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INTRODUCTION

In 1954, when our father, a country doctor, bought land on which he wished to build his medical clinic, an old building sat at one end of the acreage, and a stream flowed through the property. This old building and this stream were a water-powered grist mill and a mill stream.

We spent many happy hours boating on the mill pond in summer and ice skating on the mill pond in the winter. Inside the old building, the smells of wood, water, and flour blended into an incense which seemed timeless. It was a wonderful place to sit—feeling the throb of the mill stones rhythmically turning, hearing the water rushing into the turbine, and seeing the grain entering the hopper only to reappear as flour. Somehow, that hard, dry, whole grain was turned into a fine, soft flour.

When our uncle, the miller, wasn’t looking, we would slide our hands quickly under the spout and grab a handful of flour, quietly stuffing it into our mouths. Then sputtering as we choked on the dry flour, we were chased away, temporarily. I say temporarily, because there was something about that timeless smell of wood, water, and flour that drew us back.

And so, years later, we are drawn back to this old mill. As adults we no longer steal fresh ground flour from the spout and savor it in our mouths; instead we grind the grains and bake fresh breads which we savor and share.

This heritage and joy of fresh whole grains and baking is what we would like to share with you.

—Sarah E. Myers and Mary Beth Lind
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CORN

Corn originated in the Americas. In fact, most early American civilizations were based on it. The Aztec and Mayan cultures of Central and South America, as well as the Appalachian Seneca Indian culture in West Virginia, were all corn cultures. While our present day diet is not based on any one grain, the grain most often raised in this part of Appalachia is corn. At our mill most of what we custom-grind is corn.

Not all corn is alike. There is flint or dent corn, open pollinated or hybrid, yellow or white, field corn or sweet corn. When grinding corn for cornmeal, we most often use a yellow, field, dent, hybrid corn. Yellow is most common and best liked locally. However, if you live further south, you probably prefer white corn. The difference between the two is mostly skin-deep. Yellow corn does contain more Vitamin A than white corn.

The corn most commonly ground is field corn. It is usually dried well, which enhances its grinding and keeping quality. (If you have trouble with your cornmeal molding, either the corn was not dried properly before it was ground, or you are storing it improperly.)

Most often, field corn is a dent corn. The name comes from the dent that forms at the top of the kernel when the corn is dried. Each kernel is composed of both hard and soft starches. When ground, these starches yield the characteristic cornmeal texture.

Flint corn, the alternate of dent corn, is better known as Indian corn. Its kernels contain soft starch in the center with a coating of flint-hard starch all around it. When flint corn is ground, it makes a corn flour instead of a cornmeal. However, the flour is rougher than wheat flour because of the flint-hard starch surrounding the kernel. Corn flour or cornmeal, unlike wheat flour, contains no gluten and so cannot be used alone when you bake with yeast.

Unfortunately, most of the corn available on the market is hybrid. While that means crop yields are greater, it also means that some of the versatility and quality of open pollinated, traditional corns are lost. Traditionally, a farmer saved some of the best kernels for next year’s seed; thus, one never needed to buy corn seed. This seed was highly prized, and each area or family had its favorite variety. In our area, one of the favorites was “Bloody Butcher corn.” It made a delicious cornmeal.

At our mill, when a farmer brings corn to be ground, we accept toll or cash payment. Toll is [image: images] of the grain or flour as payment for the grinding. If I happen to be around when my husband is doing the grinding, and I realize that the corn being ground is a traditional corn such as Bloody Butcher, I whisper to my husband, “Ask the farmer if we can take toll instead of cash.” This way I get some good cornmeal!

Whatever corn was used to grind your cornmeal, you may choose whether to buy it sifted (bolted) or not. This is mostly a matter of personal preference. Sifting, which takes out some of the bran, gives a more even textured meal, but one with less fiber. You may want to choose based upon how you plan to use the cornmeal. I prefer a sifted meal for spoon bread but an unsifted meal for cornbread.

When I think of cornmeal, I immediately think of bread. However, which bread? Cornbread, the family favorite, or Yogurt Cornbread, my personal favorite? Then, too, there are the variations such as Spoon Bread, which is delicious with a pot of baked beans, or the whole range of muffins, from Cornmeal to Sweet Tofu Corn-Oat. In this section you will find Buttermilk Cornmeal Biscuits. And for an adventuresomely different, but very traditional, bread, try Salt-Rising Bread.

Breads are not the only things to make with cornmeal. Start the day with Crunchy Cornmeal or Tender Cornmeal Pancakes or a bowl of Cornmeal Mush. For a snack try Corn Chips, and for a showy dinner roll try Corn Bubble Ring.

CORNBREAD


Cornbread and beans are a traditional West Virginia/Appalachian meal, a combination that is sure to please. This cornbread recipe is a traditional one and a favorite in our extended family. However, it is comparatively high in fat and sugar, and thus does not qualify as an unquestionably healthy food. But try it for special occasions.



Yield: 9” x 13” pan (24 pieces)

½ cup margarine (melted)

1½ cups brown sugar

2 cups cornmeal

2½ cups flour

½ tsp. salt

2 tsp. baking soda

1½ cups buttermilk

2 eggs

1. Melt margarine.

2. Sift together brown sugar, cornmeal, flour, salt, and baking soda.

3. Beat together buttermilk and eggs.

4. Add margarine and egg mixture to dry ingredients. Mix briefly.

5. Pour into a greased 9” x 13” pan.

6. Bake at 350° for 25-35 minutes. Serve while warm.

7. Leftover cornbread is delicious split, toasted, and buttered.

“Some folks would dry sweet corn and bring it in for grinding; others would roast field corn in the oven and have it ground. Um! It smelled so good when it was ground.”

—Joe Mininger, Miller
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CORTLAND ACRES CORNBREAD


As a dietitian I, Mary Beth, do consulting work at a nursing home. Cornbread is one of the residents’ favorite breads. So I asked the cooks for their recipe. Here it is.



Yield: 32 servings!

3½ cups cornmeal

5 cups flour

½ cup sugar

4 tsp. salt

5 Tbsp. baking powder

5 eggs

½ cup oil

1½ cups instant nonfat dry milk

1 qt. water

1. Combine dry ingredients in large bowl. Mix well.

2. Combine liquid ingredients in separate bowl and mix well.

3. Add liquid ingredients to dry ingredients and mix well.

4. Pour into greased 12” x 20” pan.

5. Bake at 400° for 45 minutes.

In early colonial days, corn was more plentiful than wheat, so cornbread was more common than wheat bread. When pioneers traveled, they carried cornbread for sustenance. That’s why it was originally called “journeycake.”

After roads and taverns were built and stagecoaches carried passengers, it came to be known as “johnnycake.” Some called it “Shawnee cake” after the Indian tribe who probably first taught the settlers how to make it.

YOGURT CORNBREAD


There is no oil or sugar in this recipe! It is especially good baked in a cast-iron skillet. The cornbread will be crusty and chewy—my favorite!



Yield: Serves 7-9

1 cup cornmeal

⅓ cup flour

1 tsp. baking powder

1 tsp. salt

½ tsp. baking soda

1 egg

1 cup plain yogurt

1. Sift dry ingredients together.

2. Add egg and yogurt. Mix well.

3. Pour batter into a well greased 9” cast-iron skillet. (An 8” square pan will also work.)

4. Bake at 400° for 20 minutes.

Iron deficiency anemia was almost unknown in our country until we got rid of our cast-iron skillets in favor of Teflon-coated pans. Even today, I counsel my iron-deficient clients to ask their grandparents or go to auctions and flea markets for old cast-iron skillets.

Cook everything you can in these skillets. Some of the iron comes off into the food and you have an iron-fortified dish!

Still like the ease of a Teflon pan? If you properly season your cast-iron skillets, they work as well as any Teflon pan. To season: Clean pan well, rinse, and dry thoroughly. Rub generously with a non-salted fat or oil. Place in 325° oven for 15 minutes. Apply second coat of oil and return skillet to oven for another 15 minutes. A third coat can be applied if needed.

SKILLET CUSTARD CORNBREAD


A stranger on her way to Texas stayed in our home one night while we were living in Mississippi. At the supper table that evening she learned of my love for baking with whole grain flours. One day, weeks after she left, I received this recipe in the mail. Dust off that old iron skillet—you’re in for a treat!



Yield: 9” round cornbread

2 Tbsp. margarine

1⅓ cups cornmeal

⅓ cup flour

1 tsp. baking powder

3 Tbsp. sugar

1¼ tsp. salt

1 cup milk

2 eggs

1 cup buttermilk

1 more cup milk

1. Heat oven to 400°. Place margarine in a 9” iron skillet and melt in oven.

2. Meanwhile, in bowl sift cornmeal, flour, baking powder, sugar, and salt.

3. Add 1 cup milk, eggs, and buttermilk to dry ingredients.

4. Pour mixture into warmed skillet; then pour 1 cup milk over the top. Do not stir. Bake for 35 minutes at 400°.

5. Allow to set for 5 minutes before cutting into wedges. A custard layer forms on top of the cornbread. This goes well with chili, a hearty stew, or a hot soup.

Note: If you don’t have a 9” skillet, a 10” skillet works too—I know because I only have a 10” skillet.
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WEST VIRGINIA SPOON BREAD


A version of this recipe was first given to us by a customer at The Old Mill. Although from Hawaii, she called this bread Virginia Spoon Bread, since it originated in Virginia. But I adapted it, so now we call it West Virginia Spoon Bread.

Spoon bread, true to its name, should be served with a spoon. It is more like a soufflé than a bread. The round puff will sink somewhat after you remove it from the oven, but it will be light and delicate in texture.



Yield: Serves 6-8

1 cup sifted cornmeal

3 cups water

3 eggs

1⅓ cups instant nonfat dry milk

1 cup water

1 tsp. salt

1 Tbsp. oil

1. Combine cornmeal and 3 cups water in heavy saucepan.

2. Cook, stirring constantly, until thickened.

3. Remove from heat and cool slightly.

4. Meanwhile, mix together remaining ingredients. (The eggs can also be separated, and the egg whites beaten stiffly and folded in at the end.)

5. Add the cornmeal mixture to the egg mixture. Mix well.

6. Pour into a greased 2 qt. baking dish.

7. Bake at 375° for 45 minutes.

8. Serve hot with butter and honey if desired.

“The fee for grinding in my time was to take out one-tenth of the grain either before grinding or the same after grinding. This depended on our own needs for cattle feed or for personal use for the family. We did keep a cow and some pigs. So this return from the milling was as good or better than a monetary fee for the grinding.”

—Kenneth Seitz, Miller

CORNMEAL MUFFINS


When I’m in a hurry or want individual servings, which muffins provide, I use these in place of cornbread.



Yield: 12 muffins

1½ cups cornmeal

½ cup flour

½ tsp. salt

4 tsp. baking powder

1 large egg, beaten

2 Tbsp. honey

3 Tbsp. oil

1 cup milk

1. Sift dry ingredients.

2. Add beaten egg, honey, oil, and milk to dry ingredients all at once.

3. Stir just till blended.

4. Spoon batter into greased muffin tins, filling ⅔ full.

5. Bake at 400° for 20 minutes.

Variations:

1. Surprise Muffins: Drop 1 tsp. jelly or jam on top of each muffin before baking.

2. Double Corn Muffins: Add ¾ cup corn to the above recipe.

“Ma made the cornmeal and water into two thin loaves, each shaped in a half circle. She laid the loaves with their straight sides together in the bake-oven, and she pressed her hand flat on top of each loaf. Pa always said he did not ask any other sweetener, when Ma put the prints of her hands on the loaves.”

—Laura Ingalls Wilder, Little House on the Prairie

SWEET TOFU CORN-OAT MUFFINS


A light and moist muffin that can be made in a jiffy. You can add fresh or dried fruit to this great basic muffin which has no added fat.



Yield: 12 muffins

10.5 ozs. tofu

½ cup orange juice

1 tsp. vanilla

¼ cup honey

1 banana

1 Tbsp. baking powder

1 tsp. baking soda

1 cup cornmeal

1⅓ cups rolled oats

1 cup softened raisins*
or dried apricots
(or other fresh or dried fruit)

1. Blend tofu, orange juice, vanilla, honey, and banana in a blender until creamy and smooth.

2. Sift baking powder, baking soda, and cornmeal into a medium bowl. Stir in rolled oats and fruit.

3. Gently add wet mixture to the dry ingredients. Spoon into oiled muffin tins.

4. Bake at 375° for 20 minutes (or until toothpick inserted comes out clean).

Note: To keep rolls warm on a buffet table, find and wash a big smooth rock. Place the dry rock in the oven while the rolls are baking. Place the hot rock in the serving basket. Pile the rolls around it; cover with a cloth napkin. The rock holds its heat for a long time.

BUTTERMILK CORNMEAL BISCUITS


An original biscuit recipe that combines cornmeal and buttermilk to make a golden, crunchy, light biscuit. After a day of cross-country skiing, these biscuits, along with a crockpot of chili, make a quick and hearty supper.



Yield: 5 large or 10 small biscuits

¾ cup cornmeal

1⅓ cups flour

2 tsp. baking powder

¾ tsp. salt

½ tsp. baking soda

3 Tbsp. solid shortening

1 cup buttermilk or yogurt

1. Sift dry ingredients.

2. Cut in shortening.

3. Add buttermilk all at once.

4. Stir the dough until it barely comes together. Turn out on floured board and knead with very few strokes. For the flakiest biscuits, handle the dough as little as possible.

5. Pat to ½-inch thickness. Cut with biscuit cutter, using a definite straight-down motion. Do not twist the cutter. Cut the biscuits as close together as possible to avoid unnecessary re-rolling and cutting. Each re-rolling toughens the dough slightly.

6. Bake on ungreased sheet at 450° for 10-12 minutes.

Note: An empty, washed tuna can with both ends removed, a wide-mouthed jar, or the end of a one-pound coffee can all make workable, large biscuit cutters. Dip edge of can in flour before cutting dough.

“Biscuits and sermons are improved by shortening.”
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CRUNCHY CORNMEAL PANCAKES


A pancake with a crunchy texture, thanks to the stone-ground cornmeal.



Yield: 12 4” pancakes

1 cup cornmeal

¼ cup flour

½ tsp. salt

½ tsp. baking soda

1 Tbsp. sugar

1 cup buttermilk

2 Tbsp. oil

1 egg

1. Combine dry ingredients; sift if you wish.

2. Combine buttermilk, oil, and egg. Mix well.

3. Add liquids to dry ingredients. Stir just until flour is moistened.

4. Fry on non-stick or lightly greased griddle.

TENDER CORNMEAL PANCAKES


A pancake with similar ingredients to the above recipe. However, the mixing method is different. The boiling water softens the cornmeal, making this pancake tender instead of crunchy.



Yield: Serves 3-4

1 cup cornmeal

1 Tbsp. honey

1 cup boiling water

1 egg

½ cup water

1 Tbsp. oil

½ cup instant nonfat dry milk

½ cup flour

2 tsp. baking powder

1. Combine cornmeal, honey, and boiling water. Cool slightly.

2. Mix together egg, water, and oil.

3. Combine these two mixtures.

4. Add dry milk, flour, and baking powder to batter.

5. Fry on a non-stick or lightly greased griddle.

HOT CORNY HUSH PUPPIES


With a name like “hush puppies,” there has to be a story. Rumor has it that fishermen cooked these at their fish fries and threw them to the dogs with the exclamation, “Hush, Puppies.”



Yield: 3 dozen hush puppies

2 cups cornmeal

1 cup flour

1 Tbsp. baking powder

½ tsp. baking soda

1 tsp. salt

¼ tsp. pepper

1 egg

1½ cups buttermilk

½-1 tsp. hot sauce (optional)

1 cup whole kernel corn

1 cup minced onion

1. Combine first six ingredients in bowl; set aside.

2. Combine egg, buttermilk, and hot sauce (optional). Pour into dry ingredients, stirring just to mix.

3. Stir in corn and onion. (Do not over-mix.)

4. Drop batter by tablespoonfuls into deep hot oil (370°). Cook only a few at a time, turning once. Fry 3 minutes or until golden brown. Drain.

5. Serve immediately.

SUPER HUSH PUPPIES


Super-good, super-easy, super-quick.



Yield: 10-12 hush puppies

¾ cup cornmeal

⅓ cup flour

¾ tsp. baking powder

½ tsp. baking soda

½ tsp. salt

dash of pepper, or to taste

½ cup buttermilk

1 egg

1. Combine cornmeal, flour, baking powder, baking soda, salt, and pepper.

2. Blend buttermilk and egg together. Add to cornmeal mixture and stir until well blended.

3. Drop tablespoonfuls of batter into deep hot oil. Fry, turning once, about 5 minutes or until cooked through and golden. Drain on paper towels. Serve immediately.

Variations:

1. Add a dash of Tabasco sauce or cayenne to give these hush puppies a little zip.

2. Add 2 Tbsp. to ¼ cup finely chopped onions to the batter.
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CORN CHIPS


Crackers are simple and easy to make once you catch on. We like them much better than store-bought varieties.



Yield: ⅔ lb. crackers

1 cup cornmeal

⅔ cup flour

1 tsp. salt

1 tsp. baking powder

2 Tbsp. instant nonfat dry milk

½ cup water

¼ cup oil

½ tsp. Worcestershire sauce

⅛ tsp. Tabasco sauce

paprika

1. Combine cornmeal, flour, salt, baking powder, and dry milk.

2. Combine water, oil, Worcestershire sauce, and Tabasco sauce.

3. Stir liquid ingredients into dry ingredients. Form into ball. Knead a little until smooth.

4. Sprinkle two flat greased cookie sheets with cornmeal.

5. Divide dough in half. Roll each half directly onto cookie sheet with floured rolling pin until dime-thin.

6. Sprinkle lightly with paprika. Run rolling pin over once more.

7. Cut into squares or triangles. Prick with fork.

8. Bake at 350° for 10 minutes or until lightly browned.

CORN BUBBLE RING


A showpiece cornmeal yeast bread. Perfect for a festive Thanksgiving family dinner.



Yield: 10” tube pan of 32 rolls

2¼ cups warm water

2 pkgs. dry yeast

1½ cups cornmeal

2 tsp. salt

1½ Tbsp. honey

½ cup instant nonfat dry milk

3 Tbsp. oil

4½-5½ cups flour

1. Dissolve yeast in warm water.

2. Add cornmeal, salt, honey, dry milk, oil, and 1 cup flour. Beat vigorously for 1 minute.

3. Stir in enough flour to make a soft dough.

4. Knead for 8-10 minutes on a lightly floured surface.

5. Cover first with plastic wrap and then a towel. Let rest 20 minutes.

6. Punch down. Divide into 32 equal balls and arrange balls in a greased 10-inch tube pan, making 2 layers. Brush with oil. Cover with plastic wrap and refrigerate 2-24 hours.

7. When ready to bake, uncover and let stand for 10 minutes at room temperature.

8. Bake at 375° about 55 to 60 minutes. Remove from pan. Cool on rack. For softer crust, brush with milk or margarine while still warm.

“Love is just like fresh baked bread; it’s best when made daily.”

—Author unknown

RAISED CORNMEAL ROLLS

Yield: 1½ dozen rolls

½ pkg. dry yeast

1 cup warm water

⅓ cup instant nonfat dry milk

¼ cup sugar

½ tsp. salt

¼ cup oil

1 egg

¾ cup cornmeal

3-3½ cups flour

1. Dissolve yeast in warm water. Let set for 5 minutes.

2. Add dry milk, sugar, salt, oil, egg, cornmeal, and 1½ cups flour.

3. Beat vigorously.

4. Add additional flour to make a stiff dough.

5. Turn out onto floured surface. Knead 6-8 minutes, till smooth.

6. Place in greased bowl, turning once to grease surface.

7. Cover and let rise until double, about 1 hour.

8. Punch down and shape into 36 equal balls. Place two balls in each greased muffin pan cup (or shape as desired).

9. Cover and let rise till nearly double, about 45 minutes.

10. Bake at 375° for 12-15 minutes.

Note: This recipe and the next one are similar in that they are both yeast doughs with cornmeal. However, this recipe makes a crunchier roll. The following recipe, due to the cornmeal being softened in the boiling water, is a softer and finer roll. Take your pick. We think you will like them both!
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CORNMEAL YEAST ROLLS

Yield: 4 dozen rolls

1¼ cups cornmeal

1 cup boiling water

1¼ cups warm water

1 pkg. dry yeast

½ cup instant nonfat dry milk

⅓ cup oil

¼ cup honey

1 egg

2 tsp. salt

4-5 cups flour

1. Combine cornmeal and boiling water in large bowl. Let stand 10 minutes.

2. Dissolve yeast in warm water in medium bowl. Let stand 5 minutes.

3. Add dry milk, oil, honey, egg, and salt to yeast mixture. Blend well. Gradually add to cornmeal, stirring well.

4. Stir in enough flour to make a soft dough.

5. Turn dough out onto a lightly floured surface. Knead about 5 minutes until smooth and elastic.

6. Place dough in a greased bowl, turning to grease top. Cover and let rise in warm place, free from drafts, until double in bulk, about 1 hour.

7. Punch dough down. Cover and let rise a second time for about 30 minutes.

8. Shape dough into 2½-inch balls and place in greased baking pans or put in greased muffin pans. Let rise in warm place until double in bulk.

9. Bake at 400° for 15-20 minutes or until golden brown.

Note: A variety of shapes can be made from this dough. See sketches for ideas.

SALT-RISING BREAD


Salt-rising bread, once every southern cook’s pride, is now hardly known, let alone baked. But frequently we are asked, hesitantly and hopefully: “Do you make salt-rising bread?” Yes, we do. Here is the recipe adapted from our mother’s own, which she got from the mayor’s wife of our small Appalachian town.

Salt-rising bread is distinctive! In an article on salt-rising bread in the Goldenseal Magazine (West Virginia Traditional Life), Margaret Barlow says, “I have never met anyone who was impartial to salt-rising bread. Those who like it consider it food for the gods. Those who do not have many rude things to say, including likening the smell to that of the common mountain outhouse.”

If the smell is distinctive, so, too, is the method. Salt-rising bread uses no yeast. The rising action is provided by the fermentation of a mixture of potatoes, cornmeal, sugar, soda, and water.

This bread, which in texture almost resembles a pound cake, is very good when toasted.



Yield: 3 loaves

2 cups thinly sliced potatoes

2 Tbsp. yellow cornmeal

2 Tbsp. sugar

½ tsp. baking soda

2 cups boiling water

1. Mix together in a glass jar. Cover, but not tightly, and let set overnight (10-16 hrs.) in a warm (90-100°) place.

2. Next day: A foam at least an inch high should have risen on the liquid, and a distinct odor should be present.

3. Drain off 1 cup liquid. To this liquid add:

2 cups warm water

⅔ cup instant nonfat dry milk

2 cups flour
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4. Mix well and let set one hour.

5. Add:

3 Tbsp. oil

1½ tsp. salt

6-8 cups flour

6. Mix well, adding enough flour to make a stiff dough.

7. Knead 10-15 minutes.

8. Shape into 3 loaves and place in greased 8” x 4” pans.

9. Let rise until double, approximately 1-1½ hours.

10. Bake at 400° for 10 minutes.

11. Reduce heat to 350° and continue baking for 30 minutes.

Variation: Whole wheat flour can be used for ¼ of the flour.
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CORNMEAL MUSH


Once considered “poor man’s fare,” this was our favorite Tuesday evening meal. Tuesday evening because Daddy didn’t like it, and he was away on Tuesday evenings. We always hoped there would be leftovers so we could have fried mush the next day for breakfast.



Yield: Serves 6-8

6 cups water

3 cups sifted cornmeal

1 tsp. salt

1. Boil 4 cups water in a heavy saucepan.

2. Mix cornmeal, salt, and 2 cups cold water.

3. Gradually add cornmeal mixture to boiling water, stirring well.

4. Cover and simmer ½ hour. (To avoid scorching, the mush can be cooked in a double boiler.)

5. Additional water may be added to achieve desired consistency.

6. Serve hot with butter and honey or milk and sugar.

Variations:

1. Add 2 cups instant nonfat dry milk powder to the cornmeal mixture to increase its nutritional value.

2. Add ½ cup Parmesan cheese before serving.

3. Fried Mush: Mix leftover mush with some shortening: 2 cups mush to 1 Tbsp. margarine. Spread into a loaf pan. Cool. When hardened, slice mush and fry on a non-stick griddle or a lightly greased griddle. You can also place slices on a cookie sheet and broil in the oven. Broil until golden; turn and broil on other side. Serve with syrup.

 

* Soften by soaking in warm water for 15 minutes.
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WHEAT

While not native to North America, wheat has become this continent’s major grain crop. The United States and Canada are two of the world’s largest producers of wheat. Some of us even sing about wheat as “amber waves of grain.” Wheat is the world’s most important grain crop.

Yet all wheat is not the same. Between the “bleached all-purpose flour” found in our supermarkets and the warm hue of stone-ground whole wheat flour, there is a world of difference. What makes that difference? First, there are varieties of kinds of wheat and, second, there are different treatments of that wheat.

Wheat is identified as either spring or winter, based on when it is planted and harvested. Spring wheat is planted in the spring and harvested in the fall. It is usually grown in the northcentral states and Canada where the cold climate precludes the growing of winter wheat. Winter wheat is planted in the fall and harvested the next summer. Since it grows or is dormant over the winter, it needs the milder climate of the Great Plains area and the Midwest.

Both spring and winter wheats come in hard or soft varieties, depending on their protein content. Hard wheats have more protein—thus, more gluten—and work better in yeast breads. Soft wheats have less protein and more starch and perform better in pastries, cookies, and cakes. Durum wheat is a hard spring wheat used almost exclusively to make pasta. Semolina is refined durum flour.

Turning wheat into flour can be as simple as crushing the whole grains by water-powered stones—resulting in stone-ground whole wheat flour. This method grinds together the germ, bran, and endosperm. Nothing is wasted. The process is slow compared to the speed of modern hammer mills and roller mills. However, this slower speed results in subjecting the grain and flour to lower temperatures, thus lowering the risk of losing heat-sensitive nutrients. That means the flour is less likely to become rancid.

Most of the flour available in supermarkets is ground with hammer or roller mills. It is refined to remove the germ (which becomes rancid quickly, but is the source of important nutrients and natural oils) and the bran (which is coarse, but an important source of fiber). This flour is sifted several times to give a very uniform and fine texture. The flour may then be further “whitened” by aging it or by adding bleaching agents such as potassium bromate. Finally, the flour is enriched, which involves replacing some nutrients that had been removed in the refining process.
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