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For my mom and dad





Introduction

As of this writing, I’ve been eating like Food Matters—the title of this book’s predecessor, a book that encourages us to concentrate on eating more plants and fewer animal products and processed foods—for three years. During that period I’ve met scores if not hundreds of people who have either come to similar diets on their own (it’s not that complicated, after all) or read Food Matters. The result of my own and just about everyone else’s experiences, as well as most of the research studies that have been published since then, have confirmed the conclusion I reached in the first place: If you swap the basic proportions in your diet—increasing unprocessed fruits, vegetables, legumes, nuts, and whole grains—you’ll wind up losing weight and improving your overall health while also improving more difficult-to-measure situations like global warming, the environment in general, and animal welfare.

For me, it’s been astonishingly easy to remain on a diet that relies on far fewer animal products and processed foods than the typically “American” one. And this has been true even though I’m a journalist and author making his living from cooking, eating, and writing about the same. At no time has my new way of eating made my job—or my life—more difficult. If anything it’s easier, since I pay better attention to what goes into my mouth and fully appreciate all sorts of food, now more than ever.

Obviously, I’m not alone in touting a plant-heavy diet. The publication of Food Matters in January 2009 came at the beginning of the seemingly endless discussion about national health care. But in the course of that debate, more and more people—including outspoken people in the big insurance companies, Big Pharma, and even Big Food—were seeing the link between our diet and major health issues like obesity, diabetes, and heart disease. And now that these links are accepted by the mainstream, so finally, the implications—and the costs—of the typical American diet are getting the attention they deserve.

Food and diet have become integral in food policy discussions, as they relate to issues as wide-ranging as global warming, other environmental issues, and childhood obesity. But it’s not only activists and advocates who are influencing the dialogue. Anyone who purchases food—which is to say everyone—has the opportunity to advance the changes advocated in Food Matters. I’ve come to call this “personal food policy,” because collectively our choices can stand up to the legislators, lobbyists, and special interest groups that continue to shape the way our food is raised, produced, packaged, shipped, and marketed.

For a variety of reasons, most Americans are more aware of what they’re eating than ever before, and many sincerely want to eat better, though they might not know exactly how to do it. I hear this over and over again, and it’s not hard to believe, given the often confusing and conflicting information floating around. We’re certainly not getting much help from our supermarket shelves or favorite restaurants, where we still have to pass up undeniably tempting and convenient junk to get at the real food.

For a more detailed summary of what “Eating Like Food Matters” means, read on. If none of this is new to you, skip to Part II, page 13—there I discuss the practicalities and principles of the Food Matters kitchen. Part III (beginning on page 35) includes more than 500 recipes and variations that demonstrate just how easy and delicious it can be to become a less-meatarian and begin eating a plant-heavy diet.
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Food Policy, Made Personal

When I began work on Food Matters in 2007, I had been writing about food for nearly thirty years. So I was in the press box while the American diet underwent huge changes, few of them for the better. Restaurants were booming and people were cooking less and less, while waistlines—and the health problems that accompany excess weight—were growing exponentially.

Yet despite my awareness, my own health had become a problem: I was 57, and 35 pounds overweight. My blood sugar was up, my cholesterol was up, I had sleep apnea, and I had just had knee surgery. My doctor unironically told me to become a vegan. I reminded him that I was a food writer and asked him if he was out of his mind. He reminded me that I was a smart guy and that this was serious. “Figure something out,” he said.

I could have seen this coming; I’d just spent a couple of years working on How to Cook Everything Vegetarian, in part because I saw the writing on the wall. I knew a plant-heavy diet was a healthier diet; I was just unwilling to make the change. Still, when my marching orders came down, at least I knew a lot about cooking without meat.

And there were further incentives: As if on cue, across my (virtual) desk came a paper from the United Nations called Livestock’s Long Shadow, a damning report about the connection between industrial livestock and global warming, which I can sum up very easily: The more animals we raise industrially, the more greenhouse gases we are producing. This study estimated that about 70 percent of all the land on earth is devoted to livestock production and generates 18 percent of our annual greenhouse gas emissions. More recently, analysts at an environmental organization called Worldwatch have reported that livestock and their by-products actually may account for as much as 50 percent of global greenhouse gas emissions. In the United States we eat almost 10 billion chickens, pigs, cows, and turkeys each year. And that’s just us!

So I put all this together—the state of Americans’ eating habits, my own health crisis, the fate of the planet if we don’t reduce the number of animals raised and slaughtered—and I came up with a personal action plan: I follow a strict vegan diet until dinnertime—eating only whole grains, beans, vegetables, fruit, nuts, and seeds. After that I eat whatever I want. That’s my way; your way may be different. The critical thing is simply to shift the proportions of what you eat and make your diet as plant-heavy as you can.

Because what you are eating is just as important as what you’re not. When you reduce the amount of animal products—and processed food, but more on that in a minute—you wind up eating a lot more plants: Beans. Whole Grains. Fruits. Vegetables. These are precisely the ingredients that will improve both your health and the health of the planet. All you have to do is change the proportion of some foods you eat in favor of others. It’s that simple.


Turning the Tables on Animal Consumption

Americans consume 200 pounds of meat per year (that’s about 8 ounces a day, twice the global average), 237 pounds of dairy, and 32 pounds of eggs. That’s more than 469 pounds of animal products per capita, over a pound a day. Industrialized production of livestock—factory farming—is the only way to raise enough animals to produce enough animal products for us to eat at this rate.

But factory farming is just that, a way to produce animals the same way we produce widgets, as quickly and efficiently as possible with little or no thought to how they’re treated for their brief life spans. I won’t get into details here, but industrialized meat production is so colossally inhumane that watching how most livestock is raised and slaughtered in this country would horrify even the most die-hard carnivores. Even if you believe animals were put on earth to be eaten, you probably don’t believe they should be tortured. Nor should the workers who raise them, yet the industrial accident rates in meatpacking plants are among the highest of any industry, the wages are among the lowest, and the working conditions among the worst.

But I didn’t set out to write Food Matters as an animal rights activist, a union organizer, or a vegetarian (remember, I still eat meat). So although I believe that animals’ and workers’ rights are valid issues, they’re far from the only reasons we should reduce our consumption of meat. Equally important are the personal health consequences of overeating meat and the environmental issues I mentioned above.

There are other reasons too: Raising animals to produce food is incredibly inefficient. Consider some numbers: It requires 2.2 calories of fossil fuel to grow 1 calorie of corn, but it takes 40 calories of fossil fuel—in the form of land use, chemical fertilizers (largely petroleum-based), pesticides, machinery, transport, drugs, water, and so on—to produce 1 calorie of beef. At the rate we’re going—we currently raise 60 billion animals each year for food, 10 for every one of us on the planet—we will need to double meat production by the year 2050 just to sustain current consumption levels.

How does this translate to what we have for lunch? Like this: If each of us ate the equivalent of three fewer cheeseburgers a week, it would have the same impact on the environment as getting rid of all the SUVs in the country. And if all the land in the United States that’s used to raise food for animals each year was instead used to feed humans, we could end world hunger.

Our current consumption of animals is simply not sustainable: It requires more land than exists and taxes the earth’s resources beyond what’s available. More than twenty years ago, we reached a point known as “ecological overshoot,” and now the stress we’re putting on the planet—to feed our consumption and absorb our waste—requires 1.3 planet Earths to accommodate it. In other words, our planet needs a year and four months to regenerate the resources we’re gobbling up each year. (If the entire world lived the average American lifestyle we would need over 4.5 planet Earths.) And since that obviously isn’t possible, we’re at the breaking point. The only viable solution is to reduce demand for the foods that take the most resources to raise.


The Story of Junk

The news would be bad enough if meat were our only problem. But, unfortunately, processed food—often a brew of ultrarefined carbohydrates (white flour, sugar, high-fructose corn syrup, and so on) and fats (oils, hydrogenated vegetable shortening or “trans fat,” and super-refined animal products) based almost entirely on corn and soybean products (remember, animals are mostly fed corn and soy)—are also a significant part of the typical American diet. These largely empty calories not only have little benefit for human health, they’re destructive. And like livestock production, the processing and packaging of junk foods are incredibly energy inefficient. How inefficient? Producing a single can of calorie-free diet soda (which has no caloric or nutritional value) consumes 2,200 calories of energy.

Almost one-third of our total caloric intake comes from nutrient-poor foods like sweets, salty snacks, and fruit drinks. Soda alone accounts for a whopping 7 percent of our total daily caloric intake, with doughnuts, cheeseburgers, pizza, and potato chips not far behind. Incredibly, less than 6 percent of our calories come from unprocessed fruits and vegetables—perhaps the healthiest food group of all. And though manufacturers are in the process of rejigging junk food to reduce or eliminate trans fat (the solid form of vegetable oil that’s worse for your heart than butter or lard) their products are still loaded with gratuitous oil and chemicals.

And as our overconsumption of processed foods is exported, so are our ailments: heart disease, stroke, diabetes, and certain cancers are now showing up like never before in places that embrace the American way of eating. The common denominator among these health issues is obesity, which has reached epidemic proportions around the globe; over 1 billion adults are currently considered overweight. (Meanwhile, 1 billion people also go hungry every day.)

Change is in the air: Many public health officials, researchers, legislators, nutritionists, and, yes, even food writers are beginning to compare obesity to smoking and advocating similar policies to combat its impact on public health. Though the United States isn’t making the biggest strides—other countries are far ahead on this—there is a growing movement to do something: a soda tax, mandatory labeling on fast-food menus, improved school lunch programs and nutritional education, restricted junk food advertising to children. Everything is now on the table, and it’s about time.

In Food Matters I outlined how advertising, government supports, and other marketing tools have fueled our overconsumption of processed food and animal products, both here and abroad, for years. It’s actually a fascinating history, and if you’re interested in learning more about how we got to where we are, I urge you to read those chapters. For our purposes here, I’m more interested in getting you cooking. But before we can do that, let’s talk a little more about “sane eating.”


An Introduction to Sane Eating

By some calculations, at least 70 percent of the calories Americans eat come from food that is either animal based or highly processed. That leaves less than 30 percent that comes from what we used to call natural or whole foods—meaning fruits, vegetables, whole grains, and legumes. Frankly I think these numbers are conservative; the USDA shows that Americans get about 5 percent of their daily calories from fresh fruit and vegetables. But for argument’s sake let’s use these numbers.

Think of a seesaw, the heavy side loaded down with animal products and junk, the light side with the food that’s actually good for us. Sane eating—eating like food matters—means that we flip this seesaw in the other direction, loading the heavy side with plant foods while minimizing meat, poultry, fish, dairy, and processed foods. In a perfect world the seesaw would instantly invert and we’d all be getting 70 percent of our calories from plants, or even more.

Oddly enough, the beneficial ratio of plant-to-animal foods is similar to the way our ancestors ate, and people still cook and eat that way throughout parts of Asia, Africa, Europe, and Latin America—places where meat and processed foods are too rare or too expensive to dominate the diet. But here in the United States, the combination of government support and industrialized production artificially lowers the price of animal products and processed foods.

Of course, these cheap products still come at a cost: We wind up paying for the cost of obesity and other dietary diseases in our health care system, and there will be huge environmental costs that are only now being recognized. And the price tag is significant. Obesity-related diseases cost the American taxpayers an estimated $840 billion annually. Other costs remain incalculable, but they’re equally huge.

Environmental damage, for example, involves every aspect of food production from land clearing to raising and slaughtering livestock, and from transporting and packing to consumption and waste disposal. One expert I’ve interviewed estimates that producing a single burger gobbles up as much as 50 feet of tropical rainforest, degrades up to 2,500 gallons of water, and loses as much as 300 pounds of topsoil. These numbers are staggering, but they raise some vital questions. How can we possibly put a cost on the loss of such a diverse range of plant species? What if the cure for cancer is in the section of rainforest destroyed by our burger consumption? The discussion quickly becomes philosophical and complex, but we need to raise the issue. If, as some scientists claim, a single burger costs up to $200 in terms of total environmental degradation, but we’re only paying $2 for it at the drive-through, how do we reconcile this discrepancy? If the real costs were clearer, wouldn’t our consumption patterns change?

Well, they can, and it’s easier than you might realize. Rethinking the seesaw might at first feel as extreme as trading in your car for a bicycle, and difficult to maintain over the long term. But small, gradual, incremental change makes it easy and is much more likely to stick. And it’s small change that I propose when I talk about sane eating. You might start by eating one less meat-based meal a week or go entirely meatless one day a week. If you also swap your daily vending machine snack for an apple or carrot sticks, that’s real progress; build from there.

Sane eating is flexible: You can structure the day strictly to eat “vegan before six,” as I do: Avoid all animal and processed foods (except for maybe some milk on your cereal or sugar in your coffee) until dinnertime; then eat whatever you’d like. Or you might substantially reduce the amount of meat, fish, poultry, and dairy you eat at every meal—down to an ounce or two per sitting. Others have great success eating a vegetarian or vegan diet on weekdays and splurging on the weekend. A friend of mine allows himself five meat splurges a month. For some people, eating a big meal at noon works best. You can come up with whatever plan works for you, and change and adjust as needed.

The point is to look at each snack, each meal, each day, and ultimately each month and year, as an opportunity to flip the seesaw, using the basic Food Matters principles for sane eating:

1. Eat fewer animal products than average.

The average American eats a half pound of meat each and every day, but no one (least of all me) is suggesting you become a vegetarian: Just aim for less, a pound or two a week. Start thinking about fish, poultry, meat, eggs, and dairy the way traditional cultures do: as a garnish, seasoning, or treat—almost as a condiment. When used as a flavoring ingredient rather than as the focus of the meal, a little meat goes a long way. But don’t drive yourself crazy; cream in your coffee or milk on your cereal is totally fine, though experimenting with dairy alternatives is a fine idea too (see page 32).

2. Eat all the plants you can manage.

Breakfast, lunch, dinner, and snacks—turn first to fruits and vegetables. Salads, cooked vegetables, raw vegetables, whole fruits, nuts, seeds … eat them with abandon. You really can’t go overboard, because when you satisfy your hunger with plants, you’re automatically reducing the amount of animal and junk foods and tipping the seesaw in the right direction.

3. Make legumes and whole grains part of your life.

This means every day. These foods are the workhorses of sane eating. Both are loaded with fiber, and beans especially provide a lot of protein. You don’t want to gorge on them as you do other plants, but any time you eat beans instead of meat or whole grains instead of white bread, rice, and pasta, you’re doing yourself a favor. (This book is loaded with good recipes for cooking beans and grains, so you’ll never tire of them.)

4. Avoid processed foods.

You know what they are—foods where most of the calories come from fat or sugar, or those with more than five ingredients, one or more of which you can’t pronounce. None of these is going to be as good for you as a piece of fruit or a handful of nuts or other real food. A candy bar or a Pop-Tart won’t kill you; it’s the continual eating of these kinds of things that will. Save your splurges! (And see Rule 5.)

Many so-called convenience foods are neither convenient nor satisfying. By the time you wait in line at the takeout counter, you could have cooked a bowl of pasta or thrown together a stir-fry. How much time do you waste going back and forth to the vending machine at work? A simple grab bag of nuts, apples, and maybe a few whole grain crackers can easily fuel your entire afternoon.

5. Everything else is a treat—and you can have treats daily.

Sane eating is about moderation, not deprivation, so feel free to eat the foods you’d miss, just in smaller portions and less frequently. Drink wine or beer with dinner or eat a decadent dessert now and then. As long as you’re making real changes in the way you eat most of the time, an indulgence every day is well deserved. I’m also confident that as your diet changes, so will the sorts of foods you crave.


Thinking Like Food Matters

Sane eating will naturally change the way you think about putting meals together, no matter where you are. You’ll begin to gravitate toward vegetables automatically, and then make room for a little meat on your plate. You might still be making pork chops, but since you’ll have just a pound of them in the fridge—you bought a smaller package than you used to—you’ll be even more interested in how to season the cabbage and sweet potatoes you’re cooking with them.

Since you’re changing the way you eat, you’ll probably change the way you cook—more imaginatively and creatively. You might find yourself cooking vegetables for breakfast. You’ll buy one chicken and use it for two meals instead of one, or serve eight people instead of four. You might add cooked grains to hamburgers, using half as much beef. This line of thinking will soon become second nature.

You’ll also pay more attention to labels. Ignore the claims on the package, which are usually misinformation for marketing purposes; just focus on what the product actually contains. If you follow Rule 4 on page 9 (“Avoid processed foods”) and keep loading up on fruits and vegetables, you won’t give a hoot about whether the carton in your hand is vitamin fortified.

Snacking, eating out, and eating while traveling can be a bit more challenging, but mostly because of how we’ve been trained to eat, not because finding real food is particularly difficult. I frequently share fish or meat entrées with my dining companions and order vegetable soup, salads, and side dishes. Whenever possible I pack a bag of food and bring it with me, or buy decent snacks or light meals from the produce section of supermarkets: apples, carrots, nuts, whole grain crackers, premade hummus … even decent chocolate once in a while.

But I’m not perfect, and you won’t be either. That’s part of what makes sane eating so appealing: its flexibility and forgiveness. We do what we can, knowing that adjusting our food choices as individuals will have a cumulative effect on all the plants, animals, and humans that share our planet. It’s the aggregate of all our small changes that will bring about bigger ones.
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Debunking Some Myths

Cooking is easy. Cooking like food matters is really, really easy. There are no special techniques or equipment. (In fact in most cases you only need one pot or pan.) And the recipes—which are flagged with icons that alert you to those that are particularly fast or can be made ahead—contain common ingredients that can be found in any supermarket. (Though if you want to expand your options, I’ll tell you how.) All you’ll be doing is cooking with more vegetables. Ordinary vegetables, for that matter.

Whenever I speak in public, someone asks me if they must buy organic, locally raised food to eat like food matters. The answer is an unequivocal No. By reducing your consumption of animal products and junk food and increasing the amount of fresh produce in your diet, you’ll be eating in a way that’s better for you and for the planet. Period. That is the critical step and, fortunately, the easiest one. You can buy everything you need to eat sanely in any supermarket.

But since changing my diet, my awareness of what I’m eating has increased dramatically. And this will happen to you too, especially if you’re simultaneously cooking more. You might also see your food choices as a way to “vote with your mouth,” in an effort to change our food system. And since you’re eating less meat, fish, and poultry, you’ll probably have a little extra money in your grocery budget. So maybe you’ll start spending more on higher quality food.

Here’s the main point: Whatever the degree of your enthusiasm (or advocacy), anyone can cook like food matters. In fact, you could skip directly to the recipes on page 35 and begin now. But if you want to know more about specific ingredients, stocking your pantry, making simple substitutions, generally cooking with more plants, and using the recipes here, read on.


What Ingredients Matter

To cook delicious, fresh, and nourishing food, you’re going to have to start with good ingredients—real ingredients. That doesn’t necessarily mean expensive ingredients—fancy techniques and equipment are not my style, nor are they particularly useful for cooking like food matters—but it does mean unprocessed food.

Processed ingredients dominate supermarkets, but real ones are easy enough to find. There’s a wide variety of shelf-stable staples at supermarkets—grains, beans, spices, produce, of course, and more. There is way more than even a few years ago, and farmers’ markets—often the best option—are increasingly widespread.

The recipes in this book all give specific instructions for which items to buy or substitute in any given dish. But here’s some general information about how to shop for good ingredients, category by category:

Produce

The more you buy fresh produce, the better you’ll get at judging freshness and quality. Start taking some time to look for obvious flaws, rotten spots, mold, or discoloration. Though visual beauty doesn’t necessarily translate to flavor (as anyone who’s ever bought a ruby-red but wooden-tasting tomato knows), damaged produce rots faster.

Whenever possible, find out where your produce was grown. (As of 2009, most supermarket foods must be labeled with the country of origin.) Even if produce that travels long distances can be less expensive (and even more energy efficient, though that’s a topic of debate), it will almost never be as fresh as something grown nearby. I also try to eat fruits and vegetables when they’re in season, which helps minimize how much imported produce I buy. Learn to be flexible: whenever something on your shopping list doesn’t look fresh or isn’t in season, be willing to change your plans; with a few tips for easy substitutions (see page 18), swapping ingredients in recipes is easy.

If you’re concerned about consuming pesticides—and who isn’t?—you may want to buy organic produce at least some of the time. Produce being sold as “pesticide free,” especially from someone you know and trust, is another option, though this distinction isn’t regulated. It’s especially worthwhile to buy organic when it comes to fruits and vegetables with thin, edible, or no skins, like apples, berries, leafy greens, and potatoes. (Conventional bananas, avocados, onions, and shell beans are less likely to contain traces of pesticides. To see how the most popular fruits and veggies rank for pesticide residue, see http://www.foodnews.org/fulllist.php.) But, again, the important thing is to buy more vegetables. I still believe that in most cases, local, fresh produce trumps industrially grown organic, in large part because buying local usually means encouraging sustainable agriculture and supporting growers within your community. And buying industrially produced organic products—especially processed junk food—is still buying industrially produced food.

In winter it often makes sense to buy frozen vegetables, especially peas, “fresh” shell beans like favas and limas, Brussels sprouts, okra, and corn, all of which retain much of their flavor and texture when frozen. I also buy canned tomatoes for cooking during that part of the year when fresh are not in season.

When you eat like food matters, you go through loads of fruits and vegetables, so keep them handy. A bowl of fruit is a start of course, but you might also set aside a little time every day or two to prepare vegetables for snacking. If, for example, your refrigerator is stocked with a spinner full of salad greens, a container of celery and carrot sticks, and a bowl of steamed broccoli or roasted sweet potatoes, I guarantee you’ll eat them.


The Case for Gardening

Gardening is hotter than it has been since World War II, when 40 percent of America’s vegetables were grown in our backyards. Today, about a third of all Americans are growing some of their own produce or herbs. When the Obamas planted a vegetable garden on the White House lawn in the spring of 2009, it served to confirm what was happening—a full-blown, homegrown renaissance.

Most people say they garden for “better-tasting food,” and that’s as good a reason as any. And if you grow food instead of grass, you’re using land productively; you can even restore nutrients to it instead of relying on artificial fertilizers.

Anyone with a little time and a little space—even a spare ten square feet or a windowsill for potted herbs—can garden (www.garden.org is a good place to start, but there are literally hundreds of reputable resources). If you can’t garden at home, you might consider a community garden, or a cooperative agreement with a neighbor or two.




Substituting Seasonal Produce


Cooking with the seasons allows you to focus on what’s available locally and regionally and helps minimize the use of long-hauled fruits and vegetables. This chart—which you can read left to right or vice versa—is half inspirational and half practical, with ideas for exchanging ingredients within a season, or back and forth between seasons. For example, if you want to make a corn recipe in January, I suggest using frozen; but in the dead of winter, you have plenty of options if a recipe calls for cabbage.




	Season
	Vegetable or Fruit
	Easy Substitutions





	Winter 
	Beets
	Turnips or rutabagas



	 
	Cauliflower
	Broccoli, broccoflower, Romanesco, or broccoli rabe



	 
	Brussels sprouts
	Cabbage



	 
	Fennel
	Celery



	 
	Oranges
	Grapefruit, pomelos, clementines, tangelos, or tangerines



	 
	Cooking greens like kale, chard, escarole, mustard, beet greens, or bok choy
	All interchangeable; cooking time will vary depending on the thickness of their leaves and stems; or use cabbage



	 
	Leeks
	Onions, shallots, or scallions



	 
	Jícama
	Radishes, especially daikon; kohlrabi



	 
	Pineapple
	Oranges



	
Spring
	Asparagus
	Green beans, snap peas, or broccoli rabe



	 
	Lettuce and salad greens like arugula, mesclun, iceberg, romaine, spinach, and so on
	Raw, they’re all virtually interchangeable



	 
	Tender greens for cooking, like spinach or arugula
	Watercress or Napa cabbage



	 
	Rhubarb
	Cranberries or tart cherries



	 
	Fava beans
	Lima beans or edamame (frozen are fine)



	 
	Snap or snow peas, or fresh peas
	Frozen shelled peas



    	Summer
	Mango
	Papaya or cantaloupe



	 
	Basil
	Cilantro, mint, chives, or parsley



	 
	Peaches
	Apricots, plums, or nectarines



	 
	Cherries
	Currants, raspberries, blueberries, or grapes; for tart cherries, try cranberries



	 
	Cucumber
	Celery, kohlrabi, or water chestnuts



	 
	Corn
	Frozen corn



	 
	Tomatoes
	Canned tomatoes



	 
	Apricots or plums
	Dried apricots or plums



	 
	Bell peppers
	Mild cabbage like Napa or Savoy, or frozen bell peppers



    	Fall
	Shallots
	Any onion, especially red, or the white part of leeks



	 
	Eggplant
	Zucchini or summer squash



	 
	Apples
	Pears



	 
	Parsnips
	Carrots



	 
	Sweet potatoes
	Carrots, parsnips, or winter squash






Beef, Pork, and Lamb


Almost all supermarket meat is industrially raised—the animals are confined, fed an unnatural diet, then slaughtered and packaged in factories. That said, there are other options, though none is perfect.

Again, don’t think “organic” is an automatic solution: These animals may or may not be treated well or spend much time outdoors (for example, see “Poultry,” below). And, of course, eating 5 pounds a week of organic meat and poultry isn’t going to help reduce the environmental or moral impact of raising animals for food.

If you want meat from well-treated animals that are fed what they were born to eat and drugged only when they’re sick, you can find it. It’s expensive, it’s not sold everywhere (and it may taste different from what you’re used to!), but it’s out there. And increasingly, both in cities and out, you can buy such meat from local farmers, which is really the best of all worlds. Visit farmers’ markets, local food stores as opposed to chains, and co-ops, and talk to your friends. Since you’re going to be eating a lot less meat, paying more for it may not be so painful, and it will raise the overall quality of what you’re putting in your body.

No matter what kind of meat, poultry, or fish you buy, cooking with less takes a little practice. Since meat is so often sold in large quantities, the simplest thing is to buy what looks good, then divide it up when you get home and freeze what you don’t need for another time. (If you’re dealing with a butcher or fishmonger, just ask for smaller portions.) A kitchen scale is a handy tool until you get used to visualizing what 8 or 12 ounces of meat looks like.

In this book, the recipes that call for beef, pork, or lamb usually suggest the most full-flavored cut that is appropriate to the cooking technique. If more than one cut is an option, I’ll say so; if not, stick to the recipe for best results.

Poultry

The pitfalls of the USDA’s labeling guidelines are most evident with chicken. (See the paragraphs that follow.) I avoid mass-produced supermarket birds, since, even more than beef and pork, they’re a product of factories and an even worse eating experience. Recently, several major chicken producers have reduced or in some cases eliminated the routine use of antibiotics with their birds, though this change does not translate into better conditions for the chickens—or a better-tasting final product.

So-called natural labels don’t guarantee humane conditions or a lack of prophylactic drugs, so you’ve got to look for (and try to verify) whatever claims are made on the label. A “premium” distinction means nothing—some premium brands produce decently raised, decently flavored birds, but others are little more than factory farm chickens with a heftier price tag.

Kosher and organic chickens are at least produced according to well-defined rules. Birds labeled with the USDA organic seal must live free of cages, have access to the outdoors (usually quite limited), not receive antibiotics or other drugs, and eat only organic, non-GMO (genetically modified organism) feed. Kosher chickens generally start with better breeds than conventional chickens, have been slaughtered according to religious law (which may or may not be somewhat less horrific, depending on the company), and are presalted, which helps boost both flavor and texture.

“Free-range” chicken can be a bit of a scam—the terms “free range” and “free roaming” are regulated by the USDA, but all they mean is that the birds had some access to the outdoors. They might still spend most of their life in a tiny cage.

Again, your best bet is usually a locally raised chicken, available at farmers’ markets, specialty stores, and even some regular markets. Though more expensive—sometimes incredibly so, I’m sorry to say—at least you can find out how the bird was raised. And the price will remind you that meat is a treat and something that cannot be taken for granted.

For what it’s worth, ducks and turkeys are subject to the same labeling distinctions as chickens. Supermarket turkeys—and chickens and ducks and geese for that matter—are bred to grow abnormally large breasts and are, therefore, nothing like the birds that used to grace our holiday tables. But as with chickens, there are other options available.

Seafood

Eating fish is no longer the simple pleasure it was for millennia. Although wild fish is by far the healthiest animal product you can eat, there’s simply not enough of it to go around; we must see it as a treat, so I advocate choosing seafood that’s not only safe (uncontaminated with lead, mercury, or other pollutants) but also sustainable.

Farmed seafood may become a viable alternative to wild fish, but the impact aquaculture has on the environment and safety is not what we’d want it to be. And most of it still tastes bland at best and muddy at worst. (One notable exception is the time-honored tradition of farming mollusks, like clams and oysters; this is not only sustainable but also yields a good product.)

Fish is a fast-changing field, so it’s worth an occasional visit to the websites of the Blue Ocean Institute http://www.blueocean.org/home, Monterey Bay Aquarium http://www.montereybayaquarium.org/cr/seafoodwatch.aspx, and Environmental Defense Fund http://www.edf.org/page.cfm?tagID=17694. But the specifics you need to make truly informed decisions are difficult to come by. For one thing, the species susceptible to overfishing change constantly. For another, we’re at the mercy of supermarket labels, restaurant chefs, and fishmongers to tell us the truth. And they may not even know what they’re really buying or selling.

The seafood recipes here represent a new approach for me. In most cases, the ingredients list (for example) “sturdy” or “firm” thick white fish fillets or steaks, in which case I’m suggesting you choose something sustainable—and, ideally, local—that will stand up to turning in a pan or on a grill. What I’m saying is that the name of the fish is less important than either the qualities the recipe needs or the practicality of finding the fish. If I call for “cod,” there’s both a chance of your not finding it or of it being overfished, or imported from 10,000 miles away. If I call for “thick white fillets,” you have a better shot.

When recipes call for specific seafood like shrimp, crab, clams or mussels, scallops, mackerel, or in rare cases salmon or tuna, it’s best to choose American-caught or -raised over their foreign counterparts, which tend to be less well monitored and regulated.

Fish and shellfish have a short shelf life, so check out as many fish counters as it takes to find one that’s spotlessly clean and sells the best-cared-for seafood. Though superfresh is ideal, whether the fish is “fresh” or frozen matters less than how it looks and smells now. Trust your nostrils; good fish has little or no smell other than that of seawater, and firm, unblemished, nongaping flesh. Try to avoid prewrapped fish; it might look nice, but you can’t really know how fresh it is until you smell it.

Once you get seafood home, the best way to store it is in a pan packed with ice. If that’s not possible, keep it in the coldest part of the refrigerator (usually at the back of the top-to-middle shelves) and cook it as soon as you can.


Substituting Seafood, Poultry, Meat, and Dairy


Although beef and pork have many differences, they—and other meats, fish, and poultry—are (to beginning cooks at least) surprisingly interchangeable in recipes. Just use your judgment when seasoning, so you don’t overpower mild or subtle flavors. That said, here are some suggestions for making simple swaps:




	Foods
	Easy Substitutions





	Shrimp
	Scallops, squid, or crawfish



	Lump crab meat
	Cooked lobster or shrimp



	Mussels
	Clams or oysters



	Tuna
	Mackerel, swordfish, or sardines



	Salmon
	Trout, char



	Boneless chicken breasts
	Boneless chicken thighs (they generally take a little longer to cook); pork, turkey, or veal cutlets



	Chicken (cutlets, boneless parts, or cut up for stir-fry)
	Pork (chops, tenderloin medallions, or cut-up shoulder), or turkey



	Ground beef
	Ground pork, turkey, chicken, lamb, or shrimp



	Short ribs
	Lamb shanks, beef brisket, or bone-in chicken or turkey legs



	Beef roasts
	Lamb shoulder, pork shoulder, or boneless chicken thighs



	Boneless or bone-in pork shoulder
	Boneless or bone-in fresh ham, beef chuck, or lamb shoulder; or beef chuck or brisket



	Butterflied leg of lamb
	Flank steak or tri-tip



	Bone-in leg of lamb
	Pork rib roast



	Sour cream
	Yogurt (drained if possible)



	Parmesan cheese
	Pecorino Romano, grana Padano, dry Jack, Manchego, or Asiago



	Heavy cream
	Half-and-half (unless you’re whipping it)



	Crème fraîche
	Heavy cream, lightly whipped






Eggs and Dairy


Organic standards are the same for laying hens as for chickens raised for meat, and many of the same misleading claims are made about eggs. But neither “free range” nor “cage free” tell you much about how the hens were treated. Other popular egg labels include “omega-3” (the hens were fed an omega-3 rich diet to increase the amount of supposedly beneficial fat in their eggs—a marketing ploy) and “vegetarian” (the chickens weren’t fed animal products; this isn’t nationally regulated). There are also a few third-party egg labeling groups interested in animal welfare; “Certified Humane,” “Free Farmed,” and “Animal Care Certified” all refer to the chickens’ living conditions regarding air, water, food, noise, stress, and living space.

Note that egg grade, as determined by the USDA, is based on appearance, shape, and quality of an egg. AA and A are nearly identical; B eggs are lower grade but are generally sold to industrial kitchens, not individual consumers. The USDA also judges eggs based on size; extra-large and large are the most common and fairly interchangeable. I assume you’re using large eggs in the recipes here.

It boils down to this: If you can, buy eggs from a local farmer whom you trust.

When it comes to dairy products, though, local is not necessarily better; real Parmesan cheese, for instance, comes only from Italy. But there are many burgeoning cheesemaking regions in the United States, and fresh dairy products from small, independent dairies are widely available at farmers’ markets. Sometimes local milk isn’t homogenized, so the cream rises to the top; this is great if you want to make your own yogurt or cheese.

You can also buy national brands of organic milk at most supermarkets, but be skeptical. On many large-scale organic dairy operations, cows are confined in feedlots no different from those on conventional dairy operations, and organic milk might actually be reconstituted from powdered milk shipped from across the globe.

I use primarily whole milk and yogurt, which give you the best flavor and texture, though you can substitute reduced-fat (2 percent) or low-fat (1 percent) milk if you feel it necessary. (Fat-free, skim, and nonfat—which all mean the same thing—tend to be insipid and watery.) In baking recipes I sometimes call for buttermilk, which is a thick, cultured liquid that’s easy enough to find in supermarkets. Yogurt is a perfect substitute, or you can sour milk by adding 1 tablespoon white vinegar to 1 cup regular milk and letting it sit for a few minutes.

Cream and half-and-half are valuable ingredients in the Food Matters kitchen, since a tiny amount can make a huge difference in flavor and texture. Look for brands that aren’t ultrapasteurized and don’t have any additives or emulsifiers. Butter is another irreplaceably rich ingredient that you’ll often want in small quantities; buy unsalted (also called sweet) butter—since salt acts as a preservative, unsalted butter tends to be fresher. (This also means that you get to control the amount of salt you add to recipes.) Many European-style, higher fat butters are now available; they tend to be of good quality. (You can freeze butter if you like.)

The Basic Food Matters Pantry

When I say basic, I mean basic—these are the handful of ingredients you should always keep around for quick, easy, Food Matters meals. As your repertoire and interests expand, you’ll want to start adding unfamiliar foods (see The Advanced Food Matters Pantry, below). In general, it pays to buy items in bulk when possible; they tend to be cheaper and are often of better quality than their prepackaged counterparts (they also require less packaging). That said, here goes:

Grains. Buy an assortment of whole and ground grains. My short list: short- and long-grain brown rice, medium- or coarse-ground cornmeal (which can serve as grits and polenta), rolled and/or steel-cut oats, bulgur, and whole wheat flour. Whole grains, because of their natural oils, tend to go rancid faster than those that are processed and milled to remove their fattier outer layers. So if you won’t go through them quickly, store them in the freezer. (For more about specific grains, see the sidebar on page 268.)

Beans. I cook my own beans 90 percent of the time (there’s no need to soak them), though canned—more expensive and not quite as good—are undeniably handy. I store both and recommend you do too. (It’s worth noting that there’s concern about the safety of bisphenol A or BPA, the plastic used to line most canned foods—see the “Canned tomatoes” entry on page 27.) When you cook your own, beans become a convenient pantry item since after cooking, they can be refrigerated for days or frozen for months. Cannellini or other white beans and chickpeas are good ones to start with (if you like red beans or black beans, by all means start there), as are lentils, which cook in a half hour, sometimes less.

Dried pasta and noodles. The best dried pasta comes from Italy (why wouldn’t it?). I use both semolina (white) and whole wheat pasta but now reserve regular pasta for treats. Buy whatever shapes you like; it’s nice to have some variety. Asian noodles are also extremely useful; I like soba, since it’s either all or part whole grain, and brown-rice fettuccine is starting to win me over, but thin white rice noodles are also great to have on hand.

Extra virgin olive oil. Your go-to fat for cooking, roasting, pan-frying, and drizzling. Don’t worry about country of origin or price, unless you’re an aficionado with a big budget. Since it goes rancid in sunlight or near heat within a month or so after opening, keep only what you’ll use in a couple of weeks on the counter; store the bulk of it in a dark cupboard or in the refrigerator. (It will become cloudy and thick when chilled but will revert to its normal texture and color at room temperature.)

Other oils. For high-heat cooking and most deep-frying, or when a dish calls for non-Mediterranean flavors, you’ll want something other than olive oil. My recipes call for “vegetable oil,” meaning you can use any neutral-flavored oil, like grapeseed, sunflower, safflower, corn, or peanut, which is best for Asian dishes. (I don’t like the taste of canola oil.) Look for minimally processed, high-quality, cold-pressed oil whenever possible.

Long-keeping vegetables and fruits. There are vegetables you’ll use almost daily, especially those known as “aromatics”: onions, garlic, shallots, carrots, and celery. Others—cabbage, root vegetables, potatoes, of course, and winter squash—also store well. It’s not a bad idea to keep a few frozen vegetables on hand, too—spinach, peas, and corn are good, providing they are not processed with any chemicals (most are not). Citrus and apples keep in the refrigerator for weeks, which makes them infinitely handy.

Dried fruit, nuts, and seeds. Excellent both for snacking and for cooking. Because of their high fat content, nuts and seeds go bad quickly, so store them in the fridge or freezer if you’re not planning to use them within a couple of weeks. I include unsweetened coconut and nut butters in this category, too, especially peanut butter and tahini, both of which can become the foundation for excellent sauces. Dried fruits (including but not limited to raisins) add a nice touch to pilafs, bean dishes, and desserts.

Fish, meat, poultry, and dairy. There is obviously a place for animal products in the Food Matters pantry. These are the most important:

Eggs: Possibly the most useful of all animal products.

Parmesan cheese: An expensive investment but not bad per serving (it lasts forever) and grated over almost any salad or pasta dish, just killer. It absolutely must be genuine Parmigiano-Reggiano; don’t waste your money on anything else.

Bacon: Keep a hunk in the freezer or fridge and use it an ounce at a time for seasoning. Prosciutto, guanciale, and other cured and/or smoked meats serve much the same purpose.

Butter: As an occasional alternative to olive oil in cooking or flavoring, a real pleasure. Often just a tablespoon makes an impact.

Canned tuna and anchovies: Preferably packed in olive oil.

Canned tomatoes. In most parts of the country, good fresh tomatoes are a summer luxury; luckily, canned and boxed are a truly decent (not to mention easy and inexpensive) substitute. Diced tomatoes make life a little easier, though I usually buy whole canned (preferably plum) tomatoes, which are more versatile, and chop them myself when necessary. (Stay away from crushed or puréed, which are too watery.) Tomato paste—especially from a tube—is also a boon. Always look for canned tomatoes with few or no additives and seasonings. And because there is growing concern about the safety of the plastic coating used to line the inside of most cans (known as BPA or bisphenol A), you might want to seek out processed tomatoes that are packed in boxes or jars, or look for cans that are labeled BPA-free.

Salt and black pepper. With good ingredients and simple cooking, these gain importance. Invest in a grinder and buy whole black peppercorns; the difference is huge. For salt, kosher (which is not iodized like table salt) has a pure flavor I love (I like the feel of it for cooking, too). Sea salt is marginally better than mined salt. Trendy, expensive salts are unnecessary.

Fresh herbs. If you were to buy a bunch of every type of herb you see whenever you went to the store, you’d be wasting your money—and a lot of herbs, since it’s impossible to use that much. Instead, buy a couple at a time—the ones that look best—and use them until you need more; many are interchangeable anyway. Parsley is the most useful (and best in winter), but basil, mint, dill, rosemary, thyme, and cilantro are also great to have around. Rinse the entire bunch and put them in a cup or vase of water—like flowers—then cover with a plastic bag for even longer keeping, and refrigerate.

Spices, chiles, and dried herbs. For the most part, these are inexpensive, last a long time (I figure a year, but many keep them around longer), and don’t take up much room, so buy as big an assortment as you can. Primary spices (for me; you may feel differently): cardamom, cumin, fennel seeds, pimentón (smoky Spanish paprika), cinnamon, coriander, ground ginger, nutmeg. Dried herbs are trickier, because other than sage, thyme, rosemary, oregano, and tarragon, they’re generally way inferior to fresh. It pays to have a variety of chiles on hand, too: hot (like Thai), mild (like pasilla), and perhaps smoked (like chipotle). For blends, you’ll want curry and chili powders. Ethnic markets and online specialists (like Penzeys, www.penzeys.com) are great resources for all these items.

Vinegar. If you buy only one vinegar, make it sherry vinegar, which is the most versatile and most flavorful and the best buy for the money. Keep in mind that genuine sherry vinegar has “vinagre de Jerez” somewhere on its label. My next choice is rice vinegar, which is low in acid and extremely useful for Asian-style dishes. If you like acidity as a seasoning or eat a lot of salads, good balsamic, red wine, and white wine vinegars are also handy. And when vinegar appears in a recipe here, feel free to add more to taste.

Soy sauce. Look for brands that contain no more than soy, wheat, salt, water, and bacteria, and avoid those that contain textured vegetable protein (TVP) or caramel coloring.

Other condiments. Good-quality coarse and/or smooth mustards; ketchup if you’re a fan (I am); mayonnaise (you can make your own, of course). Barbecue sauce, hot sauce, salsas, pickles, relishes—these are all optional but, unless they’re loaded with sugar, completely fine.

Sweeteners. Sugar is fine in moderation, but it’s a little one-dimensional; maple syrup and honey deliver both flavor and sweetness. (See Refined Sugars and Other Sweeteners, page 554.)

Baking soda, baking powder, instant yeast, and white flour. Requisite for most baking, obviously.



A Quick Guide to Changing the Seasonings in Virtually Any Recipe

You know you’re becoming an intuitive cook when you start changing recipes, and one of the easiest ways to do that is with basic flavorings. Here are the basics:

Herbs: Fresh herbs will always have a brighter flavor than dried. Use stronger herbs like rosemary, thyme, tarragon, sage, and oregano more sparingly than their tamer cousins (parsley, basil, cilantro, mint, dill, chives). As a rule of thumb: In dishes that serve four, it is rare that you’ll need more than a tablespoon of the strong herbs (a teaspoon of fresh tarragon is usually enough for most dishes) and one-quarter to one-half cup of the mild ones. For dried, use even less.

Aromatics: Garlic, onions, shallots, scallions, and fresh ginger can be swapped for one another or used in combination. Increase or decrease the quantity to your taste: For some people, a clove of garlic is garlicky enough for a whole dish; for others, ten cloves aren’t enough.

Spices and chiles: If you’re new to improvising, spice blends (like curry and chili powders or other specialized blends) add the most bang for the buck and are easier (and less risky) than experimenting with combining single spices. Fresh hot chiles, dried and smoked chiles, and canned chiles can all be switched for one another, added to almost any dish, or omitted from any dish if you don’t like things too fiery.

Sweeteners: Hardly compulsory, but a teaspoon or more of sugar, honey, molasses, or some chopped dried fruit can complement and enhance many savory dishes.

Nuts and seeds: Consider virtually all nuts and seeds interchangeable—and remember that almost all varieties taste better if you toast them first. (Heat them gently in a dry skillet, shaking occasionally, until fragrant.) Adding nuts to a dish as a garnish adds another layer of texture and flavor, as well as a little bit of protein.

Acids: Many dishes—especially those high in fat—benefit from a little acidity to counterbalance the richness. Just be careful not to overdo it. Balsamic vinegar, sherry vinegar, red wine vinegar, and lemon juice are used often in European dishes; rice vinegar and lime juice are more common in Asian recipes; orange juice can be used in either.

Fats: Oils and butter have their own unique flavors (see pages 26 and 27), so when in doubt, go with a neutral-tasting vegetable oil. Melted butter, of course, adds creaminess (don’t use butter in dishes that are going to be served cold, or it’ll congeal). Cream and coconut milk are also good substitutes—in small doses—for oils and butter.

Salty additions: Cheese, cured meats, olives, capers, anchovies, and soy or fish sauce can add a nice hit of saltiness (as well as a rich texture); when replacing one with another, remember that a little goes a long way.




The Advanced Food Matters Pantry


If you have the room, the money, and the curiosity, you’ll soon want to add to your pantry; most of these foods keep for long periods of time, so it’s easy enough to give yourself more options, all without frequent shopping. My kitchen has most of these things in it most of the time:

More grains and beans. Some of my personal favorites: quinoa (perennially underappreciated, and really fantastic), farro, hominy (with all the flavor you love in corn tortillas), and whole wheat couscous (actually a pasta, but used as if it were a grain). For beans, try pintos, black beans, or black-eyed peas; frozen favas, lima beans, edamame, or other fresh shell beans. Red lentils and yellow and green split peas are great for dals and soups. Check out, too, the pretty, flavorful (and generally expensive) so-called heirloom beans, which are available at natural food stores or by mail order.

Dried mushrooms. Soak them in boiling water until they’re soft (anywhere from 10 to 30 minutes, depending on how dehydrated they are) and you’ve got two super-flavorful ingredients: the mushrooms themselves and the soaking liquid. Porcini (cèpes) and shiitakes are the most versatile. Buy the first in bulk and the second in Asian stores; do not buy little tiny (overpriced) packages at the supermarket.

Bread crumbs. It’s easy to make these yourself—just put stale bread in a food processor and crush—but if you must buy, panko (Japanese bread crumbs) are best. (Some are even made with whole wheat flour now.)

Capers. Packed in vinegar or salt, their briny flavor and subtle crunch are incomparable. Especially valuable for people who don’t like or won’t eat anchovies.

Miso. Few single ingredients are more complex than miso paste, which is made from fermented soybeans, rice or barley, and salt. Stir it into soups for instant complexity, or just add water for a quick sauce, marinade, or dressing. White, red, and brown are virtually interchangeable as long as you keep in mind that darker miso is stronger in flavor.

Sesame oil. Made of roasted sesame seeds and sold in Asian markets and many supermarkets. Adds a smooth, fragrant finish to stir-fries and other Asian dishes.

Sea greens (seaweed). Flavorful and high in protein, vitamins, and minerals. Hijiki, kombu (kelp), and nori (laver) are particularly fun to use in salads and stir-fries. Soak in hot water until pliable (from 5 minutes for the thin types to 20 minutes or more for kombu and other thick leaves).

Coconut milk. Unsweetened coconut milk (even the “light” or reduced-fat kind if you’re worried about extra calories) adds flavorful creaminess to all sorts of dishes, but especially curries.

Tofu. Refrigerated bricks come packed in their own liquid and will keep for a few weeks. Bulk (unpackaged) tofu must be kept in water in the fridge; change the water every day or two and use it as soon as you can. (If it starts to smell sour, cut a slice from every side before using.) Some tofu is sold in shelf-stable boxes, doesn’t need to be refrigerated, and keeps for months. Pressed tofu also keeps a long time.

Interesting Asian seasonings. Fermented black beans, nam pla (fish sauce), hoisin sauce, tamarind paste, curry paste, mirin, and sake are all worth your consideration if you want to make a lot of Asian dishes. If you start getting enthusiastic about spices, buy them whole: they’re cheaper and keep longer and have better flavor than ground. Toast lightly in a dry skillet (see page 29), then grind them in small quantities in a (clean) coffee grinder or with a mortar and pestle.

Other flours. If you’re a regular baker or someone who wants to explore the world of sweet and savory baking, you’ll want brown-rice flour, masa harina, buckwheat flour, whole wheat pastry flour, chickpea flour, and maybe more. (See page 518 for some specific descriptions.)

Wine. If you drink it, you already have it; a splash in place of water or stock is rarely a bad idea.


Making Meals Vegan


If you were a full-time vegan, you probably wouldn’t be reading this book. But maybe you’re interested in taking even more animal foods out of your diet. The recipes here are a good place to start, since the focus is always on vegetables, grains, or beans and the substitutions are relatively easy.

Where vegan dishes often disappoint is not flavor but texture. It’s tough to mimic the cooking characteristics of eggs, butter, cream, and meat. But as long as you pay attention to include foods that deliver some crunch, chew, heft, and creaminess, you can cook very well without using any animal products at all.

Commercial meat substitutes—those patties, burgers, “riblets,” and sausage links made of processed soy protein, industrial seasonings, and who knows what else—always taste like, well, fake meat. In my world, they’re a small step above junk food, and I come down—as always—on the side of real food.

But tofu and tempeh, and to a lesser degree, seitan (a sliceable food made from concentrated wheat gluten), can serve as good stand-ins for animal products: You can stir-fry strips of firm or pressed tofu or seitan, for example, just as you would chicken, pork, or shrimp, and crumbled tempeh is a fair approximation, texture-wise, of ground beef. Beans, of course, when mashed and mixed with vegetables or grains and spices, make excellent burgers.

There are decent vegan substitutes for other animal foods, too, but they’re nowhere near perfect. (Eggs are nearly impossible to replace, and without them or butter you’ll never be able to duplicate the magic of most baked foods; but you can get some surprisingly good results, as you’ll see with the desserts on pages 571 and 579. Here’s a quick rundown of direct substitutions for vegan cooking:




	Instead of …
	Use …





	Milk
	For sweetness: nut milk
For neutrality: oat milk or rice milk
For creaminess: soy milk
For thickness and richness: coconut milk



	Butter
	Vegetable or olive oil, frozen or refrigerated until solid and opaque



	
Honey
	Maple syrup
Brown sugar warmed in a little water



	Eggs (in baking; per egg)
	2 tablespoons water mixed with 1 tablespoon vegetable oil and 1 teaspoon cornstarch
3 tablespoons silken tofu



	Cheese
	For richness and flavor contrast: ground nuts or toasted bread crumbs
For creaminess: silken tofu or crumbled firm tofu






A Word About Technique

Cooking is cooking. I don’t use any techniques that everyone else doesn’t use (in fact, I probably use fewer and I tend to use simple, visual terms like “cook” and “bubble” instead of “sauté” and “simmer”), but you’ll be amazed how efficiently meals come together when you free yourself from the American convention of putting meat at the center of the plate with a starch and a vegetable on the side.

I do increasing amounts of one-pot cooking, building dishes by, for example, searing a little meat or poultry in a skillet, then removing it once it’s brown, adding some aromatic vegetables to the fat and cooking them until they’re fragrant, then tossing in more vegetables, grains, beans, spices, liquid, and so on—finally, I add back the meat and heat it through a minute. This fluid style combines various techniques, saves time, and results in full-flavored, nice-looking dishes that don’t take a lot of work. Other dishes come together in a roasting pan, under the broiler, on the grill, or even on the plate.

I’m also keen on serving dishes at room temperature, since many plant foods don’t need to be piping hot to be thoroughly enjoyable. (The recipe directions indicate which dishes work best this way and how long ahead of time they can be made.) This takes the pressure off of timing everything to be ready simultaneously and makes the cooking experience more enjoyable.


Using The Food Matters Cookbook


The Food Matters Cookbook is a little unusual; it contains nine chapters, none of which focus on meat, poultry, fish, eggs, or dairy. But this is by no means a vegetarian cookbook. Rather, it’s a cookbook that—like the entire Food Matters concept—encourages you to think about food proportions differently, by considering grains, vegetables, and legumes as the center of your meal and animal products as garnishes, flavor enhancements, treats, and treasures. This means setting aside preconceived notions of a square meal consisting of a serving each of meat, starch, and vegetables. Instead, you’ll find all these components integrated in (I hope) interesting, novel, and appealing ways.

With the exception of desserts and other dishes that take extra time to make but store well (like some bean dishes, for example), the recipes in this book generally serve four. This estimate is based on the assumption that you’re serving the dish as the main focus of a meal, with perhaps one or two simple sides—like plain steamed vegetables or a salad—and that the people you’re serving are hungry. If you’re serving a dish as a snack or appetizer, or alongside several other equally hearty dishes, any recipe might easily stretch to feed six to eight.

To build feasts around these recipes, serve a soup or appetizer first, and add cooked vegetables or salads on the side (there are recipes here for those, too, of course). Or cook several dishes from different chapters and put them all out at once. This is an especially nice way to entertain since (as I mentioned above) so much of the food here can be served at room temperature.

Onward. Remember the seesaw!


Key to the Icons.

[image: Image] Fast. If you have even a little experience, you can make these dishes in 30 minutes or less.

[image: Image] Make-Ahead. You can prepare the dish, either in full or to a certain point, and store it (usually in the fridge) before finishing or serving it, or serve it warm or at room temperature.

[image: Image] Pantry Staple. These are the simple grain, bean, vegetable, and condiment preparations that I consider basic and essential. I suggest that you make pantry staples frequently and in large quantities, so that you’ll have them at your fingertips when you need them. (For lists that sort recipes by their icon, see pages 589–603.)
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[image: Appetizers and Snacks]


Why deny it? When you eat more plant foods and fewer animal products, you’re probably going to eat more often—so snacking takes on increased importance. This is a good thing: Most current research indicates that eating several small meals is better for your metabolism, energy level, and weight management than piling it on your plate three times a day.

This chapter, then, takes on more significance than the typical appetizer chapter, with plenty of satisfying tidbits that mimic the sweetness, saltiness, and crunch of the things you might crave from packages, but without their downsides. These are recipes you can make days ahead of time, grab fast, pack up to go, whatever works.

But it’s important to note the other—even easier—snacks that take almost no work at all. It’s cliché, I know, but fruit, nuts, celery and carrot sticks, peanut butter on a whole grain cracker, last night’s leftover vegetables, more fruit—these are foods that often get me through the day.

In any case, the dishes here are mostly foods you can bring to your mouth with fingers, toothpicks, or skewers. All are designed to work for both everyday eating and casual celebrations. In other words, there is nothing too fancy or time consuming, and since all of the more substantial recipes make between four and eight servings, you can eat them alone as a light meal, part of a multicourse feast or buffet, or as a tasty little something before dinner.


Seasoned Popcorn






	Makes: 4 to 8 servings

	Time: About 10 minutes [image: Image] [image: Image]






Real hot popcorn is one of nature’s ultimate convenience foods. I can’t say this strongly enough: There’s no reason to use microwavable packages, no matter how “natural” they claim to be. Any popcorn can be microwaved, as you’ll see below.

Toss the popcorn with extra ingredients while it’s still warm and the seasonings will stick pretty well, even without adding any more fat. You can even cook popcorn in olive oil as long as you lower the heat as needed to keep it from burning; the flavor is delicious.

2 to 3 tablespoons vegetable oil

½ cup popping corn

2 to 4 tablespoons butter or olive oil, optional

Salt (and other seasonings from the list that follows if you like)

1. Put the vegetable oil in a large, deep pan (6 quarts or so). Turn the heat to medium, add 3 kernels of corn, and cover.

2. When the kernels pop, remove the lid and add the remaining corn. Cover and shake the pot, holding the lid on. Cook, shaking the pot occasionally, until the popping sound stops after about 5 minutes. Meanwhile, melt the butter or gently warm the olive oil if you’re using it.

3. Turn the popcorn into a large bowl; drizzle with butter or olive oil if you like, and sprinkle with salt while tossing the popcorn. Serve immediately.

Microwave Popcorn (Makes 2 to 4 servings). In a small glass container, or a brown paper lunch bag, combine ¼ cup popping corn with ¼ teaspoon salt and fold the top of the bag over a couple of times. Microwave on high for 2 to 3 minutes, until there are 4 or 5 seconds between pops. Open the bag or container carefully, because steam will have built up. Toss with your seasonings and a drizzle of butter or olive oil or serve as is.

Garlic Popcorn. Use the optional butter or oil and as you melt or heat it, add a tablespoon minced garlic and cook until soft and turning golden. Strain the garlic bits out as you pour the butter over the popcorn—or not.



A Dozen Ways to Spike Your Popcorn

Toss any of these with just-cooked popcorn, alone or in combination. Since some are more potent than others, start with a light sprinkle and taste as you go.

Chopped fresh herbs

Black pepper

Chili powder

Curry powder, or garam or chaat masala

Old Bay seasoning

Five-spice powder

Toasted sesame seeds

Cayenne or red chile flakes

Grated Parmesan cheese

Brown sugar

Finely ground nuts or shredded, unsweetened coconut

Chopped dried fruit



Gorp, Your Way






	Makes: 4 cups

	Time: 10 minutes [image: Image] [image: Image] [image: Image]






The classic hiker’s snack is an acronym for “good old raisins and peanuts,” but you can jazz it up a bit to make an always appealing afternoon pick-me-up (I keep a batch at my desk) or a predinner nosh with drinks.

Toasting the nuts before tossing them with the other ingredients helps intensify their flavor, but if that’s too much bother, just throw everything in a jar or bag, shake, and away you go. Sub any nut and dried fruit here and be sure to check out the ideas below. You might also play with the proportions—I, for example, like more peanuts than raisins.

2 cups peanuts, salted or not

2 cups raisins

Salt, optional

1. Toast the peanuts in a large dry skillet over low heat, shaking the pan until the nuts are fragrant and just beginning to brown, about 5 minutes.

2. Combine the warm peanuts with the raisins and salt to taste in a bowl and serve, or store, tightly covered, for a couple weeks.

Chile-Cherry Gorp. In Step 2, add a tablespoon or so chili powder (with or without a pinch of ground dried chiles or cayenne pepper) and toss with dried cherries instead of raisins.

Cinnamon-Cocoa Gorp. Especially good with hazelnuts instead of peanuts. In Step 2, add 1 teaspoon cinnamon and 1 teaspoon unsweetened cocoa powder. For even more chocolatiness, add 1 cup semisweet chocolate chips (wait a few minutes for the peanuts to cool to prevent the chocolate from melting).

Spanish Gorp. A special party treat, best eaten within a couple of hours. Substitute almonds for the peanuts and chopped apricots or dates (or a combination) for the raisins. In Step 2, add about ½ cup each cubed smoked chorizo and Manchego cheese, along with 1 teaspoon pimentón (or regular paprika) and 1 teaspoon grated orange zest. Toss immediately.

Coconut-Curry Gorp. Golden raisins are nice here. Use pistachios instead of peanuts and add 1 cup unsweetened coconut (ribbons are better than flakes) to the skillet in Step 1. Add 1 tablespoon curry powder to the warm nut mixture just before tossing with the raisins.

Sesame-Ginger Gorp. In Step 1, add 2 tablespoons sesame seeds to the peanuts after they’ve warmed for a couple minutes. Add 2 tablespoons chopped crystallized ginger and 1 tablespoon soy sauce along with the raisins in Step 2 (go easy on the salt).

Seaweed Gorp. Walnuts are good here. In Step 1, when the nuts are just about toasted, add ½ cup shredded nori (or arame or dulse). Proceed with the recipe.

Breakfast Gorp. Add 2 cups granola (for homemade, see page 276) with the fruit in Step 2.

Tropical Gorp. Substitute pecans for the peanuts. Substitute chopped dried bananas for the raisins and add chopped dried mango, pineapple, or papaya, or unsweetened coconut ribbons, alone or in combination.


Crispy Rice Treats






	Makes: About 3 dozen bite-size balls

	Time: 15 minutes [image: Image] [image: Image]






Like its white rice counterpart, crispy brown rice—what Snap, Crackle, and Pop would make if they were health nuts rather than marketing stooges—is both a ready-to-eat cereal and a useful ingredient. (You can buy it under several brand names at natural food stores and some supermarkets.) You’ll never miss the marshmallows in this sweet, savory, spicy, and nutty snack.

2 cups crispy brown rice

1 cup peanut, almond, or cashew butter

¼ cup honey or maple syrup

½ cup chopped peanuts, almonds, or cashews

½ cup chopped dried apricots

1 tablespoon curry powder

Salt and black pepper

½ cup shredded, unsweetened coconut, toasted if you like

Combine the crispy brown rice, nut butter, sweetener, nuts, fruit, curry powder, and a sprinkling of salt and pepper in a large bowl. Using wet hands, form into walnut-size balls and roll them in the shredded coconut. Serve immediately, or store in a tightly covered container at room temperature for up to several days.

Crispy Tahini Rice Balls. Omit the nuts and coconut. Substitute tahini for the peanut butter and dates for the apricots. Roll the balls in sesame seeds instead of the coconut.


Fruit and Cereal Bites






	Makes: About 3 dozen bite-size balls

	Time: About 1 hour, largely unattended [image: Image] [image: Image]






You can turn your favorite ready-to-eat whole grain cereal into something halfway between a bonbon and an energy bar with little effort and just a few extra ingredients. Any dried fruit will do here; dates and dried plums are particularly sweet and smooth.

1½ cups dried fruit (see the headnote)

2 tablespoons vegetable oil

2 tablespoons honey, optional

Fruit juice or water as needed

1 cup ready-to-eat breakfast cereal, like granola (for homemade, see page 276), crumbled shredded wheat, or any whole grain flakes or “nuts”

Shredded, unsweetened coconut, finely ground nuts, or cocoa for rolling, optional

1. Put the dried fruit, oil, and honey if you’re using it in a food processor and purée until smooth, adding fruit juice a little at a time to keep the machine running. You’ll need to stop once or twice to scrape down the sides of the bowl. (Add small amounts of water or fruit juice if the fruit is dried out and is not processing.) Fold in the cereal until evenly distributed.

2. Take a heaping tablespoon of the mixture and roll it into a ball. Then, if you like, roll the ball around in the coconut, nuts, or cocoa. Put the balls between layers of waxed paper in a tightly covered container and refrigerate until set, about 45 minutes. Eat immediately, or store in the fridge for up to several days. You can also wrap the balls individually in wax paper, like candies.

Fruit and Cereal Bars. Line an 8- or 9-inch square or round pan with foil. Follow the recipe through Step 1. Spread the mixture in the pan, pushing it into the corners and evening the top. If you like, dust the top with coconut, nuts, or cocoa. Refrigerate until set, then cut into squares.


Radishes with Olive Oil and Sea Salt






	Makes: 4 to 8 servings

	Time: 20 minutes [image: Image] [image: Image]






It’s hard to argue with radishes dipped in butter and sea salt, unless, of course, you’d rather skip the butter. Try this classic snack with extra virgin olive oil for a delicious spin on the original. And to expand this recipe into full-blown crudités, see the sidebar on page 44.

½ cup olive oil

2 tablespoons coarse sea salt

1 pound assorted radishes

1. Pour the oil into one or more ramekins or small bowls, season it with a little salt, and put some more salt nearby in another small bowl or plate.

2. Leave the radishes whole or halve or quarter them as you like. Refrigerate them in a bowl of ice water until ready to serve, up to several hours. Serve the radishes alongside the olive oil and salt for dipping and sprinkling.

Daikon with Sesame Oil and Sea Salt. Use daikon radishes, peeled and sliced crosswise into coins. Substitute sesame oil for the olive oil.


Reverse Antipasto

In America, at least, antipasto is pretty heavy on cured meats and all sorts of hard and soft cheeses. Antipasto, Food Matters style is a little different and, in fact, more like what you’d find in Italy. You may still want one or two kinds of meat and cheese; see if you can find good-quality sopressata, prosciutto, bocconcini (fresh mozzarella balls), or pecorino; keep the amounts moderate, though, so they take up about a quarter of your serving platter. Fill another quarter of your plate with good olives, dried fruit, spiced nuts, sweet or hot pickles, and roasted garlic (for homemade, see page 421).

For the rest of the platter, go wild with vegetables: fennel, artichoke hearts, bell peppers, zucchini, broccoli, cauliflower, carrots, asparagus, mushrooms. To marinate them, bring 1 cup red wine vinegar, ¾ cup olive oil, 1 quart water, a little garlic, 2 tablespoons salt, and the herbs of your choice to a boil. Add the vegetables of your choice and let them cool to room temperature before refrigerating them for up to a month.

How to Prep, Store, and Serve Crudités

Some vegetables—not all, but some—are really terrific raw; others need cooking, even if you’re going to serve them cold. My rules of thumb: cucumber, cherry tomatoes, radishes, celery, summer squash, jícama, and carrots—all good as is. Beets, turnips, and other root vegetables—only good raw if thinly sliced or young, small, and not woody. Potatoes and sweet potatoes must be cooked until completely tender but not mushy. Cook everything else for a few seconds—until that fleeting moment when the color turns quite vibrant—and shock it in a bowl of ice water to cool it back down quickly.

Before cooking, cut the vegetables into coins, spears, or pieces (or in the case of cauliflower and broccoli, break them into florets) that are big enough to be dipped but not so big that you’re left with a big piece of vegetable in your hand once you’ve taken a bite out of it. You can prepare most crudités—except the foods that discolor when you cut them—up to a day ahead of time; refrigerate them. Store raw vegetables in cold water (drain them and pat them dry before serving); put cooked vegetables in ziplock bags or airtight containers. When serving, it’s nice to have at least a few different kinds of vegetables set out on plates or in bowls or glassware; or you can always simply put them on a large platter around a bowl of dip.

Once you get the vegetables situated, here are a few candidates for dips:

Puréed White Beans with Tons of Fresh Herbs (page 355)

Hummus Served Hot (page 356)

Easiest Dal with Extra Flavor (page 361)

The olive salad from More-or-Less Muffuletta (page 505), puréed

Any-Herb Pesto (page 197)

The tapenade from Fennel and Orange Salad with Green Olive Tapenade (page 151)

The chutney from Chickpea Salad with Cashew Chutney (page 174)

The anchovy-caper vinaigrette from Mediterranean Cobb Salad (page 149)

The miso dressing from Soba Salad with Walnuts, Sea Greens, and Miso Dressing (page 168)

Either of the two eggless mayonnaises (page 188–189)

Creamy Carrot and Chickpea Soup (page 116), puréed




Beet Tartare






	Makes: 4 to 8 servings

	Time: 30 minutes [image: Image] [image: Image]






I first learned about beet tartare—just love the name—from Jean-Georges Vongerichten, who uses roasted beets. I’ve eliminated that step and use raw beets. You can serve the dish as you would traditionally serve beef tartare: with chopped hard-boiled egg, onions, cornichons, a dash of Worcestershire sauce, or even a crumbling of strong blue cheese, like Stilton or Roquefort.

You can have a bit of fun with color here: make one batch with golden beets and another with red—serve them side by side for a spectacular presentation.

2 pounds red or yellow beets (about 4 large), peeled

¼ cup chopped red onion

1 tablespoon olive oil, or more as needed

1 to 2 tablespoons grated horseradish, or to taste

1 tablespoon lemon juice, or more as needed

1 tablespoon chopped capers

1 tablespoon chopped fresh dill, tarragon, or chives

Salt and black pepper

8 slices whole grain bread, 2 small heads endive, or crackers, for serving

1. Cut the beets into quarters and put them in a food processor; pulse the beets until they’re ground up into small pieces—about the size of grains of rice—careful not to overprocess. If you don’t have a food processor, grate the beets instead. If the beets release a lot of liquid, squeeze them gently with your hands or drain them on paper towels to remove some of the moisture.

2. Combine the onion, oil, horseradish, lemon juice, capers, and herbs together in a bowl large enough to hold the beets. Fold in the beets and sprinkle with salt and pepper; taste and add more lemon juice, oil, or seasoning if needed. If you like, chill quickly in the freezer or refrigerate for up to a day.

3. Toast the bread and cut each slice diagonally into 4 toast points. (Or separate and trim the endive into leaves.) Serve the tartare cold or at room temperature with the toast points, spooned into endive leaves, or in a bowl next to crackers.

Celery Root Tartare. Replace the beets with celery root.


Five Quick Salsas for Chips, Dips, and Other Stuff






	Makes: About 2 cups

	Time: Time: 15 minutes [image: Image] [image: Image] [image: Image]






The main recipe here is for basic pico de gallo (you might call it salsa fresca), but all of these are great on top of vegetable, meat, or grain dishes—or eaten with a spoon. And given that many fruit-herb-acid combinations are delicious, they’re open to endless variation.

Remember, though, that they’re all best when made with perfectly ripe, seasonal fruit. (Colorful garden tomatoes are particularly gorgeous.) When out of season, you’re better off using drained canned tomatoes, fresh oranges, tangerines, grapefruits, avocados, or even grated raw butternut squash.

2 large ripe tomatoes, chopped

½ large white or red onion or 2 medium scallions, chopped

1 teaspoon minced garlic, or to taste

1 fresh hot chile (like habanero or jalapeño), seeded and minced, or to taste

½ cup chopped fresh cilantro

2 tablespoons lime juice

Salt and black pepper

1. Combine all the ingredients in a bowl, taste, and adjust the seasoning.

2. Let the mixture rest for 15 to 30 minutes if possible to allow the flavors to meld.

Peach Salsa. Use 3 medium peaches (peeled if you like) in place of the tomatoes, minced ginger instead of the garlic, and orange juice instead of the lime juice.

Green Apple–Cucumber Salsa. Substitute 2 large Granny Smith apples for the tomatoes, ½ chopped cucumber for the garlic, and lemon juice for the lime juice. Use fresh mint in place of the cilantro.

Tomatillo–Black Bean Salsa. Substitute 2 cups chopped tomatillos for the tomatoes and add 1 cup cooked or canned black beans. Let sit for at least half an hour before serving so the beans soak up the other flavors.

Corn Salsa. Fresh or dried cherries are a nice addition here. Use 2 cups corn kernels (thawed frozen are fine) instead of the tomatoes. Roast or grill the corn first if you like.

Baked Tortilla Chips, Pita Chips, and Croutons






	Makes: 4 to 8 servings

	Time: About 30 minutes [image: Image] [image: Image] [image: Image]






A hot oven, a little olive oil, and a few minutes in the kitchen work wonders on slightly stale bread and tortillas, turning them into crisp, tasty chips or croutons. And when you make your own, you control the oil and seasonings, so the results are infinitely fresher and better for you than the ones that come from a factory.

A hand-pumped spray bottle is useful for distributing a small amount of oil evenly, but dabbing with a brush or drizzling from a spoon also works well. Some people find that all they need to do is grease the baking sheet and leave it at that.

For Tortilla Chips: 8 small corn tortillas, each cut into 6 or 8 wedges

For Pita Chips: 2 or 3 whole wheat pitas, each cut into 6 or 8 wedges and split into 2 thin layers

For Croutons: 1 baguette, preferably whole grain, cut into ½-inch slices or cubes

Olive oil as needed

Salt

Black pepper, optional

1. Heat the oven to 450°F. Put the pieces of tortilla, pita, or bread on 1 or 2 rimmed baking sheets in a single but crowded layer. Bake, undisturbed, until they begin to turn golden, about 15 minutes. Drizzle, brush, or spray with oil.

2. Turn the pieces over, coat the opposite side with a thin layer of oil, and continue baking until they’re golden and crisp, anywhere from 5 to 15 minutes more. While they’re still hot, sprinkle with salt and pepper—or other seasoning (see the list below). Serve immediately with dip, soup, or salad, or store in an airtight container for up to a week.

Herbed Tortilla Chips, Pita Chips, or Croutons. In Step 2, sprinkle ¼ cup chopped fresh parsley, dill, or chervil on the slices after turning them over and coating them with olive oil.


Simple Seasonings for Tortilla Chips, Pita Chips, and Croutons

Sprinkle the hot chips or croutons with any of the following seasonings as soon as they come out of the oven. The exact amount is a matter of taste (and the strength of your ingredients), but a good rule of thumb is to start with a teaspoon and go from there.

Chili powder

Curry powder or garam masala

Cumin, coriander, cardamom, or caraway seeds

Poppy or sesame seeds

Grated Parmesan cheese

Turbinado sugar




Crisp Vegetable or Fruit Chips






	Makes: 4 to 8 servings

	Time: About 1 hour, largely unattended [image: Image]






Chips you make from scratch are phenomenal, gorgeous in their imperfection, and way more flavorful than anything from a bag. Here the slices are dried and crisped in a not-too-hot oven, so there’s not much fussing and turning. (For soft oven-dried fruit, see page 422.) Season these simply with salt and pepper or dust them with ground spices like cumin, chiles, or curry blends.

The best fruits and vegetables for chips are apples, green bananas, boniato, beets, cassava, carrots, kohlrabi, malanga, parsnips, pineapple, peaches, pears, green plantains, potatoes, pumpkin, rutabagas, sunchokes, sweet potatoes and yams, taro, turnips, and winter squash.

3 to 4 tablespoons olive or vegetable oil

1 pound almost any root vegetable or fruit (see the headnote), trimmed and peeled as needed

Salt, black pepper, or other seasonings (see the headnote)

1. Heat the oven to 325°F. Lightly grease a couple of baking sheets with a very thin film of the oil. (For extra-crisp chips, heat the pans in the oven while you prepare the vegetables, then carefully spread the slices out directly on the hot pans.)

2. Cut the vegetable or fruit into slices about 1/8 inch thick. (A mandoline makes this task easier.) Gently toss the slices in the oil and spread them out on the baking sheets, close but not overlapping.

3. Roast the slices until they’re beginning to brown on the bottom, 20 to 30 minutes. Flip, sprinkle with salt and pepper or other seasonings, and continue roasting until they’re browned and crisp, another 10 to 20 minutes. (Apples, bananas, plantains, and other sugary fruits and vegetables have a tendency to burn, so keep an eye on them.) They crisp as they cool, so serve them at room temperature.


Roasted Red Pepper and Walnut “Pesto”






	Makes: 4 to 8 servings

	Time: About 5 minutes with roasted peppers [image: Image] [image: Image]






Coarsely ground walnuts add a nice crunch and some richness while balancing the sweetness of the roasted red bell peppers, making a purée you can use in dozens of ways, just as you would Any-Herb Pesto (page 197)—as a pasta sauce, over vegetables, as a spread or dip, or post-grilling.

For an even richer flavor and creamier texture, see the first variation.

2 garlic cloves

1 cup walnuts

8 roasted red bell peppers (for homemade, see page 417)

1 cup fresh basil, optional

½ cup olive oil

Salt and black pepper

1. Pulse the garlic in a food processor until finely chopped. Add the walnuts and pulse 2 or 3 more times to break up any large pieces.

2. Add the roasted red peppers and basil and process, streaming in the oil as you go, until all the ingredients are well combined and as coarse or as smooth as you want them. Sprinkle with salt and pepper and serve immediately with crudités, crostini, or vegetable chips, or spread on sandwiches; or cover and refrigerate for a day or so or freeze.

Cheesy Roasted Red Pepper and Walnut “Pesto.” In Step 2, add ½ cup crumbled goat cheese or feta or grated Parmesan.

Roasted Red Pepper and White Bean Dip. Substitute 2 cups cooked (or canned) and drained cannellini beans for half the roasted red peppers and proceed with the recipe.


Bruschetta, Rethought






	Makes: 4 to 8 servings

	Time: About 20 minutes [image: Image] [image: Image]






Bruschetta is more than an excellent vehicle for tomatoes and dips—it can serve as a base for salad, any vegetable preparation or bean dish, and more. Choose a good European-style loaf—something crusty with a coarse crumb—so that there will be as much contrast between the interior and exterior as possible. (Though the difference is slight, to make something more akin to crostini—what we might call a toast point or crouton—just slice the bread thinner, in smaller pieces.)

8 thick slices rustic bread, preferably whole grain

1 or more garlic cloves, halved or crushed, optional

¼ cup olive oil, or more as needed

Salt and black pepper

1. Prepare a grill or turn on the broiler; the heat should be medium-high and the rack about 4 inches from the fire. Grill or broil the bread until lightly browned on both sides, ideally with some grill marks or light charring.

2. While the bread is still hot, rub the slices with the garlic, if using, on one or both sides. Put the bread on a plate, then drizzle or brush it with oil and sprinkle with salt and pepper. Serve warm with any of the toppings below.


Some Dishes for Topping Bruschetta

Tomato Carpaccio (page 145)

Raw Butternut Salad with Cranberry Dressing (page 155)

Lentil Salad with Peas and Green Beans (page 172)

Fava Bean, Asparagus, and Lemon Salad (page 175)

Chopped Cauliflower Salad, North African Style (page 167)

Italian-American Antipasto Salad with Tomato Vinaigrette (page 180)

Cannellini with Shredded Brussels Sprouts and Sausage (page 394)

Garlicky Chard with Olives and Pine Nuts (page 425)

Caramelized Leeks with Gently Cooked Scallops (page 453)

The sauce from Pasta with Artichokes (page 204)





Updated Tea Sandwiches

Tea sandwiches may be old-fashioned, but they’re easy to modernize and not at all gimmicky. (The classic is plain cucumber and butter—you don’t get much less gimmicky than that.) Consider these as a springboard to your own combinations.

In general, the bread is fine-crumbed and sliced thin, the fillings are fresh, and there’s little or no lag between making and serving. All of this makes homemade whole wheat sandwich bread perfect, but really any loaf with a dense texture, relatively soft crust, and fine crumb is good.

Seasonal vegetables are almost universally well suited for small sandwiches—even leftover roasted or grilled vegetables or salads. Just make sure the ingredients are drained of any dressing or marinade and chopped up a bit, which makes the sandwiches easier to cut and eat.

You can, of course, add a little cheese or meat to many tea sandwiches. Try blending crumbled feta or blue cheese or grated Parmesan in with the pesto-like spreads. Or before closing the sandwiches, sprinkle the fillings with crumbled bacon or add a thin shard of prosciutto, roast beef or pork, or shredded grilled chicken.



Cucumber-Wasabi Tea Sandwiches






	Makes: 4 to 8 servings

	Time: 10 minutes [image: Image]






2 tablespoons mayonnaise (for homemade, see page 188)

½ teaspoon wasabi powder, or more to taste

8 thin slices sandwich bread, preferably whole wheat

1 medium cucumber, peeled, seeded, and very thinly sliced

1 cup chopped watercress

Salt and black pepper

Combine the mayonnaise and wasabi in a small bowl. Spread a thin layer of this mixture on each of the bread slices. Top half the bread slices with the cucumber and watercress. Sprinkle with salt and pepper, close the sandwiches, cut each into quarters on the diagonal, and serve.


Gingered Pea Tea Sandwiches






	Makes: 4 to 8 servings

	Time: 10 minutes [image: Image] [image: Image]






2 cups fresh or thawed frozen peas

2 tablespoons softened butter or olive oil, or more as needed

1 tablespoon minced ginger

½ cup chopped fresh mint

Salt and black pepper

8 thin slices sandwich bread, preferably whole wheat

1. Mash the peas with the butter or oil and ginger until the mixture is pasty but not smooth; add a little more butter or oil if necessary to make the peas spreadable. (You can make the filling ahead to this point, cover, and refrigerate for up to a day; return to room temperature before proceeding.) Add the mint and sprinkle with salt and pepper.

2. Smear about ¼ cup of the filling on 4 of the bread slices and top to make sandwiches. Cut each into quarters on the diagonal and serve.

Pumpkin-Apple Tea Sandwiches






	Makes: 4 to 8 servings

	Time: 10 minutes with cooked or canned pumpkin [image: Image]






½ cup mashed or puréed cooked pumpkin or winter squash (good-quality canned is okay)

2 green apples, cored and thinly sliced

8 thin slices sandwich bread, preferably multigrain

½ teaspoon coriander or cinnamon

Salt and black pepper

Spread a thin layer of the pumpkin or squash on each of the bread slices. Top half the bread slices with the apple. Season with the spice and a little salt and pepper, close the sandwiches, cut each into quarters on the diagonal, and serve.


Egg and Olive Tea Sandwiches






	Makes: 4 to 8 servings

	Time: 10 minutes with already cooked eggs [image: Image]






¼ cup mayonnaise (for homemade, see page 188)

½ cup good-quality green olives, pitted and chopped

1 cup chopped spinach

8 thin slices sandwich bread, preferably whole wheat

2 tablespoons Dijon mustard

2 hard-boiled eggs, thinly sliced

Salt and black pepper

1. Combine the mayonnaise, olives, and spinach in a small bowl. Spread a thin layer of the mixture on half of the bread slices; smear the rest of the slices with the mustard.

2. Put the hard-boiled egg on top of the mustard, sprinkle with salt and pepper, and close the sandwiches, pressing down slightly to seal. Cut each sandwich into quarters on the diagonal and serve.


Radish-Walnut Tea Sandwiches






	Makes: 4 to 8 servings

	Time: 20 minutes [image: Image]






½ pound radishes

1 cup arugula

½ cup walnuts

Grated zest of 1 orange

2 tablespoons olive oil, or more as needed

Salt and black pepper

8 thin slices bread, preferably whole wheat baguette

1. Pulse the radishes in a food processor until they’re chopped up a bit but not puréed; remove, scraping what you can out of the bowl.

2. Combine the arugula, walnuts, and orange zest in the processor and, with the machine on, drizzle in the oil, adding enough to make a paste. Taste and season with salt and pepper. Spread a thin layer of the walnut mixture on each of the bread slices. Top half the slices with the radishes, close the sandwiches, cut each into small sandwiches on the diagonal (or into quarters if you’re using sandwich bread), and serve.


Pear “Crostini” with Spiced Pecans and Blue Cheese






	Makes: 4 to 8 servings

	Time: 20 minutes [image: Image]






Where folks go wrong with this classic combo is to assume that more cheese is better. The opposite is actually true: Too much blue cheese is overpowering. Just be sure to use pears that are ripe but still firm, not mealy. (And try this with ricotta salata, Parmesan, or Manchego.) Add lightly toasted seasoned nuts and the result is an irresistible “crostini”—without the bread.

1 tablespoon vegetable oil

½ cup (about 4 ounces) chopped pecans or walnuts

¼ teaspoon cayenne

Salt and black pepper

2 ounces blue cheese

1 tablespoon chopped fresh sage or 1 teaspoon dried, optional

2 pears, cored and cut into ¼-inch slices

1. Heat the oven to 450°F; grease a rimmed baking sheet with the oil. Spread the nuts evenly on the pan and roast for 10 minutes, tossing once or twice with a spatula. Remove the nuts from the oven, toss with the cayenne and some salt and pepper, and let cool a bit.

2. While the nuts are still warm, fold them into the cheese. Add the sage if you’re using it and stir with a fork until the nuts are evenly distributed. Taste and adjust the seasoning if necessary. Top each pear slice with a small bit of the blue cheese mixture and serve.

Fig “Crostini.” Substitute 12 fresh figs, halved lengthwise, for the pears.


Cheese-Nut Balls






	Makes: 4 to 8 servings

	Time: 10 minutes [image: Image] [image: Image]






The common cheese ball comprises terrifying quantities of processed cheese with a meager coating of chopped nuts. Here, I’ve put the nuts on the inside with just enough Parmesan and Gorgonzola to give it pep. When you’re using real cheese, you can use less of it and still have more flavor. (The tofu variation is pretty nice too.)

Cheese balls take well to additions, like olives, fresh chiles, cranberries, dried fruit, roasted peppers or garlic (for homemade, see pages 417 and 421), caramelized onions, sautéed spinach or mushrooms, or almost any leftover cooked vegetable. And feel free to try different nut and cheese combinations too.

2 cups almonds or hazelnuts

Juice of ½ lemon

¼ teaspoon cayenne, optional

Salt and black pepper

¼ cup grated Parmesan cheese

2 ounces Gorgonzola cheese, crumbled

Salt and black pepper

½ cup chopped fresh parsley or chives

1. Put the nuts in a food processor and pulse until very finely chopped and almost paste-like. Add the lemon juice, cayenne, Parmesan, Gorgonzola, a pinch of salt and pepper, and ½ cup water. Process until the mixture is creamy and spreadable; add a tablespoon or 2 more water if it seems too thick.

2. Shape the mixture into 1 large or 2 medium balls. Roll the balls in the chopped herb and flatten them into a disk shape (it’s easier to cut into). Wrap in plastic and refrigerate to set up firmly if you like. Serve with crackers, bread, or crudités.

Tofu-Nut Balls. Add 2 tablespoons olive or nut oil and 2 tablespoons miso along with the lemon juice and cayenne, and don’t add any water. Use 6 ounces drained firm tofu instead of the Parmesan and Gorgonzola.


Quick-Pickled Watermelon with Feta






	Makes: 4 to 8 servings

	Time: About 1 hour [image: Image]






Pickled watermelon is one of the great old-fashioned treats of summer, and you can make it fast and fresh, with almost no forethought. An hour of marinating leaves the fruit (even the rind) pliable but still crunchy. Toss in a little feta at the last minute for a creamy counterpoint to the sweet and sour melon.

About 1 pound watermelon

Salt

1 tablespoon honey

2 teaspoons sherry or white wine vinegar

1 tablespoon chopped fresh mint

About 4 ounces feta cheese, rinsed and cut into cubes

1. Seed the watermelon and cut it into bite-size cubes or thin slices (you can leave the rind on, or remove it as you like), put it in a colander, and sprinkle with 2 teaspoons salt. Toss a few times, taking care not to break up the melon too much. Let the watermelon sit for 30 to 45 minutes, tossing once or twice. Rinse, then drain for 5 minutes more.

2. Stir the honey, vinegar, and mint together in a large bowl. Add the melon and feta and toss gently. Serve immediately in soup spoons or with toothpicks.

Quick-Pickled Corn on the Cob. Omit the feta. Substitute 4 or 5 ears shucked corn for the watermelon; cut each crosswise into slices ½ inch wide. Use lime juice instead of the vinegar and chopped cilantro instead of the mint, and add a pinch of chili powder. Proceed with the recipe and serve with plenty of napkins.

Quick-Pickled Green Tomatoes with Mozzarella. Substitute 1 pound sliced green tomatoes for the watermelon and ½ cup cubed fresh mozzarella for the feta. Don’t rinse the cheese; when you toss it with the tomatoes in Step 2, add 1 tablespoon minced garlic and a pinch red chile flakes.

Quick-Pickled Lima Beans with Parmesan. Instead of the watermelon, use 2 cups cooked large lima beans; you want them to be tender but not falling apart. Substitute ½ cup crumbled Parmesan cheese for the feta (don’t rinse it) and 1 tablespoon chopped fresh rosemary for the mint.


Cucumber Cups with Melon Gazpacho






	Makes: 4 to 8 servings

	Time: About 30 minutes [image: Image] [image: Image]






Hollowed-out cucumbers make functional and delicious vessels for cold soups, salads, and dips (or even for an ice-cold shot of tequila or gin). So they’re ideal for gazpacho—and lots of other things too (see below).

2 large cucumbers, peeled if the skins are thick or bitter

1 cantaloupe or other melon, about 2 pounds, flesh seeded, removed from the rind, and cut into large chunks

2 tablespoons lemon juice, or to taste

Salt and black pepper

½ cup chopped fresh basil or mint

2 tablespoons olive oil

1. Cut each cucumber crosswise into equal pieces about 2 inches long. With a spoon or melon baller, scoop out most of the seeds to make a little cup, being careful not to pierce through the sides or the bottom. Put the cucumbers in a bowl of ice water until ready to fill.

2. Put the melon and lemon juice in a food processor with a sprinkling of salt and pepper. You can make it chunky or smooth, depending on whether you turn the machine on and leave it on or just pulse a few times. Add a few tablespoons water at a time, just enough to keep the machine working, and blend or pulse until smooth or chunky. (You can make the gazpacho ahead if you like; cover and refrigerate for up to several hours.)
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