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Foreword

This wonderful volume goes way beyond nutrition, health, and the marvelous collection of recipes it contains. It is also a treatise on respect for the bounty of nature and an admonition that as residents of this planet, we must share it not only with each other but with all the living creatures, animal and plant alike. This is the message which permeates the book and sets its tone.

Laurel’s Kitchen recognizes that food is the basis of nurturing and that nurturing is the process by which all things develop. It also addresses the science of food and nutrition and its role in preventing illness and maintaining health. That it so beautifully combines these often competing philosophies is one of the major strengths of the book.

I feel very fortunate that the authors asked me to review the material in this second edition, because I have consistently recommended Laurel’s Kitchen to both professionals and nonprofessionals who are interested in nutrition.

I am often asked how I can recommend a book that completely ignores animals as a food source. After all, humans have consumed other animals for as long as we can trace the history of mankind. The truth is that millions of human beings have demonstrated that they can live long, healthy, productive, and spiritual lives without eating animal flesh. Laurel’s Kitchen is based on such a philosophy and shows how simple it is to satisfy all the scientific precepts of nutrition with such a diet.

Laurel, Carol, and Brian live what they write. Because they believe it so deeply, they have produced a book that is at the same time accurate, informative, useful, and extremely loving. I want to thank them publicly for producing this important volume and for the friendship we shared during its final stages.

SHELDON MARGEN, M.D.

Professor of Public Health Nutrition University of California, Berkeley
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The New Laurel’s Kitchen shows the loving efforts of many, many friends who have wanted no thanks but that the book be as helpful as possible. Among them are readers who have written such thoughtful letters, good cooks willing to part with treasured recipes, testers unwilling to quit until the dishes turned out perfect, and friends who showed up at all hours to wash pots and pans. Doctors and health professionals, gardeners and scientists, secretaries and lab workers, all gave valued help when we needed it.

Special thanks go to George Briggs, Professor Emeritus of the University of California at Berkeley Department of Nutritional Sciences, who patiently shepherded us through the first Laurel’s Kitchen and has continued to give us open access to his files of current literature on nutrition.

The nutrition section of this edition is deeply stamped with the influence and inspiration of Dr. Sheldon Margen, Professor of Public Health Nutrition at Berkeley’s School of Public Health. We owe him a great deal, and hope that the joy of discussing matters scientific with him is reflected in what we offer here.


From Laurel
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Through my window I can see the rambunctious excitement of the neighborhood preteens gathering to go off to the county fair. They formed a club a year or so ago, Friends of Wildlife (FOWL), when they found out that local sea lions were dying from a lung disease. FOWL raised money to help a group of volunteer veterinarians provide medical assistance, and the kids had the satisfaction of being invited to watch the last of the cured sea lions slide joyfully back into the sea. This year they have washed cars to finance their own booth at the fair: Save the Elephants. Their enthusiasm has attracted support from top people in the field around the world.

There is a saying in India that elephants think they are small because they have tiny eyes. Facing the threats to health and relationships today, we too may feel small. But seeing doors open for those children has been a real lesson. If school children can accomplish so much, how can we grownups say, “What can I do?”

This book has taught us a similar lesson, for it has shown us that we are not alone. Ever since we shipped out the first hand-bound copies some ten years ago, Laurel’s Kitchen has continued to bring us new friends. Many of you have written us in beautiful letters that our book has made happy changes possible for you and your families, that it’s provided the inspiration to keep the ball rolling. Well, you have helped and inspired us with your brave stories. There are a million of you all over the country and in many unexpected places around the world, valiantly struggling against junk food and junk living. It’s a sort of secret society, whose strength is growing.

In trying to bring together good taste, good sense, and good science, Laurel’s Kitchen was something of a pioneering effort. When we first wrote it, there were few popular books on vegetarian cooking and none with complete, reliable information on nutrition. Now vegetarian and whole foods cookery has become trendy, even gourmet, and nutrition handbooks head the bestseller lists. But we still think there’s nothing like Laurel’s Kitchen.

So what’s different about The New Laurel’s Kitchen? We try to put it all together: the satisfaction of good food, the importance of how it’s prepared, the health of those who eat it and of the world they live in. Our recipes represent home-cooking at its best—the kind you want to do for people you care for, cooking that’s tasty and healthful to eat and fulfilling to offer. We’ve improved old favorites and created dozens of great new dishes, and made a special effort to lower the fat while actually enhancing the taste.

Much has happened in the world of nutrition over the last ten years, and we’re pleased to see that the way of eating we present here fits perfectly the recommendations of the American Heart Association, the American Cancer Society, and many other experts and scientific bodies around the world. With our nutrition section completely rewritten, you have a fresh, clear, workable guide to eating for health without hassle.

Finally, for all of us who love her writing, Carol has beautifully picked up her “Keeper of the Keys” theme in “The Work at Hand,” taking on the challenges of the times with practicality, hope, and candor.

The book in your hands is a fresh interpretation of values that have always sustained life. If you’re familiar with the first edition, you will see how much has changed—everything, in fact, except our goals and convictions. Writing this volume has renewed our belief that what is good for the planet, the creatures, and each one of us is the same, and that if we do our best to act in harmony with this unity, we can live long, healthy, happy lives, leaving the world a little greener for our having been here. What more can anyone ask?

Recently a friend reminded me that a century ago, slavery as an institution was wiped out all over the world in not much more than ten years. Perhaps, before long, we can help make the beginning of a gentler, more loving world too. Anyhow, let’s start here, together, now.

LAUREL ROBERTSON



For our teacher, Eknath Easwaran, who understood the appeal in the eyes of a glossy black calf on its way to the slaughterhouse many years ago and inspired us, and thousands of others like us, to give the gift of life.




The Work at Hand
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“Just quarter the potatoes and steam them. The peels slip right off afterwards, and the vitamins stay in. Give about half of them to Gale; she’s testing the Potato Poppers. The rest are for Catalina Potato Soup—do a basic and a variation.… Brian, will you put Luther out? I really can’t cook when he’s looking at me like that.”



The place is hopping. In the final crunch to check and double-check these recipes, every able-bodied cook we know has been drawn in. Two loaves of bread and a casserole just slid into the oven, and billows of ruby-red and green Swiss chard fill the sink. Someone’s son has chosen this time to negotiate a late afternoon snack. Peanut-buttered toast? Too close to dinner. He settles for a carrot.

The spacious kitchen where we’ve gathered this afternoon is a far cry from the sunny cubby at the back of a dark Berkeley flat where Laurel and I first met. Long gone is the ancient gas range where she taught me to bake, and there’s nothing quaint about the stainless steel, glass-fronted convection oven that replaced it. But a black crotchet of a cat still gazes balefully upward from the warm spot underneath—watch your ankles!

No Berkeley brownshingle this, and there isn’t a sweet potato plant in sight. Soft green sunlight diffuses into the room from a walk-in kitchen greenhouse where eggplants, bell peppers, herbs, and trellised tomatoes grow. The sharp fragrance of basil and parsley permeates the kitchen; a fistful of each just went into the blender for Green Goddess dressing.

Overhead is a skylight and bare redwood beams; rose-pink quarry tiles are underfoot. At eye level are racks for everything that could possibly hang. No background music, just snatches of conversation and the rhythmic thunkety-thunk of knives on chopping boards. The crowded, bustly scene recalls a Thanksgiving dinner with all the aunts and sisters-in-law pitching in, except that you can almost feel everybody concentrating. We care mightily about this book, every one of us, and we want to get it right.

Laurel herself is working in a quieter corner of the Victorian farmhouse our families share. Her studio is a tiny room full of potted ferns and spider plants—foliage is supposed to detoxify the atmosphere around a VDT, you know. (Is there no end to what leafy greens can do?) But the terminal is covered and off to one side this afternoon, because she’s started the new woodcuts. As you look about—the teal-blue paper lining the bookshelves, the perfect sand-dollar mounted like a jewel on black velvet, Laurel’s purple kimonolike jacket lined with turquoise, worn over a silver gray turtleneck—it’s clear that a natural, easy artistry governs just about everything she does.

(The door to my study I think we’ll keep closed for now. Inspired by Laurel’s example, hoping somehow to rescue my own working conditions, I have purchased several large sheets of rose-colored construction paper to line the bookshelves. The paper is probably on my desk somewhere, but to get to it I would have to dig through piles of clipped magazine articles, my son’s art work, and drafts of upcoming columns. Maybe if you came back next week …)
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“It’s from Moosewood. I cut the butter in half and used yogurt instead of sour cream and cottage cheese instead of cream cheese and sunflower seeds instead of cashews. Do you like it?… Oh. Well, I guess even Molly Kaatzen doesn’t get it right every time.…”



When I think about introducing the new Laurel’s Kitchen, my mind keeps circling about one motif, a single bright thread that weaves its way through everything that seems to need saying. M. F. K. Fisher touched it deftly in a sketch she once wrote of the venerable Gare de Lyon, a train station built in Paris to celebrate the 1900 World’s Fair. Sitting in a café there, waiting for her family to arrive, she suddenly realized that she “was not in a station, but in a place.”

A place, she explains, invites you to come well before your departure, and to linger on after your arrival. Beauty is one element, of course; comfort is another. At the Gare, the food is splendid, your needs are met attentively and kindly, and a feeling of history is evoked which is personal as well as public, for you have come here many times over the years. “It comes down, I suppose, to a question of where one really chooses to be, and for how long.”

“Well, yes,” I thought, reflecting upon my own experience. As you stay someplace over time, because you choose to be there, you become part of that place, and it becomes part of you. You start to take responsibility for it. In Mrs. Fisher’s case, you are distraught that the upstairs dining room, immense and lovely, has suffered deplorable neglect. You begin talking to people—by chance, the right people—and finally your beloved place is designated a national monument. The long lace curtains are cleaned and mended, the ceiling is repaired, the floor is strengthened; forty gorgeous fin de siècle murals emerge from sooty obscurity. All you have really done is to see the place for what it is, and impart that vision to others by whatever means come naturally to you. Nothing more, really, than what Ansel Adams did for Yosemite—or, for that matter, Woody Allen for New York.

Our good friend Alan Gussow, painter, sculptor, and writer, captured this in the title of his handsome book, A Sense of Place. Evoking that sense is the explicit objective of a good many artists and writers—Eudora Welty comes to mind; so do E. B. White, John McPhee, and many others. The impulse behind this kind of art seems often to be the yearning to retrieve: the feeling that something precious is about to be lost, if we don’t recognize and save it.

My own slant on place is rural. Brought up on a farm, I respond immediately to the idea of committing yourself to a location and learning to live within its limitations—celebrating the foods that grow there and the beauties unique to the spot, forming relationships to the land, the animals, the people nearest you. But the sense of place is not relevant to farm and wilderness alone. My husband, Tim, remembers a particular bus in Berkeley twenty years ago—the Dwight Way 76—that was truly a place in M. F. K. Fisher’s sense. The driver had plied his route so long that he knew all his regular passengers by name and point of debarkation. He would stop in the middle of the block and honk his horn in front of elderly Mrs. Panofsky’s house, then run up and walk her down the steps when she came tottering out. You felt at home as soon as you stepped on board, and the contentment you felt came right out of the driver’s own.
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When you walk into a workshop or studio, or the classroom of a dedicated teacher, you get the same magical feeling Mrs. Fisher describes. The key is that concentrated, conscientious work is done there regularly. In a place, something hangs in the air—a life, a spirit. You are held there not merely by comfort, but by interest and expectation: important things go on here.…
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“Lynne, if we called Phil, do you think he could stop at Barindelli’s farm on his way home? They’ve got kale and leeks and beets, but somebody needs to pick them up … Maybe he could pick Mark up at gymnastics too; he’ll be finished at 4:30. Hey, why don’t we have Recipe Test Potluck tonight? Just plan on having dinner here when the testing is done. Does anybody mind a kind of uncoordinated menu?”



The collection of friends who helped produce Laurel’s Kitchen ten years ago has evolved into a strong network of kindred spirits whose lives touch at many points. We share a commitment to meditation which has enabled us to overcome inevitable differences in background and outlook and work together in increasing harmony. Our personal lives have gradually opened out and merged in a complex weave of bonds and reciprocities: the daughter of one marries the brother of another; an elderly parent is ill, and a friend takes your children while you go help. Sourdough starter, children’s clothes, and power tools get passed around as they used to be in an old-fashioned extended family. Seeing little Nicholas in Chris’s old denim jacket, you think for a minute he’s yours—and that’s probably as it should be.

Beyond this immediate circle of close friends, though, we feel closely connected with a much larger circle of families and individuals too—some that we know personally, others who have written to us over the years—who cherish values and ideas very much like ours, and who are working out their own ways of living them out. They are married or single, elderly or young; they live alone or with friends or family, some in convents, some in condominiums. They run inner-city relief centers or tofu shops, farmsteads or farmer’s markets; they work as carpenters, cooks, and computer programmers; students, lawyers, and storekeepers. You can find them in hospitals, libraries, auto repair shops, and plywood mills. Each in their own way, they too are testing and experimenting with these new-old values—creating around them, almost inevitably, a stronger, deeper sense of place.
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“Diane, that’s Phil on the phone. He’s got the kale, but he can’t find Mark. You think he went home with David?… Well, what’s their number?… Ummm, no. I don’t think we’d better ask him to get the mushrooms now.…”



The bread is just coming out of the oven, and the children are filling their plates: a little this, a little that, potluck style. The dining room is full, and we’re spilling out into the living room-longtime friends, glad of each other’s company. There is a feeling of calm, and warmth, and something more: the meals we share are sacraments, nothing less.

When Laurel’s Kitchen first came out, in 1976, vegetarianism was still a vexing issue. Today, I don’t think it is. The more fundamental question now is not so much “meat or no meat?” but “kitchen or no kitchen?” Indeed: “Place, or no place?”

The pressures of normal everyday life in the eighties push us toward a great deal of mobility and an extremely fast pace—a basically competitive outlook, and an unprecedentedly high level of getting and spending. And nowhere do those pressures converge more ferociously than on the kitchen and how we feel about being there. Everybody likes long-simmered soups and good whole-grain breads, but who in the world is going to provide them?

The obstacles are many. First, there is tremendous economic stress. The most affluent society in the world is not what it used to be. Real-dollar income in the middle class rose steadily between 1949 and 1973, but since then neither wages nor family incomes have grown in real terms, and for families with children real income has actually declined. Real income per family member has declined in most cases too, even though families are having fewer children and mothers are increasingly moving into the work force. People are having a much harder time purchasing homes, educating their children, and saving for the future—as you may have noticed.

Housing costs are an illuminating index. In 1949, a thirty-year-old worker could buy a median-priced home for about 14 percent of his gross monthly pay. In 1985, because of the higher cost of construction, high interest rates, and stagnant wages, the burden was 44 percent.

Small wonder that full-time jobs plus overtime have claimed so many of us. Small wonder we lurch in the door at 6 p.m.—later, if we stopped for groceries or cleaning—worn down by a full day’s work and stupefied by commuter traffic. Miriam Burros, food editor for the New York Times, recorded a conversation last year with a friend who works for the Good Housekeeping Institute. “We used to feature a thirty-minute dish,” said she. “Now it’s a thirty-minute menu, and people keep writing to ask, ‘Could you get it down to twenty minutes?’ ” Valiantly Mrs. Burros complied, with a suggested menu that was actually appetizing. But you could see she was rattled.

Subtler pressures are just as potent as economic ones. Someone asks you at a party what you “do.” You tell them as vivaciously as you can that you run a household, and they simply don’t know what to say next. From every quarter the message comes: housework is essentially demeaning, unmanly if you’re a man, exploitive if you’re a woman or child. (Unless you’re running a trendy boulangerie or café or catering service. If you can make the car payments off those long-simmered soups and crusty French breads, you’re an entrepreneur, and that gets you the blessing and admiration of everyone you meet.)
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Finally, for those last holdouts who wonder how on earth their family is going to eat if no one’s home to cook, there are the clamorous voices of our willing helpers: the producers of frozen dinners and delicatessen take-out salads, the purveyors of pre-cut vegetables, ready-to-bake dinner rolls, and fried this and that to go. Their enormous advertising budgets (which we consumers pay for, don’t forget) keep their products highly visible and even alluring—so alluring, because of their convenience, that certain other considerations get overlooked.

A telephone survey in 1985 explored the growing takeout food market. Some 85 percent of the respondents said they engaged in some sort of physical activity because fitness was very important. But when asked about factors that influenced their purchase of carry-out foods, only 17 percent said they avoided such foods because of concerns about health, though typically such products are outrageously high in fat, salt, sugar, and preservatives.

Over the past ten years, the study of nutrition has burgeoned. Findings converge with amazing and well-publicized consistency. The diet which makes for a strong cardiovascular system is also the diet that protects against cancer, diabetes, diverticular disease, plain old obesity, tooth decay, osteoporosis, “tired nerves,” the whole kaboodle. (Or should I say not “diet” but “regimen,” because regular vigorous exercise now is almost a nutrient itself.) Whole cereal grains at the center, lots of fresh vegetables and fruits, legumes and low-fat dairy products if they suit you: eat a wide variety, eat seasonally, keep fat to a minimum, and you’re there. Food for this diet, moreover, is what our planet is best equipped to provide: enough for all of us, and in full harmony with the environment. That it can be enjoyed without harm to animals, birds, or fish makes it almost too good to be true.

The one flaw with this otherwise perfect diet is that it runs headlong up against life as we would otherwise have it: food like this takes considerably more than twenty minutes a day to prepare. More even than thirty! Bean soups, whole-grain breads, appealing low-fat salads, fresh vegetables delicately cooked, and intriguing brown rice casseroles don’t just happen. They take time. And so does the subtler side: the creation of a peaceful, loving setting, vital if those exemplary meals are actually going to be eaten and enjoyed.

Exactly how much time this has to take is of course an open question. It doesn’t actually have to take any. Several years ago, for instance, I interviewed Dave Scott when he was reigning champion of the Ironman Triathalon. Six to eight hours a day of appallingly rigorous training put Dave’s daily caloric intake into the five thousand range. He is a vegetarian who eats lots of brown rice and ungreased pasta—bananas, apples, veggies—and to get those calories on such a high-bulk diet, he had to be eating just about all the time he wasn’t running, swimming, or cycling. Eating was in effect his fourth major event. Cooking, I imagined, must have been a fifth.

Wrong. At some point in our chat, Dave mentioned that he takes in quite a bit of tofu. I got right on the trail, hoping to make a Stop Press with “Ironman Tofu Delight.” Breathlessly, I posed my question:

“And how do you eat your tofu, Dave?”

“Well, actually”—he giggled a little wildly—“I just spoon it up right out of the plastic tub.”
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For me and thee, though—for mine and thine—the story is probably a little different. If the meals are nutritious but not delicious, you can bet they’ll be amply supplemented at the first available vending machine. To make your food both, you—or somebody—has to put in some time.

This year, as we pummeled our recipe collection into compliance with current health guidelines, we concluded—with mixed feelings, you can be sure!—that once you have pulled back on fat, salt, and sugar, the one ingredient you can add to heighten appeal enormously is not fresh basil or lemon zest, though they both help, but time.

Some cooks can pare it to a minimum. Sultana, for instance, reared in village Greece, moves with unerring swiftness. Leans forward with the weight on the balls of her feet, and cooks hard. Julie, on the other hand, still doesn’t feel entirely secure as a cook. She hesitates, she ponders the eggplant, she thinks a lot about whether she’s chosen the right recipe. She takes probably twice the time Sultana does. Yet both cooks can turn out delicious meals—and even Sultana takes more than twenty minutes!

Then there’s Alan Scott, who twice weekly takes time away from his blacksmithing to fire up his home-built backyard bread oven at dawn and then move food in and out of it all day: sourdough bread first, then baked potatoes and moussaka as it cools; then a rice pudding and baked pears, and finally, when the oven is lukewarm, yogurt. Meanwhile he’s painting the back bedroom and riding herd on four-year-old Nicholas. How long does he spend on dinner? “Who’s counting?” he grins wanly.

Any way you cut it, preparing a balanced and truly appetizing meal with unprocessed foods will take a chunk out of your day. If you’re trying for healthful breakfasts and bag lunches too, the plot only thickens.

So there we are. Impasse. Collision. Gridlock, to use the dominant metaphor for our age. Life in the eighties really does militate against home-cooked wholesome meals—just as it does against friendships, marriage, parenting, and almost everything else that makes life worth living. It has to be like that, because the spirit of our time is to look only at the profit line.

It’s good to clear the air on this point, and recognize that if you choose to live a different kind of life, it will take some doing. Think of yourself, then, as a pioneer. Celebrate the small, solid gains you can make, and don’t dwell on the ones you can’t make yet. And take heart from knowing that you are not alone.

No one can tell you how to fit those seemingly nonexistent hours into your own life, for the simple reason that it’s your life. But I can tell you about some of the individuals I know who have managed to give priority to the kitchen, for whatever reasons and by whatever means, and about what has come of their choice.

Tragically, the turning point often comes when health—our own or that of someone we love—is threatened. Suddenly the games food advertisers play are no longer amusing. You find yourself angry now, seeing the damage they have done. Your priorities shift abruptly. And when you see that what you do in the kitchen might make the critical difference for someone you love, many of the subtler forms of resistance (“I’m being exploited,” “This is tedious,” or “But I cooked last night”) lose their force. Life, we realize, is very short.

The change can be less dramatic and more positive. A baby comes. You nurse him or her, because there’s no question today that it’s the best possible start you could give your child. At first, all the sitting still and rocking might send you into paroxysms of restlessness, but then something in you gives way, relaxes, and your very reckoning of time alters. The present moment takes on an amazing luminosity. When the date you’d set to go back to work arrives, you may well let it pass. All that can wait; more is going on here than you’d anticipated. And as you begin to give your child solid foods, you balk at anything but the purest and most wholesome. After all, that’s what you’ve been giving up to now! You buy your first natural foods cookbook, and you’re on your way. Short on money, maybe, and a little apprehensive, but quite certain, deep inside, that you’re on the right track.

Whatever the actual turning point, something stops you and turns your attention inward—puts you in touch with your deepest beliefs and desires, so that for a time, the contrary and conventional messages from outside can’t penetrate. With this inward shift there come, inevitably, ideas on how to change, too.
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“Sol take the cucumber, and I cut off the two ends.… I place the stem-end piece on the bottom and the bottom piece at the stem end, and I rub them together until I can see a milky substance. Then I set it aside, and gradually the bitter taste concentrated at one end goes? Hey, Laurel, do you believe this?”



During a recent interview, Laurel was asked, “One of the main things that I got out of both your books is how valuable the work in the kitchen is. How do you find the time to do everything ideally?”

Laurel’s response was simple but telling: “We all have important other things we want to work on. When you come into the kitchen, the thing to remember is that you’re going to be there for a certain time. Drop everything else and concentrate on doing the very best you can.”

It sounds simple, but what she’s really talking about is a take-a-deep-breath-and-swallow-hard act of acceptance. An opening of yourself to the work before you, and an agreement with yourself not to be obsessed with looking for shortcuts—not to hurry, or to let awareness of other responsibilities get you tense or even resentful.

It comes with practice.

Of all the things we said in Laurel’s Kitchen, I don’t think any subject brought more appreciative response than the section on working with one-pointed attention—sanctifying ordinary work by the state of mind you bring to it. Any work you do for a selfless purpose, without thought of profit, is actually a form of prayer, which unifies our fragmented energy and attention and calms the mind. In the words of a monk of the seventeenth century, Brother Lawrence:


“The time of business does not with me differ from the time of prayer, and in the noise and clatter of my kitchen, while several persons are at the same time calling for different things, I possess God in as great tranquillity as if I were upon my knees at the blessed sacrament.”



The approach may be catching on. Only last week I read of one homemaker’s discovery that eggs are cooked to perfection after three Hail Mary’s. “I use the boiling time,” she adds, “to place myself in touch with earlier generations of cooks who measured their recipes with litanies, using time to get beyond time.”

We are so oppressed by time these days—by “hurry sickness” and all its side effects. At moments of deep concentration, though, we are lifted clear out of time, and for a few minutes the stress of the day slips away. This may be why a very absorbing activity-chess, or fine needlework, or writing poetry—can leave us refreshed. Kitchen work, when it is undertaken in the spirit of Brother Lawrence, can heal and restore us in exactly the same way.

“I don’t know, really, what changed,” reflects my longtime friend Beth Ann. “I just know that one evening I walked in there grim as usual, determined to get it over with, and instead I found myself relaxing—accepting that I was there and willing to do it as well as I possibly could. And ever since then, it’s been completely different.
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“You know, partly I think it’s the food itself. If you watch, so much beauty passes through your hands—of form, and color, and texture. And energy too.” Abruptly her hands flew up into the air as if an electric current were passing between them. “Each grain of rice, each leaf of kale, charged with life and the power to nourish. It’s heady, feeling yourself a kind of conduit for the life force!”

To be sure, everyday cooking ends up feeling more prosaic than this. Yet I suspect that what Beth Ann was groping to say has to do with an ancient, almost wordless truth. Long before institutionalized religions came along—and temples, and churches—there was an unquestioned recognition that what goes on in the kitchen is holy. Cooking involves an enormously rich coming-together of the fruits of the earth with the inventive genius of the human being. So many mysterious transformations are involved—small miracles like the churning of butter from cream, or the fermentation of bread dough. In times past there was no question but that higher powers were at work in such goings-on, and a feeling of reverence sprang up in response. I wonder sometimes whether the restorative effects of cooking and gardening arise out of similar—though quite unconscious—responses.

Gary Snyder has written compellingly about the importance of setting down deep roots wherever you live and forming a real relationship to the land itself. In his own way, he makes the same point M. F. K. Fisher does when he urges us to “find the holy places” where we live—the spring or grove or crest of a hill where you know that others have lingered before you and steeped themselves, like you, in its special stillness.

Perhaps, though, the real point is not so much to find the holy places as to make them. Do we not hallow places by our very commitment to them? When we turn our home into a place that nourishes and heals and contents, we are meeting directly all the hungers that a consumer society exacerbates but never satisfies. This is an enormously far-reaching achievement, because that home then becomes a genuine counterforce to the corporate powers-that-be, asserting the priority of a very different kind of power.

We balk at the “more than twenty minutes” clause. Yet it may well be that the time it takes to prepare good, wholesome food is as healthful and healing—for everyone concerned—as the food itself, for the simple reason that it requires us to “light down” for the duration. At first we may feel restless, wanting the quick fix, the fastest route. We want to skip the pregnancy and head straight for the delivery room, as if the preceding nine months were dispensable! But there are no shortcuts. If we want a home that is “not a station but a place,” we must be there.

Time was—and not long ago—if you wanted to live in such a way as to be warmly connected with other people, the world supported your efforts. Today that really is not true. If you want community in any form, or family, or home, you just about have to invent it. Your version will be unique with you. But the first and all-important step is to dig in where you are and “make a place.” When I suggested that we think of ourselves as pioneers, I wasn’t being quaint. We are on a frontier, surrounded by wilderness, and the job at hand is to make a clearing—to clear a space and determine that what goes on within that circle will be a prototype of the world as you would like it to be. The thrilling thing is to see those small circles begin to touch upon one another here and there, and overlap—sturdy outposts, ground for hope.
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I’ve gotten to be hypersensitive in recent years to the borrowed ruralism that sometimes creeps in when exponents of a post-industrial society are holding forth. Images of an idealized long-ago farm life swim vaguely and deliriously in the background of so many natural foods treatises that you’d think nothing bad ever happened on those farms. As someone whose family left the farm in 1958 because there was simply no more supporting us there, I know better. To suggest subliminally that all our troubles would be over if we just went back to the land is dishonest.

Yet there are good reasons why those images are so appealing. In the ten years since we first wrote Laurel’s Kitchen, it’s become clear to me that behind my contribution to that book, there is a driving force I never even talked about: someone who wasn’t a vegetarian at all, and baked bread as white as the driven snow, but whose achievement of place was matchless.

Even when I was in college, my favorite way to doze off every night was to mentally reconstruct that place: the small Willamette Valley farm where my grandparents lived when I was a child. More particularly, the part of the farm that was enclosed by a half-circle driveway that curved away from the road and then back to it, containing the house, the gardens, and, really, a small universe.

There were primrose beds bright as mosaics, and gleaming white chickens; a red-painted swing that often held six or eight grandchildren at once; a whitewashed arbor with benches, where purple and green Concord grapes grew; three huge maple trees so moss-cushioned you could sprawl all morning in the lower branches with apples and books; a vast vegetable garden, and fruit trees of every kind. Animals—Siamese cats and an obese dachshund, twin goats, a foul-tempered goose, and (briefly) an even fouler-tempered donkey.
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It was a place of unceasing activity: of planting and plucking, of pickling and freezing, of jam boiling down on the stove while a cheesecloth bag full of curds hung from the kitchen faucet to drain. From underneath the wood stove, a scratchy, scruffling sound was our clue that chicks or goslings were hatching. Over all of this my father’s mother presided, Keeper of the Keys without parallel.

Life there had its rituals, seasonal, weekly, daily. On the hottest summer afternoons, for instance, my grandmother would bring out as many galvanized tin washtubs as she happened to have grandchildren around and place them in a sociable grouping in the shade of a blue spruce. The tubs would be filled from the hose, and a stripped-down one of us would hop into each. Grandma would disappear briefly and return with a homemade popsicle apiece. One could hardly have asked for more.

Sunday dinners were, in a way, similarly patterned. The dining room table was leafed out to its full length and all the sons and daughters and grandchildren who could make it were fitted around, and every square inch of lace tablecloth was covered: platters high-piled with Parker House rolls, bowls of coleslaw and green beans, cut-glass dishes of jelly and jam and more. If Uncle Herb was observed to enjoy the watermelon pickles, or Aunt Gertrude the garbanzos, you could count on seeing watermelon pickles and garbanzos on the table for the next forty-five Sundays running. She aimed to please.

In my mind’s eye, still courting sleep, I walk on through the dining room and into the little-used formal “front room.” Sunlight streams in a south window and spills across a yellow patchwork quilt stretched out on a frame. One of these quilts is in the works for each granddaughter. Some are blocked out with embroidered birds or butterflies, one with appliquéd Mistress Marys. This is mine, and its design—I’m sorry, but it’s true—is “Grandmother’s Flower Garden.” The background color is the same butter-yellow as my graduation dress, and it couldn’t be more beautiful.

Swathed by now in such unutterable security that nothing on earth could keep me awake, I would think fleetingly about what a perfect symbol quilts are for all that goes into making a home: the rescue of tiny scraps, the eye for where they might fit into a larger pattern, the charm of the pattern itself. And the patience. Good Lord; the patience.…

Today my respect is even more acute. I realize now what went into building that whole small universe. I see, for instance, the real function of those ritual Sunday suppers: the effect of “facing off” again and again, recognizing ourselves to be part of a clan, and feeling some pride in that; knowing that the bonds that held you together one-to-one were also part of that larger structure, so you didn’t take them lightly. (If you did, or even looked as if you did, you’d be disappeared into the back bedroom for a highly effective talking-to.)

Blithely we ate and drank and basked our way through it all, taking it quite for granted. Not to say we didn’t work. If there were any basic skills you didn’t pick up by osmosis, an active 4-H program made sure you had them before you were twelve, and you were certainly expected to use them. But that feeling of stepping into a charmed circle, where so many small things whispered that you were deeply and unqualifiedly valued: that we did take for granted until much later, when life had taught us how rare such a situation really is. Full awareness, and an ocean of gratitude, have finally come.
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What did my grandmother draw upon to work the way she did? Everybody worked hard then, terribly hard; but that doesn’t account for the restrained merriment we glimpsed in the way she went about things, or for the extras. I could say, “Oh, well, it was love.” But that doesn’t quite get it either. We all “love,” after all. I think there was something more, and naming it comes as something of a shock in our supposedly liberated world: my grandmother knew her worth. She knew the value of everything she did there in the house and around it—knew that it was endlessly significant.

How did she know? How could she tell that all that giving made a difference? It’s not an idle question; millions of women feel it deeply.

Twenty-one years ago this spring, a senior in college, I was asked to organize a faculty-student conference on what was then a breathtakingly new issue: “The Role of Women.” Today it sounds incredibly naive that such a theme—in the singular, for heaven’s sake!—would have gone unchallenged. But there it was, the spring of ’65. Throughout the intervening years, as graduate student, college instructor, wife, mother, and columnist, but all along as a member of a community based on spiritual values, I have continued to struggle with the questions we took up so hesitantly. Is there such a thing as “a woman’s place”? And do we really live in “a man’s world”?

Today, I would have to throw out both questions and any others that stress the differences between us and ignore the underlying unity. Men and women alike, at home or “in the world,” we face a common enemy: materialism, infatuation with things, and the competitive ethic it creates.

In a materialist culture, everyone loses: not just women but men, children, the elderly, the handicapped, and every minority in the book. Wherever the accumulation of wealth is enshrined, the resources of a society will always flow into the hands of the unscrupulous. You can spend your life fighting for equality and justice for one group or another; but if the entire frame of reference is wrong, nobody is going to win.

Today, wherever the complex issues surrounding “woman’s place” are discussed, I have begun to hear a new maxim. Instead of fighting for a bigger share of the cake, women are concurring, let us see whether we can’t bake a better cake. All of us, men and women alike. Let’s make a world that has a place for every one of us—and that must surely start within our homes.

Those of us who share this perspective and want to live it out must go ahead and do so, however long drawn-out the battle turns out to be. Mahatma Gandhi’s word for someone who sought to right wrongs without violence was satyagrahi, a “truth-seizer”—someone who, when he or she discovers something true, holds on and follows it out no matter how out of pace it seems with “normal” everyday life. Truth here means the enormous value of what goes on in the home—and it’s just when the rest of the world seems to be denying that truth that those of us who perceive it have to take a stand, beginning where we are.

Connected with this higher purpose, cooking can be a high-status occupation. So can raising your own food. So is the teaching of our children, our next generation. Ordinary schooling, yes, but that’s just the beginning. Only through our own lives—the examples we set—can we impart the values we’re basing our lives upon.

Over the past ten years, it has become clear within our own circle of friends that nurturant work is not only for mothers, not only for parents even; it is the birthright of every man, woman, and child. Without it, we never grow to our full stature. This is an easy truth to discover when you start living it out. The only reason it is obscured from view in today’s world is that supporting life is not a value on which our culture is based.

A tremendous amount of work has to be done. Even if we start now, much of the benefit will be felt only by our children or grandchildren. But that’s no reason not to do it. There are no universal answers to the hard questions that fall between life as it is today and what we would like it to be. But answers need not be universal. Different individuals will find different solutions, answering to their particular needs. What’s important is that each of us start trying.

Have I exaggerated the potential value of the Inhabited Kitchen? I don’t think so. Every long journey begins with a single step, and the first step may be nothing more ambitious than learning to make whole wheat bread.
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“So what are you doing here?”

“Not much. What are you doing here?”

It’s ten p.m. and I’ve come back to the kitchen, because as I was putting my son to bed I remembered the garbanzos, still in the slow-cooker waiting for me to turn them into a sandwich spread. True to form, Laurel has already noticed and mashed them herself. Since she’s here too, weighing out flour for tomorrow’s baking and seeing to the kind of loose ends she alone seems to notice, I will go ahead and sauté the onions and spices now.

The floor gleams shiny wet and rosy where Ed has mopped it. Picking our steps cautiously, we are left in a companionable silence, friends of such long standing that sentences can hang between us half finished and we can meander from one non sequitur to another.

Laurel has remembered Brian’s birthday, and she’s baking a batch of cookies in his honor. She keeps a calendar where she’s recorded everyone’s birthdate. Personally, I’m glad if I can remember my husband’s—my darkest fear is that some year Laurel will remember it and I won’t. This sort of thing could get to you if you let it. But at some point very early in our relationship I decided that I could either drive myself crazy with invidious comparisons, or just enjoy her. Things have gone nicely since I chose the latter path.

Actually, that is one of the benefits of living in the sort of extended family we do. You stop feeling you have to play every role to perfection, and just do what you’re best at. With everybody doing that, most bases get covered. There’s a certain efficiency to it.

Which is what we ended up talking about finally.

“How did your talk in Petaluma go?” she asked. I had sat in on an InterFaith Forum panel on world hunger that afternoon.

“Fine, I think. I learned some things, and people had good questions. There was one that I didn’t answer very well, though. I’ve been thinking about it all evening. A woman said, ‘You’ve obviously made big changes in your fives. But could you have done it without the support of others who were making the same kind of changes?’ She didn’t mean it made things easy, you know, just possible. She said she’d tried to make changes herself, and kept falling back because she didn’t have any immediate support. Some of the other people in the audience agreed. There’s a tremendous yearning for community, I think, but nobody knows how to go about getting it.”

No response for a minute. Laurel is feeding Luther and telling him what a splendid little creature he is. His eyes are mean yellow slits and he is gloating at me. Surely a less likable animal has never set foot on earth.

“Well, yes. That’s hard. And it’s true. But I think all people can do is start where they are—begin with small things they can manage, and build on those.”

“I know. You wish there were a blueprint, or a guidebook, but really there isn’t.…”

“Community” and even “family” are terms as nebulous today as they are compelling. No one’s in agreement about what they will look like when we achieve them, and most people you read seem to agree that they won’t bear much resemblance to the patterns of the past.

Or will they? Many of the quilts my grandmother made were very formal: tiny, precise geometric shapes held together in traditional patterns like stars, roses, daisy chains, and so on. Just so, around her lace-topped dining room table sat husbands and wives, aunts and uncles, children and grandchildren, bound together in the traditional fashion …

But she ran up other quilts too, of a more haphazard sort: bigger patches of sturdier fabric sewn together in apparently random patterns. Those were to keep the cold out. Exquisite they weren’t, but brightly colored and warm and full of history (“There’s my corduroy jumper, and that’s a piece of mother’s wool skirt!”). And they endured. As we strive to establish some semblance of community and family in today’s fragmented world, the effect may well be patchwork too: not a uniform, regular pattern but something bold and colorful, diverse, but stitched together strong enough to keep us warm against the cold.

Hard-pressed settlers all—but we’re not alone out here on the prairie. Another family lives a mile or two up the road, earnest vegetarians who’d love to share potluck. There’s an older gentleman in your food-buying co-op who looks lonely, a beleagured single parent whose child is in the same school as yours; and downtown there’s a houseful of teenagers, trying to be family for one another. There are a thousand things we can do to encourage and support each other. Taken one by one, they all seem so small. But look again—see how they fit together. Imagine what could come of it.
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Recipes & Menus
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The New Laurel’s Kitchen Food Guide

Every day



	1

	Have 4 servings of whole-grain foods & servings of vegetables (including 1 of Super-Vegetables)




	2

	Choose 1 serving of: Super-Vegetables or Legumes or Dairy Foods




	3

	Fill out your calorie needs with a variety of whole foods like these:
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The Food Families:

WHOLE GRAINS

Whole-grain bread (1 slice) or cooked grain—like rice—or noodles (½ cup)

SUPER-VEGETABLES

Dark leafy greens (¾ cup cooked); edible-pod peas, brussels sprouts, broccoli, asparagus, okra, bok choy (1 cup).

HIGH-CARBOHYDRATE VEGETABLES

Artichokes, potatoes, sweet potatoes (1 medium); beets, carrots, parsnips, winter squash, turnips (1 cup); corn (1 ear or ½ cup)

LOW-CALORIE VEGETABLES

A tomato; green beans, cabbage, cauliflower, leeks, cucumber, eggplant, mushrooms, peppers (1 cup); lettuce (2 cups)

LEGUMES

Cooked dry beans, lentils, split peas (½ cup)

DAIRY FOODS

Milk or yogurt (1 cup); cheese (3 oz.); cottage cheese (½ cup)

NUTS & SEEDS

FRUIT

EGGS



Recipes & Menus
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The recipes that follow are drawn from our own daily cooking—half a dozen families and many good friends. If you already eat along vegetarian, whole-foods lines, these dishes will fit easily into your repertoire, and should be especially helpful if you are trying for lower-fat meals. If whole-foods cookery is still new to you, the following pages will ease your period of transition. The food is delicious and varied—easy-to-eat home cooking.

On the facing page is an outline of our new Food Guide, which is explained at length in the chapter beginning on this page. The Food Guide makes it easy to get all the nutrients you need for best health, no matter what your eating pattern is.

By choosing less-processed foods and avoiding meat, you have already escaped most of the witches’ brew of chemical additives and the worst sort of fat as well. But many vegetarians are surprised to discover that they are still eating high-fat fare. Too much cheese, whole milk, oil, butter, nuts and nut butters, and rich desserts can raise anybody’s diet up to or even beyond the national average: 40 percent of daily calories as fat, a level clearly linked with heart disease, cancer, and other serious health problems. Vegetarian or omnivore, unless you’re unusually austere, eating less fat will probably mean better health and a longer life.

If you tote up your daily calories and find (as we did!) that you are eating more fat than you want to, the next question is where to cut. What does a 30-percent diet look like? How about a 25? Is it possible to eat this way without dreaming nightly of french fried onion rings?



PERCENT CALORIES FROM FAT IN SELECTED FOODS







100 Oil, Better-Butter butter, mayonnaise

  92 Olives

  79 Avocado

  78 Cream

  77 Nuts

  74 Cheddar cheese

  65 Egg

  55 Mozzarella

  49 Whole milk

  48 Tofu

  38 Pie, brownie, ice cream

  37 Soybeans

  30 Low-fat milk

  29 Cake

  25 Wheat germ

    7 Plain whole grains

    5 Skim milk

    4 Beans (except soy)

    4 Fresh fruits and vegetables





Our answer is yes! We’ve developed some really satisfactory ways to make it work, and you will find relevant suggestions throughout the recipe section—not only recipes, but tips for giving zest to everyday foods without frying or slathering with butter. As with other reversals in life-style, especially if others in your household don’t share your enthusiasm, it’s usually a good idea to make changes slowly and artfully—but persevere. Here are some of the places that make the most difference:

[image: ] Reduce or eliminate meat, processed foods, and fried foods. Whole grains, legumes, vegetables, and fruits are naturally very low in fat.

[image: ] Choose lower-fat milk products, and substitute them for higher-fat ones in cooking.

[image: ] When planning a meal, aim for balance: if you want to serve a rich dish, make the rest of the items on the menu especially low in fat. It isn’t the dish that counts, but the whole meal, the whole day. (See menu suggestions, this page.)

[image: ] Instead of trying to use less of a problem food, sometimes out-and-out substitution is the most practical ploy. For some of us, using less Better-Butter on breakfast toast seemed a great deprivation (toast with a lot of butter gets 50 percent of its calories from fat; with only a little, 30 percent; with none, about 12). But switching to hot cereal with fruit and yogurt (less than 10 percent) was easy. What you spread on bread can really make the fat mount up, whether it is at breakfast or other times.

[image: ] Sandwiches are another problem area: mayonnaise, cheese, and nut butters make a sandwich very rich indeed. Look for alternatives in our Lunch section, this page.

[image: ] Explore ways to flavor food without fat: parsley, lemon juice, exotic vinegars, citrus peel, yogurt, cottage cheese, shoyu, herbs, horseradish, spices. There are many suggestions in Sauces and Such, this page.

[image: ] Commercial salad dressings can be a mire of fat—and if not, of weird chemicals. Try our alternatives, this page–this page.

Breakfast and lunch, of course, tend to be individual and varied. But when dinnertime rolls around, the responsibility for presenting a meal that is at once satisfying and healthful falls on the cook, who will rarely have time or inclination to add up how much fat is in each ingredient as the meal takes shape. How to do it? Here is a rule-of-thumb approach that has worked very well for us. It is rough, but over the long haul it keeps our dinners averaging less than 25 percent calories as fat without much extra fussing.

When planning a dinner meal, the cook allows 2 teaspoons of oil or the equivalent per person. (See the margin for “fat equivalents.”) If you’re serving four, you have 8 teaspoons to divvy up for sautéeing your onion, making salad dressing, and whatever else involves added fat. Any high-fat food like those in the margin should be measured as part of your fat allotment. In no time at all, you learn which combinations work and which are entirely outrageous: if you have muffins, for example, you don’t put cheese on the broccoli. It works like that.
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FAT EQUIVALENTS

1 tablespoon oil (=3 teaspoons) has as much fat as:

1 tablespoon butter, mayonnaise, or Better-Butter

2 tablespoons nut butter

3 tablespoons nuts

3 tablespoons sunflower seeds

3 tablespoons sesame seeds

⅓ cup sesame meal

⅓ cup grated cheddar

½ cup grated mozzarella

2 large eggs

¼ cup cream

1 ½ cups whole milk

3 cups low-fat milk (“2 percent” milk gets 30 percent of its calories from fat)

½ cup dried shredded coconut

⅓ avocado



SHOPPING

Shopping for natural foods used to be a hurdle, but these days most supermarkets offer the basics, and natural food stores and food co-ops thrive everywhere. For saving money and meeting like-minded people, and for the freshest and best, no store can compare with a food-buying co-op; but if that isn’t an option, or you haven’t yet located a nearby source for freshly milled flour or other quality natural foods, write to the good people at Walnut Acres (Perm’s Creek, PA 17862) for their superb catalog.

Vegetarians who prepare most of their food at home from unprocessed basics, and who avoid produce that has traveled very far, have relatively few worries about chemical additives, adulterants, and pollutants. If you do eat much out of packages, though, careful label-reading and keeping up on the safety of food additives is almost a survival skill. For keeping up to date, we recommend The Nutrition Action Healthletter (Center for Science in the Public Interest, 1501 16th St., NW, Washington, DC 20036).

What about “organics”? We think there are big changes coming in the next few years, as people become more and more concerned about what is being done to food. Everyone can help improve things by choosing better food, by insisting on better labeling laws and on regulations with teeth in them, and by buying from merchants with integrity who care about the quality and purity of the food they sell. One reason that we stress buying local produce is that the closer you are to the grower, the more you can learn about how the crops are grown. Homegrown is ideal, but few of us can grow all our food. Next best is to try to buy from people who grow food without pesticides, or from a co-op or sympatico storekeeper who buys from sources like these.

Integrity probably characterizes most of the organic food business—we immediately think of people like Paul and Betty Keene of Walnut Acres, Frank Ford of Arrowhead Mills, and the rice-growing Lundberg family. But sometimes you find carelessness too. When buying time comes, no one but you can decide how well-informed your storekeepers are, and how likely to be accurate in describing their products. There is so much misinformation about natural foods that you may find you actually know more than many storekeepers about the foods they sell.
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The recipes on the following pages are not restaurant-style recipes, too rich for every day. They are delicious, healthful, satisfying home cooking from ordinary ingredients imaginatively prepared. These are the recipes we cook from regularly. We hope you will find them as useful as we do, both as they are and as springboards for your own creativity.


Bread

Breadmaking has held a special place in our lives for a long time, but it was when we took to vegetarian ways that the hearty brown stuff became the cornerstone of our diets—friendly and familiar as breakfast toast, sandwiches for lunch, after-school snack, and sometimes rolls or muffins at dinner. In some mysterious way it filled the gap that opened up when meat left the scene.

In the decade since Laurel’s Kitchen first appeared, we’ve learned quite a lot about how to make our brown Staff of Life lighter and tastier. To tell the complete story would take a book—and did: The Laurel’s Kitchen Bread Book (Random House, 1984) gives the full story on whole-grain breadmaking, ingredients, techniques, fancies, and all. Naturally, we recommend it with unreserved enthusiasm. In this chapter, we hope to tantalize you with some wonderful loaves; there is enough here to give you an excellent start as a breadmaker. Once you know how rewarding it is, there’ll be no stopping you.

We have talked at length elsewhere about what a splendid food whole grains are. Good wheat bread may well be the whole grain par excellence. Where fiber is concerned, the fermentation of the dough in breadmaking softens rough bran without lessening its effectiveness. Fermentation also releases minerals that otherwise can be bound up in the grain by phytic acid. All the nutrients of the whole grain are present, of course, including the two dozen that are not replaced in “enriched” white flour.

Fresh bread is so irresistible that it displaces a lot of less nourishing food, especially at snack time. Whole-grain bread is a good choice for dieters because it’s low in calories but still nourishes, fills, and satisfies. (This is true even if you butter it, though as San Francisco gourmet Harvey Steiman opined while happily munching our homemade slices, “Bread that isn’t good enough to eat without butter isn’t worth eating.”)

Besides the good food, though, something wonderful happens to your kitchen and your life when breadmaking becomes a regular activity. The fragrance and suspense of it, the sharing of its warm goodness at the end, the very fact that you care enough to take the time—all these remind us that home is a fine place to be. Though perhaps a small thing, breadmaking is one counter-weight to the forces pulling family and friends away and apart. So it has been for us, and we hope you will find it so too.
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If you have children near at hand, let them take part in your baking days. It’s a great way to spend time together, and no moppet is so small that he or she doesn’t like to get fingers into dough, make a small shape to bake, and enjoy eating it, too. Bigger children can manage real jobs, beginning with greasing pans or measuring ingredients. Even before they were teenagers, some we know could handle a family baking all by themselves—a source of considerable pride.

Some Words About Ingredients

Before we get into the recipes, there are a few things to know about the ingredients. If you are going to go to the trouble to make bread, you want to be sure that your efforts are supported by the quality of your flour and yeast. Even the most skillful baker can’t get good bread from bad ingredients.

Flour

FRESHNESS

Unlike white flour, whole wheat flour is perishable and must be fresh to make good bread. If you buy packaged flour and can’t decipher the “pull date” on it, ask your storekeeper. Don’t try to make bread with whole-grain flour that has been on the shelf for more than two months. If you are in doubt, taste a pinch: there should be no bitterness. At home, store whole-grain flour in a cool place; if you are likely to have it around longer than a couple of weeks, keep it sealed airtight in the refrigerator. The day before you bake, take what you will need out of the refrigerator so it can come to room temperature before you use it.

FLOUR TYPE

To make a light, airy loaf, you have to have flour that is high in protein—specifically, gluten protein, because gluten is what makes a stretchy structure that lets your bread rise high. Only wheat, of all the grains, has enough gluten to make light yeasted bread; and good-quality whole wheat flour has plenty of it: you don’t have to add refined flour to get a light loaf. When you shop, look for “bread flour” milled from hard red spring wheat, hard red winter wheat, or hard white wheat. Hard red spring wheat usually makes the highest loaves. If the bag doesn’t have this information but does give a nutritional profile, the protein content should be 14 percent or more by weight. Whole wheat flours labeled “all purpose” or “pastry flour” are milled from low-protein wheat. They can make tender quick breads, muffins, and pancakes, but they do not have enough gluten protein to make light yeasted breads.

GRIND

Stone-ground flour is often considered superior for breadmaking, and indeed we prefer it. The coarser grinds especially lend a delightful texture to the bread, and the rough fiber is ideal for digestive health. But if you want a really light loaf, very finely ground flour will help you achieve it. In past years, stone grinding was preferable because faster methods of grinding produced enough heat to degrade the flour. Nowadays, careful millers air-cool both stone mills and hammer mills so that nutrients and baking quality are protected, and you can choose the grind that will suit your recipe best.

HOME MILLS

Home mills offer many advantages, especially to people who do not have a reliable source of high-quality flour near at hand. Since all whole grains properly stored will keep perfectly fresh until they are ground, having a home mill means that you can store wheat, corn, rye, and buckwheat until you need them, then grind them to order. There is a big difference in baking performance and flavor when the flour is very fresh, no matter what you are baking.

Salt

Salt strengthens the gluten and regulates the growth of the yeast, helping to make a light, even-textured loaf. If you want to cut back, we suggest first reducing the salt in whatever you put on the bread rather than in it.

If you do want to make bread without salt, though, here are some tips: Don’t omit the sweetener. Expect a much faster rise. Keep the dough a little stiff, and be sure to knead very well to compensate for the strength the salt would give the gluten. Put the bread in the oven a little early to ensure an even texture. Saltless loaves may not rise so high, but that’s all to the good because denser bread has more flavor.

Sweeteners

We usually call for honey, but nearly any non-artificial sweetener will please the yeast and sweeten your loaf. Yeast, by the way, can make its own food from natural sugars and starch in the flour, so unsweetened loaves rise perfectly well.

Oil or Butter

Oil or butter will make your loaves tender and help them stay soft longer. If you add what bakers call a “conditioning amount”—2 tablespoons oil or 1 tablespoon butter per loaf—the bread will rise higher for it. On the other hand, if you leave it out, few people will notice any difference. (Everyone will notice if the
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