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Dedication

For My Beloved Daughters,

Camila, Gala, Julieta, Josefina, and Hebe—

my driving force, my strength, my blessings,

and my greatest teachers.

May this book remind you that miracles exist,

and you only have to believe with all your heart.

Las amo con todo mi corazón.
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Foreword


I first met Cristy Kisner a couple of years ago, during a very scary time in my life. I’d just been diagnosed with an autoimmune disease. I was having frightening symptoms, including unexplained joint pain that was spreading through my body. And my bloodwork was quite concerning, to say the least. Perhaps the most disconcerting part of an autoimmune condition is that it comes from within. For my entire life I’d viewed my body as an ally—a partner in the fight against microbes, ailments, and maladies. It had always been us against the world, but not anymore. Suddenly, my body was working against itself. It had become its own worst enemy. And that was a frightening and disorienting prospect.

I’d discovered Cristy’s café and bakery, Cristy’s Kitchen, by chance a few months earlier. It was actually my wife who made the discovery, as she is constantly on the lookout for good organic food. We didn’t live particularly close to the restaurant. It was a forty-five-minute drive from our house. But we decided to stop in one day on the way home from a hiking trip. I didn’t meet Cristy that day, as she was back in the kitchen. But the food was delicious, and her husband, Sebastián, stopped by our table long enough for us to learn the family’s story. Cristy’s journey with food had begun with her own daughter’s autoimmune disease, which had seemed incurable. And out of desperation for her daughter’s health, she learned to cook delicious recipes with only the purest ingredients. Two things happened: her daughter’s symptoms began to subside, and Cristy became an expert in organic cooking. Not long afterward, Sebastián’s furniture business failed and the family emigrated from Peru to America and opened Cristy’s Kitchen. I was inspired by their story, and of course the food was delicious. So my wife and I made the long drive out to Roswell, Georgia, several more times. Eventually, I got to know Cristy quite well. And when I learned of my diagnosis, she was the first person I thought to call.

Cristy took charge immediately. I gave her complete control of my diet. For two months I hired her to prepare all my meals. But it wasn’t just food that she was providing. She took time to give me comfort in many a late-night text thread. She spoke directly to the most difficult part of the diagnosis: the feeling that my body had become its own worst enemy, and I was all alone in the fight. View your body as a friend, she would say. Love your body. And most important: Give your body what it needs. And after years of research, Cristy seemed to know exactly what my body needed. With every dish that she delivered, Cristy gave me hope. And I’ve always felt that this is the most important thing she offers. Cristy gives hope; it just happens to come in the form of delicious and healthy food.

Over the next couple of months my symptoms subsided, without a single bit of medication. And they have yet to return. No more swelling. No more joint pain. The only remaining symptom is a mild annoyance: whenever it’s below room temperature, my hands turn blue. And this I don’t really mind. I almost view it as a gentle reminder from my body to give it what it needs. I’m not as puritanical with my diet as I was in the immediate aftermath of my diagnosis. I don’t eat completely clean. But I’m 90 percent better than I used to be, and my body is much better for it. I’ve lost nearly fifty pounds—weight I’d gained from years of careless eating. Ironically, when I encounter people that I haven’t seen in a long time, they seem worried by the weight loss. They’ll inquire about my health in hushed tones, seeming to think that such a dramatic transformation could only be caused by a serious illness. And they’re right. It was caused by a serious illness. Just not in the way that they fear.

[image: image]

I cannot offer scientific proof that my body was healed by Cristy’s food. I’m not a doctor. I haven’t conducted any controlled clinical trials. But I do know one thing. Two years ago I found myself in a very dark place, and I felt there was no way out. Cristy offered to help, and she asked only that I believe in her food. I gave her that belief, and my body healed itself. Whether it was the food or the belief, I will never know. But Cristy gave me both. And it’s hard to say which one I needed more.

—BRANDON STANTON




Introduction
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This is a cookbook, but beyond that, it’s a book about my journey as a mother looking for a way to improve the health of my daughters through food.

I don’t think of food just in terms of ingredients. For me, it has a much deeper meaning; it’s been a miracle in our life, medicine for both the body and soul. Through research, intuition, and experimentation, I have been able to discover the power of food.

In this book you will find what I call “real and clean cuisine”—recipes that are gluten- and dairy-free, with vegan, vegetarian, paleo, and autoimmune protocol (AIP) options; are made from scratch; and that feature real, organic ingredients that nourish the body and soul. I don’t have a degree in nutrition or even a certificate from a culinary academy, but I come from a long line of women cooks, and my family is living proof of food’s power to heal.

If you have dietary restrictions, if you are fighting a disease, or if you just want to prevent sickness and feel great and healthy, I hope this book will help you create and enjoy preparing delicious food, even if you don’t like to cook.

My goal is to bring joy and discovery into your kitchen and to help make every dish a complete experience, both physically and mentally. If you pay attention to your ingredients, taste them carefully in their most natural state, and are aware of their powerful benefits, you will discover instinctively what your body really needs. Remember to take your time when eating, to sit down calmly and enjoy each bite. You will not only enjoy your meal but help improve your digestion. Food can be both healthy and delicious—a perfect, natural match.

The ingredients I use are heavily influenced by my Peruvian heritage, as well as my research into the benefits they bring to your wellness; see here for more details on some of my most commonly used and lesser-known ingredients.

I don’t always list my ingredients as organic, but whenever possible I use organic, both at home and at the restaurant, and I encourage you to do the same. I’ve noticed that organic ingredients have a powerful, positive effect on my family’s health. For me, wisdom comes from nature, and the less humans intervene, the purer the food will be—the planet benefits, too. It’s also really important to understand how to read the labels on any package (see here).

I could write an entire memoir of my family’s medical trials and tribulations, as well as the various other crises that we’ve survived, but this isn’t the place. I will say that, from each member of my immediate family, I’ve learned something critical that has influenced my culinary outlook and approach. The changes and lessons in our life and kitchen came gradually, and I’m sure we will continue changing and learning, because that’s what life is about, continuous learning.

From Camila, my eldest daughter, who suffered from a variety of ailments over the years (including eye problems, allergies, skin issues, and a rare autoimmune disease), I learned how important it is to choose quality organic ingredients, and what a huge difference it makes; how to cook dairy-free; and eventually, all about the autoimmune protocol (AIP) diet. I also learned to trust my intuition as a mother, and that the right diet and supplements have the power to eliminate the symptoms of disease and increase quality of life (or calidad de vida, as we say in Spanish). Through our experience managing Camila’s ailments, we came to understand that we are not only what we eat but what we feel and think, too. We are complete and complex beings.

Camila has also learned to listen to her own body and identify which ingredients both increase and decrease inflammation, including when it comes to her emotions and thoughts (and I encourage you to do the same!).

From Gala, my second eldest, who suffered from allergies as well as chronic stomach issues due to gluten intolerance, I learned the chemistry of gluten-free cooking but also that everything is chemistry—we are molecules that react to other molecules. We have the power to make healing potions for the body and for the soul, because we transfer our energy and love to the food we cook. Cooking is a way of loving, and when you are sautéing, mixing, and beating ingredients, remember that your love and energy are your secret ingredients.

From Julieta, my third daughter, with whom I was pregnant when I contracted listeriosis due to contaminated food, I learned to become a label detective and understand the difference between a truly wholesome food and one that has not been made with real ingredients and the right processes.

Look at coconut cream, for example. Some brands contain the thickening agent guar gum, while others do not. When you refrigerate pure coconut cream, it becomes solid because the fat it contains solidifies when cold. When the cream is watery, that means it does not contain enough coconut, or the natural fat provided by coconut, and it is necessary to add gums to improve the consistency. A good coconut cream is naturally thick and creamy and does not need added gums (see here).

Shrimp is another example. Why would a bag of frozen raw shrimp need a preservative? Freezing is itself a preserving method.

Organic and natural flavoring—what do they mean? These are questions we must ask ourselves of each box, envelope, or bag that comes into our house.

Do we really know what we are buying? Do we really want to take the risk of feeding it to our family? Is it real food?

From Josefina, my second youngest, who had no ailments but craved foods such as french fries and pizza, I learned to encourage healthy eating habits in more effective ways—that is, not through restrictions and prohibitions but rather by involving her in the process of gardening and cooking and by educating her about the properties of each ingredient. One of the best gifts we can give our children is contact with nature. If we can have a vegetable garden at home, or even a simple pot of tomatoes, and they can be part of the sowing and harvesting process, it nourishes them, physically and spiritually.

When children understand what real food is and where it comes from, I’ve found that they’re more open to the idea of eating fruits and vegetables (while they learn how to take care of and love themselves). And in the process, we give them a fantastic gift. That contact with the soil helps them maintain varied and strong gut microbiota, which will be the basis of health for the rest of their lives.

Josefina inspired me to be creative in the kitchen and swap junk food for healthy recipes. For example, organic potatoes or yuca cut by hand and fried in coconut oil is an excellent alternative to fast-food french fries. A pizza made of quinoa flour and seeds with cashew mozzarella and uncured (and grass-fed) pepperoni is so much better than a conventional frozen pizza. These foods add to our health instead of taking it away.

From my youngest, Hebe, who was born with kidney and urinary issues, I learned about the world of the gut microbiota, the benefits of probiotics, and the importance of balance in that community of bacteria for the harmony of the whole body. Digestive problems, food intolerances, urinary tract diseases, autoimmune diseases, psychiatric diseases, cardiovascular diseases, behavior problems . . . everything, absolutely everything, improves when we solve problems in the microbiota.

From my husband, Sebastián (Sebas), who suffered a heart attack, I learned how powerful and harmful stress is to the body. We are built to deal with occasional stress. In ancient times when we had to escape from a predator, we generated a hormonal load that allowed us to run, fight, or hide—but then our body returned to its natural balance. Today we do not have to run from predators, but we have to face bills, traffic, school, work, mothers-in-law, politicians, and more, and our body does not understand which of these is a real enemy and when to stop responding to stress. And in that constant cascade of emotions and hormonal imbalances, diseases appear. I believe that the secret to dealing with life’s stresses, as difficult as it may seem, is that no matter what happens in your outer world, to try to fill your inner world with so much peace and love that you do not need anything more in order to be happy. Your body will start to recover its balance, and the world around you will start to heal, too.

I grew up in Tacna, Peru, in a kitchen where my mom was a self-taught alchemist, creating recipes from empanadas and juices to the most elaborate sweets and desserts with incredible passion and perseverance—she even made my wedding cake, including sugar dough flowers. Her creations are as good as or better than those of a professional pastry chef. While I have always loved to cook, I didn’t have her patience for the precise science of baking. But when my daughters started reaching school age, I realized I’d better fall in love with baking, because I would need to make everything for their lunch boxes, from sandwich bread to desserts, to avoid any unhealthy packaged food. The best way I could feed them was choosing healthy and organic foods, which were not readily available at the time in stores and supermarkets in Lima, where we lived. After a while, the other families at the school became interested in what I was baking, and some parents asked me to teach them.

This led to a year of teaching groups of parents in my dining room, after which a local bakery commissioned me to begin baking gluten-free breads and set us up with a small production kitchen. This was a blessing, since at that time we were going through a financial crisis with the business we owned, a luxury furniture factory. So starting a baking business became our backup plan, and with a lot of effort, we were able to open a small storefront café and bakery, which we called Huh! The name was an attempt to phonetically re-create an Icelandic soccer team’s prematch Viking war chant that was my family’s own personal chant for getting through anything. Unfortunately, this business wasn’t profitable either.

Though I lived in Lima, I had always loved the United States and dreamed about living there. I had visited once at age twenty-one and had a magical time at Disney World in Orlando. Sebas’s heart attack was the catalyst that convinced us to give up his furniture business, move near his brother’s family in Roswell, Georgia, and begin again. And to further our motivation, there was a café for sale in Roswell, which we saw as a sign, a miracle, a clue as to which way to go. With the help of friends and family, we were able to purchase it and open up a second Huh! in Georgia in December 2019.

Three months later the pandemic hit. To make matters worse, a business partner in Lima backed out unexpectedly and we lost our original bakery. There were moments when I was tempted to give up, but after everything we’d been through, even with a pandemic, we could only be grateful to be here. Roswell and our restaurant were magic to us. Even when the city was shutting down, the restaurant dining room was closed, and the girls couldn’t go to school, we were able to make the best of what we had. I found two free sofas through an online marketplace, my brother-in-law’s brother-in-law gave us a used TV, and we put together a cozy little room for the girls in the restaurant so they could be with us all the time during the pandemic. We practically lived there.

We were able to offer takeout and delivery for the several months before the dining room could open, but it was not easy to get by. Many people have heard about the miraculous turn of events that followed and saved us from the brink of financial ruin, so I will summarize it only briefly here. It started with a family who had recently become regular customers. The husband, a writer, learned about our struggles to remain solvent during the pandemic, and offered to help us out, in part because he loved our food. First, though, he urged us to change the name of our restaurant (which people were mispronouncing all the time) to Cristy’s Kitchen. I was hesitant to name the restaurant after myself, but once we did, it seemed to add new light and energy to our business.

That writer turned out to be Brandon Stanton, the photographer, writer, and creator behind Humans of New York (HONY), the wildly popular blog and social media sensation. Brandon, who was spending the pandemic in his home state of Georgia, proposed that I share my family’s story with the world through HONY.

It is very scary to expose your heart to the whole world, but in our conversations the word “hope” always appeared, and finally that was our mission—to tell our story to help people who were in the same situation as us, with health, financial, or other problems, to see that there is always a light at the end of the tunnel—that there is always hope.

We were together at the bakery the day Brandon posted our story to HONY. While we were sitting there, a woman called from Maryland and said, “I have a sick son, and in my mother’s heart I felt that I should try with the food, but I was in doubt, but now I know that I should follow my heart. I’d like to take the car and drive there to hug you and say, thank you for giving me hope.”

With tears in my eyes and Brandon’s gaze on me, I knew that everything that had happened in recent years—illnesses, bankruptcy, tears, and fears, the dawns of working very hard, the tests that God put us through, and the creation of every recipe—everything had been worth it after getting that call.

Humans of New York exists to remind us of how human we are, that we are all created out of pure love, and we just have to remember that, and through one another’s stories we can connect and reconnect with each other and with ourselves.

I will never have enough words to thank Brandon for what he did for us. Thanks to the generosity and contributions of HONY’s readers, we received more than enough funding to keep our restaurant open and give our daughters the life we dreamed of for them. As immigrants, we arrived here with empty hands but with a heart full of hope and dreams—dreams that have now come true.

We have been truly blessed. Life has given us so many lessons and miracles, and with those has come a mission to help other families find a safe place where they can eat together despite their various dietary restrictions, and where the food is just as delicious as cuisine without restrictions, so they don’t miss out on anything.

People with medical issues, food sensitivities, allergies, and those who are simply looking to improve their health will find in our restaurant a place where they can connect with others in similar situations, and that is a gift to us. I hope what I have learned in my kitchen for my own family can help you in your own quest for health.

America is our home now, and we feel that we are a part of an incredible community that has welcomed us with great affection. We hope to return a piece of our hearts to all of you.

Our next step is to reach every home in America that needs real, organic, clean, and lovingly homemade food. I hope this book inspires you, comforts you, and makes you believe in yourself and the power you have in the kitchen to take care of yourself and those you love the most.

To close our story, I want to remind you:



You are bigger than your problems,

You are more love than your fears,

You are more light than shadow.



Hug yourself,

encourage yourself,

and be aware that your body is perfect as it is to house your soul.

And when you heal, everything around you will heal, too.



Try this: turn up the music, call your kids into the kitchen, and start chopping veggies. Sauté some mushrooms, blend a green smoothie, bake an almond cake. Give them a spatula with chocolate, sing together, smile together, set the table together. I assure you that you’ll have the best food of your life.

Let’s cook!

Love,

Cristy




Special Ingredients
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Certain foods and baking ingredients are mentioned throughout this book and appear in many of my recipes. Some you may not have heard of before because they are more common in other parts of the world. Others you may already use, whether or not you’re aware of their nutritional benefits. I included this section to provide descriptions of these ingredients, information on their nutritional benefits, and notes on where you can locate lesser-known items.

People have different opinions about organic foods—both on what exactly “organic” means and to what extent it affects our health. I am an advocate of organic food, of course, having personally observed the powerful, beneficial effects that it has had on my family’s health, especially in comparison to a diet based on conventional ingredients.

Nature is wise, and we should let it guide and teach us instead of manipulating it. I believe that if we keep our eyes open, we can see how everything is connected; what the roles are of insects, birds, earthworms, animals, water; how every little detail in nature exists for a reason and has a purpose. I am a believer in doing the right thing—and not only when creating great food—to ensure the health of our planet and our communities, too, because we are all connected.

Note: I do not include the word “organic” in the list below because I understand that not all readers have access to organic foods, whether for physical or financial reasons. But for my family, everything we eat, put on our skin, or use to clean (and even, if we can find them, the clothes we wear) is as organic as possible.

Acacia Fiber
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Harvested from the sap of the acacia tree (native to parts of Africa, Pakistan, and India), acacia fiber serves as a prebiotic food. Prebiotics are compounds in food that induce the growth or activity of beneficial microorganisms in the gut.

When the good bacteria in our gut (such as Bifidobacterium and Lactobacillus) are abundant, they don’t leave enough room for the harmful ones (such as Escherichia coli and Clostridium) to overgrow—and that’s when our microbiota come into balance.

It is likely that acacia’s anti-inflammatory activities at the intestinal level help to prevent or lessen metabolic disease. One study suggests that composite yogurt enriched with acacia fiber and Bifidobacterium lactis has greater therapeutic effects in patients with IBS than standard yogurt.

Acacia’s soluble fiber comes in powder and capsule form; in our recipes we use the powder.

Recommended Brands: Anthony’s, Micro Ingredients

Where to Buy: Amazon, supermarkets (Whole Foods, Sprouts, Walmart, Kroger), vitamin stores

Adaptogenic Mushrooms
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Adaptogenic substances are believed to have the capacity to normalize body functions and strengthen systems compromised by stress. Adaptogenic mushrooms like reishi, chaga, turkey tail, lion’s mane, and cordyceps have been used therapeutically for centuries for their ability to help the body’s natural healing processes. They support the immune system, help to reduce stress and restore hormonal balance, and have anti-inflammatory properties. Some studies suggest that they have anticancer, antiviral, and antibacterial properties as well. Adaptogenic mushrooms are one of my favorite ingredients because they do just that—help your body adapt to different situations. I’ve been dealing with a lot of stress for many years, which has had huge repercussions for my body, including early menopause. But since I started consuming adaptogenic mushrooms, my symptoms have diminished, so I try to include them whenever I can. You can try adaptogenic mushrooms in my Cacao Smoothie Bowl.

You can find these mushrooms in various forms: capsule, tablet, powder, liquid, or even coffee. My favorite way to consume them is as a powder or liquid extract, but I also take them as a supplement.


How to Evaluate Products and Ingredients

Choose organic products whenever possible, especially those foods that appear on the Dirty Dozen list (see the Environmental Working Group website for details).

Ingredients on labels are listed in decreasing quantitative order; that is, the one with the highest volume in the product is listed first and the one used least appears last.

The front of the box is just for marketing the product. Always read the ingredient list, as simple as a product may seem (even products professing to be “organic” may contain additives and nonsense ingredients).

If you can’t pronounce a word in a product’s ingredient list, avoid the product.

The fewer ingredients, the better.

Check information on allergens. A product may be produced or packaged in a plant that processes an ingredient you’re allergic to, even if that ingredient isn’t on the ingredient list.



Recommended Brands: Sacred 7 Mushroom Extract Powder, Micro Ingredients Mega Mushrooms (or individual mushroom products), Four Sigmatic Mushroom Blend; Host Defense has a supplement form I like

Where to Buy: supermarkets (Whole Foods, Sprouts, Thrive Market), Amazon

Agar Agar Powder

A gel-like substance that comes from seaweed and can be used like a plant-based substitute for beef gelatin, agar agar comes in powder, flake, and bar form. I use the powder form in my recipes. It contains a high amount of fiber, which helps with regularity, and it may help to regulate blood sugar. It is a great source of iron and contains calcium, magnesium, potassium, and protein.

Recommended Brands: Living Jin, Now

Where to Buy: Amazon, supermarkets (Walmart, Whole Foods)

Aloe
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The benefits of aloe have been recognized and taken advantage of throughout history. This low-calorie, fiber-, omega-, and vitamin-rich substance was used by Cleopatra as a beauty product, by other Egyptians as a medicine, and by the Hebrews as a laxative and remedy for skin conditions. According to Hippocrates, aloe’s medical benefits include hair growth and the healing of tumors, stomach pains, and dysentery.

Today aloe’s potential benefits include the reduction of cholesterol, fats, and triglycerides; antiviral, antibacterial, and laxative properties; protection against radiation and inflammation; and improvement of the immune system.

Aloin is the yellowish liquid found in the sap of the aloe plant. This compound, a molecule



Apple Cider Vinegar



Aquafaba




Ashwagandha
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Avocado
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Blue Spirulina





Blue Butterfly Pea Flower
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Cabbage

[image: image]



Cacao Powder
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Cacao Nibs




Camu Camu
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Carob





Cashews


Coconut


Coconut Nectar




Coconut Sugar




Green Banana Flour / Plantain Flour






Guayusa
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Konjac (Glucomannan)
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Lúcuma
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Maca
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Manuka Honey
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MCT Oil




Mesquite
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Moringa
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Mulberries, Dried
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Noni Juice
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Peruvian Botija Olives




Potatoes








Quinoa

[image: image]





Sacha Inchi Seeds

[image: image]






Salt





Sauerkraut





Tigernuts
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Turmeric
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Yacon
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Yuca
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