetic modification and biopiracy are two of the main issues being debated.

As you can see from the Chronology, farmers were modifying crops long before the advent of genetics and ‘modern’ biotechnology. They selected plants to grow, first choosing from wild species and then cultivating and domesticating them (essentially changing their genetics), in order to produce the biggest and the best, resistant to disease and able to grow in varying temperatures and soils. Genetic modification, however, refers to a much bigger and more controversial subject, which has raised much public concern and debate. Genetically modified (GM) crops are those plants that have had their DNA modified by genetic engineering techniques. In most cases, this technique introduces a new trait to the plant, which wouldn’t occur naturally, for example resistance to weedkilling herbicides or even drought.

GM foods have had mixed support worldwide. In the US, genetic modification has expanded into almost every area of food production. In many cases, the GM products are either added to animal fodder or sold as commodities which go into processed food. There is far less support to date among EU consumers, the majority of whom are still opposed to the development of genetically modified crops. Britain resoundingly rejected the first generation of commercial GM crops when they were first introduced in the 1990s. However, research and development continues. A wheat crop sown in the Hertfordshire countryside was genetically engineered to emit a repellent-smelling substance against insect pests. Nicknamed ‘whiffy’ wheat, it could combat aphid attacks that can cause upwards of £120 million worth of damage each year to the UK’s most important cereal crop.

Another hot, ethical topic is biopiracy, the practice of claiming patents on a biochemical or genetic material to restrict its future use, while failing to pay fair compensation to the community from which it originates. So, for example, a developed country such as the US may be allowed to ‘tweak’ the germ plasm (the part of the germ that contains the genes) from a Jasmine rice seed sample collected in Thailand and then patent it as its own – the implication being that the corporation that owns the patent has exclusive rights to the production and distribution of the seeds. There are numerous examples of this worldwide and many ongoing cases being fought.
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The popularity of biofuel production is also a hugely debated issue. Some argue that the energy used in production is actually more than that created, and others have concerns that the increasing use of grains to produce the fuels will have the potential to exacerbate hunger worldwide. Meat and biofuel production are jointly raising the cost of grain, adversely affecting the poorest people in the world. There is an obvious political, economical and environmental counterargument to this, as the production of biofuels reduces both the dependence on hydrocarbons and fossil fuels and the amount of atmospheric carbon being produced.

Grains for health

According to the Department of Health in the UK, 33 percent of our food consumption should come from bread, rice, potatoes, pasta and other starchy food, of which as much as possible should be whole grain. However, the average household is eating far less than this. According to the findings, in order to be in tip-top health, we need to lower the amount of dairy, fat and sugary foods and drastically up the quantity of starchy foods and whole grains we are eating by around 70 percent. A variety of grains are becoming increasingly easy to find in our supermarkets. There really is no excuse not to use them, especially as they are a cheaper and healthier alternative to processed foods and ready-made meals, giving you a more balanced and wholesome diet.


The health benefits of eating grains by Anna Lynch
BA(Hons), DipION(Nutr), ATMS


Whole grains play a valuable role in a balanced diet, providing carbohydrate for energy, fibre for a healthy digestive system and a range of important nutrients for health and wellbeing. ‘But shouldn’t we be avoiding grains?’ I am often asked. ‘Aren’t they fattening?’ The answer to this question is that we should try and avoid being overly dependent on just one grain (usually wheat), and we should certainly be choosing whole grains over their refined counterparts.

Here’s an example. Client A has a boxed breakfast cereal every morning, followed by a couple of biscuits with his coffee mid-morning and a panini for lunch. He usually grabs a muffin during the afternoon and enjoys a pasta dinner. This client has effectively eaten refined wheat flour throughout the day, which offers little in the way of nutrition and fibre, yet plenty of quick-releasing carbohydrates that will raise blood glucose levels and be stored as fat if not burned as energy.

Client B also includes grains in his diet but the impact on his health is quite different. For breakfast he enjoys porridge made from whole rolled oats with chia seeds. Lunch is a bulgar wheat and lentil salad and dinner usually includes quinoa or brown rice. He likes to snack on home-made popcorn. Unlike Client A, Client B is including at least four different nutritious whole grains in his diet every day. As a result, he is boosting his nutrient and fibre intake and reducing his risk of colon cancer, type 2 diabetes, cardiovascular disease and obesity.

A grain is ‘whole’ when the entire grain seed is retained, that is the bran, germ and endosperm. Most of the goodness of the grain lies in the bran and the germ, including fibre, B vitamins, minerals and antioxidants. Modern food refining methods remove the bran and germ of the grain, leaving just the endosperm. This provides energy but most of the valuable nutrients have been lost. Foods made from refined grains include many breakfast cereals, snack foods, breads, pizza and biscuits. The benefits of including a variety of whole grains in our diets are numerous. Grains are a source of fibre, which helps to prevent constipation and provides a healthy environment for beneficial bacteria in the digestive system. A high-fibre diet has been associated with a decreased risk of developing colorectal cancer. A 2008 review of seven studies involving more than 285,000 people found that consuming an average of 2.5 servings of whole grains each day can lower the risk of cardiovascular disease by 21 percent, compared to a very low intake of whole grains. Further research has supported the role of whole grains in weight loss, reducing type 2 diabetes, and lowering cholesterol. In particular, it would appear that whole grains play a role in reducing inflammation in the body, which is believed to be a key driver in many chronic diseases.

Pseudograins are widely regarded as superfoods, and for good reason. They have a beneficial alkalising effect on the body, are gluten-free and contain a valuable range of nutrients including B vitamins, calcium, magnesium and amino acids. We are lucky enough today to have exciting grains available to us from all over the world. I hope the recipes in this book will inspire you to discover more about the wonderful diversity, texture and taste of grains and to experience the many health benefits they offer.



The Benefits of Low-GI Foods

When you eat a meal consisting of large quantities of certain carbohydrates, you can often feel very full and then, soon afterwards, very hungry. This is because some foods, such as certain breakfast cereals, short-grained white rice and processed white bread have high-GI (glycemic index) levels – meaning they are very quickly broken down by the body, providing a fast zap of energy. This is ideal for athletes needing a quick fix of energy to burn, but not for those of us who want to eat healthily, stay full for longer and avoid snacking in between meals. Therefore, while it’s fine to include some high-GI foods in your diet, it’s healthier to include as many low-GI foods as possible (or at least pair high- and low-GI foods). Here’s a list of some low and high GI-foods containing grains:

Low- to medium-GI grains (including processed)

White and brown long-grain rice
Quinoa
Buckwheat
Rye
Pearl barley
Cracked wheat
Bulgar wheat
Pearled spelt
Rolled oats (not instant)
Multigrain/seeded bread
Muesli

High-GI grains (including processed)

Short-grained white rice
Glutinous rice
Instant white rice
White pasta
Millet
Puffed wheat
White bread
Cornflakes
Weetabix
Rice Krispies

Six quick ways to improve your diet using grains

1. Cook a combination of grains – brown, wild and white rice, quinoa with buckwheat, amaranth with couscous, etc. – rather than one on its own. Mixing up grains changes the taste and texture and adds loads of extra nutrients.

2. Sprinkle grains into a soup or broth, either keeping it chunky or blitzing in the blender.

3. Make a super-nutritious salad by throwing in some cooked grains to add texture, make it go further and fill you up.

4. Make your own muesli, granola or porridge, using a combination of processed whole grains.

5. Add some grains, such as pearl barley, to a stew or casserole – they will thicken and provide added nutrition.

6. Use a mixture of grains to accompany a meal rather than always cooking rice or potatoes.
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Nutritional Composition of Grains
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Grain (per 100g uncooked, unless stated)
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Source: USDA National Nutrient Database for Standard Reference, Release 24 – 30/03/12
Polenta – Food Standards Australia and New Zealand NUTTAB 2010
Wholewheat couscous – Macro Wholefoods Market nutrition facts – www.myfitnesspal.com/food
Freekeh – Greenwheat Freekeh Nutritional Profile – www.greenwheat freekeh.com.au
Cracked Wheat – Bob’s Red Mill Natural Foods – www.bobsredmill.com

Recommended Nutrient Intakes (RNIs) from Department of Health (1991) Dietary Reference Values for Food Energy and Nutrients for the UK. Report on Health and Social Subjects No.41. HMSO. London
There are no established UK RNIs for Vitamin E and Vitamin K
Guideline Daily Allowances (GDAs) from the Food and Drink Federation – www.gdalabel.org.uk
% GDAs are based on GDA values for men; GDAs for protein, carbohydrate and fat for women are slightly lower


Storing grains

Uncooked: Heat, light and air are the three things to consider when storing grains, as these will all affect their shelf life. You should store all uncooked grains in a cool, dark, dry place in a sealed container. Buy small quantities at a time – aim on having a two to three month turnover – and make sure new grains are put into clear containers; this will ensure freshness. Older grains will also take longer to cook. You can tell the freshness of grains by looking and smelling them – they should not have any sort of musty or rancid smell to them (it is the fat contained in the grains that turns rancid after time). Ensure flours and grains are kept in a sealed container. Not only is it better at preserving, but it will also prevent weevils (small beetles) from getting into the grains. If you do find weevils, throw away any contaminated food and start again.

Whole, ‘unbroken’ grains will keep for several months in a cupboard at room temperature or longer in the fridge or freezer. Refined and ‘broken’ grains, such as bulgar wheat or rolled oats, will spoil more quickly as they are essentially no longer sealed (which naturally preserves them for longer).

Cooked: Care should be taken when storing cooked grains, as some varieties, such as rice, can develop harmful bacteria, leading to food poisoning if they are not cooled and reheated carefully. Temperature is the most important factor, so it’s best to serve rice and grains when they’ve just been cooked (though rice cookers are designed to keep rice at a safe temperature for an hour or so after cooking). If not using them straight away, cool the cooked grains within an hour and keep them refrigerated until needed; use within 24 hours. Throw away any rice and grains that have been left at room temperature overnight, and don’t reheat rice and grains more than once.


Rinsing & toasting grains

Most grains should be rinsed thoroughly prior to cooking. Not only does rinsing remove any dirt, dust or agricultural sprays but it also, in the case of rice for example, removes starch from the grains to prevent them from becoming stodgy or ‘starchy’ during cooking. The easiest way to rinse grains is to put them in a pan or bowl, cover with plenty of water, then swirl with your hands before draining through a sieve, or carefully through your fingers. Repeat the process until the water runs clear, not cloudy; it can take two or three changes of water.

Soaking increases the moisture content of grains, speeds up cooking and, on the whole, gives you a softer end result. Some grains require short soaking, for 10–20 minutes or so, others longer. Whole grains such as Kamut, wheat and rye berries, for example, should be soaked for as long as possible.

Toasting grains
To add an extra rich flavour, grains such as millet and bulgar wheat can be toasted before cooking. Simply place in a dry frying pan and gently heat, stirring, so that the grains evenly toast. Cook as usual.

[image: Illustration]


My ‘go to’ quick-fix, five-step everyday salad

You can make eating well and healthily at lunchtime so much easier with a couple of packs of quick-cooking whole grains kept in the storecupboard. I then just raid the fridge in search of some colour and crunch (or whatever needs using up) and hey presto…



1. Cook some grains – wholegrain couscous, cracked or bulgar wheat, quinoa, buckwheat, wheat berries, spelt or pearl barley are my favourites.

2. Add some fruit/vegetables – cucumber, spring onion, radish, celery, peppers, lettuce, tomato, sweetcorn, asparagus, apple, avocado, grapes, grated carrot, pomegranate seeds, dried apricots, green beans, watercress, mangetout, rocket, pea shoots…

3. Throw in some crumbled feta, tinned tuna, cold crispy bacon, leftover roast or sausages, salami, prawns, goat’s cheese, white beans or chickpeas.

4. Sprinkle over some nuts and seeds – pumpkin or chia seeds, toasted almonds, pine nuts, linseeds or cashews.

5. Drizzle with extra-virgin olive oil and lemon juice and season well.




Cooking Grains

Bear in mind that the cooking times for grains vary depending on the brand and the equipment used as well as the age of the grains. The following is therefore a guide and you should adjust the quantity of liquid and timings accordingly. When I say ‘volume’ measure I mean put it in a jug and see how many ml it comes up to and then use that as your volume.
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