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I would like to dedicate this book to those of you, who, like me, feel fairly confident that we will always be a “work in progress.”

I believe life is too short to give up our fun and too long to give up our health, so I choose to keep both!

[image: images]





[image: images]





Preface

The journey to bringing this book to print has been a bit of a long and winding road for me. I’ll save you the details; however, I want you to know that over the years that have passed during this hike, my purpose for bringing you this book has not so much changed, but has grown. It’s grown into something much more meaningful to me than simply sharing some thoughts and recipes. Lord knows, there are enough great recipes floating around to fulfill almost anyone’s desires. So, simply bringing you more recipes or telling you to eat more fruits, vegetables, protein, and healthy fats is kind of preaching to the choir for many of you. What can be a bit difficult is figuring out a sustainable way to do this in our fast-paced world full of temptation, misinformation, and confusing diet suggestions, right?

My hope is that this book will actually help to change the process and make navigating what should be an enjoyable part of your life easier. I hope this book helps you feel better, have more energy, and even lose some weight, without stressing over perfect meal plans and hard to follow diet-cult strategies. I hope you’ll learn that, while breaking emotional ties to food is important, enjoying your childhood favorites with my recipes can be fun and even healthy. I hope to encourage you to have more confidence and courage in your kitchen, by simply learning easy and unique ways to prepare real human food, the delicious gifts from nature that are meant to provide humankind a happy, healthy life.

Over the years I’ve learned that the Universe is certainly not on my timeframe, and while it can be excruciatingly frustrating at times, I’ve also learned to trust the Universe, just as I’ve learned to trust the divinity of nature for my food source. Some great things happened during the time I was not-so-patiently waiting for publishers and contract changes. For one, the natural foods market has exploded, giving us more buying options than ever. Among other foods, we now have an array of whole food flours and sweeteners to choose from, with more competitive pricing, making this type of baking even more fun. When I wrote my cupcake book The California Country Gal’s Sweet Secrets: Real Food Cupcakes, I used blanched almonds and shredded coconut and the food processor. Now, most of these recipes can be made with ground flours and your blender. I also decided to include My Favorite Basics section to show you what has helped make living a “whole foods” lifestyle easier for me.

Well, it may be true that all good things come to those who wait. While I was waiting on publishing changes, I know more of you have been waiting on a book like this. So, I welcome you to My California Country Kitchen, and I hope you’ll find it’s been worth the wait.

Wishing you lots of love, sunshine, and good health,

Annabelle

xo
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Introduction

I’d like to begin by answering a few questions you may have: Am I a doctor, a scientist, a nutritionist—or even a veterinarian? No. Am I a celebrity or VIP? Well . . . no. Am I a triathlete, bungee jumper, or marathon runner? Umm . . . no. Well then, who am I? Outside of my family, who loves me for being me—and maybe my dogs who might miss a meal if I’m not around—I’m really just a curious, health-conscious person by nature, who took some time out of my life to read a lot of books and papers to educate myself about health, food, and nutrition, while experimenting in the kitchen. This was important to me because I wanted to raise healthy children and for many years I’d also been managing what doctors refer to as “auto-immune” conditions.

For decades, I had mysterious knee pain with swelling, along with widespread body and joint pain. Eventually, I had wacky hormone levels, sleepless nights, tummy troubles, and other delightful symptoms. Tests confirmed past viral/bacterial infections and nutritional deficiencies, and, finally, a doctor of rheumatology suggested I had lupus. Lupus, like other “mystery” illnesses, is usually diagnosed on symptoms and a positive blood marker that indicates an autoimmune attack in the body somewhere. While I’m not sure I agree with this specific label, it was clear my body needed help. Prior years of my own research had already led me to conclude that a healthy body is far too smart to suddenly begin attacking itself; therefore I’ve come to believe the vast majority of these types of diseases manifest from previous or current infections brought on by common (and some not-so-common) pathogens and toxins. Depending upon the type of pathogen, where it migrates to, a person’s individual weaknesses (genetic and deficiencies), and the germ’s ability to hide, transform, and adapt for its survival (hence, “super bugs”) determines the illness. With these thoughts, I chose to decline a form of oral chemotherapy and painkillers, which was mainstream medicine’s treatment offered to me. Instead I embarked upon more research and a determination to vastly step up what I already thought was a fairly healthy lifestyle, all in an attempt to change and control my symptoms without the help of Western medicine’s drugs. While I don’t know that I will ever completely clear my body of resistant pathogens, my vigilance to correct my body’s weaknesses and heighten my immune system has remarkably reduced my symptoms and kept me from even so much as contracting a cold or flu in over a decade.

I have always had rather lofty goals for myself, and to this day I aspire to: be healthy, feel vivacious, look good, give and receive lots of love, and reach a state of happiness and contentment that allows me to believe that in the end I won’t have a sea of regrets. So, who am I? I’m just me, a simple gal who was raised (mostly barefoot) on California soil and sunshine.
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Part 1:
Living a California Country Life
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Chapter 1:
The Joys of Country Life

About sixteen years ago, my husband and I embarked upon a rather intrepid journey when we decided to move our family of four young men to the southern California countryside where, with the help of a few sub-contractors, we built our own home. We also built several out buildings, installed a five-acre fence, a septic system, and drip lines. We planted over 120 trees and a vegetable garden, learned to keep goats, a pet pig, raise chickens (keeping chicks in the house is not recommended), and most recently hired a crew to dig a new well because our original one was running dry. These last dozen years have been the most exhausting, frustrating, exhilarating, and rewarding years of our lives. Our boys are now grown but the memories of their adolescent adventures in the country are often dinnertime conversations . . . like the time someone nearly stepped on a rattlesnake, or when dad tumbled off the roof (into some soft dirt, thank God!), or when the dirt bike jump twenty feet in the air took our son left and the motorcycle right, and when our dog, Honey, once chased three coyotes down the road. We recall standing our first walls of the house and installing drywall (that one nearly ended our marriage) and when we carried a thirty-foot beam and used the pick-up truck to help get it into place. Installing a seven-foot wide window on the third floor during a storm wasn’t such a good idea, but we did it. We learned to operate a tractor and other heavy equipment. Our sons encountered a huge millipede in the bathroom, a scorpion in the laundry room, and, imagine me being surprised by the tarantula in the kitchen! Somewhere along the way my husband even earned the nickname “Animal.” You simply won’t find memories like these in most suburban settings. Notice I didn’t necessarily refer to all of these as “fond” memories, but they are my memories, our memories, nonetheless, and I wouldn’t trade them for anything. Ahh, the joys of country life.

I haven’t always been a country bumpkin, though. I grew up a bit of a San Diego beach bum and went on to become a Los Angeles city slicker. Then, by the time I was twenty-one, life had taken my new, small family from our California home to New York City where we lived, worked, and ate for almost a decade. There I learned the ways of the city and experienced wonderful restaurants with chefs that opened my eyes to what real cooking meant . . . to prepare food myself—from scratch. As a teenage wife and mother, for the most part I had cooked and baked like my mom had, rarely using a cookbook except for referencing, finding true joy in creating a dish myself. Often I used the typical ingredients Mom used, convenient packages and cans, with some fresh items thrown in for good measure. Though Mom would hop on health kicks now and again, mostly she believed what our government and big business would hype, and like so many Americans back then began a love affair with processed foods. As a young mom, I began reading the ingredients on labels and all the words I’d never heard before just didn’t sound like food for my family. I realized that the convenience of opening packages and cans was not the best option to keep a healthy body. Then, I read a book that described how margarine contained nickel and that the chemical used to flavor pineapple ice cream was basically anti-freeze, so I rarely brought processed foods into our home after that.


After our stint on the East Coast, we moved back out West and continued living a typical family life with four active boys, a mortgage, stressful jobs, yada-yada (I learned that in New York). As time went by and my boys turned into young men, I noticed I had put on a pound or two (okay, more like ten or twelve), and my body just wasn’t running as smoothly any more. What on Earth was going on?

In both New York and Los Angeles, I worked as a fashion model, so I have always been conscious of my weight, and my now-growing waistline was not appealing to me. Was this menopause? Egad, NO! And if it was, why? Before the chemical food era most women seemed to cross that threshold without a hitch. Well, I may just be your “country gal next door,” but I must tell you that when declining health and a growing belly opened my eyes enough, I finally realized my “healthy diet” wasn’t making me healthy at all. I began looking more and more at mainstream food and the government’s food pyramid as a taker of health and real whole foods as a giver of health. I decided to step up my research of nutrition with my creative spirit in the kitchen and teach myself how to bake and cook with common, inexpensive, “real food” ingredients, so that my family could continue to enjoy the same beloved comfort foods they were used to. When I changed my cupboards and my buying habits, it changed my life.

When I began cooking, baking, and eating beyond gluten-free and even beyond grain-free, now filling my cupboards and tummy with real whole foods, my lifestyle naturally transitioned to one that went beyond dieting. I no longer needed to make sure I maintained my weight (as a model, this was, of course, important to my job), as the foods I ate maintained it for me. Did I give up comfort foods? Nope! I discovered I could use real foods to replace the refined flours, starches, and often even the oils typically used in recipes. The results have been so wonderful I’ve never looked back.

Moving to the country is a choice we’ve always been happy with. Living where we can have our own chickens to provide eggs, the ability to grow our own vegetables and fruit, and where we can buy fresh raw milk, cream, and cheese from our neighbor has its obvious rewards, but there have certainly been years when I had to rely on our farmer’s markets and the organic produce aisle. Though sometimes confusing, we are lucky for the vast choices available to us today so that we don’t all have to live on a farm to be healthy. However, we do have to make the commitment mentally and financially to purchase high-quality, organic, fresh, free-range, and locally whenever possible. If we encourage our friends and community to participate, it will help to move society back towards health instead of the slippery slope it’s now on.

Country Living Evolved

It’s kind of funny to me that I never felt truly “countrified” until the day we brought home our first chickens. I love raising happy chickens (and you thought California just had happy cows). It’s amazing to see the different personalities of all the animals and to learn how smart and even loving they can be. For this reason, while I may eat a little meat on occasion (usually just fish and occasional bacon, but please don’t tell my pet pig Chuckles because I realize it’s very disrespectful to him), unless great misfortune requires it, I certainly prefer to never actually raise any animal for their meat. I’m okay with feeding and caring for them in exchange for their eggs or cream and entertaining antics, however I’m afraid I would quickly become a vegetarian should I need to “process” my own meat. Besides, as nature intended, meat would run from me while an apple would patiently wait for me to pick it. Much easier and more inviting, don’t you think? Nature’s divine intelligence has already selected the perfect diet and food pyramid for us, and truly, for many reasons, we do not want to stray.


Eventually, research and exciting kitchen experiments had me wanting to shout my discoveries from rooftops, so with my dear Animal’s encouragement, www.californiacountrygal.com was born. Now, before you start thinking I have an endless supply of energy, let me just tell you that I can also be just as lazy as the next gal.

I must admit, between regular chores, the website, all of my kitchen experimenting, meddling in my children’s lives, and gossiping with friends means I can sometimes get overwhelmed. There are times I just want to be able to reach into my cupboard and find a mix that will give me delicious and good-for-me breads, pizza dough, and lots of other goodies in a jiffy. So, I decided to take the time to create that perfect baking mix, which we now ship nationwide and to Canada. We also now sell our line of both vegan and Paleo baked breads, buns, and baguettes in southern California and hope to someday reach your town. Then we can all enjoy delicious and healthy real bread at our lazy fingertips, any time of the day or night.

Who Do You Want to Be?

Now that you know a little bit about my background and why I’m writing this book, an equally important question may be: Who are you? Are you the person you want to be? Or are you a person who has been led down the modern food path of least resistance and most disease? Are you the person who is ready to change that path? Will you take the road labeled “pain and disease” or the one labeled “health and vibrancy”? Surprisingly, it has always been your choice—like Dorothy and her ruby slippers giving her the power to go home—you just haven’t known it because “big business” with “big advertising” campaigns, skewed and confusing studies, and media hype (even disagreements between professionals) have all kept you misinformed. All you have to do is trust in Mother Nature and believe in yourself. Because believing you have been given the power is your biggest step to changing the road you’re on. Now, all you need is a little old-school teaching, and you’ll be on your way. It may be the road less traveled, but I promise you, it’s the road that will take you home.

Let’s Get Real

Probably much like yours, mine has been a journey towards trying to look and feel my best while also striving to raise a healthy family. In a confusing, expensive, and polluted world, we all know this is not an easy process. Along the way I’ve let go of diet crazes and plenty of inaccurate and misleading information, such as “eat low fat, lots of whole grains, and half the egg.” I no longer need to remember all the reasons why I should trade out that box of cake mix, or even some of the ingredients Gramma used in her baking; it’s now so ingrained in me that I just do it. These days I trust no one but Mother Nature.

Once I learned to change my pantry from items that were really non-food ingredients to real-food ingredients, my life transformed as well. My ultimate reward was to actually see the pounds drop off, feel my health improve, and my energy increase, which gave me gratification knowing I was giving my family what they needed to thrive.

There’s nothing wrong with eating simply—enjoying a steamed vegetable, maybe an egg or two, a slice of cheese, and salad greens. However, we’ve become a species who has spent centuries devising creative ways to fill our bellies and satisfy our taste buds. As cities developed, savvy business people discovered there was a lot of money to be made feeding people who didn’t live in conditions where they could grow or supply their own food. They also found that certain “foods” and ingredients would keep their customers coming back for more, again and again. Modern humans have become accustomed to eating dishes like pancakes, pizza, lasagna, hamburgers, wraps, biscuits, casseroles, cakes, and cookies—all foods made with addictive, simple and complex, starchy, sugary, processed carbohydrates. A truly simple meal is rare these days. Even the raw food community may spend hours dehydrating vegetables so they can recreate something similar to childhood memories. Let’s face it: We like the flavors and textures we grew up with and change is not easy, even when we learn that the “food” we’ve been consuming is greatly contributing to—if not causing—our aches, ills, and even our nation’s epidemic diseases.

Although the real food ingredients I use are all gluten-free and Paleo-diet friendly, they are a bit different from the typical grain/gluten-free and Paleo ingredients, as I firmly choose not to use high-glycemic sweeteners, refined starches or, even the newest trending Cassava (yucca) flour (because of its toxic level of arsenic before it’s refined). I will explain why the trend of omitting wheat and other grains while adding refined starch is a big mistake—for your health and your waistline.

When striving for a healthier diet, breads, crackers, crusts, wraps, cookies, and cakes are usually the most difficult to give up or replace. Lifelong habits, food addictions, misinformation, and confusion make this no easy task. My goal is to help you understand why and how to make the necessary changes by simply using real food ingredients, without following a one-way, diet-cult strategy. The “whole food” ingredients used in my recipes are full of vitamins, minerals, protein, and resistant fiber that can actually help people lose weight naturally, and the great tastes and textures will astound you.

Along with other fruits and veggies, the main ingredients in my recipes include blanched almonds (or blanched almond flour) and other nuts, coconut, zucchini, new potatoes, and the yellow sweet potato. I also use plantain and sweet potato flour (the whole, ground food). It should be easier to buy many different whole food flours in the future but for now mashing a banana is simply easier (and cheaper) than finding banana flour, so most recipes use the whole food. The foods I use each have an impressive nutritional resume, as well as plenty of much-needed fiber, without any harsh, heavy whole-grain taste. When blended together in the right proportions, the tastes of these whole-food ingredients meld together to create delectable baked goods.

You and your family will never feel deprived of classic “comfort food” dishes or even guess you’re actually eating to promote a long, healthy life. You’ll discover how simple changes to your pantry and baking techniques allows you to enjoy delicious bread and decadent desserts and be healthy, too.

So, throw out what you think you know about baking, get out your blender and food processor, and roll up your sleeves, because I’m going to show you how to enjoy your guilty indulgences—without the guilt!





Chapter 2:
Eating REAL Without Dieting

The more I researched food, the more fascinated I became as I realized that we are now sicker than we’ve ever been. We have constant struggling weight issues and new diseases cropping up regularly. There’s a pill for everything (with a list of side effects), but there rarely seems to be a cure. After decades of research and hundreds of millions of dollars spent, cancer is still running rampant in our society. We have epidemic proportions of obesity, diabetes, autism, ADHD, bi-polar disorder, allergies, Alzheimer’s, fatty liver, heart disease, bowel disease, fibroids, an out-of-control growing list of “auto-immune” disorders, osteoporosis, infertility, and pharmaceutical addictions. There’s confusion and disagreement amongst scientists and medical professionals as to how and why we fall prey to these conditions. Skewed “studies,” fake news, and media hype fuel the confusion. Dietary beliefs are at the forefront yet seem to be more hotly debated than ever before. Personally, after my experience, I wholeheartedly believe that what we put into our bodies has a direct impact on our health and longevity. Once I made the decision not to put my life and health purely in others’ hands (no matter what fancy titles they have) and to instead take as much responsibility as possible by making my own educated choices, many things happened. I had more energy, those extra pounds disappeared, my skin became less dry, my hair less brittle, and my aches and pains subsided greatly, as well as my knee swelling. I knew I had chosen the path I would stay on for the rest of my life.

The Not-So-Sweet Secrets of the Food Industry

With the end of World War II, the rationing of sugar ended. Because sugar, starch, and wheat flour were the cheapest ingredients that could be put into everything and be made to taste like just about anything, they became the darlings of the processed food world. Unfortunately, they can also be health-destroying and addictive. Sugar, wheat flour, and extracted starches are still used abundantly today in virtually all our packaged and pre-made foods. Just because a label reads “organic cane sugar” or tapioca/arrowroot “flour” doesn’t mean these refined, partial “foods” are okay for your body, especially on an everyday basis.

When faulty studies and publicity fueled the big “fat lie” of the 70’s, which erroneously demonized saturated fat, the food industry began removing the natural fat from their products. To replace the flavor and texture appeal they lost, they chose to add the cheapest, most addictive ingredients available: sugar, starch, wheat, and refined salt. Wheat flour and extracted starches, such as those used abundantly in gluten-free baking (often called “flours” or “powders”) break down in our bodies and turn to sugar as quickly as eating table sugar. Now, think about what you’re doing when you combine refined flours with sugar and/or starch for baking. You’re doubling and tripling your trouble! Think whole grain is better? Whole grain flours may contain more fiber but the hulls also contain most of the anti-nutrients such as phytates and specifically difficult protein lectins designed by nature to protect the seeds of these grasses in order for it to propagate.



So What’s the Problem with Grains?

Grains have never been ideal human food.

•Some animals are meant to eat grains and grasses. Birds have beaks and gizzards. Cows, goats, and sheep have multiple stomachs and continuously growing teeth. But the human digestive system is not designed to properly digest grains or “cereal” grasses.

•Grains are seeds of grasses that contain “anti-nutrients.” These anti-nutrients were designed by mother nature to withstand digestion so they can remain intact and be planted in the ground (right along with their built-in fertilizer).

•Grains are less nutrient dense than fruits, vegetables, nuts, seeds, and leafy greens, which all contain adequate fiber for our system.

•Anthropological records indicate that early peoples had virtually no dental problems until the adoption of agriculture.

•Grains may have historically staved off hunger, but they are not a true human food group.

Grains aren’t what they used to be.

•Grain, specifically wheat, is now 50% of the modern American diet, a gross increase over the small amounts eaten by a few hungry groups of early humans.

•The vast amount of modern grain is cross-bred and genetically modified without human testing, and if not organic, sprayed with herbicides and pesticides.

•Long, hot storage of grains can breed cancer-causing fungal aflatoxins.

•Unscrupulous food companies exploit the addictive properties of wheat and sugar by sneaking them into virtually all of their processed foods.

•The “low fat” craze fueled big business to add wheat, starch, and sugar to their products to make up for the loss of flavor and satiety once the fat was removed.

Grains don’t help your body thrive.

•Removing the hulls/husks, soaking, sprouting, grinding, and cooking grains reduces some of the anti-nutrients, such as phytic acid; however it does not reduce specifically damaging lectins or the high starch content that quickly increases blood sugar.

•Eating grains blocks mineral and other nutrient absorption in humans, leading to deficiencies.

•Many grains contain proteins that damage human intestines, which can cause permeability and wide spread inflammation.

•Grains, such as wheat varieties, have peptides that bind to the opiate receptors in the human brain, which can trigger addictive impulses.

•Wheat, rye, barley, and rice contain agglutinin, a toxin that is completely resistant to human digestion.

•Studies show that many health conditions including weight control, allergies, digestive disorders, and even autism symptoms can noticeably improve when grains are removed from the diet.




Problems with Other “Foods”

Extracted, Refined Starches and Sugar

It was once thought that these “complex carbohydrates” digested slower and thus didn’t affect our blood sugar adversely. However, we now know that isn’t the case. Some starches actually raise our blood sugar quicker than sugar. Carbohydrates are chains of simple sugars and depending upon the molecular makeup of the chain and what has been done to it (cooking, refining, or further processing) determines how it is assimilated by the body. Maybe grandma used to treat you to tapioca pudding, or thicken her pies with it. Arrowroot—you might think it’s good for you, simply because so many healthy and gluten-free baking books use it instead of tapioca. Often these two are referred to as “flours” or “powders,” but what they truly are is a pure starch, extracted from the root of the toxic cassava plant for tapioca or any number of different plants from around the world that is then labeled as “arrowroot.” The starch is extracted in the same manner in which both corn and potato starch are extracted from those vegetables. Extracted starch is used for many things, including making glue, plastic, and stiffening shirt collars at the cleaners.

You may have heard about foods that contain small amounts of “resistant” starch, which can act like a beneficial fiber in the colon. Depending on the food it comes from, the method of extraction and how it’s prepared depends on how resistant to digestion it is. We’re simply not meant to extract starch from its source and eat it, especially in large quantities. Plant foods with starch were meant to be eaten in their entirety so our bodies would obtain all of the compounds needed to properly digest and assimilate it. If we rely on starches to replace our beloved gluten in wheat, we are only jumping from the fire into the frying pan.

Because our bodies break down refined carbohydrates (sugar, white flour, starch) as quickly as it breaks down table sugar, the combination of sugar, flour, and starch in your baking only triples your sugar load. Virtually all the epidemic diseases we deal with today are linked in some way to excess sugar in our bodies. Sugar is the preferred food for cancer and pathogenic yeasts. Recent studies report that high blood sugar, vitamin D deficiency (why are we still told to stay out of the sun?! Soak up the sun in doses that don’t burn you), and lack of physical exercise are the three most prevalent determining factors of cancer patients.

Our digestive systems use carbohydrates for quick energy by converting them into glucose and glycogen. The body will send this glucose directly to the muscles during exercise; otherwise it remains in the bloodstream, wreaking havoc until being escorted into our cells with the release of insulin. Because we can’t store many carbohydrates, our liver works to convert the extra glucose to fat (which we know we have almost an unlimited ability to store), contributing to fatty liver disease, another growing epidemic.

There are now many delicious and safe sweeteners to replace sugar and I recommend many, but you’re free to do your own research and choose what sweeteners work best for you. Read your labels and when making gluten/grain-free recipes, consider passing on the ones that use starch as a main ingredient. You won’t get what I call a “Starch Belly” and your body (and waistline) will thank you for it. I, personally, would not replace sugar with sucralose (Splenda), as the nation’s number-one-selling artificial sweetener has had few human studies of safety published.

Fats and Oils

Fat is high in calories but eating fat does NOT make you fat! Human breast milk contains more cholesterol than almost any other food. More than 50% of its calories are from fat, mostly saturated, and are essential for brain health development and growth. Now, I realize you’re probably not a nursing child; however, we NEED fats to survive. Fats carry our fat-soluble vitamins and minerals into our tissues, organs, and bones. Saturated fatty acids make up 50% of our cell membranes. Fats allow the body to make hormones, protect our digestive tract and liver from toxins, and surround our heart muscle. Saturated fats also allow better utilization and retention of the essential fatty acids. So, why would we want to consume “low-fat” anything? Saturated fats are the most stable fats and are resistant to oxidation as it ages, is heated, or is inside our body. The cheap non-food oils such as canola (what’s a canola, anyway?), cottonseed (still in many processed foods—who eats cotton?), and soybean (GMO, no thanks) oxidize on the shelf and in our bodies, so they’re not in my cupboards. Who wants oxidized oils in their body? Not me! I seldom heat my oils and prefer to bake, poach, or simmer my food and finish a dish with a drizzle of virgin olive, avocado oil, or butter.

Dairy Products

Many people lack the gut flora and enzymes needed to break down the sugar in milk and are considered “lactose intolerant.” Other than the lovely gassiness it causes, lactose is fairly harmless. Ancient cultures often cultured their milk products before consuming them so that the good bacteria in the milk could gobble up the sugar and transform the milk into things like yogurt or kefir or clabbered milk, making it easier to digest. The whey protein in cow milk contains lactoferrin, which has many documented health benefits, ranging from weight loss to bone strength to anti-viral effects and even better sleep.

However, these products will still contain the casein protein. While the whey protein appears to be harmless to human health, casein protein shares structural similarities to the gluten/gliaden protein in wheat. Research also shows the casein protein to be most harmful when it’s separated from the natural fat in the milk, so I never buy “low fat” anything. Happily, butter and heavy cream contain very little lactose sugar or casein protein and are usually very easily digested, even by those who are sensitive. Cream and butter also contain butyrate, a fatty acid that nourishes and balances the pH in the colon. So, I realize I’m not a baby cow, but I do enjoy some full-fat, organic, and grass-fed dairy products.

I also love a blend of coconut/almond/macadamia nut, which is easily substituted for both cow milk and cream in basically any recipe.

Why I Eat Organic

Fact: Until about 1945 all produce was organic. As if the onslaught of chemical foods weren’t enough, research confirms pesticides to be harmful to human health (duh!). Between synthetic pesticides, GMOs, antibiotics, and hormones, there are a vast amount of toxins that can enter the body through foods. Moreover, our air, water, food, homes, cars, personal care items, cosmetics, and yards are full of chemical toxins. Well over 200 common toxic chemicals have been found in the cord blood of newborn babies. The constant exposure to these substances means our bodies carry their burden. Escaping these toxins may be next to impossible at this point in time, but helping our bodies to cleanse them out is within our ability. However, this takes your knowledge and commitment to do so on an ongoing basis, not just the occasional, popular “cleanse,” which can result in flu-like symptoms because the body becomes over-burdened trying to flush the toxins out.


Keeping Our Gut Healthy

Have you ever wondered why certain foods seem to bother some people and not others? Why some gain weight easily and others don’t? Why are certain people more prone to allergies? The answers to these questions are directly related to the amount and types of bacteria we house in and on our bodies, mainly in our intestines, the lifeline of our body. The health of its microbiome is intimately connected with the health of the rest of our body. We are colonized on every inch of our body by bacteria, inside and out. In fact, astonishingly, our human cells are outnumbered by these bacteria 10 to 1. They actually communicate with each other as well as with our cells. The vast majority is friendly bacteria that want a healthy host, and their ability to communicate, like our own cells, enables them to perform the job that has been intended for them. Without them, we would die.

When our intestines are full of a healthy balance of microflora, these beneficial bacteria will happily help us digest our food, continually creating essential nutrients and antioxidants to keep us strong and healthy. The anti-inflammatory compounds they produce act like antibiotics, working to dissolve fungi and bacterial and viral cell membranes. These friendly microbes are our first line of defense against disease. When this balance is disturbed, it allows opportunistic pathogenic varieties to proliferate, causing digestion and overall health to suffer greatly. What can kill or damage our friendly microflora enough to allow pathogenic varieties to take over? First, and foremost, our “standard American diet” provides an abundance of certain organism’s favorite foods: sugar and starch. Also, antibiotics, birth control, steroids, pharmaceuticals, gluten, a bout of “food poisoning” and other infections, hormones, fluoride, chlorinated water, a food supply laced with GMOs, chemical toxins, and food additives, nutrient and mineral deficiencies, and even stress can disrupt the friendlier bacteria we want to keep.

Our gut is home for many yeasts and bacteria that would usually live symbiotically in the human digestive tract. Many are non-aggressive fungi that basically have the role of janitors in that they clean up excess sugars and other debris. However, constant processed carbs and sugar in our modern diet provide enormous amounts of excess food for them to proliferate and become pathogenic. Now, after decades of creating the conditions listed above and passed on through generations, we have weakened our constitution and promoted a massive overgrowth of dangerous yeasts and bacteria, promoting a permeable gut lining that can allow food and waste particles and more dangerous microbes to pass through.

If we aren’t eating the food to nurture and replace good microflora, we are weakening our immunity and losing our first line of defense. There are trillions of bacteria in our digestive system, and we desperately need the good varieties to line and protect this incredible system. The latest research is now connecting the types and amounts of flora in our guts with virtually all the current epidemic diseases, including obesity. The friendly microflora on the vegetables multiply when cultured and these fermented foods, like those our ancestors ate, contain far more strains of healthy microbes than do probiotic capsules. Capsules contain only a few dozen strains of bacteria, while a healthy gut houses many hundreds of different strains, most of which science knows little about.

Because of so many negative changes to our modern food, water, environment, and medicine, we must remember to nurture our friendly bacteria daily. I share a few culturing recipes in this book, but most of these recipes concentrate on omitting grains, sugars, and refined starches, also imperative for a healthy tummy. Using more whole foods as ingredients, with their natural fiber, will help to feed the good bacteria our body needs. There are many books and blogs that have more recipes for cultured and fermented condiments to accompany your meals. If you choose to buy your yogurt, sour cream, or sauerkraut, make sure the company promotes “live cultures.”

Healing My Body Through Food

By the time I’d reached my fortieth birthday, I felt poorly on many levels and seemed to begin aging overnight. At the time I was eating what I would call a typical healthy diet, meaning that sometimes it was organic, sometimes not, and I was drinking mostly tea, but there were also days I might’ve had a soda or a meal from a package, and I also ate treats that were sweetened with coconut or cane sugar because I didn’t want an artificial sweetener. I ate pasta and whole-grain bread. But I also ate lots of fruits, veggies, and whole fat foods (because I never bought in to the low-fat craze). I thought I was eating healthier, but my body had finally hit a brick wall. My hormones were completely out of whack and I became susceptible to infections. The mysterious episodes of knee swelling would come and go randomly. My knees had been an issue since the birth of my first child, when I had contracted my first and only UTI (urinary tract infection) and had been given antibiotics while pregnant. Over the years my knees have been drained and tested by numerous doctors to no avail.

Later in life I came down with a bad case of food poisoning from a restaurant and not long after began experiencing widespread pain throughout my body. It felt like experiencing the most intense workout at the gym for the first time—or getting hit by a bus. Only I didn’t work out, and it hurt to even raise my arm. I sought help, but my past experiences gave me little faith that the medical community would come to my rescue. Unfortunately, I was right. Their solution was to prescribe me hormones, painkillers, anti-depressants, sleeping pills and, finally, chemotherapy to try to combat the “auto-immune” symptoms, all of which were of no interest to me. I even wound up in the ER a couple of times, once with fluid around my heart that couldn’t be explained and once when my symptoms got so bad I couldn’t walk alone and my husband had to carry me down the stairs. The doctor on call suggested I was “faking” my symptoms when he couldn’t find anything “wrong” with me. I haven’t seen a doctor since.

Now, with more than a decade of research and plenty of trial and error behind me, I’ve decided my best shot is to accept human health as a universal law that mimics our planet. When not mistreated or overwhelmed, it will cleanse and renew itself, allowing for the natural balance of life on earth. We’ve been given all that we need to maintain it. If we screw it up, be it from ignorance, laziness, or lack of resources, it doesn’t matter, there is little forgiveness. I knew my best form of control was what did or didn’t go into my mouth. At this point I began to become more vigilant and less tolerant of my weakness for an occasional Oreo (which, at that time, just kept the fire smoldering). It wasn’t long before my body began to respond and I truly felt the beneficial effects of eating an abundance of fruits and vegetables and other real human food. Eating only real food balanced my weight, increased my energy, and dramatically improved my health.

I believe that choosing to be happy doesn’t mean life is perfect, it just means we’ve chosen to look past life’s imperfections. With this thought in mind, I’ve also chosen to look past conflicting “diet-cult-strategies” to find my happiness. I’ve never been a fan of following a specific diet, especially the ones that have us counting carbs from vegetables as the same as carbs from Frosted Flakes. Who wants to cook or meal prep all day or all weekend? Not me! Whoever convinced us we needed three square meals or six small meals a day must’ve owned a restaurant. Eating so much, so often, keeps us thinking about food all day, exposes us to loads of toxins, produces enormous amounts of waste products and has digestion working 24/7, using vast amounts of energy. All of these, in my opinion, keep us so focused on food and food planning that it creates an emotionally stressful condition, leading to even more issues regarding the act of eating, which should be peaceful and enjoyable. We want life and eating to be happy, satisfying, and healthy. We want to create a culinary lifestyle we will be able to happily keep for a lifetime. We want peace of mind and happy food thoughts.

Viewing food as real or not real has actually simplified my approach to eating, by allowing me to let go of other conflicting (diet) strategies. Viewing most pre-made, processed, and denatured food as nothing but empty calories with damaging ingredients also helps control compulsive habits. Real food, on the other hand, is a basic need, just behind air and water. Yes, we could probably survive for some time on Marshmallow Fluff, but eventually we wouldn’t be doing so well.

Eating Real Foods Is Easier Than You Think

How many diet books do you suppose have been written in the past, say, forty years? I’m going to venture to guess that there have been hundreds of diets developed and thousands of books, many variations on one original idea and most contradicting each other. Often they have strict dietary guidelines and difficult to follow rules and menus. Should we be Vegetarian, Flexitarian, Vegan, Raw, Paleo, or just Low-Carb and Gluten-Free?

Even the educated, health-conscious consumer has trouble keeping track of which new super food or supplement to buy next. Never mind the dent in the pocketbook these items can make. As we stare at the aisles in our natural foods store, how do we remember which supplement to buy, and why, from study to study, year to year, illness to illness? We wonder, does my body absorb this laboratory-made product and use it efficiently? Yes, the road to improvement can be daunting—until you realize it has been offered by Mother Nature since the beginning of time and is literally at your fingertips right now. If you’re suffering from a chronic illness, diet alone is often not enough, but without correcting your diet and nutrient deficiencies, your body will not have what it needs to fight the infection or disease and allow other treatments to improve or help heal your condition.

When I realized that there were great ideas and good research behind many ways of eating, I began to borrow and combine several of them into a lifestyle that’s easy and enjoyable for me to keep. And the knowledge I’ve acquired along the way has helped to give me the power to break bad habits. Through the years I’ve found what works beautifully for me is not a strict, one-way diet-cult strategy, but a commonsense approach to eating in today’s world. It’s simply back to nature plus a couple of modern conveniences: the food processor and the blender. Yes, it’s possible to enjoy your favorite comfort foods while actually improving and not jeopardizing your health.

What Are “Real” Foods?

The heading may sound like a silly question, but when people ask me how I eat and I answer, “Well, basically I just eat real food,” I’m often met with a blank stare. I describe real food as food that is meant to be eaten by humans. Typically, this means foods that are grown or raised naturally and organically in nutrient-dense soils, preferably picked at the peak of their growth (and sometimes even foraged from the wild) tops my list. These are foods that are safe to eat raw and don’t need to be specially treated in order for us to eat them. Also, these foods are mostly prepared and eaten in ways that don’t completely denature or devoid them of all of their life-giving nutrients, enzymes, and naturally good micro-organisms. This means we need to incorporate a higher percentage of raw foods into our daily meals. I do this by simply using my blender for quick juices, smoothies, raw (warmed) soups, salad dressings, and a serving or two of cultured veggies. Knowing that I get plenty of raw foods in an easily digestible form during the day gives me more flexibility and peace of mind when dinnertime rolls around. Whether I feel like an elaborate meal or a simple one and whether I’m eating out or at home, I feel confident my body already received ample nutrition that day.

Prior to the Age of Agriculture, dairy and wheat, two of the most prevalent food allergens today, were not even part of the human diet. However, since fresh fruits, vegetables, and meats weren’t always plentiful, other food sources were sought out simply to fill our ancestors’ bellies. While small amounts of wheat and other grains and cow milk may have been an easy solution to hunger, they were also undoubtedly different years ago. Many of our great-grandparents grew up on fresh milk and bread. A century ago, these foods were clean and organic and unaltered. Wheat hadn’t been bred and crossbred to become the modified wheat we have today. Our ancestors also knew to soak their grains, nuts, and seeds so they could digest them better and benefit from what nutrients they did offer. Most nuts and seeds were designed by nature to not be digested so their life cycle could continue. Eating large amounts of seeds, even sprouted, of inedible grasses is not good human food, in my opinion. Our ancestors never consumed the denatured pasteurized and homogenized dairy we have today. They raised animals that naturally grazed and usually cultured their milk products into things like sour cream, yogurt, and clabbered milk.

These days, enormous advertising campaigns, food addictions, bountiful grocery stores, busy schedules, and even the way we learn to cook have made it all too easy for us to make the poor decision to grab the package of processed food instead of the fresh produce and free-range meat. Real, whole, natural foods contain a multitude of vitamins, minerals, amino acids, enzymes, phytonutrients, and all the other co-factors that act in synergy and as catalysts in any number of bodily functions—from something that may seem basic, such as digestion, to the more difficult to understand processes, such as hormone production or brain chemistry. Processed foods and isolated supplements simply don’t possess the life-giving mysteries contained in a piece of beautiful, ripened fruit.

When we make time to prepare our own food whenever possible, it means we know what we’re eating. We can’t simply rely on the organic food aisle because misleading labels often make it impossible to really know what we’re buying. The FDA may deem small quantities of certain additives and chemicals safe for humans, but have they ever taken into consideration (or do they care?) the impact of all the various additives combined effects, the buildup in our tissues day after day, as well as the stealth, addictive properties many have? Recently, there have been many great new food companies popping up truly bringing better convenience products to us but I would still encourage all of us to rely first on organic Mother Nature, not the organic food aisle.

When I dine out, I choose a restaurant in my town that uses fresh, local ingredients. Eating some meals out is fun, of course, but unless you’re lucky enough to have an organic “farm to table” restaurant in your town, you should take precautions. It’s not that eating non-organically once a week is going to kill you (at least not right away), but once you know better, you just won’t want to put the toxic seed oil many restaurants use as a salad dressing on their GMO salad into your body. I usually just bring my own salad dressing and my bread.


Organic versus GMO

Organic fruits and vegetables have been shown to produce specific enzymes that target fungal growth as well as inhibit the ability for angiogenesis (blood vessel production) in tumors. These abilities are un-comparable in non-organic produce. Organic produce and animal products are free from pesticides, genetically modified organisms (GMO), antibiotics, and growth hormones. High quality, nutrient-dense food allows us to eat less while satisfying our needs. Testing has shown that the nutrient quality of produce grown in pesticide-herbicide-ridden soils is highly inferior to those grown organically. Those chemicals also saturate the plant and are passed into our livestock feed and into our bodies, where their ill-effects have been linked to many medical issues, as well as the possibility of those we aren’t even aware of yet. GMOs have been banned in Europe for more than a decade. Animals fed a non-organic, unnatural, grain-based diet full of toxic oils, hormones, and chemicals and contaminated with fungi are what they eat, and so are we. Personally, I prefer not to put any of this in my body, if I can help it, so I choose not to buy foods that are not organic, whenever possible.

Products labeled “Certified Organic” or “100 Percent Organic” don’t contain GMOs. Some have trickier labels that may say “Made with Organic Ingredients,” and they are allowed to contain up to 30 percent of non-organic ingredients and additives. These labels are supposed to use 100 percent non-GMO ingredients. Some companies are now labeling their products as “non-GMO,” which is at least helpful.

Nearly every non-organic product in America today containing wheat, corn, soy, cottonseed, or canola oil, and even rice, is contaminated with some form of genetically modified engineering. Besides the fact that we don’t know exactly how our bodies process GMOs, or what their long-term effects are, they also contain antibiotics. Where else does this lead? Well, these genetically modified plants produce pollen that is not only transferred by birds and insects but also becomes airborne, cross-contaminating other crops and forever changing our landscape.

With our busy schedules and tight budgets, it’s easy to fill up on convenience foods. This doesn’t leave much room to eat the quantity and quality of fresh fruits and veggies our bodies need to look and feel great. That’s why I add juices and smoothies to my day as well as keep a stash of homemade goodies in the freezer. If you get a few like-minded friends together, and each of you takes an hour out of your weekend to make a healthy, freezable dish from scratch, you can all share in the benefits.
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“If there’s anything better than eating delicious food, it's eating delicious food that’s good for you.
If you want to lose weight, look younger, take control over autoimmune problems, and regain your energy,
these recipes are just what you need!” —Dr. Kellyann Petrucci, New York Times bestselling author
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