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Introduction

The Healthy Hedonist is a book of vibrant, healthful, great-tasting recipes designed to satisfy a wide variety of palates. Many of us have had the experience of finishing a meal only to feel heavy, stuffed, and guilty shortly thereafter. A true hedonist, “a person who pursues pleasure,” is passionate about food. A real hedonist also wants to feel good. The healthy hedonist anticipates a good meal, savors it, and feels energetic and nourished afterward. [image: Image] Different people have different ideas about what constitutes healthy eating habits. Many are bewildered by the myriad choices available. Some thrive on a vegetarian diet; others do not. Some eschew dairy, while others don’t respond well to soy. Some don’t eat certain foods or combinations of foods because of their religious or spiritual convictions. Some eat a variety of foods but are not sure what is going to make them feel their best. Many are struggling with weight issues. [image: Image] I came to natural foods years ago when I was a fashion designer. Cooking was a way to relax after an exhausting day on New York’s Fashion Avenue. I had a wonderful time playing with newly discovered ingredients like quinoa and lentils and umeboshi vinegar. For the first time, I realized that there was a direct connection between what I put into my body and how I felt. Soon after, I discovered Annemarie Colbin’s Natural Gourmet Cookery School, and “for the fun of it” I enrolled in its first part-time chef training program. Anne-marie was my first natural foods mentor. To this day, I often repeat her maxim “If it’s not real, don’t eat it.” [image: Image] My love affair with cooking had begun, and my training in fashion design influenced my cooking. I still pay attention to how dishes complement each other—how they “hang together”—and I envision garnishes as accessories to a dish. [image: Image] Nowadays I spend my work life teaching and writing about food. This book reflects much of what I have learned over my past five years of teaching, in large part as a response to the questions, concerns, and requests of my students. I teach many kinds of cooking classes to all kinds of people, from those who are conversant with natural foods to those who are more in the mainstream. The recipes in this book are those that my students have loved. [image: Image] Many of us are what could now be called “flexitarians.” A flexitarian may be primarily a vegetarian but may eat some animal products on occasion.

Or a flexitarian may be an omnivore who often chooses to eat vegetarian. Some people call themselves vegetarian; then they add that they eat some fish, or perhaps fish and chicken. They too are flexitarians. In addition, some people often have to cook for others who do not have the same eating habits as they do. For example, one of my students was a mother who found herself at a loss when it came to cooking for her vegan teenage daughter. One of my students was a vegan whose wife was not a vegetarian, and he did all the household cooking. Some of my students reported that they had been eating only raw foods for years, then realized that they needed to add animal products as well as cooked food back into their diets.

Many of the recipes presented here are vegetarian, although there are a good number of fish and chicken dishes. Many of these dishes can be made several ways. The flounder with an orange glaze is also delicious when made with tofu. The chicken with mushroom ragout is equally tasty when made with tempeh. The Moroccan stew is succulent whether it is made with braised chicken or with chickpeas for the vegetarian. A spinach and roasted shiitake mushroom salad with a rosemary lemon balsamic vinaigrette makes an excellent starter to a wholesome meal; the addition of crispy tempeh croutons transforms the salad into a light vegetarian entrée.

Most of the dairy in the book is optional. A baby greens salad with roasted red pepper vinaigrette has warm walnut-crusted goat cheese medallions for a tasty flourish—but the salad is still delicious without the cheese. Some of the soups include a yogurt garnish, but tofu cream can be substituted. It’s up to you to decide which version suits your needs or preference.

Many of us have only a limited time to spend in the kitchen, but we still want to make fresh and delicious food. Shortcut methods are offered whenever they can be applied without compromising the taste and healthfulness of the dish. For instance, the roasted red pepper soup is best made with homemade stock and home-roasted peppers. However, if you substitute jarred peppers and store-bought stock, the results are still impressive and the total prep time is under thirty minutes. The whole-grain dough for the pizza crusts takes only forty-five seconds to mix and knead in the food processor. The whole-grain risottos are baked, and the easy polenta is made in a double boiler, so there is no need to spend time glued to the pot, stirring.

These recipes are for the unfussy food that I make on a day-to-day basis in my home kitchen. They are also perfect for entertaining. Many can be made in advance. Best of all, they are inspired by ethnic flavors from all over the world, including India, Morocco, Turkey, Mexico, Thailand, Colombia, El Salvador, Lebanon, Greece, Italy, France, Iran, China, Vietnam, and the United States. The recipes will pique the interest of even the most seasoned cook.

I have included low-key but satisfying recipes for a variety of needs. When you want to give your body a break, try the spring tonic garlic soup and the dhal; when you are feeling indulgent, make a batch of the brownies. Since the focus here is on real food, there is no emphasis on low-fat high-carb, or high-protein low-carb, cooking. The recipes call for sufficient salt to draw all the flavors together and sufficient fat for each particular dish; however, most of the dishes in the book are naturally on the lighter side.

Try to cook with ingredients that are as natural as possible. The less refined a food is, the more it nurtures the body. Whole grains, which have their nutrients intact, are more satisfying and filling than refined ones, so the recipes in this book include whole-grain pizza dough, crêpes, pilafs, and pastries. Of course some dishes call for refined grains, such as basmati and jasmine rice, which are more appropriate for some meals.

“Whole food” often means food with fewer ingredients. Real nut butters contain nuts, and nuts only, and perhaps some salt. Shoyu, or natural soy sauce, contains only soy, wheat, water, and salt. Some of the common commercial ingredients to stay away from are hydrogenated fats, high-fructose corn syrup, sugar substitutes such as aspartame, and chemical preservatives. Read the labels. Chances are that if the list of ingredients includes long polysyllabic terms that you can barely pronounce, it’s not a healthy product.

Eat organic as much as possible. Organic food tastes better, and it is healthier. You just have to taste a can of conventional beans after testing an organic variety to understand the difference. Educate yourself on what’s out there so that you can make intelligent choices.

Real food also means fresh food—food that is not canned, processed, or frozen. This does not mean that I have not made a few notable exceptions in putting these recipes together. I use canned organic tomatoes, canned coconut milk, canned hearts of palm, and bottled roasted peppers. From time to time I’ll use frozen organic corn and frozen peas, two vegetables that have little water content and do not suffer too badly from being frozen. Frozen peas are often better than their fresh counterparts, since they are frozen while young. When you have to pick your battles, shelling peas is just one step too many! Although I prefer to start with dry beans and soak and cook them, for the sake of efficiency I frequently turn to canned.

If you have a greenmarket near you, get acquainted with your local farmers. You’ll be able to purchase vegetables that were picked the day before, vegetables that are vibrant and full of life. In these markets, there is often a more interesting and unusual selection than you can find in a supermarket. After many years of visiting the Union Square Greenmarket in New York City, I am still inspired when I see the vast array of luscious vegetables and fruits, fresh cheeses, and breads offered there.

Something wonderful happens when you bring fresh, vibrant food into your home. Whether you’re an accomplished cook or a novice, with a variety of great food at your fingertips, you’re likely to become a healthy hedonist.

A hedonist ought to have a good time when cooking for friends. Don’t be afraid to alter something to your preference, or to mix and match recipes to create a meal. It is your energy that goes into what you cook, so splash blessings on your food as you sauté and stir and simmer. Load your pantry and your refrigerator with tasty, delicious, good-quality ingredients. Celebrate the pleasures of coconut oil and ghee, whole eggs and chocolate. Fill your belly with luscious food. Dare to be a healthy hedonist.

Salt

You don’t need to give up salt to be a healthy hedonist. Salt draws out essential flavors that would otherwise remain neutral or latent. For this reason, some food gurus believe the art of salting is what distinguishes a mediocre cook from a very good one.

Many people today are afraid to season their food properly because of the misconception that salt is bad for you; true, there is generally too much sodium in many processed and packaged foods. But salt, especially sea salt, is your friend, not your enemy. The proper amount of salt added during cooking releases the flavors of the food without making it taste salty. Salt added at the table, on the other hand, does not permeate the food properly. When you cook your own food, learn to salt to taste, and before long you’ll recognize when a dish is seasoned perfectly. Well-seasoned food leaves a rounded flavor on the tongue. In addition, pleasantly spicy foods sometimes feel as if they are overly spicy. Once the correct amount of salt is added—and that might mean only a pinch—the constituent flavors are drawn together harmoniously and the food comes alive.

In the recipes here, I indicate an amount of salt that is close to the amount I think the dish needs. The recipe will usually need one or two pinches more to draw out the flavors; it is impossible to include that tiny amount in the recipe, and it may vary depending on the ingredients. I call this extra amount a “grandma pinch,” which means a good fat pinch, not a speck. (If you tend to be heavy-handed, however, make your pinch a baby pinch.)

The best sea salts available, Celtic Sea Salt and Fleur de sel, are harvested by professional salt farmers in northern France, along the coast of Brittany. These are wind- and sun-dried only, with nothing added or taken out. The minerals remain in ionized form, in the same balance they have in the ocean, which is the same balance of minerals that we need in our body. The eighty or so trace minerals are responsible for the light gray color, and the grains are a bit moist. Fine-ground Celtic salt is my choice all-purpose salt, for both savory and sweet recipes.

Fats

Fats make up a part of a healthy diet. To be physically and mentally healthy, to insulate and to keep the body warm, you need a certain amount of fats. The fat-soluble vitamins A, D, E, and K need dietary fat in order to be used by the body.

All fats are made up of a combination of monounsaturated, polyunsaturated, and saturated fats. We cannot say one oil is good because it is monounsaturated or polyunsaturated. The length of the fatty acid chain—whether it is a short, medium, or long chain—is more telling about the nature of the fat.

Avoid refined oils whenever possible. The use of high temperature and chemical solvents, as well as exposure to light and oxygen, in the processing of nearly all refined oils destroys much of the essential omega-3 and omega-6 fatty acids, and also creates rancidity and oxidation. Refined fats suppress the immune system. Poly-unsaturated oils, which are highly unstable, are not suitable as cooking oils for the most part. Consuming large quantities of polyunsaturated oil increases serum cholesterol.

It’s actually difficult not to get enough omega-6 oils in a normal diet; they are readily available in nuts and seeds. In nuts they include natural antioxidants to protect them from going rancid. Polyunsaturated oils become toxic when they are exposed to heat, light, and air. Oxidation causes the formation of harmful free radicals. Most important, refrain from consuming any products containing “partially hydrogenated” oils, which are molecularly altered and produce trans-fatty acids, fats known to be disease-causing.

Omega-3 fatty acids are best obtained from eating flax seeds or consuming some flax oil daily, and by eating fatty fish such as salmon, mackerel, anchovies, sardines, and herring.

The oils that I advocate for cooking are stable oils that can take heat without becoming rancid or oxidized. These include extra-virgin olive oil, coconut oil, and organic butter and ghee. I use small amounts of unrefined sesame oil and toasted sesame oil; and I use unrefined nut oils, such as hazelnut oil and walnut oil, in salad dressings. Extra-virgin olive oil is a stable liquid with a high percentage of oleic acid, which makes it ideal for cooking and for salads. It is also rich in antioxidants, which prevent it from becoming rancid. It is over 70 percent monounsaturated and 16 percent saturated fat.

Organic butter is a stable fat made from cream with a wide range of short, medium, and odd-chain fatty acids as well as typical saturated, monounsaturated, and some polyunsaturated fatty acids. Butter contains fat-soluble vitamins, including vitamins A, D, and E. Butter has short- and medium-chain fatty acids (15 percent) and conjugated linoleic acid (CLA), which has strong anticancer properties. It is rich in selenium, a vital antioxidant. All of these properties are only in the fat part of the milk. Butter and cream contain little lactose or casein and are usually well tolerated even by those who are sensitive to dairy. All the recipes use unsalted butter.

Ghee is especially well tolerated by most people, because the milk solids are removed. In traditional Indian medicine, ghee is considered the most satvic, or health-promoting, fat available. You can purchase organic or hormone-free ghee, but it is easy to make at home. As the ghee forms, the milk solids sink to the bottom of the pot, leaving only the pure stable fat, which is suitable for high-heat sautéing.



[image: Image]Ghee[image: Image]

MAKES 1½ CUPS

1 pound unsalted butter, preferably organic

Warm the butter in a small saucepan over medium-low heat until it has melted completely, about 5 minutes. The butter will start to gurgle as the water evaporates, and the top will be covered with foam. Simmer uncovered over low heat until the milk solids start to brown on the bottom of the pot, 10 to 15 minutes. (Check after 10 minutes and then frequently after that, by pushing aside the foam and tilting the pan to see if the solids have browned.) As soon as the solids turn brown, remove the pan from the heat and let the residue settle to the bottom. Then carefully pour the clear liquid through a strainer lined with a double layer of cheesecloth into a heat-resistant container. Discard the solids.

Ghee will stay fresh on the kitchen counter 4 to 6 weeks; in the refrigerator for 4 months; and indefinitely in the freezer.



Sesame oil contains a high percentage of omega-6 fatty acids. It also contains sesamin, a natural antioxidant that enhances its stability, making it suitable for stir-fries. I also use it for Asian dressings. Toasted sesame oil, which burns easily and should not be used to cook with, is wonderful as a condiment.

Canola oil is almost always refined, so I use it only once in a great while, when I need a flavorless liquid fat.

Coconut oil is a completely stable oil and does not need to be refrigerated. The smoking point is fairly high, 350°F. Coconut oil does not get absorbed by the food as much as other oils do, so food cooked in coconut oil does not taste greasy. It is the perfect oil for high-heat sautéing or pan-frying. It is semisolid at room temperature and melts at 76°F.



[image: Image]Health Properties of Coconut Oil[image: Image]

Long vilified, coconut oil is finally getting the attention it deserves for being the incredibly healthy fat that it is. Coconut oil is a traditional food in many areas of the world, from India, to the Pacific Islands, to Southeast Asia. Coconut oil is a highly saturated fat, made up mostly of medium-chain fatty acids. The length of the chain is a key factor in determining the way dietary fat is digested and metabolized and how it affects the body: Medium-chain fatty acids are broken down and used predominantly for energy production, and thus seldom end up as body fat or as deposits in arteries or anywhere else. They produce energy, not fat, and have a neutral effect on blood cholesterol. Coconut oil does not increase platelet stickiness.

Coconut oil is composed mostly of lauric acid, which is a highly protective fatty acid found in mother’s milk. Coconut oil, or some derivative of it, is used in hospital formulas to feed the very young, the critically ill, and those with digestive problems. Coconut oil does not oxidize, even when heated to high temperatures, and it does not create free radicals in the body; rather, it helps fight them. It is so resistant to free radicals that it acts as an antioxidant, helping to prevent the oxidation of other oils. Coconut milk, which contains about 24 percent coconut oil, is also a good source of medium-chain fatty acids. For sources for coconut oil, check the Resources section in the back of this book.



There are two types of coconut oil: extra-virgin and deodorized. Extra-virgin tastes and smells like coconut, so use it when you want a subtle coconut flavor. The deodorized oil is excellent for all cooking purposes. I have included my favorite brands of both types of coconut oil in the Resources section.

Dairy Products

The less processed they are, the healthier and more delicious dairy products are. The Weston Price Foundation and its affiliated physicians (see Resources) offer compelling data on the superiority of raw milk, which is non-pasteurized and non-homogenized.

The cream in milk normally rises to the surface. Homogenization is a process in which the fat particles are distributed throughout the milk so that they cannot rise. However, homogenization makes fat and cholesterol more susceptible to rancidity and oxidation.

Pasteurization is a process in which a liquid is heated to a certain point in order to destroy bacteria. However, when milk comes from contained herds that are pasture fed, it is not tainted in the first place. Raw milk and raw-milk cheeses contain a full complement of enzymes, and they are more easily digested than their pasteurized counterparts. Raw milk contains lactic-acid-producing bacteria, which protect against pathogens. Pasteurization destroys the enzymes that help the body to absorb calcium in milk. It also alters milk’s mineral components, such as calcium, chlorin, magnesium, phosphorus, potassium, sodium, and sulfur. The present-day level of sanitation in modern milking methods, such as the use of stainless steel tanks and efficient packaging and distribution, have rendered the need for pasteurization virtually obsolete.

Although it is difficult to find raw milk in the United States, there is a growing movement of people who are buying milk directly from farmers who feed their livestock only grass (see Resources). If you have an opportunity to purchase this type of milk do so for the sheer pleasure of tasting such delicious dairy. Many stores now carry non-homogenized milk from cows raised on natural feed. That milk is used to make good cultured products, such as yogurt, cultured buttermilk, and cultured cream. Look for yogurt labeled “with the cream on top.” I have noticed a huge increase in the quantities and varieties of raw-milk cheeses that have become available in recent years. A lot of it is imported and of good quality. Many of my students who are sensitive to milk and cheese find themselves reacting well to raw-milk cheeses.

The next best choice is organic milk, which comes from a cow that has been raised on organic feed and, most importantly, has not been injected with bovine growth hormones. This milk is widely available.

The Well-Stocked Kitchen

No matter how big a kitchen, there may be no need to crowd it with superfluous gadgets. Here’s a rundown on the most essential pieces of equipment:

A good set of saucepans: The basics are a small pan (1½ to 2 quarts), a medium saucepan (about 4 quarts), and a soup pot (about 6 quarts).

Two 10-inch skillets—one of them nonstick—are also essential, as is a 3-quart skillet with straight sides and a lid, which I call a large skillet.

The best pots and skillets consist of three layers: the layer that touches the food should be stainless steel; the middle layer, which conducts heat, should be aluminum; and the outside layer can be any material you prefer, such as stainless steel, aluminum, or copper. Nonstick cookware should also be of high quality so it does not scratch easily.

Good knives are indispensable. A chef’s knife, a paring knife, and a serrated knife are all you need to do just about anything. A boning knife may or may not be useful to you. When you are purchasing a knife, hold a variety of them in your hand and choose the one that is most comfortable. Most people are comfortable with an 8-inch blade. I like heavier-style knives for when I want to cut into something hard, like a winter squash.

An 8- or 9-inch cast-iron skillet is great for toasting chiles and spices and for searing food over high heat.

A food processor and a standing blender are both important kitchen machines. An immersion, or stick, blender is useful for creating smooth soups or vegetable purées, but it’s not necessary. It does not replace a standing blender, which can handle fibrous hard-to-blend vegetables. Other tools that make a difference in the kitchen:

Oven thermometer: I have found that most ovens vary 25 to 75 degrees from the reading on the dial. That makes a huge difference, especially when you’re baking. If your baked goods get crusty on top but stay soft in the middle, chances are your oven is running hot. With a thermometer inside, you’ll have an accurate read.

Microplane zester: A tool modeled after a carpenter’s rasp, this grates citrus zest in seconds. It can also be used to grate hard cheese, chocolate, and fresh nutmeg. Microplanes come in various degrees of fineness.

Spice grinder: For the best flavor, always start with whole spices and grind them fresh. An inexpensive electric coffee mill makes a great spice grinder. Freshly ground pepper from a peppermill puts the stale jar variety to shame. A mortar and pestle is useful for crushing garlic and salt together. It’s also good for grinding or “bruising” toasted spices.

A pressure cooker: Makes cooking beans from scratch convenient. Pressure cookers are easy to use and reduce the cooking time of foods by more than 75 percent.

A citrus squeezer or reamer: My current favorites are the squeezers that are shaped like a citrus fruit. The two handles are squeezed together and the juice comes out already strained.

A salad spinner: A must-have for washing greens. Get the kind with the basket that lifts out; you can use the basket like a strainer when you wash the greens before spinning them.

I also love Y-shaped vegetable peelers. They make it easy to peel thick skins, such as those on winter squash.

A mandoline (a plastic one works fine) is wonderful for making paper-thin slices of vegetables for salads and gravies. Fennel tastes especially delicious when sliced this way.

Other equipment includes a selection of bowls (I recommend stainless steel of various sizes), measuring spoons, dry and wet measuring cups, wooden spoons, plastic spatulas, metal spatulas (including an offset spatula for spreading icing and other toppings), a pie spatula, and a nonstick spatula. A slotted spoon, a soup ladle, and a whisk are also essential.

Don’t forget tongs. Mine are stationed on the oven door so that I can grab them easily.

A strainer—get a fairly large one—will multi-task as a flour sifter, stock and soup strainer, and mini colander.

A grill pan is a fun piece of equipment if you don’t have or want to use an outdoor grill.

Some other useful tools include a box grater, a potato masher (for potatoes and re-fried beans), a steamer rack, a colander, and a can opener. A skimmer is good for lifting things out of a liquid, such as gnocchi or ravioli. A melon baller is great for getting the hairy choke out of an artichoke as well as for making melon balls for fruit salads.

For poultry, you should have an instant-read thermometer to take the internal temperature of the bird. Kitchen shears are handy for cutting through the backbone to butterfly a chicken. A roasting rack elevates the bird off the bottom of the baking pan.

If you like to bake, you’ll need a couple of baking sheets, cake pans, and bread pans.

Make sure to have cheesecloth around to make herbal bouquets. A pastry brush is important if you’re going to make anything with phyllo.

Some tools that are fun to have for specialty cooking include a baking stone for bread and pizzas, and a pizza peel as well as a pizza cutter.

My new favorite tool is a chile roaster, a metal grate that you set over a burner. It makes charring chiles or bell peppers or eggplants really easy. See Sweet Snacks and Desserts (page 274) for other essential equipment.

The Pantry

With these items in your pantry, you’ll just need to pick up the fresh ingredients for any recipe in this book.

ON THE SHELVES

Oils: extra-virgin olive oil, coconut oil, ghee, small bottle of organic canola oil.

Vinegars: balsamic, red wine, brown rice, apple cider, and umeboshi. White wine and sherry vinegars are also nice to have on hand.

Jars, bottles, and packages: shoyu, Thai fish sauce, kalamata olives, capers, mustard, dried porcini mushrooms, dried shiitake mushrooms, sun-dried tomatoes, tomato paste, dried chestnuts, roasted red peppers, chipotle chiles in adobo sauce, peanut butter, almond butter, tahini, liquid smoke (a small bottle). Cans of coconut milk, fire-roasted tomatoes, chickpeas, cannellini beans, black beans, and kidney beans. Small bottles of liquor such as rum, brandy, and Grand Marnier for flavoring desserts. Sake, mirin, and sherry. A bottle of dry white wine and a bottle of red wine, such as Merlot.

Dried fruit: raisins, apricots, dates, coconut, currants.

Sea vegetables: arame, hijiki, wakame, kombu, nori, dulse.

Grains: brown basmati, white basmati, and wild rice. Quinoa, millet, corn grits, steel-cut oats, rolled oats, barley, farro, spelt berries, seven-grain cereal, polenta, soba noodles, whole-grain pasta, and rice sticks.

Dry beans and lentils: brown lentils, French lentils, red lentils, chickpeas, black turtle beans, moong dhal, adzuki beans, Great Northern beans, split peas, cannellini beans, red kidney beans, pinto beans.

Spices: whole dried chiles (chipotle, ancho, New Mexican, pasilla), whole and ground cumin seed, whole and ground coriander seed, caraway seed, fennel seed, black peppercorns, turmeric, ground cinnamon, cinnamon sticks, paprika, chile powder, cardamom (pod and ground), ground ginger, ground mustard, fenugreek, allspice, thyme, oregano, basil, asafetida, whole and ground cloves, star anise.

PANTRY SHELVES, REFRIGERATOR, OR FREEZER

Nuts and seeds, such as sesame seeds, pumpkin seeds, sunflower seeds, pecans, walnuts, almonds, pistachios, peanuts, pine nuts, and hazelnuts, are best kept in cold storage in the refrigerator or freezer to prevent them from going rancid. If you don’t have the space, keep only small quantities on your pantry shelf and replenish them frequently.

Flours, such as whole-wheat flour, spelt flour, whole-wheat pastry flour, unbleached white flour, cornmeal, oat flour, rye flour, and semolina flour, are also best kept refrigerated or in the freezer to keep them fresher longer.

IN THE REFRIGERATOR

Sesame oil, toasted sesame oil, walnut oil, hazelnut oil, and organic butter.

Miso: one dark, such as barley, rice, or hatcho; one light, such as sweet white; and one mellow barley miso for a tasty all-purpose variety.

Additional pantry supplies are listed in Sweet Snacks and Desserts.

Basic Techniques

Proper cutting techniques make the difference between having a good experience in the kitchen and struggling.

A round is a circular slice. To make rounds, cut across a cylindrical vegetable—a carrot, daikon, cucumber, or jalapeño—at even intervals. The basic round cut can be varied by cutting the vegetable on an angle to create elongated or oval disks. This is a diagonal cut. This cut exposes a larger surface area, so the vegetable will need a shorter cooking time.

Half-moons are used for elongated vegetables like carrots and parsnips. Cut the vegetable in half lengthwise; then cut each half crosswise into half rounds. Quarter moons are made the same way, except that you cut the halves lengthwise into quarters, then cut them into pieces.

To make matchsticks, first cut the vegetable or fruit into thin diagonal slices of the same length. Then stack the slices and cut them into long thin pieces.

[image: Image]



To dice is to cut a vegetable into uniform pieces. First cut off a slice to make a flat base so the vegetable sits solidly on the cutting surface. Then cut the vegetable into slabs—¼-inch, ⅓-inch, ½-inch, or 1-inch, depending on the size dice you want. Stack a few slabs on top of each other and cut them into julienne of the same width. Now cut the matchsticks into cubes. Be sure to cut the same width at each stage: For example, ¼-inch slabs are cut into ¼-inch julienne, which in turn become ¼-inch dice. When a recipe calls for small dice, cut into ¼-inch; ⅓-inch is a medium dice, and ¾-inch is a large dice. Tiny ⅛-inch dice is also called brunoise.

[image: Image]

Onions are singular vegetables. Peel an onion by cutting off the stem and the root ends, leaving enough of the root to hold the onion together. Halve the onion and peel off the skin and the underlying layer.

Thinly slice an onion by cutting the halved onion lengthwise, from the root end to the tip.

Slice an onion crosswise for half rings, which are attractive in a salad.

[image: Image]



To dice, lay one half cut side down, root end away from you. Make even slices the width that you want the dice to be, without cutting through the root end. Then turn the onion and cut into dice.

[image: Image]



A medium onion weighs about 6 ounces and yields 1 cup chopped. All the recipes in this book call for medium onions. A medium clove of garlic yields 1 teaspoon minced. Large cloves can be considered 2 or even 3 cloves, and a small clove might be considered a half clove. Adjust accordingly.



A rough cut is made by cutting the vegetable without regard to shape. This cut is used for stocks, and for soups and sauces that are going to be pured. Though the shape doesnt matter, the size of these cuts should be more or less uniform. For a vegetable stock a rough cut is fine, but do not cut the pieces more than an inch thick so they can fully impart their flavor during the cooking time.

To mince is to chop into very fine pieces. Garlic, shallots, and fresh herbs are often minced. This is easiest to do with a chefs knife, which has a slightly curved blade. First slice or chop the vegetables or herbs into small pieces. Then position the blade above the pile of chopped pieces, with the tip of the knife resting on the cutting board. Using the palm or fingers of your other hand to press on the back edge of the blade, chop the pieces rapidly by rocking the blade back and forth, keeping the tip on the board. Continue chopping, inching left and right, until the pieces are uniformly very small.

To shred means to slice leaves very thin. This cut is often used on cabbages and leafy greens. To shred cabbage, first quarter the cabbage and cut out the tough centers. Then lay each quarter on a cut side and thinly slice across, working the knife from one end of the quarter to the other, until it’s all shredded. For Napa or Chinese cabbage, pull off and discard the outer leaves, then thinly slice across.

[image: Image]

A chiffonade is made by very finely shredding leaves, most often leaves that have been stacked and rolled. Stack same-size leaves together, roll them up tightly, and then slice across the rolled leaves until the roll has been transformed into wispy little shreds.

[image: Image]

A roll cut is a basic cut for long thin root vegetables, such as carrots, parsnips, and daikon. Place the peeled root on a cutting board, and make a diagonal cut to remove the stem end. Roll the root over and slice through on the same diagonal, keeping the knife where it was for the first cut, creating a wedge shape. Repeat until the entire root has been cut.

If the vegetable is thicker at one end, roll it only a quarter of the way around and then make the diagonal cut. The result will be an irregular piece with angled edges facing different ways. Continue to roll partway and slice on the diagonal. The cut and size varies depending on the angle at which the vegetable rests in relation to the knife.

[image: Image]



CUTTING PARSLEY AND CILANTRO: Wash these herbs and dry them well, keeping the bunch intact. Hold the herbs by the stem on an angle, leafy part on the board. Angle the knife downward to shave off the leaves, avoiding cutting the stems as much as pos-sible. Pull out any big stems that you may find in the pile. Chop the pile of herbs to the desired size. Refrain from turning your herbs into “grass stains,” which is what happens when herbs that have not been dried properly are minced until they are unrecognizable.

[image: Image]

PEELING AND CUTTING GINGER: The easiest way to peel ginger is with a knife. Anchor the ginger on a cutting board and cut the skin off. (A few tiny protruding knobs may be sacrificed.) Slice the ginger lengthwise into thin slabs. Cut the slabs into matchsticks and cut the matchsticks into tiny dice. If necessary, you can mince the diced pieces even more.

PEELING A TOMATO: Bring a pot of water to a boil. Cut out the core of the tomato by inserting the tip of a paring knife about one inch into the tomato just outside of the core. Rotate the tomato as you cut with a sawing motion until the core is cut free. Discard the core and drop the tomato into the boiling water. Let it cook for 15 to 30 seconds, depending on its ripeness. Remove the tomato with a slotted spoon and let it cool for a minute. The skin should peel right off. To seed, cut the tomato in half and squeeze out the seeds. Scoop out the remaining seeds with your fingers or a spoon.

[image: Image]

ABOUT LEEKS: Use only the white and light green parts of the leek. Save the dark green part for making stock. It’s easiest to remove the dirt from leeks after you cut them. To cut leeks, slice them lengthwise down the middle of the white part and cut into the desired size pieces. Then wash by placing the cut pieces in a bowl of water and swishing them around. Lift out the pieces, leaving the dirt behind. Repeat this process one more time if necessary, until no dirt remains.

[image: Image]

TRIMMING FENNEL: Cut off any protruding tops from the bulb. Shave off any discolored or bruised parts. Cut the bulb in half lengthwise, and remove the hard core with a paring knife. Lay the fennel cut side down and thinly slice with a knife, or use a mandoline.

[image: Image]

CUBING BUTTERNUT SQUASH: Cut the squash at the point where the neck (the straight part) meets the rounded bottom. Peel the neck with a Y-shaped peeler or a knife. Cut it into ½-inch-thick slabs, and cut the slabs into batons. Cut each baton into ½-inch cubes. Peel, seed, and halve the rounded part. Cut each half into wedges. Cut each wedge into ½-inch pieces.

TO THICKEN YOGURT: Place 2 cups (preferably whole-milk) yogurt over a cheesecloth-lined strainer set in a bowl. Place the bowl in the refrigerator and let the yogurt drain for at least 2 hours and up to overnight. Two cups of yogurt will become 1 cup thickened yogurt (“yogurt cheese”).

TO PREVENT MINCED GARLIC FROM BURNING WHILE SAUTéING: Place the oil and garlic in the cold skillet and heat them together. The garlic will slowly become golden, and you will be able to control the cooking.

CLEANING OUT YOUR SPICE GRINDER: To get rid of the potent odor of whatever spice you have ground, place a handful of white rice or a piece of bread in the grinder, grind it, and then discard.

MAKING BREAD CRUMBS: Remove the crusts and cut a loaf of bread, preferably sourdough or whole-grain, into cubes. If the bread is a couple of days old and a little firm, process the cubes in a food processor until crumbs form. If it is fresh and spongy, slice the bread and put it in a 200°F oven for a few minutes to dry out a bit before processing. Make a large batch and freeze any leftover bread crumbs in a resealable bag. Bread crumbs defrost almost immediately.

TOASTING NUTS AND SEEDS: Spread nuts or seeds on a baking sheet and toast in a preheated 350°F oven until lightly golden and fragrant, 8 to 10 minutes. Pine nuts take only about 6 minutes. Alternatively, dry-toast the nuts or seeds in a heavy-bottomed skillet, stirring frequently, until brown spots begin to appear, about 3 minutes.

SKINNING WALNUTS: Walnuts have a loose skin that often dislodges when they are chopped. After toasting them, rub the walnuts against a strainer for a minute or two (place the strainer over the sink or a wastebasket) to loosen the skins. Remove the walnuts from the strainer, leaving the skins behind.

SKINNING HAZELNUTS: To remove the skins from hazelnuts, toast the hazelnuts in a preheated 350°F oven for 8 to 10 minutes, until the papery skins start to loosen. Wrap a few of the warm hazelnuts in a kitchen towel and rub them against one another to loosen the skins. Transfer the cleaned hazelnuts to a bowl. Repeat several times with the remaining nuts until most of the skins are removed.

STORING GREENS: Keep fragile herbs and lettuce, such as basil and arugula, fresh by storing them in the refrigerator with the stem ends in containers of water. Cover the leaves with a plastic bag.

[image: Image]Roasted Peppers[image: Image]

Bell peppers, any color

Place the pepper directly on the grate over a gas burner. Turn the heat to high and cook until the skin is blistered and charred. Use tongs to turn the pepper over, and cook each side until the whole surface is blackened. This should take only a few minutes. Place the pepper in a plastic or paper bag, or under an inverted bowl, for about 15 minutes to steam the skin loose. When the pepper is cool enough to handle, remove the charred skin, using a paring knife if necessary. Don't run the pepper under water to remove the skin, as that washes away a lot of flavor. (I like to have a small bowl of water nearby to dip my fingers in; this makes slipping off the skin much easier.) Discard the seeds and stem, and cut the pepper into thin slices.

Another method is to halve the pepper and remove the stem, seeds, and white membranes. Place the pepper, cut side down, on an oiled or parchment-covered baking sheet and place it in a very hot oven (450°F) or under a broiler. Roast or broil until it is evenly charred, turning it as necessary. Remove from the oven or broiler and cover immediately; steam and then remove the skin as described above.

[image: Image]Roasted Garlic[image: Image]

1 head garlic

1 teaspoon extra-virgin olive oil

Pinch of salt

Preheat the oven to 350°F. Peel the excess papery skin from the head of garlic. Slice the top fifth off the head and place the garlic on a piece of foil. Drizzle the oil and salt over the exposed area. Wrap in foil and cook until softened, about 45 minutes. Let cool a few minutes. Squeeze the garlic out of the cloves into a bowl, and mash it.




Nibbles and Spreads

 
SWEET POTATO-RED PEPPER SPREAD

ROASTED ASPARAGUS AND GARLIC TAPENADE

PORTOBELLO MUSHROOM TAPENADE

ONION-ROSEMARY FIG JAM

A FESTIVAL OF SOUR CREAM AND ONION DIPS

THE CLASSIC

YOGURT AND ONION DIP

TOFU “SOUR CREAM” AND ONION DIP

VEGAN DILL SOUR CREAM

ROASTED NEW POTATO CUPS

SPANAKOPITA PARTY TRIANGLES

VEGETABLE QUESADILLAS WITH BASIL PESTO

CRISPY THAI WONTONS WITH SHOYU DIPPING SAUCE

YUCA CAKES WITH MANGO MOJO

ROASTED EGGPLANT AND PEPPER SALAD

Spreads and dips are wonderful for entertaining. They are easy to make, convenient, and can be prepared in advance. Set out a variety of crackers and dips while your guests gather; they’ll appreciate having something to nibble on right away and you’ll be free to attend to other last-minute preparations. For large parties, offer a variety of spreads surrounded by Cornmeal-Dusted Broiled Vegetable Chips (page 113) as well as crackers, breads, and crudités. I’ve included a recipe for roasted potato cups, which make excellent bite-size containers for dips. They look adorable and taste delectable. [image: Image] Keep some cut vegetables and a dip or two in the refrigerator for those moments when you feel the urge to snack. The Portobello Mushroom Tapenade and Sweet Potato-Red Pepper Spread both make lovely tea party sandwiches, bag lunches, or picnic fare when spread on whole-grain bread. Onion-Rosemary Fig Jam is an unusual breakfast spread. [image: Image] Crisp wontons, quesadillas, yuca cakes, and mini spanakopita triangles are a great combination for passed hors d’oeuvres. Even though they require a little more effort than the spreads, they can all be made in advance, and they freeze and reheat beautifully. When simmered like pasta and served in a porcini broth, the wontons make a meal. Add some sautéed tempeh and asparagus, and the yuca cakes are substantial enough for lunch or a light dinner. The quesadilla, with its pile of vegetables and layers of cheese and pesto, also makes a delicious lunch. [image: Image] There are additional spreads scattered throughout the book, along with many dishes that make wonderful first courses. The Vietnamese Spring Roll Salad (page 216) is an elegant example. I serve Zucchini Latkes (page 118) most often as an appetizer. Any of the burgers, made a bit smaller, can be a delicious first course, as is the Easy Polenta (page 192), cut into small squares and topped with pesto or tapenade. The Roasted Eggplant and Pepper Salad makes a good pre-dinner spread as well as a wonderful side dish. [image: Image] Whether a particular dish is called an appetizer, main course, or side dish often depends on the portion size and when it is served. Enjoy mixing and matching and tailoring the recipes according to your own preference.

Sweet Potato-Red Pepper Spread 

This light pink purée is festive with flecks of red and green. Tahini is the secret ingredient: It provides the fat necessary for a smooth texture, but the flavor is unobtrusive. Try this delectable spread on a chicken or vegetable sandwich.

MAKES 2 CUPS

 ¾ pound sweet potatoes, peeled and cut into ½-inch-thick rounds (2 cups)

¼ cup tahini, preferably roasted

¾ teaspoon salt

1 garlic clove, minced

1 tablespoon fresh lemon juice

Freshly ground black pepper to taste

½ cup bottled roasted red bell peppers or 1 fresh red bell pepper,

roasted; cut into small dice

¼ cup minced fresh chives

Place a vegetable steamer over simmering water in a saucepan, and steam the sweet potatoes until tender, about 10 minutes.

Combine the sweet potatoes, tahini, salt, garlic, lemon juice, and a sprinkling of black pepper in a food processor, and process until smooth. Add the red pepper and chives, and pulse until combined. Taste, and add salt if necessary.

This can be stored, covered, in the refrigerator for up to 4 days.



Roasted Asparagus and Garlic Tapenade 

This chunky relish combines some of my all-time favorite foods. Spread it on toasted baguette slices or take it over the top with a garnish of shaved Parmesan.

MAKES 1 CUP

1 pound asparagus, hard ends removed, chopped into ½-inch pieces

2 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil

Salt

¼ cup sun-dried tomatoes

¼ cup pine nuts

1 head garlic, roasted (see page 19)

1 tablespoon fresh lemon juice

½ teaspoon grated lemon zest

Freshly ground black pepper

¼ cup chopped fresh parsley

Preheat the oven to 375°F.

Combine the asparagus with the oil in a medium bowl, and toss to lightly coat the asparagus with oil. Sprinkle with salt. Spread the asparagus on a parchment-covered baking sheet, and roast until tender and beginning to brown, about 20 minutes, de-pending on size.

Soak the sun-dried tomatoes in hot water to cover until softened, about 10 minutes. Drain, discarding the soaking liquid. Slice the tomatoes into thin pieces and set them aside.

Dry-toast the pine nuts in a heavy-bottomed skillet over medium heat until lightly golden, about 3 minutes.

Squeeze the garlic out of its skin into the bowl of a food processor. Add half of the asparagus along with the pine nuts, ½ teaspoon salt, the lemon juice and zest, and a sprinkling of black pepper. Process until smooth.

Spoon the mixture into a medium bowl and add the remaining asparagus, the parsley, and the sun-dried tomatoes. Taste, and add a sprinkling of salt if necessary. This will keep, covered and refrigerated, for up to 4 days.

Portobello Mushroom Tapenade 

This spread is incredibly light, yet rich enough to take the edge off a voracious appetite. Spread the tapenade on crackers, or stuff it into mushrooms and bake them. For heartier fare, try it on a sandwich layered with hummus.

MAKES 1½ CUPS

 2 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil

1 onion, diced (1 cup)

½ pound portobello mushrooms, stems removed,

caps chopped (about 3 cups)

3 garlic cloves, minced

1 teaspoon ground cumin

½ teaspoon dried thyme leaves

2 tablespoons tomato paste

Salt

2 tablespoons shoyu

¾ cup walnuts, toasted

Freshly ground black pepper

¼ cup chopped fresh parsley

Warm the olive oil in a large skillet over medium heat. Add the onions and mushrooms, and sauté for 5 minutes. Then add the garlic, cumin, thyme, tomato paste, ½ teaspoon salt, and shoyu. Scrape the bottom of the pan to deglaze it, and sauté until dry, a few minutes more.

Transfer the mixture to a food processor, and add the walnuts. Process until finely chopped. Add a sprinkling of black pepper and stir in the parsley. Taste and add a sprinkling of salt if necessary. Serve at room temperature.

This will keep, covered and refrigerated, for up to 4 days.

Onion-Rosemary Fig Jam 

Slather this spread on bread with hedonistic abandon. Slow-cooked onions, figs, and pecans make a delicious combination that is at once savory and sweet. The flavor improves as it sits, so this is a good choice to keep on hand for unexpected company.

MAKES 2 CUPS

1 tablespoon extra-virgin olive oil

4 cups thinly sliced onions (sliced lengthwise)

Salt

½ pound (about 18) dried black Mission figs, hard stems removed

½ cup pecans, toasted

2 teaspoons finely minced fresh rosemary

In a medium skillet, combine the oil, onions, and a large pinch of salt. Cook slowly over low heat until the onions have released their juices and reduced to about 1 cup, about 20 minutes.

In a small pot, cover the figs with water and bring to a boil. Remove the pot from the heat and let the figs soak for a few minutes until tender. Drain, reserving the soaking liquid.

Combine the figs, onions, pecans, and rosemary in a food processor and process until smooth, adding a little of the reserved fig liquid as needed. (You’ll probably need between ¼ and ½ cup.) Stir in a sprinkling of salt. Let the mixture rest for at least 30 minutes to allow the flavors to marry. Then taste, and add more salt if necessary.

Store, covered, in the refrigerator for up to 2 weeks.



A Festival of Sour Cream and Onion Dips 

As a kid, I was crazy about sour cream and onion dip. As an adult, I read the label on a popular packaged dip: hydrogenated oil, corn syrup, caramel coloring … Here are several healthful ways to make this party favorite: with sour cream, with yogurt, and with dairy-free tofu. All are fabulous. Dried onions, sold as “instant minced onion” in the spice department, are browned and crisped to give this dip its authentic flavor. Serve the dip with chips or crudités, or stuff it into a baked potato. These will all keep, covered and refrigerated, for up to 5 days.

THE CLASSIC (MAKES 1 CUP)

1 cup sour cream, preferably organic

1 teaspoon natural sugar, such as Sucanat, maple sugar, or evaporated cane sugar

½ teaspoon salt

1 tablespoon minced shallots

2 tablespoons canola oil

1 tablespoon dried onion flakes

Place the sour cream in a bowl, and stir in the sugar, salt, and shallots.

Warm the oil in a small skillet over medium heat. Add the onion flakes and sauté until golden, about 1 minute. Immediately pour the onions into the bowl and stir to combine with the other ingredients. Refrigerate for 20 minutes to allow the flavors to marry.

Yogurt and Onion Dip (MAKES 1 CUP)

Although I like all the onion dip variations, this is my favorite of the three.

2 cups plain full-fat yogurt, preferably organic

1 teaspoon natural sugar, such as Sucanat, maple sugar, or evaporated cane sugar

½ teaspoon salt

1 tablespoon minced shallots

2 tablespoons canola oil

1 tablespoon dried onion flakes

Place a cheesecloth-lined strainer over a bowl, and pour the yogurt into the strainer. Place the bowl in the refrigerator. Let the yogurt drain for at least 2 hours and up to overnight.

Measure out 1 cup of the thickened yogurt. (If you use a thin variety of yogurt, you’ll have 1 cup. If you start with a thicker type, you may have a bit extra.) Place the yogurt in a bowl, and stir in the sugar, salt, and shallots.

Warm the oil in a small skillet over medium heat. Add the onion flakes and sauté until golden, about 1 minute. Immediately pour the onions into the bowl and stir to combine with the other ingredients. Refrigerate for 20 minutes to marry the flavors.

Tofu “Sour Cream” and Onion Dip (MAKES 1 CUP)

Your guests will never know that this dairy-free version is made with tofu!

6 ounces (½ box) firm silken tofu

1 teaspoon brown rice vinegar

1 teaspoon natural sugar, such as maple sugar, Sucanat, or evaporated cane sugar

½ teaspoon salt

2 tablespoons canola oil

1 tablespoon dried onion flakes

1 tablespoon minced shallots

Combine the tofu, vinegar, sugar, and salt in a food processor and process to combine.

Warm the oil in a small skillet over medium heat. Add the onion flakes and sauté until golden, about 1 minute. Immediately transfer the onions to the processor. Add the shallots and process to combine. Transfer to a small bowl and refrigerate for 20 minutes to marry the flavors.



Homemade tortilla chips are delicious with this dip. Cut a corn tortilla into 6 pieces. Place the pieces in a single layer on an oiled-parchment-covered baking sheet. Brush the tops of the chips lightly with extra-virgin olive oil, sprinkle with salt, and bake in a 375°F oven until crisp, about 10 minutes.





Vegan Dill Sour Cream 

This is a delicious cream to swirl into lentil soup or borscht. Boxed tofu has very little flavor, providing a neutral background for the dill. Use the remaining tofu to make another batch, and serve it with baked potatoes.

MAKES ½ CUP
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