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To the Gentle Reader,



We are so happy to see you again, dear friends. In this, our sequel to the Lost Art of Real Cooking, we venture beyond the kitchen, scurrying down sundry corridors, to spread the spirit of antiquated self-sufficiency throughout the household. Well, to be honest, we had such fun and became so accustomed to testing recipes for the first book, that we never stopped. Then it occurred to us that most cookbooks in the past also included medicinal recipes, perfumes, hints about household maintenance, and sometimes décor tips. Why not include all these, too?

Our goal is not, it should be pointed out, homesteading. We don’t keep animals, plant crops, weave our own clothes, or live in a sod house on the prairie. Though that sounds like a lot of fun, we are both city dwellers with day jobs, Rosanna in San Francisco and Ken 90 miles inland in Stockfish, California. We expect our readers will be much like us: people who love to cook, love fresh natural ingredients and old techniques for preservation; people who like doing things themselves with a needle and thread, garden hoe or handsaw. Most important, we are writing for people who are fed up with the way modern food industries (and other household industries) connive to get us to buy things under the pretext that they will make life quicker, easier, and more convenient. We like doing things the slower way—so that first and foremost food tastes good and the objects we live with are aesthetically pleasing and useful. Our tastes are decidedly old-fashioned, not to the point of rejecting everything modern, but saving those precious things most people never think of doing themselves anymore.

In this book we have also decided to go a little more unplugged, flirt with techniques a little more daring and dangerous, and trust old cookbooks and our instincts a little more than before. Thus you will find more open fires than electric ovens here, more jars on shelves than in the fridge—in fact we like to think of our approach to preservation as pre-Pasteurian. There are also more ambitious projects, things that, quite frankly, frightened us at first. They have since become second nature. We also invested in some more antiquated equipment, like a stone quern for grinding grain and a copper still for making electuaries. Neither was very expensive and we will offer alternatives for those enthusiasts not quite as committed as ourselves—yet.

We also realized while writing this that there is no point in offering you recipes for really complex technical procedures when expert books are readily available on topics like brewing and cheese making. Our intention is merely to get you started, as amateurs like us. We would like to help you think about things you would never have thought possible without a professional manual, thousand of dollars of equipment, and a degree in biochemistry. People in the past had none of these and neither do we. Yet as you will see, some of the things we have accomplished through pure gumption, perseverance, and a lot of sweat are perfectly feasible within a modest budget.

We should also point out that this book is written in a particularly old-fashioned style without precise measurements, cooking times, or unnecessary minutiae that would otherwise prevent you from unleashing your creative energy in the kitchen and workshop. We sincerely dislike the modern recipe format and hope you will come to appreciate how liberating it can be to just wing it, as we like to say. The recipes do really work; you just need to trust yourselves.
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Grains

Lately we’ve noticed some fabulous ancient grains popping up in the market. Not that we could ever abandon our favorite wheat, but in this chapter we give you some fresh ideas for cooking grains, using the oldest techniques we could muster. As you will see, the extra effort of processing them yourself will pay off in exquisite flavor, and quite possibly health as well, so whenever possible we suggest starting with whole grains.

You can buy excellent bread flour anywhere nowadays. Although grinding it yourself is more difficult, it is infinitely more satisfying. You don’t need a high-tech flour mill, only the most primitive technology, hailing back ten millennia: the stone quern. You can still buy one. It’s a simple mechanism consisting of one large concave stone with a handle on top. It has notches cut into the interior that fit over a fixed bottom stone, which is convex with notches. Grain is poured into a hole in the top, and as the top stone is rotated by hand, the grain is crushed and sprinkles out the sides where the two stones meet. Bigger versions with millstones weighing several tons that were turned by oxen or by huge waterwheels work basically the same way. Modern milling differs by using steel rollers. If you don’t have a quern, you can find other simple grain mills for sale, or better yet, try a huge vertical hollow log and a pounding stick.

It takes a lot of work to mill flour this way, but it’s fun and good exercise. It will take maybe half an hour, milling handful by handful, to get three cups of flour, or enough for a standard loaf of bread. It also helps if you pass the flour through a fine sieve; you’ll see a lot of coarser bits are left behind. Cook these up as you would cream of wheat, or just throw them back into the mill and grind again. The flour can be used as you would any flour, but keep in mind that since it’s whole whole wheat, it will absorb a lot of water, but slowly, and it will take longer to rise if you’re making bread because it has a dense texture. It definitely does work though, and yields a really complex, fresh-tasting earthy crumb, quite unlike other flours.

[image: ]

Wheat is grown right near where I live in Stockton, California. It was the first major crop in this area, the wheat being sent up to the gold mines after 1848. Back then, the water wasn’t diverted by canals and levies, so the land was irrigated by natural flooding, which is why the Caterpillar tractor was invented in these parts. Ben Holt figured out that switching wheels for a rotating metal tread would prevent the tractor from sinking into the muddy soil. There were also huge mills in town, the Sperry Flour Mill building on the canal downtown is just the last of them. Eating local wheat feels like a taste of history, but finding such wheat for sale is very difficult for some of us, and the flour in our local stores is shipped from the other side of the country. Do you know how hard it is to buy plain local wheat? It’s not in the phone book. Call one agricultural agency and they will pass you on to another. A third will charge you $200 for this information. Another says they can give you names but not phone numbers. In the end the nice people at the California Wheat Commission Board said they would send me a sample, especially because it was for educational purposes. It cost $5 just to ship across town. Nonetheless, the wheat was very fresh and delicious.

If you really want to get a sense of the immense labor involved, try growing your own wheat. I happened to be touring an experimental farm in Finland with a group of ethnologists and pocketed a handful of plucked grains, which no one seemed to mind. You, however, can buy whole wheat berries or try a mix of wheat, rye, barley, and oats. Just make sure the berries aren’t hybridized, in which case they won’t bear grains. If you live in a cold climate, start germination once danger of frost is past with spring wheat; in warm places, start in the fall with winter wheat. Sprout the grains in the house in a self-sealing plastic bag with a little water. Place the bag on the windowsill; once the berries have little rootlets, plant them in the ground or even in a big clay pot. They will grow tall and begin to look dry, at which point cut them and get a stick or make a flail to beat out the grains (that’s two sticks connected with a chain—the thing that pharaohs hold along with the shepherd’s crook). Then winnow them in a basket by tossing the contents up in the air; the chaff blows away with the wind. For my handful of planted grain I got just a little over a handful of grain! If you have some space to plant sprouted wheat in the ground with good sun, your yield ratio should be much better than mine. I used the flour made from my harvest for a fresh new bread starter, which turned out ferociously strong.

Absolutely Antiquated Bread

To get started on making bread, begin with a starter. Add 1 cup of flour and 1 cup of untreated, nonchlorinated, spring water to a large bowl and mix well. Add a little more flour and water every day for about 2 weeks. Smells nice and sour? That’s your levain. There is no reason to add commercial yeast to this. Yeast is everywhere, and it’s free. Add about 2 cups of this to 1 cup of water and enough flour to make a moist dough. Add about 1 tablespoon of sea salt. Knead thoroughly for about 15 minutes. Cover in a bowl and let sit about 2 hours, then knock down and form either into a round ball or, if you like, put it in a lightly greased flowerpot-shaped unglazed earthenware vessel. This is how the ancient Egyptians made bread, and the form makes baking a breeze, because you just put the whole thing in the oven. The dough will take anywhere from 8 to 14 hours to rise. Overnight is ideal. When ready to bake, stoke your wood-fired oven for about 1 hour until blazing hot (directions are on page 244) or crank up your conventional oven to 550ºF and splash some water inside to create steam. If you’re baking the bread free form, slash the bread several times on top and transfer to the oven with a peel, sliding carefully onto a baking stone. Bake until brown and crusty. Let cool. If you have used the pot to bake, let it cool thoroughly before you turn the bread out. Devour like a hungry slave. Then build some pyramids.

—K

Effortless Sourdough Bread with Whey or Brine

Just a bit of whey or brine and a long fermentation produce a savory, sour bread when you don’t have immediate access to a sourdough starter. This recipe starts out as a false sourdough (yeasted, rather than made with a starter), but eventually becomes a true one. The loaves are heavy but full of chewy holes and intensely flavorful. I call it effortless because you don’t have to maintain the starter; just save a bit of dough in the fridge for your next batch. This bread makes excellent use of coarsely ground rye or spelt, which means you can avoid the extra trouble of getting the flour nice and fine if you’re grinding it yourself. Of the home-ground slow-rising breads, this has become my quick and sloppy standby. It takes about 24 hours from start to finish and is indeed sloppy enough that it requires loaf pans.

My grain mill holds 11⁄2 pounds of whole rye or wheat berries in its hopper, which conveniently makes one loaf of bread. I told you it was heavy bread. This grain can be very coarsely ground. Some of the grains should be just cracked, rather than ground, but there should be some finer flour in the mix, too. You could approximate this effect with store-bought flour by including some cracked wheat—in any case, use 11⁄2 pounds per loaf.

Put the flour in a large bowl and add 1 tablespoon of salt per loaf. The first time you make this bread, dissolve a tiny pinch of dry yeast in 1⁄4 cup of lukewarm water. No more than 1⁄8 teaspoon yeast per loaf.

You can use whey (not salted) for some or all of the liquid in this recipe, or you can use a little pickle brine and water for the rest of the liquid. Don’t use more than 1⁄4 cup of pickle brine per loaf; if it’s very salty, use less or no salt in the flour. Add the yeast mixture and 1 or 2 cups of the chosen liquid per loaf. Stir well. Continue adding liquid until the dough reaches a thick porridge-like consistency. The coarse grains will slowly absorb the liquid, but even once they do, the dough should be too soft to knead by hand.

Stir it vigorously with a large sturdy spoon for 5 to 10 minutes, until it looks thicker and more ropey. Cover the bowl with a tea towel or plate, making sure there is plenty of room for the dough to rise. Dough this wet will stick terribly to your towel.

Let it rise for about 8 hours at cool room temperature—overnight is fine. Stir it down and let it rise for another 8 hours. Stir the dough down again and scoop out 1⁄2 cup or so of dough. Put it in a covered jar and store it in the refrigerator.

I use 5-by 81⁄2-inch loaf pans for this bread. I wouldn’t use anything smaller, but other shapes and sizes will work so long as the loaf gets adequate support.

Grease your loaf pans well and scoop or pour the dough into the pan. Wet your hand thoroughly and use your palm to smooth the surface of the dough. Whereas you would usually knead your dough to create a taut gluten film on the surface, here the dough is so wet you create a smooth gluten film by caressing it with your hand.

Let the dough rise, again at cool room temperature, until it’s level with the tops of the pans, or a little bit higher. This rising is more of a softening and bubbling—a 15 percent increase, not a big inflation. You want to particularly avoid letting the bread overrise, or it will spill out of the pans when baking and have a loose, crumbly texture. The rising may take 1 to 3 hours or more, depending on room temperature and the mood of the yeast.

Preheat the oven to 425ºF and pop the loaves in. Let them bake for 30 minutes, then reduce the temperature to 375ºF and let them bake another 20 to 30 minutes. They’re done when the bread has pulled away slightly from the edges and is well browned. Let them cool for 15 minutes in the pans, then turn them out on a board to finish cooling. You really must resist cutting into this bread before it’s all the way cool or it might collapse.

The saved dough will stay alive in the fridge for several months between bakings, although using it every few weeks is better. From now on when you bake this bread, don’t use any dry yeast. Instead, add the saved dough when you’re mixing it up. You also don’t have to use whey or brine, as the lactic acid bacteria are already established in the old dough, but you can add some if you have extra that needs to be used up.

—R

Couscous

Don’t get me wrong, on those occasions when we are rushed there is nothing better than instant couscous. A little chicken stock brought to a boil, maybe a few saffron threads if we’re feeling indulgent. In goes the couscous; 10 minutes tops, but it isn’t really couscous. If you want to have fun making couscous, try doing it from scratch. You won’t match the Berber woman whose dexterous hands have perfected the process in the course of a lifetime, but your couscous will still be very good. Begin with about 1 cup of semolina flour, the coarse yellow kind, and 1 cup of bread flour. Put the flours on a large platter and just sprinkle water over. Rub your palms in a circular motion over it, picking some up every now and then and rubbing it between your palms. What you are trying to do is separately coat every single tiny speck of semolina with the bread flour. It should be on the dry side, so add more flour if necessary. Let it dry thoroughly on the platter. Then wrap the couscous in a dishcloth and tie the top with string. Put it in a steamer, or better yet a proper couscousier, set over a pot of simmering spicy meat stew. It’s basically just a steaming chamber set on top of a regular pot. The gentle aromatic steam of whatever you’re cooking below cooks and flavors the semolina granules. When done, fluff the couscous with a fork and serve on the platter with the stewed meat. For full gastronomic effect, use three fingers of the right hand to eat, just as they do in northern Africa.

—K

Croissants

My father was a rather picky eater, but he loved pastry more than most things on earth. I remember driving for hours to buy a big box of sticky buns in the Pennsylvania Dutch Country or waking up early Sunday morning and driving into Freehold, New Jersey, to be the first in line at Freedman’s Bakery for coffee cakes, pound cake, Danish, babka, and pastries of every shape and size. His most impressive trick was immediately upon pulling into a new town, he would hop out of the car and put his nose in the air, sniffing in every direction. Despite never having never set foot in the place, my father could navigate, by smell alone, to the nearest bakery. I saw this many times. Even more intriguing, he would buy one of practically everything behind the counter and systematically break open each one. He’d judge each—“Nope, garbage.” “Too greasy.”—until finally landing on something that satisfied his discerning palate.

Strangely, pastries and cakes are among those things I never cared for much. But there is one irresistible pastry that’s so simple, I can’t imagine why most cookbooks make such an ordeal out of it. Think of the perfect light crispy buttery croissant, with layers that invite manual dissection, leaving shards of flaky dough all over the place. The croissants at the store are just disgusting, soft and laden with shortening. So here’s how to do it yourself.

Make a simple yeast dough: 1 packet of yeast and 3 cups of flour, but instead of water use 1 cup of milk, 1 tablespoon of melted and cooled butter, and a good pinch of salt. Let it rest a while and roll it out flat. Then take two sticks of very cold butter and roll them out between two sheets of plastic wrap until the same size as the dough and as thin as you can get it. It need not be exact, measured, or precise in any dimension. Sorry, Martha. Pull away one layer of plastic wrap and lay the butter sheet over the dough. Then pull away the top sheet of plastic wrap and fold the dough over twice. Throw it in the fridge. Wait a while, roll it out, and then fold it over again. And again. And a fourth time won’t hurt. Make that five. The idea is to get many, many thin layers of butter in between the layers of dough. Finally roll it out one last time and cut into long triangles. Cut a notch at the base, so they’ll curve nicely at the end. Then roll the triangles up starting at the wide base and curve them around into crescents. Let them rise at room temperature until puffy. Brush with egg wash and bake for 30 to 35 minutes at 400ºF. Easy peasy.

Now here’s the really fun part. Inside these you can put whatever you like. Grate some good dark chocolate or spread on cinnamon, sugar, and walnuts. Even jam works fine. If you are feeling really adventurous, throw in ham and cheese or bacon. Anything tastes good baked in a croissant.

—K

Dumplings

Before Prague became a popular tourist spot and good restaurants began to proliferate, there were still some Soviet-era eateries that served solid nourishing stodge for stalwart comrades. These eateries were not simply decorated, mind you. There were flashing lights, mirrors, loud Eurotrash music, and garish decor. If that bothered you, you had to find one of the quiet floors, often underground, where they sent the old folks. Dvořák or Smetana would be playing. Here was Party-approved traditional Czech fare, mostly meat and potatoes and gravy, but made honestly. Unless you have been walking all day in the cold, I would not recommend it. But under such circumstances, a simple dumpling can be a thing of consummate beauty and grace. Not light and fluffy, but leaden, dripping with fat, sodden with gravy, chewy, and potentially deadly if lobbed at your dining partner, who turns out to be an undercover spy. I was served three different dumplings one cold day, one made of rye bread chunks, another of sourdough, and the third of fine crumbs laden with paprika and lard.

Here’s the rule: Never ever throw away stale bread. In fact, leave some bread out just for breadcrumbs or dumplings. I keep a good quarry in a big mortar and use either a grater for a small amount or pound it up into fine crumbs for larger projects. The most interesting dumplings are made from just coarsely bashed-up stale bread and egg. For rye dumplings, I suggest adding in a few handfuls of crumbs, some dill, mustard powder, salt and pepper, and an egg. Have a pot of your best stock boiling. Moisten the mix with a little stock and let it sit, just until you can roll it into balls. You should add a little flour, too, for extra insurance, so they don’t fly apart in the pot. Once you’ve rolled out balls, whatever size you want, drop them into the gently simmering stockpot. You can let them cook just until they float up and then serve as soup, or even better, leave them there to simmer an hour or so. These are not served like matzoh balls in soup, though you surely can do so, but as a side dish. Put them next to some pot roast or a good hunk of braised pork. Dump on the gravy and go to town.

Now for the variations: You can use any kind of bread and embellish the dumplings with any number of flavorings. A dose of chicken fat and paprika is lovely, as is crumbled bacon with a few drizzles of the drippings. In Italy, traditionally, such early forms of gnocchi were made with stale breadcrumbs, flour, and grated cheese. Serve just with some melted butter. You can also mix in ricotta with fine breadcrumbs and egg; these are very delicate. You are also only a few steps away from a French quenelle. Let’s say you have no breadcrumbs: Then feel free to use leftover potatoes mashed up with egg and flour rolled into little balls. Leftover rice works well, too. Imagine you have some exotic kind of flour around, like buckwheat or chestnut. These make some of the most interesting dumplings imaginable. Just add some egg, milk, and seasonings; roll into balls; and toss in the pot.

The dumpling is among those few truly easy, economical, and eminently adaptable foods that for reasons that confound me have gone utterly out of fashion. Try it, especially in the winter, and you may eschew mashed potatoes and pasta for a while.

—K

Panisses

Related to dumplings are a whole slew of tasty dishes made of pulmentum—or porridge, spread in a baking pan, cut up, and then fried. The original ancient Roman version was made with barley, and of course, corn has taken its place today as polenta. But equally ancient is millet. You probably know it as birdseed. It has an intriguing mucilaginous quality that holds it together. Just cook it in a roughly equal part milk with some butter and salt until thick, pour it out onto a greased baking sheet, and let it cool. Cut into squares or little finger shapes, then fry in a skillet in butter or oil. They put French fries to shame. The exact same thing can be done with chickpea flour, which you can buy in a health food store, an Italian grocery, or even an Indian grocery, where it’s called besan. In France they call these crispy little fingers panisses. If you go into a health food store you can also find some amazingly tasty ancient grains like quinoa and amaranth. Even chia has been showing up lately—the same stuff sprouted Chia Pets are made from, a tiny black seed. All these make fabulous porridge and even better panisses, cooked exactly the same way. Incidentally, you can also deep fry these if you like them super crunchy.

—K

Dosas

Huge Indian crepes, called dosas, are pretty tricky to prepare. You need a really large flat cooking surface; a flattop griddle is ideal. A big skillet works all right, as does a paella pan. Take 1 cup (or more) of urad dahl—these are little black beans in the mung family, but once the outer coating is removed, they’re white and look sort of like lentils or split peas. Soak the urad dahl in plenty of water overnight. Do the same with twice the amount of rice, good fragrant basmati in this case. Drain the grains and put them together in a big mortar and grind into a fine paste. If you must use a machine to grind, go ahead. Add water to this to make a smooth batter, and leave it out for a day until it starts to bubble and smells a little sour.

When you’re ready to cook the dosas, get your pan to medium heat and put in a little ghee or clarified butter. The odd trick here is to sprinkle a little water onto the cooking surface after you’ve added the butter and wipe it off with a paper towel or cloth, so you really have only the barest residue of butter to prevent the dosas from sticking. Pour in a ladleful of batter and quickly swirl it around with the bottom of the ladle until it covers the entire surface. You may need to thin the batter out and you may find that swirling the pan itself is easier. However you do it, these should be paper thin and crisp on the edges. Turn over deftly with a spatula and cook for another 30 seconds or so. You will also want to cool the pan a little between each dosa, again with a sprinkle of water, or the batter will cook too quickly before it spreads. You can just serve dosas as is, maybe with a smudge of yogurt and some diced cucumber or some chutney, or fill them with an elaborate curry. Or best, serve with a nice sour tamarind-spiked sambar, which is basically a spicy vegetable stew with pigeon peas.

This exact same batter can also be steamed to make idli, which are puffy little cakes. In southern India you can find special steamers with inset molds to make delicate disks of dough. You can easily put little shallow condiment bowls or ramekins into a bamboo steamer for a comparable effect. But if you want to try a wild technique, loosely stretch a fine linen dishcloth over the top of a pot of simmering water and secure with a rubber band or string. Then pour some of the batter directly onto the cloth and put a lid on. Make sure not to stretch the cloth too tight or you won’t get a nicely mounded idli.

—K

Crepes

Crepes are charming, sophisticated yet earthy, downright lovable in every way, without being dowdy like their cousin the pancake. I once made several hundred that were rolled into blintzes for a Jewish food festival. Six pans going at once on burners; someone else rotating the pans as I poured and swirled batter. Now that was serious fun. The recipe I usually use is very simple. The batter is made from 11⁄2 cups of flour—preferably pastry flour with a low gluten content—2 eggs, vanilla, 1 teaspoon of baking powder, 1 or 2 spoons of sugar, and enough whole milk to make a light, very thin batter. Also add in a few tablespoons of melted butter for unctuousness. Let the batter sit a while. Fry these up in butter in a very hot nonstick pan, as thin as you can. Swirling the pan is the trick for even distribution. No need to turn them over. Just remove from the pan and stack them up as you go. Fill the cooled crepes with a mixture of cream cheese, cottage cheese, sugar, and vanilla. Fold over the lower end, then the two sides, and roll them up neatly. A dab of raspberry jam on top is lovely. Or you can put anything savory in your crepes, such as a slice of ham and cheese. The French put practically anything inside.

Crepes really start becoming interesting when you use different kinds of flour. The classic in Brittany is the buckwheat crepe. Unlike any other grain, you can actually buy whole buckwheat groats and crush them in a mortar or whizz them in a blender easily. They’re actually not a grain but a fruit, from a plant in the rhubarb and sorrel family. Buckwheat has a nutty deep flavor that is incomparable and works with the basic crepe recipe above. Chestnut flour is also excellent. The Italians use it in some very interesting desserts like castagnaccio, a kind of dense cake studded with raisins and pine nuts and sometimes rosemary or fennel. But you can also make chestnut flour crepes; the only difference between these and the thick castagnaccio is the addition of eggs and some butter and pouring the thinned batter into a pan, rather than baking as a cake. With a fruity jam, like apricot or raspberry, these are heavenly.

In this same family are the legion of dishes variously called farinata or socca, made from chickpea flour. All these flours can be bought at an Italian grocery or online. The farinata is a kind of cake made with olive oil, baked in a super-hot oven so it’s crunchy on top and soft in the middle. But a thin pliable crepe version is perfectly viable, and again the basic recipe just given works fine, though there’s no reason to include sugar because chickpeas have a natural sweetness. I’ve eaten magnificent ones from a cart in Nice, plain and succulent.

—K

Acorn Crepes

Of all these sundry variations, the most interesting and ancient, and the most difficult to process, are acorn crepes. The technical term, and one of my favorite words, is balanophagy, from the Greek balanos (acorn) and phagein (to eat). Let us do as the Native Americans of California did for centuries and centuries, to process what was their essential staple. Start by collecting acorns in the fall. The best species on the East Coast is the white oak, which is comparatively sweet, and you can spot it by the rounded lobes on the leaves. Red oak has pointy leaves and a fuzzy coat around the acorn kernel and is relatively bitter. Huge twisty-limbed valley oaks proliferate in California. It’s actually illegal to cut them down; in fact, there’s one in my neighborhood growing in the street. Cork oak, which is exactly where cork comes from, is just okay. From some oaks it is practically impossible to remove the tannic bitterness, and in others they’re nearly sweet right off the tree. There
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