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I NEVER WANTED TO BE A GROCERY GUY, but here I am. My dad and uncle had owned San Francisco’s Bi-Rite Market since the 1960s, which for me meant a childhood spent stocking shelves, helping out, and generally serving as free labor. Starting at the young age of six, I would go home after school every day, pick up the dinner that my mom had prepared for me and my dad, and head over to the market, where I would work until the store closed at 9 p.m. The grocery business was hardly my idea of fun, and as soon as I left home I didn’t look back.

I found my calling in the restaurant world. I went to culinary school, cooked in Switzerland for a year, and continued to cook once I returned to San Francisco. I loved cooking, and I didn’t miss the grocery business at all. So in 1997, when my dad gave me the opportunity to take over the family grocery business, I initially said, “No way.” At the very least, I was hell-bent on doing something—anything—other than running a market.

Still, Dad’s offer piqued my interest. Just like him, I had entrepreneurial blood running through my veins, and at the age of twenty-nine was coming off of six years of owning and operating my own restaurant. With his offer, I immediately started visualizing the store’s potential as a restaurant space. I fantasized about gutting the store to put in a large kitchen and a spacious dining room. Dad nipped that in the bud, though. He knew how hard I had been working at my restaurant—the long hours, the less-than-healthy lifestyle—and he denied me flat out. “You’ll never have a family if you stay in that business,” he warned. (Like many fathers of childbearing-age adults, he was pushing hard for grandchildren. Which he eventually got.)

So no restaurant. I still refused to do a grocery store, so we began to think about other ways to use the space. We entertained all kinds of ideas; someone even suggested to Dad that we open a pet food store, so we kicked that around for about a week. After much debate and no ideas that really excited me, I caved. I agreed to take over the market and continue to run it as such, but under one condition: I had to do it my way.

THE ODDS WERE AGAINST US. At that time, the neighborhood was hardly the trendy, vivacious, bursting-with-energy place it is today. The Mission has always been lively, but for a long time it was the wrong kind of liveliness. Dolores Park, just half a block from the Market, was home to junkies. Stabbings and shootings happened regularly. By the time I was twelve, I had been mugged twice on my way to and from the store.

Still, when we started our renovations in November 1997, one of the first things we did was take down the metal bars that covered the windows. What a drama that was! All these old-timers—people we hadn’t seen in years—came around and asked, “What are you doing? Are you crazy?” To me, those bars made the store feel like a fortress. I wanted the store to look inviting and welcoming, so I told myself (and those questioning bystanders), “I’m taking the bars off, and I’m just going to deal with it.”

The renovated store reopened on June 8, 1998. And it was crazy. My brother Raphael and I were partners in the business (he is no longer a partner but still works at the store), supported by six staff from my old restaurant and all the family members we could corral. I wore many hats in those days: I would go to the produce market in the morning, come back and cook for the deli, stock the shelves, and ring on the register.

IN THE BEGINNING, WE HAD NO IDEA WHAT WE WERE DOING. We made it up as we went along, running it like a restaurant, which turned out to be a huge advantage. And, it turns out, we reinvented the grocery store in the process.

I DID KNOW ONE THING FROM THE VERY BEGINNING. Coming from the restaurant world, I understood the importance of making things entertaining and treating the market as a theater of sorts. The flattering lighting, the upbeat music, the open kitchen and exuberant signage are all designed to create an energetic, fun vibe. I also knew that having friendly, informed staff would be key. So we hired former waiters for our “front of house” staff, and we expected them to know our food inside and out, just as they would at a restaurant. Even if they’re stocking shelves, their main role is always to inspire customers, put them at ease, and get them excited about good food. All with the overarching goal of making grocery shopping an interactive, fun, and enjoyable experience.

THE PRODUCT SELECTION GOT A MAKEOVER, TOO. We revamped the offerings and got rid of products that my dad and uncle had carried for years—things like cigarettes and forties of malt liquor. It came as a big shock to some folks in the neighborhood. After we reopened, people would come in, take a look around, and eventually ask, “Ain’t you got smokes?”

We didn’t. We filled the shelves with things that I as a chef would want: pantry items like good wine vinegar and panko bread crumbs, farm-direct produce, and sustainably raised meat. Basically, it was a lot of the same ingredients I had used at my restaurant. I PREFERRED THESE INGREDIENTS BECAUSE THEY TASTED BETTER, not just because they were organic or local. That evolution came over time and happened largely because of the people around me. These were people—mostly our own staff at first, but more and more guests as well—who wanted to make a difference in the world, and they began to push me in ways that nobody had before. Our produce buyer, Simon Richard, had a huge impact on me. A farmer himself, he helped me see farming in a new way, and I gradually understood why organic and sustainably raised produce was so important. I owe him a lot for that.

Once I made the connection—that where produce is grown, how it’s grown, and who is behind it are all just as important as flavor—it was easy to apply that thinking to all our prooducts. It eventually evolved into a rigorous but informal set of criteria for everything we sold: Would we eat this ourselves? Would we feed it to our children? How was this raised, grown, or made? What was the impact on the environment? How are the workers treated? Can we feel good about that?

Often, the only way to answer these questions was to talk to the producers themselves. Not many grocers can say they are on a first-name basis with the people behind the products on their shelves, but we can. In addition, since we support so many local products, it’s possible to visit the producer and see firsthand how the products are grown or raised. We also taste nearly every product before deciding whether to sell it. Even meat, cheese, or bread with the most pristine provenance will not get very far with us if it doesn’t taste good. This process of evaluating and vetting products means everything that’s here is here for a reason. The products support each other and enable cooks to achieve their vision. This alone has done a lot to establish a sense of trust between us and our guests, because they know that if we carry it, it’s going to be good.

When we started making these changes, some guests grumbled about the higher prices that came with these more sustainable foods. We tried to help them understand the factors behind those price tags, including the lower yields (but higher quality) associated with organic farming. We worked hard to instill the idea that every grocery purchase affects the environment, the economy, and the well-being of the people who feed us. We talked about the true cost of food, including the hidden costs of subsidies (paid for by our taxes) and health care. In short, we all have the power to either contribute to the problem or be part of the solution. We all have the opportunity to make an impact every time we eat.
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The old days: my dad and uncle Jack in 1965, dad with the neighbor kids in 1969, and Raph and I with mom in 2000.

     


A DIFFERENT KIND OF MARKET

Walking down 18th street, you may not immediately recognize the Art Deco facade in the middle of the block as belonging to a grocery store.

There’s a huge display of flowers outside, so overflowing that the blooms completely obscure the buckets and shelving that hold them. Is this a floral shop? As you enter the store, you’re transported to another world altogether. A few things hit you right away: The store is fairly small—only slightly bigger than your average bodega. Not a bit of space is wasted—although there aren’t traditional aisles to speak of, the shelves soar high and wrap around every corner. And as a result, there is a lot to look at. The produce display grabs your attention and leaves no question as to what season it is; basket after basket of apples and pears in every size, shape, and color are a vibrant reminder that it’s autumn. Some varieties are familiar, but many you haven’t seen before.

“Have you tried these Gravensteins yet? They’re off the hook, and they’ll only be around for a little while longer.” One of the produce guys pauses, grabs an apple, cuts a wedge, and offers it to you. As you nibble and marvel at the tart intense flavor, he tells you why this particular variety is so special—and fleeting. And they’re from just north in Sebastopol.

You stroll the length of the deli case, which is filled with enticing, colorful dishes of prepared food and signs telling you exactly where the ingredients came from—some from Bi-Rite’s own farm. Towers of sandwiches greet you at eye level, their contents carefully and artfully arranged within golden crusty rolls of bread. It’s all so tempting that you consider ditching your current lunch plans just to take advantage of what’s here.

Although you’re not in the market for meat, you can’t help but pause at the butcher counter. Most stores’ meat displays are hardly what you’d call beautiful, but this one is different. It’s packed with golden-skinned pasture-raised chickens, maroon lamb racks, and ready-to-roast pork spiked with sprigs of rosemary and lavender. As you scan the case, something catches your eye—is that goat in there? The butcher behind the counter asks if he can get you anything. You ask how much demand there is for goat in a city like San Francisco. “BN Ranch has a small but loyal following,” he tells you. “We get a whole goat in every week, and it usually sells out in a couple of days.” You can’t resist. Before you know it, the butcher has wrapped up a couple of shoulder chops, given you detailed instructions on how to cook them, and jotted down the key points on the brown paper bundle.

Over his shoulder, you notice a small, bustling kitchen behind him. Concealed behind a large refrigerated display case, the kitchen is easy to miss visually but impossible to ignore with your other senses. As in any busy kitchen, there’s the clang of metal spoons against pots, the whh, whh, whh of a knife gliding through onions, and the lively (sometimes salty) banter of cooks that filters through the air. Similarly, the aromas wafting out make the kitchen’s presence known. It’s a mouthwatering amalgam of meatballs cooling on the speed rack, salmon cakes coming out of the fryer, and the metallic sweetness of beets being peeled.

You grab a basket and pick up a few other items to round out your goat dinner. When you finally reach the checkout, you’re surprised at the sincerity of the cashier when she asks you if you found everything you needed, how your day is going, and whether you’ve tried that wine before (she confides that it’s her favorite).

Heading out the door, you notice a table just outside the store’s front window. It’s set up as a tasting station featuring a local cheese you’ve heard of but never tried. You chat with the woman standing behind the table and slowly realize she’s not a marketing person, but the cheesemaker herself.

As you head down the street, you realize you’re full—not just from tastes and samples, but from all the newfound knowledge you just acquired. Which leaves you wondering: Who knew that grocery shopping could possibly be so … fun?
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WE’RE ABOUT MORE THAN “SERVICE WITH A SMILE.” Although we have always prioritized hiring friendly, personable staff, to me, that’s just a small part of our customer service strategy. We treat customers like they’re visitors in our own home; in fact, we refer to them as “guests.” And rather than thinking about customer service as something limited to our frontline staff, we consider our guests in just about every decision we make. We’re a customer-directed business.

This, again, goes back to the fact that at the beginning, we didn’t know what we were doing. We knew we had reincarnated the market into the kind of place where we’d want to shop. But what about everyone else? For this reason, we knew it would be especially important to keep an ear to the ground—to listen and respond to guest requests, whether big or small. Other­wise, we’d have no way of knowing that there was demand for gluten-free cookies or additional bicycle parking. Constantly listening to guests, and constantly evolving in response to them, has been the number one key to our success.

[image: The front of Bi-Rite Market]

THERE’S ALWAYS MORE TO LEARN. Education goes hand in hand with great guest service. That means constantly pushing ourselves to learn more and dig deeper about the products we sell. We regularly take our staff on field trips to farms, dairies, slaughterhouses, breweries, and more. The payoff is huge: not only does it give our staff a sense of how good food is produced, but also once they’re back at the store they can say to guests, “This is how this is made, and I know because I saw it.” That’s pretty unusual in this business, and it’s also a lot of fun.

Educating ourselves also means doing things ourselves. From day one, we’ve produced our own sausages, smoked salmon, and pâtés, which we sell out of the deli case. In 2003, my parents bought a farm in the former gold mining town of Placerville; from the orchard’s fruit, my mom makes jams, jellies, and preserves that we sell at the market. We also started growing our own herbs on the roof of the store, and more recently we added a couple of beehives. In 2008, under Simon’s leadership, we started our own mini-farm in Sonoma, just north of San Francisco, where our staff could actually get their hands in the dirt and grow vegetables. It’s fun, but also helps our staff appreciate and understand how much work goes into producing food. It’s an ongoing process; the more we learn, the more there is to know.

[image: People shopping at Bi-Rite Market]

EDUCATING GUESTS IS JUST AS IMPORTANT. All that work that we do to research and vet products is lost if we don’t communicate it to guests. Telling the story of individual products is important to us. Sometimes we do that by chatting with guests. Signage is also important; we make our signs by hand and include all the key details about that cheese you’re considering: not just the kind of milk and where it’s from, but also what makes it special. In other words, why are we bothering to sell it? Why did we choose it? Why will you love it?

Tasting is another form of food education and the easiest and best way for us to share our own excitement about a product. We’re constantly putting food into our guests’ mouths, whether it’s a slice of American prosciutto or a sip of a great small-batch soda. We’re known for our produce samples—every day we offer precut samples of nearly every fruit we sell. It’s especially popular with our guests’ kids, who turn out to be some of our most discerning and loyal guests; many are so won over by our fruit that they won’t let their parents buy fruit anywhere else!

[image: People shopping at Bi-Rite Market]

WE ARE COMMUNITY. Nobody is anonymous in our store. It’s a lot like the bar in Cheers—we’re the place where everyone knows your name. We encourage our staff to build relationships with our guests—to know not just who they are, but also what they like to eat, what they’re looking for, and what kinds of foods are exciting to them. This enables our staff to recommend and share new discoveries and creates an interactive, long-term dialogue.

We’re serving not only our guests but also the people whose products we carry. Some of our producers, like Ginger Balakian from Balakian Family Farm in Reedley, California, have been providing us with their amazing stone fruits since the very beginning. Others are newer. And when we find someone who’s making something that people aren’t familiar with, we’ll go out of our way to promote it and introduce it—passionately—to our guests. We often invite the producers to the store to give out tastes and talk about their product. This gives our guests a chance to talk to producers directly, ask questions, and put a face to where their food comes from. We encourage our staff and our guests to think about the connection to the producer, farmer, or rancher every time they eat; we don’t take for granted the hard work and dedication those producers have commited to feeding us.

It’s not just about connecting guests with producers. We have found other ways to support producers, such as our unique arrangement with Soul Food Farm. As a burgeoning farm, they had the best possible problem: they had more demand for their gorgeous eggs than they could supply. To scale up, they needed capital. So we loaned it to them, repayable through a steady supply of eggs and chickens for the next year. Sort of like a community-supported agriculture (CSA, or “farm shares”) arrangement, but with bigger volume and a single customer—us! And everyone benefited from it—Soul Food Farm, our guests, and Bi-Rite.

Over the years, we realized how important it was for us to facilitate these relationships between our staff, our vendors, and our guests—each one interdependent on the other for success. Our business was, in essence, a collaboration between these groups. We realized we couldn’t imagine doing business any other way, so we eventually formalized it as our mission: Creating Community Through Food.

[image: People shopping at Bi-Rite Market]

EVERYTHING CHANGED. Even in the early days, it was clear that we were on to something. The most obvious, easily quantified indicator was our sales. We set a first-year, admittedly ambitious goal of $1 million in revenue. We ended up exceeding that by 25 percent. By our third year, we did $3 million. After more than a decade, our business continues to grow by about $1 million a year. Our staff has grown, too—our little original crew of six has grown to well over eighty. (First-time visitors, upon seeing the store, are often shocked to hear that we employ that many people. The store really is that busy, and we want to maintain a good work-life balance!)

The store’s success has made it possible to grow the Market into a whole family of businesses. In December 2006, we opened Bi-Rite Creamery down the street to create a permanent showcase for the sugary talents of my wife, Anne Walker, and our business partner Kris Hoogerhyde. Our salted caramel ice cream—an intense blend of sweet, bitter, and salty—became an instantaneous hit; the line of guests eager for a cone wrapped around the block. In 2008, we started a neighborhood community center called 18 Reasons, an intimate venue that brings our community together with producers, activists, and innovators in the world of food. In bringing people together, we strengthen our bonds with one another and deepen our relationship to food. 18 Reasons has gained recognition across the city and nationally for its incredibly popular classes, art exhibitions, workshops, tastings, dinners, and lectures. A second Market and Creamery is slated to open by fall 2011.

We continue to be part of a larger shift in the neighborhood as well. Soon after we opened the Market, Craig and Annie Stoll bought the restaurant space two doors down from us and opened Delfina, now widely recognized as one of the best restaurants in San Francisco. The neighborhood started to take on a different feel. Crime decreased. Nearby Dolores Park, previously a haven for drugs, got cleaned up and eventually became a destination for sun worshippers, picnickers, and playground-loving families from all over the city. Now the Mission, particularly the blocks surrounding the Market, is one of the most desirable neighborhoods in town.
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Produce buyer Simon Richard, in his element

THE FOOD LANDSCAPE HAS CHANGED, TOO. For the first few centuries of America’s existence, community was inseparable from grocery shopping. Large open-air markets, both urban and rural, were hubs for socializing and interaction just as much as they were for commerce and food. Even as supermarkets came onto the scene in the twentieth century, corner markets and bodegas continued to thrive and, because they served the residents of the immediate surroundings, still provided a means for people to bump into their neighbors on a regular basis. But as suburban sprawl took hold and we started to prioritize parking lots and one-stop shopping, large supermarkets in shopping centers gradually took over. Shopping became more anonymous. You were less likely to run into your neighbors, and the supermarket staff didn’t bother to learn your name. Food started coming from farther and farther away, so we were less likely to know who was behind the food we ate. Instead of making small, frequent shopping trips, we began to shop only once a week, buying as much as our ever-larger vehicles and refrigerators could hold. Today, most Americans buy their groceries at Walmart and most of that food comes from a handful of multinational corporations.

In contrast, our Market is in the middle of a densely populated neighborhood. We have no parking lot, but the foot traffic on our block is high. Those factors have made it possible for us to be the kind of store where people want to and can shop daily and can run into their neighbors at the same time.

That’s not to say that we are a lone buoy bobbing in a sea of ever-duplicating SuperCenters. The last ten or fifteen years have seen a renewed interest in local, organic, and sustainable foods. As a result, farmers’ markets have thrived and proliferated, and CSAs can barely keep up with demand. Most importantly, consumers care more and more about where their food comes from. They want to know what’s best for their bodies, for their local economies, and for the Earth. And, not least of all, they want it to taste good.
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The more I learn about where most food comes from, the more I want to change the system. There’s room for improvement everywhere, from the way that food is grown, harvested, and processed, to how the workers are treated, to how food is marketed and distributed. But since World War II, the American food system has become heavily centralized, industrial, and cripplingly dependent on oil and monoculture crops (monocrops) such as corn. It has become all but impossible for small family farms to survive. This new approach to agriculture is conducted not just on factory farms but also in laboratories and on Capitol Hill. In order for us to thrive, we must learn to feed ourselves and our own communities without relying on the industrial machine.

Those of us who seek to change the status quo face some daunting goals:


• Reducing our dependence on oil and the oil-intensive monocrops: corn, soy, and the like

• Lessening our carbon footprint

• Minimizing factory farming and highly processed, laboratory-driven foods

• Reducing our exposure to chemical pesticides and fertilizers and our secondhand consumption of hormones and antibiotics

• Strengthening our local economies and communities

• Preserving unique breeds of livestock and produce

• Improving our health and reducing our dependence on medication



How can one person possibly make a difference in all these things?

TAKE HEART. each time we go grocery shopping or sit down to a meal, we’re casting a vote about the kind of food we want to see more of.

We need to reverse the trend of sucking the Earth dry and begin to restore its natural resources. IF WE ARE TO LIVE SUSTAINABLY, WE MUST RETURN MORE THAN WE TAKE. Being conscious of what we eat and thus making better shopping decisions is one of the most powerful ways to change the food landscape for the better.

Shopping

It’s not always easy. Farmers’ markets have become a popular and viable option for those of us who want to incorporate organic and local foods into our routine, but they don’t offer us everything we need. It’s often necessary to turn elsewhere for cooking oil, pasta, canned tuna, and other staples, and for most of us, that means going to the grocery store.

It can be a daunting task. The average grocery store now boasts more than forty-five thousand SKUs (individual products), making it easy to fall victim to the paradox of choice. It’s hard to keep track of what’s out there, let alone home in on what’s good, especially with all the advertisements and promotions that savvy food marketers inundate us with. These distractions have conditioned us to prioritize price and brand over quality and good health.

The proliferation of choices isn’t just junk food, either. Every category in the supermarket confronts us with a different array of options and dilemmas.

We have a general idea of what kinds of things we should be eating, but when we’re actually standing in the aisles at the supermarket, it’s hard to put theory into action. With all this knowledge about the food world today, too many of us still don’t know what to put in our shopping carts.

In the chapters that follow, I’ll take you aisle by aisle through the grocery store and tell you everything you need to know about buying specific products: chicken, bread, olive oil, and much more. But no matter what’s on your grocery list, there are a few general guidelines that will help you be a savvier shopper.

ASK LOTS OF QUESTIONS. Most grocery stores don’t put the same amount of effort into signage and education that we do at Bi-Rite, but don’t let that stop you when you’re trying to figure out where that pork was raised. Be proactive. Find a staff person and ask them. They may not always know the answer, and that can be frustrating in the short term. However, the simple act of asking can instigate change; it lets them know we care where our food comes from, and it’s their responsibility to tell us. And if you don’t like the answer you do get, you can choose not to buy the product.

ASK FOR BETTER PRODUCTS. Change doesn’t always happen as quickly as we’d like, and you may have trouble finding some of the products that I describe in this book. But if enough people ask for better, more sustainable products, we’ll get them. Here’s just one example: In 2008, Walmart, Inc. (and its subsidiary Sam’s Club) announced that its store-brand milk would no longer come from cows treated with artificial growth hormones. In the years leading up to this change, customers had become increasingly aware of and concerned about the health risks associated with milk from treated cows. Walmart (the nation’s biggest grocery retailer) listened and overhauled their milk offerings as a result. All because the public asked for it. Remember: GROCERY STORES WILL NOT CHANGE UNLESS WE TELL THEM WHAT WE WANT.

WHENEVER POSSIBLE, GO LOW ON THE “RETAIL CHAIN.” By that I mean supporting local farmers and producers—such as at farmers’ markets—but also cooperatives, natural food stores, and local, independent grocery stores that don’t rely as heavily on distributors and actually have relationships with the producers of the food they sell. It helps sustain the local economy and puts more money in the pockets of the people who actually produce our food. They’re also more likely to be able to answer your questions.

LOOK FOR AND SUPPORT UNIQUE VARIETIES AND ARTISANAL TECHNIQUES. The goal of industrialized food is to produce as much food as quickly, cheaply, and profitably as possible. This homogenizes the food landscape, pushing out heirloom varieties and artisanal techniques. For example, out of the hundreds of varieties of apples in the United States, most grocery stores carry only a handful (those being the most prolific, sturdy, and profitable varieties). And nowadays most salami is made entirely with machines, rather than the old-fashioned way—by hand and under the watch of a skilled artisan. The factory-made product, although cheaper than the handmade version, is simply not as good. The best way to ensure the perpetuation of these varieties and techniques is to support those products.

ASK FOR TASTES. Any good retailer budgets a certain amount of their product for sampling out to customers. And if they’re not offering tastes proactively, you should always feel entitled to ask. How else are you going to know if those peaches are any good, or if that imported ham is really worth the price tag? Tasting products helps you make informed buying decisions and is also a good way to keep your palate fine-tuned. I still taste fruit, cheese, and meat on a daily basis—not just to try new things but also to see how they evolve throughout a season or from batch to batch. One of the beauties of artisanal food is that it is not always going to be exactly the same—something to be celebrated.
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LOOK AT INGREDIENTS. If you can’t pronounce an ingredient, think twice about putting it into your body. Beyond that, steer clear of trans fats, preservatives, high-fructose corn syrup, emulsifiers, stabilizers, artificial colors and flavors, and anything meant as a substitute for good ol’ fat and sugar. The more recognizable the ingredients, the better. As author and good-food advocate Michael Pollan says, if your great grandmother wouldn’t recognize it, you should avoid it.

CHOOSE ORGANIC WHEN YOU CAN. It’s better for the environment, it’s better for the people who grow and produce the food, and it’s better for us. There are some foods for which it’s especially important to buy organic (for instance, peaches and other stone fruits, which are very heavily sprayed in conventional farming), and I highlight these throughout the book.

     


AVOIDING GENETICALLY MODIFIED ORGANISMS

According to many scientists, genetically modified organisms (commonly referred to as GM or GMOs) pose significant risks to our environment and to the security of our food supply. The rest of the world is far ahead of the U.S. in GMO planting restrictions and labeling requirements that protect citizens from these potentially dangerous foods. The U.S. government does not require labeling of foodstuffs containing GM ingredients, and 60 to 70 percent of packaged food in a common grocery store has at least one GM ingredient in it. So, when in doubt, assume the product has GM ingredients in it unless specifically stated otherwise.

Here are five ways to decrease your consumption of GMOs:

1. Buy Organic

Products labeled “certified organic” or “made with organic ingredients” cannot intentionally contain any GM ingredients. This is the safest way to ensure your food is free of GMOs.

2. Eat Fresh Produce and Whole Grains

Most GM ingredients are used either as primary ingredients (e.g., soybeans used in soy milk and corn in corn chips) or as components and additives in processed foods (such as high-fructose corn syrup and soy lecithin). Outside of Hawaiian papayas and a small amount of squash, fresh produce is currently immune to the GMO issue. Eating fresh produce and whole grain foods means less exposure to GMOs, a more nutritious diet, and the opportunity to slow down and cook more often.

3. Buy Locally Produced Food

Being close to the source of your food makes it possible to get more—and more accurate—information about how it’s produced. Look for organic, locally grown (or made) food that you can buy directly or from a retailer who has a direct relationship with the producer.

4. Beware Risky Ingredients

Corn, soybeans, canola, cottonseed, and sugar beets are the biggest domestic sources of GMO—85 to 90 percent of the acreage of each crop is dedicated to growing GM strains. You may encounter these crops in many different forms so read labels carefully, especially when buying these ingredients:


• Sugar Unless a product is organic or specifically lists “pure cane sugar” then it is most likely a combination of sugar from both sugar cane and GM sugar beets.

• Milk and other dairy products Alfalfa hay is a main feed ingredient for dairy cattle; with the recent approval of GM alfalfa, our dairy supply is next to be contaminated.

• Oils Avoid canola or cottonseed oils unless they are labeled organic or non-GMO. Buy 100 percent extra-virgin olive oil, as some olive oil blends contain canola or cottonseed oil.

• Corn With the exception of organic varieties, cornstarch, corn oil, and corn chips are made from GM corn.

• Soybeans Soy is the basis for countless ingredients, vitamins, and additives: everything from oils to emulsifiers, flours, soy milk, tofu, and soy sauce. Unless labeled as non-GMO or organic, products are likely to contain GMOs.



5. Look for the Non-GMO Project Seal

Products that carry the Non-GMO Project Seal are independently verified to be in compliance with North America’s only third party standard for GMO avoidance. The Non-GMO Project is a nonprofit organization committed to providing consumers with clearly labeled and independently verified non-GMO choices.



MAKE ROOM IN YOUR BUDGET FOR BETTER FOOD. Put simply, good food costs more. But then again, most of the food available to us is artificially cheap, thanks to government subsidies, unnaturally high yields from fertilizers and pharmaceuticals, and reliance on workers who earn sub-minimum wage pay. On the other hand, farmers and producers who take the road less traveled work harder and spend more time (and money, in the form of fair wages for their workers) to produce food that is not just better tasting and more nourishing, but is also better for workers, for the environment, and even for our economy. And because it’s more flavorful, you need less of it to feel satisfied.

BUY LESS, EAT LESS, AND WASTE LESS. Food production consumes more energy and contributes more to global warming than anything else. The average household wastes 14 percent of the food they buy, by either neglecting leftovers or allowing perishables to expire before they’re eaten at all. This is not just a huge waste of money; it’s disrespectful of the effort and resources devoted to producing it. And as a culture, we eat more than we need to anyway. So be conscious of how much food you buy and eat. Make more frequent, smaller shopping trips, and try to buy only what you can truly consume before it goes bad. This alone can be enough to offset the higher cost of better-tasting, more sustainable ingredients. Use reusable bags, buy products with minimal packaging, and recycle and compost as much as you can.

Throughout this book I’ve sprinkled profiles of Bay Area farmers, ranchers, and producers whose products we carry and celebrate at the Market. With these profiles I hope to show not just the faces behind some of my favorite foods but also examples of people who are doing things “the right way.” However, as I discuss individual ingredients, I’ve purposely avoided rattling off brands and producers to look for. For one thing, I tend to emphasize the importance of supporting small producers, and a brand of milk that’s available to me in San Francisco may not be available in New York or Chicago. Similarly, you may have a great producer in your area that I don’t know about. For another thing, the food landscape is constantly evolving and changing, and I’d hate to promote one brand when another great one is just about to hit the scene. So instead, I give you the tools and knowledge to identify great products and producers wherever you are.

     


A NOTE ON LIMITATIONS: It’s not my aim to tackle every single item in the grocery store. Rather than tediously inventorying every cookie, beverage, and breakfast cereal imaginable, I’ve chosen to focus primarily on ingredients—meat, fresh produce, pantry staples, and so on. I think it’s the best all-around approach for eating: buying fresh, high-quality products and making simple, satisfying meals from them.



Cooking

My approach to cooking was shaped by a single movie. I was in my second year in cooking school when I saw it, and my father and I had been tangling for a year and a half about my decision to be a cook. He thought that I had chosen a path to loserdom, and because I valued my dad’s opinion, I was struggling internally as well. My friend Jimmy, knowing what was going on, suggested that I watch Babette’s Feast, a movie about a famous Parisian chef (Babette) who escapes the French Revolution and becomes a housekeeper in a remote part of Denmark. She goes from a luxurious, decadent society to one where every day is a struggle. In this new environment, food is a basic need—a requirement for survival, and no more. Babette ends up winning the lottery, and she decides to spend her entire winnings on an epic meal for her village, bringing all the best ingredients from France: foie gras, giant turtles, wine, and more. She prepares an amazing dinner, and although the guests are not willing to express the pleasure they experience, she can tell that they are transformed. With this one meal, Babette instigates a change in her neighbors’ perspective, which was fulfilling in itself. By the end I was in tears because I identified so much with this idea—that the whole point of cooking is to find fulfillment in feeding others. I realized I had found my calling in the kitchen and, in turn, my place in the world. FOOD WOULD BE MY WAY OF BRINGING PEOPLE TOGETHER.

Cooking is also about taking responsibility and ownership for what you put in your body. It’s about sharing. It’s about sustaining yourself and the people you’re feeding. It’s what keeps us alive and gives us energy, and we need to be conscious of it. If we can all find that pleasure in feeding others and feeding ourselves—even just a little bit—then we will make better decisions about what we eat and buy and who we support in the process.

You don’t have to cook Babette’s feast to make satisfying food. It can be as simple as toast with butter, but the key is to get great bread and butter, and then take the time to really enjoy it. Cooking should be fun—and as easy and as enjoyable as you choose to make it.

    DON’T OVERPRIORITIZE QUICK COOKING. I cringe at the sales pitch for the thirty-minute meal, because there’s an underlying assumption that cooking is a chore. Some of the best, most satisfying dishes (like the Braised Beef Cheeks) take very little skill or hands-on effort but do require a bit of time. Don’t shy away from these dishes—just save them for a weekend or other times when you can be more leisurely in your cooking. (And don’t worry—there are plenty of weeknight-appropriate recipes in here as well.)

FOCUS ON FRESH FOODS RATHER THAN PROCESSED ONES. The flavor payoff is huge, and you’ll also save yourself from all the preservatives, fillers, and excess packaging that come along with convenience foods. And you’ll get much better value for your money.

KEEP STAPLES ON HAND. Eggs, dried pasta, good extra-virgin olive oil, onions, and garlic are just a few ingredients that have a long shelf life and make it easy to throw together an impromptu meal. The shelf-stable items I discuss are mainly those that are ingredients for cooking, rather than packaged ready-to-eat food. My hope and goal is to empower and inspire you to cook more, using fresh fruits, vegetables, and meats.

GIVE YOURSELF THE RIGHT TOOLS. Most of the recipes in this book rely on a handful of key pieces of equipment: a medium and a large skillet, a Dutch oven or an ovenproof soup pot, a large salad bowl, and a couple of rimmed baking sheets. And a sharp knife and a roomy cutting board will make things infinitely easier.

USE ALL YOUR SENSES WHEN YOU COOK. It’ll bring you more closely in tune with your ingredients and will help make you cook more intuitively. So smell the oil before you drizzle it in the pan. Toss the salad with your hands. Taste the soup as it simmers and reduces. Notice how the tastes, textures, and aromas evolve and come together as you cook; it’s the best way to refine and learn to cook instinctively.

    BE FLEXIBLE AND RESPOND TO THE SEASONS. Seasonality is an ever-shifting variable in cooking. What’s in the market one week may be gone the next, so if something looks good, buy it even if you don’t know what to do with it yet! Similarly, don’t be afraid to adapt or substitute ingredients based on seasonality. If you’re making the Stone Fruit Galette and the peaches in your market aren’t quite at their peak, don’t be afraid to substitute apples or whatever else strikes your fancy.

FOLLOW THE RECIPE—OR NOT. This book offers plenty of simple recipes that have all been vetted and approved by our panel of testers. However, throughout the book I also include “off the cuff” ideas for how to use various ingredients—not so much formal recipes as they are descriptions of my favorite ways to enjoy each ingredient. If you’re more comfortable sticking with recipes, that’s great. But if you want to take off the training wheels, so to speak, give some of those non­recipes a shot. Feel free to put your own spin on them and embellish or tweak where you see fit. It’s a great way to exercise your cooking instincts and have a little fun.

USE WHAT YOU’VE GOT. Don’t let food go to waste—eat leftovers before they go bad, repurpose them into something new, stash them in the freezer for a future date. It’s pretty easy to make a soup out of almost anything.

CONSCIOUSLY TASTE. Use your senses to look, smell, feel, and taste—not just food, but whatever you drink as well. This pays off in appreciating and enjoying food, developing your palate, and learning about your likes and dislikes. Note your experiences in a journal. This is especially helpful when tasting wine and cheese, as both evolve and change from season to season and year to year; a journal makes it possible to compare your experiences and reactions over time.

AND MOST OF ALL… Be spontaneous. Have fun. Share. Give thanks.

It may seem like a tall order—one that’s sometimes easier said than done—but that’s exactly what I’m going to help you with.

WE HAVE THE POWER TO MAKE A DIFFERENCE THREE TIMES A DAY. WHAT WE EAT CAN BE THE SOLUTION. Come on a shopping trip with me. I’ll walk you through your grocery store. I’ll tell you what to look for, what to ask, and what to do with it once you get home. Grab a shopping bag and let’s go!
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The feeling in the Market in the morning, at noon, and at night
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We have such limited shelf space here at the market that we have to be really selective about what we carry. So we taste samples before we decide whether to bring something in. And when we consider a new product, good is not good enough. It has to be exceptional.

We love supporting local artisanal producers. We recently met these guys who were producing honey in the neighborhood—it doesn’t get more local than that.

Our guests are very vocal about what they’d like us to carry, and they’re a great source of information as well. They keep us aware of trends and help us understand what they’re looking for. Sometimes guests will bring a sample of something they want or bring an empty package. That makes it easier for us to research the product. Because in the end, convenience is critical and we want to be a one-stop shop for all our guests.

— Raphael Mogannam, grocery buyer
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IN THE SUPERMARKET’S DRY-GOODS section (or, as we call it in the biz, the “grocery” department), certain aisles contain a dazzling array of enticing products. The packaging alone is enough to make you want to buy them, with their exotic names printed in gold foil, wrappers sealed with wax stamps, and shapely bottles equally well suited for perfume.

It’s tempting to collect them all, but it’s important to actually use those pantry items. Most people’s refrigerator doors are full of tiny jars of condiments and spreads, used once, then forgotten. It’s more important to stock your pantry with a few items that are versatile, that work for your tastes, and that you’ll actually use.

The middle aisles of the average supermarket are much more than just a collection of products. Shelf placements, or “slots,” are effectively rented out by the supermarket to food conglomerates, who pay to have their products displayed in the most eye-catching spots. The coupon dispensers that jut out from the shelves and the promotional decals on the floors are also paid for by corporations. In most grocery stores, the products you see and where you see them are a reflection not of the retailer’s idea of what’s good, but of what will make the most money for the store itself as well as the companies that make the food. The products themselves are often overpackaged, and many are full of preservatives. Keep this in mind as you browse the aisles of the grocery store. Look beyond the prime, eye-level shelf slots. Ask questions. And choose based on taste, quality, and need rather than packaging, placement, and glitz.

Remember that statistic I mentioned about 14 percent of a household’s food going to waste? Most of it is probably pantry items purchased from the center of the store, now getting old and collecting dust in your cupboard or refrigerator. This next section will give you information on the basics, the things that you’ll use often and, more importantly, use up. Buy them as you need them; remember, you are better off saving the money than throwing it away.

[image: BEANS]

After many years of disdain by the general public, beans are finally getting their due. I count myself among the converted: until seven or eight years ago, I thought of beans as cheap peasant food—at best, an obligatory component for dishes like cassoulet, hardly worth showcasing on their own. And I figured beans were all the same. However, my perceptions changed entirely with two epiphanies, I realized how critical freshness is when cooking beans from scratch, and I discovered heirloom varieties that go way beyond your standard pinto bean. Now I know how delicious, creamy, and downright interesting beans can be, and I’m always looking for new ways to use them.
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How to Buy

Beans are one of the easiest, most inexpensive, and most nutrient-packed foods you can make. And although I prefer the texture, flavor, and value of cooking beans myself, I also recognize the incredible convenience that canned beans offer. There’s room for both types in your cupboard: use the canned variety for quick weeknight meals, the dried ones when you’re able to plan ahead a bit.

IF YOU BUY CANNED BEANS, MAKE SURE THEY’RE ORGANIC, for your own health, but also for those who grow and harvest the beans. Make sure that salt and beans are the only two ingredients; avoid those that also contain preservatives.

WHETHER CANNED OR DRIED BEANS, BUY BRANDS THAT SPECIALIZE IN BEANS AND GRAINS (THEY’RE USUALLY SMALLER COMPANIES). There are many European specialty importers of beans, but there are also several notable domestic bean specialists. Pound for pound, you will pay a little more for their beans, but this is an instance where an extra buck or two gets you infinitely better quality and flavor. For dried beans especially, the portion cost will still be quite low; a single pound of beans will serve eight to ten people for only 30 or 40 cents each.

LOOK FOR HEIRLOOM OR UNUSUAL VARIETIES. There’s more to the legume world than pinto beans, navy beans, and kidney beans, and some producers are leading the charge to revive long-forgotten varieties. These beans offer as many nuances in flavor, texture, and color as you’d find in wine or cheese.

     


AT THE VERY LEAST, LOOK FOR BEANS THAT ARE:


• Organic canned beans, with salt and beans as the only ingredients

• Producers that specialize in beans, both domestic and imported

• Retailers with high turnover of dried beans

• Dry beans that are in good shape (not many broken ones)



IDEALLY, LOOK FOR:


• Heirloom varieties





FRESHNESS IS CRITICAL FOR ANY KIND OF DRIED BEAN. If you’ve ever made beans from scratch and gotten disappointing results, old beans were probably the culprit. Dried beans do have quite a long shelf life, but it isn’t infinite. After a couple of years, dried beans lose their resilience and ability to become tender. It’s often difficult to tell how old beans are just by looking at the package, so the best strategy is to buy beans from places that have a lot of turnover in their product. Latino or other ethnic grocers, natural food stores, co-ops, and specialty stores are great places to start. Inspect the beans and make sure there aren’t too many broken ones—a sign that they’re old or have been mishandled.

How to Store

Keep dry beans in a cool, dry place, and use within six months of buying them. Mark the container with the date of purchase so you know how long you have had them.

How to Use

If you can boil water, you can cook dried beans. They take a little time, but require minimal attention as they cook, and they’re a great value. First, spread the beans out on a baking sheet and remove any pebbles or other foreign objects. Transfer to a large bowl and add enough water to cover by at least an inch. Soak for at least 4 hours or overnight, changing the water at least once, but a couple of times if possible. In a large pot, sauté some onions, garlic, a bay leaf, and any spices or herbs you’d like to use. Drain the soaked beans and add them to the pot along with enough fresh water or stock to cover by about an inch. Bring to a simmer and cook gently until tender: as little as 30 minutes or so for lentils, up to several hours for larger beans. Add more water (or stock) if the liquid reduces too much.

     


Salt does not cause bean skins to toughen; the culprit is usually acid (such as in tomatoes). Still, because the liquid reduces significantly during cooking, it’s wise to delay salting too heavily until the beans are almost done.



WITH CANNED BEANS, ALWAYS RINSE AND DRAIN WELL BEFORE USING to remove extra salt and get rid of the slippery packing liquid.

    Beans add a boost of protein and fiber to salads and soups, and although it’s less commonly seen in America, they’re a classic addition to some pasta dishes. (Try the Orecchiette with White Beans and Chard.) Mixed with rice, they make a complete protein, as in the Mujadara, or the classic Southern dish of rice and beans and greens.

Pureed beans make delicious, downright sexy soups that are both warming and fortifying, like the White Bean Puree. Beans are also perfect for easy, inexpensive dips, such as the hummus. You can also substitute other beans and seasonings to make an endless array of dips and spreads.

As with so many foods, a little pig fat never hurt anything, but it works especially well to round out the earthy flavors of beans. Bacon, pancetta, or even leftover bacon drippings are all great additions.

     


TOFU

Once the butt of many a culinary joke, tofu has finally started to get a little respect. There seems to be no limit to the shapes and forms that soybeans can take (Tofurkey, anyone?), and more and more people are making room in their shopping carts for these items.

Just like corn and canola, soybeans are one of those U.S. monocrops that’s more likely to be GMO than not. So whether you’re buying soy milk for your lactose-intolerant kid or tofu for tonight’s stir-fry, make sure it’s organic and/or made with non-GMO soybeans.

Tofu is made using a technique very similar to cheesemaking; soy milk is mixed with a coagulant that causes curds to form, and the curds are drained and molded into blocks. Soft or silken tofu has had relatively little water extracted from it, and its smooth, delicate consistency makes it ideal for smoothies and dressings (it falls apart if you sauté it). Firm or extra-firm tofu has been pressed to extract more water. This gives it a more resilient texture that keeps its shape while cooking. It has a very mild flavor. Pressed or baked tofu has an even denser texture, and often has been marinated in a savory sauce, which gives it a boost of flavor. If you’re just starting to explore tofu, this last category is a tasty way to start.
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Once upon a time, Hershey’s, Cadbury, and Nestlé were just about the only brands of chocolate you could find in the grocery store. But artisan chocolate has exploded in the last ten or twelve years. At our market, the grocery buyers can hardly keep up with all the new artisan chocolatiers, and the variety is matched only by our customers’ enthusiasm for trying them all.

We focus on chocolate used for baking and cooking, although many of the points also apply to truffles, bars, and confectionary chocolate.

How to Buy

Although the Theobroma cacao trees used to make chocolate grow exclusively in the tropics (typically in third world countries), the industry itself has historically been controlled by a handful of large European companies that built their businesses through domination and slave labor—some of which still exists today. Additionally, the chocolate industry consists of much more than the farmer and the chocolate company. The two entities are connected by a long chain of middlemen who not only control pricing but are also the only way for farmers to get their product to market. Many farmers never even get a chance to taste the finished product made from their cacao. Paralyzed by a system that is both complex and obscure, farmers often have no idea of the true value of their product, and they only ever see a tiny fraction of the profits. This is why RESPONSIBLE SOURCING IS ESPECIALLY CRITICAL when buying chocolate.

A growing number of chocolate producers have found ways to operate that are more beneficial to cacao farmers. These may be denoted in several different ways on the label:


• Fair Trade means the product has been certified to be in compliance with specific criteria that benefit farmers and the environment. This certification ensures fair pricing for farmers and guarantees against slave or child labor.

• Farmer Owned means that the cacao farmers share ownership in the company. This not only gives farmers a say in how the company is run but also means more equitable distribution of profits.

• Bean-to-Bar chocolate makers take on the entire process of chocolate making, from raw cacao beans to finished bar. This gives the producer control over every step of the process, which in turns means more control over the quality of the finished product. Bean-to-bar implies a more artisanal approach as well as a higher degree of transparency in sourcing the raw materials. And because many of the middlemen are removed from the process, farmers get a better price for their products.



     


AT THE VERY LEAST, LOOK FOR CHOCOLATE THAT IS:


• The best quality that reasonably fits within your budget

• Of a cacao percentage that is appropriate for the recipe

• To your taste and liking



IDEALLY, LOOK FOR:


• Fair trade or from a farmer-owned or bean-to-bar producer





With the advent of high-quality chocolate bars, it can sometimes be difficult to tell which ones are intended for baking and which for eating. There is often no right answer. THE KIND OF CHOCOLATE YOU USE FOR BAKING SHOULD BE DICTATED BY YOUR BUDGET, THE RECIPE, AND YOUR TASTE:


• Budget—It’s possible to spend a king’s ransom on chocolate (especially when you need a whole pound of it for a recipe) but it’s certainly not necessary. At minimum, the chocolate you bake with should be good enough to enjoy eating on its own, but beyond that it is up to you.

• Recipe—If you’re using a recipe that calls for a chocolate with a specific percentage of cacao, try to get as close to that as you can with the chocolate you use—within 5 percent or so. Straying far from the author’s stated percentage can produce unintended sweetness and/or texture in the final product.

• Taste—Chocolates from different regions, producers, and production methods display a range of flavor profiles that evolve when you cook with them. A chocolate that you love to nibble on might taste boring once baked into a cake, and a chocolate that tastes ho-hum straight might come alive in the same recipe. (Pastry chefs are often fiercely loyal to one brand or another for this very reason, even using different brands for different recipes.) Try a few different brands to discover your favorite!



     


In many grocery stores, the best “value” chocolate is found not in the baking aisle but in the deli or cheese section. These are the large, random-weight pieces that are cut from large blocks and individually wrapped and weighed by the grocery store.



    
        Although incredibly diverse in their characteristics, the flavor notes of chocolates tend to fall into four basic categories: citrus, nutty, fruity, and “chocolaty.” Each chocolate expresses a unique combination of these notes: one might be very citrusy and fruity, another nutty and slightly chocolaty. Try tasting a few chocolates side by side and notice how the four flavor types show up in each one.

    


Chocolate disks or chips offer uniformity and convenience, but you’ll get better value and shelf life by buying chocolate in bigger chunks and chopping it yourself.



How to Store

Moisture and heat are chocolate’s two biggest enemies, so for best results keep your chocolate wrapped airtight and in a cool place. A cool, dark cabinet is best—the refrigerator is too humid. Chocolate absorbs flavors readily, so the less surface area that’s exposed, the better. Store in a sealed container, or wrapped well in plastic wrap or aluminum foil, for up to a year.

If you see a white dusty-looking substance on the surface of your chocolate, it’s likely bloom, the result of cocoa powder crystallizing on the surface of the chocolate. It’s harmless and in most cases does not affect the flavor or texture of the chocolate. When in doubt, close your eyes and taste a bit. If it tastes odd or bland or has an unusual texture, throw it away and buy a new stash.

How to Use

“Semisweet” and “bittersweet” are general terms used to describe the cacao percentage of a given chocolate. Higher percentages correspond to darker chocolate and proportionately less sugar. Producers apply the terms differently, which means that two chocolates of identical cacao percentage might be called bittersweet by one company and semisweet by another. In general, semisweet is often sweeter than bittersweet, but a chocolate labeled as bittersweet can be anywhere from 35 percent to 75 percent cacao (or higher). For the most precise comparison, refer to percentages whenever they’re available.

     


COCOA POWDER

In its pure form, chocolate is made of two main components: chocolate “liquor” (it’s not alcoholic) and cocoa butter. Bar chocolate is made by emulsifying pure chocolate with additional cocoa butter; cocoa powder is made by removing the cocoa butter from chocolate, leaving pure chocolate “liquor” in powdered form. Because the chocolate liquor is no longer diluted by the cocoa butter, cocoa powder gives a more intense chocolaty flavor to baked goods.

In an ideal world, organic and fair trade cocoa would be the way to go. However, in my experience, the flavor of these cocoas simply doesn’t match up to the best European cocoa powders. I hope that over time these European producers will improve their sourcing and purchasing ethics to support a living wage for farmers and encourage organic methods.

Most baking recipes that use cocoa powder specify “natural” cocoa powder, which is made as I just described. Dutch-processed cocoa powder has been treated with an alkali to increase its pH (make it less acidic); it also makes it darker, milder in flavor, and easier to blend into liquids.

In general, I prefer natural cocoa powder for its higher quality and minimal processing. But because of their varying pH levels, “natural” and Dutch-processed cocoa powders can produce very different results in a baking recipe and are therefore not directly interchangeable. To compensate for this, I use the following formula whenever I use a recipe that calls for Dutch-processed cocoa:

3 tablespoons Dutch-processed cocoa powder = 3 tablespoons natural cocoa powder + ⅛ teaspoon baking soda



     


Stone-ground chocolate has a unique texture thanks to its coarse-ground cacao and crystalline sugar. It does not melt in the same way that other chocolates do, so it’s best enjoyed out of hand or used in hot chocolate rather than in baked goods.



[image: COFFEE AND TEA]

Coffee and tea have a great deal in common with chocolate, and not just because they thrive in similar climates. Like the chocolate industry, the coffee and tea industries are rife with shady middlemen, under-the-table transactions, and unfair price fixing that keeps the growers impoverished and at the mercy of those higher up in the chain. The tide is turning, though, and FAIR TRADE AND FARMER-OWNED (or “co-op grown”) coffees and teas are increasingly available at supermarkets and coffee shops.

How to Buy

Coffee and tea have also attracted both renewed connoisseurship and increasing demand for origin-specific and small-batch products. Coffee roasters in particular have proliferated accordingly, and many now pride themselves on not only the quality and freshness of their beans, but also the means used to source the beans. Rather than relying on distributors or middlemen, some roasters operate on DIRECT TRADE, which means they buy the beans directly from the farmers. The benefits are many. The roaster knows firsthand that the farmers are paid fairly and have good working conditions. It also creates a unique dialogue between roaster and grower and often leads to a better product, as the buyer can influence the growing and production process.

BUY ORGANIC COFFEES AND TEAS WHENEVER POSSIBLE. Conventionally grown coffee is one of the most heavily pesticide-laden crops worldwide, and considering that it’s something that many of us consume daily, buying organic can make a true positive impact on the people who grow and harvest these crops and on their rivers and lakes. And speaking of the environment, buy SHADE-GROWN OR BIRD-FRIENDLY COFFEE when you can. In an attempt to boost production and shorten time to harvest, many producers cut down taller trees to give the coffee trees more direct sunlight. This disrupts the ecosystem and renders certain species of birds homeless. Shade-grown coffee is more environmentally friendly, and it tastes better due to the fruit’s longer, more leisurely “hang time” on the tree.

BUY WHOLE BEANS. Coffee will stay fresh much longer if you buy whole beans and grind them yourself. On the package, look for a roast date (it should be no more than a week prior). Vacuum packs buy you a little more time.

BUY WHOLE-LEAF, LOOSE TEAS. Bagged tea is made from low-quality leaves and often tastes as dusty as the pulverized tea looks. Whole leaf, loose teas tend to be much higher quality and are a more precise reflection of the terroir from which they came.

     


LOOK FOR COFFEE AND TEA THAT ARE:


• Fair trade • Farmer owned • Direct trade



COFFEE:


• Organic and/or shade-grown and/or bird-friendly

• Whole bean

• Stamped with a roast date within the last week



TEA:


• Organic • Whole, loose leaf





How to Store and Use

Store coffee in an airtight container away from heat and light for up to two or three weeks. Grind coffee beans just before you use them, and grind them appropriately for the brew method you are using.

Store teas in an airtight container at room temperature. Steep each appropriately for its particular type; consult the package if you aren’t sure.

You’ll get the best results and cleanest flavor by using filtered water. The temperature of the water is also important. The ideal brewing temperature for coffee is 190°F. For herbal tea, use boiling water; for black tea, just below the boiling point—around 200°F; for green tea, around 175°F. Coffee should be steeped for 4 to 5 minutes; teas, from 1 to 5 minutes depending on the type.

[image: FISH: ANCHOVIES, SARDINES, AND TUNA]

When I was a kid, my dad bought 29-cent tins of Geisha sardines, and I couldn’t stand them. So I thought that all sardines had that funky, fishy, cat-foody taste, and I steered clear of them altogether. It was only after I opened the market that I started to discover how good canned fish could be. I found some Portuguese and Spanish sardines so pure in flavor that they are almost sweet, with none of the qualities that had grossed me out as a kid. Now I can’t imagine life without them!

How to Buy

Spain, Portugal, and Italy have longstanding traditions of canning fish, and these products are cornerstones of their cuisines. Canned fish is so prized that the best ones fetch unbelievably high prices—up to $200 for a one-kilo tin! Some producers have been in operation for many generations (first preserving with salt and air, and later through canning), and to this day they hand pack the fish one by one into tins. Often the processing takes place on the fishing boat itself, which helps keep the fish tasting incredibly fresh.

Still, most Americans are unfairly prejudiced against sardines, anchovies, and most other canned fish. (Canned tuna is a notable exception.) Quality makes a big difference in this department, and it’s easy to find the good stuff when you know what to look for:


• The more “whole” the fish, the better—Whether it’s whole bone-in anchovies or a single chunk of tuna loin in oil, the more intact forms of fish usually correlate with better quality.

• The packing liquid matters—For oil-packed fish, make sure it’s in olive oil (ideally extra-virgin). Otherwise, look for fish that’s packed in its own juices.

• Responsible fishing is important—Sardines and anchovies are generally abundant and considered sustainable. But for canned tuna, make sure it bears a third-party certification for sustainable fishing practices, such as the Marine Stewardship Council’s seal of approval. “Dolphin-safe” and “pole caught” (as opposed to nets that impact other sea life) are other signs of fish being harvested in a sustainable manner.



     


Sardines and anchovies are abundant and have a short life cycle, which makes them some of the most sustainable fish around. They’re also low on the food chain, so there’s less threat of mercury or other toxins that are more commonly found in



    
        
    

     


AT THE VERY LEAST, LOOK FOR CANNED AND JARRED FISH THAT IS:









     



    











How to Store


How to Use


     


BI-RITE’S BASICS:
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How to Buy




     


AT THE VERY LEAST, LOOK FOR FLOUR THAT IS:






IDEALLY, LOOK FOR:









How to Store


How to Use
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How to Buy






     


WE NEED BEES






Our first rooftop harvest



     


AT THE VERY LEAST, LOOK FOR HONEY THAT IS:






IDEALLY, LOOK FOR:









How to Store


How to Use
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PECTIN—THE PLOT THICKENS




How to Buy







     





















     





    
        
    

    
     


AT THE VERY LEAST, LOOK FOR PRESERVES WITH:







IDEALLY, LOOK FOR:
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How to Use
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Olive Oil




How to Buy








     





     


NUOVO OLIVE OIL












     


AT THE VERY LEAST, LOOK FOR OLIVE OIL THAT IS:









IDEALLY, LOOK FOR:









A selection of olive oils from around the world.

     













     


UNPACKING OLIVE OIL LABELS
















How to Use



    

     


BI-RITE’S BASICS:









     


McEVOY RANCH OLIVE OIL:
Shari de Joseph and Jeff Creque





“Vegetable” Oil and Alternatives

    



Other “Accessory” Varieties








How to Store




How to Use
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AT THE VERY LEAST, LOOK FOR PASTA MADE WITH:






IDEALLY, LOOK FOR:






















How to Store


How to Use











     





     


NON-WHEAT PASTAS
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How to Buy




     


WILD RICE




     


LOOK FOR RICE AND GRAINS THAT ARE:









How to Store


How to Use
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Salt



     


BI-RITE’S BASICS:










How to Buy







How to Store


How to Use




     


BI-RITE’S BASICS:






















     


PIMENTÓN







     





Pepper


Other Dry Herbs and Spices











How to Store


How to Use
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How to Buy



     


LOOK FOR SUGAR THAT IS:









     


OTHER SWEETENERS OF NOTE








How to Store


How to Use
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A Primer on Vinegars













     


BI-RITE’S BASICS:








    


How to Buy


     


KATZ & COMPANY: Albert Katz











     


AOC/DOC, AND OTHER PROPS




     


LOOK FOR VINEGARS THAT ARE:









How to Store


How to Use
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Dijon Mustard


Canned Tomatoes




Nuts









Salt-Packed Capers


Vanilla






[image: THE FREEZER CASE]



























     


AT THE VERY LEAST, LOOK FOR FROZEN FOOD THAT IS:






AND DON’T FORGET TO:








     




















     


DO’S AND DON’TS OF FREEZING






Hummus

MAKES ABOUT 1½ CUPS

 






























The Bi-Rite Vinaigrette

MAKES 1⅔ CUPS

 
























Tip: You can also add fresh garlic, finely grated lemon or orange zest, or fresh herbs such as chives, thyme, or basil to this vinaigrette. If you do so, add them only to the portion of dressing you’re using right away (these fresh ingredients will discolor and change flavor during storage).




Clockwise, from top left: Romesco Sauce, Bagna Cauda, and English Pea and Green Garlic Dip


Romesco Sauce

MAKES ABOUT 1¾ CUPS

 


    


























Bagna Cauda

MAKES ABOUT ½ CUP

 


























Red Quinoa and Tofu Salad with Ginger and Pickled Daikon

SERVES 6 TO 8

 





























Note: You can make this sturdy salad a day ahead of time, but for best results, reserve the scallions and add them closer to serving time (within an hour or two is fine).




Winter Lentil Salad with Roasted Root Veggies

SERVES 6 TO 8

 






























Farro Salad with Mushrooms and Butternut Squash

SERVES 8 TO 10

 









    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    




    
    
    
    





To cook the farro and vegetables:




To make the vinaigrette and assemble:






Note: Cooking farro can be confusing, because there are two different grains that are often marketed under the same name. True farro (Triticum dicoccum) must be soaked and will remain chewy even after its 45-minute (or longer) cooking time. The other “semi-perlato farro” is actually spelt, which does not require soaking and cooks in about 20 minutes; it becomes mushy if overcooked. Look closely at the package to determine which one you have, and prepare it accordingly.




White Bean Puree with Prosciutto Crespelle


White Bean Puree with Prosciutto Crespelle

MAKES ABOUT 8 CUPS

 


































Tip: For a vegetarian garnish, you can fry whole sage leaves instead of making the crespelle. Just heat a bit of olive oil in a small skillet and add the sage leaves, a few at a time. Fry just until bright green (15 to 30 seconds), and then immediately transfer to a paper towel–lined plate. Make more than you need—they’re so delicious you’ll find yourself nibbling on them as you go.





Buttery Black Lentil Dal

MAKES ABOUT 5 CUPS

 






























Note: Indian black lentils are more traditional, but the beluga variety we use are a little easier to find. You can, of course, use Indian black lentils instead, adjusting the cooking times as necessary.

If tomatoes are not in season, you can certainly use canned. For the best flavor, get the whole canned ones, and seed and chop them yourself. You’ll need about 1 cup chopped tomatoes.




Mujadara

SERVES 4 TO 6 AS A MAIN COURSE, OR 6 TO 8 AS A SIDE

 






























Orecchiette with White Beans and Chard

SERVES 6 AS A MAIN DISH

 
































Note: Just about any type of chard will do, although red chard’s pigment will bleed into the dish, and it also has a tendency to become bitter. You can also use kale or spinach instead of chard; kale will take a little longer to cook, spinach a little less.




Delfina’s Spaghetti

SERVES 2 OR 3 AS A MAIN COURSE, 3 OR 4 AS A FIRST COURSE

 






























Note: You can make the sauce up to 2 days ahead. Because it also freezes well, consider making a double batch of the sauce and freezing half of it for a rainy day. If making ahead, reserve half the basil leaves and add them when you combine the sauce with the spaghetti.




Spaghetti with Tuna, Capers, and Chile Flakes

SERVES 4

 

































Tip: I make the breadcrumbs by slicing day-old, quality bread into ¼-inch rounds, brushing with extra-virgin olive oil, and baking in a 375°F oven until crisp and lightly colored. Once cool, I crush them with the back of a frying pan until coarse; they should not be uniform in size.




Vinegar Spritzer

SERVES 1

 



















Tip: Simple syrup is easy to make and is great to have on hand for sweetening cocktails, iced coffee or tea, or this simple spritzer. Combine equal parts sugar and water in a saucepan (2 cups is a good amount), bring to a boil, and cook until the sugar is completely dissolved. Cool and refrigerate for indefinite shelf life.




Citrus Olive Oil Cake

SERVES 12

 


































Note: To toast the almonds, spread them on a large rimmed baking sheet and bake in a 350°F oven until light- to medium-golden brown, 10 to 15 minutes. You can also use an equal weight of whole or slivered almonds, but they won’t grind to as fine a consistency as the sliced.

Tip: It’s a shame to waste the poaching syrup with its lovely flavor of orange and lemon. It will last nearly indefinitely in the refrigerator. Mix a couple of spoonfuls with seltzer water to make an Italian soda, or use in your favorite cocktail recipe (it goes especially well with bourbon and gin).




Chocolate Sour Cream Bundt Cake with Chocolate Glaze


Chocolate Sour Cream Bundt Cake with Chocolate Glaze

SERVES 10

 









    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    




    
    
    
    





To make the cake:






To make the glaze:








Chocolate Pots de Crème


Chocolate Pots de Crème

MAKES 8

 






























Note: The type of chocolate you use has a significant impact on the flavor and texture of this luscious dessert. With bittersweet chocolate (60 to 65 percent cacao), the pots will be intensely chocolaty and almost truffle-like; using semisweet chocolate (around 52 percent cacao) yields a sweeter, mellower, more pudding-like treat.



The line at Bi-Rite Creamery often wraps around the block.




Sam’s Sundae

SERVES 1

 




















Tip: Vanilla ice cream with blood orange oil and sea salt is another great combo—it’s like a cream pop.
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