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Introduction | Leslie’s Lunch
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I was a week into my vacation, traveling up the California coast, exploring with abandon, meeting with friends, teaching a few cooking classes, and eating nearly all my meals out. It was a bit of a blowout, but like any good vacation, it didn’t necessarily feel that way at the time. On this particular afternoon, I knew only that one of my favorite family friends, Leslie Wooley, had invited my husband, Vincent, and me over for lunch.

I’m going to the farmers’ market in the morning, she’d texted me as we were confirming the time, so I’ll just grab a few goodies. At noon, we headed her way.

When we arrived, things looked . . . well, not quite ready. My cooking style is rarely very fussy, but if I’m having people over, even if it’s just an informal lunch, I do some planning. I decide on the menu ahead of time, prep what can be prepped, clear the table, and arrange the napkins and utensils. I try to get myself to a place where, by the time my guests arrive, I won’t be distracted by the kind of cooking that’ll require my full focus. But at Leslie’s house, no such prep was visible. A newspaper was still spread out over the dining table along with remnants of the day’s errand-making, and the kitchen showed no signs of any activity.

But as we started to catch up, Leslie cleared away the table, rummaged through her refrigerator, and in a matter of minutes set out what would be our lunch. It featured little half-pints of prepared salads and dips, a bag of crackers emptied into a bowl, two different wedges of cheese on a plate alongside a butter knife. On another plate, she piled a few carrots and cucumbers that she washed and chopped as we chatted.

It didn’t look like something that I’d immortalize in my recipe journal, but as we sat down and started eating—I wondered why this was such a pleasant and satisfying meal. Was it because it was a contrast to all the rich restaurant food we’d been eating? Was it that each element of the meal—the tabbouleh from the farmers’ market, straight from the half-pint it was sold in, the slab of Havarti cheese, the juicy and crunchy farm-fresh carrots—was just effortlessly delicious on its own? What was the secret to these . . . these snacks? We devoured everything.

In the weeks and months that followed, Vincent and I talked about Leslie’s lunch countless times. Sometimes intentionally, but oftentimes subconsciously, I sought to re-create it, particularly as the COVID-19 pandemic began gripping our lives and mandating extra-resourceful cooking at home. I’d rummage through the fridge to set out a few dips I’d made or bought along with crackers, or slices of grilled bread, a plate of thoughtfully cut-up vegetables, a bowl of what I now think of as a “spoon salad,” and maybe a couple boiled eggs sprinkled with a seasoned salt or dabs of mustard—and this was dinner! It always felt surprisingly festive, like apero or aperitivo—little bites of a few different things, none of it individually plated, all placed at the center of the table for the sharing—but also satisfying and complete. And it stuck, as you can see from the book you’re holding in your hands, completely shaking up the way I think about dinner.

HOW IT WORKS

The chapters in Snacks for Dinner are essentially organized by trait. Each one represents an important component of a snacky dinner, bringing together textures, flavors, and degrees of heartiness to create a satisfying, balanced meal:

•  CRISPY-CRUNCHY | SAVORY, SNACKY BITES

•  TANGY-JUICY | PICKLES + MARINADES

•  SCOOPED + SMEARED | DIPS + SPREADS

•  CENTERPIECE-ISH | A LITTLE HEARTIER

•  SMALL BUT MIGHTY | SALADS + SOUPS

•  STURDY SUPPORT | CRACKERS, BREADS, CHIPS

•  SIPS + SWEETS | DRINKS + DESSERTS

Not every single category needs to be represented in a single meal, but most of them ought to. You might start with a few handfuls of toasted nuts or a fun snack mix such as Smoky Glazed Pistachios or Chex Snack Mix Revisited for the crispy-crunchy element. You could add some zesty dressed vegetables and pickles such as Orange + Mustard Marinated Asparagus with Honeyed Pickled Shallots to cover your tangy-juicy component. A bowl of something that can be scooped and smeared, such as Toasted Walnut + Feta Dip, would go nicely here, along with an accompanying vessel such as Salt + Pepper Wheat Crackers—which also add a little extra padding to the meal. Perhaps you round this out with something small but mighty, such as a fresh little salad with some nutritional density—the Lentils, Carrots + Dates with Dill would be perfect—and a few boiled eggs seasoned at the table with a pinch of a Herby Seasoning Blend tucked into a nice platter of raw veggies for snacking and dipping—and you’ve got dinner.

You could also start with something a little centerpiece-ish like the beautiful Feta + Jam Tart, and build a meal with Oyster Mushrooms in Walnut Oil, some Lemony Fried Chickpeas for salty crunch, and the rich-but-hearty Dill + White Bean Spread to accompany the Gluten-Free Nut + Seed Crackers. The Roasted Radish + Grapefruit Salad, a juicy dish, completes a dazzling spread. You’ll find dozens of such suggestions for menus like this throughout this book.

One thing I particularly like about these meals is how they shake up the traditional composition of a protein plus two sides by diversifying the plate with smaller amounts of different foods. It’s a style of eating that especially makes sense for vegetarian and vegan cooking. The food is fun and satisfying, and nutritional balance happens easily. In fact, this approach decenters the “filler”—starchy stuff like grains, pasta, or bread—in favor of more vegetables. Snacky-style eating offers an opportunity to expand vegetable offerings, in the form of a beautiful platter of enticing vegetables, or in dips and spreads, bright quick pickles, and intriguing textured salads. You can get a lot of vegetables onto the table this way, and it all looks so exciting that no one ever feels deprived.

MAKE-AHEAD + STORE-BOUGHT

Throwing around these menus as if a snacky meal really is so effortless to whip up—I can feel you narrowing your eyes at me. He said this was about simplifying things. This sounds like a lot of work. I do promise that ease is a guiding principle of these meals, and not only are the vast majority of the recipes quite easy, many of them can be made in advance. So when it comes time to pull together a quick weeknight dinner, it’s more a matter of assembly than cooking.

Let me also say that in the spirit of a weeknight dinner of snacks, it’s implied that some of the items on the table will have been procured elsewhere. Not everything must be homemade. I certainly take advantage of the amazing food purveyors in my community—picking up a dip or spread here, a pickle or spoon salad there—and I encourage you to do the same. I know you’ll be able to find what you need by shopping at your nearest chain grocery store, but I strongly encourage you to source locally whenever possible, and strive to support the markets and makers in your community. You may already know just where to look, but if you’re in need of inspiration, here are a few of my favorite sources:


	The Farmers’ Market: When I visit markets across the country, I often find stands offering breads and pastries; pickles, jams, and other preserves; and prepared foods like salads, dips, and spreads. (There’s even a farm stand at my local market that sells fresh-made potato chips!) It’s always a good idea to start your shopping there.

	Specialty Shops: A good cheese shop, which is of course a terrific resource for both locally made and imported cheeses that are fresh and/or properly stored, can also be a great place to find olives, jams, and pickles as well. And don’t skip over markets that cater to non-Western cuisines, like Indian, Asian, and Middle Eastern groceries. You’ll find there all kinds of great snacks-for-dinner stuff, like dips, pickles, breads, and various salads and prepared vegetables, plus crunchy snacks and snack mixes, too.

	Local Bakeries and Pastry Shops: In my midtwenties, developing a “bread routine” was one of the things that made me feel like a grown-up. To this day, most every weekend I head to my favorite bread bakery of the moment for the week’s loaf, which I slice up and store in the freezer for snacking on all week long. In addition, international bakeries—Lebanese and Middle Eastern ones in particular—may have freshly made flatbreads and wonderful, easy-to-snack-on desserts. Bakeries and pastry shops can also be resources for savory tarts, fun and freshly made crackers, spiced nuts, and much more.

	Microbakeries: When COVID-19 hit the restaurant industry like a tidal wave, many pastry chefs and bread bakers supported themselves by becoming one-person small businesses, selling their creations on their own. These types of shops can be a particularly fun option for desserts, but are also a great option for bread and crackers. Instagram is often the best resource for discovering home bakeries in your area.



SNACKY DINNER PARTIES

I’m not a big fan of using the word “elevated” in reference to food—so often it’s a coded dig with a questionable subtext, such as when tacos or Southern mac ’n’ cheese is described that way—but part of me wants to frame these recipes as “elevated snacks,” because their colorful, fun nature makes them worth showing off. As much as I love on-the-fly weeknight snack dinners, sharing these meals with friends and family is one of my favorite ways to enjoy all the recipes collected here. Furthermore, it allows for easy accommodation of dietary preferences and restrictions. Similar to a build-your-own grain or vegetable bowl, everyone at the table can customize their own plates.

That said, when sharing a snacky dinner with a crowd, I do put some more time and effort into the preparation. A few days before I have guests over, I’ll jot down a menu that might be a teeny bit more ambitious than usual, planning so that I can share, say, My Ideal Focaccia, which requires a good 24 to 48 hours of rising in the refrigerator, a salad or two, a soup to serve in little cups, as well as an array of pickles, marinades, crackers, and some fun savory, crunchy bites. Maybe a colorful tart to anchor the meal. As I said, most everything can be made in advance, so as far as entertaining goes, these recipes offer a great way to front-load all of the work.

Then I set everything out on the table. Maybe I’ll go for a cocktail party vibe, with movement and fluidity as people mingle standing up, or eat cross-legged on the floor around the coffee table. It’s also just as much fun to eat at the dining table, with candles and a full setting, where I can enjoy watching my friends and family pick through the assorted dishes over a long, lingering meal. Give it a try—it’s impossible not to enjoy. (And if you need some help with the music, I’ve got a snacky dinner playlist on my website: lukasvolger.com/playlist.)

It is my wish that rethinking dinner in this way serves to lighten the mental load of meal planning, allowing it to be intentionally informal rather than passively so (as a dinner of dips and crackers might otherwise seem). I also hope that giving you permission (and practical instruction) to rethink traditional notions of entertaining inspires you to bring together your friends and family for gatherings more often. It’s no less exciting and impressive than a more regimented sit-down dinner—the fun assortment of snacks always dazzles, and the immediate invitation to dig in makes everyone feel openly welcome—but it’s just so much easier to pull off, and it always allows me to spend more time with my friends and family, rather than project managing their experience. Last, I’ll be happy if these recipes find their way into regular (read: not snacky) dinners, too—they’re flexible that way.

But more than anything, I hope that Snacks for Dinner broadens your thinking about what exactly makes a meal, and gives you license to experiment and challenge your assumptions. At Leslie’s lunch, she certainly didn’t put on any airs about being revolutionary, but what an impact those humble little snacks had on me.




Accessorizing | A Few Tools, Tips + Tricks for Better Cooking
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It’s no secret that having the right tools and knowing the right tricks makes cooking a more pleasurable experience. Sometimes we put speed bumps in our kitchens that we’re not even aware of, and when moments of insight arrive—Oh, that’s how you trim the peel off a grapefruit—it has a ripple effect as you realize its range of applications. After all, tools and tricks aren’t just about shortcuts and efficiency. They’re also about ergonomics, and turning the physicality of cooking into something that feels natural and easy rather than clunky and hard.

This list isn’t exhaustive, because I know that you know you’ll need some basic cooking equipment, like skillets, a knife, and a cutting board. These are merely some of the tools and ingredients that might not be obvious, and that I think are worth highlighting in the context of making snacky meals.

TOOLS

FOOD PROCESSOR AND/OR A HIGH-SPEED BLENDER: I have a love-hate relationship with my food processor. Love, because it’s so dang useful, and hate, because I find it to be one of the most tedious items in my kitchen to clean and to store. In my past cookbooks, I’ve always offered workarounds whenever possible for readers who don’t own food processors, because when I was a younger cook I didn’t have one, so recipes that required them always made me feel left out.

Unfortunately, a food processor is more necessary here than in most other cookbooks; it’s kind of a dip essential. You can sometimes use a high-speed blender instead, but those often require more liquid to get the mixture moving than you need in a food processor, and scraping a thick dip out of a blender pitcher is also a chore. When there’s a food processor workaround in these recipes, I always offer it.

I use my high-speed blender almost daily to make smoothies, but it’s also an incredibly powerful tool for making smooth, velvety soups and nut- and seed-based nondairy milks, and you can even use it as a juicer, as I do in my Spicy Celery Margarita, by blending the solids and then straining them out. While its narrower design means it works differently than a food processor for pureeing thicker consistencies, such as dips and spreads, it can sometimes be substituted. And, in many cases, it produces a silkier dip or spread because it blends so smoothly; you’ll just need to add more liquid than you would with a food processor.

Handheld immersion blenders and bullet-style blenders can be handy for smaller jobs, though I don’t always find them to be as effective. The former is particularly useful for blending up soups, but isn’t as thorough as a blender and doesn’t really work for processing thicker dips and spreads. Bullet-style blenders are great for small-volume jobs and for chopping nuts or making dressings, and you can certainly use one to work in batches, but as a substitute for a food processor they aren’t perfect, since they require more liquid to get the motors moving.

For both food processors and high-speed blenders, you can often find refurbished ones at a significant discount. eBay offers both, backed by a two-year warranty, and on Vitamix’s website (vitamix.com) they also sell an array of refurbished blenders. And if you’re ever gifted an older Cuisinart food processor, one made in the 1990s or early aughts, snatch it up. I still find their motors to be stronger and generally more durable than newer models.



Trick for Cleaning Your Food Processor and Blender: Once you’ve rinsed out the bowl of the food processor or the blender pitcher, fill it with an inch or so of hot water and a few drops of dish soap, then process it for twenty to thirty seconds. This helps to dislodge some of the sticky bits from the blades and bottom edges, and also helps to get rid of any oily film.



QUARTER SHEET PANS: In restaurant lingo, what home cooks call a “baking sheet” is called a “half sheet”—as in, half of a sheet pan, where a full sheet pan is twice its size to fit inside an industrial-sized oven. You can probably guess what a quarter sheet pan is by this logic: it’s half the size of a standard baking sheet, measuring 9 by 13 inches (22 by 33 centimeters). They’re more lightweight, easier to store and clean, and somehow just infinitely more handy than a 9-by-13-inch glass baking dish. I use these a lot for setting up my “mise” when I’m cooking a few things at once, gathering all the ingredients for each recipe onto a quarter sheet pan so that I visualize and strategize what’s on the cooking docket. But they’re terrific for smaller baking jobs where a full baking sheet is more than you need: toasting nuts, small batches of granola, cooking a single eggplant, roasting vegetables, spreading out cooked greens or lentils to cool. And they’re also the perfect size for baking off a double batch of brownies.

DIGITAL SCALE: If you’ve purchased a baking book in the last fifteen years, you’ve certainly been encouraged to get a digital scale—once you get into the habit of weighing your ingredients, you’ll never want to go back to measuring cups. And in my baking recipes here, too, you’ll have the best results by using a scale. In the recipes where I find the weight measurements to be more important, like My Ideal Focaccia, I prioritize that measurement in the ingredient list. But do you know what a digital scale is also great for? Checking the size of your vegetables! I realized when I observed some of the testing for this book that not everyone has an intuitive sense for what, say, a medium leek looks like. If you don’t, your frame of reference becomes the other leeks at the grocery store on whatever day you go shopping, where they’re all probably the same size. I’ve included weights for such vegetables, which means that if you can only find a large leek, or aren’t sure what a medium leek looks like, you can weigh it at home and take the necessary steps in determining that you’ll only need to use half of it. Just get yourself a digital scale. You won’t regret it. Plus, you can get a perfectly good one for around $15.

STORAGE SOLUTIONS FOR SNACKS: This book largely came about from sticking my head in the refrigerator to see what odds and ends could be cobbled together to pass as dinner. Which is to say, it forced me to spend more time gazing at various food storage solutions than ever before, and realizing that they’re an integral part of knowing how to cook resourcefully. Here are some of my favorite options.


	Repurposed Glass Jars: It doesn’t take long to build up a supply of glass jars by simply reusing the ones that previously had mustard or jam or honey in them. To rid them of lingering smells, I simply fill them up with distilled white vinegar, let them soak for 30 to 60 minutes, then wash and air-dry. And most labels come off by scrubbing with a bit of steel wool under hot, soapy water. I use these to make vinaigrettes, to portion out soup, and as airtight containers for dry beans, grains, nuts, and leftover snack mixes.

	Plastic Deli Containers: Space-wise, I find these to be the most efficient of any storage container I’ve ever used. They stack well—both when empty and when full—and they’re lightweight and inexpensive, and often exactly the right size (either pint or quart) that I need. You can buy them by the sleeve at restaurant supply stores, often at your local discount or dollar store, and plenty of places online.

	Weck, Mason, or Other Canning Jars: I ordered a case of Weck jars a year ago and am so glad I did. Pickles, pâtés, and even tisanes and other infusions always look so pretty in them. And it can be a relief and comfort, bringing order to your cupboards and fridge, when they all line up so nicely, all the same make and size. The canning jars I find to be most useful are the wide-mouthed ones, which are easier to fill than those that taper, and also safer for freezing.

	Rectangular Food Storage Containers: Not everything fits in a jar. Repurposed tins can work great for larger items like crackers if you don’t need an absolutely airtight seal, but many brands make both glass and plastic containers. Plastic ones are more lightweight and stack neatly in your cupboard or drawers, but they can hold on to odors and stain; glass ones are heavier and don’t stack well, but they’re more heat-safe and much more resistant to smells and stains. A great perk of the glass ones is that they can double as baking dishes and even servingware. I find that I never need more than two of these, so I’ve built up a much larger supply of the smaller-sized containers instead.

	Beeswax Wraps: These are pieces of cloth in various sizes that have been dipped in wax to make them malleable, meant to be a sustainable alternative to disposable plastic wrap and aluminum foil. Odors from foods like onions can get trapped, but they’re excellent for instances of sealing up a tray of blondies, or hunks of cheese, or half an avocado. And they can make a perfect substitute for plastic wrap when sealing up a disc of dough or pie crust to chill. When washing them, don’t use super-hot water, as the wax will melt off.

	Universal Silicone Lids: These are simply flat discs made of silicone that, once set on top of a bowl or a saucepan, form an airtight seal. They’re very handy for allowing bread dough to rise, and for saving leftovers that are in bowls that you don’t want to transfer to a Tupperware.



A STONE OR STEEL FOR THE OVEN: An oven steel or stone—the kind used for making pizza—is just a slab of metal or ceramic stone that sits directly on one of your oven racks, or even in the bottom of the oven as long as it doesn’t cover up a heat vent. For pizza, the idea is that when it’s fully preheated, it can get closer to the temperature of a proper pizza oven’s floor. But I hardly use mine for pizza. I just leave it in the oven on the center rack, where it helps to redistribute the oven heat and improves the browning on most foods. I find that everything just cooks more evenly, and the flat steel provides a smooth surface for sheet pans and whatnot.

A FEW MINI TOOLS: I used to think that the purpose of mini kitchen tools was just to clutter up your drawers. But I’ve done a 180 on that stance—now these are some of my favorite tools to reach for. The following are indispensable in my kitchen.


	Small, Flexible Silicone Spatula: The one I have is made by GIR, and I’m embarrassed to admit that every time I think, I need a spatula, and then remember that I’ll get to use this particular one, I get excited. It’s small enough to easily fit inside a jar of peanut butter, making it easy to scrape out the dregs stuck to the bottom of any jar, but big enough that you can still use it for scraping out the contents of a medium-sized bowl or for scrambling eggs.

	Mini Offset Spatula: Food stylists love these things, because they’re the secret to billowy “swoops” of frosting, whipped cream, and whatnot. They’re also a terrific tool for scraping the sides of a food processor bowl and for spreading batter evenly into a rimmed baking sheet or pan. And they’re so thin that they’re also perfect for tucking under the delicate edge of a cheese frico or transferring small cookies onto a cooling rack.

	Small Flat Coil Whisk: My mom gave me one of these when I moved off to live on my own, and it’s still a tool that I’m glad to have. It’s essentially a mini whisk where its coils are wrapped around a U-shaped piece of wire affixed to the handle. Its shape makes it easy to whisk right against the bottom or sides of a bowl, and thus very effective for small-volume jobs, and I also use it when whisking sauces in skillets and small saucepans—it’s perfect for making a roux.



FINE-MESH SIEVES AND STRAINERS: My 7½-inch sieve is one of my most used items. I reach for it constantly to rinse rice and beans; strain stock, teas, and infusions; as a basket for squeezing homemade nut or seed milks; and to drain the whey from homemade ricotta. I also have a small one that’s 3½ inches in diameter, and I use that almost as often—for similar things but smaller volumes. You can mimic a fine-mesh strainer by lining a colander with a few layers of cheesecloth, but it’s much less of a hassle to just equip your kitchen with a proper one. There’s no need to buy an expensive model, but do make sure that it has a sturdy frame and handle that won’t bend to pressure, and that is securely fastened to the mesh strainer, so that it doesn’t get pried loose over time.

SALAD SPINNER: The salad spinner is so ripe for a major overhaul (why are they so bulky and so prone to developing mold?!) and yet so essential, because if you eat a lot of vegetables you’ll need to wash them. I use my salad spinner as often as a basket-lined basin for washing radishes, tomatoes, berries, and herbs as I do for lettuce. My favorite model is manufactured by Zyliss, and a reader of my blog once gave me the tip that after you’ve cleaned and towel-dried your spinner, you can spin it one final time to wring off the water trapped inside the spinning mechanism, which has helped somewhat to prevent mold. And if you don’t have a salad spinner, my favorite method for drying greens is the one I learned from my grandpa: pile them on top of a clean kitchen towel, turn that into a bundle by holding it by the four corners, then go outside and spin it over your head helicopter-style. It’s shockingly effective.

SERVINGWARE FOR SNACKS: I’ve accumulated a varied collection of plates, platters, boards, and bowls over the years, and very little of it matches. I prefer the variety it brings to the table, and having options when it comes time to plate foods. Here are a few tips on how I collect and utilize it.


	Salad Plates and Shallow Soup Bowls: These work great as servingware for dips and other snacks, just the ones that you probably already own. If your salad plate has a bit of a rim, even better—you can just scoop dip into the center of the plate, then smear it around using the back of a spoon (or a small offset spatula). These same dishes are also great for setting out sliced bread, crackers, and pickles. They’re small enough that you can easily fit several of them on the table at once.

	Clearance Racks and Discount Department Stores: These can be good resources for individual pieces, particularly platters and boards, serving spoons and cheese knives, but also individual plates and bowls, too. I have a real weakness for places like Cost Plus World Market, which has fairly inexpensive servingware to begin with, as well as a robust clearance section. The same can be said for HomeGoods and other similar department stores.

	Accent Pieces from Antique or Secondhand Stores: I’m not as much of a secondhand shopper as I’d like to be, but in my dabbling I’ve happened upon some wonderful and distinctive bowls, platters, and plates. It’s always helpful to not be wedded to the idea of a complete set, and instead pick up an item here and there, as you stumble on things you like.

	Ceramics and Pottery: Collect bowls, plates, and platters as you would art by buying them directly from ceramicists. One-of-a-kind pieces are expensive, of course, but as I said, they’re art, and they can last a lifetime. Most ceramicists and potters also periodically throw what they call “seconds sales,” which is when they sell all the inventory that’s slightly imperfect at discount. A lot of what constitutes an imperfection for a professional ceramicist—a little nick or slight unevenness—goes right over my head, so for me these discounted pieces are as good as the real thing.



A FEW TRICKS + TIPS

TEMPERATURE SETTINGS ON YOUR STOVETOP: I’ve cooked these recipes in a few different kitchens, and it’s a point of frustration that when trying to make a recipe fail-safe, every stovetop’s heat settings are different, meaning that a “medium” heat setting is highly subjective. So, at risk of stating what may be painfully obvious, allow me to provide some visual cues for context:


	High Heat: If you add oil to a skillet heated up over high heat, it will immediately start to shimmer and smoke. When food goes into the pan, there’s instant, audible searing. I don’t use high heat very often for “dry” cooking, like searing and sautéing vegetables, because it’s so easy to scorch your food and smoke out your kitchen. For me, this setting is primarily for bringing a pot of water to boil.

	Medium-High Heat: In a skillet placed over high heat, oil will start to shimmer almost instantly, but there shouldn’t be any immediate smoking. Medium-high is my go-to for “quick” heat applications, like blistering or searing or browning the outsides of foods. Often, after some color is achieved, I’ll reduce the heat so that the interiors of the food will cook more gently and thoroughly.

	Medium Heat: Medium heat should generate active simmering of sauces, a few notches below a boil but not gentle. Oil added to a pan over medium heat will loosen up a bit more slowly, but once food is added to it, there will still be audible sizzling. It’s ideal for shallow-frying, and for cooking vegetables when you want a caramelized exterior and tender, cooked-through interior. Medium heat is, of course, the Goldilocks of heat levels.

	Medium-Low Heat: Medium-low is for gentle simmering—there will be a steady stream of bubbles around the perimeter of the pan if it’s filled with water, but the water won’t erupt into anything resembling a boil. When making polenta or tomato-based pasta sauces, this is the temperature setting for the bulk of the cooking. It’s also the temperature for toasting whole spices.

	Low Heat: Low heat is for steaming rice and generally keeping things warm, but not producing any visible activity in the pan. I find low heat to be the hardest to meaningfully achieve on home stovetops, particularly gas ones—most that I’ve used have no problem getting searing hot, but there’s very little range between a medium and a low flame. If your stovetop is the same, it may be useful to get a flame diffuser, which is just a slab of iron that you sandwich between your flame and your pan to soften and even out the heat application.



DON’T FORGET YOUR BROILER!: Think of your broiler as a giant toaster turned sideways, which means that it’s great for making several pieces of toast at a time, but also that it’s the tool to use for charring and blistering when you don’t have access to an outdoor grill. My broiler at home looks like a drawer located at the very bottom of the oven, but other ovens have their broiler heat source located at the top of the oven. It’s a great heat setting because there’s not much of a preheat required—you’re effectively just placing your food close to an open flame. I use it often for charring bell peppers and eggplant, but also sheet pans of roasted vegetables that didn’t achieve as much cosmetic blistering as I’d like. Whenever you use your broiler, be sure to set a timer so that you don’t turn your meal to blackened embers.

KEEPING HERBS FRESH: This isn’t a new method, but it bears repeating: after you’ve washed and dried your herbs, spread them out on a clean towel or double layer of paper towels, and roll them up like a cigar. Then place that in an airtight container or bag. Stored this way, they’ll likely keep for a week or more. This method also works great for salad greens.

WASHING YOUR CITRUS: There’s a lot of citrus in this book—lemons, grapefruits, limes—and I love to incorporate its zest into recipes, since the citrus oils are located there and they can add the flavor of citrus without its acid. Because of the pesticides and fertilizers sprayed over conventional citrus, I opt for organic citrus when zesting. And most citrus sold at the grocery store, even the organic stuff, is waxed, so it’s a good idea to give it a scrub.

NOTES ON A FEW PANTRY INGREDIENTS

FAT: Fat flows a bit more freely here than in my previous books, particularly in the form of olive oil drizzled over dips and salads. I think it’s worth reiterating that fat is more than just moistness and mouthfeel, that it’s also a medium for flavor. You can tinker with fat to balance a dish in the same way that you can tinker with salt and acid. For my recipes that involve frying, I’ve already cut back on the fat by shallow-rather than deep-frying, but for searing and sautéing, you can always reduce the amount as needed, and use a nonstick pan. But flavor will suffer a bit.

My fat of choice is almost exclusively olive oil. For most of my day-to-day cooking, I use organic olive oil that I buy at Costco or the California Olive Ranch brand, and for finishing, I belong to a wonderful “olive oil subscription” called Fat Gold, where four times a year I get a little tin of fresh, small-batch olive oil made from California olive groves, which is such a treat. I recommend keeping a bit of finishing olive oil on hand, as even a small amount can do a lot to enhance a dish. Buy it in small amounts, so that you use it up while it’s still vibrant and fresh.

Additionally, since I use it so often, I keep my large tins or bottles of olive oil stowed away in a dark cupboard, where they stay cool, and then for easy access in day-to-day cooking, I decant it into a squeeze bottle that I keep on the countertop. (I love a squeeze bottle for oil!) Olive oil is more perishable that you might think, and can turn extra quickly when left in a place where it’s exposed to sunlight (which heats it up).

VINEGAR: Once you build an understanding of all the different types of vinegars available, and their differing flavors and degrees of acidity, I think you’ll find that it’s a source of pride to have a cupboard shelf devoted to a bunch of different types of vinegars. My most used vinegars are apple cider vinegar; white, red, and sherry wine vinegar; rice vinegar; and balsamic vinegar. But in the spirit of working with what you’ve got, to make a proper substitution, the main thing to try to match is the vinegar’s acidity level. Red and white wine vinegars can be safely swapped for one another, and while apple cider vinegar is less acidic than wine and sherry vinegars, I often substitute sherry vinegar when I’ve run out of one or another. The world of vinegar is vast, and extremely variable from region to region. It can be made from pretty much any fermentable liquid—fruit juice, beers, wines, grain spirits, kombucha—and it’s a lot of fun to explore and experiment. When seasoning with acid, one of my favorite flavoring tricks is using a combination of vinegar (aged acid) and citrus (fresh acid).

MILD, SMOKY, SEMI-DRIED CHILI: A mild, smoky chili is one of my favorite enhancing ingredients, and I always have either Syrian Aleppo, or Turkish Marash/Maras pepper flakes on hand. These chilies are botanically the same but with different names, and they have a mild heat and smoky flavor, and a prominent fruitiness that’s hard to replicate with other dried chilies. It’s incredibly distinctive. They’re also characterized by their somewhat coarse grind and moist texture. It’s one of my go-to seasonings, and I highly recommend seeking out a bottle. To achieve the smokiness, you can use smoked paprika instead, but the fruitiness will be lost—there unfortunately isn’t a perfect substitute. Burlap & Barrel’s Silk Chili, a variety of Marash pepper, is my favorite.

FENNEL SEEDS: The anise flavor of fennel and fennel seeds doesn’t please everyone, but I love it. It brings distinction to savory dishes, and usually takes people a bit by surprise. I like to add fennel seeds to marinades, salt blends, tisanes and other infusions, and soups, and they’re also great added to granola and as a topping for crackers. I find that a high-quality one makes a big difference, and my favorite purveyor is Daphnis and Chloe.

OTHER DRIED SPICES: Mail-order options for dried spices are so abundant and exciting—much more so than the grocery store. My favorite spice purveyor is Burlap & Barrel (burlapandbarrel.com), which has a broad range of ethically and sustainably sourced spices from all over the globe. The Spice House (the spicehouse.com) is another terrific resource, as well as Frontier Co-Op (frontiercoop.com), which also distributes nationally. For spices that I know I won’t use too often, I go to health and natural foods stores that sell them in bulk, where you can buy just a tablespoon or so, or however much you need.

FLOUR: Flour, given that it’s made from a plant, goes rancid just like any other natural food, and is best purchased in quantities that you know you’ll cycle through within a month or so. All-purpose flour can keep for a bit longer in an airtight container stored away from the sun, but less-processed specialty flours, which have a higher oil content because they contain the bran and germs of the grain, are actually quite delicate. Ideally, you should store these types of flours in the refrigerator or freezer.

I love incorporating whole-grain flours—whole wheat, barley, oat flour, spelt, among others—into my baking, primarily for flavor more than anything else, as they often deepen the wheaty flavors of a dish or add textural variety. But they don’t really behave the same way as all-purpose flour; they’re hearty and usually “thirstier,” meaning that they drink up the liquid in a dough or batter more aggressively than all-purpose flour does. If you wish to incorporate whole-grain flours into any of these recipes that don’t call for them, I recommend substituting 25–30 percent of it in the all-purpose flour, going by weight rather than volume, which will contribute flavor and texture but not throw off the structural workings of the all-purpose flour.

I’ve also learned from many bakers that grocery-store whole-wheat flour isn’t all that more special than all-purpose—in fact, it can even be regular all-purpose flour with wheat bran stirred back in. For flours that are fresh with flavor and that are true to the “whole-grain” ethos, seek out those marked “stone-ground.” Hayden Flour Mills, Anson Mills, and Bob’s Red Mill are all good resources.



A Note on Measuring Flour: Flour is notoriously difficult to measure reliably when done by volume. Every cook has a slightly different way of doing it (scooping, spooning, pouring straight from the bag), and each method produces a different amount of flour—and not every brand of 1-cup measuring cup even produces the same weight. So, even when it’s done consistently, the results can vary. In these recipes, flour is always spooned—and not packed into the measuring cup—then leveled off with a knife. One cup of all-purpose flour should measure about 130 grams. For recipes where it really matters to get the right results, I prioritize the weight (in grams, which allows greater specificity than ounce measurements). If you don’t have a scale, just be sure to use the spoon-then-level method.



SALT: My everyday, all-purpose salt has always been Diamond Crystal kosher salt, but over the past few years, for reasons I don’t understand, it’s become more difficult to find. So I started interchangeably using Morton’s and the Whole Foods brands of kosher salt in these recipes. With salt, it’s a good idea to become more dexterous and adapt. The primary difference between the two major kosher salts, Morton’s and Diamond Crystal, is salt density: Morton’s (and the Whole Foods brand) are almost twice as dense as Diamond Crystal, meaning that the same volume will be twice as salty. With savory cooking, you can simply taste as you go. But with baking, double the quantity if you’re using Diamond Crystal kosher salt in these recipes.

MAPLE SYRUP AND HONEY: I use these sweeteners in dressings, sauces, dips, and really all over the place in my cooking. I don’t necessarily use them interchangeably—the flavors are very different, and honey is more intensely sweet than maple syrup—but I know that many vegans don’t eat honey, and often substitute maple syrup in its place. Just keep in mind that maple syrup has more water in its composition and therefore can affect overall texture, mouthfeel-wise. I always buy pure, real maple syrup, and the darker it is, the more intensely flavored it’ll likely be. And like honey, it has “terroir”—meaning that its flavor varies based on where it’s produced, which I say to encourage you to taste and explore. In buying honey, I find raw, runny honey to be the most versatile, and love to source it as locally as possible (which often means the farmers’ market). If your honey crystallizes and hardens up, you can always warm it briefly and it will liquefy again—honey has no expiration date, so there’s no excuse to ever toss it.

NUTS AND SEEDS: Nuts are probably a big part of your diet if you follow vegan, vegetarian, or even a partly plant-based diet, and it took much longer than it should have for me to recognize them as quite a perishable food. Once you begin to recognize the taste of a rancid nut, you’ll immediately have an eagle eye for it—it’s sharp, it’s unpleasant, and it lingers. So store your nuts in your refrigerator or freezer to prolong their freshness, and then be sure to buy them at places where you know there’s good turnover. Bulk bins can be a good option as long as you know that they’re refreshed frequently. I’m also a big fan of nuts.com for nuts, seeds, and dried fruit and vegetables—their products are always fresh and shipped immediately, and their organic options are vast.

YEAST: When baking with yeast, I have the best, most consistent results using Saf-Instant yeast. Unlike “active” yeast, it doesn’t need to be dissolved in liquid and proofed first—you just mix it into the dry ingredients and then proceed with the recipe. It’s available in one-pound, vacuum-sealed pouches through many online retailers. Transfer it to a mason jar or other airtight container and store in your refrigerator for at least a year (and usually longer).

VEGAN SUBSTITUTIONS: Where applicable, I’ve done my best to offer vegan alternatives in these recipes. If you’re vegan, I’m sure you’re adept at tweaking non-vegan recipes. But for those that are new to their vegan journey, here are a few guidelines: When cheese or other dairy functions as a garnish-type component, such as in a salad, simply leave it out. If butter is called for in searing and sautéing applications, substitute a plant-based butter (Miyoko’s Cultured Vegan Butter is my favorite) or oil. For quick breads and pancakes, my favorite egg substitute is a flax egg. When an egg white is called for, 2 tablespoons of aquafaba (the liquid in the can
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