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A passionate believer in the grandeur of grains
May 04, 2011 | By Aaron Kagan, Globe Correspondent

CAMBRIDGE — Maria Speck considers millet comfort food. “Millet is truly an amazing grain,
which is so underappreciated — and laughed at as bird food,’’ she says. “I’ve cooked it many
times for people who would never eat millet if you told them, and they all loved it.’’ She
might use the grain in saganaki, a one-pot Greek dish with shrimp, feta, and tomatoes, or
add it to a sweet ricotta pudding.

The author of “Ancient Grains for Modern Meals’’ insists that whole grains are scrumptious
and simple to prepare, rather than laborious, long their reputation. A grain is whole when it
is minimally processed so only the inedible outer husk is removed; all remaining components
are intact, including the germ and bran. Think of brown rice (whole) vs. white rice
(processed). “Whole grains have really been on my table since I was born,’’ says Speck, who
lives in Central Square with her husband, Alnoor Ebrahim. He teaches nonprofit leadership
at the Harvard Business School. They have been here five years.

In her colorful, sunlit kitchen, she is cooking mussels with farro and white wine. “It’s a very
lush meal and there’s a plumpness that both the grain and the mussels have,’’ says Speck,
who was raised by a Greek mother and German father. She recalls her Greek grandmother
hanging phyllo dough to dry on the back of the living room furniture. Her culinary style
reflects a Greek enthusiasm for fresh herbs and a German precision, especially when it comes
to baking bread.

Speck sometimes prepares large batches of farro ahead of time, storing individual portions in
the fridge or freezer. She likes to make whole-wheat waffles with saffron; buttermilk
cornmeal pancakes with cherry sauce; or fig muffins with a core of sweetened goat cheese.
Other recipes include spelt-crust pizza with fennel, prosciutto, and apples, and lamb stew
with wheat berries. One surprise is whole grains in desserts. She adds wheat berries to a fool,
the classic creamy dessert, for a pleasant chewy texture. It is topped with figs soaked in
orange liqueur.

“One grain that is so stunningly beautiful is Chinese black rice, which turns purple when you
cook it,’’ she says. She uses it in a black rice pudding flavored with rose-water infused dates,
combining ingredients from Asia and North Africa. The dessert was inspired by childhood
summers in Turkey with her father, a Byzantine historian. “We’d be going from mosque to
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mosque and excavation to excavation, and food was the only distraction for us kids,’’ she
says.
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