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			Raspberry picking throughout the humid Ontario summers was my first job as a youth, and I suppose this is where the inspiration for my blog, The First Mess, began. I would put on my rubber boots, grab a basket, and head toward the back of my parents’ two-acre property in the country. At the end of the line were rows of raspberry bushes, heaving with fruit under the steamy July sun. One berry in the basket, one in my mouth. My brother and I would get two dollars for every pint we could scrounge up, and my dad would sell them at his farm market store the next day. I don’t think I ever made more than ten dollars a pick. I was too busy eating those warm berries that tasted of jam, nectar, and light. That all-sensory field experience is my first clear memory of connecting to food beyond the notion of hunger being satisfied.

			Throughout my adult life, food has continued to be a driving force of pride, success, and pleasure. I grew up with that farm market of my father’s as a second home. Where some kids would go visit their grandmother for a nice dinner, I worked under the guidance of mine every week, learning about hard work and the drive to succeed for the sake of your family and your own personal wellness. She was a presence at the store into her 90th year because the dignity of work kept her going.

			That farm market provided my first “real” job as a teenager, cashing out the locals who returned every week for fresh fruit and vegetables. My dad always told me to thank them sincerely as they left, because they were supporting our family, yes, but also because they were committing their dollars to the community and local food movement as well. My family hinged on that movement before it was a buzzword or topic in magazines. It was our life and sustenance in every way you could imagine.

			At home, there were giant tomato plants, greens, runner beans, squash, and any fruit or vegetable that could take root in my father’s hobby garden. We always had fresh, healthy food outside our door in the warm months and beautiful preserves in the colder times to remind us of preparation, knowledge, and hard work and its virtues. My mother and Nana made wholesome dinners from scratch every night of the week. When I pick up a knife in my own kitchen, I’m grateful for their persistence in keeping us well fed all those years, along with all the other amazing things they managed to do.

			When I attended university to study environmental ethics, I examined virtue and intention in depth. Along with those themes came discussions of suffering, gluttony, factory farming and monocrops, famine, societies that live and breathe with the land, freedom, commodity, and community feeling. Those liberal arts seminars always had me circling back to food, its deeply woven connection to life, and its global impact. With everything I had learned, I decided to go vegan. I was serving at a restaurant to pay my university tuition and trying out vegan recipes in my spare time when I realized my real calling in life.

			I enrolled in a nutritional culinary management program a year later. In those classrooms, I learned how to sharpen my knife, convert ounces to grams, poach eggs, make pastry, clean and filet a whole fish, execute every vegetable cut, and how to understand the book of yields so that I wouldn’t waste the money of my future employer. I lived for the nutritional cooking labs of that program because the modules lined up with my own plant-preferring ways. We would make fragrant Thai green curries with sprouted tofu, crusty loaves of bread with whole-grain flour, and creamy chocolate mousse out of avocados. I was in awe and inspired on a regular basis.

			I worked for one of Canada’s original farm-to-table chefs while I studied culinary arts. Just as with every restaurant I had worked in up to that point and continue to work in now, that’s where my education was happening in real time. In those time-pressured and passionate environments, I learned that when serving others for a living, one is never too skilled or too advanced to slice a bushel of pears, scrub a stack of pots, or exercise empathy with an unhappy guest. If you want to inspire and nourish the community, those repetitive, and sometimes frustrating, tasks are necessary. The day-to-day hard work gives meaning and substance to all the big things one can accomplish with food.
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			I learned a lot more about how people and families were eating at home when I volunteered at a community youth program that focused on empowering through cooking and food education. I realized that my own upbringing was, for the most part, quite unusual. The constant presence of fresh food, the every-night family dinners, a big garden in the summer, a loaded cellar in the winter, a job, a sense of community at the table—all were things that I may have been taking for granted. Through knife skills workshops, hummus-making demonstrations, and the chance to show teenagers the surprising goodness of tofu cooked intentionally, I could see and feel the positive shift toward the real, healthy, and homemade meals of my upbringing. I was excited and inspired by their enthusiasm once they were shown a different way. I fed off that energy and their recognition of something inherently good. I remained hopeful that their new appreciation for whole foods was a reflection of some greater changes in the world.

			Not long after I finished culinary school and the volunteer gig, I started my blog, The First Mess, at the urging of friends. There were texts, phone calls, and face-to-face conversations about eating well. They would ask me how to make beets taste really good with minimal fuss, how I had been making almond milk at home, what was in that kale salad from the dinner party the other night, and how to even approach ingredients like tempeh and eggplant. One friend in particular kept urging me toward the start of a blog focused on the kind of food I had been making and eating; delicious, no-fuss, healthy, seasonal, and of course vegan.

			Eating and living a plant-based existence had given me a lot: better energy, a renewed passion for cooking, a sense of clarity, and a higher purpose in everything else I did. I knew that sharing what I had learned in restaurants, at school, and from feeding people in general, could make for approachable, useful, and inspiring content online. I named my blog after a passage in M.F.K. Fisher’s An Alphabet for Gourmets, where she discusses the first planting and “mess” of peas in the spring. She seemed to speak to all of the things I wanted to share—a reverence for something delicious that came from the earth, style in simplicity, seasonal eating, and that explicit connection between eating well and living well. The first comment I received on a post solidified my excitement that others were looking for the same level of inspiration that I was.

			Many posts and a few years later, the words of encouragement I get from followers all over the world inspire me to create delicious plant-based recipes that anyone can make and feel good about. Going through my email inbox and the blog’s comments section gives me that same inspired energy I felt in the kitchen of that volunteer program. The ongoing dialogue around living well for personal vibrancy, with carnivores and raw foodists alike, drives me to create better recipes that anyone can turn to for their own health, for the nourishment of their family, and to help celebrate their community.

			On Eating Well with This Book

			I find simple food to be the most satisfying, and it has a lot of style if you’re mindful about the approach and presentation. This book has over one hundred vegan recipes that embody both earthy and elegant characteristics. These are the kinds of dishes that I prepare for myself and for guests. The food is comfortable and familiar but also special with a seasonal spin, an extra nourishing component, or a unique plant-based take.

			My eating philosophy is definitively vegan and rooted in the seasons, but I also cook and eat for joy and happiness. A plant-based lifestyle in accordance with the Earth’s rhythms makes me feel amazing, but with my blog and cooking in general, I always aim to inspire rather than preach about the virtues. Like omnivores and vegans alike, I eat for pleasure first and tend to gravitate toward a certain overall abundance with my food—in color, textural variation, and good flavor. When I keep these things in mind with my own cooking and recipes, I know that I’m creating something that transcends dietary and seasonal confines, even if it does play within them.

			This book is divided into sections for easy navigating. Mornings and Breakfasts showcases some of my quiet weekday preparations, like simple bowls of grains or a cozy tea latte. I also give you a few brunch-appropriate dishes that call for a touch more effort and celebration. The Soups and Stews section features some of my favorite recipes in the book: filling one-pot meals and plenty of weeknight-easy recipes. The Salads and Dressings chapter focuses on salads that can be pumped up with a bit of protein and brought up to meal status. There are a few multi-purpose dressings in the mix with that chapter as well. Hearty Mains and Big Plates is the stuff that vegan dreams are made of. All the dishes in this section are great on their own with little to no need for sides. In the event that you want to fill out your plate with something extra, there’s the Vegetables and a Couple of Grains section to cover all the bases. There are simple, but unique, vegetable preparations here that cover steaming, roasting, mashing, and fermenting. The Energizing Drinks and Small Bites section bridges the gap between meals with easy snacks, interesting appetizers, and some wellness drinks to keep you feeling bright. The sweet ending is Desserts and Small Treats. I have a range of sweets here, like scones or cookies to go with tea or more involved celebration desserts. There are gluten-free, grain-free, and cane sugar–free options for all palates with a few dessert basics to experiment with as well—things like lemon curd, whipped coconut cream, and basic vegan ice cream.

			At the beginning of each recipe, these symbols will offer clarity on dietary designations and restrictions:

							[image: ]gluten-free

							[image: ]  oil-free

							[image: ]cane sugar–free

							[image: ]nut-free

							[image: ] no added sugar

							For a list of all recipes that adhere to each of the above dietary restrictions, view the index here.

			I’ve also included a note when a recipe requires additional time for prep or to soak ingredients.

			With big hugs and boundless gratitude,

			xo Laura
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			Stocking Your Pantry for Success
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			Besides fresh, seasonal fruits and vegetables, the foundation of any vegan or vegetarian’s lifestyle, you’ll want to keep a few pantry items on hand when cooking recipes from this book. I’ve broken this section down into seven subsections: Healthy Fats and Oils, Acidity, Natural Sweeteners, Protein, Whole Grains, Baking Necessaries, and Flavor Savers.

			Healthy Fats and Oils

			People say all the time that fat is flavor, but that isn’t technically true. Fat performs the crucial function of coating your palate and therefore merely distributes the flavor of what you’re eating for optimal enjoyment. Some plant-based fats I use for their subtle flavor, but for the most part, they’re a vehicle for the cooking process or a crucial component for creating a certain texture.

			COCONUT OIL (REFINED AND VIRGIN)

			I reach for refined coconut oil when I need the buttery texture of this rich oil to enhance a dessert. I use virgin coconut oil in dishes or desserts that will benefit from the outright coconut flavor (like the Coconut Cream Tart). I specify which one I use in each recipe.

			OLIVE OIL

			This is my main cooking oil of choice. I buy an organic, large bottle of it from Costco and refill a little cruet beside my stove for everyday use. Sometimes I splurge on regional or artisanal extra virgin varieties if I plan to enjoy them simply, such as drizzled over sliced summer tomatoes or as a complement to fresh sourdough bread.

			GRAPESEED OR SUNFLOWER OIL

			I keep both of these around because they remain liquid at room temperature, they can handle higher-heat cooking, and they have very little flavor. They are both also great for large batches of vinaigrettes because they won’t solidify or turn your vinaigrette into Jell-O in the refrigerator.

			RAW CASHEW AND OTHER NUT AND SEED BUTTERS

			I use raw cashew butter for creamy dressings, to add an extra-rich, dairy-like touch to healthy desserts, or to just add a much-needed creaminess. Having a jar on hand is preferable and frankly more reliable (in my case) than remembering to soak cashews overnight. Other nut or seed butters I keep on hand include roasted and raw almond, hazelnut, sesame (tahini), and sunflower seed.

			CANNED FULL-FAT COCONUT MILK

			This ingredient makes so many plant-based desserts possible. Its richness mimics fatty dairy products, and you can even extract the top layer of cream from the can to whip for a delicious frosting or topping. With the whipping technique in mind, you’ll want to take note of a few things while shopping for coconut milk. Grocery stores tend to run at cooler temperatures, so when you select a can, lightly shake it to detect the amount of cream solids within. If you hear plenty of sloshing and feel the movement, move on to the next one. The can should feel like one unified mass when shaken. Conversely, if you hear sloshing/detect movement, this type of can would be perfect for a recipe that requires the milk in its liquid state. Aside from desserts, I use coconut milk in smoothies, soups, and curries, and even as the base for dressings and sauces.

			Acidity

			Vinegars and citrus juice are necessary for balancing flavors in recipes. They contribute an essential brightness and often “wake up” dormant flavors in a dish.

			LEMON AND LIME JUICE

			Nature’s most readily available acids, lemon and lime juices, are best straight from the fruit and squeezed right before you need them. I’ve found that squeezing a lemon even 30 minutes before I plan to use the juice weakens the potency of flavor. Although citrus is not local to me, it does seem to have a proper season around December to February.

			RAW APPLE CIDER VINEGAR

			This is the most diverse vinegar you can buy, and it’s also quite healthy. I even drink it on a weekly basis as a revitalizing tonic of sorts (see the Turmeric Cider “Switchy”). Good apple cider vinegar will have cultural strands of the “mother” at the bottom of the bottle and will smell lightly sweet. When my local health food store sells out of an Ontario-based brand, I usually buy Bragg.

			WHITE WINE VINEGAR AND BALSAMIC VINEGAR

			Both of these vinegars function in specific contexts within this book. The white wine vinegar is used when I know the flavor of lemon will disappear and I need something lighter or more neutral than apple cider vinegar. I tend to use balsamic vinegar when I want a slightly sweet and deeper flavor note.

			Natural Sweeteners

			Sweetness is par for the course with desserts, but it’s also surprisingly necessary for balance in savory plant-based dishes. A lot of my vinaigrettes feature a small amount of maple syrup, not because I want them to taste sweet, but because I need to emphasize the other flavors in the vinaigrette or salad. I avoid cane sugar because alternative sweeteners have a more interesting flavor, they contain additional nutrients, and they tend to be less processed. Here’s a selection of the sweet things I employ in this book.

			MEDJOOL DATES

			These fudgy natural sugar bombs are like candy. I use them in no-bake desserts, as a binder in a raw cake batter, in healthy shakes and smoothies, as a sweetener for Vanilla Coconut Coffee Creamer, and even as a point of interest in savory stews with plenty of warm spices. If I’m hitting an afternoon slump and need a snack, I stuff one of these with a couple of salted almonds and call it a day.

			PURE MAPLE SYRUP

			This is probably my most reached-for sweetener and considering my country of origin, that can’t be a surprise. Canada’s flag is emblazoned with the maple leaf, so my loyalty to the syrup runs deep. I always choose a deep amber, Grade B variety, and I use it in many things. This boiled sap of maple trees contains trace minerals too, so pour a little extra on your oatmeal next time.

			MAPLE AND COCONUT PALM SUGAR

			Sometimes a granulated sweetener is necessary for structure in a dessert, and for those times, I reach for maple sugar or coconut palm sugar. I realize that maple sugar may not be available everywhere, and even when it is available, it can be quite expensive. Any time I specify maple sugar, coconut palm sugar will sub in, one for one, in its place.
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			BROWN RICE SYRUP AND AGAVE NECTAR

			I use these sweeteners decidedly less often. Brown rice syrup has a strong flavor and mostly serves as a sticky salve for things like granola bars in my kitchen. Agave nectar can be quite refined and therefore, it absorbs like a mega dose of unadulterated natural sugar. I only use it when I need the most subtle-tasting sweetener possible. It’s also a preferable choice for sweetening beverages because it mingles with the liquid effortlessly, like simple syrup.

			Protein

			Beans, legumes, tempeh, tofu, nuts, seeds, whole grains, and even vegetables all contain plant-based protein. Some sources and combinations are more complete than others, but rest assured that your body knows how to take all your varied protein components and turn them into a whole. Here’s a rundown of the sources I cook with most often.

			BEANS

			There are hundreds of bean varieties. My core rotation has black beans, some type of kidney bean, cannellini or navy beans, and mung beans for sprouting. I try to cook my beans from dry as
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