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    INTRO

    There’s no question about it—food made with ingredients at their prime and in season tastes best. Deceptively simple in concept, but remarkably more complicated than most would like to admit, there’s so much more to take into consideration than just the range of produce available at the nearest grocery store. Fresh, local produce, at the peak of ripeness, is at the heart of seasonal eating, providing incomparable flavors that simply cannot be replicated with any amount of sugar, salt, or baking extracts ever created by man. Without a solid source of these staple ingredients, any baker can only hope to create desserts on par with the norm, never anything particularly spectacular. I don’t know about you, but no almond extract that has ever passed my lips holds a candle to real whole almonds. It does a fairly decent job of imitation, but almond it is not. Thus the greatest challenge when it comes to creating show-stopping dishes, sweet or savory, is less about the preparation of food and more about learning to respect and let the food be, so it can shine through with its true essence.

    All that said, eating and baking seasonally needn’t be difficult, and it certainly shouldn’t be seen as a tiresome chore. Just go with your gut, explore your options, and eat what looks good. Mother Nature is a fickle woman, and herein lies the first great stumbling block to baking and cooking enlightenment. Availability will vary greatly based on your climate, location, and of course the current season, so while raspberries first poke their timid red heads out from the bushes around early to mid-August for me, they’ll have already been on the scene in California practically long enough to call themselves permanent residents. In cases such as these, other berries could very easily be used instead of those illusive raspberries, and in a pinch, frozen can often make an adequate stand-in. Just because we all know that the fresh will taste better when they’re abundant in the late summer doesn’t mean we can always stop those midwinter berry cravings! There’s no need to be militant about this stuff either, which is why the following recipes should truly be considered more as guidelines than rules.

    Though baking is less forgiving than cooking when it comes to making substitutions, there’s still plenty of room for interpretation in each and every formula. I’ve provided some helpful hints when possible, indicating areas where key fruits and somewhat obscure ingredients can be swapped for something that might be easier to come by, but don’t be afraid to get in there and experiment for yourself. Make the recipe once as written to know how it should come out, and then go crazy, take a risk, consider yourself a mad baking scientist! Since I never had formal training myself, this is exactly how I learned to hone my skills, gain appreciation for the alchemy that occurs every time you put a cake in the oven and watch it rise to incredible heights, and generally become passionate about this creative kitchen craft. The worst thing that a baker can do, experienced or fresh in the field, is to become too rigid with their recipes. It’s only food, after all, and playing with it to make something even sweeter should always be fun!

    When approaching seasonal desserts, too few people consider the calendar itself. By that, I don’t mean the general months and times of harvest, but the actual man-made calendar, complete with holidays, events, and special occasions woven in. So many sweet treats are prepared in honor of times of celebration, and are inextricably linked to those particular times of the year, regardless of the growing schedule. So many of my fondest Hanukkah and Halloween memories revolve around desserts of some sort, and to ignore these gems based solely on their ingredients would be a grave oversimplification of the whole concept of seasonality. Just like rhubarb, these moments come but once every year, and are to be savored to the greatest extent possible when they finally arrive. That’s why you may stumble across a few recipes that have you scratching your head as to why they made the cut, but bear with me. Irresistible recipes are about more than fresh fruit—food always tastes better when made with joy, care, patience, and just a pinch of good humor.
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    INGREDIENTS GLOSSARY

    Active Dry Yeast

    Found either in little packets or larger bulk tins, this is baking yeast that has been dried and essentially “put to sleep.” To wake it up, it must be soaked in warm (but not hot!) liquid for a few minutes until frothy, before adding the yeast into most doughs. Rapid rise yeast is essentially the same, but doesn’t require the soaking step and will leaven baked goods in about half the time of traditional active dry. However, what you sacrifice for the speed is flavor, so I never purchase rapid rise. Stored in a cool place like the fridge, dry yeast can keep for nearly a year. Each little packet contains approximately 2¼ teaspoons or ¼ ounce of yeast.

    Agave Nectar

    Derived from the same plant as tequila but far less potent, agave is the sweet syrup at the core of cacti. 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. Unrefined, agave nectar has a much lower glycemic index than many traditional granulated sweeteners, and is therefore consumed by some diabetics in moderation. Any health food or natural food store worth its stuff should readily stock agave nectar.

    Agar (Agar-Agar)

    Known also as kanten, agar is a gelatinous substance made out of seaweed. It is a perfect substitute for traditional gelatin, which is extracted from the collagen within animals’ connective tissues and obviously extremely not vegan. Agar comes in both powdered and flaked form. I prefer to use the powder because it is easier to incorporate smoothly into puddings, faster to thicken, and measures gram for gram like standard gelatin. However, if you can only find the flakes, just whiz them in a spice grinder for a few minutes and, viola, instant agar powder! Agar can be found in Asian markets and some health food stores.

    All-Purpose Flour

    While wonderful flours can be made from all sorts of grains, beans, nuts, and seeds, the gold standard in everyday baking would be all-purpose. Falling somewhere between cake flour and bread flour, all-purpose flour has the ability to create light desserts which still have substance. It is therefore used most often in my recipes, and stocked as one of my pantry staples. All-purpose flour may be labeled in stores as unbleached white flour or simply “plain flour.”

    Almond Meal/Flour

    Almond flour is simply the end result of grinding down raw almonds into a fine powder; almond meal is generally just a bit coarser. To make your own, just throw a pound or so of completely unadulterated almonds into your food processor and let the machine work its magic. If you opt to stock up and save some for later, be sure to store the freshly ground almond flour within an airtight container in the refrigerator or freezer. Due to their high oil content, ground nuts can go rancid fairly quickly. To cut down on labor and save a little time, almond flour or meal can be purchased in bulk from natural food grocers.

    Apple Cider Vinegar

    As with oil, vinegar can be made from all sorts of fruit, grains, and roots, which all create unique flavor profiles and chemical compositions in the finished product. 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 “twang” of apple cider vinegar rounds out baked goods so perfectly, and it is so easy to find—why wouldn’t you use it? Hunt around the oil and salad dressing aisles in your local supermarket, where you should have no problem securing a bottle.

    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, creamier results, and is less likely to stick together and form large glutinous lumps. In a pinch, an equal measure of either cornstarch or potato starch can make for adequate substitutes, but I highly recommend seeking out arrowroot. Most megamarts have one or two brands to choose from tucked in among the flours in the baking aisle.

    Black Cocoa Powder

    What do you get when you oxidize Dutch-processed cocoa powder to the extreme? Black cocoa, of course! Dark as coal, it certainly lives up to its name and produces amazing jet-black 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. I rarely use black cocoa because it is difficult to find and more expensive than the alternative. Nonetheless, if you wish to create breathtaking chocolate desserts, black cocoa will never fail to impress. You can hunt it down at some tea or spice specialty shops, but if all else fails, a search online should prove fruitful. Feel free to substitute regular Dutch-processed cocoa for an equally tasty, if comparatively pale, dessert.

    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 is actually 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. Brown rice syrup can be found in health food stores across the map, but corn syrup will make a suitable substitute, if you are unable to find it locally.

    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 most 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.

    Chestnut Flour

    Once unheard of in the everyday consumer kitchen, the popularity of chestnut flour is now on the fast track upward, thanks to the increasing awareness of celiac disease. Made simply of dry, ground chestnuts, it’s naturally gluten free and packed with nutty, slightly sweet flavor, making it an ideal flour alternative in many baked goods. I tend to choose it based on flavor alone, but if using it to replace standard wheat flour, you’ll want to use a blend of other gluten-free flours and starches since it doesn’t have quite enough heft to stand all on its own. Chestnut flour can be found in abundance online, and often in the baking section of health food stores.

    Chocolate

    Chocolate is chocolate, right? One would assume so, but 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 and semisweet chocolates still don’t make the vegan cut. Even those that claim to be “70 percent 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 labels for milk-based ingredients, as unadulterated chocolate is far superior.

    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 is now changing its ways to take out the trans fats and animal products, there are many other options that are even more ethically acceptable. Newman’s Own makes an excellent organic version that tastes just like the cookies you might remember from your childhood. Plus, along with some exciting flavor variations, Newman-O’s (as they are called) can even be found in a wheat-free format! Any Oreo-like cocoa wafers with a vegan crème filling will do, so it is up to your own discretion as to which brand you would like to endorse.

    Coconut Milk

    When called for in this book, I’m referring to regular full-fat coconut milk. In most cases, light coconut milk cannot be substituted without detrimental effects to flavor and texture. Especially when it comes to frozen desserts, that fat is necessary for a smooth, creamy mouth feel, and of course a richer taste. 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 for use in baked goods, it’s honestly not worth the expense or effort.

    Confectioner’s Sugar

    Otherwise known as powdered sugar, icing sugar, or 10x sugar, confectioner’s sugar is a very finely ground version of standard white sugar, often with a touch of starch included to prevent clumping. There are many vegan options on the market, so just keep your eyes open and you will likely find a good supply. Of course, you can make your own confectioner’s sugar by powdering 1 cup of granulated sugar with 1 tablespoon of cornstarch in your food processor or spice grinder. Simply blend the sugar and cornstarch on the highest speed for about 2 minutes, allowing the dust to settle before opening your machine up—unless you want to inhale a cloud of sugar!

    Dried Pomegranate Arils

    Dried pomegranate arils can be a bit tricky to find in your average grocery store, but they’re a snap to make at home. Just dehydrate 1 or 2 pomegranates’ worth of cleaned and separated arils for 2–4 hours, or bake at the lowest temperature possible, for about 1 hour, stirring frequently.

    Ener-G Egg Replacer

    Although I’m typically resistant to calling for brand name mixes such as the powdered egg replacer indicated here, it simply isn’t possible to make some of the more delicate (and traditionally egg white-based) cookies and pastry with anything else. If you want your vegan meringues and macaroons, you’ll just have to bite the bullet and buy a box. It’s a small price to pay for creating the “impossible” vegan meringue, if you ask me. Ener-G is available online and in select health food stores.

    Flavor Extracts

    In most cases, I try to stay as far away from extracts as possible, because they are all too often artificial, insipid, and a poor replacement for the real thing. However, real vanilla and almond are my two main exceptions, as high-quality extracts from the actual sources are readily available in most markets. Just make sure to avoid any bottles that contain sugar, corn syrup, colors, or chemical stabilizers in addition to your flavor of choice. For some of the more unusual extracts, if your supermarket searches end up unsuccessful, the Internet will never let you down.

    Flaxseeds

    Ground flaxseeds make an excellent vegan egg replacer when combined with water. One tablespoon of the whole seeds produces approximately 2 tablespoons of the ground powder. While you can purchase preground flax meal in many stores, I prefer to grind the flaxseeds fresh for each recipe, as they tend to go rancid rather 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 (Chickpea) Flour

    Gaining in popularity as a versatile gluten-free flour, garbanzo flour is just as you might imagine; nothing but dried, ground chickpeas! Although it is now used primarily in baking to substitute for wheat flours and to add a certain density to cakes or cookies, it can also be cooked with water like polenta and either eaten 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 Vita-Mix (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 mixture sit for a few minutes before removing the lid of the container so that the dust can settle.

    Graham Cracker Crumbs

    When I first went searching for vegan graham crackers, I was appalled by my lack of options. Why every brand in sight needed to include honey was beyond me. So, what is a hungry vegan baker to do in a tight situation like this? Keep on looking, of course. Concealed among the rest, and often in natural foods stores, there are a few brands that exclude all animal products. You can of course make your own and avoid a mad goose chase, following the recipe on page 229. Once you secure your crackers, you have two options to turn them into crumbs. For a coarse, more varied crumb, toss them into a sturdy plastic bag and just go at it with a rubber mallet or rolling pin! To achieve a fine, even crumb, grind them down in your food processor or spice grinder in batches, and you will have a perfect powder in no time.

    Graham Flour

    Most commonly found 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 particular flour is not sold in all countries. If you are having a hard time getting your hands on some and don’t mind an end product with a slightly different texture, regular old whole wheat flour can be substituted. Of course, you may be able to locate graham flour online and save yourself the worry altogether.

    Granulated Sugar

    Yes, plain old regular white sugar. Surprised to see this 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 nonvegan process, but it will never be specified on any labels. 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 through 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. I typically opt for one of these vegan sugar brands to get the best results. 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.

    Liquid Pectin

    Typically derived from fruits, this is a thickener that is most commonly used in jams or jellies. Be aware that liquid pectin and powdered pectin have very different gelling properties and cannot be used interchangeably. I personally tend to favor Certo brand because it’s widely available and very reliable. Liquid pectin can be found in the baking aisle of most grocery stores, near the pudding mixes.

    Maple Syrup

    One of my absolute favorite sweeteners, there is simply no substitute for real 100 percent maple syrup. The flavor is like nothing else out there, and I have yet to meet a single brand of pancake syrup that could even come close. Of course, this incredible indulgence does come at a hefty price, and the costs only continue to rise as the years go by and fewer people care to make maple syrup the old-fashioned way. 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 there isn’t such a prominent flavor in order to save some money. In these instances, I’ll substitute with 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.

    Matcha/Maccha Powder

    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 megamart 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 medium grade, which should be readily available at any specialty tea store. When translated directly from Japanese, the spelling is maccha, but the typical English spelling is matcha. Whichever way the package is labeled, you will still find green tea powder within.

    Non-Dairy Margarine

    It is a basic kitchen staple at its core, but good margarine can actually be quite elusive if you do not 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 stick margarines, such as Earth Balance or Willow Run. Never try to substitute spreadable margarine from a tub! These varieties have much more water to allow them to spread while cold, and will thus bake differently. I always use unsalted margarine unless otherwise noted, but you are welcome to use salted as long as you omit ¼—½ teaspoon of salt per stick (½ cup) of margarine used in the recipe. Overly salted food is one of the first flaws that diners pick up on, so take care with your seasoning!

    Non-Dairy Milk

    Unless explicitly specified, any type of vegan milk substitute will work just fine here. My typical pick for baking is unsweetened soymilk, simply because it’s the easiest to find, neutral in flavor, and one of the less expensive options, but I’m also quite fond of unsweetened almond milk. Don’t forget the whole wide world of options out there; between hemp, oat, rice, hazelnut, coconut, and more, there’s a lot to choose from!

    Red Wine

    While I don’t actually drink, I can tell you that if your wine isn’t something you’d want in a glass, it’s not something you’d want in a cake or sorbet either. Avoid so-called cooking wines and just go with something moderately priced, and on the sweeter side to complement the dessert that it’s going into. Don’t be afraid to ask for help when you go shopping; the people who work at wine stores tend to have good advice about these things! Be vigilant and do your homework though, because not all wines are vegan. Shockingly, some are filtered through isinglass, which is actually made from fish bladders! So, to avoid a fishy brew, double-check brands on http://www.barnivore.com.

    Ricemellow Crème

    Remember that old childhood favorite, Marshmallow Fluff? Well, Ricemellow Crème is its vegan equivalent, void of animal-based gelatins and refined sugars. Light, fluffy, and unlike anything else currently on the market, I have yet to find a suitable vegan alternative for Ricemellow Crème. It can be purchased at most natural food stores, or via online purveyors.

    Salt

    The importance of salt in desserts cannot be overstated. It’s that spark that makes flavors pop, and balances out a bit of the sweetness that might otherwise overwhelm the palate. Unless otherwise noted, I use regular old table salt (finely ground) in baking. Kosher salt can be a fun addition in places where you really want the salt to stand out, like in chocolate chip cookies, but be careful not to overdo it; there’s a fine line between salted and downright salty.

    Soy (or Coconut) Creamer

    Vegan creamer based on soy or coconut is a thicker liquid than regular nondairy milk, though it is not an equal substitute for dairy-based heavy cream. While it adds richness and moisture to cakes and creamy spreads, vegan creamers lack the proper ratio of proteins necessary to make whipped cream. Rather, it consists primarily of sugars, and consequently boasts a sweeter taste. Soy and coconut creamer is available in a number of flavors, all of which may be used for some additional flavoring if desired. In a pinch, regular soymilk or other milk alternatives can be substituted, although the end results might not be quite as rich and thick.

    Soy Flour

    Ah, what can’t that wonder bean do? Going by the name of soya in many parts of the world, soybeans can be dried and finely ground to produce flour. Due to the fat content, soy flour contributes to the density of baked goods and has textural properties similar to those of cocoa powder, but obviously with a much different taste. There are a number of different types of flour made from soybeans, each with varying fat contents. Most of these varietals are only available for commercial use, while one type commonly appears on natural food store shelves. Don’t stress, just buy the one that you can find.

    Sprinkles

    What’s an ice cream sundae without a generous handful of sprinkles glittering on top? Though these colorful toppers are made primarily of edible wax, they are often coated in confectioner’s 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 health food store.

    Tahini

    A staple for Middle Eastern cuisine, most regular grocery stores should be able to accommodate your tahini requests. Tahini is a paste very much like peanut butter, but 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. You can also make your own just like you would make nut butter, but a high-speed blender is highly recommended to achieve a smooth texture.

    Tofu

    Yes, I bake with tofu and I’m not ashamed to admit it! It lends fabulous moisture, structure, and even a punch of protein to boot! When I use tofu for baked goods, I always reach for the aseptic shelf stable packs. Not only do they seem to last forever when unopened, but also they blend down into a perfectly smooth liquid when processed thoroughly, not a trace of grit or off flavors to be found. The most common brand is Mori-Nu, which is found all over the place, especially in Japanese and natural food stores, so just keep an eye peeled and you should have no problem locating it.

    Turbinado Sugar

    Coarse light brown granulated sugar, I just love 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. Turbinado sugar is very easy to find, in any typical grocery store or megamart in the baking department.

    Vanilla (Extract, Paste, and Beans)

    Arguably 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, but plain old pure vanilla extract can usually do the trick for most applications. Madagascar vanilla is the traditional full-bodied vanilla that most people tend to appreciate in desserts, so stick with that and you can’t go wrong. Happily, it’s also the most common and moderately priced variety. 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 and authentic option, can be used instead of either liquid at about 1 bean per 2 teaspoons of extract or paste.

    Once you’ve split and scraped out the insides, don’t toss that vanilla pod! Get the most for your money by stashing it in a container of granulated sugar, to slowly infuse the sugar with delicious vanilla flavor. Alternately, 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 nearly as strong as the seeds, but it does contribute to the illusion that you’ve used the good stuff.

    Vegan “Cream Cheese”

    Amazingly, many innovative companies now make dairy-free products that will give you the most authentic cream cheese frostings imaginable. These “cheeses” also hold up beautifully in cookie dough and piecrusts, contributing a great tangy flavor and excellent structure. This ingredient is hard to replace, so I suggest that you check out your local megamart and natural food grocer, or head online if all else fails.

    Vegan “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 soy yogurt instead, but that is generally much thinner so I really wouldn’t recommend it. Vegan “sour cream” is sold in natural food stores and some mainstream grocers. It can often be found neatly tucked in among its dairy-based rivals, or with the other refrigerated dairy alternatives.

    Wafer Cookie Crumbs

    Essentially just flat crunchy cookies, available in a wide variety of shapes and flavors, there are quite a few vegan options on the market. Just be sure to check the ingredient and allergen statement, and stay away from those that look soft or chewy. For a thrifty endeavor, you could also try baking your own at home! See pages 221 and 243 for recipes. With your cookies at the ready, pulverize them into crumbs using a food processor, spice grinder, or a good old-fashioned rubber mallet, depending upon your mood. I prefer to crush mine fairly finely so that it resembles something like almond meal, but a rough crumble can lend a rustic charm too.

    White Whole Wheat Flour

    Move over, whole wheat pastry flour, healthy bakers everywhere have a new best friend! It may look and taste like regular white flour, but it’s actually milled from a 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. I use them all but interchangeably, so 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.

    Yogurt

    Fermented by good bacteria that are said to improve your digestion, yogurt is no longer just the domain of dairy. Soy yogurts or “soygurts” are found just about everywhere these days, and you can even find some that are agave-sweetened, too. For those with soy allergies, don’t despair, there are also delicious coconut yogurts available. Just double check that whatever you decide to buy is certified as vegan; just because it’s non-dairy doesn’t mean it’s using vegan cultures. The big, multi-serving tubs are handy if you plan to do a lot of baking, but I generally prefer to purchase single-serving, 6-ounce containers for baking, to avoid leftovers that may go bad while waiting for a new application to come along. It does help to have a food scale if you decide to buy in bulk, though, so that you can weigh out the amount that would be found in one standard container.

  


  
    
    KITCHEN TOOLS AND TOYS

    Technically speaking, a mixing bowl, big wooden spoon, measuring cups, and a couple of baking tins will allow you to whip up countless fabulous desserts. Nonetheless, a few pieces of supplemental equipment will make your time in the kitchen pass much more quickly and efficiently, improve your end results, and offer the ability to produce some more adventurous recipes. Below is a quick primer on the indispensable gadgets in my kitchen:

    Baking Pans/Baking Dishes

    There are a wide variety of baking dishes on the market—aluminum, nonstick, glass, silicon, and so on—but any type will generally work, as long as it is the size that the recipe calls for. Just make sure to give your baking pans a little extra attention in the greasing stage if they are not nonstick. Whenever I can, I use nonstick aluminized steel, but bakeware material is greatly a matter of personal preference, so this small detail is not terribly important. For the most part, all of the baking pan shapes and sizes mentioned in this book can be easily found in any good kitchen store, supermarket, or online.

    Blender

    They come in all shapes and sizes, but it you want the best bang for your buck, I can’t recommend the Vita-Mix highly enough. Yes, it’s one of the priciest brands on the market for consumer purchase, but it’s absolutely worth the investment, and will pay for itself if used correctly. There is simply no other machine that can purée nuts so completely silky smooth, or grind whole beans down to perfectly fine flour. I use mine almost every day, whether for baking adventures or just blending myself a smoothie.

    Cookie Cutters

    I do not use cookie cutters very often, as they can be a pain to work with. However, when necessary, I reach for big plastic ones, which are free of small details. Shapes that are too intricate tend to spread out into one big blob while cooking. Just because they make them doesn’t mean they always work out well! Also, if I have the option, I stay far away from the metal cutters, as they tend to deform and rust rather easily. But, if that is all you can find, or you would rather stick with the metal, all the more power to you!

    Food Processor

    From whipping up the creamiest toppings to preparing homemade nut butter, food processors are one of the best kitchen inventions, in my opinion. For my blending and puréeing needs I use a food processor exclusively, mostly because I cannot afford a blender as well, but I also think that these machines tend to do a more thorough job of breaking down foods. Plus, they typically have a greater capacity than most blenders. Nonetheless, with the exception of grinding nuts into a paste/butter, you can substitute your blender in any recipe that calls for the use of a food processor. As long as your blender can purée, it should work fine. For large recipes, however, you may need to process things in batches if everything doesn’t fit in at once.

    Ice Cream Maker

    One of the top kitchen toys on many foodies’ wish lists, you might be surprised at how reasonably priced they run these days. All you need is a basic model that can churn at least 1–2 quarts of ice cream at a time. The most inexpensive options are those that have detachable bowls that you freeze solid before using; self-freezing units allow you to churn up much more ice cream in a fraction of the time, but start around the $150 mark and can sky rocket up to about $1000, so for the casual ice cream enthusiast, simpler is far better.

    Piping/Pastry Bags and Tips

    The very first time I picked up a piping bag to frost a cupcake, I knew that there was no going back. It just makes for a more professional presentation than frosting blobbed on with a knife, in my opinion. Piping bags are by no means necessary tools, but rather a baker’s luxury. If you don’t know how to wield a pastry bag or cannot be bothered with the hassle, there is no need to run out and buy one. However, should you wish to give piping a try, don’t skimp on the quality! Piping bags come in heavy-duty, reusable fabric or plastic and disposable varieties, which range in quality. This is one time when I like to use disposable, because piping bags really are a nightmare to clean. Just avoid the cheaper plastic bags, as they are often too thin to stand up to the pressure. As for the tips, you only need one or two big star tips to make a nice “swirly” design. You can also pipe straight out of the bag for a rounded spiral.

    Silpats

    I simply adore these flat nonstick mats and use them at every opportunity. Likened to reusable parchment paper, Silpats cut down on the cost and excess waste of traditional single-use fibers. In terms of performance, Silpats also tend to reduce browning so that it is more difficult (but my no means impossible) to burn cookies when using them. While one should last you several years, it is helpful to have a few on hand. For best care, wash them promptly after each use with mild soap and a soft sponge. Silpats can be found at any good kitchen store.

    Spice Grinder

    Otherwise known as a coffee grinder, this miniature appliance is so inexpensive and efficient that every home cook should have one! Spice grinders are perfect for quickly grinding nuts, seeds, grains, and of course, spices, into a fine powder. A suitable spice grinder can be found in most supermarkets and kitchen stores.
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