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introduction

Since my first cookbook, Ancient Grains for Modern Meals, was published in 2011, we have seen a revival of traditional grains beyond my wildest dreams. Countless ancient grain products populate our supermarket shelves, and new items are added almost daily. Chefs across the country are experimenting with them, taking their subtle flavors and sublime textures to new levels. Schools, student dining halls, hospitals, and restaurants—including some of the biggest chains in America—are including whole grains on their menus. At the same time, interest in gluten-free food has exploded, from consumers with either celiac disease or gluten sensitivities. This has brought some of my favorite ancient grains such as millet, buckwheat, amaranth, and teff to our plates and palates. Because, in fact, most ancient grains are gluten-free.

Ancient Grains was an intensely personal panorama of the whole grains I love, from the first fistful of wheat berries I chewed as a six-year-old in a cemetery in Greece, to my mom’s pillowy cornmeal polenta and my German dad’s pitch-dark whole grain breads. I have been more than overwhelmed by the enthusiastic response to the book from readers, chefs, and colleagues—not only from the United States but also from Canada, the United Kingdom, Australia, France, Germany, Italy, and even India. For the good part of two years I have been writing, blogging, talking, texting, and tweeting about nothing but grains. Needless to say I’ve been in heaven, often sleepless and exhausted, but in heaven nonetheless.

Yet, despite all this fascination with humankind’s oldest staple, I have learned that it is one thing to want to eat ancient grains but entirely another to actually put them on the table given our crazy busy lives. How do you incorporate something as delicious as whole wheat berries, spelt, or Kamut into your meals when, ideally, these grains should be soaked overnight and simmered for close to an hour? How do you cook up a pot of steel-cut oats for a warming breakfast when you’d like to be out the door in 15 minutes? And how can you bring these supremely nourishing staples onto your plate every day without spending a good part of your day in the kitchen?

I can relate to these challenges, having worked as a journalist for the first half of my life, often with grueling work hours. Grains always were and, to this day, always are on my table. And I still frequently work late, and too much. Just ask my worried mother. With this book I invite you into my kitchen. I would like to share with you what I have learned and tried over the years to help you find ways to eat more ancient grains, and many different ones at that. I invite you to experience what has worked for me, what shortcuts I use, what tricks I have up my sleeve to enjoy ancient grains every day and all day. And it’s not at all time-consuming. You will see.

With this book I would like to show how easy it is to cook up ancient grains in your busy life. I have experimented with countless methods and tested many different ways to help bring them to your table faster and to make cooking them more accessible. The results are essential home-cooked meals, elemental yet full of flavor to please your palate. Still, this is not a three- or five-ingredient cookbook that promises you dinner in 15 minutes. All too often, these promises don’t hold up. And you won’t need extra equipment; no rice cookers, pressure cookers, or slow cookers. Not even special knife skills.

I introduce a Two-Step Method (see “The Two-Step Philosophy,”) to help you along. It demonstrates that minimal changes in your home cooking can have a big impact on your breakfast, lunch, and dinner table. And even dessert. Yes, ancient grains make amazing desserts, in case you were wondering …

In addition, many of the recipes in this book are designed to create full meals for our fast-paced lives—they bring a protein to your table, a good amount of vegetables, and a grain to satisfy your hunger. Not only the main dishes but also the grain salads, the soups and stews, and many of the savory brunch dishes, which you can enjoy for dinner too. This is the beauty of using grains in your kitchen: if you combine them well, you have a full meal at the ready.

My own passion for cooking is rooted in bringing good food to the table. In my mind, a meal has to be thoroughly enjoyable and mightily delicious. That doesn’t mean good food has to be complicated. Or time-consuming. On the contrary. Some of the best meals of my life were memorable in their simplicity, prepared with just a few ingredients. But at other times, I cherish a slower meal just as much, cooked up on a cold winter day, and scents wafting from the oven asking everyone to wait patiently for an enticing meal. None of my cooking is complicated—I’m a lazy cook at heart—but sometimes I don’t mind that something simmers on the stove while I take a break and go about my life.

My passion extends to ingredients: I always choose products in their most natural state because this is, I believe, how they taste best and, I’m convinced, are also better for us. So many of the ingredients we have banned from our kitchens are having a comeback—it turns out, after all, they are actually good for us in moderation. This includes eggs, good fat, even butter, and extends to whole milk and even red meat when raised responsibly.

My own cooking has always been inspired by the two cultures I was raised in, my dad’s Germany with its centuries-old grains traditions and an intense appreciation for purity, and my Greek mom’s simple yet luscious Mediterranean cooking. There, traditionally, meat and fish portions were small, with lentils and beans, vegetables and greens, grains and nuts filling in. This is a supremely nourishing, delicious, and, as we are increasingly learning, healthful way to eat. What’s not to like?

In this spirit, I hope you’ll enjoy the process of experimenting with new ingredients and learn more about the pleasures of eating ancient grains, the foundation of our meals across cultures and for millennia. I invite you to try their immense range of subtle aromas and distinct textures, from soft and warming, to gently textured and plump, to supremely chewy. Because grains not only taste magnificent but also have staying power, and they will feed you well.

the two-step philosophy

Do you think you are too busy to cook ancient grains? To serve them on weeknights, let alone every day? You are not alone. Whenever I speak about eating more ancient grains, time or the lack of it seems to be the most pressing concern for everyone. How do you get a meal on the table at dinnertime when you are exhausted from work and your family needs your attention?

Helping with this conundrum has been on my mind almost continuously since my first cookbook came out. I have asked myself over and over, how do I cook grains every day, and how have I done it through my busy career, first as a journalist and now as a food writer? How has my mother done it? And before that, her mother? It is not that they had any fewer demands
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