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GROWING FOR THE IMPATIENT


At the grocery store, we’re typically drawn to the colorful displays of fresh fruits and vegetables. Spicy radishes, shiny apples, and sunny lemons all brazenly clamor for our attention.


Meanwhile, we easily miss the shelves where the dried lentils, beans, and peas can be found. Now and again we’ll grab a packet of red lentils for a quick soup, but what are those dried khaki mung beans and yellow peas good for?


At first, that was my thought when, in my capacity as food writer, I was asked to come up with an article about beans and peas. This meant I would have to hang around those shelves a little longer. Somewhat half-heartedly, I picked up, prodded, and looked over the labels of the packets, their contents ranging in color from dull brown and yellow to mild green and muted orange.


Gradually, as I learned more about legumes, it dawned on me that there was actually more life here than in the vegetable aisle, even though this life was dormant; hundreds of small seeds within these packets were just waiting to start sprouting. I began to grow sprouts and shoots as often as I could. Some shot up but tasted only okay, while others didn’t want to go along with my plan at all. However, most of them turned into tasty sprouts and crisp shoots with surprising ease.


That bag of mung beans took on a whole new level of significance. These are the kings of all sprouts: they always produce a reliable harvest, and in four days or so become hearty bunches of crisp sprouts ready to be tossed into the nearest pad thai or other stir-fry. And dried peas—like ugly ducklings, these bashful soup peas grow into the city’s most elegant shoots within a short couple of weeks. And let’s not forget about lentils, which will grow into a tasty tangle after only two or three days.


Once you notice there is indeed life on the store shelf stocked with dried legumes, you’ll discover more varieties. Take buckwheat, for example; while dry as dust, it only needs a bit of love and plenty of water to quickly soften into nice, triangular-shaped seeds with a timid little mini-sprout, at which point it’s ready to perk up any salad or enhance a smoothie. Sunflower seeds, too, react without much prompting: you can almost see the sprouts begin to grow the moment they connect to water.


I’ve never really tended a garden, even though I have one. Everything happens so slowly. I’ve just never been interested in waiting several weeks—sometimes months—without any guarantee that things will come up.


However, sprouts and shoots are quick and prolific, and become instant food! They’re an impatient grower’s dream!
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INTRODUCTION


HOMEGROWN IN A FLASH


Sprouts, shoots, and microgreens. They all start out as a small, dry grain. And when placed in water, they all begin to grow. Within a few days, crisp tails emerge and the sprouts are ready to be munched on.


If the sprouts are left to keep growing, they’ll turn into green shoots. Unlike sprouts, which are eaten whole, the shoots are snipped off—you only consume the stalk and the leaves. The seed and the root have already done their bit, so to speak. Microgreens is a word that is becoming more and more familiar to us, and it simply designates the shoots from a seed.


Any seed can be sprouted, since that is a seed’s inherent purpose. For this book, I’ve chosen seeds I believe produce the best-tasting sprouts and shoots and are easy to work with. I’ve also tried to ensure they’re easy to get, preferably those used for food and available at any well-stocked grocery store. As for shoots, I couldn’t resist including a few that can only be, for the most part, purchased online. They’re definitely worth it, though—they taste so good! (They have a great peppery flavor that’s almost addictive.)


Some seeds are developed specifically for growing into sprouts and shoots. You’ll usually find information on their germination rate on the package, and the average rate of seed germination is given as a percentage. Germination should exceed 90 percent. As for seeds bought at grocery stores, such as lentils, peas, and buckwheat, the rate of germination will vary, but in my experience, it’s usually satisfactory. Be sure to check that the seeds you buy are viable, i.e., that they’re not past their sell-by dates. Choose young seeds over older ones, because while dry seeds typically keep longer overall, germination rates do diminish with time. If the seeds are stored in a place that’s too warm, their germination rate will also be negatively affected. Since it’s difficult to know at what temperature seeds have been stored, it’s always prudent to select younger seeds.


There’s no difference in germination rates between organic seeds and those that are grown conventionally. Opting for one over the other is a matter of personal preference.


Sprouts and shoots are smart and healthy foods. Eating them is better for you than just eating the seeds. A lot happens during the growth. The dry seed shields itself in a lot of ways from getting eaten before it has a chance to sprout. It holds on to its vital minerals and proteins with all its strength. Once it starts growing, however, frantic activity ensues. The future sprout shifts its attention away from protecting itself and throws itself into the growth process instead. As the sprout’s defenses weaken, its nutrients become more available to us. Several vitamins and fibers also increase in quantity— it’s impressive and almost magical that a seed containing no vitamin C whatsoever suddenly has quite a lot of it after a few days’ sprouting.


Sprouts and shoots can be grown year-round, which makes them even better. They don’t care what season it is when grown at regular room temperature. What about light? Sprouts couldn’t care less about light. In fact, they thrive in the dark. This makes sense when you think about where they would sprout if they had any say in the matter—in the ground.
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Mung beans not only produce tasty sprouts, but also perky shoots.


Remember, though, that shoots need a small amount of light.


Whether you have a south-facing porch or a tiny, north-facing window, you will be able to harvest microgreens. Shoots are clever and know how to make the best use of whatever light is available. A lush geranium will pitch a fit if situated to the north, but shoots hardly bat an eye. If they’re placed within a reasonable distance of a window, you’ll be able to start harvesting chlorophyll-rich microgreens after a week or two.


Being able to snip some twisty pea shoots straight into the salad bowl on a dark December evening is awesome, as is watching the snow fall outside your window as you sprinkle your breakfast sandwich liberally with freshly harvested broccoli shoots.


Sprouts and shoots are very budget friendly. Dried peas, beans, and lentils don’t cost much, and neither do buckwheat, sunflower, and alfalfa seeds.


When seeds sprout, their volume increases: 3⅓ fluid ounces (1 dl) of dried peas turn into about 3 cups (7 dl) of sprouts. The champion producer—alfalfa—generates even more sprouts.


A pack of arugula, broccoli, or radish seeds might seem a bit pricey at first, but when you think of how far they will go, your salad ends up being a good buy. Two tablespoons of seeds produce a full tray of luscious shoots.


I suppose we hardly need to mention that sprouts and shoots are also great food if you care for the environment. Transporting dry seeds to the store is a smart use of energy. Once in the house, water is the only thing needed. The harvest ends up directly on your plate. So, if you like locally sourced food, you will love homegrown food!
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Adzuki beans, red lentils, and mung beans grown in a sprouting tower.











FROM MIRACLE FOOD TO VIABLE WAR RATION—A HISTORY OF SPROUTING


When we seek out traditional recipes that feature sprouts, we very quickly find ourselves in Asia. It’s not surprising then to find out that sprouts, as a food, have their origins there.


Soy sprouts are mentioned in Chinese texts as far back as 200 A.D., at which time dried sprouts were used medicinally. At the end of the sixteenth century, the Chinese physician Li Shih-Chen wrote in a famous medical treatise that sprouts can reduce inflammation, be used as a laxative, alleviate rheumatism, and build up the body.


Plenty of documentation from the beginning of the 1900s show that sprouts were sold in the Chinese markets. They were a vital source of food in the winter, especially in the colder, northern regions of China, when there were few other vegetables available.


We don’t traditionally eat sprouts in the West, but there’s been brisk work in sprouting as part of the production of beer and spirits. Barley grains are soaked and sprouted to produce malt. During the process, barley enzymes convert starch to malt sugar. Malt has also been used in bread baking and for brewing specific drinks such as the Swedish Christmas beverage called Julmust.


In the West, sprouting has played its part in the fight against scurvy. This disease was the scourge of the maritime population, who were at sea for months at a time. As many as half the seamen on the ships experienced periodontitis (tooth loss), muscle atrophy, and eventually death. It took a long time to discover that the cause of scurvy was a lack of vitamin C. In the latter part of the 1700s, the famous British explorer James Cook tried many different remedies during his travels to try to combat the problem, and he eventually succeeded. Among other things, sprouted wheat grain appeared to have beneficial effects during the early stages of scurvy. As it sprouts, wheat develops vitamin C.


In the United States, interest in sprouting took off during World War II. The worry was that, just like in Europe, combat would restrict the availability of meat and dairy products; this led to an intensified search for alternative sources of protein. In the end, the option that scientists came up with was sprouted seeds, grains, and beans, especially soybeans. The government went all out printing and distributing leaflets all over America on how to sprout and how to prepare dishes with sprouts. However, the protein shortage never occurred, and when the war ended in 1945, most people put those leaflets away.


In the mid-1960s, however, sprouting was back on the scene. Contributing to this renewed interest was the back-to-the-land movement, the trend in DIY, heightened environmental awareness, and an enthusiasm for vegetarian foods. At the end of the decade, Ann Wigmore founded her first health institute in the United States and promoted her philosophy of “living foods.” She can be considered the forerunner of today’s raw food movement. Sprouts and shoots were a vital part of Wigmore’s message on how to eat to boost your health.


This interest is very much alive in today’s raw food trend. Soaking and sprouting is of course a smart way to make nutrients accessible to even those who prefer not to heat their food.


Lately, a focus on green shoots—or microgreens, to use the more familiar term—has emerged. Professional chefs were the first to discover and make use of these microvegetables, mostly for aesthetic purposes. A few pea shoots or teeny-tiny arugula leaves brightens up any dish.


Then the trend of urban gardening took root, with its message that no matter how small the plot, or how crowded the apartment, or how tiny the window, you can always grow something. Why not a few microgreen shoots?
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Dried corn kernels produce pink-green sprouts that taste intensely sweet.











FROM SEED TO SPROUT—WHAT HAPPENS TO THE NUTRIENTS?


Seeds are little nutrition bombs packed with proteins, fiber, and minerals. The trouble is that they don’t give up their nutrients readily. Inside the seed is a built-in plan to grow into a big, strong plant, so to be consumed as early as the seed stage would be a real blow to its pride. The nutrients are bound up through smart mechanisms that make it difficult for humans to get at them. However, by soaking and sprouting, we can fool the seed into believing that the coast is clear, which is not too good for the seed, but great for us. The seed opens and begins to grow. Its nutrient levels rise and become more available. Substances within the seed that protect it from, say, insects (and can, by the same token, be bad for us), start to break down.


Enzymes


In nature, a seed is dormant until it comes into contact with water. All the enzymes required to launch life’s processes “sleep” inside the seed. Simply put, enzymes are substances that enable and accelerate chemical reactions. Once the seed is in water—and the temperature is right—it directs all its energy toward growing into a plant. The resting enzymes come alive. These enzymes, along with newer ones created during sprouting, make the nutrients in the seed more accessible.


Proteins, Fats, and Carbohydrates


The energy in the seed is stored as protein, fat, and carbohydrates. In chia, sunflower, and sesame seeds, fat is the dominant nutrient—it constitutes up to half the seeds’ contents. However, legume seeds like yellow peas, lentils, and mung beans only have about 1 percent fat. Instead, they contain more carbohydrates, as do grain like seeds such as quinoa and buckwheat. The protein content in seeds is usually between 10 and 25 percent, with legume seeds topping the list. While sprouting, the total calorie count decreases, because the process requires, of course, a lot of energy. Carbohydrates break down into simple sugars, which in turn are quickly absorbed by the blood; you would think, therefore, that this would induce a high blood glucose response—(high GI—Glycemic Index). However, the few studies that have been conducted show the opposite: that in fact the blood glucose response is better, i.e., it produces a lower GI. The reason for this is probably due to the increase of phenolic compounds (see Protective Substances, p. 19) and soluble fibers (see Fiber, p. 16) that happens during sprouting.


Proteins are broken down into amino acids.


The fat content of sprouted seed decreases; the amount of fat that gets used up depends on how long you sprout the seed. Contrast a sunflower seed, which has half its energy in the form of fat, with, say, an almost fat-free sunflower shoot.




Vitamins


The quantity of several vitamins increases during sprouting. Vitamin B, including riboflavin and folate (folic acid is the synthetically derived folate found in nutritional supplements), have been shown to rise substantially. While most foods contain small amounts of riboflavin, it is found primarily in meat. This vitamin assists in breaking down carbohydrates, fats, and proteins.


Folate helps create new cells and red blood corpuscles. This vitamin is especially important during body growth and pregnancy.


Even levels of vitamin A increase when sprouts are growing. More accurately, it is carotene that gets a boost. Carotene is a substance the body can convert to vitamin A. It is vital to the proper functioning of our eyesight, skin, and mucous membranes. It is also critical to the development of the fetus.


As for vitamin C, most seeds don’t have any to begin with, but it develops during sprouting. In research focusing on buckwheat and quinoa seeds, which do not contain any vitamin C at all, it was shown that after two to three days of sprouting, the level of vitamin C reached 24 milligrams and 7 milligrams per 3½ ounces (100 g) of sprouts, respectively. For reference, the recommended daily amount of vitamin C is 75 milligrams. This vitamin acts as an antioxidant in the body and helps build up cartilage and bone tissue. Even levels of vitamin E rise during sprouting. This vitamin acts as an antioxidant and protects our body tissues, among other things.


However, sprouts can’t provide us with much in the way of vitamin B12. This is a vitamin that we need to acquire from the animal kingdom. Vegans need to take special care to get supplemental vitamin B12. The misunderstanding that sprouts are rich in vitamin B12 probably stems from the fact that bacteria produce this vitamin, and bacteria can grow on sprouts (see p. 20). But this is not something we want to have happen, because we then run the risk of levels of toxic bacteria rising, too.
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