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No one has ever written about the preparation and serving of meals as an expression of the Buddhadharma, nor have any teachers taught concerning these matters. . . . Why must it be so?

—DOGEN ZENJI

 

 

Boredom arises from the loss of meaning, which in turn comes in part from a failure of “religio” or connectedness with one another and with our past. This book is a modest plea for the realization that absolutely nothing is intrinsically boring, least of all the everyday, ordinary things. These, today, are after all what even we are prepared to admit we have in common.

—MARGARET VISSER, Much Depends on Dinner
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To the very venerable and incomparable 
Khenchen Thrangu Rinpoche 
and to the children 
at his Shree Mangal Dvip Boarding School
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It was a common belief throughout much of the world . . . that food was more than mere nourishment. Its own qualities were closely linked to the physical and moral qualities of those who prepared or ingested it.

—REAY TANNAHILL, Food in History






Preface: The Veggiyana

The Buddha acted on the insight that whatever truth a person may reach is reached best by a healthy body and mind.

—JOHN DAIDO LOORI

 

 

ABOUT 775 YEARS AGO, the seminal Zen Buddhist teacher Dogen Zenji noted in one of his most important teachings, Instructions to the Monastery Cook, that taking diligent care in the kitchen enables all members of the community to fulfill their lives in the most stable way. Hunger, fatigue, and sickness, he said, are powerful distractions, and a cook who truly understands the meaning of a kitchen has the power to prevent them. This is still true.

Just after all the hoopla of the new millennium fizzled, I went to Nepal to study Dharma. While there, I visited the boarding school my teacher had established for lay children from high Himalayan villages, Tibetan refugee camps, and the squalid sprawl of Kathmandu. It was an overcrowded, vibrant hive out of which black-haired children poured as word spread that a “yellow hair” had come. I was quickly engulfed in a sea of smiles. But around those gleaming white grins were runny noses, and the hands reaching out to me revealed rashes and unhealed scratches. Then I noticed how scrawny all these kids were. I immediately wanted to feed them.

At the end of the next teaching, with more gumption than I’d realized I had, I jumped up and shouted to the crowd of about a hundred people that I knew they were all going to go spend a dollar on a beer or a pot of Nepali chai at lunch. And I also knew they could live without it. So if they would give me that dollar instead, I would buy the kids at Rinpoche’s school a pantry full of food to help give them the gift of good health—which they quite literally couldn’t live without. In ten minutes I had $120. That’s how the Veggiyana began.

The monks thought I had gone mad when I made them take me food shopping all over the valley, but that afternoon I stocked the storeroom with fifty-kilo sacks of nutritious beans, unadulterated cooking oil, jars of ghee, iodized salt, raisins, peanuts, cornmeal, and fifty kilos each of popping corn and granola. The following year when I returned, every one of the three hundred kids in that school remembered me.

I was so flattered I spent a very long day cooking them three big meals in a kitchen that  had no electricity, no water, no flooring above the packed down earth, no tables, and no stove—only a mudded pile of stone into which three men shoved or withdrew a tree trunk to send varying heights of fire up through a hole at the top. “You must be very happy,” three teenaged girls said, giggling, while they watched me through the doorway. “Why?” I asked, for by now it was me who had begun to think I’d gone mad. “Because,” one started to say when another interrupted with more giggles, “you’re making us very happy!”

Each of the next two years, during my three-week visit to study Dharma, I dragged two or three monks shopping with me. I joked that while others came to Kathmandu for the Buddha, I now came for what amounted to a hill of beans. Back in America, from time to time I’d send a few hundred dollars to help the steward monks keep buying fresh fruits and high-quality dhal. The improvement in the children, their energy and their immunity, had started to become so obvious the stewards didn’t dare backslide. They and their cohorts at the monastery actually began to complain I was ignoring them—the grown-ups—and that, they whined ever so slightly, wasn’t fair. So I bought them ten kilos of peanut butter, a pickup truck–load of apples, and fifty kilos of popping corn.

I then set up a learning program in which every Saturday—the only day the children had vacation from classes—a dozen kids went into the kitchen and cooked lunch for the whole school. I wanted to teach the children to do what I did so they could spread the gospel of good food from their own experience—personal understanding being the time-honored way that Dharma has been propagated. And they certainly have done that. The Saturday cooking class is still going strong; in fact, it has become so prestigious and popular it has no shortage of volunteers, no shortage of monks and nuns who show up to eat, no shortage of school graduates who, from wherever in the world they are now studying, write to say how much it steadies them to know how to appreciate the food they find there.

Ten years after that spontaneous shopping spree, it’s not only the children who’ve bloomed. The magnificent new monastery in the ancient village of Namo Buddha, about an hour’s drive beyond Kathmandu, has a huge terraced vegetable garden and an orchard to supply its kitchen, which serves soybeans and fava beans so fewer monks visit the medical clinic with rashes, digestive disorders, and fatigue. The 250 nuns at the abbey in the Syambu section of Kathmandu who, two years ago, were fainting from malnutrition now tend their own vegetable garden, fruit tree collection, and bird sanctuary and have joined an environmental cleanup squad that not only collects trash in the famed Syambu stupa area but promotes composting and recycling in the residential neighborhood abutting it. The schoolchildren are composting, growing lettuces, learning the basics of vitamins and working with Jane Goodall in her international children’s environmental and animal protection program, “Roots and Shoots.” In the summer of 2010, Thrangu Rinpoche, the great benefactor of all this activity, consecrated the Thrangu Monastery Canada in Vancouver, where ninety fruit trees were planted out back and a community vegetable  garden laid in on one side. All in all, the bright glow on the full faces of those in his care has become so noticeable that other teachers are asking for food help too. World-renowned sacred chanters Deva Premal and Miten, as well as Philadelphia flutist Marianne Sutin, have sent profits from CDs and concerts to help. A full-fledged charity has been set up so everyone can join in too. The whole story of how I deliberately learned Himalayan cooking, answered calls to make meals for traveling Tibetan gurus to keep their strength and spirit up, cooked for enough Dharma retreats to get the Tibetan name Hayong Trukhen Lakpa (“dishpan hands”), and cooked at Rinpoche’s school—and how that all became the Veggiyana—is available online with photos, blog entries, and a smorgasbord of useful information at veggiyana.org.

The simple message of that website and this book is that ordinary food is extraordinarily powerful. With right aspiration, the impact of a few peanuts can be immeasurable. Who knows how many lives the schoolchildren will benefit as they mature, how many people have been comforted by the monks and nuns who embody Dharma, how prolonged the lives of our great teachers are now—thanks to a healthier diet. That spontaneous collection of $120 has evolved into a Veggiyana, a vegetable path that leads to liberation from unnecessary physical suffering, freeing people to engage positively with the world, since those who feel good can do good. It’s a path everyone, Buddhist or not, can get on. Its noble truth is simply that a strong body is the key to a strong mind. Hunger, fatigue, and sickness prevent all of us from aiming at our dreams, accomplishing our aspirations, helping others. Certainly, if we love someone—our selves included—we don’t want him or her to be shunted to the sidelines by that unnecessary suffering; we want our loved ones to be powerful enough to live their dreams and reach their stars. Since that means fueling their bodies with the right food, the kitchen is where the real generosity of love stirs and compassion is served. That’s why Dogen Zenji said: “Just working as the cook is the incomparable practice of the buddhas.”
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Taking hope and taking action will transform things.

—DZIGAR KONGTRUL RINPOCHE

 

Do not take lightly small good deeds,
 Believing they can hardly help;
 For drops of water, one by one,
 In time can fill a giant pot.

—PATRUL RINPOCHE






Introduction

What glorious flavors there are in the world!
 Once you start eating, you can hardly stop. . . . Oh sweet nectar of life!

—NIKOLAI GOGOL, Evenings on a Farm Near Dikanka

 

 

THIS IS NOT so much a book about vegetarian cooking as it is a statement, an accounting of riches. I wanted to offer an eye-opening reminder that all of us are heirs to the world’s greatest wealth: the wisdom of survival. It’s that magical mix of science and art dished out every day in tiffins, reed baskets, bento boxes, and blue plate specials that we take so for granted that iPhones and jet planes seem more wondrous inventions than chocolate and yogurt. Yet, because we never escape the need to eat, what comes out of the kitchen is far more essential than any gadget. If we had not inherited the way to preserve milk as yogurt or leach toxins out of soybeans, boil bread (which is the original description of making noodles), or avoid the poisonous leaves of the rhubarb plant while stewing its nutritious stems—if all this knowledge had been hoarded, monopolized, or buried like other treasure, instead of being freely shared, none of us would be here now, enjoying life with all its gadgets.

“The discovery of a new dish,” Jean Anthelme Brillat-Savarin said in The Physiology of Taste, “does more for human happiness than the discovery of a star.” So this book is a reckoning of the joy in our world. It’s an accounting of the marvelous ingenuity we have inherited so that we can eat and be well. Some of its line items explain how we got this priceless gift, revealing why the cow is sacred, how pasta was invented, what the word recipe means, and why Ali Baba said “Open Sesame!” These are tidbits you can serve for good table talk.

Most of the essays, like the quotes scattered around as spice, are flavored with Buddhism. This is partly because Buddhist teachings are designed to heighten awareness, but mostly because while the need to eat has imbued all religions with faith in the almighty power of food—fasts like Islam’s Ramadan, feasts like Judaism’s Seder, proscriptions like the Hindu taboo on eating beef, prescriptions like proper food for Lent—Buddhism’s core teachings seem to show the most concern for food. Perhaps that’s because it was  actually launched by a meal. Struggling to reach the gleaming pinnacle of enlightenment through the harsh austerities prescribed by the great yogis of his day, Prince Siddhartha reached only death’s door by following the ascetic path of near starvation. With nothing gained and nothing left to lose, he accepted a dairymaid’s offering of what’s sometimes described as yogurt, and sometimes as milk and rice. His body reinvigorated by nourishment, he sat down under a ficus tree, strong enough to meditate through the night, to become Buddha, one who is awake to absolute reality. The strong link between the Buddhist teachings and eating is vividly illustrated in the first words of the Abhidharma, the logical scientific treatise that underlies the Buddha’s teaching: sabbe satta aharatthi-tika , “All beings exist on food.” More than two millennia later, the Zen patriarch Dogen declared, “Dharma is eating and eating is Dharma.”

Since recipes are the universal food processor, I offer 108 delightful and healthful vegetarian favorites, one for every bead on a Buddhist mala—each an example of how necessity has been kneaded into delight. I gathered them from kitchens all over the planet to impart the flavor of a neighborhood cookbook, to show how, despite geography or politics, everyone brings something to the table. Eating unites us in a truly worldwide web, the ultimate food chain of interdependence, and one of its greatest comforts is the reminder that we are never alone in the kitchen. Thousands of years of cooking have brought us to this day where we have taste buds that blossomed from our own experience, generations of family tradition in our blood, guidance from cookbooks in our brain, cooks past and present on every continent of the planet cueing our imagination. The foods we eat and the spices we enliven them with, like the words we use to talk about them, reveal our interconnectedness and interdependence with each other. “When we acknowledge that the food we eat comes from the efforts of all sentient beings past and present,” contemporary Zen master John Daido Loori said, “we immediately identify with that Great Net of Indra.” That legendary net covering the entire universe, each knot or node a jewel reflecting every other jewel, perfectly captures our interwoven kitchens.

 

I chose the recipes in this book because they are, as my friend Nancy calls her favorite clothes and plates, “reach-fors”: beloved items she chooses again and again because they can always be trusted to be just right. Hopefully these will make it much easier to do the compassionate work of giving and saving life by feeding yourself and others. I also selected them because they embody what I think of as G-U-S-T-O:The recipes represent Generosity because they contain no ingredients whose harvesting inherently causes harm or whose ingesting will harm your body.  (Do of course modify them further in accordance with your own allergies or medical needs).

They illustrate Universality by containing no exotic, super-expensive ingredients you will have to hunt down and ship in from thousands of miles away, then never use again; everything should be at your local supermarket or health food store, and all of it reasonably priced.

The dishes are pure Simplicity, for you don’t have to get a graduate degree in molecular gastronomy, buy exotic equipment, or sacrifice three days to make any of them; one hour, a few ordinary pans, and a little willingness will work just fine.

They are Tasty to the tongue and attractive to the eyes.

And finally, they are all worthy of being an Offering to yourself, your loved ones, and the Buddha that the Dharma promises is in you, just waiting to be nourished.





In Turkey, people toast someone who has cooked a wondrous meal with “health to your hands!” To everyone who eats a meal, my toast is “wealth to your body and mind.”
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We do not realize often enough that we are dependent on one another; at the simplest material level, we are all interdependent for our daily needs, and in this way we owe a debt to all beings.

—KALU RINPOCHE






The Salad Bowl

YOU CAN DISPLAY all or a few of these mouthwatering salads to create a memorably picturesque table. French and Roman restaurants serve lots of temptations like these side by side on a colorful buffet table as hors d’oeuvres variés or antipasti misti, respectively, to launch a merry meal. The Greeks would add a bowl of olives, some crusty bread, and tasty cheese to a half-dozen such dishes and make a hot-weather meal of mezes. My favorite hot-weather lunch or light supper is three salads festively served with exquisite bread or fresh corn tortillas, a yogurt condiment such as one from the Dhal Bhat section, and perhaps something salty like nuts or brined olives. Any salad in this section will stand alone or as an excellent accompaniment to any of the cooked dishes in this book—and all will leave room for dessert.

 

 

Crops on the farm are the cure for poverty. . . . Give more away in gifts, and you will never be hungry.

—JETSUN MILAREPA
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Armenian-Style Green Beans

Green beans, which were known as string beans before the string was bred out, are related to those nutrient-rich beans known as dhal. They are grown for the pod itself, not the beans inside, but are themselves rich in nutrients like vitamins K, C, and A, as well as iron, manganese, and calcium. This traditional eastern Mediterranean recipe is a popular and very tasty way to swallow all that.

SERVES 6–8.



2 lb. green beans (e.g. Kentucky Wonder or Blue Lake), ends trimmed 
1 cup olive oil 
5 garlic cloves, peeled and minced 
1 large red onion, sliced into thin rings 
1 tsp. dried oregano 
2 tsp. dried thyme 
3 Tbs. chopped fresh parsley 
1 tsp. freshly ground or cracked black pepper 
⅛ tsp. salt 
3 medium tomatoes, seeded and chopped 
⅓ cup chopped fresh dill

▶ Cut the beans into a uniform length, between 3 and 4 inches long. Try to keep them in one direction now and when cooking, so that they look attractive when served.
▶ Heat the olive oil in a heavy-gauge casserole. Add the garlic and then the onion and sauté over medium heat until the onion is soft but not yet browning.
▶ Add the beans. Add the rest of the ingredients except dill. Cover, lower heat to simmer, and cook 20–30 minutes until the beans are tender.
▶ Remove from heat. Stir in dill and cool uncovered.
▶ Serve at room temperature. (You can store the dish in the refrigerator for several days until ready to serve.)
 




Bhutanese Cucumber Salad
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This Bhutanese condiment, used to cool the palate after eating chilies, is surprisingly rich for a salad with no dressing.

SERVES 4.



1 English cucumber (the long skinny kind) 
1 small red onion, peeled and finely diced 
½ cup crumbled feta or farmer’s cheese or ricotta salata 
½–1 (depending on your preference) small hot red pepper, seeded and minced 
⅛ tsp. salt 
⅛ tsp. freshly ground black pepper 
2 Tbs. chopped fresh cilantro

▶ Peel cucumber and slice it in half lengthwise. Scoop out seeds and halve it lengthwise again. Cut it crosswise to make bite-sized pieces. Put into serving bowl.
▶ Add the remaining ingredients and mix well. Add salt to taste. Serve.
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Never feel aversion toward plain ingredients.

—DOGEN ZENJI, Instructions to the Monastery Cook





Cauliflower Puttanesca

Italians named their sassy (thanks to the hot peppers) and sharp (due to the anchovies) spaghetti sauce puttanesca, after a slang term for “prostitute.” I found its vibrancy a perfect foil for cauliflower, which is so bland. After years of pasta puttanesca with cauliflower, I put aside the pasta and created this salad. SERVES 8.



1 head cauliflower, cored and broken into large florets 
4 Tbs. high-quality olive oil, divided 
½ dry pint cherry tomatoes (about 2 dozen), halved 
24 pitted Kalamata or similar olives, chopped 
1 Vidalia or other sweet onion, peeled and diced 
1 Tbs. capers, drained 
1 tsp. red pepper flakes or 1 serrano chili, seeded and minced 
¼ tsp. salt 
½ cup chopped fresh parsley 
2 garlic cloves, minced 
1 Tbs. balsamic vinegar 
⅛ tsp. Dijon-style mustard 
¼ tsp. black olive paste or tapenade 
1 Tbs. grated Parmesan cheese

▶ Preheat oven to 450°F. Line a small baking sheet with foil and place the cauliflower florets on it. Cover with 1 Tbs. olive oil and a pinch of salt. Roast 12–15 minutes, until florets start to show spots of brown. Cool.
▶ Cut florets into smaller pieces. In a large serving bowl, combine roasted cauliflower, tomatoes, olives, onion, capers, hot pepper, salt, and parsley. Mix well. Season with black pepper to taste.
▶ In a small cup or cruet, whisk together garlic, balsamic vinegar, mustard, olive paste, and 3 Tbs. high-quality olive oil. Pour over salad. Sprinkle grated cheese on top to serve.

The Edible Truth of Suffering

What is there
 like fortitude! What sap
 went through that little thread
 to make the cherry red!

—MARIANNE MOORE
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WHY VEGETABLES GROWN in the stony, alluvial soils of freezing Maine have significantly more flavor than the photogenic ones produced in the year-round sunshine of California was a mystery until Maine’s renowned chef Sam Hayward went to a culinary cook-off at a northern California winery chosen for its perfect vegetable beds. Invited to pick whatever he needed to create a signature meal, Sam found himself running back to those beds again and again. No matter how many zucchini or beans or tomatoes he grabbed, he couldn’t achieve the intense flavor he was used to. “That produce looked gorgeous,” he reported, “but it had no taste.”

Sam was so perplexed that, when he got home, he went to his favorite farm and got exactly the amount of vegetables he’d picked the first time in California. Some of them were small and some a little bruised, yet when that produce hit the pot, flavor flowed. Sam took this news back to Frank the farmer and the two eventually figured out that the boulders shattered annually when the late winter thaw rudely heaves them from Earth’s depths continually aerate and enrich Maine’s soil with minerals. Melting snow, cresting rivers, and spring rains then irrigate it. This perfect setting is unfortunately followed by a growing season so short and erratic it becomes a survival marathon in which plants must overcome volatile extremes of hot or cold, dry or wet, in ever-changing combinations that breed unpredictable arrays of fungi and insects. Unavoidable self-defense requires vegetables to produce all the hormones and chemical compounds they can—and these are the very sources of their flavor. So, in the garden, difficulties become blessings.
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This truth of suffering was confirmed a decade later at a northern California winery famous for producing incomparable zinfandel and infamous for not producing enough to satisfy demand. The sign on its unmarked gate said, “One bottle per group.” I showed up on a chilly, damp February day with no grapes growing and nobody else in sight, so the proprietor himself came out. When I asked how he managed to make unique wine in the midst of so many neighborhood competitors, he said, “I am the only one who doesn’t irrigate. I make my grapes fight to survive. That makes them fire up all the chemical compounds they’ve got. The hard time they have makes them flavorful and that flavor goes into my wines.” After I told him Sam Hayward’s theory of why hard-won Maine vegetables are superior to those with the easy life of California, he gave me three bottles of wine. Ever since, I have really tried not to resent but to instead appreciate indignities and small sufferings as the flavor-enhancing spices of life.
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Monique’s Marinated Mushrooms from Provence

Decades ago, before there was any “development,” I spent several weeks on the Mediterranean coast of Turkey, where on a fishing boat I met Monique and her husband, Andre. They lived in Andre’s native village on France’s rugged Breton coast but Monique had been born and raised in Provence. So when I later took up her invitation to visit and rode the train from Paris through Nantes, I arrived to a Mediterranean meal that started with this “company’s coming” recipe her mother had given her when she got married and moved away.

SERVES 8–12 AS AN HORS D’OEUVRE.



½ cup olive oil 
⅛ tsp. red wine vinegar 
½ cup dry white wine 
1 Tbs. dried thyme 
1 Tbs. dried tarragon 
½ cup raisins 
⅛ tsp. salt 
1 tsp. whole black peppercorns 
1 Tbs. minced fresh parsley 
16 pearl onions, peeled 
1 lb. whole button mushrooms, washed 
2 Tbs. tomato paste

▶ Combine oil, vinegar, and wine in a heavy stockpot or large heavy-gauge casserole. Add spices, raisins, salt, and pepper. Add parsley, onions, and mushrooms.
▶ Add just enough water to barely cover the ingredients. Stir in tomato paste.
▶ Bring to a boil. Lower heat and simmer 5 minutes. Turn off heat.
▶ Cool and refrigerate overnight.
▶ Serve at room temperature with toothpicks. (In autumn I have hollowed out a small pumpkin to use as a serving bowl and studded it with toothpicks.)
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We all have to eat. It is a basic requirement of being alive. Unfortunately, there are few daily activities that are so loaded with pain and distress, with guilt and shame, with unfulfilled longing and despair than the simple act of putting energy into our bodies. When we learn to eat mindfully, our eating can be transformed from a source of suffering to a source of renewal, self-understanding and delight.

—JAN CHOZEN BAYS, Mindful Eating





Madame Segard’s Carrot Salad

Mme. Segard, a Parisian bonne femme, is my French “mother.” She adopted me when her daughter Marie-France brought me home after we’d met in Tunisia. Marie-France, a stewardess, wanted nothing to do with cooking because her mother had “spent her whole life just doing that and never gets out of the kitchen to learn something important.” When she told me how sad her mother was that the only food her only child kept in the refrigerator were leftovers from first-class airline cabins, I volunteered to be the daughter her mother could pass her culinary expertise to. It was win-win because it got Marie-France off the hook and reinvigorated her mother, who took to cooking with new passion. Of all she taught me, this simple salad speedily whipped up for lunch while we prepared the traditional seven-course Christmas Eve feast is my favorite.

SERVES 6.



7 medium-large carrots, peeled and grated 
1 bunch curly parsley, stems removed, leaves minced 
½ tsp. salt 
¼ tsp. freshly ground or cracked black pepper 
2 Tbs. fresh lemon juice 
¼ cup walnut oil or fruity olive oil

▶ Combine carrots and parsley in a serving bowl. (You can do this a half day before serving and store, covered tightly, in the refrigerator.)
▶ Mix in salt and pepper.
▶ Combine lemon juice and oil in a small cup, shake well, and pour over the carrots.
▶ Serve immediately.
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Food shapes us and expresses us even more definitively than our furniture or houses or utensils.

—MARGARET VISSER, Much Depends on Dinner





Corn Salad with Green Olives and Pumpkin Seeds

This homage to Mexico features the foods Columbus discovered in the new world, garnished with ingredients brought from the old one by those who settled here after him. The mix is rich in vitamins, protein, and fiber, with the seeds also providing vital zinc.

SERVES 6–8.



SALAD

1 lb. corn kernels (6–8 fresh ears or one bag of frozen), cooked 
1 (15-oz.) can pinto beans, rinsed and drained 
½ cup green Spanish olives stuffed with pimento 
18–20 cherry tomatoes, cleaned 
½ large avocado, peeled and diced 
¼ cup roasted pumpkin seeds (pepitas) 
½ green bell pepper, seeded and diced

 

DRESSING

3 tsp. fresh lime juice 
1 Tbs. olive oil 
dash of Jerez (Spanish sherry) or balsamic vinegar 
¼ tsp. dried oregano 
¼ tsp. freshly ground or cracked black pepper 
pinch chipotle chili powder 
pinch salt

 

GARNISH

⅓ cup chopped fresh cilantro 
¼ tsp. red pepper flakes (optional)

▶ In a large serving bowl, combine corn, beans, olives, tomatoes, avocado, pumpkin seeds, and bell pepper.
▶ For the dressing, whisk together the lime juice, olive oil, and vinegar. Whisk in the oregano, black pepper, chipotle, and salt.
▶ Pour dressing over corn salad and gently toss. Taste and adjust salt if necessary.
▶ Garnish with chopped cilantro and optional red pepper flakes.
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Sesame Seeds
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IN MARCH 2007, during the lunch break of a Dharma talk, I went to visit my teacher’s nuns in the Syambu neighborhood of Kathmandu. Since nobody was expecting me, the abbey courtyard was empty, but before long, a young woman in maroon robes appeared. I called out to introduce myself, and not wanting her to disappear, asked if she had taken secular classes at our teacher’s boarding school. “Yes,” she said, but she had graduated.

“Well,” I said, “when you were there, did you like the lunches?”

She smiled brightly.

“I am America machen [‘American cook,’ the nickname the school kids gave me], who started them. I have come to help the nuns eat better too. Is the abbess here?”

As if on cue, the elder nun in charge appeared. She invited me to the office for tea, and in the halting question-and-answer conversation that followed, the abbess tearfully confessed that almost all the money being raised went into building, and of course the statues, texts, and thangkhas for the new buildings. Miniscule amounts were allocated for ephemera like food. Some of her 250 young charges had fainted from weakness, and, she said with tears, she had had to “take them off the Path.”

“I will fix that.” I heard myself say and departed realizing I had no idea how. I worried myself out of a night’s sleep, stewing over the karmic repercussions of not keeping a pledge. Two days later, while I was with the boarding school’s steward in a tiny shop piled to the ceiling with one-kilogram bags of raisins, nuts, and grains, I saw an opportunity. “I want ten kilos of sesame seeds,” I said to the shopkeeper, and turned to the steward. “You must take them to the nuns and tell the cook to put them on everything.” Frankly, I was thinking only about the oil that would put sorely needed fat in those female bodies, and of course the terrific bargain of getting twenty-two pounds of sesame for the same price as four and a half pounds of raisins. I had no idea how mighty and magical sesame seeds could be—but most of the world’s people are not so ignorant.

Sesame is the oldest, most treasured seed on Earth. Over 5,000 years ago, the Chinese burned its oil not only for light but to make the soot necessary for calligraphy ink-blocks. The earliest recorded mention of the seed as edible is an Assyrian stone tablet on which a creation myth is written, claiming the gods indulged in sesame wine the night before they created the earth. By the first Christian millennium, sesame was so common in Arab culture, those two little words, Open sesame!, famously chanted by Ali Baba to gain access to the cave packed with riches, symbolized thousands of years of human delight at the sight of the sesame pod bursting with a pop that sounds exactly like that of a lock being sprung, releasing nutritious treasure. Broadly speaking, sesame seeds are 25 percent protein and loaded with zinc, calcium (more than three times the amount in milk), the crucial B vitamins (including folic acid), omega-6 fatty acids, phosphorous, magnesium, potassium, and as much iron as a piece of liver. Plus they contain a unique natural preservative that keeps their oil from turning rancid. Sesame oil is still the main source of cooking fat in Asia. In Buddhist ritual, sesame seed represents earth, one of the five life-sustaining essences. As one of the five grains that symolize human activity, it stands for destruction—of the unwholesome.

Sesame seeds are routinely ground into a butter best known as the Middle Eastern staple tahini, and into a drier paste that’s the basis of the dense fudge-like sweet known as halvah. Spoonfuls of sesame paste are added to thicken Nepali sauces, salads, and chutneys—the way European cooks add breadcrumbs. The Chinese coat their fried pastries in sesame seeds. The Japanese crush toasted seeds and combine them with salt to make their signature condiment gomashio. Because goma, the Japanese word for sesame, is the most crucial ingredient to shojin ryori, the exquisite vegan cooking developed in Zen monasteries hundreds of years ago, a meal prepared in that tradition will frequently begin with goma-dofu, an ultra silky tofu made from sesame seed paste fortified by starch. The wild sesame plant is thought to be native to sub-Saharan Africa, whose peoples all called it benne, and brought the name and the ingredient with them on slave ships to the American South. Eastern Europeans bake sesame seeds into bagels. Moroccans sprinkle them on their breads. And, of course, today they sit like jewels on top of American hamburger buns.

The familiar white sesame seeds popular in the Western world are hulled ones, softer than those with their ecru, brown, or yellowish skin left on. The nuttier tasting, slightly smaller black sesame seeds are prized in China and Japan. It seems somehow fitting that the founding father of the vast Kagyu lineage of Buddhism, the one who unlocked the treasured teachings for the Tibetans, is known as Tilopa, which in Sanskrit means “sesame grinder.”
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Sesame Broccoli

This nutritional bonanza features a common Korean flavor combination of soy sauce, sesame seeds, and sesame oil. Like the Japanese, Koreans have an esteemed tradition of vegetarian cooking that started in Buddhist monasteries. This vegan dish—without the garlic—would fit right in.

SERVES 4–6.



1 Tbs. white sesame seeds 
1½ lb. broccoli 
1 Tbs. peanut oil 
2 tsp. sesame oil 
2 tsp. soy sauce 
2 garlic cloves, 
peeled and minced (optional)

▶ Lightly toast the sesame seeds in a dry frying pan over medium heat for 3–5 minutes. Cool.
▶ Cut the broccoli florets from the stems. Slice the stems on the diagonal into thin oblong pieces. Blanch these and the florets in heavily salted boiling water for 2 minutes. Immediately drain and rinse with cold water. Drain completely.
▶ In a serving bowl, combine the sesame seeds, peanut oil, sesame oil, soy sauce, and garlic (if desired). Add broccoli and toss to coat in the dressing. Put in the refrigerator to chill at least an hour. (You can make this a day ahead and chill overnight in the refrigerator.) Serve at room temperature.
 




Rainbow Slaw with Tangy Dressing

[image: 021]

Here in confetti form are all the colors of autumn leaves with a hint of evergreen—and lots of bittersweet tang. In its more simple form, grated cabbage and carrot, it is the one and only Tibetan salad, known simply in that meat-based culture as tangtse, “cold vegetables.” But what vegetables! The carrot is loaded with vision-enhancing vitamin A, the green cabbage has anti-inflammatory chemicals that calm ulcers. The red cabbage added here has powerful antioxidants that fight cancerous cells, and the bell pepper provides vitamin C.

SERVES 10–12.



SALAD

2 large carrots, peeled 
1 large daikon, peeled 
1 small celeriac bulb, peeled 
1 small red/purple cabbage, core removed 
½ small green cabbage, core removed 
1 large red bell pepper, stem off and seeded 
1 bunch dill, washed and finely 
chopped 
¼ tsp. salt 
½ tsp. freshly ground or cracked black pepper

 

DRESSING

3 garlic cloves, minced or mashed 
1 tsp. dried tarragon 
½ tsp. Dijon-style mustard 
½ tsp. caraway seeds 
½ cup vinegar; I mix balsamic vinegar,
 rice wine vinegar, and plain red wine vinegar (you can also use apple cider vinegar for a slightly sweeter taste) 
¼ cup olive or corn oil 
salt to taste

▶ With a hand grater or food processor, shred carrots, daikon, and celeriac. Combine in a large bowl and stir to blend colors.
▶ Shred or grate the two cabbages into thin, soft strips and add to the bowl.
▶ Slice red pepper into very thin strips, cut strips in half, and add to the mix. Add dill, salt, and pepper. Carefully mix everything so all colors show evenly. (Mixed vegetables can be refrigerated, covered, until ready to dress and serve.)
▶ Combine all ingredients of the dressing and whisk to blend. Pour over vegetables, stirring carefully to blend.
 




Raw Kale Salad

Kale is a gift to those who live in chilly climates and a traditional staple of European kitchens from Ireland to Portugal. It is about as perfect as food gets: a medicine chest packed with vitamins, iron, calcium, and minerals.

SERVES 4.



4 cups chopped curly kale (little more than half a bunch) 
1 Tbs. dried cranberries 
2 Tbs. pine nuts, lightly toasted 
2 Tbs. currants 
2 Tbs. pumpkin seeds (pepitas), salted and toasted 
1 heaping Tbs. grated or minced lemon peel 
¼ tsp. freshly ground or cracked black pepper 
pinch salt 
1 tsp. sesame oil 
1 Tbs. fruity olive oil 
2 Tbs. fresh lemon juice 
½ tsp. minced fresh ginger

▶ Chop kale into bite-sized pieces and put it in a serving bowl.
▶ Combine cranberries, pine nuts, currants, pumpkin seeds, and lemon peel in a small bowl. Spread mixture over the kale. Sprinkle on black pepper and a pinch of salt.
▶ To make the dressing, combine sesame oil, olive oil, lemon juice, and ginger in a spouted cup. Let mixture sit for 5 minutes so the ginger flavors the liquids. Pour over the kale salad and serve.
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Understand that a simple green has the power to become the practice of the Buddha.

—DOGEN ZENJI, Instructions to the Cook
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Here and There: The World Wide Web of Food
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For most of human history, we have spent a much longer portion of our lives worrying about food, and plotting, working, and fighting to obtain it, than we have in any other pursuit.

—MARGARET VISSER, Much Depends on Dinner
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GLOBALIZATION IS NOT an amazing new twenty-first-century wonder brought to us by supersonic jets and supercharged electronics. The worldwide ebb and flow of food is almost as ancient as the human appetite for something tasty. Archeologists excavating along the Euphrates in Syria found cloves in a ceramic urn at the site of a house dated to 1721 BCE. Since cloves only grow on five remote, tropical, volcanic cones in the Pacific Ocean, that means more than a millennium before the Buddha, Confucius, or Moses, without benefit of compasses, radios, or printed maps, somebody shipped from what we call the Moluccas to the Mediterranean reaches of Mesopotamia. They must have known those tiny cloves, the dried bud of an evergreen tree, were a mild anesthetic, a remarkable anti-inflammatory, an antibacterial agent, and a rich source of minerals and vitamins. Similarly, a huge underground mound of amphora shards also tells archeologists that—1,700 years after those cloves were taken from those islands—Rome imported an estimated 1.6 billion gallons of olive oil, mostly from Spain. It also imported walnuts from Persia, pepper from southern India, spices from China, and grain from Africa. “Roman citizens everywhere,” Sara Murray says in Moveable Feasts, her study of portable food, “were accustomed to the fact that what they ate had been hauled in from all over the empire.” Similarly, noodles moved from Central Asia’s steppes to China, Vietnam, and Palestine. Today Basmati rice, native to the Himalayas, is growing in Texas and California.

Humans are not naturally locavores, content to eat only food grown nearby. The borderlines of the globe have been set, shifted, sabotaged, and secured by worldwide hunger for tastes like salt (Neolithic settlements were at salt springs,  caravans trekked the Sahara trading salt ounce-for-ounce for gold, and British taxes aimed at salt starvation instigated Gandhi’s successful overthrow of the Raj), coffee (carried by competing colonial powers from Ethiopia and Yemen to Central America, East Africa, and Indonesia), and sugar (transplanted from India to the Caribbean Islands, where huge plantations shipped cane back to Europe and up to North America). Bananas are native to Southeast Asia and are thought to have been first domesticated on the island of New Guinea, from which they spread to the Malaysian peninsula. Somebody who found them there liked them enough to tote a few to India, where they are mentioned in early Buddhist texts, and where Alexander the Great evidently tasted them, for around 327 BCE he sent bananas from India home with his troops to Greece. Someone not so identifiable sailed them across the Indian Ocean to Madagascar, where slave-trading Arabs happened upon these finger-like “fruits”—banaan is the Arabic word for finger—and took up trafficking in them as an equally lucrative enterprise. At the start of the fifteenth century, Portuguese sailors fell for the bananas Arabs had brought to Africa’s west coast and turned their nearby Canary Islands into a plantation. A century later, a Portuguese monk stowed some plants on board the ship carrying him to Santo Domingo in the Caribbean. Bananas now cover a huge portion of Central American land along the Caribbean, are grown in 107 countries, and are the world’s most exported fruit.

Our pantries have made all of us far more polyglot than we assume. Gourmet and gourmand are French terms my word processor recognizes as perfectly normal English, just like spaghetti, bialy, pâté, tortilla, and curry. Our English word yogurt is Turkish; the Japanese word for bread is Portuguese because the Japanese had no bread until Portuguese sailors brought theirs ashore. The words alcohol, apricot, artichoke, candy, lemon, marzipan, orange, saffron, sesame, spinach , syrup, and tarragon are essentially Arabic. Americans who think Chinese is just too foreign for words need only open the refrigerator and look at the name of their favorite tomato-based condiment, an Anglicization of the spicy Cantonese sauce ke tsiep.

The United States was forged in part not by religious fanatics but by highly financed fishermen feeding Catholic Europe’s need for salt cod on meatless Fridays and the month of Lent. Spanish explorers didn’t find the fountain of youth but those who followed them did find huge profit in using the residue  from Caribbean sugar cane—and the molasses spun out of it during the refining process—to make rum. Spice also reshaped the world. “The Asian empires of Portugal, England, and the Netherlands,” author/scholar Jack Turner wrote, “might be said with only a little exaggeration to have sprouted from a quest for cinnamon, cloves, pepper, nutmeg, and mace, and something similar was true of the Americas. . . . Columbus, Vasco da Gama, and Magellan, the three standard-bearers of the Age of Discovery, were spice seekers before they became Discoverers.” Columbus sailed the ocean blue in 1492 looking for a shortcut to East Asia so the Spanish king could cut out middlemen Arabs who monopolized overland spice routes. The Italian navigator did not bring back galleons filled with gold or ginger, a profound and almost life-threatening disappointment, but he did inadvertently hit a jackpot far richer, and more world shattering than anyone suspected. The discovery of America was the discovery of potatoes, tomatoes, corn, beans, chilies, pumpkins, squashes, avocados, cassava (tapioca), quinoa, and chocolate. These foods turned out to be a nutrition bonanza, adaptable to almost every terrain and kitchen. Since they were purloined from the Americas, they have immigrated to almost every corner of the planet, and have kept most of the world alive.

Although the benchmark of authenticity in the U.S. is being as “American as apple pie,” apple pie crossed the Atlantic in the cookery notes of English colonists whose “native” apples originated in the Caucasus. Potatoes aren’t Irish any more than they are Russian; they come from Peru. Carrots came to Italy from Afghanistan. The salt cod that is featured on so many Caribbean menus seems to be indigenous but represents a taste acquired from Yankee traders who offloaded New England barrels of it in exchange for molasses and rum. In the long-hidden kingdom of Bhutan, nobody eats anything not slathered in chili peppers, which are native to Central America. The plethora of spinach-like greens the Chinese stir-fry were given to them by the ruler of Nepal in 647 CE; a millennium later, the British took tea from China to Nepal and turned the hill town of Darjeeling into a synonym for it. Arguably the apotheosis of all this food fusion is Italy’s signature dish, spaghetti with tomato sauce. First the Romans imported olive oil and learned to plant its trees. Then the Arabs pioneered dried pasta, and several centuries later Columbus shipped home the tomato, a reddish yellow orb thought by dazzled Italians to be a golden apple: pomodoro. 

Claims have even been made that the Mahayana Buddhist tradition of putting food on the altar of deities originated in Greek practices brought to India by Alexander the Great in the third century BCE. In Japan, red beans are called ingenmame, after the Zen Buddhist roshi Ingen, who brought beans to Japan from China. California became the continental capital of grape growing because Catholic missionaries from Spain had to bring vines with them in order to assure wine for Communion. The same missionaries brought wheat and olive trees to Mexico and California. If there is tofu now in unlikely places, it’s because the flower children of 1960s America brought it over the Pacific from Japan alongside meditation practice, just before a tsunami of those little packages of instant ramen flooded the entire planet.
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Romanian Eggplant
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This dish came into my life when someone showed up at my house with it while my family was in mourning. It perked me up so much, I asked the woman to come back and teach me how to make it. It’s crunchier and greener than Mediterranean eggplant salads like baba ganoush, and is commonly served smeared on “Jewish” rye bread. (I sold it that way once when I had a food stand at a summer fair and it drew mobs.) In Romania, eggplant used to serve as a meat substitute, inspiring dishes like “eggplant steak” on the menus of delis in New York.

SERVES 6.



1 large eggplant 
½ large or 1 small green bell pepper, cut into thin strips 
1 small garlic clove, peeled 
¼ cup high-quality olive oil 
¼ tsp. salt

▶ The eggplant can either be roasted or grilled.
▶ To roast, preheat oven to 450°F. To grill, get the fuel hot and smoky. Make 3 or 4 deep slits lengthwise in the eggplant, and wrap it tightly in aluminum foil. Roast for about 40 minutes or grill for about 30 minutes, until it feels soft all over. Either way, once it is cooked, open the foil, drain off juices that leached out, and cool.
▶ Combine eggplant, green pepper, and garlic in the bowl of a food processor and use the pulse button 4 or 5 times to coarsely chop. The green pepper pieces should remain large enough to see and have crunch. (That crunch and the salt added just before eating are the hallmarks of this dish.)
▶ Put the mix in a serving bowl. Slowly pour in olive oil, stirring to blend. Continue to add oil until it stops soaking in.
▶ Add salt to taste (the dish is meant to taste quite salty) and serve with crusty rye bread. Traditionally, this salad is salted after it is spooned onto a piece of bread.
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Tell me what you eat, and I will tell you what you are.

—JEAN ANTHELME BRILLAT-SAVARIN





Sweet Potato Salad

Sweet potatoes and yams are commonly conflated or confused, one a seemingly perfect stand-in for the other. As it happens, they are quite different, each with its own botanical roots. Sweet potatoes have thinner, smoother skin, are shorter, stubbier, and more tapered than the long, cylindrical yam. They also come firm or soft, and because the soft ones often have vibrant orange flesh, they get mistaken for the common yam. Both vegetables are highly nutritious, but the sweet potato is unsurpassed for its beta-carotene content and is, well, sweeter.

SERVES 8–10.



3 orange-fleshed sweet potatoes, peeled and diced 
1½ tsp. olive oil 
3 navel oranges, peeled and segmented 
peel of one orange, grated 
1 cup pecan halves, toasted 
(if you prefer smaller pieces, break the halves in half) 
½ cup dried cranberries 
1 bunch scallions, cleaned and sliced into thin disks

 

GARNISH

¼ cup chopped fresh flat-leaf parsley

 

DRESSING

1 garlic clove, peeled and minced 
½-inch piece fresh ginger, peeled and grated or minced 
1 tsp. soy sauce 
3 Tbs. Valencia orange juice* 
¼ cup olive or vegetable oil 
¼ tsp. salt 
¼ tsp. freshly ground or cracked black pepper 
¼ tsp. ground cinnamon 
pinch ground allspice
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Valencia is the most sour orange juice. If you don’t have Valencia oranges, add ¼ tsp. Jerez (Spanish sherry) or balsamic or cider vinegar to ordinary orange juice.



▶ Heat the oven or toaster oven to 400°F. Line a baking sheet with foil and spread the diced sweet potatoes on it. Coat with 1½ tsp. olive oil and roast for 30–35 minutes, until lightly toasted. Remove from oven and cool.
▶ While potatoes roast, make the dressing by combining all listed ingredients in a small bowl or large measuring cup and blend well. Let it sit so the flavors blend.
▶ When ready to serve, cut orange segments in half. Combine in a large serving bowl with sweet potatoes, orange peel, pecans, dried cranberries, and scallion.
▶ Pour on as much of the dressing as you like. You may not use all of it. Garnish with the chopped parsley and serve.
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Good eating habits must be accompanied by good thoughts and healthy exercise. No matter how nutritious the food, it cannot be digested unless the mind’s thoughts, the heart’s desires and the body’s well-being are sound.

—MICHAEL SASO, A Taoist Cookbook





End of sample
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