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Thank You!

Yes, you, reading these words right here and now! While it feels a bit contrived, if not disingenuous, to spray gratitude indiscriminately into the crowd like this, there’s no easy way to express just how much your support means to me. Without a hungry and willing audience, which includes people like you, Sweet Vegan Treats would never have become a printed and published reality, let alone my other half-dozen cookbooks. It’s unreal to look back on the original printing of My Sweet Vegan more than a decade ago and take stock of how drastically the landscape of food culture has shifted since then, and yet there’s still a place on your shelf, be it physical or digital, for my work. That is why I want to thank you, first and foremost, for your enthusiasm, kindness, and hunger for a second serving of dessert.

A relic of antiquated baking techniques and largely untested theories, it’s been a dream to bring the original concept back from the dead to give it new life as Sweet Vegan Treats. Not just a quick reprint, but a complete revival. So much has changed since the first printing, both in my approach to baking and the means available to the everyday cook, that this is an entirely new book. Key changes you’ll find here include …

• Less sugar! Most important, a good dessert should emphasize flavor rather than straight-up sweetness.

• No more corn syrup! There are simply better alternatives available on the market and, as this controversial ingredient has fallen out of favor, it’s become more difficult to locate, too.

• Vegan butter instead of margarine! Such high-quality options didn’t exist over a decade ago and there’s no need to pretend we like the flavor of those waxy, old-school fluorescent yellow sticks anymore.

• More gluten-free and whole-grain options! Dessert should be for everyone, no matter dietary restrictions. Most recipes that still use standard wheat flour can be adapted with a gluten-free blend as well.

• New recipe names! Sometimes, plain titles like “French Toast” just don’t do the dish justice, or in the case of the Dark Mocha Revelation Cake, “Devastation” suddenly struck me as downright antagonistic. Don’t worry though, all your old favorites are still there.

If you’ve been baking along with me all this time, welcome back. If this is all sparkling new to you, grab an apron and roll up your sleeves; you’re in for a real treat.
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Introduction

Imagine, at the tender age of eighteen, suddenly having the opportunity to write, photograph, and publish your own cookbook fall right into your lap. Far from an expert, I had cut my teeth learning from trial and error—and error, and error. Unthinkable crazy talk, or perhaps pie in the sky, as it were! Watching My Sweet Vegan transform from a wild flight of fancy into a bound set of glossy pages felt surreal back in the day, just as every book that has come since then. Sweet Vegan Treats is the next chapter in this lifelong story.

Based on my earliest ventures in the kitchen as a new vegan and young adolescent, even I could have been convinced that eggs and dairy really are indispensable to delectable sweets. During my freshman year in high school, I churned out muffins and cookies more akin to cement doorstops than edible foodstuffs, but spurred on by a voracious sweet tooth, I never gave up. I was adamant that my creations would one day taste better than anything else on the market, vegan or otherwise. For that matter, it was unacceptable to serve a good vegan pastry; it needed to be delicious by any standards.

It hasn’t all been smooth sailing. A fateful experiment in search of making vegan marshmallows immediately comes to mind as quite possibly my largest, and definitely stickiest, explosion to date. I’m not talking about a trivial spraying of the walls; marshmallow goop was all over the floor, stove, stuck inside door handles, dripping into drawers, in my hair, the whole nine yards. Then there was the ill-conceived salt-and-pepper ice cream that left me coughing and sneezing for days after a single, fateful scoop. Let’s not forget about the white chocolate Bundt cake that might as well have been made of glue based on the texture of the crumb, or lack thereof.

Yet, through these spectacular failures, meltdowns, burnt edges, and towers of dirty dishes, I learned what works and what doesn’t. Stubbornly reworking some recipes four, five, even six times, I gradually unlocked the “secrets” to produce foolproof, mouthwatering treats that everyone can appreciate.

It’s easier and more delicious than ever to live without animal products now, as new alternatives and cruelty-free innovations are hitting mainstream awareness at lightning speed these days. Of course, that still doesn’t mean you need to be vegan to eat vegan; in my book, it’s all just good food, no matter what you want to call it. Whether you’re grappling with dietary restrictions, food allergies, ethical quandaries, or just have a serious sweet tooth, there’s something here for you tucked within these colorful pages.
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Happy Baking!
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Ingredient Guide

Set yourself up for culinary success by stocking your pantry with the very best ingredients. If you ever get stuck while shopping, turn your search online, where most things, fresh, frozen, canned, and beyond, can be sent to your door with the click of a button.

Agar (Agar-Agar)

Also known as kanten, agar is a gelatinous substance made out of seaweed. It’s a very close if not identical stand-in for traditional gelatin, which is extracted from the collagen within animals’ connective tissues. Agar comes in powdered, flaked, and stick form. I prefer to use the powder because it dissolves more easily and measures teaspoon for teaspoon like standard gelatin. However, if you can only find the flakes, just whiz them in a spice grinder for a few minutes, and voilà—instant agar powder! Agar can be found in Asian markets and some health food stores.

Agave Nectar

Derived from the same plant as tequila but far less potent, this syrup is made from the condensed juice found at the core of the agave cactus. It is available in both light and dark varieties—the dark possesses a more nuanced, complex, and somewhat floral flavor, while the light tends to provide only a clean sweetness. Considered a less refined form of sugar, agave nectar has a much lower glycemic index than many traditional granulated sweeteners and is therefore consumed by some diabetics in moderation.

All-Purpose Flour

While wonderful flours can be made from all sorts of grains, beans, nuts, and seeds, the gold standard in everyday baking and cooking is still traditional “all-purpose” wheat flour. Falling texturally somewhere in between cake flour and bread flour, it works as a seamless binder, strong foundation, and neutral base. It’s an essential pantry staple for me, stocked in my cupboard at all times. All-purpose flour may be labeled in stores as unbleached white flour or simply “plain flour.” Gluten-free all-purpose flour is also widely available now in mainstream markets and can be substituted at a 1:1 ratio for those sensitive to wheat. Many different blends exist, but I’ve personally had good results with Bob’s Red Mill®, Cup 4 Cup®, and King Arthur®. If you’d like to whip up your own blend, that’s also easy enough as long as you have a well-stocked pantry.

All-Purpose Gluten-Free Flour Blend

6 cups white rice flour

2 cups potato starch or cornstarch

1 cup tapioca flour

2 tablespoons xanthan gum

Simply whisk all the dry goods together until thoroughly mixed. Store in an airtight container and measure out as needed. If the recipe you’re following already calls for xanthan gum, you can omit it since it’s included in this blend.

Almond Meal / Flour

Almond flour is nothing more than raw almonds ground down into a fine powder, light and even in consistency which makes it ideal for baking, while almond meal is generally a bit coarser. To make your own, just throw a pound or so of completely unadulterated almonds into your food processor, and pulse until floury. It’s helpful to freeze the almonds in advance so that they don’t overheat and turn into almond butter. You can also create a finer texture by passing the initial almond meal through a fine sieve to sift out the larger pieces. Due to their high oil content, ground nuts can go rancid fairly quickly. If you opt to stock up and save some for later, be sure to store the freshly ground almond flour in an airtight container in the refrigerator or freezer. To cut down on labor and save a little time, almond flour or meal can be purchased in bulk from natural food stores.

Apple Cider Vinegar

As with oil, vinegar may originate from different types of produce, and the flavor will vary depending upon the source. Thinking along these lines, apple cider vinegar could be considered the olive oil of vinegars—flavorful, useful, and an all-around great thing to have on hand. Regular white wine vinegar or the other standard options would certainly work, but the distinctive flavor of apple cider vinegar rounds out baked goods so perfectly, and it is so easy to find … why wouldn’t you use it?

Aquafaba

It’s the not-so-secret ingredient taking the world by storm, dubbed a “miracle” by some and a food science breakthrough by others. In case you’re not already a fervent fan, aquafaba is the excess liquid found in any ordinary can of chickpeas. Technically, any bean can produce aquafaba, but the unique ratios of protein and starch found in garbanzo beans has been found to best mimic the unique binding and whipping properties previously only seen in egg whites. Different brands will yield slightly different results, but I’ve never found any that are complete duds. For more delicate applications like meringues or marshmallow fluff, you can always concentrate your aquafaba to create a stronger foam matrix by cooking it gently over the stove and reducing some of the water.

Arrowroot Powder / Flour

Thanks to arrowroot, you can thicken sauces, puddings, and mousses with ease. This white powder is very similar to kudzu and is often compared to other starchy flours. However, arrowroot is so fine that it produces much smoother results, and is less likely to stick together and form large, glutinous lumps when baking. In a pinch, cornstarch can be an adequate substitute, but I highly recommend seeking out arrowroot. Most grocery stores have a brand or two tucked in among the spices in the baking aisle.

Black Cocoa Powder

What do you get when you oxidize Dutch-process cocoa powder to the extreme? Black cocoa, dark as coal, certainly lives up to its name and produces amazing color in baked goods. However, it has a much lower fat content than standard cocoa and should therefore be used sparingly to avoid altering the texture of your baked goods. In a pinch, feel free to substitute regular Dutch-process cocoa for an equally tasty, if comparatively paler, dessert.

Black Salt (Kala Namak)

Lovingly if crudely nicknamed “fart salt” around these parts, the sulfurous odor released by a big bagful really does smell like … well, you can probably guess. Despite that unpromising introduction, it does taste far better, and eerily similar to eggs. Enhancing everything from tofu scrambles to loaves of challah, it’s one of those secret ingredients that every vegan should have in their arsenal. Don’t let the name confuse you though; the fine grains are actually mottled pink in appearance, not black.

Brown Rice Syrup

Caramel-colored and thick like honey, brown rice syrup is a natural sweetener that is produced via the fermentation of brown rice. It tastes less sweet than granulated sugar, adding a wholesome complexity to baked goods. The deep flavor of brown rice syrup is best cast in supporting roles, complementing other aspects of the dish without taking center stage.

Butter

It’s a basic kitchen staple, but good dairy-free butter can be quite elusive if you don’t know what to look for. Some name brands contain whey or other milk derivatives, while others conceal the elusive, animal-derived Vitamin D3, so be alert when scanning ingredient labels. For ease, I prefer to use it in stick format, such as Earth Balance® Buttery Sticks or Miyoko’s Kitchen European Style Cultured VeganButter. Never try to substitute spreadable butter from a tub! These varieties have much more water to allow them to spread while cold, and will thus bake and cook differently. I always use unsalted butter unless otherwise noted, but you are welcome to use salted as long as you remove about ¼ teaspoon of salt per ¼ cup of butter from the recipe. Overly salted food is one of the first flaws that diners notice, so take care with your seasoning and always adjust to taste.

Cacao Nibs

Also known as raw chocolate, cacao nibs are unprocessed cacao nuts, simply broken up into smaller pieces. Much more bitter and harsh than the sweet, mellow chocolate found in bars or chips, it is often used for texture and accent flavor in desserts. Sometimes it can be found coated in sugar to soften its inherent acidity, but for baking, you want the plain, raw version if possible. Seek out bags of cacao nibs in health food stores; if you’re really lucky, you may be able to find them in the bulk bins of well-stocked specialty stores.

Chia Seeds

Yes, this is the same stuff that makes Chia Pets so green and fuzzy, and yes, the seeds are edible! Tiny but mighty, what makes these particular seeds so special is that they form a gel when mixed with liquid. This makes them a powerful binder when trying to replace eggs, or should flaxseeds be in short supply. Store in the freezer for a longer life span, and grind them before using in baked goods to maintain an even crumb texture.

Chocolate

Why does something so common, so beloved and easily accessible, need further explanation? Chocolate is chocolate, especially when you’re reaching for the dark stuff, right? Many name brands that prefer quantity to quality would beg to differ. Obviously, white and milk chocolate are out of the picture, yet some dark, bittersweet, and semisweet chocolates still don’t make the vegan cut. Even those that claim to be “70% cacao solids, extra-special dark” may have milk solids or butterfat lurking within. Don’t buy the hype or the filler! Stay vigilant and check all labels to uncover superior flavor undiluted by dairy products.

Chocolate Crème-Filled Sandwich Cookies

As America’s favorite cookie, it is no surprise that the Oreo® would come up sooner or later on this list. While the original Oreo® has changed its ways to take out the trans fats and animal products, there are many other options on the market. Newman’s Own makes an organic version that tastes just like the cookies you might remember from your childhood. Trader Joe’s even has their own house brand, always available at a very reasonable price and sometimes in exciting seasonal varieties. Any wafer cookies with a vanilla filling will do, or you can even whip up your own by combining the Chocolate Wafer Cookie recipe on page 229 with the vanilla frosting recipe from the Root Beer Float Cupcakes on page 149.


Chocolate Wafer Cookie Crumbs

Simply flat, crunchy cocoa cookies, there are quite a few vegan options on the market. I typically use the Alphabet Cookies from Newman’s Own, but plenty of other brands will work just as well. Just be sure to check the ingredient statement, and stay away from those that look soft or chewy. For a thrifty endeavor, you could also try baking your own at home with the Chocolate Wafer Cookie recipe on page 229! Once baked and fully cooled, pulverize the cookies into crumbs using a food processor, blender, or a good old-fashioned rubber mallet, depending upon your mood.

Cocoa Butter

Chocolate is comprised of two key elements: The cocoa solids, which give it that distinct cocoa flavor, and the cocoa butter, which is the fat that provides the body. Cocoa butter is solid at room temperature, like all tropical oils, so it’s best to measure it after melting, as the firm chunks can appear deceptively voluminous. It’s really important to pick up high quality, food-grade cocoa butter. As a popular ingredient in body lotions and lip balms, some offerings come with fillers and undesirable additives, so shop carefully if you search locally. Also avoid deodorized cocoa butter, unless you’d rather omit its natural flavor from your desserts.

Coconut Milk

When called for in this book, I’m referring to regular, full-fat coconut milk. That fat is necessary for a smooth, creamy mouthfeel and richer taste. In ice cream, light coconut milk cannot be substituted without detrimental effects to the final texture. Plain coconut milk is found canned in the ethnic foods aisle of the grocery store. You can make it yourself from fresh coconut meat, but in most cases, such as baking and general dessert-making when it’s not the featured flavor, the added hassle honestly isn’t worth the expense or effort.

Coconut Oil

Once demonized as artery-clogging sludge not fit to grease a doorframe, nutritionists now can’t recommend this tropical fat highly enough. Touted for its benefits when consumed or used topically, it’s readily available just about anywhere you turn. Two varieties populate store shelves: Virgin (or raw/unrefined) coconut oil and refined coconut oil. Virgin gets the best press from the health experts since it’s less processed, and it bears the subtle aroma of the coconut flesh. Refined has been deodorized and is essentially flavorless, allowing it to blend seamlessly with any other flavors. They both solidify below 76°F, but virgin oil reaches its smoke point at 350°F while refined is at 450°F. Either works fine for raw or unbaked treats, but I would recommend refined for baked applications.


Confectioners’ Sugar

Otherwise known as powdered sugar, icing sugar, or 10x sugar, confectioners’ sugar is a very finely ground version of standard white sugar with just a touch of cornstarch added to prevent clumping. If you should reach into your pantry and come out empty-handed, you can make your own by combining 1 cup of granulated sugar with 1 tablespoon of cornstarch in your food processor or spice grinder. Simply blend on the highest speed for about two minutes, allowing the dust to settle before opening your machine up—unless you want to inhale a cloud of sugar!

Cream Cheese

Many innovative companies now make dairy-free products that will give you the most authentic shmears and cream cheese frostings imaginable. These soft spreads also hold up beautifully in cookie dough and piecrusts, contributing a great tangy flavor and excellent structure. My favorite brands are Tofutti®, Kite Hill®, and Miyoko’s®, but there are even more options in ample supply at well-stocked natural foods markets. You can even make your own from scratch with relative ease using the recipe on page 230, but bear in mind that it will likely produce a coarser texture than anything store-bought.

Cream of Tartar

Don’t let the name fool you; cream of tartar has absolutely nothing to do with either cream nor tartar sauce. It’s actually created through the fermentation process that grapes undergo in the production of wine. Thus, it can contribute a good deal of acid to recipes in very small doses. Sometimes used as a stabilizer, it can create flavors similar to buttermilk, or be used to create baking powder: For a small batch, sift together 2 tablespoons cream of tartar with 1 tablespoon baking soda and 1 teaspoon cornstarch.

Flavor Extracts

I usually try to stay as far away from flavor extracts as possible, because they are all too often artificial, insipid, and a poor replacement for the real thing. However, vanilla (see page 12 for further details), peppermint, and almond are my main exceptions, as high-quality extracts from the actual sources are readily available in most markets. Just make sure to avoid any bottles that list sugar, corn syrup, colors, or chemical stabilizers in addition to your flavor of choice. For more unconventional essences, if your supermarket searches end up unsuccessful, try the internet. I’ve found OliveNation.com in particular to be a reliable resource.

Flaxseeds

Ground flaxseeds make an excellent vegan egg-replacer when combined with water. One tablespoon of the whole seeds produces approximately 1½ tablespoons of the ground powder. While you can purchase pre-ground flaxseed meal in many stores, I prefer to grind them fresh for each recipe, as they tend to go rancid much more quickly once broken down. Not to mention, it takes mere seconds to powder your own flaxseeds in a spice grinder. If you do opt to purchase flax meal instead, be sure to store the powder in your refrigerator or freezer until you are ready to use it. These tiny seeds can be found in bulk bins and prepackaged in the baking aisle of natural food stores.

Garbanzo Bean (Chickpea) Flour

Gaining in popularity as a versatile gluten-free flour, garbanzo flour is just what you might imagine; nothing but dried, finely ground chickpeas. When used in baking, it can be used as a substitute for about 20–25 percent of the wheat flour called for in a recipe or to add a toothsome density to cakes or cookies. It can also be cooked with water like polenta, and eaten either as a hot porridge or let set overnight in a baking dish, sliced, and then fried to make what is called chickpea panisse. Just be warned that eaten raw (if, say, someone decided to sample raw cookie batter that contains garbanzo flour) it is very bitter and unpleasant.

Garbanzo flour should be readily available in most grocery stores in the baking or natural foods section, but if you have a powerful blender like a Vitamix (see Kitchen Toys and Tools) with a dry grinding container, you can make your own from dried, split chickpeas (also known as chana dal). Process 2 cups of legumes at a time, and use the plunger to keep things moving. Once finely ground, let the dust settle for a few minutes before removing the lid of the container.

Graham Crackers

When I first went searching for vegan graham crackers, I was appalled at my lack of options. Why every brand in sight needed to include honey was beyond me. So, what is an intrepid food enthusiast to do in a tight situation like this? Shop, search, and browse some more, of course. Concealed among the rest, and often in natural foods stores, there are a few brands that exclude all animal products. Believe it or not, some of the best options are the store-brand, no-name biscuits that may otherwise get overlooked. Keep your eyes peeled for unexpected steals and deals. Go the extra mile and make your own from scratch using the recipe on page 235 for a truly superlative staple, but make twice as much as you’ll need for the final recipe, because you’ll want to snack on those all by themselves.

Graham Flour

Best known in the form of crackers, graham flour is simply a fancy type of wheat flour. It is made from a process that separates all parts of the wheat kernel itself and recombines them in different proportions. For reasons beyond my grasp, this unique flour is not sold in all countries. If you are having a hard time getting your hands on some, and don’t mind a treat with a slightly different, denser texture, regular old whole wheat flour can be substituted. With a little bit more effort, you can fabricate a closer approximation of the wholesome flavor and coarse grind with ¾ cup plus 2 tablespoons whole wheat pastry flour and 2 tablespoons toasted wheat germ.

Granulated Sugar

Yes, that’s plain old, regular white sugar I’m talking about. Surprised to see this most basic sweetener here? It’s true that all sugar (beet or cane) is derived from plant sources and therefore vegan by nature. However, there are some sneaky things going on behind the scenes in big corporations these days. Some cane sugar is filtered using bone char, a very non-vegan process, but that will never be specified on a label. The same goes for brown sugar as well, which is really just white sugar with molasses added back in. If you’re not sure about the brand that you typically buy, your best bet is to contact the manufacturer directly and ask.

To bypass this problem, many vegans purchase unbleached cane sugar. While it is a suitable substitute, unbleached cane sugar does have a higher molasses content than white sugar, so it has more of a brown sugar–like flavor, and tends to produce desserts that are denser. Luckily, there are a few caring companies that go to great pains to ensure the purity of their sugar products, such as Florida Crystals® and Amalgamated Sugar Company®, the suppliers to White Satin, Fred Meyer, Western Family, and Parade. You can often find appropriate sugar in health food store bulk bins these days to save some money, but as always, verify the source before forking over the cash. As sugar can be a touchy vegan subject, it is best to use your own judgment when considering which brand to purchase.

Instant Coffee Powder or Granules

Though generally unfit for drinking as intended, instant coffee is an ideal way to add those crave-worthy roasted, smoky notes to any recipe without also incorporating a lot of extra liquid. Stored in a dry, dark place, a small jar should last a long time. You can even find decaf versions, in case you’re more sensitive to caffeine but still want that flavor in your recipes. I prefer powder to granules because it dissolves more easily, but both can work interchangeably with a bit of vigorous mixing.

Instant Potato Flakes

Instant mashed potatoes have been a convenient pantry staple since the 1920s when semi-homemade shortcuts were all the rage. Larded with waxy processed fats, dried dairy products, and aggressive doses of salt, these are not the kind of “quick fix” side dishes I can endorse. Rather, I’m looking for just the plain, unadorned flakes of dehydrated potatoes, ready to be reconstituted with hot water and mixed up into any variety of recipe applications. Though rather bland by themselves, that’s precisely what makes them so versatile. You’re more likely to encounter them in health food stores or online shops, either in large packages or bulk bins. Just make sure there’s nothing else added, and that they are in fact flakes, not granules, since the two formats absorb liquid at a different rate.

Maple Syrup

One of my absolute favorite sweeteners, there is simply no substitute for real, 100 percent maple syrup. Of course, this incredible indulgence does come at a hefty price. Though it would be absolute sacrilege to use anything but authentic Grade B maple syrup on pancakes or waffles in my house, I will sometimes bend the rules in recipes where it isn’t such a prominent flavor, in order to save some money. In these instances, I’ll substitute a maple-agave blend, which still carries the flavor from the actual source, but bulks it up with an equal dose of agave for sweetening power. Grade A is a fine substitute in a pinch, but contrary to what the letter would suggest, it’s surprisingly less flavorful than Grade B.

Matcha

Perhaps one of my all-time favorite flavorings, matcha is a very high-quality powdered green tea. It is used primarily in Japanese tea ceremonies and can have an intense, complex, and bitter taste when used in large amounts. Contrary to what many new bakers think, this is not the same as the green tea leaves you’ll find in mega mart tea bags! Those are vastly inferior in the flavor department, and real matcha is ground much finer. There are many levels of quality, with each step up in grade carrying a higher price tag. Because it can become quite pricey, I would suggest buying a mid-range or “culinary” grade, which should be readily available at any specialty tea store and many health food markets.

Nondairy Milk

The foundation of many cream and custard pies, I kept this critical ingredient somewhat ambiguous for a reason. Most types of nondairy milk will work in these recipes, and I wouldn’t want to limit anyone with specific allergies. The only type that I absolutely do not recommend using is rice milk, as it tends to be much thinner, often gritty, and completely lacking in the body necessary to make rich, satisfying desserts. Unless explicitly specified, any other type of vegan milk substitute will work. My top pick is unsweetened almond milk because it tends to be a bit thicker, richer, and still has a neutral flavor. Don’t be afraid to experiment, though; there’s a lot to choose from!

Nutritional Yeast

Unlike active yeast, nutritional yeast is not used to leaven baked goods, but to flavor all sorts of dishes. Prized for its distinctly cheesy flavor, it’s a staple in most vegan pantries and is finally starting to gain recognition in mainstream cooking as well. Though it is almost always found in savory recipes, I sometimes like to add a tiny pinch to some desserts, bringing out its subtle buttery characteristics. It can be found either in the baking aisle or in many bulk bin sections.

Olive Oil

One of the most sweeping changes in these revamped recipes was replacing all the canola oil with olive oil. Though canola is king for neutral flavor, it’s become a bit controversial for some when it comes to health and environmental impact. I’ve always been a much bigger fan of olive oil anyhow, and after a bit of experimentation, I found that it could seamlessly fill those shoes, despite the common misconceptions over how it might ruin the delicate flavors in cakes or other sweet treats. Simply opt for a “light” variety to reduce the stronger, grassier, or more peppery notes. This type of olive oil is also processed in a way that makes it almost colorless and better for high-heat applications than extra virgin, for instance.

Truth be told, my absolute favorite oils for baking are avocado oil and rice bran oil, in that order, but I understand that these aren’t as widely available. If you have the access and inclination, though, give either a try for an upgraded option.

Puffed Grains

Those crispy rice cereals that have graced breakfast tables for over 50 years are all too familiar, but what about the other puffed grains, such as barley, wheat, or millet? Yes, the exact same process can be used on all of these staples to create light, crunchy cereal grains, each with their own distinctive flavors and shapes. Puffed quinoa and millet, called for in the Power-Hungry Granola (page 51), are two of the more unusual puffed grains in my breakfast bowl, but either can be replaced with crispy rice cereal in an equal proportion. I prefer to stick with plain grains when making granola. Boxed cereals that have sugar added are fine too, just expect a sweeter result, or dial down the sugar in the recipe to compensate. Most health food stores will stock more uncommon varieties in bulk bins, but feel free to experiment with whatever is easiest for you to obtain.

Sour Cream

Another creative alternative comes to the rescue of vegan bakers everywhere! Vegan sour cream provides an amazingly similar yet dairy-free version of the original tangy spread. In a pinch, I suppose you might be able to get away with using “Greek” style vegan yogurt instead, but it doesn’t have the same richness and body, so the resulting desserts may be a bit less decadent. Vegan sour cream can often be found neatly tucked in among its dairy-based rivals in the grocery store, or with the other refrigerated dairy alternatives. The soy-based Sour Supreme from Tofutti® remains my favorite, even over a decade of baking experience later.

Sprinkles

What’s a birthday party without a generous handful of sprinkles to brighten up the cake? Though these colorful toppers are made primarily of edible wax, they are often coated in confectioners’ glaze, which is code for mashed-up insects, to give them their lustrous shine. Happily, you can now find specifically vegan sprinkles (sold as “Sprinkelz”) produced by the Let’s Do…® company, in both chocolate and colored versions, which can be found at just about any natural food store.

If you’re feeling colorful, you can also make a healthier, sugar-free version with … amaranth! That’s right; just plain old amaranth soaked in plant-based dyes and dehydrated will do the trick, since these toppers should be applied sparingly and don’t contribute any discernable flavor. All you need to do is soak amaranth in a colorful liquid for 4 hours, drain, and bake for 50 to 60 minutes at 200°F, stirring every 10 minutes or so, until dry to the touch. Your dyeing guide is as follows:

• Beet juice for red/pink

• Turmeric with water for yellow

• Matcha with water for green

Use just enough liquid to cover the grains and ratios as desired to reach the shade you’d like, but bear in mind they won’t be as brilliant as anything store-bought or chemically enhanced. Variations on these colors are easily blended, but this mix tends to do just fine for that extra touch of whimsy. Bake in separate batches until completely dry to prevent the colors from bleeding. Store in an airtight container until ready to sprinkle in some fun!

Tahini

A staple of Middle Eastern cuisine, most grocery stores should be able to accommodate your tahini requests. Tahini is a paste very much like peanut butter, but it is made from sesame seeds rather than nuts. If you don’t have any on hand and a trip to the market is not in your immediate plans, then any other nut butter will provide exactly the same texture within a recipe, though it will impart a different overall taste.

Textured Vegetable (or Soy) Protein

Typically shortened to the abbreviation of TVP (or TSP), this is a very concentrated protein, and a by-product of making soybean oil. It’s consequently low in fat, and well-known for its appearances in savory dishes as a very convincing meat replacement. Cut into chunks, the spongy texture of TVP is especially receptive to other flavors and seasonings. This may sound like a strange ingredient to include within a book about sweet recipes, but like tofu, it has a fairly neutral flavor and can be seasoned in any way you can imagine! Bags or tubs of TVP are available in most health food stores and some bulk bin sections. Soy Curls® have a similar texture but are made from the whole soybean, if you would prefer a more complete protein. These come in longer strips, so simply pulse them in your blender or food processor to break them into a coarse, pebble-like consistency before proceeding with the recipe.

Tofu

Yes, I bake with tofu and I don’t apologize for it! It lends fabulous moisture, structure, and even a punch of protein! When I use tofu in desserts, I always reach for the aseptic, shelf-stable packs made by Mori-Nu®. Not only do they seem to last indefinitely when unopened, they also blend down into a flawlessly smooth puree when processed thoroughly. These compact little boxes are all over the place in natural food stores and Asian markets, as well as online. Water-packed tofu sold in the produce section of standard grocery stores will have a much looser texture when baked and is likely to have a more “beany” flavor.

Turbinado Sugar

Coarse, light brown granulated sugar, it’s hard to resist the sparkle that this edible glitter lends when applied to the outside of cookies. Though it’s not the best choice for actually baking with since the large crystals make for an uneven distribution of sweetness, it adds a satisfying crunch and eye-appeal when used as decoration.

Vanilla (Extract, Paste, and Beans)

One of the most important ingredients in a baker’s arsenal, vanilla is found in countless forms and qualities. It goes without saying that artificial flavorings pale in comparison to the real thing. Madagascar vanilla is the traditional full-bodied vanilla that most people appreciate in desserts, so stick with that and you can’t go wrong. To take your desserts up a step, vanilla paste brings in the same amount of flavor, but includes those lovely little vanilla bean flecks that makes everyone think you busted out the good stuff and used whole beans. Vanilla paste can be substituted 1:1 for vanilla extract. Like whole vanilla beans, save the paste for things where you’ll really see those specks of vanilla goodness, like ice creams, custards, and frostings. Vanilla beans, the most costly but flavorful option, can be used instead, at about 1 bean per 2 teaspoons of extract or paste.

Once you’ve split and scraped out the insides, get the most for your money by stashing the pod in a container of granulated sugar, to slowly infuse the sugar with delicious vanilla flavor. Or, just store the pod in a container until it dries out, and then grind it up very finely in a high-speed blender and use it to augment a good vanilla extract. The flavor won’t be as strong as the seeds, but it does contribute to the illusion that you’ve used the good stuff.

Vegan Eggnog

Made with neither dairy nor eggs, commercially prepared vegan “eggnog” is actually quite delicious, contrary to what thoughts the name may evoke. It is a bit thinner than the traditional egg- and cream-based drink, but this actually makes it even better to bake with, as it doesn’t tend to weigh cakes down nearly as much. Due to its seasonality, vegan “eggnog” is only available in the months surrounding Christmas, but during those times you should be able to find it in most mainstream marketplaces. Or you can make your own with a quick online search.

Wasabi Paste and Powder

Just like the mounds of green paste served with sushi, the prepared wasabi paste found in tubes is almost certainly not made of wasabi root. Strange but true, it’s typically colored horseradish instead, due to the rarity and expense of real wasabi. Read labels carefully, because it’s one of those things that seems guaranteed to be vegan-friendly, but can give you a nasty surprise if you’re not careful. Milk derivatives are often added, for reasons I couldn’t begin to explain. The potent flavor dissipates over time, so be sure to toss any that has been sitting in your pantry well past its prime. If quality paste is nowhere to be found, opt for prepared horseradish (blended only with a dash of vinegar) instead. In some cases, mustard powder can lend a similar flavor instead of wasabi powder, but only in very small doses.

White Whole Wheat Flour

Look out, whole wheat pastry flour, healthy bakers everywhere have a new best friend! It may look and taste like regular white flour, but is instead milled from the whole grain. Simply made from hard white wheat berries instead of red, the color and flavor is much lighter, making it the perfect addition to nearly every sort of baking application you can think of. If you’re concerned about getting more fiber into your diet, feel free to switch out the all-purpose flour in any recipe in this book for white whole wheat.

Whole Wheat Pastry Flour

I just love using whole wheat flour whenever possible, to add in some extra fiber and nutrients, but all too often it can make desserts dense and unpalatable. This is where whole wheat pastry flour steps in! It has a lower gluten content and is therefore less likely to create that tough, heavy texture typically associated with the wholesome grain. White whole wheat flour can also be used for the same applications.

Yogurt

No longer just soy, there are now flavors like coconut, almond, cashew, and beyond, there’s a nut or a grain for everyone! Unless specified, opt for plain yogurt, rather than “Greek” style, which will be considerably thicker. I prefer to purchase the larger containers and weigh or measure out the requisite amount, since single-serving cups can vary in size. I’m quite partial to the almond-based version made by Kite Hill® but the “cashewgurt” from Forager® is a close second.
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