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For my boys, Sean and Rory:

You are my driving force.

I love you both with all my heart and soul.

Thank you for putting up with Daddy and making me proud.
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FOREWORD

After I closed my Manhattan restaurant, Jams, in the late 1980s, I went out to California and opened Table 29 in Napa Valley; by the time I returned to the city in the early 1990s, I didn’t really know any of New York’s new young chefs. But one name kept popping up all the time: Franklin Becker. I heard his name a lot; he had worked for Bobby Flay, and people spoke very highly of him. About 7 or 8 years later, Franklin reached out to me to do one of his Autism Speaks events, and we became fast friends after that.

Like Franklin, I’m into simple cooking and simple food.

Like Franklin, in terms of cooking styles, I’m into simple cooking and simple food. I always laugh at recipes—especially in cookbooks—that are so complicated, and mired in many steps; in a way I guess those kinds of cookbooks are good for people who can’t sleep at night. I like food that is seasonal, simple, rustic, and combined with a bit of artfulness…but not too much. And I also like to cook things that I can produce pretty easily; I just don’t like to fuss around too much. On the one hand, I don’t really have the time, and on the other, I don’t think that food gets better when you fuss with it. And I think that Franklin really shares that spirit.

In all honesty, if I had my druthers, I’d probably be a vegetarian; in my heart of hearts, I love beef more than any other person. I ate a ton of barbecue the other night, but I knew that my body was really craving vegetables. I denied it, the barbecue was satisfying and wonderful, but I would have rather had one of the recipes from Franklin’s book—i was reading it this morning and I came to the beet and avocado recipe; this is the kind of food I really want to eat. It really speaks to me. Like Franklin, I’m also really in love with grains of all types; I grew up eating couscous and all kinds of crazy stuff because my parents lived in Berkeley. I also absolutely love wild rice—and Franklin mentions wild rice and black quinoa in this book…so that really touched my soul. This is the kind of food I just love.

This is the kind of food I really want to eat; this is the kind of food I just love.

It’s public knowledge that I’ve always wanted to open up a restaurant where I would serve my chicken with an array of roasted and raw vegetables, and carefully prepared different grains. Nothing from the wheat family, and no dairy or anything. I believe that Franklin really understands that sensibility. He also intuitively understands the importance of olive oil: Olive oil, I believe, is king. As an ingredient, it’s an amazing piece of culinary history. And the fact that it’s become so popular in America is so edifying. I knew way back when, when I discovered French olive oil, and then olive oil from Liguria, or Tuscany, or Central Greece, or Israel, that it’s the greatest ingredient in the world. So to celebrate olive oil the way Franklin does is, to me, really almost everything in cooking. (not that I don’t love lard every once in a while—and I was the butter king for many years, and I love cream—but olive oil? I could just drink it.)

Franklin is primarily influenced by Mediterranean ingredients and style; he worked in Positano, at the famous Le Sirenuse, which is one of my favorite restaurants in the world; it’s the sort of place that marries the rustic and the old fashioned with the modern. When I was there, I just didn’t want to leave. When Franklin mentioned Positano in the book, it sort of clicked for me that this is what his cookbook is about: It was about sunlight, it was about warm tomatoes off the vine, it was about picking olives and crushing them, it was about lemon and mint and all those great flavors that I just love about Italy, France, Tunisia, Israel, Greece. This is really the way I want to cook, and I want to eat. Not that I don’t love Chinese food or Thai food. But if I had to choose a setting—like Franklin really has for his food and his writing—it’s the Mediterranean.

Franklin Becker also has a grasp of science, where other chefs do not; he was forced to. His son has autism, and he’s devoted to trying to find ways to help him with food; this dedication to his son’s health and wellness forced him to really explore every kind of culinary possibility both scientific and nutritional. To me, that’s really cool; not too many chefs have the ability to do this. But Franklin does it without being pedantic. There’s a lot of finger-wagging when it comes to the discussion about good, or wholesome, ingredients, which can take the pleasure out of it. I’m obviously from the Alice Waters school of food—find the best ingredients and try not to screw them up—and that’s the school that Franklin comes from. He finds the best ingredients in the market, and then, thanks to his terrific improvisational ability, makes swaps as he needs to, and this is what he teaches his readers. If he doesn’t find quinoa, he switches over to another grain. I really adore this about Franklin: He’s a very technically savvy chef with the ability to perform, but he’s also extremely flexible, and this comes through in this book. It’s this combination that separates the chefs from the wannabes: They have that technical ability to perform, but they can also make their food accessible for home cooks, and show them the way a chef might do it at home.

But Franklin Becker is also a nose-to-the-grindstone, wrestle-with-the-ingredients kind of chef, who gets them to do what he wants them to do. He has an intensity which I find really delightful and I think that’s a huge part of his personality as a cook: He wants to get to the point where he’s happy with his dishes, and that’s, of course, what a great chef does. Franklin owns his dishes; there aren’t a lot of people who do that. A lot of chefs just put ingredients together and it’s “good enough”; Franklin isn’t satisfied with just good enough. You can taste all of the ingredients that he puts into his dishes, and you know what they’re going to do to the recipe and the end result. But he’s also classically trained, and it comes through: Franklin veers to the rustic, but he also talks about making a mirepoix the right way, or dicing, slicing, or carving the right way, and that, too, is very helpful for the home cook. Understanding how to do these things offers home cooks chef mojo, and Franklin does that with finesse.

When i’m at home, I cook very simply; i’d rather have a squash blossom taco with a bit of avocado than anything else. These are the simple, healthy, delicious pleasures that I love; this is also the way Franklin Becker cooks, and what he’s about.

Jonathan Waxman
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INTRODUCTION
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Friendly Fat

For more years than most of us can remember, we have been bombarded with the gospel of low fat and even no fat, but the inescapable truth is fats are necessary for good health. Fat is one of the three nutrients that your body needs to keep the machine running: carbohydrates for quick energy, protein to build muscles and tissues, and fat for energy storage and smooth functioning of all of your vital organs. Every membrane of the billions and billions of cells in your body requires fat. Without it, you would just be a pile of organic molecules that couldn’t communicate with each other, no smarter than a bathtub full of amoebas. In fact, the amoebas would probably win an IQ contest.

Humans have always prized fat in their diet both for its flavor and its energy. The question is not “Do you need fat?” You do. The real question is “what kind of fat and how much?” Here is where things become a little tricky and where, frankly, many of us—myself included—get mixed up. Part of the problem is the rivers of data and the oceans of opinions about what makes up a healthy diet versus an unhealthy one. If you try to keep up with the latest studies, you can wind up more baffled than when you started. As the great authority on nutrition Marion Nestle has said, “For every PhD there is an equal but opposite Phd.”

One of the challenges in figuring out the proper role of fat is the word itself. When we say someone is fat, we usually mean they are overweight, and most scientists agree that being overweight is not healthy. Diabetes, heart disease, and cancer have been linked to too much weight. But being fat and eating fat are two different things. It is not only fat in our diet that accounts for the billions of pounds Americans have put on in recent decades. It is calories. To be sure, some calories come from fat, but the “Great expansion” of the American waistline of the last 30 years happened at the same time that we have restricted our consumption of fats. Skim milk sippers and Snackwell snackers often compensated with carbs and protein, yet the obesity statistics went straight up. Why? Because we are eating more calories and many of those calories are from refined or processed foods like white bread, cereals with a lot of added sugar, and 32-ounce sodas. No matter where you get your calories from, if you eat more than you burn off each day, your body is going to store the excess as fat. Three thousand calories of eggplant, or millet, or ice cream will all have the same effect on your weight.

Although fat is essential, it is important to know that not all fats are created equal. While an ounce of butter and an ounce of olive oil have the same number of calories, their fats are very different. Butter is largely saturated fat—which is solid at room temperature—and olive oil is largely unsaturated fat—liquid at room temperature. The fat in nuts is mostly unsaturated, while the cheese on your pizza is full of saturated fat. Unsaturated fats don’t clog up your arteries. Most evidence says that saturated fats can, although recently even that has been questioned by some scientists. There is a lot more to the science and chemistry of fats than one simple explanation. You can have your pick of thousands of academic papers on such topics as the nutritional value of omega-3 fatty acids and omega-6s—both of which should be included in any healthy diet—but the bottom line is, unsaturated fats from plants and seafood won’t clog your arteries.

Most of my diet—and the great majority of recipes in this book—calls for unsaturated fats and a little of the saturated kind. (Have you ever met a chef who didn’t like a pat of butter now and then?) all of the fats that I use are found in nature. One kind of fat that you will not find in this book—or in nature, for that matter—is trans fat, which is nothing more than vegetable oil that has been altered so that it is solid at room temperature. Some cooks use it because it never goes rancid, and it doesn’t smoke at the higher temperatures that make crunchy chicken nuggets, popcorn shrimp, and golden french fries. But study after study shows a diet heavy in trans fats or saturated fats is downright unhealthy. You probably don’t need all the extra calories, and your heart and arteries will be much happier with less of the kinds of fat that are linked to heart disease.

Fat makes so many things taste better. It creates that round, smooth sensation that we chefs call mouth feel. Sautéing in hot fat helps vegetables, meats, fish, and poultry develop a golden crust that greatly enhances flavor and texture. Salad becomes much more interesting with an oil-based dressing; without it, you’d have a boring plateful of raw greens. It’s probably no coincidence that at the same time that oil in salad makes for a more pleasurable way to eat vegetables, it also pulls out vitamins, minerals, and nutrients that would pass straight through your body without doing you a bit of good if they weren’t dissolved in oil. I say it’s no coincidence because I am a great believer in the idea that food that is more naturally delicious is also more nutritious. Note that I said naturally delicious, not full of additives to pump up flavor. To my way of thinking, fat makes food dance; it brings a magical extra something that elevates the flavor of just about everything.

Learning to Cook for Health: My Long Journey

When I began my professional career, I was, like many young chefs, more interested in doing what the stars in the cooking world were doing than in evolving my own healthy style. It was the era of “Tall Food,” more suited to architects or Lego masters than to cooks. Eventually I realized that kind of showy cooking wasn’t me, and I expect it is not the way you cook either. Have you ever had dinner at a friend’s home and he served you a dish that looked more like a 3-d food sculpture than a meal? I haven’t. That’s because real people don’t cook or serve that way.

But there was something else happening in the food world at that time that was much more interesting to me. I got to work for chefs who were reinventing American food. Bobby Flay and David Walzog, two of my mentors (and employers), put the emphasis on big, bold flavors, rather than fancy arrangements and complicated sauces. They taught me about the flavors of the American Southwest: bright, aromatic, spicy, and most of all, fresh. You will find echoes of their way of thinking about food all through this book. And, because of them, you will also find a lot of avocados in these pages. I must have made a couple of tons of guacamole in those years, and that was before I knew that avocados are loaded with healthy fat.

Then in 1993 and 1994 two things happened that pushed me down the road to healthy food. One was a good thing, the other…not so good. If you had seen me at that time, you might not have recognized me. I weighed 235 pounds—way too much for good health. Apart from not liking the way I looked and felt carrying all that weight around, I had developed diabetes, a health issue that is all too common as more Americans eat themselves into obesity.

I had to change the way I ate. Good-bye pasta, pizza, white rice, that second glass of wine, ice cream, and chocolate. By cutting down on portions, eating less red meat and full-fat dairy, and consuming more fresh vegetables, I took off close to 30 pounds in less than 2 months. It was life changing and led to two cookbooks for diabetics (and for people interested in not ending up as diabetics). Healthy fat wasn’t my focus yet, but I did have to consider how much fat was in my recipes because even healthy fat is loaded with calories.

Fresh from my run-in with obesity and diabetes, in the fall of 1994 I took a job at Le Sirenuse, a seaside restaurant in Positano, Italy, and began my love affair with olive oil. Although I have always been a fan of this miraculous food, I’d have to say that I became a true believer when I worked at Sirenuse. Those 6 months changed my life. What we did there was so simple; most of our cooking was done on a wood-fired grill. The vegetables came from the garden, the meat from the local farms, and the fish straight out of the sea.

As I look back on it, it’s clear that Positano made me a believer in the basic tenets of the Mediterranean diet: lots of vegetables and fresh fish, fewer and smaller portions of meat, and olive oil with everything, or so it seemed. Why so much olive oil? Because its mild, slightly floral, slightly earthy flavor never dominates. Instead, it helps simple, fresh foods sing. It highlights the intrinsic flavor of ingredients. Of course, for ingredients to express intrinsic flavor, they need to be at their peak, so a commitment to the Mediterranean diet brought with it an appreciation of local and seasonal produce. Ditto for free-range meat and poultry and sustainably harvested seafood. In the decades since the Mediterranean diet first attracted public attention, virtually every study has concluded that it contributes to health and longevity. It is no accident, then, that olive oil is among the healthiest of fats, and particularly high in monounsaturated fat, a proven artery cleaner. Much of this book represents my further explorations of the Mediterranean diet, sometimes combined with flavors of India, Asia, Mexico, the American Southwest, and my own obsession with thinking up new recipes 24/7.

Without my realizing it yet, my career as a chef was pointing me down the path of healthy fat: first in the avocados that characterized the Southwest food that I made in my early years and then in the olive oil that I came to rely on more and more after my return from Italy. It was then that another life-changing experience brought about more culinary exploration. My son, Sean, was born in 1999, and not long after we learned that he was afflicted with autism. Like many autistic kids, Sean did not tolerate gluten very well. Dairy was also a problem. In fact, it seemed that almost every food created a different and troublesome issue.

I thought if I could find the right diet, while it might not overcome autism, then at least it would make his life more comfortable. Because gluten definitely had a bad effect on him, I looked for substitutes. I discovered quinoa and buckwheat, two non-grains that taste like grains, satisfy the same craving, and combine with other ingredients in much the same way grain does. To replace the wheat flour that was now off-limits, I experimented with flours made with ground nuts. And if you are a chef, once you have a lot of nuts hanging around, you are going to find new ways to use them. I certainly did, especially in salads. Their crunch is pleasing. Their flavor is deep and earthy and enriches other ingredients. And the fats in almost all nuts are almost all monounsaturated or polyunsaturated; in other words, healthy fats.

I wish I could tell you that I found the magic key to Sean’s food issues. I tried everything I could think of, but nothing worked. Still it is that little boy whom I have to thank for opening my eyes to non-gluten ingredients, to natural dairy substitutes, and the deliciousness, versatility, and healthy attributes of nuts.

So from my beginnings as a cook, seduced by the flavors of the Southwest, to my becoming a pilgrim to Italy, the land of recipes driven by simple ingredients (and lots of olive oil), then a diabetic who needed to reform his diet, then a New York chef trying to find a way to help his son eat more happily, I found myself bumping into healthy fats. This book is the result of that interesting journey, one that I could never have predicted when I got my cooking school diploma in 1993, but one that has allowed me to develop a delicious and healthy way of eating.
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Okay, I Admit It, I Occasionally Eat Meat and Dairy

Seafood. Nuts. Avocados. Olive oil. Does this mean that I never eat meat, butter, or cheese? Heaven forbid! These can also be nutritious foods that are key to meeting many of the body’s needs, and they are delicious; they’re just not the mainstay of my diet, nor do I eat them in the giant portions that they serve at an NFL training table. A little goes a long way. The pleasure that you will get from eating these foods occasionally more than offsets the damage you’ll do by stressing out when you constantly deny yourself.

Because of their diet, the meat of free-ranging, grass-fed animals is rich in antioxidants, vitamins, and minerals that are not found in the meat of animals that are confined to feed lots, pens, and cages (where they are fed corn, soybeans, and antibiotics). Animals that are raised out of doors and allowed to graze freely on the foods that nature intended them to eat produce fat that is higher in heart-healthy fatty acids. In fact, the farmers of Spain refer to their prized “black foot” pigs as “the four-footed olive tree,” in recognition of the fact that their fat is high in the same heart-healthy monounsaturated fat as olives.
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My Favorite Healthy Fats

Olive Oil

I use olive oil more often than any other fat. It adds delicate flavor, aroma, and texture to nearly every ingredient that you combine it with. If it were in a movie, I would give it the award for Best Supporting Ingredient. In a salad, olive oil pulls nutrients out of raw vegetables that would otherwise be lost. It adds body and smoothness as a finishing touch to soups and cooked vegetables. As a medium for sautéing, unlike butter, it doesn’t take over. However, like butter, it has a low smoke point, so for aggressive frying at high heat, I might choose another healthy oil such as canola or safflower. But for day-to-day all-around flavor and versatility, olive oil rules.
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Avocados

If olive oil is the Best Supporting Ingredient, then I would have to say that the overall star of the healthy fat world is the avocado. In my early restaurant years, a large part of every day was devoted to peeling avocados, scooping out the smooth flesh, and making more guacamole than anyone had ever made in the whole history of the world…or at least it seemed that way to me. Hey, people needed something to put on those chips that they nibbled on while drinking highly profitable margaritas. What lifts the avocado in my esteem is its silky smooth mouth feel: almost like a perfectly churned ice cream. I often use it as a substitute for butter or other oils when I want to enrich a recipe. If you blend it really well, you can use it wherever a recipe calls for mayonnaise. Avocados are loaded with heart-healthy monounsaturated fat and packed with antioxidants. In writing my diabetes cookbooks (The Diabetic Chef and Eat & Beat Diabetes with Picture Perfect Weight Loss), I found that avocados could actually help lower insulin resistance.

Nuts

I have eaten nuts my whole life, but, as I mentioned earlier, I got serious about cooking with nuts when I began to research healthy recipes that my son could—and would—eat. At that time, I came across an eating plan known as the Specific Carbohydrate diet. It was developed by Elaine Gottschall, a biologist who successfully relieved her daughter’s colitis by cutting out gluten, sugar, and dairy. It was recommended for autism sufferers, who often have a problem with these three foods. Nuts, however, were fine. I began to cook with nuts, using them in flours, as fillers, as accents in salads, or
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