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To trick a child

or why I started baking with beans

It started with a five-year-old who loved homemade bread but was suspicious of beans. That became the inspiration for this book. Olle, who is now six years old, has always been suspicious of vegetables, especially beans, peas, and lentils; sandwiches made with homemade bread on the other hand, now that’s a different story.

As editor of Buffet magazine, I remember we once featured a bread with chickpeas in the dough. I found the recipe, tried it, and surprisingly Olle happily munched away at his sandwich with no idea of what it was hiding. I got a taste for this style of baking and started to experiment. What about making crispbread from lentils? Or a pie crust from white beans and bread rolls from green peas?

Once I had started to get an idea of the proportions between beans, liquid, and other ingredients, the results were surprisingly good. It’s hard to say exactly what function is filled by beans, peas, and lentils; in some cases, they replace some of the flour, other times some of the liquid, fat, or eggs. The main thing is that the breads turn out really moist, cookies are crunchy, bars are crispy, and brownies are chocolatey and gooey.

Here’s a quick tip: serve first and explain later! I promise you that your guests won’t be able to guess your secret ingredients—and that includes everyone from suspicious five-year-olds to skeptical old ladies and gentlemen.
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PS

However hard I try I struggle to embrace the word “legumes.” Beans, peas, and lentils sound so much tastier! Sometimes when I am writing generally about legumes I might just say “beans,” but remember to include peas and lentils too. It just gets tedious to keep repeating them all the time. You might come across a few “legumes” as I am trying to get used to the word, albeit reluctantly.
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MORE BEANS IN YOUR BREAD

Give your health a leg up by baking with beans. Smuggle some peas into your bread rolls, spice up your crispbread, and make bars with lentils. Beans in your dough make it moist and soaked lentils give cookies, granola, and piecrust a nice crunch.
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Why bake with beans?

Bread is something most of us eat every day. There’s breakfast of course, a piece of crispbread as a snack, some baguette with your lunchtime soup, and maybe a sandwich before going to bed. No one should be dissing bread; lots of types of whole meal flour, whole grains, seeds, and nuts are great. It’s the white breads that are low in fiber that we need to be careful of as most contain fast-acting carbohydrates, which quickly raise the blood sugar. It’s fine to eat white bread now and again, but if we eat a lot of bread, we can increase its health benefits by adding beans.

Beans, peas, and lentils add protein and good fiber, but also many vitamins and minerals. There won’t be a huge amount in one or two sandwiches, but still, every time you eat one you will get a boost. In addition, you reduce the peak in blood sugar that the carbohydrates in bread can cause. This is because the fibers in the legumes are the first to be broken down when they come into contact with bacteria in the large intestines.

Baking with beans is also a smart health choice in terms of protein. Protein in grains and protein in legumes look different but the body needs them all. When we eat them all together, they complement each other and are better for the body than if we eat them separately.
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We need five handfuls, or around a pound of fruit and vegetables a day if you follow official guidelines. Most people eat a lot less than this. These handfuls also include beans, peas, and lentils and we are hardly consuming a lot of these either—around 12 grams a day is all we can manage when it comes to legumes.* This is another reason why baking bread with beans is so good in my opinion—also cookies, pancakes, and pizza dough!

Beans, peas, and lentils offer a lot of nutrition for little money. The best and cheapest way is to buy them dried, cook up a big batch, freeze them, and use them as and when you need them for baking. I would be lying if I told you that I was able to soak, cook, and freeze whole packages of beans just waiting to be used, but I also won’t hide the fact that I feel incredibly (annoyingly) clever when I manage to cook a huge batch of beans.

If nothing else, my miserly side gets a huge pat on the back, as the price for dried beans is cheaper than a can of cooked beans. Taking into account that cooked beans is one of the cheaper things you can buy, it’s obvious isn’t it? If you’ve decided to cook your own beans, my advice is to soak the whole package at once. Do it straight away before you change your mind and start to measure and so on. Yes of course you will have lots and lots of beans as they swell, but once you get started you may as well keep going.

[image: image]

Don’t forget you are also being kind to the environment cooking one large batch rather than lots of small ones. It only works if you have space in the freezer of course, or plan to make lots of different meals at once such as bean soup, stews, hummus, etc.

All around the world there are several examples of how to bake using beans, peas, and lentils, mainly using flour made from legumes.

In India, crispy papadums are made from chickpea flour. Italy has its farinata, and in the south of France they call it socca; both are types of chickpea pancakes. In Asia there are lots of sweet baked goods that use beans, among other things red adzuki beans. Even in Sweden, at least in the past, legumes were used for baking. Beans and peas were used in the same way that algae and bark were—to dilute flour and make it go further. In Jämtland, Hälsingland, and Dalarna (regions in Sweden), people still make “pea” bread, a type of bread where the flour is mixed with ground yellow peas. A few local mills still grind yellow peas for flour even today.

*National food 200–11, Food and nutrition consumption among Swedish adults. National Food Agency.
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How to bake with beans

Soft breads

Cooked beans, peas, and lentils work best when making bread dough. More accurately you mix them with water or another liquid, which is then added to the rest of the ingredients for the dough. I often add any yeast that is needed into the smooth bean paste and then quickly mix it again so that the yeast dissolves.

Cooked beans and peas work best when mixed completely smooth. It doesn’t really add any flavor, but rather adds to the moistness and of course adds health benefits. Lentils can be used in the same way, but I prefer to soak the lentils and mix them into the dough whole. You can cook them for a while if you like, just to soften them.

Recipes with soaked lentils include more liquid because they absorb more liquid during the baking process than cooked lentils. Soaked mung beans are also great to bake with. They are so small that they add some bite, just like seeds or whole grains.

If there is one thing I always keep in my freezer, it’s green peas; they are perfect for baking. Just defrost them and mix into the liquid for the dough. The dough will turn a chlorophyll green, but don’t be disappointed when you take it out of the oven and all the green has disappeared! The sweet taste of peas will still be there though. Green peas are also perfect to mix into pancake batter, and if you don’t fry the pancakes at too high heat, the green color will remain.

Cooked white beans or chickpeas are also perfect to add to pancake dough; it doesn’t add flavor but makes the pancakes healthier with a higher fiber content.

Crispbreads

If you want to bake classic crispbreads or crackers, and not include seeds, it is better to bake with cooked beans and combine with a flour such as oat flour. It’s the same when making a piecrust—it will be crispier if you mix cooked beans, oat flour, and olive oil.

Soaked lentils on the other hand are perfect if you want to make a seeded crispbread. The lentils retain the shape and are soft but still have some bite.

Rinse the lentils and let them soak overnight, for at least twelve hours but preferably longer. Pour into a sieve, discarding the water, and rinse. Leave to drain before using.

If you have a sudden urge to bake crispbreads, you can do a quick soak. Rinse the dried lentils and place in a bowl. Pour boiling water on top (at least 2 cups of water per ½ cup lentils) and leave them to soak for an hour. If you have a sensitive stomach, you are better off soaking them for longer in cold water as some of the substances that can irritate the stomach are broken down.

Defrosted peas can be used to make crispbread and add some sweetness. You can even combine them with spices such as star anise and fennel. Peas contain more liquid than soaked lentils so you don’t need to add as much liquid to the dough. Just like soft bread, crispbread also loses its lovely green color in the oven.

Bars, cookies, and cakes

Soaked lentils are perfect when making bars and energy balls. Just like nuts and seeds, they add crispiness as well as protein. To get the right texture, roast or fry the soaked lentils in a frying pan for ten minutes, or roast them in the oven. Soaked lentils can also be used to make crumbles, where they also add a nice crispy texture.

When making cookies and cakes you want a smooth texture, so cooked beans, lentils, or peas work best.

Gluten-free baking

In our family we mainly eat gluten-free as my oldest daughter is gluten intolerant. At the beginning it was hard to make these dietary changes when we realized how much gluten food actually contains. Despite trying to eat a varied diet, bread and pasta had become a staple that we took for granted.
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