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Introduction
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I’ve dedicated my life to proving that healthy and delicious are not mutually exclusive concepts. Contrary to popular belief, you don’t have to sacrifice flavor to eat well. You can be healthy, lose weight, and still enjoy amazing food all day long.

THE PROOF is in the cookbook you’re thumbing through right now. There are more than two hundred recipes here—including plenty of satisfying meals and decadent desserts. And each one is made with healthy, great-tasting ingredients that will soon become your go-to pantry staples.

When I started working on this book, I knew one thing for certain: I didn’t want to write a traditional “diet” book, with boring diet theory, philosophy, charts, and complicated shopping lists. And from the conversations I’ve had with you, my readers, I know that’s not what you want either. Over and over people tell me that what they really want from me is more recipes to help them live a healthy life. Well, friends, here they are!

All of the recipes in this book are inspired by the dishes I make every day for my food delivery service customers. I prepare delicious meals that are delivered right to their doors, wherever they are—at work, at home, or on vacation, anywhere in the country. All of the meals I make are sourced from fresh, local, organic ingredients that are nutrient dense, gluten-free, dairy-free, and sugar-free. With these recipes at your fingertips, you too can live like you have a private chef and change your health and well-being for the better.

My personal journey to eating healthier began with a scare. I was a restaurant chef for many years, trained to prepare food with lots of butter or other fat, pour delectable sauces over it, and sugar it up, all with no regard to calories, nutrients, or anything else health-related. It didn’t have to be good for you, it just had to taste good. And to make sure I was serving the very best food to my customers, I routinely sampled my creations. Over the years, that sampling added up, and my weight soared.

By 2008, my doctor told me that my cholesterol and blood pressure were creeping upward. He gave me two options: start taking medication or improve my diet and exercise. I remember thinking, Why don’t I do the harder, smarter thing? I decided to learn how to make healthier versions of my favorite foods—and commit to a real exercise routine. A year later, I was thirty pounds lighter and much healthier. That’s when I knew I was onto something, and a new, different sort of passion for cooking took hold.

At the time, there wasn’t another chef within spitting distance (save for a few very brave souls—Michel Nischan and Matthew Kenney come to mind) who embraced a healthier lifestyle, much less was willing to transform their signature cuisine into healthier cuisine. The movement for “healthy and delicious” was small, sporadic, and weak. Those of us who were interested in nutrition were considered alternative types who craved wheatgrass juice and carried water bottles. My peers thought I’d lost my mind. No one could have imagined a day when made-to-order salad joints and juice shops could be found in any city.

As I began this journey, I developed a working set of parameters: re-create comfort food, shave off fat and carbs, and make sure the result was under 350 calories per serving—without making the dishes taste like cardboard. I was okay with using conventional foods, artificial sweeteners, “low-fat” sauces, and “sugar-free” stuff made with sucralose. As long as I got the flavor right and the calories under 350, I considered it a job well done. It was a huge undertaking and very ambitious for me at the time. The result was a book called Now Eat This!, and it was an instant success.

But in the years since then, I’ve refined my definition of healthy eating. I’ve cut out refined sugars and processed foods. I don’t use artificial flavorings or sweeteners. I avoid gluten, dairy, and sugar. And I always try to source the best-quality ingredients—local and organic—whenever possible. These foods are higher in nutrients, free of pesticides and other toxic chemicals, and simply taste better. What’s more, they’re great for weight loss because their calories are used efficiently by the body, making them less likely to be stored as fat.

Today, consumers are more educated than ever before about the quality of their food. Most of you have heard about the dangers of high-fructose corn syrup and genetically modified organisms (GMOs). You know to read food labels. You know to avoid added sugars and preservatives. You know to run in the opposite direction from any and all trans fats.

A whole new language has evolved when it comes to food and wellness. Locavore, vegan, pescatarian, Paleo, ketogenic—the list goes on and on. So much is happening that requires a person like me to be vigilant, relentless, and dynamic. I’m always on the prowl for new ingredients, new techniques, new and better information to replace or refresh what I’m doing in the kitchen. The chef I was ten or twelve years ago is not the chef I am today. I am in perpetual metamorphosis!

Which brings us up to the “now.” The food in this book is—just as it says on the jacket—mostly plant-based (and completely delicious). What does that mean? It means eating as close to the source as possible. I don’t like to label the way I eat; instead, I just strive to cook with the healthiest ingredients I can find and let the results speak for themselves. That’s why you won’t find a lot of diet dogma in this book, just a few simple guidelines that will help you make better choices at the grocery store (more on that in Chapter 1). For now, I just want you to commit to one thing: eating real food that is healthy and delicious.

The recipes in this book are organized into two parts. In Part II, you’ll find conventional categories like morning, mains, sides, salads, desserts, and snacks. I wanted to make the transition into eating more whole foods as easy as possible, and most people are used to thinking about their meals within a traditional framework. But I also wanted to provide a way for you to think about and plan your meals based on ingredients: healthy and delicious (mostly) plant-based meals, and many of the recipes require little to no cooking time. From simple dishes like my Avocado Furikake and Eggplant Walnut Dip to grab-and-go snacks like my Cocoa-Nutty Trail Mix and Protein Almond Butter Balls, many of these recipes come together in as little as five to ten minutes and offer innovative ways to incorporate more nutritious foods into your day.

You don’t have to follow a set of rigid dietary rules or learn a whole new vocabulary to start making wholesome, plant-based meals. The recipes in this book are foolproof and don’t require any fancy equipment (my grandmother made some amazing food with nothing but a broken paring knife and a beat-up frying pan). So start eating more wholesome, plant-based foods. I just want you to get in your kitchen, cook, and have fun.

When you start cooking more, you’ll find that your whole life changes for the better. It’s no exaggeration. You will be a better partner and parent (I don’t know of a better way to express love than to cook for someone), you’ll save money by not eating out as much, you’ll feel happier and more energetic, and you’ll prevent a bunch of scary diseases in the process. The sooner you get behind the stove, the sooner you can start eating wonderful food that will make you and your family healthy and happy. If this chef can get healthy, anyone can!
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Recipe Index

Morning

Protein Pancakes (77 calories)

Blueberry Syrup (43 calories)

Protein Crepes (86 calories)

Fruity Coco Yogurt Swirl (227 calories)

Egg and Pancake Sandwich (162 calories)

Toad-in-the-Hole (178 calories)

Shakshuka (141 calories)

Eggs Florentine (143 calories)

Eggplant and Turkey Bacon Hash (190 calories)

Turmeric, English Pea, and Onion Frittata (96 calories)

Sweet Potato, Bell Pepper, and Onion Tortilla (105 calories)

Microwave Buckwheat Bread (104 calories)

Protein Bread (100 calories)

Breakfast Reuben (148 calories)

Bacon, Egg, and Cheese Breakfast Sandwich (285 calories)

Kale and Egg Breakfast Sandwich (238 calories)

Fruity Almond and Chia Sandwich (248 calories)

Smoked Salmon with Herbed Cashew Cheese (154 calories)

Hibiscus Muffins (143 calories)

Cinnamon-Mulberry Crisp (122 calories)

Tropical Oatmeal (215 calories)

Vanilla-Cinnamon-Walnut Oatmeal (222 calories)

Peanut Butter–Banana Oatmeal (189 calories)

Savory Oatmeal (190 calories)

Cocoa-Raspberry Oatmeal (226 calories)

Pomegranate-Chia Overnight Oats (226 calories)

High-Protein Microwave Almond Bread (143 calories)

Apple-Cinnamon Breakfast Bars (145 calories)

Cranberry-Walnut Breakfast Bars (145 calories)

Coconut-Almond Breakfast Bars (176 calories)

Strawberry-Pistachio Breakfast Bars (169 calories)

Raspberry-Nut Breakfast Bars (206 calories)

Protein Cereal Bars (124 calories)

Protein Almond Butter Balls (147 calories)

Protein Cookies (183 calories)

Smoothies & Drinks

Beet-Raspberry Smoothie (191 calories)

Chocolate-Macadamia Smoothie (207 calories)

Strawberry-Starfruit Smoothie (165 calories)

Cilantro-Ginger Smoothie (192 calories)

Cucumber Mint Basil Smoothie (174 calories)

Pear-Spinach Smoothie (168 calories)

Strawberry-Pomegranate Green Smoothie (192 calories)

Sea Green Smoothie (222 calories)

Mojito Smoothie (152 calories)

Pea Green Smoothie (157 calories)

Chocolate-Raspberry Smoothie (186 calories)

Cashew-Mango Smoothie (252 calories)

Snickerdoodle Green Smoothie (190 calories)

Chocolate-Mint Protein Smoothie (170 calories)

Spicy Mango Margarita Smoothie (165 calories)

Pomegranate-Kale Smoothie (223 calories)

Peach-Mango Smoothie (181 calories)

Watermelon Chia Refresher (143 calories)

Cranapple Chia Drink (161 calories)

Peach and Ginger Chia Drink (166 calories)

Spirulina Green Chia Drink (194 calories)

Strawberry-Hibiscus Chia Drink (198 calories)

Beet, Red Pepper, and Apple Juice (129 calories)

Berry Lemonade Chia Drink (142 calories)

Avocado-Cucumber Smoothie (137 calories)

Soups & Salads

Cold Carrot and Curry Soup (68 calories)

Cream of Mushroom Soup (100 calories)

Raw Curry Ragout with Diced Zucchini (94 calories)

Cauliflower Soup (118 calories)

Avocado-Cucumber Soup (148 calories)

Ajo Blanco (209 calories)

Pesto White Bean Soup (148 calories)

Beef and Red Lentil Soup (362 calories)

White Bean and Bok Choy Soup (224 calories)

Veggie Chili (145 calories)

Coconut-Cilantro Chicken Soup (275 calories)

Chicken Chorizo Soup (166 calories)

Mango Radish Salad (89 calories)

Chopped Salad with Avocado Crema Dressing (132 calories)

Radicchio Citrus Salad (122 calories)

String Bean Salad (79 calories)

Kale Tabbouleh (109 calories)

Roasted Beet Salad (162 calories)

Arugula Melon Salad (78 calories)

Escarole, Walnut, and Apple Salad (134 calories)

Broccoli Fruit Salad (102 calories)

Heirloom Tomato Salad (108 calories)

Kale, Strawberry, and Balsamic Salad (135 calories)

Greek Salad (144 calories)

Holy Grail Kale Salad (187 calories)

Asparagus and Tomato Salad (50 calories)

Summer Fruit Salad (133 calories)

Sweet Potato and Okra Salad (151 calories)

Chicken Caesar Salad (228 calories)

Herb Lentil Salad (170 calories)

Shrimp Salad with Juniper and Cucumber (156 calories)

Sweet Potato Salad with Flaked Salmon (211 calories)

Peppery Green Salad with Pulled Chicken and Lime Dressing (98 calories)

Veggie Burgers

Rocco’s Protein Buns (144 calories)

Chickpea Veggie Burgers (244 calories)

Thai Veggie Burgers (298 calories)

Southwest Chili Burgers (251 calories)

Asian Veggie Burgers (247 calories)

Almond Veggie Burgers (305 calories)

Fajita Veggie Burgers (249 calories)

Cajun Veggie Burgers (232 calories)

Kiwi Veggie Burgers (348 calories)

Curry in a Hurry Burgers (258 calories)

Mains

Cucumber Noodles with Creamy Pesto (139 calories)

Cauliflower Steaks with Raw Steak Sauce (117 calories)

Cauliflower Risotto (162 calories)

Veggie Pasta Pomodoro (198 calories)

Cauliflower Fried Rice (226 calories)

Protein Pasta (128 calories)

Moroccan-Style Baked Fish with Chickpeas and Mustard Greens (226 calories)

Salmon Escabeche (211 calories)

Grape Leaf–Wrapped Monkfish with Fennel (200 calories)

Shrimp Creole (225 calories)

Bouillabaisse (232 calories)

Chicken and Mushroom Empanadas (302 calories)

Chicken Fajitas (299 calories)

Ginger Ale Chicken (371 calories)

Fried Chicken with Coleslaw and Avocado (382 calories)

Almond Ricotta and Olive Stuffed Chicken (196 calories)

Chicken Tikka Masala (207 calories)

Roasted Cornish Game Hens (240 calories)

Stuffed Zucchini (316 calories)

Italian Sloppy Joes (271 calories)

Turkey Sliders with Tomato Jam (233 calories)

Turkey, Spinach, and Red Onion Burgers (229 calories)

Roasted Turkey Breast with Gravy (185 calories)

Cranberry Sauce (34 calories)

Rosemary Pork Loin (172 calories)

Pork Chops with Pepper Sauce (181 calories)

“Meat and Two” Veg Balls with Mustard Sauce (305 calories)

Ginger-Soy Kofta and Tomato Salad (240 calories)

Espresso Meatloaf (205 calories)

Grilled Sirloin with Asparagus (290 calories)

Steak with Balsamic BBQ Sauce (171 calories)

Bites & Snacks

Raw Stuffed Mushrooms (101 calories)

Beet Tartare (71 calories)

Raw Chard Tacos (72 calories)

Bass Crudo with Tomatillos (119 calories)

Salmon Crudo with Lemon Chia (164 calories)

Tuna Poke Carpaccio (120 calories)

Shrimp and Scallop Ceviche (145 calories)

Asian-Style Ceviche (354 calories)

Ceviche with Leche de Tigre (108 calories)

Tzatziki (63 calories)

Protein Pizza Crust (62 calories)

Deviled Eggs (77 calories)

Avocado-Pimentón Dip (121 calories)

Eggplant Walnut Dip (117 calories)

Chipotle Black Bean Dip (100 calories)

Sweet Pea Hummus (97 calories)

Smoky Kale Chips (25 calories)

Nori Rolls with Mango Red Chile Sauce (49 calories)

Salt and Battery Popcorn (40 calories)

Cabbage Slaw (49 calories)

Crispy Ras El Hanout Cauliflower (130 calories)

People Puppy Chow (109 calories)

Pumpkin Spice Trail Mix (110 calories)

Almond Popcorn Trail Mix (91 calories)

Sweet and Spicy Nut Mix (112 calories)

Trail of Life Mix (128 calories)

Chunky Monkey Trail Mix (130 calories)

Bloody Mary Trail Mix (131 calories)

Thanksgiving Trail Mix (88 calories)

Cajun Pecan Trail Mix (124 calories)

Cocoa-Nutty Trail Mix (117 calories)

Black Forest Trail Mix (128 calories)

Mount Katahdin Krunch (108 calories)

Avocado Dishes

Avocado and Shrimp Salad (173 calories)

Avocado and Almond Ricotta (201 calories)

Avocado Kimchi (107 calories)

Deviled Avocado (111 calories)

Avocado Furikake (122 calories)

Avocado and Cucumber Raita (124 calories)

Avocado, Salumi, and Pickles (137 calories)

Avocado and Celery Root Salad (137 calories)

Avocado Salsa Verde (150 calories)

Avocado and Salmon Salad (171 calories)

Avocado Tomato Balsamic (123 calories)

Caprese Avocado Toast (168 calories)

Strawberry Avocado Toast (214 calories)

Corn and Chimichurri Avocado Toast (226 calories)

Dukkah Avocado Toast (220 calories)

Non-Gringo Avocado Toast (256 calories)

Smoked Salmon Avocado Toast (276 calories)

Sides & Sauces

Hard-Roasted Broccoli with Nuts and Lemon (163 calories)

Beet, Carrot, and Kale Slaw (87 calories)

Stuffed Bell Peppers (88 calories)

Roasted Corn (76 calories)

BBQ Spaghetti Squash (118 calories)

Mushroom Bruschetta (78 calories)

Roasted Mushrooms (66 calories)

Spiced Carrots (74 calories)

Raw Ratatouille (54 calories)

Snap Peas and Mushrooms (60 calories)

Chickpea Curry Sauce (87 calories)

Spicy Mustard Sauce (27 calories)

Best Damn Sauce Ever (30 calories)

Ginger-Soy Dipping Sauce (43 calories)

Rocco’s Raw Ketchup (8 calories)

Desserts & Chocolate

Fruit and Nut Krispie Treat (118 calories)

Sugar-Free Marshmallows (40 calories)

Cinnamon Rice Pudding (77 calories)

Blueberry-Almond Parfait (113 calories)

Key Lime Mousse with Chocolate Sauce (112 calories)

Banana Split Pops (91 calories)

Cherry-Almond Ice Pops (65 calories)

Hazelnut, Goji, and Coconut Cookies (94 calories)

Chocolate-Blueberry Cookies (129 calories)

No-Bake Chocolate Chip Cookies (153 calories)

Chocolate Chip Oatmeal Cookies (133 calories)

Almond Butter–Oatmeal Chocolate Cookies (107 calories)

Oatmeal-Walnut Cookies (152 calories)

Sun-Butter Chocolate Chip Cookies (176 calories)

Hazelnut Spread Cookies (103 calories)

Almond-Coconut Cookies (130 calories)

Snickerdoodle Protein Balls (57 calories)

Coconut Macaroons (85 calories)

Chocolate-Almond-Coconut Balls (118 calories)

Chocolate Protein Truffles (85 calories)

Protein Cake Bites (117 calories)

Fruit with Stevia (63 calories)

Earl Grey Hemp Heart Bark (114 calories)

Coconut-Espresso Bark (122 calories)

Spicy Pistachio-Goji Bark (165 calories)

Mulberry-Walnut Bark (166 calories)

Coconut-Almond Bark (174 calories)

Almond Brittle (109 calories)
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CHAPTER 1

Have You Heard? Healthy and Delicious Are Not Mutually Exclusive Anymore
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Chefs don’t usually reveal their secrets, but I’m going to bare all. It’s one thing to state that healthy and delicious are not mutually exclusive, but another to actually explain how to make nutritious food taste phenomenal. You’ve got to know some tricks of the trade, and I’m sharing them here.

START WITH “REAL FOOD”

Real food is what our grandparents simply called food. Real food includes plants that come from the ground and fresh provisions that can be purchased at the local butcher or bakery. Real food is broccoli, almonds, fresh fish, and fresh fruit—the kinds of food that don’t need packages, or even labels. The problem is, we’ve lost touch with the concept of “real food.” We’ve become accustomed to buying our groceries at the same place we get our tires changed.

Real food is what the simplest, and often most satisfying, meals are made from. Have you ever noticed how some people can just toss together a few fresh vegetables and herbs with a little meat, chicken, or seafood and turn out a delicious meal? That is the sign of a true cook: the ability to create something dazzling in its simplicity. Salmon glazed with orange marmalade served with grilled asparagus fits my definition of a real, simple meal. It is gutsy, robust, and quick. It makes a great meal for two on a weeknight and is just as appropriate for a special dinner.

BUT ARE THERE ENOUGH REAL FOOD CHOICES IN THE MARKETPLACE?

Yes, if you ask for them—and look for them.

I often tell the story about how I walked into a Whole Foods once and asked the produce manager where the apples came from. His response was “not sure, overseas somewhere.” His answer puzzled me because we were in New York City. It was September, and local apples were peaking. I asked him if he could try to find local apples since they were so easy to acquire and so delicious. I knew this because I had just visited the Union Square Greenmarket, and it was flooded with new-crop apples, pears, and other orchard fruit. I bought them by the wooden crate for my fresh food delivery clients. I also ate them voraciously. His response was, “Yes, I’ll try.”

A week later, I walked into the same store, and you’ll never guess what I encountered. Not one, not two, but more than a dozen varieties of local apples with a little sign in each bin that indicated their provenance. The signs were clearly labeled with the variety of each apple, the state and farm of origin, and sometimes even the farmer’s name and other esoteric bits of information. It was like a Match.com profile for apples!

The manager hadn’t known I was a chef or worked in the food industry, so I’m convinced this had been an open topic for Whole Foods and that my refusal to buy an apple that traveled five thousand miles to get to me was enough ammunition for him to go to his people and insist that the store stock more local produce than non-local foods.

The choices available to us are partly our responsibility and partly out of our hands. Today there seems to be a “conscious uncoupling” between us and our food suppliers. It’s now possible for a small food producer to sell direct to retail, without the filtered system of wholesalers, food brokers (yes, that’s a real thing), distributors, and big food manufacturers. This is a quantum leap for the food industry and for thoughtful food manufacturers both large and small. I am one of those small food manufacturers who benefits from the new economy of food. I get to choose what I sell and in what form.

Even so, I’m often met with resistance when negotiating for real food ingredients. I’ve heard every excuse in the book from suppliers: “Organic is too expensive . . . it’s hard to procure . . . people don’t believe it’s real . . . the certificate is too hard to get . . .” and many more. But I persist because I’m an advocate and an activist for local, organic, and whole foods—in other words, real food. And you can do the same. It will help break open the barn doors and give every one of us more options.

Prepared well, real food will always be more palatable and tasty than highly processed food. Plus, it’s a better source of nutrients. It’s food without the bells and whistles—just the flavor. Here are a few strategies to make it easy to incorporate more whole foods into your life:

Shop at Farmers’ Markets

My grandmother grew her own food, and we ate what she grew, so I’ve been in tune with seasons from an early age. Before supermarkets were stocked with our favorite foods year-round thanks to refrigeration and shipping, that’s the way everyone lived.

Today the rise in popularity of farmers’ markets makes it possible for everyone to eat seasonally again. Your local farmers’ market is brimming with produce that is fresh, in season, and grown locally. Buying “in-season” fruits and vegetables helps ensure that they are ripe and bursting with flavor and nutrients.

Keep a Supply of Flavor Staples

There are five things you’ll always find in my kitchen, and I use them all the time to make healthy food taste delicious:

AVOCADO. It’s one of my favorite snacks: I halve it and season it with soy sauce, sesame seeds, and lemon juice. I have an entire section in this book devoted to the glorious avocado.

HOT SAUCE. I put hot sauce on just about everything: eggs, pasta, pizza, steak, and fish.

ONIONS. This is one of the most versatile vegetable you can have on hand. It’s great for adding flavor to your sautéed dishes, of course, and it can also be added to soups, sauces, and vinaigrettes. Just microwave a peeled onion for ten minutes, then blend it into anything you like.

FRESH HERBS. There’s no dish—other than chocolate mousse—that can’t be improved by the addition of fresh herbs. Remember, it’s always best to add them at the end of cooking so they retain their flavor.

BLACK PEPPERCORNS. Yes, good old black pepper, from a pepper mill. I’m not being silly or calling out a mundane ingredient. Pepper in a mill makes a big difference. For a small investment, you will reap a huge reward in the flavor of your food.

Get Creative in the Kitchen

Chefs love experimenting and trying new combinations of food and flavors, overlapping them until a different taste emerges, and I’m no exception. I have a passion for deconstructing classic “restaurant” dishes and making healthier versions of them. One of the first dishes I toyed with was lobster bisque. Turns out that it actually tastes better when it’s made with lower fat liquids than when it’s made with cream!

One of my secrets for making dishes that are both healthy and delicious is to create “tension” in the food—by balancing sweet, salty, bitter, and sour flavors until the combinations captivate the taste buds. So I pair ingredients like miso with orange, and cherry preserves with Dijon mustard. That tension is what drives a lot of ethnic cooking, particularly in Southeast Asian and Indian cuisine. This is my own take on that approach to food.

To re-create the mouthfeel, flavor, texture, look, and aromas of foods you’ve been eating (in their unhealthy versions) your entire life, you’ve got to use a little creativity. The recipes here are a good place to start—they offer a gateway to new ingredients and food combinations. Once you’re comfortable with them, I encourage you to improvise on your own!

As you start trying my recipes, I’ll spill more of my secrets . . . and I guarantee you’ll cook up some of the healthiest, most incredible meals ever and have fun doing it. You’ll find plenty more of my chef secrets in the chapters to come. I’m just getting started! Healthy food is delicious food—and the proof is in these recipes. But before we get cooking, let’s talk for a minute about what exactly “plant-based” means. . . .




CHAPTER 2

WTF Is (Mostly) Plant-Based?

[image: image]

Friends, family members, and clients often ask me why it’s so hard to eat healthy. It’s a great question.

HEALTHY EATING only seems hard because we have been tricked into believing that things that look like food, that masquerade as food, and that are sold to us as food are actually not food (I hesitate to use the term “food” at all when I refer to these chemical-filled collages of artificial colors, flavors, and preservatives). For more than a century, these processed “phony foods” became the norm, while fresh, whole foods fell out of favor.

Phony foods first showed up in the nineteenth century and have been making their way onto our grocery store shelves, and into our bodies, ever since. They’ve been aggressively marketed to us by food manufacturers, large retail chains, and fast-food restaurants for decades. Factory farms have supplied an abundance of corn, soy, and wheat to fuel the creation of these products. In the fifties, so much corn was produced that the government and the food industry had to figure out how to use it. Their solution? Turn it into sugar, give it four hundred different names, and put it in 90 percent of all processed foods.

As a result, the food industry successfully hooked an entire population on sugar-laced and processed foods. They’ve made trillions of dollars, while their consumers have become obese and sick.

Luckily, there has been a backlash against phony foods in recent years. In addition to the rise in popularity of farmers’ markets, the growing practice of producing foods sustainably, and an increased awareness among consumers that the quality and source of their food matters, people are also starting to embrace eating philosophies that reflect a desire to get back to basics.

One such philosophy is the plant-based eating movement. Now, I promised you that I wouldn’t bore you with a bunch of diet dogma in this book, and I intend to keep that promise. I don’t believe that you need to follow someone else’s diet plan to be healthy. But I do believe that we all need to eat more nutrient-dense foods to be healthy, and plants are some of the most nutritious foods around.

People who adhere to a strictly plant-based eating regimen are usually known as vegans. Please don’t close the book—I’m not asking you to become a vegan! I’m not asking you to give up meat, or even eggs. That’s why this is a (mostly) plant-based cookbook—I don’t advocate a strictly vegan or vegetarian diet. But I am asking you to go back to basics: to eat more of the things that are produced by Mother Nature and less of the things that are made in a factory.

So what does my version of mostly plant-based eating look like? Here are a few of the main points:

EAT MORE PLANTS

It’s as simple as it sounds. The nutrients in fresh, organic vegetables and fruits (and other “living” foods such as sprouted seeds, nuts, grains, and beans) help our bodies to not only survive, but thrive. Aim to make vegetables the star of your meals, with meat playing a supporting role. Don’t worry, that doesn’t mean that you have to eat the same old salad or steamed broccoli every day. In this book you’ll find plenty of recipes—such as Ajo Blanco, Radicchio Citrus Salad, Cauliflower Risotto, and Asian Veggie Burgers—that will show you how to prepare fresh vegetables in totally new and delicious ways.

CONSUME MEAT IN MODERATION

There’s nothing wrong with including some meat in your diet as long as you choose high-quality sources. Lean cuts of beef, chicken, turkey, and seafood are all great choices that provide iron, amino acids, and other important nutrients your body needs.

Always buy the best-quality animal protein you can afford. Look for organic, grass-fed meat labeled “American Grassfed Approved” or “USDA Process Verified Grass-fed.” This certification guarantees that the animal was raised on a diet of 99 percent grass and had seasonal access to a pasture. Organic cattle are raised without routine treatment of antibiotics or hormones. Emerging research suggests that meat from organic grass-fed cattle might be healthier for us than animals fattened on a conventional diet of grain, or given antibiotics and hormones.

When it comes to poultry, opt for organic—chickens and turkeys with the “certified organic” label are almost always raised without the regular use of hormones and antibiotics. And organic birds can’t be fed “poultry litter,” which is a feed mixture that includes droppings (ick!).

There’s no such thing as an organic farmed fish, although the USDA is looking into it. Organic fish would be raised in open-net pens in large bodies of water—a method that has drawn the ire of environmental groups that are concerned about water contamination. Until this issue gets sorted out, your best bet is to purchase and eat wild-caught fish. To me, it’s logical that anything labeled “wild” is naturally organic!

DITCH THE DAIRY

Most chefs don’t like to eliminate dairy from their recipes, but when I decided to take charge of my health, I spent a lot of time devising recipes to replace dairy in my cooking.

Dairy has an inflammatory effect in the body and packs a ton of calories, so I do my best to avoid it. I’ve spent a lot of time devising recipes that use nondairy milks, like coconut milk and almond milk, and you would never know the difference. In fact, I think these foods are superior in taste to regular dairy foods!

Every once in a while I use a little bit of Parmesan cheese in a recipe—because there is nothing like the taste of real Parmesan, and just a small amount of fresh grated cheese packs a lot of flavor. But for the most part, I cook with non-dairy cheeses, like cashew cheese or even “ricotta” made from almonds. Trust me, if anyone can make almond ricotta–stuffed chicken taste like the real thing, it’s this Italian boy!

CHOOSE GLUTEN-FREE GRAINS

Gluten—which many consider toxic to the body—is a protein found in wheat and other grains such as barley and rye. It promotes chronic inflammation throughout the body if you’re sensitive or allergic to it. Gluten also triggers leptin resistance. Leptin is a hormone that sends signals to the brain when you’ve eaten enough that you’re full and don’t want any more food. In other words, leptin keeps your hunger in check so you don’t overeat. Leptin resistance can make you prone to overeating. Grains, especially the gluten-containing ones, are thought to promote leptin resistance and therefore weight gain and obesity.

Fortunately, it’s easier than ever to avoid gluten; gluten-free flours made from legumes, ancient grains, and nuts are widely available. I love chickpea flour, for example. It rises quickly and is great for baked goods and coatings.

PLANTS IN THE RAW

While many of the recipes in this book require you to fire up your stove, I’ve also included plenty of raw foods, including meals and snacks that can be assembled quickly and no-bake desserts that are a breeze to throw together.

One reason I’ve included “raw” recipes is because they’re so simple to assemble, and I want to make it as easy as possible for you to make your meals at home. But the other reason is because eating uncooked plants offers a range of health benefits. Here are just a few:

Better Digestion. Raw foods retain all of their enzymes, and enzymes help your body digest food. The body can create enzymes on its own, but that process uses up a lot of energy; that’s one of the reasons you sometimes feel sluggish after eating a cooked meal. Further, the enzymes produced by the body are not as efficient and effective as the ones you obtain from food. Raw food is digested more easily, absorbed better, and eliminated more efficiently and regularly than cooked food. When you incorporate more raw food into your diet, your whole system starts operating as it should. You’ll sleep better, maintain an ideal weight, and boost your immunity.

Beneficial pH. Your blood pH level fluctuates between alkalinity and acidity. When your blood is more alkaline than acidic, inflammation is reduced and your immune system is enhanced. A slightly alkaline pH level may also help you lose weight faster, because alkalinity helps to zap food cravings. Most raw fruits and vegetables are alkaline.

Heart Health. Diets focusing on raw fruits and vegetables have been studied sporadically over the years, and there’s clinical proof of health benefits from going raw, particularly for your cardiovascular system. The European Journal of Clinical Nutrition reported in 2011 that a high intake of raw fruit and vegetables may even protect against stroke. And in one of the largest diet and heart studies ever conducted, researchers at McMaster and McGill universities in Canada found that people who ate a healthy diet composed mostly of raw fruits and vegetables dramatically weakened the effects of a gene that is implicated in heart disease.

Longevity. Eating raw vegetables and fruits may offer anti-aging benefits. Elderly Italians whose diet consisted mostly of raw vegetables and olive oil lived longer than Italians who ate mostly pasta and meat, according to a study reported in the British Journal of Medicine in 2010.

ARE RAW FOODS SAFE?

When you’re eating raw food, you may be concerned about e-coli on spinach, salmonella, or parasites. You may think: “Is it really safe to eat raw food? I’m sure there must have been a reason why people started cooking their food.”

Before refrigeration, cooking food was considered the only way to kill parasites and bacteria. Then, Louis Pasteur developed pasteurization—a food-safety technique that destroys pathogens by heat. However, this method has numerous disadvantages. It doesn’t just kill the bad bacteria, it also kills the good ones, along with the food’s enzymes. In addition, heating food causes it to become more acidic and can reduce the amount of vitamins and minerals present. Today, we have much better methods for keeping our food safe, including refrigeration and vacuum sealing. Of course, always clean your fresh produce thoroughly under cool running water (even if organic) to make sure any contaminants are washed away.

EASY WAYS TO EAT MORE RAW FOODS



•   Aim to eat at least one salad a day.


•   Snack on raw fruit, vegetables, nuts, and seeds.


•   Sprinkle sprouts on your salad or add them to a sandwich. Sprouts from foods such as mung beans, chickpeas, lentils, adzuki beans, alfalfa seeds, radish seeds, mustard seeds, and millet are all brimming with live enzymes and some are high in protein.


•   Fire up your blender and make fresh veggie soups that can be served cold, like my Ajo Blanco or Cauliflower Soup.


•   Juice raw vegetables. Fresh vegetable juices are concentrated sources of nutrients—just be careful not to add in high-sugar fruit juice. A little lemon and ginger will work wonders.

If you’re going to be upping your intake of fruits and vegetables, it’s important to pay attention to the quality of your produce. In the next chapter, we’ll take a closer look at what “organic” really means and why you shouldn’t settle for anything less.

CREATING A PLANT-BASED PANTRY

Here’s a list of must-have items to begin creating healthy and delicious plant-based meals. There are a number of other ingredients you’ll find in my recipes, but these fifteen should be your staples.



1. ALTERNATIVE FLOURS.

To keep everything gluten-free, have on hand the following flours: almond flour, a heart-healthy, higher protein flour that is also good if you’re following a low-carb diet; buckwheat flour, an excellent source of minerals; and hazelnut flour, another low-carb flour that has a sweet, nutty
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