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    THE SWEET LAUREL METHOD

    At Sweet Laurel, we work with nutrient-dense, organic ingredients. We don’t take shortcuts because our recipes are so simple that we don’t need to. Working with whole food ingredients is not only beneficial to your body, but is also one of the keys to making delicious baked goods. Our secret to moist, light, and perfectly delicious grain-free desserts lies in our five principles. 

    1.Keep it simple. That means no more than five core ingredients in any given recipe. You can stock your kitchen with almond flour, coconut oil, organic eggs, maple syrup, and Himalayan pink salt and make practically any recipe in this book. (See this page for more specific information.) Gluten-free and dairy-free baking is often overcomplicated, sometimes involving several different flours and added gums or fillers. Not here! “Could it be simpler?” is the question we always ask ourselves. You’ll see a lot of familiar ideas in our approach, just made simpler.

    2.Keep it whole. Use ingredients that are as close to their natural form, or as whole as possible, with nothing added. Almond flour, for example, is simply made from grinding blanched almonds. Maple syrup is made by boiling down the sap of maple trees. We love Himalayan pink salt because it doesn’t have bleach or anticaking agents. Processed foods often have trace ingredients that can not only change the outcome of your recipe, but also trigger a sensitivity (gluten, for instance, pops up in tons of processed foods because it binds ingredients together). We believe eating the foods that nature offers us is important—they are far better for your body, plus you have better control in the kitchen because you know exactly what you’re working with. 

    3.Keep it balanced. Baking is chemistry. When you remove grains, sugar, and dairy, you have to replace those ingredients with ones that have similar behaviors. Once you get the hang of it, you can tackle any sweet treat. Our recipes have been developed and tested over years of research and they do not play by the typical baking rules. The Sweet Laurel Method has its own set of rules, yes, but they are far more user friendly. By following the recipes in this book, you will see how our ingredients balance out one another to yield successful results.

    4.Keep it stress-free. Our low-tech, as in low technique, approach sets us apart from classic bakeries. If you have a bowl and a whisk, you can create almost every single one of our recipes. We have long used baking as a stress reliever—it’s fun and meditative. Our less complicated, simplicity-forward style of baking encourages a relaxing kitchen environment. 

    5.Keep it beautiful. Our sweets are well known for their romantic aesthetic. Our baked goods are not just filled with beautiful ingredients—they are also designed to show off those ingredients. In “The Grand Finale” on this page, we’ll share our method for taking a simple cake and turning it into an eye-catching dessert. We don’t use chemical-based food colorings or sugar-filled decor; we use nature: food-based colorings (see this page), organic florals, and fruit. It is truly beauty from the inside out. All of our decorating techniques can be done with no experience or skill in decorating, so don’t worry if you’ve never handled a pastry bag before.
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    WHAT’S INSIDE

    We believe in using the highest quality, nutrient-dense ingredients to create the most delicious and flavorful baked goods. Traditionally, a baker’s pantry uses flour, white sugar, and butter to create the base for most desserts. But when a doctor’s orders delete all three of those mainstays from one’s diet, alternatives are required. Our grain-free, refined-sugar-free, and dairy-free pantry is based on an anti-inflammatory and holistic approach to health.

    WHAT’S THE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN GRAIN-FREE AND GLUTEN-FREE?

    This is a bit like asking, What’s the difference between a square and a rectangle? Gluten is a protein found in some grains (wheat, rye, and oats, for instance), so since Sweet Laurel is grain-free, it means we’re gluten-free, too.

    But why remove gluten or grains to begin with? Gluten is a protein that adds structure to breads and baked goods, and can also be found in processed foods to help bind ingredients, like in canned soups and sauces. For many people, this protein is inflammatory, adding to digestive and autoimmune issues. Gluten-free recipes can rely on other grains, like rice and corn, but at Sweet Laurel we go a step further, removing all grains from our recipes. A grain-free diet has been known to help with digestive disorders and autoimmune diseases, as in Laurel’s case.

    Quinoa, amaranth, and buckwheat technically are not grains, however, we do not include them in our recipes, but instead rely on nut and coconut flours.

    OUR CORE INGREDIENTS

    Almond Flour

    Almond flour is nutritionally dense, typically made from almonds that have been blanched (brown peel removed). Compared with other tree nuts, almonds are higher in fiber, calcium, vitamin E, riboflavin, and niacin, not to mention offering a solid amount of protein and other nutrients like magnesium (one ounce of almonds provides 6 grams of protein and 4 grams of fiber); plus, like other nuts, they are low-glycemic (how your body reacts to sugar; high-glycemic food means a sugar spike and crash). But just because almonds and other nuts are packed with nutrients doesn’t mean they’re a low-calorie food. Most nuts contain a fairly high amount of fat, with about 14 grams per one-ounce serving, but about two-thirds of that is heart-healthy, monounsaturated fat. The combination of fat, fiber, and protein is why almond flour is such a fabulous foundation for our cakes. It has some structure from the protein, is always moist from the fat, and has the added nutritional benefit of all those vitamins, minerals, and fiber. This is why every slice of a Sweet Laurel cake is so filling and satisfying. The calories are sweet but they’re certainly not empty. Almond flour is easy to find in any grocery store, but we share our own recipe on this page. If you are allergic to almonds, you can substitute hazelnut flour or cashew flour in our recipes. If you’re allergic to nuts, you can substitute coconut flour, with some additional adjustments (see this page). 

    Eggs

    We believe in using organic eggs from happy chickens. Eggs are an excellent source of choline and selenium, and a good source of high-quality protein, vitamin D, vitamin B12, phosphorus, and riboflavin. They contain omega-3 fats, fatty acids that are essential to your diet. In baking, eggs are an indispensable binder, bringing ingredients together; a leavener, creating lift and lightness in texture; and, important for us, a protein, providing structure in our gluten-free recipes. In most of our recipes, organic eggs can be replaced with any of our vegan egg recipes (see this page). 

    Maple Syrup

    Maple syrup is our preferred sweetener. It adds intense moisture and delicate sweetness to our baked goods, but without making them taste like a stack of pancakes. It is filled with potassium, magnesium, and iron, among other minerals. True maple syrup is made by simply boiling down the sap from maple trees. When purchasing syrup, be sure it’s labeled maple syrup, rather than “maple flavored” or “pancake syrup,” ensuring that your product is 100 percent maple and not supplemented with corn syrup (like most pancake syrups). At our workshops we are often asked what grade of maple syrup we use. The truth is, there’s no consistent difference between the grades in terms of minerals, nutrients, or maple sugar content. Maple syrup is graded solely by its color. The grading system changed recently to reflect this, and though we tend to use Grade A, Dark Color, Robust Flavor, any pure maple syrup will work. In fact, for lighter-colored recipes, like Mom’s Lemon Bars on this page, you’ll get a brighter hue using a lighter-hued maple syrup.

    Coconut Oil

    Coconut oil is the only oil we use in the Sweet Laurel kitchen. We love coconuts for their nutritional properties, delicious flavor, and versatility in a dairy-free kitchen. Coconuts are rich in fiber, vitamins C, E, B1, B3, B5, and B6, and minerals, but what we love most about coconuts is their fat. Most of the coconut’s fat is made up of medium-chain saturated fatty acids (MCFAs), which are rapidly metabolized into energy in the liver and are less likely to be stored as fat in the body. This is the big reason it’s our favorite fat to use at Sweet Laurel—the specific structure of the fats in coconut milk and oil makes them easier for your body to process. Coconut oil was one of the core ingredients that Laurel used to build her body back up after being diagnosed with Hashimoto’s disease. Coconut oil can be heated to a very high heat without losing its nutritional benefits, making it ideal for baking. For a milder flavor, use refined coconut oil. 

    Coconut Milk

    We also use coconut milk in several of our recipes and it is the main ingredient in our coconut whipped cream. Be sure to purchase full-fat coconut milk (not lite) without additives, packaged in BPA-free cans. And we do mean cans: Coconut milk in aseptic cartons is too thin for our recipes, and will change the outcome if used. If the coconut milk isn’t packaged properly or is overly homogenized, you’ll end up with thin liquid rather than thick cream rising to the top. Our favorite canned brand is Natural Value Organic Coconut Milk. If you are using coconut milk and not separating out the cream, the easiest way to achieve a smooth, homogenous milk is to shake it up before opening, or even to pop it in the blender for a few pulses before using.

    Coconut Cream

    When we refer to coconut cream, we’re not referring to the ingredient used for piña coladas (cream of coconut), we’re referring to the cream that settles at the top of the full-fat coconut milk can when left to rest in the fridge. Coconut milk has two parts: the fat and the water. When the can sits in the fridge, the two parts separate, much like cream rising from dairy milk. The coconut cream is thick and solid, and can be easily spooned out of the can, leaving behind the clear liquid. We use this cream to make our coconut whipped cream (see this page) and as a thickening ingredient in many of our recipes. It cannot be substituted with regular full-fat coconut milk, since the texture and fat content are much thinner. You may come across coconut cream in can form, but we have not had good luck with this ingredient. It tends to be gritty and grainy, and we get a much more consistent result with coconut milk separated by hand.

    Coconut Butter/Coconut Manna

    Coconut “butter” is a bit of a misnomer, because you won’t find it next to butter substitutes in the grocery store; it’s usually next to the fruit and nut butters. We don’t use it as a butter substitute, but rather as a binder. Also called coconut manna, it’s made from grinding down dried coconut flesh, much like how you would make a nut butter. (Coconut oil, on the other hand, is extracted from coconut flesh.) Coconut butter reacts like a roux, a combination of flour and butter used in conventional cooking to bind liquids into a velvety texture. You can expect it to show up in frosting and glaze recipes for this reason.

    Himalayan Pink Salt

    Not only is Himalayan pink salt beautiful to look at, but it is also loaded with minerals—eighty-four of them to be exact! Plus, it has pH-balancing qualities. Many people ask if using pink salt in baking and cooking adds a different flavor or color to your finished product; the answer is no to both. We believe Himalayan pink salt naturally enhances flavor thanks to its high quality. We love that it doesn’t have any bleach or anticaking agents.

    OTHER PANTRY STAPLES

    Coconut Flour

    Coconut flour is lower in fat and much drier than almond flour, but it still has lots of nutrients, including vitamins C, E, B1, B3, B5, and B6, and lots of fiber. The fiber is actually something we have to compensate for, and you’ll notice that our recipes with coconut flour have many wet ingredients to balance it out. This means coconut flour is not a 1:1 replacement for almond flour.  If you’re allergic to nuts, you can substitute coconut flour with some additional adjustments. Coconut flour soaks up liquid almost too efficiently, so if you need to replace nut flour with coconut flour, you need to also add liquid. Our basic equation is for every 1 cup of nut flour, use ¼ cup coconut flour, plus an additional egg. If there aren’t eggs in the recipe, add 1 tablespoon of arrowroot powder with each ¼ cup of coconut flour. However, every recipe in this cookbook has been carefully tested as it is written, so switching out the flours or eggs may affect the texture and flavor, even if done properly. Our favorite brand of coconut flour is Bob’s Red Mill.

    Coconut Yogurt

    Coconut yogurt is not coconut-flavored yogurt, but yogurt made from coconut cream. If purchasing it in a store, be sure to buy the plain version, without fillers and gums. You can easily make it from scratch following the recipe on this page. 

    Arrowroot Powder

    Arrowroot powder is a neutral-tasting thickener made from the arrowroot plant. It is much less inflammatory than cornstarch and serves a similar purpose in recipes.

    Dates

    If you’re judging dates by their nutrition label, it might be easy to mistake them for candy rather than fruit, packing in a whopping 16 grams of sugar each. But with plenty of potassium, magnesium, and fiber as well as a delicious caramel flavor, dates are one of our favorite natural sweeteners. Medjool is our favorite variety, with a super-rich flavor, intense sweetness, and not-too-chewy/not-too-soft texture. We like to buy dates in bulk, blend them into Date Paste (this page), and store the paste in the fridge for future use. Fresh dates are best to use, as their texture will be sticky and malleable. If you’re using dried, you may need to soak them in hot water for about 30 minutes or until they’re tender. Drain and pat them dry before using.

    Honey

    Honey is a great alternative sweetener and can be used instead of maple syrup in any of our recipes. However, we tend to use less of it because heating honey will diminish its nutritional benefits. Raw, lightly filtered honey contains pollen, twenty-two amino acids, twenty-seven minerals, and plenty of vitamins. Despite tasting super sweet, it registers lower on the glycemic index than sugar. We’ll use raw honey in recipes that don’t require heating, but if we do use honey in a baking recipe, we’ll sometimes finish it with additional raw honey. It adds a lovely final punch of sweet and some of those extra benefits, too. Raw honey can crystallize, but this doesn’t mean it has gone bad. We like to spread thick, crystallized honey on toast—it’s delicious!

    Cacao (100% Unsweetened Cacao Powder and 100% Cacao Unsweetened Baking Chocolate)

    Our recipes call for both cacao powder and whole unsweetened cacao, in bar form, for baking. Chocolate is made from cacao, but for our recipes, we use only unsweetened, 100 percent cacao. This means that a typical bar of dark chocolate is not a good substitute for our recipes, as we work with cacao in its pure form. Chocolate, even bittersweet chocolate, contains additives such as sugar, milk, and binders like soy lecithin. If you have trouble finding pure cacao, just look at the ingredient list on the back—100 percent cacao will not list any other ingredients. Bars labeled as unsweetened chocolate or baking chocolate often are 100 percent cacao, so simply double-check before purchasing. Cacao is renowned for its energy-boosting abilities. If you’ve ever had a few nibbles of 100 percent cacao, you already know about this energy boost! Laurel eats it every day while her husband sips on his morning cup of coffee.

    Gelatin

    Gelatin is used in many of our custard pies and also our delicious Marshmallows (this page). We like to use grass-fed beef gelatin, sometimes referred to as “collagen,” as it’s high in protein. You can also find soy-based alternatives; we don’t use them in our baking because Laurel is soy sensitive, but they will work fine. Great Lakes is our favorite brand.

    Baking Powder

    We make our own baking powder (see this page) because the store-bought stuff typically contains cornstarch and aluminum, and honestly, it’s super easy to mix up a batch.

    Baking Soda

    Like baking powder, baking soda is a leavening agent, but much more powerful. It also counteracts acidic ingredients used in baking. We use natural baking soda, meaning baking soda that has been mined rather than lab created, such as the Bob’s Red Mill brand, in our recipes.

    Lemon Juice

    You can of course buy lemon juice at the store, but it’s super easy to make—just squeeze lemons into a bowl while straining out the pulp and seeds. Whenever we call for it, we mean the fresh stuff.

    Apple Cider Vinegar

    Apple cider vinegar is fermented apple juice, and we like to use it in recipes needing extra brightness. Our delicious Savory Turmeric Bread (this page), for example, gets a lovely bite from the added acid. Fermented ingredients were a huge part of Laurel’s gut health recovery after her diagnosis, and apple cider vinegar is a delicious and easy way to add some beneficial bacteria and enzymes to your diet. The acetic acid in apple cider vinegar has the ability to kill dangerous “bad” bacteria and at the same time foster the growth of beneficial “good” bacteria. Look for raw, “cold-pressed” brands that have sediment in the bottom, like Bragg’s. 

    Grass-Fed Ghee

    We don’t use ghee often in our recipes, but for getting cake to slip out of a Bundt pan, you can’t find anything better. Ghee is made by melting butter and then removing all of the milk solids, rendering it lactose- and casein-free. Choosing grass-fed over conventional ghee is an easy choice for us, as grass-fed ghee contains vitamin K (good for heart health) and 25 percent medium- and short-chain fatty acids (like the fat found in coconut milk), which your body metabolizes more easily and faster than butter. It can also be used to replace coconut oil if you tolerate dairy well, as the milk solids that contain lactose have been removed.

    Vanilla Extract

    At Sweet Laurel we make our own vanilla extract to ensure it’s not only gluten- and grain-free, but also full of flavor. Store-bought vanilla extracts often include unnecessary fillers and grain- and gluten-containing alcohols. We make ours with tequila (a grain-free alcohol) and freshly sliced vanilla beans and seeds. Our version (see this page) not only adds delicious flavor, but also guarantees a gluten-free baked good! 

    Spices

    Cinnamon is our favorite anti-inflammatory spice to add to treats, so you will see it a lot in this cookbook. It can lower your body’s blood sugar levels—and tastes great. Our other favorite spices are turmeric, cayenne, and ginger. Not only do they give our recipes a kick, but they also provide digestive and anti-inflammatory benefits. We recommend keeping all of these on hand.

    Nuts and Nut Butters

    It didn’t take long for Laurel to discover that nuts and nut butters are powerful stand-ins for grains. Nuts are loaded with good fats and protein, and compared with grains, contain far fewer carbohydrates. Our first choice in most recipes is almond butter; however, hazelnut and cashew butters work beautifully, too. These are widely available, but easy to make yourself (see this page). If you’re allergic to nuts, sunflower seed butter is a wonderful option.

    Our homemade versions of nut butters and nut milk can be found in “Our Essential Recipes.” Two caveats: First, always choose fresh, raw nuts. This helps the butter last longer, but it also keeps the flavor light and clean. And second, yes, you really do have to soak the nuts first even though it’s an extra step. Not only does it make the nut puree creamier, but it also greatly reduces the phytic acid (also found in grains and legumes), which can inhibit your body’s absorption of minerals and enzymes.

    Matcha

    Matcha is a powdered green tea that is predominantly grown and produced in Japan. The green tea leaves are shaded from the sun for the last few weeks of their growth, increasing the chlorophyll content and creating a deep and vibrant green color
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    RESOURCES

    Almost all of our ingredients can be found at major retailers (Walmart, Target, Costco, and Whole Foods, for instance), but these are our favorite sources.

    Almond Flour: Finding affordable organic almond flour can be a challenge, but Nuts.com is a great source for it, along with conventional almond flour and whole nuts.

    Apple Cider Vinegar: Bragg makes a fantastic unfiltered, unheated, and unpasteurized apple cider vinegar. 

    Arrowroot Powder: Bob’s Red Mill’s large bag is much more affordable than the small jars you’ll find in the spice aisle.

    Baking Soda: Bob’s Red Mill makes a lovely natural baking soda. It’s  mined from the ground rather than synthetically created.

    Cacao (100% Unsweetened Cacao Powder and 100% Cacao Unsweetened Baking Chocolate): There can be a lot of confusion about what cacao actually is—chocolate is made from cacao. So if you aren’t sure, reach for the 100 percent unsweetened chocolate bar and read the label. If the ingredients consist only of cacao, and no sugar, milk, or additives, you’re good to go! ChocoVivo’s bean-to-bar chocolate factory in Los Angeles is our favorite, but you can find 100 percent bars from more accessible brands like Ghirardelli and Baker’s.

    Coconut Aminos: This is a delicious gluten- and grain-free substitute for soy sauce made from coconut! It can be found online or at major grocery stores.

    Coconut Flour: Bob’s Red Mill has a lovely organic version.

    Coconut Milk: Finding coconut milk that can whip into thick coconut cream can be a struggle, and a lot of it comes down to picking the right brand. Be sure the coconut milk is in a BPA-free can, is full fat (about 18 percent fat), and contains no additives (these will hurt the milk’s ability to whip). We love Natural Value organic coconut milk.

    Coconut Oil: For a more delicate flavor and higher cooking temperature, we love Nutiva Refined Coconut Oil. It’s steam refined, so no chemicals are used in the process.

    Eggs: We always recommend purchasing local, pasture-raised, organic eggs. Our favorite brand is Lily’s Eggs, from the Santa Monica Farmer’s Market (they are available regionally).

    Gelatin: We like Great Lakes Unflavored Beef Gelatin, Collagen Joint Care, the best. It works great and has many nutrients. 

    Grass-Fed Ghee: 4th and Heart (fourthandheart.com) makes a delicious ghee. 

    Himalayan Pink Salt: Any brand of pure Himalayan pink salt works for us, as long as it’s fine grind.

    Honey: We recommend sourcing a local honey from your farmer’s market, and raw if noted in recipe.

    Maple Syrup: We source our maple syrup from a small Vermont farm, Butternut Mountain Family Farm. 

    Matcha: Matcha Source (matchasource.com) makes the best matcha latte in town, and their Gotcha Matcha is perfect for our baking needs.

    Medjool Dates: The Date Lady (ilovedatelady.com) is a great source for all things dates, including date sugar.

    Nut Butter: We make our own nut butters in-house, but love the Once Again brand (onceagainnutbutter.com) when we need to grab a jar for the pantry. 

    Parchment Paper: We always opt for natural and unbleached parchment paper. 

    Probiotic Capsules: You can find probiotics in the refrigerator section of health food stores. Be sure to purchase capsules that can be opened, releasing the powder on the inside, and be sure not to use probiotic capsules containing prebiotics, as the fermentation will not occur properly. We like a gluten-free brand called Flora.

    Rubber Spatula: For getting into the tight corners of our blender, the silicone ½ spatula by Le Creuset cannot be beat. It’s tiny and gets into all of the tight spaces.

    Silicone Molds: For cake molds and mats for baking sheets, check out the durable, well-made silicone products from Le Silicone. 

    Vanilla Bean Powder: Terrasoul makes a great vanilla bean powder; find it online or at health food stores.

    Vanilla Extract: If you don’t want to make some yourself, try our very own Sweet Laurel grain-free Paleo Vanilla Extract (sweetlaurel.com).
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    LAUREL GALLUCCI’s world was rocked when she was diagnosed with an aggressive autoimmune disease and told she would never eat cake again. The lifelong baker and dessert lover refused to accept that, which led her to discover the beauty of baking with whole food ingredients. When Laurel shared a slice of grain-free, refined-sugar-free, dairy-free, soy-free, gum-free, filler-free fudge-frosted chocolate caramel cake with her friend Claire Thomas, Sweet Laurel bakery was born. 

    CLAIRE THOMAS is the creative director and photographer of Sweet Laurel. She is also the cook, writer, and photographer behind The Kitchy Kitchen.
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