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FOREWORD

by Tania Tyles Dempsey, MD


 I met Rivka (who has allowed the use of her name in the hope of helping others) in September 1999 in a hospital while making rounds on my patient who shared her room. She asked me for my card while telling me that she was looking for a new primary care doctor. Rivka almost instantly became my patient, and over the past eleven years, I not only saw her weight balloon to 380 pounds but most importantly saw her successful journey to lose 200 pounds. Her story of transformation through integrating healthy food and lifestyle will undoubtedly be inspirational to all.

Rivka has what many of my patients suffer with: metabolic syndrome. Although metabolic syndrome can affect men and women, it is important to recognize certain features in women that can present as polycystic ovarian syndrome. Women with this syndrome often have insulin resistance and hormonal imbalances, including high male hormone levels, which can be controlled through diet, exercise, vitamin supplementation, and in some cases, medication. Some symptoms that these women suffer with include difficulty controlling weight, headaches, food cravings, irregular menstrual cycles, fatigue, and skin issues, such as acne, hair loss, or increased facial and body hair. These women are at risk for high cholesterol, high blood pressure, heart disease, and cancer. They often have numerous vitamin deficiencies that contribute to their poor health. With the right approach, many of their symptoms and risk factors can be dramatically improved. I have been committed to helping my patients, like Rivka, improve their overall health and reverse or prevent illness through a holistic approach to treatment. Food, I believe, is the first step in the right direction.
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BEFORE




Rivka serves as a wonderful example of how a patient with metabolic syndrome/ polycystic ovarian syndrome can gain control over her life through a change in her lifestyle and diet. When I met Rivka, then twenty-seven, her life was spiraling out of control as was her weight. She had lost her mother many years earlier but was still trying to cope with the tragedy of it. She required multiple hospitalizations and many medications during that time that contributed greatly to her weight gain. The more distraught she became, the more she developed new ailments and problems requiring more medication. Instead of finding healing, Rivka was feeling worse. She gained a tremendous amount of weight as the dosages and the variety of her prescription medications increased. She developed an unhealthy relationship with food, using food to fill a void in her life and as a way to comfort herself during times of stress. Rivka developed elevated blood pressure, high cholesterol, and insulin resistance (pre-diabetes). When her weight reached 380 pounds, she decided it was time to take control. Up until then she had difficulty following through on the advice that I gave her, which included dietary changes and exercise. But she soon realized that it was really up to her to take the first step. Instead of crash or fad diets that she had tried before, Rivka began incorporating lifestyle changes and behavioral modification and was soon on the road to recovery.
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AFTER




She started slowly doing yoga and swimming as it was difficult for her to do any other form of exercise at 380 pounds. She then began looking more closely at her diet. We spent hours in my office talking about the kinds of changes in her diet that would be easiest for her to make at first. Cutting out the processed carbohydrates made from white sugar and/or white flour was the most important first step. Learning about the many wonderful, tasty, and healthy foods that she could prepare on her own without feeling deprived was her next step. This quickly led to weight loss. She started making her own smoothies each morning, incorporating frozen blueberries and strawberries, soymilk, flaxseeds, and stevia sweetener. She ate salads with fish or chicken for lunch and used different types of seasonings to improve the taste so that she would enjoy her food more. She made stir-fried vegetables for dinner with olive oil or coconut oil. She snacked on nuts, such as almonds, walnuts, and cashews. She started seeing food as a way to heal her body instead of a way to deal with stress. She had used food both to comfort herself and to punish herself, but now she was using food as nourishment. As she shed more and more weight, I was able to take her off her medications, one at a time. And, most importantly, she started feeling healthier than ever. She began taking exercise classes and walking, which gave her more energy and helped her lose even more weight.

Rivka has lost 200 pounds to date and is now off all of her medications. Her blood pressure is normal, her cholesterol is much improved, and she has reversed her pre-diabetes. She still has some weight to lose, but she has learned to enjoy the food she eats and to cook her food in healthier ways. She continues to find alternative ways to heal her body, whether it is through eliminating certain types of foods (such as wheat) or incorporating more of other types of foods (those high in antioxidants), or through activities that help her achieve balance in her life (like exercise, yoga, meditation).

If we can all take a step back and think about what we are putting into our bodies and why, then we can all have the opportunity to improve our health.





INTRODUCTION

by Lisa R. Young, PhD, RD


 Nutritious Tips for Becoming a Healthier You. 
“Let nothing which can be treated by diet be treated by other means.” 
—Maimonides

As a nutritionist advising clients on healthy eating for over twenty years, below are some simple, healthy tips that I have recommended over the years. Even if you can only make one small change a day, you are still making progress. Do the best you can. Making small and realistic changes will help to ensure that you can stick to a healthy food plan for the long haul. Food should taste good, be enjoyed, and eating should bring you pleasure!



	Eat whole foods.

	
Cook and eat at home more often.

	Try new foods.

	Eat a balanced diet by including a variety of foods from each food group.

	Choose an array of colorful fruits and vegetables.

	Eat whole grains instead of refined grains.

	Eat more plant based proteins.

	Include heart-healthy fats such as olive oil, fatty fish, nuts, and seeds.

	Use herbs and spices. They impart both flavor and nutrition to your foods.

	Practice portion control. Large portions contain more calories than small portions and, therefore, are a leading contributor to the obesity epidemic. How much you eat matters more than what you eat when it comes to weight control.

	Allow yourself to indulge in a small portion of your favorite treat.

	Eat small portions of high-fat meats and cheeses.

	Limit processed foods.

	Eat a small portion of “the real thing” instead of relying on diet food and using artificial sweeteners.

	Limit soda and large portions of other sweetened beverages.

	Limit packaged foods with ingredients you can’t pronounce.

	Don’t be fooled: While “low-fat” and “organic” are good terms to strive for when selecting certain foods (low-fat dairy and organic apples, for instance), they are not foolproof and should not serve as a permission to overeat. Low-fat cookies, for example, still contain calories, and if you eat too many of them, you can—and will—gain weight. Organic junk food is still junk food, not health food. So don’t be fooled. Proceed with caution when reading food labels.




Healthy tips when consuming fruits and vegetables:

Fruits and veggies are loaded with vitamins, minerals, fiber, and antioxidant photochemicals, which may help protect against chronic diseases. They are also relatively low in calories, making them a great choice for your waistline. Choosing as colorful array of fruits and vegetables is best, as different antioxidants exist in the different color spectrum. The orange pigment found in cantaloupe, carrots, pumpkin, and sweet potatoes, for instance, contain the antioxidant beta carotene known to promote eye health. And, the deep red pigment found in tomatoes, watermelon, and pink grapefruit contain the antioxidant lycopene linked with prostate health.


	
It is best to EAT your fruits and vegetables from WHOLE foods. Popping a pill—such as taking a beta carotene supplement—does not do the trick. Fruits and vegetables offer a combination of many health benefits that you will not find in a pill. So, remember to chew!

	
Go LOCAL and eat what’s in season. When you can, opt for local produce that’s in season. Chances are it did not have to travel too far to get to you.

	
Go ORGANIC when you can. The Environmental Working Group (www.ewg.org) offers a guide to shoppers on pesticide residues in produce and offers suggestions about when to buy organic produce. While organic ingredients contain the lowest pesticide residue, below is a list of the produce containing the highest and lowest pesticide residues if you are not able to always buy organic produce.



The “Dirty Dozen” contain the highest pesticide residues. Buy these organic:

Celery, peaches, strawberries, apples, blueberries, nectarines, bell peppers, spinach, cherries, kale/collard greens, potatoes, imported grapes.


 The “Clean 15” are the lowest in pesticides. They include onions, avocado, sweet corn, pineapple, mangoes, sweet peas, asparagus, kiwi, cabbage, eggplant, cantaloupe, watermelon, grapefruit, sweet potato, and honeydew melon.







CHAPTER 1

EAT YOURSELF TO HEALTH!

When we were kids, there was nothing I felt our mother couldn’t heal with food. Stomachache? She’d cook up a pot of oatmeal. A cold? Chicken soup. Nausea? A baked sweet potato. Sore throat? She’d boil milk with ginger and cloves. Hungry for a snack? She’d melt a dark chocolate square and spread it on toast. We so looked forward to the “cure” that we were always coming up with some urgent real or imagined booboo.

A few years ago, I came down with a grave case of IBS (irritable bowel syndrome) that necessitated a few days’ hospitalization. After three months of trying a gamut of medications to no avail, I attempted to assist in my treatment. In my despair, I remembered my mother’s familiar lines, which after sounding much too good to be true all these long years finally reasserted themselves: “Just open your refrigerator!” and “The cure is in the pot!” Why not work with the tools I knew best? After all, food was, and is, my life’s work. I was excited to re-explore the whole spectrum of foods, this time focusing on cooking as a means to healing by using the darkest greens, the reddest fruits and vegetables, whole grains, lean proteins, and seaweed. Simple as that! In three short months, I felt wonderful and shed ten pesky extra pounds I had been lugging around, courtesy of having recently joined the club of middle-agers! Delighted with the results, I decided to apply the same intuitive logic with my arthritis, which I’d been treating with conventional medications that were only leaving me in great pain and greater confusion. I ate more and more dishes that included the powerfully antioxidant “yellow food” (turmeric: more about it later) the panacea I grew up with in my native Morocco.

In order to illustrate just what a long way whole foods have come, I would like to quote the late Bert Greene, who wrote in The Grains Cookbook,posthumously published in 1988, of his early experiences with starting an austerity diet program to shed many unwanted pounds:


The meals were taken at an urban commune in New York City’s East Village and were prepared by a group of very young men and women who viewed my age and ample size with ill-concealed mistrust. What I recollect best of that dim excursion into self-denial is not the meals (which, to be kind, were rudimentary), but the attitude of my fellow diners who so righteously consumed them. To a man and woman, every young person ate just what was placed before them—without salt, pepper or any genuine relish. They all might have been denizens of some correctional facility, for there were tin plates and plastic forks and no conversation whatsoever. Since food is not (and never was) a penance for me, I left this cold commune fast.



Fruits

Cantaloupe. This member of the melon family is rich in the antioxidant beta carotene, a plant-based Vitamin A precursor that helps with eye health among other conditions. It is also rich in the mineral potassium which may help lower blood pressure and the risk for stroke. And it is terrific if you are watching your waist; a one cup serving contains a mere 50 calories.

Watermelon offers a juicy sweet taste and a high water content, while packing in the antioxidants lycopene, beta carotene, and vitamin C, and the minerals potassium and magnesium.

Citrus fruits including oranges and grapefruits provide a significant source of vitamin C, folate, and potassium as well as fiber. Pink grapefruits are particularly rich in the antioxidant lycopene. Eating these fruits whole yield more nutrients than drinking the juice.

Avocados are rich in heart-healthy monounsaturated fats, which may help raise levels of HDL (good cholesterol) while lowering LDL (bad cholesterol). They are also high in the antioxidant vitamin E.

Grapes. Consuming grapes may reduce the risk of blood clots, lower LDL cholesterol (the bad kind), and prevent damage to the heart’s blood vessels, aiding in the maintenance of healthy blood pressure. Antioxidants called flavonoids may even increase HDL cholesterol (the good kind). The resveratrol found in the skins of red grapes may interfere with cancer development. Eating the whole fruit instead of consuming the juice contains the added benefit of fiber.

Kiwifruit with its brilliant green inside is packed with vitamin C and fiber.

Apples provide fiber along with the heart healthy antioxidant quercitin.



The rest, for Bert Greene as well as for the future of grains and all whole foods, is history. Recently a Wall Street Journal food correspondent in Tokyo wrote a glowing article in the Journal about super healthy foods. I wrote to him, saying, essentially, hello, where have you been, I have been using these ingredients all along, long before they became hip. He replied, asking if I would consider giving demos in Japan. Wow, I thought, now we’re talking!

On a basic level, unprocessed foods, in their original form, are foods packed with nutrients that promote and optimize good health. We city dwellers often wish we were fortunate enough to have better access to locally grown foods, but we can mitigate this disadvantage by getting our food minimally processed or unprocessed. It is most interesting to point out that all unprocessed foods nowadays marketed as “super foods” are in fact ancient foods, in vogue today by the grace of G-d. Finally, something good for us all is trendy to boot, and I hope and pray it never goes out of fashion. It’s only the clutter of junk food on the market that has obscured, or even eclipsed, these foods from our line of vision for so long. Truly, whole and unprocessed foods are the ancient additions to the modern kitchen. One of my fondest memories is of drinking a glass of fresh-squeezed pomegranate juice, made from a rudimentary crank operated by a young Bedouin boy, at the entrance to the Old City in Jerusalem. Yes, I loved the boy and his curls and his grin and my ancient beloved City of Lights, but one certainly need not have all these props in order to enjoy a delicious glass of pomegranate juice, no sugar added please!

Countless students who attend my cooking demos tell me that, at my urging, at first they would timidly add a cup of flax meal to the cookie batter, a handful of barley flakes to the soup pot, or a cup of pomegranate juice to the smoothie, but that they soon dropped their apologetic attitude for good when they received rave reviews. Why apologize? For “depriving” your guests and family of white bread, gooey desserts, and heavy, rich sauces with all their intractable, empty, useless calories? For serving healthful, nutritious, delicious, fun, and simple meals that everyone, everyone,will enjoy and benefit from immensely? My best walking advertisements are my family members: Although I cook (and serve) up a storm, they are all thin and fit! My reasoning is simple: Incorporate all the ingredients that are good for you into your daily food preparation—they are just as easy to procure as the bad ones—and you will find it very liberating to discover that in addition to tasting wonderful, your dinner didn’t cost you a penny more, or take a minute longer to prepare than usual. The great difference will be in the results: You will feel truly wonderful. When was the last time you reported feeling great and losing weight by eating? Oh, you may ask, but what about the kids? The great war cry of the fretting mother—They will never eat this!—is receding to a remote and barely audible echo. You may know that I have just launched a line of spelt-based all-natural desserts, a sort of culmination of my life’s work with natural foods (more on this later), and who do you think is clamoring for my cookies and muffins? Kids! They turn my mountain of all-natural spelt cookies to rubble in the blink of an eye, giving me—to say nothing of their moms!—endless pleasure, and lots of hugs.

All those ugly, grimy, bulbous, monolithic roots—rutabaga, celery root, turnips, and so on—don’t let them daunt you. What need do they have of looking pretty? They contain endless reserves of inner beauty and flavor and produce dishes much superior to the prosaic and humble sum of their parts. All you need is a hammer (yes, a hammer) and a good knife to break them up in a snap. They cost pennies and are in many ways priceless, and so lean! As for the homely leaves you see piled on produce stalls—kale, collard greens, mustard greens, turnip greens, Swiss chard—they are veritable powerhouses and are very cheap and easy to cook. Do not let unfamiliar foods intimidate you—there is very little you can do to ruin them. Sauté them, throw them in soups, shred them raw, and add them to salads. When cooking a soup, consider adding a handful of barley, quinoa, or millet. Make your smoothies out of frozen raspberries and blueberries, powerful antioxidants. Add a teaspoon of turmeric to meat or vegetable stews. Use unfiltered apple cider vinegar (did you know it may work wonders on sore throats too?), easily available in health food stores, to create a great-tasting salad dressing. And when preparing a batch of cookies, add a handful of almonds, sunflower seeds, chia, hemp, or flaxseeds for extra crunch and flavor, and a whole lot more nutrition. Substitute barley, spelt, millet, or quinoa flakes for part of the flour in your cake or cookie batter. Agar or kuzu, natural gelling agents, are easily found in health food stores and make for soothing and delicious desserts in just minutes. I guarantee that you will become so attached to these ingredients you’ll be using them all the time, as I do, in times of good health and in fun company!

Is it just coincidence that although you can find millions of recipes online, not everyone is a good cook? I suspect the reason is that recipes alone, without a real glimpse of the cook behind them (and his or her philosophy of cooking and eating), are quite limiting and aren’t enough to make a good cook out of any of us. I simply can’t start this book in earnest without first sharing my most basic policies about food shopping and conditioning, simple and nutritious cooking, and basic diet tools.

What happened to dinner as we once knew it? In a chapter of David Halberstam’s wonderful book The Fifties, the young bride would doll herself up in the late afternoon and, at the first sound of the bell, race to open the door for her husband, hand him his favorite drink, usher him into the spotless dining room with fresh flowers adorning the table and the air fragrant with the promise of a delicious dinner. As we all know, this paradigm of conjugal bliss is gone, and who can honestly say they are sorry to see it go? Fast-forward to modern times: Many frazzled housewives run to the corner deli and buy a few pints of whatever drab institutional stuff they can get their hands on and then serve their purchases on paper plates, probably because they sense (correctly in my view) that the second-rate meal they are about to serve is not worthy of soiling the spanking new china and cutlery. (Remember the bridal registry? Gosh, it seems like eons ago!) And what about the many women who work long hours at the office and come home exhausted? You’d have to be a fool (or terribly inconsiderate) to expect a woman with a full-time job to spend her few free hours preparing and cleaning up after gourmet meals every night. It’s no wonder there is a successful pizza delivery joint on every corner.

What a difference half a century can make in the politics of domestic life! The first model, in which the highlight of the housewife’s otherwise uneventful day was the dinner hour when she brought all her charms and hard work to bear, was quickly discarded. The current model—and its attendant uninspired “treats”—is still hanging on. But let’s hope and pray it is on its way out as well, never to return, and an alternative, sensible, streamlined, and durable lifestyle will emerge in its place.

Prepared versus from scratch: Whenever there is an opportunity to save cooking or prepping time—and of course money—and still eat well with minimal or no loss of nutrition, I am the first to take it. Every so often, I play devil’s advocate, and bring home the latest manufactured creations to let them face off against my own from-scratch ones, just to make sure I’m not missing any valuable shortcuts. A marinade, a salad dressing, a cake mix, a pancake mix, frozen fish sticks, frozen chicken schnitzels, and so on. And only the premium brands, mind you. But it invariably goes downhill as soon as I open the container; just one taste and I realize I’ve wasted my time and money. For example, store-bought dressings and marinades save only a minute or two and don’t hold a candle to their homemade counterparts. Only a hopeless provincial would find polyester as sensuous as silk, copper as precious as gold, stainless steel as luxurious as silver. Why should it be any different with food?

I recently read an essay in which the author described his unhappy childhood revolving around a wheeling-dealing father who spent most of his days racking his brains on how to make lots of money not working and not pending and not providing and not getting caught “in the system,” while he declaimed excitedly and relentlessly about his vision of a glamorous leisurely life to his wary and deprived family. The upshot was, predictably, that while all his neighborhood friends looked well fed, well adjusted, and well provided for, he and his siblings looked disheveled and were uprooted from house to house and from school to school.

Wouldn’t it upset you, and then inspire you, I hope, to learn that cooks-from-scratch spend hardly any more time, money, or effort making real delicious, nutritious food than anyone spends who ends up with devitalized and devitalizing, boring food, using mixes, cans, and other dreadful ingredients? What could possibly beat the real thing?

Consider store-bought cake mixes and pancake mixes versus the from-scratch versions. Instructions for the store-bought varieties read roughly as follows: Preheat your oven, grease a tube pan (or heat your skillet), add an egg, add milk, mix, bake then clean up the bowl, pan, mold, or skillet; and you’re done. This is precisely the same process used to make cakes, muffins, or pancakes from scratch! Using a mix is, oh, maybe a stitch or two less work, but besides being nutritionally worthless, it’s more expensive and insipid. We always want a bargain, be it expressed in time or money saved, and we naively tell ourselves that if something comes in a package, it must mean it is saving us something. I understand using something bottled or packaged or powdered if we are, say, camping or traveling, stranded in the boondocks, or otherwise away from home and its amenities. Yes, in a pinch, we must do whatever it takes to subsist. But to live in a home equipped with the best appliances, to be surrounded with all the comforts a home can afford us, to be cornered by spectacular markets open at all hours and gorged with beautiful produce (my mother cried the first time she visited an American supermarket: she had no idea such plenty actually existed; she had thought of it as a Shangri-La fantasy), and to come home with such meager pickings as bottled dressings, precooked meals, cold cuts, and canned vegetables? In the Bible it says, “Behold I have given you life and death. Choose life!” And of course the reaction it begs is “Duh!” but what do you know, it is not so evident after all. Why condemn oneself voluntarily to a chronic on-one-foot position (excuse the imagery), a perennial “in a pinch” way of life? How disquieting this must feel! How it must downgrade and impoverish the quality of life!

A closer look at commercially prepared foods shows that all they are saving us is the “burden” of reaching for a pinch of salt, or a teaspoon of vanilla or baking powder. And as payment, we sacrifice good flavor, good nutrition, and pile on the preservatives, fat, sugar, alternative sweeteners, and goodness knows what else, some of which will almost certainly end up harming us. Take packaged fish sticks and chicken nuggets, for example: You bake them for seven to eight minutes and get a rubbery mess. Instead, you could heat a splash of olive oil in a skillet and sauté a few pieces of fish, chicken cutlets, or steaks two to three minutes on each side—it’s ready in less time, and it’s infinitely more delicious and more nutritious than the store-bought calamity you and I never need to settle for.

What are the benefits of eating a salad with homemade dressing? A piece of fish or chicken properly and briefly sautéed in a skillet or oven-roasted? A few crêpes whipped up in your own blender? A slice of cake or a muffin made from scratch in about five minutes? The answer is infuriatingly simple: It looks good and inviting, it tastes good, it feels good, it is healthier, it’s ready in no time, and it yields ample servings. And the best part is, you have total control on the ingredients going into it. As importantly, it fosters a mood of wholesomeness, togetherness, and good cheer. You will want to eat this way more often and have everyone around you enjoy it as well.

Time your cooking differently: Joining friends for coffee? Instead of meeting at a café, invite them all to your house and prepare a fabulous cup of coffee for everyone in an eight-cup French press in the wink of an eye. A pitcher of iced coffee or tea is just as simple. While you’re at it, whip up a great crêpe, omelet, corn bread, or muffin, which will be ready in a few short minutes, fragrant and inviting, with doggie bags for everyone, to boot. You don’t have to start the baking hours before the guests arrive—do it once they’re there, while you’re chatting. Will your friends forgive you for multitasking ten minutes out of an hour or two? You bet, especially for a home-baked treat as the reward, and for skipping the dreary line behind the food carts at their corner! Likewise, you can turn on your stove and start some steel-cut oatmeal, which will serve eight and be ready to eat in only a few minutes. (For that matter, oatmeal is also great on a regular workday; begin cooking it just before you get into the shower and it will be ready and waiting for you when you get out.)

Feeding children: When my son Maimon was a little boy of seven or eight, he used to clamor for a playdate with his friend Nathan, and we always came away with the same disappointing answer from his mother: “Nathan can’t come, he has great separation problems.” One day after prodding the mother harder, they both showed up at my house. The mother put on her most solemn face, knelt by her son, and told him in a voice barely above a whisper: “Nathan, you understand I am leaving now, I won’t be with you? You will be all alone with Maimon and Mrs. Kirschenbaum all day?”

“Yes, Mommy, that’s all right, we are going to the park and then going for lunch. It will be fun.”

Two steps from the door, the mother turned around again, this time looking positively mournful. “Nathan, in case there’s any accident, emergency . . .” The rest of the sentence was drowned out by Nathan’s bawling. Separation problem pinpointed! I am pleased to report that Nathan stayed and enjoyed himself immensely, that day and many subsequent others. Likewise, I encounter countless mothers who declare, “My children will never eat this in a million years. They are very fussy eaters. They only like white bread, sliced American cheese, spaghetti with ketchup, pizza, and fish sticks.” I respectfully don’t believe this.

I always wonder at how the very same mothers who will cry at the sight of a scratch on their child will think nothing of feeding him or her foods laden with chemicals: What presents the greater risk and inflicts the most damage? Just because the danger is insidiously incremental doesn’t make it any less clear and present. Children will eat what their moms feed them, period. Kids are small adults, and we don’t need to get them used (alas, even addicted sometimes) to packages with cartoon characters in order to ensure they will feed themselves. What would your children do after being served some homemade soup, a sandwich made with whole-grain bread, some roast chicken with brown rice or corn on the cob, and so on at home (or in school for that matter) several days in a row? Go on a hunger strike? Mount a mutiny with all the kids on the block? Make restaurant reservations? Of course not! On the second day, third at the most, they will sit down and eat, and yes, enjoy it! They eat junk only because that’s what their friends eat, because that’s what they were told was cool, because that’s what their school feeds them, because that’s what the vending machines heave relentlessly.

So, dear moms, unite, dare to be different, resist peer pressure, and do the right thing—your children will love you even more if that is at all possible. You will be rewarded with healthy and contented children at a minimal cost of money and time. My granddaughter recently created quite a stir at the supermarket when she asked her mother, at the top of her lungs, to please buy her some pumpkin and some peas; so you see, it is just what you get them used to. And no, she is not a geek, she is, in fact, quite a delightful and fun child, and so are her pumpkin-eating siblings and cousins.

Frozen versus fresh: Will it surprise you to hear that I actually look for frozen vegetables and fruits whenever I intend to use them in a dish where their looks won’t matter (such as in soups, smoothies, and fruit sauces)? Frozen fruit and vegetables are picked at the height of their sweetness and freshness; and there are plenty of them. They are widely available, plus they are reasonably priced and require no cleaning. I throw frozen vegetables into soup (okra, peas, corn, broccoli, string beans, cauliflower, etc.) all the time and get great results. I make smoothies, fruit soups, and fruit sauces with frozen berries and other fruit, and even eat them with yogurt and granola. Using all frozen fruit eliminates the need for washing, for adding sweeteners (since the fruit is already so sweet), and for adding ice (for smoothies), leaving their intense flavors undiluted. Granted, they don’t look as pristine as their fresh counterparts, but so what, as long as you are not using them for strawberry tart or chocolate-dipped fruit? Just make sure they have no sugar added (likewise, make sure your frozen vegetables have no sugar, salt, or other seasonings added).

Fruits and vegetables aren’t the only frozen foods worth using. Recently, my fish market salesman repeatedly called me to promote a new item on his product list: frozen vacuum-packed tuna steaks that he assured me were sushi quality and as good as fresh-bought, at less than half the price. I was skeptical at first, but he kept raving about it and begged me to give it a shot. He was wrong about only one thing: It was better than fresh. He got me, and quite a few others, totally hooked on the tuna, which requires absolutely nothing but a sprinkling of salt and pepper, and searing one minute on each side. What a treat! I urge you, go for it. Likewise, my friend Georganne recently brought me a most improbable—and unforgettable—souvenir from a family vacation in Alaska: a slab of frozen vacuum-packed Alaskan salmon. I have never tasted salmon so fabulous before or since!

Reading labels—the whole picture: I think this little story of my childhood will preface my view perfectly. Growing up in Morocco, we had a town crier who served as a traveling lost and found. He haunted the streets with his strident daily cries, “Who lost a basket? Who lost a hat?” He made his modest living from the tips the grateful owners of whatever—sometimes even whomever—it was he found. One day he found a red rooster he got so attached to that he dreamed up ways to make it his for keeps while leaving his honorable name intact. So he beat the streets and screamed at the top of his lungs “WHO LOST” and ended in a whisper “a red rooster?” Since no one could hear what it was he’d found, no one claimed the rooster as his own. Feeling pangs of guilt, he decided to change gears. The next day, he started with a whisper “ Who lost” and ended at the top of his lungs “A RED ROOSTER?” And that’s how the rooster became his proud property.

Bags of sugar bearing the “vegan” seal, packaged meats with a “gluten-free” seal? Hmmm, it must be good, then, we tell ourselves in spite of the absurd labeling. Manufacturers perceive, correctly it turns out, that we won’t take the time to read the whole megillah (affectionate Jewish for “nine yards”) on the labels. If we did, we would probably never buy the products, laden as they are with all sorts of unpronounceable bad-bad-bad-for-you additives, preservatives, supplements, and whatnot. Low carbs, for example. I would hate to add myself to the glut of people who feed you a barrage of information on low-carb foods, which leaves me, for one, confused and not an ounce thinner. Most manufacturing powers that be, only too happy that hardly anyone reads labels thoroughly (if at all), pounce on the diet darling du jour, totally disregard the whole nutrition picture, take each ingredient out of its nutritional context, and replace carbs in their products with sugar and emollients, most often making them more caloric and infinitely less tasty. Is it any wonder that so often the public professes to be totally disillusioned with the so-called health foods and low-fat foods industry? Just try some low-fat peanut butter spread and you will immediately see why: It tastes revolting and has thirty more, not less, calories per serving than regular peanut butter. I ask you: Who needs it?

I recently saw a low-carb cookie that listed its nutrition information as “serving size: ½ cookie, 180 calories” (promise!) and found it a real chutzpah: Half a cookie? Who on earth eats half a cookie? What reckless manufacturer included 180 calories in half a cookie? Seriously, is the most important quality in a food that it be low in carbs, gluten-free, or even low in fat or high in fiber? On the face of it, labels that advertise such things make the product sound like a good deal—that is, until we read on and realize that lower carb or fat or higher fiber was achieved at the cost of whopping quantities of sugar, man-made unhealthy trans fats, enormous amounts of salt and, just as importantly, a great loss of flavor. (Same with fat-free cheese: shudder!)

Tomato juice is delicious all on its own, and it’s loaded with vitamin C, lycopene, and other valuable nutrients. But the misguided manufacturers add shovelfuls of salt in a drink that is already naturally high in sodium to begin with. (The amount of sodium in a cup of commercial tomato juice is an absurd 654mg—nearly half of the total sodium daily recommendation for certain segments of the population!

Author M. F. K. Fisher wrote the following about commercial bread, circa 1942: “We continue everywhere to buy the packaged monstrosities that lie, all sliced and tasteless, on the bread counters of the nation, and spend money and more money on pills containing the vitamins that have been removed at great cost from the wheat.”

Sixty-five years later, we only get more of the same, in more sophisticated packages. Take a look at the expensive “energy” drinks and vitamin waters invading the supermarket and health food store shelves—energy we could all be getting in endless supply and for free just by eating whole foods and nothing more.

I recently spotted yet another new hip drink: Acai Vodka. You’d have to drink yourself to a stupor before you get enough antioxidants out of this one! I agree it is too time consuming to go through the whole ingredient list on every food label (by the way, the longer the list, the farther you should stay away from the product; consequently you will be left with a short select list of minimally processed foods), but there are some items you should always watch out for. Ideally, we want our food to be low in saturated fat, sodium, cholesterol, calories, and sugar and high in fiber, vitamins, and minerals. And flavor—yes, flavor—bring it on down! Of course, no one single food group will accomplish that, but this is our homework: Any food item that has none of these assets (chips, fries, soda, hot dogs, store-bought cookies and cakes, and so on) is simply a waste of your time and calories and takes the place of something much more enjoyable and good for you (popcorn, dark chocolate, nuts, seeds, dried fruit, good fruit juices and teas, fruit, yogurt, whole-grain cereal, etc.).

Specialty food stores: Many food items take little or no room in your pantry or refrigerator and are worth having on hand to empower us with resourcefulness and creativity at a moment’s notice: saffron and other exotic spices, unsliced cheese, dark chocolate, natural extracts and flavorings, whole grains and flours, teas (loose or in bags), coffees, whole-grain low-fat crackers, all-fruit jams and spreads, good olives, sun-dried tomatoes, dry wild mushrooms, natural oils, nuts, seeds, nut butters, dried fruit, vinegars, wine, rum, rice noodles. Whereas it would be daunting and expensive to try to get these items in a fancy neighborhood store, it would be much more fun and time- and cost-effective to go to a well-stocked health food, specialty, or ethnic foods store where you can get these items in larger amounts, straight out of bins or in generic containers, and without the hype of fancy labeling and packaging. Best of all, just do as I do: Go online and inquire about—and order—just about any specialty item you like!

Some unprocessed or minimally processed canned or bottled products are actually decent and very useful to have on hand: All-fruit jams, pineapple, cranberry sauce, beans, tomatoes, coffee, roasted peppers, beets, tuna, sardines, anchovies, and lemon juice are a few examples. Dry herbs are acceptable when fresh are not at hand—except for garlic and onion, which are acceptable only in their original whole fresh form (more on this later).

Imitation flavorings: I have the dubious distinction of living on top of a diner that is open 24-7. Yet in all the years I’ve lived here, I can’t remember once being drawn to its unrelenting emissions. However, it does throw me back, albeit unwittingly, to an earlier period of my life when I lived near a bakery whose constant heavenly emanations made me weak at the knees. The little doggy in me (and, I’ll bet, in all of us) is very attracted to aromas and sights first and to flavors second. What’s there to get excited about in the diner’s concoctions? Eggs and fries spewing noxious smells of rancid shortenings, melted fake cheese, neon-colored drinks, and mushy hot cereal. The bakery of my childhood, by contrast, positively vibrated with the aromas of real chocolate, real vanilla, real coffee, real butter, real lemon. Just thinking about it makes my tongue smile even after all these years. Nothing, nothing, replaces the real thing. Same goes for real versus imitation cheese food, wine versus cooking wine, dark chocolate versus commercial chocolate bars, to name just a few. Why, you might ask? Because they contain only trace amounts of cheese, wine, or chocolate, and the rest is a long tedious list of hideous things you should never put in your mouth.

The difference in price between the real thing and its lackluster commercial counterpart, if any, is negligible, but the rewards are infinite: Consider this line from an unknown but quite-often-noted author: “The bitter taste of poor quality lingers long after the sweetness of low price is forgotten.” We are satisfied after a reasonable helping of something genuine and wholesome, and having hit the spot, we stop searching. I am always reminded of that song by the Rolling Stones, “I can get no satisfaction / ’cause I try, and I try, and I try . . .” A somewhat mischievous association. Or is it ? Why eat globs of some mediocre institutional ice cream if you can have the proverbial perfect scoop and call it a day? Why eat a dozen institutional cookies in just a few minutes, when you can make four dozen perfect cookies, store them in a tin, and eat a couple at a time? Those muffins we buy with such abandon, thinking we are doing the healthy thing, often come from an insipid mix and have about 700 calories apiece. How about whipping up a baker’s dozen from-scratch muffins in five minutes, eating one (about 300 calories) and freezing the rest for later use? Naturally less addictive because it contains much less sugar, fat, and salt, homemade is much superior in every way imaginable. Remember, a finished homemade product made from real ingredients is always much greater than the sum of its parts, however modest.

Mixed spreads: I recently spotted at the supermarket a big box of little boxes containing a mixture of peanut butter and jelly. The selling point, printed in bright bold letters, was that you need not bother to spread both peanut butter and jelly. Plus, it was portion-controlled, so you would not be tempted to eat more. In case, heaven forbid, we were too frazzled to spread some peanut butter on a piece of toast and then take another five seconds and spread jam over it. For this great service the manufacturer was providing, I did the math and found that the mixture cost, ounce for ounce, about eight times the price of peanut butter and jelly sold in separate containers. I can name many such examples, but I will keep the list short, and I have no doubt you will catch my drift: A carton of egg whites is about six times the price of its whole egg counterpart and saves you only the time it would take to separate the egg whites from the yolks (say, one minute). You can buy a container of yogurt topped with a tiny container of granola for about double what it would cost to stir a little granola from your cupboard into a container of yogurt. The latest innovation is an open-and-squeeze zipper bag of tuna, which costs more than double its canned counterpart, all because it affords me the luxury of not having to use a can opener: How nice! Then come the pre-soaped steel wool pads, the pre-sprayed polishing cloths, and many more: I throw up my hands! If you would allow me the slight digression, I often think, not very fondly, of the Clintonian reason for countless indiscretions, “Because I could.” It just has to go, period.

Getting prepared meals delivered: Many diet programs make extravagant promises no one ever seems to cash in on, or at least not for very long, or else why do so many of us keep gaining all those unsightly pounds? Their appeal is roughly, “Lose weight on our diet, the delicious and inexpensive way, without ever cooking or doing the math or doing anything at all. In your sleep, as it were. Our talented chefs and expert nutritionists will do it all for you, and you will soon be joining the club of happy attractive trim men and women.” It seems to me this is bound to set back our relationship with food even further. None of us has one solitary example of acquiring something without doing anything to earn it (even those fortunate few who hit the jackpot first had to buy a lottery ticket!).

The very few diet plans that call for our personal involvement in the preparation and consumption of our food are the most successful and get us the most lasting results. Plus, we have fun doing it and eating with our family and friends. No, we don’t need to open our door and find a bag containing our daily food supply, unless we are old and incapacitated. Which reminds me—thank goodness for all those wonderful volunteer organizations that keep the elderly and home-bound well provided for and preserve their dignity at a nominal price. Incidentally, these are the very people who could use soap-soaked pads, nut-butter-jam spreads, and so on, but who, unfortunately, most often cannot afford these costly commodities! The single greatest diet and nutrition tool is behavior modification, and the single greatest behavior modification tool consists of acquiring a better knowledge of—and establishing a relationship with—what we are ingesting, for our sake as well as that of everyone entrusted in our care. Why not learn to relate to food, since we use it all day long, every day of our lives? Understanding our food is easy, fun, delicious, and liberating, and the health rewards are endless and permanent.

You will be pleased to find that many of my recipes are written in a way that empowers you, the cook, with many easy adaptations, according to your mood and preferences and the ingredients you might have on hand.


My Own Diet Tools

I wouldn’t presume to wax nutritionist—there are many qualified people for that. Rather, since a whole lifetime of cooking and eating has somehow kept me and all mine healthy and trim, G-d bless, I decided I must be doing something right, and I would like to share some of my practices with you. After all, they are indeed the principles that inform the whole contents of this book.

Do the math: My first reaction each time I get a bank statement and am faced with the dismal numbers is to march straight to the bank and alert them that their mean giant calculator must simply be off its rocker. But no, it’s not. It turns out that those withdrawals did take place and did add up—they always do—and the results are, alas, always accurate. When I peek at some fast-food restaurant customers’ mountainous plates, I often find myself wondering, gosh, what would it take to work off this semi-industrial-size meal? Would swimming across the Hudson River be atonement enough? I remember when my sister Rackel had just moved to the States: she would look everywhere around her, bewildered, and say, “Gosh, everything is so big in this country—buildings, bodies, meals, drinks, everything!” My mother once exclaimed after a waiter placed an order of ice cream in front of her, “This is not ice cream, it’s a monument!”

Too many “dieters” inhale a pint of frozen yogurt because the package claims to be fat-free, instead of enjoying half a cup of the real thing: This is the very reason so many people lament the fact they have not lost weight, or have even gained weight, on low-fat diets. Would you like two scoops of ice cream instead of two scoops of frozen yogurt? Go right ahead and enjoy them, just as long as you keep in mind that two scoops of ice cream are the caloric equivalent of almost a quart of frozen yogurt (incidentally, some very good brands of real ice cream are less caloric than others, so shop around. You might be able to enjoy the real thing more often after all!). After many graphic instances of low-calorie dishes facing off against their high-calorie counterparts, you can’t help acquiring the good habit of counting. The good news is, after a while, you don’t even need to count anymore; eating the right thing becomes second nature, and the occasional splurge is totally allowed and is not considered a terrible setback.

Snacks: The following remarks apply only to packaged commercial snacks. After so many years living in the States, I have become convinced that snacking is an American affliction masquerading as lighthearted and fun recreation. I blame it every bit as much as I do fast foods for causing all the havoc in so many people’s figures and health: a sort of avatar of American opulence. I have calculated that you need about six lifetimes eating nothing whatsoever but commercial snacks and never eating the same snack twice in order to sample all of them available at an average supermarket. The problem is that the child in each of us has no idea where to start or when to stop. The very people who purport to have our nutrition foremost in mind keep coming up with all these snacks, fast and furious, promising heavenly tastes, a great energy boost, or worse, snacks that will replace meals. Seeing ads of beautiful girls ecstatically sipping their lunch from a can couldn’t possibly help make it appeal to our senses any more than all the added strawberry or chocolate flavor in the world could help make it more palatable. Because snacking has such an unthreatening name, and we think of it somewhat affectionately, we do it mindlessly and hardly ever realize it will calorically (but of course not nutritionally) add up to a meal and then some. My mother tells me of a neighbor who had the annoying habit of “accidentally” dropping in on us at dinnertime. Each time we would ask him if he would like to join us, and he would vehemently protest, “Oh no! I couldn’t put you to so much trouble. I just had dinner at home, all I want is a little snack,” and proceed to eat himself silly. One day he was finally asked, gently but firmly, to please snack at home and then come and have dinner with us.

Why not forget about all the staggering variety of processed commercial snacks available on the market and stick to the natural snacks you love best and are best for you? Are you satisfied you had a meaningful breakfast, lunch, dinner? Wonderful, you still have a couple hundred calories to spend on something fantastic of your choice. That means about one treat. Yet another treat tempting you? Look forward to enjoying it tomorrow. We can’t visit every place in the world or meet every wonderful person in the world. Neither can we sample every snack in the world. Life is much too short for that, so let’s make our peace with it and narrow our choices to the very best.

Here is a list of healthy snacks I keep on hand to enjoy in small portions when I must have a treat between light meals, and which even indeed constitute a light and nutritious meal in their own right: yogurt, sunflower seeds, lightly oiled popcorn, natural granola, vacuum-packed roasted chestnuts, dried fruit, homemade cookies and muffins, dark chocolate, natural nut butters, all-fruit jams and hummus on whole-grain breads, coffees and teas, fresh and unprocessed frozen fruit, salad greens, and whole-grain low-fat crackers.

The kitchen is closed: I was never overweight, but for about five years I lugged around a pesky ten pounds I couldn’t shake off. Ten unwanted pounds was too much to look my best but too little to do anything radical about, so I decided to do the equivalent of dropping the proverbial daily dime in the piggy bank, painlessly and effortlessly: every day I took out no more than fifty calories (half a glass of juice or milk, a third of a glass of wine, two crackers, half a slice of bread, etc.). Along the same lines, I moved most of my eating to the middle of the day, eating early dinners and making sure to eat late meals only when I absolutely couldn’t help it (social events, business meetings, eating on the road, etc.); and if I suspected those late meals might be irresistible, I made room for them by eating extra light earlier that day. Not eating late as a rule, except for a cup of tea and a piece of fruit, aside of course for watching my portions during the day and taking long walks (my favorite form of exercise), was the single greatest change I made in my diet to this day (and yes, I kept those pesky ten pounds off: thanks for asking!).

Eat these in moderation: I used to think life wouldn’t be worth living without pizza, pasta, bagels, and the like. But this love has always remained unrequited, and these foods wreak havoc on my system each time I succumb to them. I have the whole week of Passover to provide me with the ultimate litmus test: I feel great and light, even with the feasts I prepare, serve, and eat; and I don’t miss the culprits for a moment. Of course, staying on this kind of diet year-round would be simply unrealistic, so I replace almost all white starches with whole-grain bread, brown rice, and other gluten-free grains, whole-grain cereal, and all the wonderful grains that are so easy to find in health food stores nowadays. Yes: spelt pizza, brown rice sushi, soba noodles. Yum! Likewise, I give my whole system a rest after a splurge that disagrees with me. Simple example: there is an infuriating ad on television about some antacid where the main character seems ready to keel over from heartburn, but about two seconds after popping an antacid tablet, he is back in “cannoli heaven,” eating again and grinning. Why not have mercy on your tired stomach, forego the rest of the treat, have a nice cup of tea, and call it a day?

With, not after, dinner: Do you love popcorn as much as I do? Don’t eat it after dinner while you are watching a movie or reading a book. Have a light dinner of soup and salad ... and popcorn! In other words, pace yourself. You can have all your favorites, only not all at once!

Eat at home whenever possible: What do nearly all people who look good and feel good have in common? They eat most of their meals at home. Their pantry is well stocked with healthy staples, fruit, and wholesome snacks, and when away at their office or on a trip, they work on replicating the feel of home food by finding the perfect salad bar and the perfect frozen yogurt place, and are not afraid to look like geeks just because they have some seeds, yogurt, or dried fruit stored away in a tiny space of the office refrigerator.

Learn to order in a restaurant: As a longtime (now former) restaurant owner, I can tell you with great authority that being a frequent restaurant-goer is no excuse for bad eating habits. Whatever dish I choose, I always order it with a whole grain and double the veggies, no gravy, mustard on the side, big pot of decaf tea, and bread to go. Are you simply dying to have that delicious bread? Great, only please don’t have two rolls of it smeared with butter while you are waiting for your order to arrive (that’s what doggie bags are for). Rather, have your treat for lunch or dinner the next day, with a good spread and a good salad.

Eat what takes time: My son Maimon, who used to look robust in his teenage years, to put it fondly, spent a year abroad in school, came back almost eighty pounds lighter, and never looked back. A dismal school dorm diet had jolted him into rethinking all his meals. Not only has he maintained his weight ever since, but he assures me he is never on a diet. So, what gives? Besides becoming more conscious of what he ingests, he shares a ridiculously simple trick with me, and with whoever asks him: Eat things that take time to eat! And what might that be? Well, to name a few valuable whole foods, watermelon, an apple, popcorn, sandwiches prepared with dense whole-grain bread, soup, salad, and so on. Then comes my (and my husband’s) great favorite: sunflower seeds, in their shells of course. We simply couldn’t live without them. They’re the perfect eat-like-a-mensch-or-you-might-choke kind of food. Plus, they are delicious. They come in 2½-ounce vacuum-packed bags to preserve their freshness (and our self-control). We have done all the math: with all the painstaking shelling, it takes about an hour to finish a bag, a 230-calorie treat. And so good for you, with the perfect oils and vitamins. My husband and I hunker down to a bag (each, of course—there is a limit to sharing, even between husband and wife: Don’t touch my seeds, you hear?) when reading a book, or making our calls, or even on short plane rides with meager offerings (yes, we dispose of our shells considerately!). You would think there was a famine, seeing how doggedly we comb areas where we think a stray seed may have gone into hiding, no doubt trying to escape the onslaught: under a bed, a table, a blanket. Sometimes I have trouble finding them in stores, and my first fear is that we Kirschenbaums might have depleted, or maybe even drained, the national supply. But no, they always reappear on the shelves, nice and crisp. Thank G-d for small blessings.

Never give up what you love: How in the world are we expected to enjoy a diet, let alone stick to it, if we are fed canned meal replacements or meals that arrive at our door in a sealed bag, as if we were maximum-security inmates? We want food that is vibrant, colorful, and fragrant, and I simply cannot imagine any of these ersatz “meals” being endowed in any measure with these attributes. Why not eat what you love and learn to love some other wonderful foods you may have been neglecting or ignoring? Whenever possible (which in my view is always), eat the lightest version of your favorites. Examples: thinly sliced medium-rare London broil for steak lovers; grilled chicken for barbecue lovers; bison (tomorrow’s meat, I predict and hope) burgers for hamburger lovers; pasta with tomato or vegetable pasta sauce for pasta lovers; poached or grilled fish with lots of herbs and lemon for fish lovers; mountains of salads and veggies with homemade dressing; whole-grain bread with good spreads and nut butters, all-fruit jams and cheeses for sandwich lovers; frozen yogurt for frozen dessert lovers; perfect dark chocolate for chocolate lovers; and so on down the line. Likewise, eat smaller portions of calorie-dense foods (meat, fish, cheese, bread, etc.) and larger portions of lean foods (veggies, lightly dressed salads, vegetable-based soups, etc.).

What about the impossibly rich monstrosities we see so many people losing their figures on? That, in my view, is not a weakness but an absurdity: Give it up! PS: Dear gourmet coffee boutiques, how nice, how hip, how progressive of you to start off with a wonderful zero-calorie treat—coffee—and disfigure it (and us) by building it up to a 700-calorie drink, almost half of our daily caloric allowance in a tall glass. You’re all the way up there with the déclassé fast-food joints, except with you, we haven’t even started eating yet. Is this the best contribution your marketing wizards could come up with? No wonder the public is so confused and frustrated, and so often overweight! Yes, it is our responsibility to control our eating, but it is the manufacturer’s responsibility—indeed mission; it should even be his pride and joy, his raison d’être—to offer safe delicious treats!

Use some restraint: A customer I catered a party for wrote me a thank-you note: “You are the only caterer I know with a heart!” Oh, I am sure there are a few caterers with a heart out there, but seriously: I often come across recipes (from fancy, well-informed cookbooks and food magazines, believe it or not) that read roughly as follows: “For 4 servings: 2 sticks butter, 1 cup heavy cream, 1 cup wine, etc.” Stop right there, don’t read on! It will be an orgy, not a dish! Come on, Chef, get real! We all know contractors who promise a beautiful kitchen, which I have no doubt they can deliver ... for the modest sum of a quarter of a million dollars. But isn’t it better to hire the less-expensive creative worker who makes the best use of the tools at his disposal and ends up with wonderful and affordable results? In the same way, why consume all those calories when you can have an equally delicious meal for half the caloric “cost” by using the right ingredients in the right amounts and the right combinations?

Get “stuck” with only the best: We all have at least one how-could-you-go-wrong-for-that-price? friend (a close relative of the indefatigable I-can-get-it-for-you-wholesale friend)—the friend who, with great glee, displays all his or her bargains of the day, while you try to keep your eyes kindly averted. Granted, the shirt or skirt or whatever was not exactly the color, or the size, or the style, or the fit they would have liked, but they just couldn’t resist such an incredible steal. So they ask, how could they go wrong? And it screams for only one answer: You can go very wrong indeed, condemning yourself voluntarily to a wardrobe full of “shlock” items and their attendant frumpy look, all because of the prurient and short-lived thrill that comes from grabbing as many gimmicky cheap bargains as possible.

We all admire and seek to emulate the friend who has an uncluttered, well-chosen, and to-the-point wardrobe and who always looks wonderful while not spending a penny more than your bargain-obsessed friend (maybe even less: now wouldn’t that be terribly vexing?). We feel the same about the speaker who carefully chooses his or her words to make a short-and-sweet presentation that hits the nail on the head each time. Likewise, your pantry, your table: just as the cheap plastic belt or the excess crude language obscures—indeed eclipses—all the good look and all the good message, so too, the garlic powder, the bouillon cube, the canned potato, the chicken nugget, the just-add-water soup. Even if you have no knowledge whatsoever of cooking, just by not using anything wrong, you will get great results. The deletions are every bit as crucial as the additions. Banish all those ingredients that might compromise or ruin your creation, and surround yourself with only what counts and will do you proud! “Perfection is achieved, not when there is nothing more to add, but when there is nothing left to take away” (Antoine de Saint Exupery).
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Oil and vinegar ’or lemon) dressing GF

Herb mustard dressing GF

Fruity shallot dressing GF

Chinese green tea dressing GF

Curried mango dressing GF

Caesar’s dressing GF

Yogurt dill dressing GF

Tahini dressing GF

Orange poppy dressing GF

Basil honey dressing GF

Walnut dressing GF

Remoulade dressing GF

Raspberry dressing GF

Raspberry vinegar GF

Infused oils GF

Infused vinegars


Condiments, Sauces and Marinades


Dry spice rub GF

Preserved lemons GF

Harissa GF

Cocktail sauce GF

Chowchow GF

Cranberry relish GF

Olive sun-dried tomato dip GF

Teriyaki sauce GF









CHAPTER 2

THE PANTRY: EDIBLE GIFTS TO YOURSELF AND BEYOND


Thai sauce GF

Japanese pickles GF

Mango-pineapple salsa GF

Coconut cilantro chutney GF

Sofrito GF

Red peper coulis GF

Warecress wasabi sauce GF

Mock hollandaise sauce GF

Pesto and all variations GF

Sesame dipping sauce GF


Preserves, Liqueurs, and Dessert Sauces


All-fruit jams and preserves

All-fruit orange marmalade GF

All-fruit apricot jam GF

Red wine jelly GF

Lemon curd GF

Grapefruit liqueur GF

Chocolate sauce GF

Cranberry coulis GF

Strawberry sauce GF

Honey almond spread (Amlou) GF

Hot chocolate mix GF

Chai mix GF



A pantry stocked with your own artisanal condiments, liqueurs, sauces, or dressings will allow you to dress up simple foods at mealtime, minimizing preparation time when you need it most.

Let’s talk about the other lucky beneficiaries—the neighbors and friends receiving your creations. “What shall we bring them?” That’s what we invariably ask each time we get invited to someone’s home, and of course, the question looms much larger when the invitation is for a weekend or even longer. To be sure, there’s always the classic bottle of wine or liquor, the flowers, or chocolates, as dependable and welcome as the immortal little black dress. But suppose for a moment you are known (if you are not, you soon will be, with a little help from your friend!) for making the best marinade or liqueur or pickles or spice mixture. Imagine the excitement you will elicit when one of your signature healthy artisanal goodies is passed around and the sheer joy you will reap at watching everyone’s delight! A triumph for you and a delicious reward for your healthy choices!

Of course you can consult with your hosts on whether you can help with the meal and what their needs might be, and end up whipping up a cake or a batch of cookies that will be served to the company. But if your hosts are all set with the menu, they will enjoy immensely a jar or a tin of something delicious that will remain a few days, maybe even a few weeks, after the party is over.

When the contents are fabulous, it’s not necessary (it may even be excessive) to put it in a costly container or a frilly wrapping. Don’t let the container eclipse the contents; rather, let the food do its magic!

The best thing about edible presents is that a batch will yield several of each item, making it possible to offer not one but several gifts to different friends on special occasions and to keep some for your own pantry! Yes, I know supermarket shelves are crammed beyond capacity with endless condiments, snacks, and whatnot; but they won’t hold a candle to your own homemade, natural, and wholesome treats.

What might qualify as an edible gift? It could be any number of things, but they should have some important common traits:



	A food item that is capable of withstanding the rigors of transit for a few hours, without refrigeration, and is not so delicate that you are obsessing about it melting, crumbling, curdling, freezing, or oozing on the way. In other words, not a salmon mousse or chocolate truffles or lace cookies, but a relish, a marinade, a dessert sauce, etc.

	It should not be so large and cumbersome that it becomes more of an imposition than a welcome addition to a host’s pantry; likewise, it shouldn’t be something so perishable that it must be eaten that day. You are not looking to upstage the hostess.

	It should sound familiar, not outlandish, or worse, gimmicky: Did you mention you make the best chai spice mix, the best cranberry relish, or the best chocolate chip cookies? Bring it right on! Your originality will consist precisely in your making the most familiar goodie in the most unforgettable way.



Here, then, are some of my absolute favorite edible gift creations. These condiments and preserves are so fabulous the dish you use them on hardly needs any other adorning: Totally plain poached chicken breasts or baked fish or tofu, for example, will find their rightful place in the gastronomic world wearing a different but very becoming hat each time you decide to top them with another of the following foolproof preparations:


Gluten-free

People suffering from celiac disease can’t have gluten in any amount, even minute. The following grains are totally off-limits to them: barley, malt, rye, triticale, wheat (all types: bulgur, einkorn, emmer, farina, spelt, and kamut). The grains allowed in a gluten-free diet are amaranth, arrowroot, buckwheat, cassava, corn, millet, quinoa, rice, sorghum, tapioca, teff, wild rice, oats labeled gluten-free (to make sure they were not processed in a wheat machinery). This part is clear enough. The more problematic part is the gluten (such as wheat, barley, rye, malt, and oats processed in wheat machinery) hidden in some condiments and prepared sauces, and some drinks (beer, bourbon, cider, vodka). When buying the following items, always make certain the label clearly states “Gluten-Free”: BBQ sauce, curry, gravy, ketchup, malt vinegar, mustard, meat sauce, Non-dairy creamer, oyster sauce, peanut butter, powdered sugar, salad dressing, salsa, soy sauce, teriyaki sauce, tomato sauce, worcestershire sauce.




SALAD DRESSINGS

No bottled dressings, no matter how fancy and gourmet, come anywhere close in quality and flavor to homemade dressings, no matter how plain and boring. It’s that simple. The food industry turns out hundreds of new dressings each year. You don’t even need one of them. I always hear lame excuses like, “But we get more variety when we buy it!” “But it is easier when we buy it!” Let’s do a little math here: Suppose you use just oil, lemon or vinegar, salt and pepper, and absolutely nothing more: If you have a dozen oils to choose from (canola, olive, sesame, toasted sesame, walnut, etc.) and a dozen vinegars (cider, balsamic, malt, wine, rice, raspberry, etc.) or lemon or lime juice, there is a whopping 144 varieties of dressing right there, all great!

Make a wonderful dressing in a flash. Better yet, make half a gallon of wonderful dressing in a flash, and store it in a glass jar. It is not perishable, and in any case, it will be used long before it gets a chance to get ruined. Remember, the dressing is good, the salad is good, so you will eat lots of the salad and use up the dressing faster!

All the following salad dressings are good enough to double as dips and sauces over unadorned fish, chicken, and tofu dishes.


Double-dipping

The following dressings (and absolutely every recipe in this book and every book!) will keep perfectly in a glass jar in your refrigerator for up to two weeks provided you don’t double-dip. There, I am so glad I said it. You will forgive me for being less than politically correct just this once, and thank me when your food magically begins to stay fresher longer! Clean and unused utensils please!




OIL AND VINEGAR (OR LEMON) DRESSING GF, P

I am starting with the original bare-bones classic on purpose. This dressing is easier than even opening a jar! Don’t use white vinegar because it has an acrid taste. All other vinegars are wonderful. Likewise, don’t use the olive oil marked “light.” You probably think it means light in calories (I was told this many times), but no—light only means it was stripped of its wonderful olive flavor, and left with all its caloric content, at about double the price of any other good olive oil. Who needs it?


Sea salt

I only use sea salt, throughout this book and everywhere; it is widely available and inexpensive, and all its nutrients are preserved intact. No need whatsoever to buy any fancy variety (such as gray, pink, etc.), except perhaps for an exceptional treat.




Ground pepper

Pepper: get yourself a peppermill, and play not only with the thickness of the grinds but with all the wonderful kinds of pepper: black, green, white, pink, mixed peppercorns! The lighter the color, the milder the flavor. No need to use a peppermill in every recipe that calls for ground pepper, but it will make a difference in a finished pasta or rice dish.



1½ cups oil, any except oil marked “light” 
½ cup to ⅔ cup lemon juice or vinegar, any except white 
Salt and pepper to taste

Mix all ingredients in a jar and pour over your favorite greens just before serving. Store refrigerated in a glass jar. Makes about 2 cups.




HERB MUSTARD DRESSING GF

Tofu has such an unctuous texture and results in such a good emulsion that it allows you to reduce the oil considerably, making it a leaner choice.


Tofu and other dairy-free products

Let’s just say that it wasn’t love at first sight between me and tofu, and who could blame me? The first time I spotted it at a supermarket, I thought, What on earth is this pale, damp, jiggly, wobbly, rubbery slab doing in the produce section? Am I supposed to cook with it? But that was many years ago, and I am writing now, many wonderful dairy-free dishes later. Soy and other dairy-free products (miso, dairy-free milks, etc.) have none of the attributes that naturally attract us to food—color, fragrance, texture. But while rarely visible, they work their unseen magic in the finished dish—whether a mousse, a soup, a pie, or ice cream. No calorie problems, no meat conflicts, just some great liberation. Tofu, for one, has such a creamy texture and bulk that it needs little or no help from the usual suspects (mainly, cream and eggs) to achieve the smoothness we crave in ice cream, sauces, dips, lasagna, and so on. Bland and unobtrusive, it obediently highlights the flavors with which it is paired, giving them an incomparable texture that opens the door to many sweet and savory possibilities. Likewise, many sweet and savory dishes, smoothies, and other drinks are prepared with dairy-free milks made from soy, rice, whole grain, almonds, hemp, or nuts, offering lots of nutrition without the lactose. You will note I make extensive use of the entire gamut, all of which are easy to find at health food stores.



1 soft or silken tofu cake, squeezed dry 
4 large cloves garlic 
¼ cup good olive oil 
¼ cup Dijon-style mustard 
½ cup orange juice or apple cider (settle for water or rice milk if you can’t afford the 
extra fruit sugar) 
⅓ cup wine vinegar, or any other vinegar except white 
1 tablespoon oregano 
Salt and pepper to taste

Blend tofu, garlic, and olive oil in a blender or food processor until smooth. Add all remaining ingredients and process until smooth. Makes about 2 cups. Store refrigerated in a glass jar.




FRUITY SHALLOT DRESSING GF, P

Believe me, bring this to a party and you will have everyone hounding you for your recipe. It happens to me all the time!

3 medium shallots 
1 cup good olive oil 
⅓ cup balsamic vinegar 
⅓ cup apple cider, cranberry, or pomegranate juice 
¼ cup pomegranate molasses or other all-fruit syrup (health food stores), maple syrup 
or agave 
Salt and pepper to taste


In a food processor, finely grind the shallots. Gradually add all remaining ingredients and process just a few seconds. Makes about 2 cups. Store refrigerated in a glass jar.




CHINESE GREEN TEA DRESSING GF

The magic of Asian ingredients! With such intense and clean flavors, a little goes a long way. You will love this dressing not only with many salads, but also drizzled on grilled fish, tofu, or chicken. Makes about 2½ cups.

1 2-inch piece fresh ginger, peeled 
½ cup toasted sesame oil 
½ cup strong green tea (or red or white), decaf OK 
2 tablespoons honey, agave, or maple syrup 
⅓ cup soy sauce (GF, see page 21) 
⅓ cup unfiltered apple cider vinegar, or brown rice vinegar 
Dash of bottled hot sauce, or to taste


Grind the ginger finely in a food processor. Add all remaining ingredients and process until smooth. Makes about 2 cups. Store refrigerated in a glass jar.




CURRIED MANGO DRESSING GF

This dressing goes beautifully with salads that include fruit and nuts, even fruit salad. Mustard oil is available in specialty food stores; it is potent, so a little goes a long way.

1 ripe mango, peeled and cut in chunks 
½ cup extra-virgin olive oil 
2 tablespoons mustard oil (settle for Dijon-style mustard) 
⅓ cup orange juice 
⅓ cup lemon juice 
1 tablespoon lemon zest 
1 tablespoon curry, or to taste 
Salt and pepper to taste


Place the mango chunks in the food processor. With the motor running, add the oils in a slow stream, then the juices and spices. Makes about 2 cups. Store refrigerated in a glass jar.




AVOCADO MINT DRESSING GF, P

This dressing will not keep as well as all the others avocado being so fragile and perishable; still it’s delicious and I highly recommend it. Just use it on the day you make it, or no later than the next day or two. Throw the avocado pit in the jar: It will keep the dressing from discoloring.

1 medium ripe to ripe avocado, pit reserved 
½ cup natural apple cider 
¼ cup good olive oil 
⅓ cup unfiltered apple cider vinegar 
2 medium shallots 
¼ cup mint leaves, packed 
Salt and pepper to taste


Purée all ingredients in the food processor until smooth. Pour over salad greens just before serving and toss. Makes about 2 cups. Store refrigerated in a glass jar, with the pit.




CAESAR’S DRESSING GF

This dressing is much too good to be used only on salad, so go ahead and use it on grilled fish, or skip the anchovies in the dressing and use it on poached or grilled chicken.


Anchovies

Don’t tell your guests that this dish, or any dish for that matter, contains anchovies until after they polish it off. The anchovies disperse and leave no trace of their controversial heritage except for a deep, smoky flavor. I’m reminded of a wonderful headline I once saw—“Anchovies: A blessing if disguised.” Don’t add salt to dishes including anchovies, as they are loaded with enough salt to season the whole dish.




Dashi powder

Also called Hondashi, it is a desiccated fish-seaweed powder: sort of like anchovies, only much more complex, and much easier to use. Dashi imparts an incredibly deep and luxurious flavor to dozens of dishes: Caesar salad, paella, fish soup, salmon mousse, fish terrine, pasta dishes, and fish sauces, to name just a few. Don’t add salt to dishes including dashi, as it is loaded with enough salt to season the whole dish.




Capers

Capers are the buds of the caper bush, which grows in Mediterranean regions. They vary in size from very tiny (nonpareils) to as big as tiny olives with stems about an inch long (caper berries). Capers are pickled in brine or a mixture of water, salt, and vinegar, or packed in coarse salt (no added salt in the dish please!). They add tang and zip to salads and sauces at no caloric cost, and the berries look delightful as a garnish for martinis or other drinks.



6 anchovies, rinsed (or 2 tablespoons dashi powder) 
3 tablespoons capers 
½ bunch flat-leaf parsley, stems and leaves 
3 tablespoons Dijon mustard 
4 large cloves garlic 
½ cup extra-virgin olive oil 
¼ cup wine vinegar 
½ cup water 
1 tablespoon oregano 
Ground pepper to taste


Place all the ingredients in a food processor and process until smooth, about half a minute. If the dressing gets too thick as it sits, thin it with a little more water. Makes about 2 cups. Store refrigerated in a glass jar.




YOGURT DILL DRESSING GF, P

Much leaner than ranch dressing, the insanely rich cousin that provided the inspiration for it.

1 cup yogurt or dairy-free yogurt, unflavored 
1 small bunch dill, fronds and stems 
4 large cloves garlic 
½ cup olive oil 
¼ cup prepared white horseradish, or 2 tablespoons wasabi powder diluted in ¼ cup 
cold water 
¼ cup fresh lemon juice 
2 tablespoons sugar 
Salt and pepper to taste

Blend the yogurt, dill, and garlic in a food processor or blender until smooth. Add all remaining ingredients and blend until smooth. Makes about 2½ cups. Store refrigerated in a glass jar.




TAHINI DRESSING GF

You will love the ethnic twist in this dressing. Any excuse to use tahini (sesame paste)! It will perk up countless simple fish, poultry, and burger dishes.

¾ cup tahini (sesame paste) 
4 large cloves garlic 
1 cup water 
½ cup fresh lemon juice 
Salt and pepper to taste 
Bottled hot sauce to taste 
1 tablespoon ground cumin


Blend the tahini, garlic, and water in a blender or food processor until smooth. Add all remaining ingredients and blend until smooth. Makes about 2 cups. Store refrigerated in a glass jar.




ORANGE POPPY DRESSING GF, P

Orange and poppy seeds: Yum! Use this dressing in a salad that includes fruit, seeds, or nuts.

½ cup orange juice 
1 cup olive oil 
½ cup lemon juice 
⅓ cup poppy seeds 
Salt and pepper to taste 
1 tablespoon each orange zest and lemon zest


Place all ingredients in a glass jar with a tight cover. Shake thoroughly before using. Makes about 2 cups. Store refrigerated in a glass jar.




BASIL HONEY DRESSING GF, P

I like to make this dressing in summer, when basil is plentiful, and use it in salad greens that include tomatoes, fennel, and/or olives.


Other herb uses

What’s the matter, you have too much fresh basil, thyme, sage, rosemary, oregano, mint, or tarragon left over from cooking? Sounds like a wonderful problem to me. Do what my mother taught me: Put a generous handful (less for very intense herbs such as oregano or rosemary) in a cup, with a bag of your favorite unflavored tea if desired, and pour boiling water over it (one herb at a time please). Let the mixture infuse a few minutes and then enjoy it alone or with your favorite sweetener. It will taste and smell heavenly. If a cold drink is what you prefer, throw your herb in a pitcher of cold water. Just one more treat: throw your herbs in a food processor with olive oil and your favorite seasonings, and get a different pesto each time.



1 cup basil leaves, packed 
¾ cup olive oil 
2 medium shallots 
½ cup natural apple cider 
¼ cup honey 
⅓ cup wine vinegar, or a little more to taste 
Salt and pepper to taste


Place the basil, oil, and shallots in a food processor, and process until smooth. Add all remaining ingredients and process again until smooth. Makes about 2 cups. Store in a glass jar.




WALNUT DRESSING GF, P

For walnuts lovers. Sometimes we get lucky and find walnut oil at a decent price: Nothing like it!

⅓ cup toasted walnuts (12–15 minutes in a 300°F oven) 
1 medium shallot, quartered 
¼ cup walnut oil (if it’s too hard to find, use ½ cup olive oil total) 
¼ cup extra-virgin olive oil 
¼ cup red wine vinegar 
⅓ cup dry sherry (liquor stores) or mirin (rice wine: health food stores) 
Salt and pepper to taste


Mix all ingredients in blender or food processor until smooth and perfectly emulsified. Makes about 2 cups. Store refrigerated in a glass jar.




REMOULADE DRESSING GF

This is an intensely flavored sauce with a robustness that is a good match for grated celery root, endives, watercress, as well as cold meats. It uses just a little fat and packs a great punch at a lower caloric cost.

⅓ cup low-fat mayonnaise (if mayo is a problem, substitute ⅓ cup silken tofu plus ¼ 
cup olive oil) 
⅓ cup milk or dairy-free milk, low-fat OK, a little more if needed 
Juice of 2 lemons 
¼ cup prepared white horseradish (or 2 tablespoons wasabi diluted in a little cold 
water) 
¼ cup Dijon-style mustard 
Salt and pepper to taste 
1 tablespoon sugar


Whisk all ingredients together in a bowl. Thin with a little more milk if necessary to make a creamy sauce. Makes about 2 cups. Store refrigerated in a glass jar.
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