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BUILD A NATURAL FOODS PANTRY

This chapter aims to set you up with something other than the standard powder-white pantry. It’s a whole new (and at the same time old) way of thinking about cooking from scratch.

When cookbooks repeatedly call for the familiar cast of cheap, refined, basic ingredients, people forget how to use anything else. The ingredients they seldom use fall out of favor, and they lose confidence in experimenting with new ones. Many of the ingredients that have fallen out of favor with the home cook are whole grains and whole-grain flours, natural sweeteners, and minimally processed fats.

The ingredients outlined here are going to be your building blocks—your go-to pantry of culinary fats, flavors, and flours. This doesn’t mean you have to take what you are currently using and throw it out, it just means that the next time you head to the store you will be armed with the information (and hopefully inspiration) to choose differently.

Just because you overhaul your pantry it doesn’t mean that you have to banish your favorite family recipes. Cook enough of the recipes in this book and you’ll be able to do updated versions of your favorites using better-quality (and better-tasting) ingredients.

Use this chapter as a shopping primer. The focus here is on what to buy, what to look for, and how to navigate toward more healthful ingredients. You will encounter more information on grains and sweeteners (as well as info on other ingredients) in Chapters 2 through 5, with more of an emphasis on how to cook and prepare them.



Flours, Meals, and Powdery Stuff

When you think of flour, chances are the first thing that comes to mind is the processed white variety known as all-purpose flour, created by stripping wheat berries of their nutrient-rich bran and germ prior to processing. It is then “enriched” by adding a small fraction of the original nutrients back in so that the final product isn’t completely devoid of nutrients. Baking recipes you are familiar with often call for this type of wheat flour.

The good news is that there is a whole spectrum of other flours out there that can be used in everything from savory main courses to sweet baked goods. Flour can be milled from grains other than wheat; it can also be milled from an exciting range of nuts and legumes. I’ve even seen banana and coconut flours.

One thing to keep in mind is that using alternative flours isn’t always as simple as swapping one for another (although sometimes this is the case). Different flours have different properties, including gluten-protein levels, absorbency, appearance, texture, and of course flavor. The information in the front of this chapter will help you not only understand the recipes in this book, but help you make educated substitutions when you are working with recipes from other books as well.

We well know that different grains (as well as nuts and legumes) contain different types of protein and in varying amounts. So it follows that the many different kinds of flours contain different types of proteins. When it comes to baking however, the proteins that concern us are the ones found in wheat flour—the gluten-forming proteins, glutenin and gliadin. When these particular proteins come into contact with moisture and motion (kneading or beating), they produce gluten and this gluten forms a network lending structure and elasticity to dough. While all wheat flours contain some level of these gluten-proteins, the amounts vary. For instance, durham wheat, whole-wheat, and unbleached all-purpose flours (which are all milled from hard wheat) typically have gluten protein levels in the 12 to 14 percent range, while cake and pastry flours (milled from soft wheat) come in at around 7 to 10 percent. This is the reason hard wheat flours are the defacto choice for baking bread, making pasta, and creating super-stretchy pizza dough. If you are after a more tender crust, biscuit, cake or muffin, you are better off using a soft pastry flour. Wheat gluten is considered by some to be the only “true” gluten, but other nonwheat flours can contain some gluten as well. Typically, there is not enough to form the structure you get from wheat gluten, but enough to cause problems for people with gluten allergies.

I know it’s confusing, but also keep in mind that flours can be nutritionally high in protein, but have no gluten-forming proteins, for example quinoa flour. It is important to make the distinction
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Clarified Butter
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Makes 1½ cups.


1 pound unsalted butter





Gently heat the butter in a small saucepan over medium-low heat. The butter will separate into three layers. Foam will appear on the surface of the butter, the milk solids will migrate to the bottom of the pan, and the clarified butter will float between the two. This should only take a few minutes. Skim the foamy layer off with a spoon and discard. Next, carefully pour the golden middle layer into a jar, leaving the milk solids at the bottom. (Discard the solids, too.)

Clarified butter will keep for a month or two at room temperature and a month or so longer when refrigerated.
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You can control the nuttiness and overall intensity of clarified butter by varying how long you cook the butter before removing it from the milk solids. If you want a darker, nuttier clarified butter, cook the butter longer. The solids will become aromatic and toasty and will impart a beautiful hazelnut color to the butter. In Indian cooking, this form of clarified butter is known as ghee.






Many oils are damaged before you ever purchase them, whether during processing or during storage and shipping. If they aren’t damaged at purchase time, many are damaged soon thereafter with high-temperature cooking methods like frying or baking. (For more details, see OILS AND FATS.) Clarified butter can stand up to high-temperature cooking better than most other natural, unrefined cooking fats and oils because it’s comprised mostly of saturated fat and isn’t high in delicate essential fatty acids. You can purchase organic clarified butter from many grocery and natural foods stores, but it is easy and more economical to make your own.

Clarified butter is unsalted butter that has had the milk solids removed. (The milk solids are the components that will eventually burn or break down at high heat.) The end product is a pure, glorious, golden butter fat with a smoking point around 375°F. It doesn’t have the same flavor profile as regular butter; it’s lighter in flavor, with a nice kiss of buttery depth.








Egg-Free, Dairy-Free Mayonnaise



Certain basic recipes and techniques are so essential in a natural foods kitchen that you’ll use them repeatedly on a day-to-day basis. I’ve featured some of the basics I turn to often here. This tofu-based mayo is not used in this book, but is so useful that I couldn’t bring myself to leave it out.



Makes 1½ cups.


8 ounces extra-firm tofu

2 tablespoons freshly squeezed lemon juice

3 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil

½ teaspoon fine-grain sea salt

½ teaspoon dijon mustard

Pinch of cayenne pepper





Wrap the tofu in a few paper towels, then press and gently squeeze to release excess moisture. Combine the tofu, lemon juice, olive oil, salt, mustard, and cayenne in a food processor and blend until very smooth, 30 seconds or so. Thin with warm water to reach desired consistency.



Use this on sandwiches, potato salads, or anywhere else you’d use commercial mayo. You can infuse or blend it with different flavors, just as you would regular mayonnaise or aioli.








Cashew Cream

Makes about 2 cups.



1½ cups raw cashews

1½ cups water, plus more as needed

2½ teaspoons nutritional yeast

1½ teaspoons fine-grain sea salt

Squeeze of lemon juice





Soak the cashews in a small bowl of warm water for 20 or 30 minutes to soften them up, which makes for a smoother, silkier cream. Drain and add the 1½ cups water, the nutritional yeast, and salt. Puree with a hand blender or food processor until smooth, pourable, and of a creamlike consistency; this may take 2 or 3 minutes of steady blending, so be patient. You may need to add additional water, a few tablespoons at a time, to achieve the right consistency. This cream tends to thicken over time, and is absorbed into pasta quickly, so err on the thin side. Season the cream with a squeeze of lemon juice, then stir, taste, and add a bit of additional salt if needed.



As much as I enjoy top-quality, local organic heavy cream, there are times when I want the spirit of heavy cream without the decadence. This nut-based alternative has become one of my favorite substitutions. You can infuse it with other flavors, or use it as a simple base anywhere you’d use regular cream. Puree it with chives in the spring, chile puree and roasted garlic in the fall, citrus zest in the winter—endless variations are possible. It makes a good replacement for heavy cream in pasta sauces.








Chile de Árbol Sauce

Makes about 1 cup.



6 tablespoons CLARIFIED BUTTER or extra-virgin olive oil

8 chiles de árbol, stemmed

20 cloves garlic, unpeeled

2 cups VEGETABLE STOCK

½ teaspoon fine-grain sea salt

⅓ cup heavy cream or CASHEW CREAM; optional





Have a large bowl of very hot water on hand. Heat 3 tablespoons of the butter in a large, heavy skillet over medium heat, then add the chiles. Toast for about 1 minute, or until fragrant. Transfer the chiles to the bowl of hot water and add the garlic to the pan. Cook, turning each clove once or twice, until the peels start browning and the insides soften, about 8 minutes.

Soak the chiles until soft and pliable, 20 to 30 minutes (if the water starts to cool, drain and refill with more hot water). Meanwhile, peel the garlic. Drain the chiles, slice lengthwise and remove the seeds. Puree the chiles, garlic, and stock with a hand blender or food processor. If you are in a rush and don’t mind a bit of extra heat, you can cut back on the soaking time and purée the whole chiles.

In the same skillet in which you cooked the garlic, heat the remaining 3 tablespoons butter over medium-high heat, then add the chile puree. It should really sizzle when it hits the pan. Stir regularly for 10 minutes, or until reduced by about half. Remove from the heat and stir in the salt. It is quite strong like this, and you may want to temper it by stirring in a bit of heavy cream.



Drizzle this wonderful rich and vibrant sauce on everything from savory crepes and cheesy quesadillas to frittatas, roasted vegetables, and burritos. It’s one of my favorite condiments, so I make a batch once a week or so and keep it in the refrigerator at all times.








Bright Red Tomato Sauce

Makes 3 cups.



2 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil

1½ teaspoons red pepper flakes

3 cloves garlic, minced

1 teaspoon fine-grain sea salt

1 (28-ounce) can crushed tomatoes





Combine the olive oil, pepper flakes, garlic, and salt in a saucepan. Bring to a simmer over medium-high heat and sautè for 2 to 3 minutes, or until the garlic begins to take on the slightest bit of color. Stir in the tomatoes, return to a simmer, and cook for 5 minutes. Remove from the heat and season with more salt to taste.



A light-textured and vibrant-tasting red sauce perfect on everything from pastas and thin-crust pizzas to lasagnas and panini. For a more rustic version, substitute fire-roasted crushed tomatoes. A sprinkle of lemon zest added at the end is a nice addition, lending an unexpected hint of flavor. Use ladled over the GNOCCHI ALLA ROMANA and the GRILLED POLENTA-STYLE TEFF WEDGES.








Honey-Based Simple Syrup

Makes 2 cups.



½ cup very hot water

1½ cups mild-flavored honey





Pour the hot water over the honey and mix until incorporated. Store in a clean jar at room temperature.



This is a twist on traditional simple syrup. Honey doesn’t integrate into cold ingredients or drinks very well unless you thin it out. Use in mixed drinks when you want a bit of sweetness with honey overtones.








Mesquite Syrup

Makes ⅔ cup.



⅔ cup maple syrup

1½ tablespoons mesquite flour, sifted





Warm the maple syrup in a small saucepan. Add a few tablespoons of the syrup to the mesquite flour and stir to form a paste. Add the paste to the rest of the warm syrup and stir until well incorporated.



A bit of mesquite flour adds a surprise twist to maple syrup. It adds a unique taste to everyday oatmeal, and pairs nicely with the WILD RICE FLOUR PANCAKES. Brush it on tofu before it hits the grill or winter vegetables before or after roasting.








All-Natural Baking Powder



1 part baking soda

2 parts cream of tartar

2 parts arrowroot





Mix everything together and store in an airtight container. This baking powder should last up to a month. To see if it is still active, drop a teaspoonful into a glass of hot water. If it bubbles vigorously, the powder is still active.


Most commercial baking powders contain aluminum, something most of us don’t need any extra exposure to. If you have difficulty locating an aluminum-free baking powder, you can make it yourself. This is a single-acting baking powder that activates and begin to fizz when it hits liquid. Be sure your oven is preheated and your baking pans are ready before you mix the batter.








Roasted Red Bell Peppers



4 red bell peppers





Preheat the oven to 400°F and position a rack in the middle. Place the peppers on their sides and not touching on a rimmed baking sheet. Roast, rotating once or twice along the way, until they bubble, char, and begin to collapse, about 45 minutes. Don’t be afraid of black spots.

Remove from the oven and immediately transfer to a glass bowl and cover with plastic wrap. Uncover after 10 minutes, then use your fingers to peel the skins off. Remove the seeds and cores.


Whether cut into strips, blended into a puree, or stuffed whole, the options for roasted red peppers are endless. I use them regularly in MUHAMMARA, a delicious spread for slathering on all types of foods. When I’m too lazy to roast peppers, I seek out good-quality jarred roasted peppers packed in water (and their own juices); they can typically be substituted with no problem. Puree a few into your next batch of hummus or blend into a paste with roasted garlic cloves and salt for a flavor-packed sandwich or pizza spread.








Vegetable Stock

Makes 2 quarts.



2 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil

2 onions, cut into eigths

2 shallots, quartered

1 garlic clove, smashed

2 celery stalks, chopped

A few sprigs thyme

1½ teaspoons fine-grain sea salt

2 quarts water





Heat the oil in a large stockpot over medium-high heat. Add the onions, shallots, garlic, celery, and thyme. Sauté for 5 minutes and then add the salt and water. Bring to a boil, then lower the heat and simmer for at least 30 minutes or up to 1 hour. Strain and use in soups, risottos, and sauces.



For those of you who have minimal patience for long-simmering stocks, this is a quick-cooking, mild-tasting alternative. For the times when homemade stock isn’t an option, there are delicious all-natural bouillon cubes available (SEE SOURCES). I use them quite often with delicious results, but the key is choosing the right brand and flavor.








A Simple Pot of Beans

Makes about 2½ cups.


Start by picking through the beans carefully, looking for small pebbles or clumps of dirt. Then rinse thoroughly.

If you have time to soak the beans, do so—either overnight or starting early the morning of the day you want to cook them. Although soaking isn’t a mandatory step, it will speed your cooking time and impart a beautiful fullness to each bean that you don’t always get when you skip the soaking step. Soaking becomes more essential with older beans that have been in storage longer. It is also credited with leaching out some of the indigestible sugars credited with causing gas.

Place 1 pound of dried beans in a large, heavy pot and add enough water to cover by a few inches. Leave overnight or at least 5 hours.

After soaking, drain the beans and discard the soaking water, then add fresh water in an amount roughly double or triple the volume of the beans. Chop half an onion and toss it in (or add a combination of chopped aromatic vegetables, like onions, celery, and carrots). Bring the pot to a simmer and cook until tender. Depending on the type of bean and its freshness, cooking time can range from 45 minutes to a couple of hours. Sample regularly to gauge doneness.

Season with salt in the last 15 to 20 minutes of cooking time, when the beans are nearly ready. This gives them enough time to start absorbing some of the salt but won’t cause the skin of the bean to seize up and resist absorption of water, which results in tough beans. It’s not a good idea to add salt or a salty stock earlier in the cooking process. Enjoy your pot of beans on their own, or incorporate them into your favorite bean-friendly recipe.



There are as many impassioned theories on how to cook beans as there are days in the year. After much experimentation, I’ve developed a few theories of my own about how to attain the premium pot. For starters, anytime you’re trying out a new type of bean, I recommend forgoing fancy preparations. Cook them simply, using the instructions above, and take some time to really taste and explore that bean for its unique flavor, texture, and personality. Soon, you’ll start to develop a sense of what you can do with each to highlight its uniqueness. Some lend themselves to a delicious pureed soup, while others are best enjoyed whole. One might pair nicely with a stronger broth or sauce, and another might be perfect on its own with a drizzling of olive oil and a dusting of grated cheese. Cooking beans with a stamp-sized piece of kombu seaweed for every cup or so of beans, makes them easier to digest.






Sri Lankan Curry Powder

Makes ⅓ cup.



3 to 4 dried red chiles, such as cayenne

1 tablespoon coriander seeds

1 tablespoon cumin seeds

1 tablespoon fennel seeds

1 (1-inch) piece cinnamon

½ teaspoon cardamom seeds

½ teaspoon whole cloves

1 tablespoon ground turmeric





Toast the chiles, coriander, cumin, fennel, cinnamon, cardamom, and cloves in a dry skillet over medium heat until fragrant, about 1 or 2 minutes. Stir constantly so the spices don’t burn. Remove from the heat and grind until fine in a spice grinder or mortar. Stir in the turmeric and store in an airtight jar in a dark place.



Deeply fragrant and with a touch of heat from the red chiles, this Sri Lankan curry blend is a beautiful yellowish orange from a generous hit of antioxidant-rich turmeric. Use it as a spice rub, on nuts or popcorn, as a seasoning for roasted vegetables, or to add color and liveliness to your favorite recipes. See the CURRIED TOFU SCRAMBLE.








Toasted Nori Salt



Nori sheets

Fine-grain sea salt





Toast the nori for a few minutes in a preheated 300°F oven or a medium-hot skillet until slightly fragrant and crumbles easily. Remove, break into smaller pieces, and grind in a mortar or spice grinder until of the same consistency as the salt you are using. Mix the toasted nori and an equal amount of salt and store in an airtight container.


A deep green, sea-scented alternative to standard salt. Use it as a seasoning in and on everything from spring rolls and salads to edamame and popcorn.






Toasting Nuts and Seeds


IN A SKILLET: Place nuts or seeds in a single layer in a large, heavy skillet over medium heat. Toss them around every few minutes until fragrant and toasty. Don’t walk away, or if you must, set a timer for just a couple of minutes so you don’t forget; I’ve learned the hard way after burning countless batches of pine nuts.

IN THE OVEN: Preheat the oven to 350°F. Place the nuts on a rimmed baking sheet so they don’t roll off and toast until they start to darken and get fragrant. Toasting time varies depending on the nut, but this usually takes just a few minutes. The nuts toward the edges tend to brown faster, so stir the nuts or give the pan a shake a time or two during baking.



I generally toast flatter nuts and seeds in a skillet—pine nuts, sesame seeds, and those that have been chopped. Rounder nuts, such as walnuts, hazelnuts, and peanuts, go in the oven so heat can wrap all the way around them.








Whole-Grain Bread Crumbs



Day-or-two old whole-grain bread, crusts removed





Pulse the bread (in batches if necessary) in a food processor until you have a textured crumb. I sift out the fine sandy crumbs that collect at the bottom of the processor, which leaves just the good stuff, but this is an extra step you don’t have to take.


Play around with different types of breads here—whole wheat, walnut, oat bread, and so on. You can make bread crumbs from any of them. Bake a big batch and store part in the freezer so you’ll always have some on hand. If you don’t want to make your own, there are some good, natural whole-wheat bread crumbs available these days. Natural whole-wheat versions of the crunchier, bigger-grained Japanese panko are now available, too (SEE SOURCES).




SOURCES

A short list of the sources to explore when stocking your natural foods pantry.

ALTER ECO

WWW.ALTERECO-USA.COM

This company offers an array of fair-trade products, including a granulated sweetener that’s moist and delicious, with whispers of vanilla. This beautiful golden-brown sugar sets the bar for other sugar producers. I suspect (and hope) they will have wider in-store distribution by the time this book comes out. If you can’t find it locally, you can order it in bulk from Amazon; get a few friends to go in on a case. Organic and fair trade certified.

ANSON MILLS

WWW.ANSONMILLS.COM

Offers organic heirloom grains milled into beautiful flours and meals.

BOB’S RED MILL

WWW.BOBSREDMILL.COM

Purveyors of a fantastic line of flours, including white whole-wheat flour, teff flour, amaranth flour, and rice flour, with many organic products.

DAGOBA

WWW.DAGOBACHOCOLATES.COM

Among their many delicious offerings is nonalkalized, organic cocoa powder.

EDEN ORGANICS

WWW.EDENFOODS.COM

A supporter of organic agriculture since 1968, Eden offers many macrobiotic products, including sea vegetables, miso, barley malt syrup, sea salts, and more.

ESSENTIAL LIVING FOODS

WWW.ESSENTIALLIVINGFOODS.COM

A wide variety of unusual wild-crafted and organic products, including mesquite flour.

FLAVORGANICS

WWW.FLAVORGANICS.COM

Organic pure extracts.

FLORIDA CRYSTALS

WWW.FLORIDACRYSTALS.COM

If you can’t find less-refined cane sugar, look for Florida Crystals organic sugar. Widely available at natural foods stores, it falls somewhere in the middle of the sugar spectrum: It’s organic and less processed than white granulated sugar, so it maintains some flavor and is free of preservatives and artificial ingredients. You can use it just as you would white sugar.

IAN’S NATURAL FOODS

WWW.IANSNATURALFOODS.COM

One of the few sources for whole-wheat panko (Japanese bread crumbs).

MADHAVE HONEY COMPANY

WWW.MADHAVAHONEY.COM/AGAVE.HTM

A good source of organic, kosher 100 percent agave nectar.

MARANATHA

WWW.MARANATHANUTBUTTERS.COM

Offers a variety of nut butters, including organic peanut butter made with 100 percent organic dry-roasted peanuts and no sweeteners. Delicious!

ORGANIC PLANET

WWW.GREAT-EASTERN-SUN.COM

It’s hard to find whole-grain Asian-style noodles; most are made with enriched flours. Organic Planet makes a great line of organic, non-GMO, heirloom-grain noodles. I use their noodles quite often for curries (see this page).

RANCHO GORDO

WWW.RANCHOGORDO.COM

Specializing in New World foods, my friend Steve Sando offers a fantastic line of heirloom beans, dried posole, grains, wild rice, and herbs.

RAPUNZEL

WWW.RAPUNZEL.DE

Has a nice unrefined, unbleached powdered sugar made from evaporated organic sugarcane juice. It is a buff color and tastes a bit of molasses. They also make my favorite vegetable bouillon cubes, which come in two versions: with and without sea salt. I usually use the salted version at about half strength to better control the salt levels in my recipes; typically 1 cube to 4 or 5 cups of water.

SPECTRUM ORGANICS

WWW.SPECTRUMORGANICS.COM

Expeller-pressed cooking oils, many available organic and unrefined.

THE TEFF COMPANY

WWW.TEFFCO.COM

Mail-order teff grain and flour, both brown and ivory, from a teff grower in Idaho.

WHOLESOME SWEETENERS

WWW.WHOLESOMESWEETENERS.COM

Sugars and sweeteners produced without bleaching agents or bone char. Their organic blackstrap molasses is particularly good. A good source for agave nectar, too.

ZINGERMAN’S

WWW.ZINGERMANS.COM

Wild rice, pomegranate molasses, spices, vinegars, and more, from carefully chosen sources.
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