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Introduction

In some ways, I find the title Peaceful Kitchen kind of ironic because the kitchen wasn’t always a peaceful place for me. It started out more chaotic. And by chaotic, I mean almost burning down the kitchen on multiple occasions. So it’s a miracle that I’ve found myself talking to the world about food, let alone sharing it with you. For me, as for so many, food has been a joyful, challenging, educational, transformative journey. So let’s start at the beginning.

When I was growing up, I wanted nothing to do with cooking. In fact, I remember a conversation with my Dominican mother, who shared her concern that I didn’t have any strong cooking or cleaning skills under my belt for my future husband. I would say, “I’ll just marry someone who will do that for me.” Why not? My mom already cooked delicious Dominican food that included guisado (stewed meats), Moro, plátanos fritos (fried plantains), and habichuelas (stewed beans), all served with a side of steamed frozen veggies. We also had plenty of the standard grocery essentials at home—all kinds of snacks, cookies, and frozen pizzas stocked and ready to keep me “alive.” As far as I was concerned, I was set, and I would simply eat what I wanted and what was available to me. Why learn to cook?

Over the years, I developed a major sweet tooth. I was particularly enamored by cookies. If there was a bag of them in the pantry, those cookies would not survive the evening. I also loved to add sugar to everything. Think four tablespoons of sugar over cornflakes for breakfast, and when the adults were having coffee, I was adding a few tablespoons of sugar to my black tea, too. At the same time, I was constantly asking my mom for fried foods like plátanos con salchichón (fried plantains and salami) or asking for money to go to Burger King for a fried chicken club sandwich.

I was happy with my eating habits, or at least, I thought I was. I never truly reflected on what I was putting in my body until someone I cared about was diagnosed with prediabetes and high cholesterol. When they came home with all the paperwork from their doctor, we read over a list of foods to avoid.

“So what do I eat, then?” I didn’t have an answer for them at the time. I didn’t even know that food would be involved in the discussion.

“I don’t know, but I’ll find out.”

I started researching, and after weeding through a lot of harmful health information available at the time (some things just never change), we worked on managing their symptoms and trying to make better food choices available at home when we could. And of course, the more I learned, the more concerned I became about my own health. Slowly, I began making changes to the way I ate. Were those changes perfectly executed? Absolutely not. I made my fair share of mistakes and fell into a lot of diet traps. I counted calories, reduced my carbs, and even tried to exercise excessively. All of it just didn’t feel good, and it didn’t feel right. Luckily, I have learned from my mistakes and used my biology degree to do better research.

The more I dove into nutrition research, the more I wanted to learn. I wanted to know about all the nutrients in specific foods and loved reading about the ways people of different cultures ate and how that impacted their overall health. Eventually, I stumbled across some research and information regarding plant-based eating and veganism. I was intrigued, but I kept thinking that there was no way I could make that big of a change. Regardless, I kept coming back to the idea of it because it felt so aligned with all my “whys.” At the heart of it all, I wanted to:


	Eat more plants to help support my health goals and take preventative actions early;

	Reduce harm to animals (including people), especially after learning so much about how my food got to my plate; and

	Tread lightly on the earth, reducing my impact on climate change and doing my part to protect the environment.



All of it just made so much sense to me, so one day back in 2009, I went vegan cold turkey tofu. Now, let’s not forget that I was a disaster in the kitchen and that I have a Dominican mother. When I told my mom that I wasn’t eating meat anymore, let alone any animal products, she was a bit hurt, confused, and angry. She told me that I would need to figure it out on my own. So I finally had to learn to cook for myself.

I printed out online recipes, watched a lot of Food Network to learn some basic techniques, and purchased my own cutting board and knife. With a lot of trial and error, I started learning the basics of cooking and making edible food. This process alone made me even more passionate about food and nutrition. Eventually, that “edible food” became even better as I experimented with different seasonings and cooking techniques. Then I started watching my mom cook and finding ways to keep my culture in my food and in my life. I felt so empowered.

With all that I learned, I desperately wanted to share and educate. I was feeling good and nourished, my blood work was looking so much better than it used to, and I felt like I was making a positive impact. I became so passionate about what I was doing to the point I wanted to make a full career change and become a dietitian. So I did!

I knew I wanted to focus my career around prevention in the realm of health and wellness and thought at most I would be a dietitian who counseled patients one-on-one. I would have loved that, but I still loved cooking and wanted it to be part of my work. Honestly, it’s one thing to tell someone you should try adding some fruits and vegetables to a meal, but it’s a completely different act to show someone how to do that and make it enjoyable. So I started sharing more of my own recipe ideas with my clients in sessions, and then started sharing the recipes on social media as a fun hobby. I could not have predicted the incredible community that has gathered around me as I have grown into being the Plant-Based RD.

This “hobby” had me spending way more time in the kitchen, but each time I was there, I felt comforted, at peace. Chopping became therapeutic, and plating all the food became an artistic escape. Through the creation and enjoyment of nourishing foods, I found deep solace. The kitchen that once gave me a lot of grief quickly became a place of comfort and escape. I want that same peace for you. In the following pages, we will explore a delicious array of ingredients, techniques, and recipes that will foster your own sense of peace and well-being in the kitchen.

So welcome. Have a seat at the table; I have so much to share with you.

XO Catherine
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My Food Philosophy

My life as a vegan dietitian has been a whirlwind at best, and despite the title, I don’t go around slapping doughnuts out of people’s hands, and I don’t tell people what to eat. I also don’t shame people for their food choices, even when they aren’t aligned with my own professional advice. I always try to remember that once upon a time, I didn’t know what I know now. Not to mention, change isn’t always easy, even when you have the information in front of you. What I care most about is your story and how together we can help you build a better relationship with food without the fearmongering. Instead, I’ll share evidence-based nutrition information while also showing you how to apply it to the plates you eat from daily. Then, it’s up to you to do with that information as you please.

At the end of the day, this book is meant as a safe space for people to explore all things veganism and plant-forward eating. Regardless of how you eat, we can all benefit from adding more plants to our plates, which in turn helps support the health of us, the animals, and the planet.

What Is the Difference between Vegan and Plant-Based?

Veganism at its core is an ethical choice, not a diet. Veganism seeks to exclude all forms of cruelty toward animals to the best of your ability. As a result, vegans avoid the consumption of all animal-derived products, including meat, poultry, seafood, dairy, eggs, and honey. It’s also important to note that veganism extends beyond one’s food choices and focuses on lifestyle choices as well. This may include animal and human activism and choosing clothing and cosmetics that don’t contain animal derived or tested ingredients.

A plant-based diet speaks specifically to how one eats. Typically, this approach of eating focuses on health and wellness with an emphasis on consuming primarily whole, unprocessed plant foods without negative ethical connotations attached. Vegans can consume a plant-based diet, but you don’t have to be vegan to benefit from plant-based dietary choices.

I am vegan and work to continue minimizing harm where I can. I am comfortable in this choice. Ultimately, it’s up to you how you wish to identify. I say this without judgment. Any work toward vegan or more plant-based eating leads to a reduction of harm, and it’s never too late to start making changes. Something is always better than nothing! We do so much better when we think of what we can do instead of what we can’t do. So even if you are not ready to commit 100 percent, consider that the small things you do can have a huge impact and more closely align your actions with your morals. At the end of the day, there is no such thing as a perfect vegan, but we can do our best each day to live with our best intentions.

Before You Get Started

Let’s internalize a few things before you decide to make any changes.

Food is nourishment

It’s very easy to start thinking about food in terms of numbers, but I encourage you to really look at your food as an opportunity to nourish yourself. When you nourish yourself to meet your specific needs, you’ll feel good and want to continue eating the foods that make you feel your best. So put the focus on counting the types and number of plants you’re eating instead of the calories.

Go at your own pace

Not everyone can make a 100 percent shift in their lifestyle overnight. Both your body and your mind need time to get used to changes, and that’s totally acceptable. In my own practice, I find that those who take this journey one step at a time learn better and set up more realistic expectations for themselves along the way. Start with small adjustments like making a conscious effort to add a vegetable to your dinner plate or replacing some of the meat on your plate with some well-seasoned lentils. When you’re ready, continue working your way up. Try a meatless Monday or plan a few plant-based lunches during the week.

Add, don’t subtract

When it comes to making a dietary change, it’s very easy to think of what you aren’t “allowed” to eat. I like to frame it differently and put the focus on all the things you can add. It makes room for trying new foods, new cooking techniques, and new flavors that you may end up loving even more than the food you’ve always eaten.

Make appropriate swaps

Don’t just take animal products off your plate and call it a day. Make an appropriate swap to replace it. For example, while I love mushroom tacos, mushrooms are not an adequate protein replacement for meat on their own. A more protein-rich option might be adding beans to it or some shredded tofu. This concept can also be applied to food experiences. If the thought of giving up something you love bothers you, find an alternative to it that fits. If you’re an ice cream lover, try a dairy-free alternative. Love, cookies? Try making some vegan cookies yourself or buying them. And if ultimately you are not ready to make a swap, refocus on a different food you are more ready and able to change. Can’t give up cheese? That’s okay. Maybe swapping your milk for a plant-based alternative is easier. Go with that instead.

Personalize

There is no one-size-fits-all method to eating plant-based. Everyone has their own specific nutrient needs that can change based on age, height, weight, activity level, muscle mass, and disease states. We also have our own specific food preferences. There may be foods or flavors that you prefer over others. Knowing what you like will make this journey so much more enjoyable.

Stay true to yourself

I thought for a long time that going vegan would mean that I could no longer partake in my favorite cultural foods. Spoiler alert: that wasn’t the case. If anything, I feel more connected with my culture now. I was so eager to learn the traditional way of making a dish so that I could conceptualize making the most authentic plant-based version of it I could. Embracing my culture has only made this lifestyle stick.

Strive for progress

We are human. We are not designed to be perfect. You will make mistakes on your journey, and you’ll probably feel bad about them. I know I have in the past! You might miss an ingredient on a label or be accidentally “dairy-ed” when you order a coffee out. I promise, it’s okay and it’s not worth agonizing over. Acknowledge it, see what you can do to avoid it from happening again, and just keep moving forward.




Plant-Based Nutrition Basics

According to the Academy of Nutrition and Dietetics, an appropriately planned vegetarian, vegan, or plant-based diet is “healthful, nutritionally adequate, and may provide health benefits for the prevention and treatment of certain diseases.”*

When you are eating more vegetables, fruits, legumes, soy foods, whole grains, nuts, and seeds, you are consuming foods that tend to be lower in saturated fat and rich in fiber and antioxidants. Dietary patterns like this may help with lowering cholesterol and blood glucose levels, which contribute to a lower risk of developing: heart disease, type 2 diabetes, hypertension, and certain types of cancers.

Let’s Look at the Big Picture

You aren’t going to wither away on a properly planned plant-based diet. In fact, you can thrive following this lifestyle. To do that, we need to make sure we understand some basics and acknowledge that there are certain nutrients we need to pay closer attention to. A good way to visualize what to prioritize is by comparing it to our typical plates.

The goal of this visual is to help identify the nutrient-dense food groups we should be including most of the time at each meal and realistically fill in the gaps as needed with other foods and supplements. With that said, this plate is also flexible because everyone’s needs, cultural practices, and food access are unique. Some people will need more of a specific nutrient or food group for various reasons, and there is nothing wrong with that. If you are unsure of how to adjust portions or just want to make sure you are appropriately meeting your needs, meet with a dietitian to tailor amounts as needed.

This plate is not meant to be absolute. There are going to be times when you can’t get a certain food group in. Realistically, some meals just won’t fit these guidelines, and that is completely okay. When it comes to nutrition, the thing that will have the biggest impact on your health and well-being is what you are doing most of the time.

What You Can Start Adding to Your Plate

Fruits and Vegetables

The goal is to aim to fill half your plate with produce, and there’s no secret as to why. Fruits and vegetables provide a wide array of vitamins, minerals, fiber, and antioxidants that can help reduce the risk of developing chronic disease.

It’s important to eat plenty of fruits and veggies with a focus on varying your choices. An easy way to achieve this is by focusing on eating from a range of different colored fruits and veggies. For example, green cruciferous veggies, such as kale, bok choy, and broccoli, can provide an excellent source of calcium to help support bone health. Then you have yellow and orange veggies, such as carrots, butternut squash, and bell peppers, that will help you meet your vitamin A needs, which plays a role in normal immune function and eye health.

[image: image]

Using this method can help with getting you closer to the five daily servings of fruit and veggies recommended to maintain long-term health.* Regardless, any intentional addition of produce can still lead to better health outcomes.


Dietitian Tip

Frozen and canned fruits and vegetables count! These options tend to be more affordable and won’t go bad as quickly as fresh produce will. Be mindful of added sodium and added sugars. For canned fruit, choose options that are packed in 100 percent juice. If it’s available, try low-sodium or no-salt-added canned vegetables or rinse them well using a colander under running water to help remove a significant amount of the sodium.



Starches and Grains

Carbs are important. There, I said it! That’s why you see that they are included on this plate and take up a quarter of it. We’ve all heard how carbs are detrimental to our health, how we can see shrinking numbers on the scale if we cut them out of our diet, but carbs provide essential nutrients we need.

Let’s start viewing carbohydrates for what they are: a source of energy to fuel us; vitamins, minerals, and antioxidants to protect us; and fiber to help us stay regulated. Want the most benefit? Focus on consuming complex carbohydrates, like starchy vegetables and whole grains, as they are loaded with these nutrients. Consuming more whole grains and fiber may help to reduce cardiovascular disease risk and improve blood glucose control—not to mention feed the good bacteria in our gut to better support and regulate digestion.

Choose the carbohydrates you love. For some examples of complex carbohydrates, try oatmeal, whole grain rice, whole grain breads, wheat
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	Replace dairy milk with soy milk for similar protein profiles.

	Try tofu in place of eggs to make tofu “egg” salad.

	Use seitan to get that chew you might miss from meat.

	Use chickpeas in place of canned tuna in your “tuna” salad sandwiches.

	Replace whey protein with a plant-based soy or pea-protein-based powder.





Healthy Fats









Fill In the Gaps


Fortified Foods









Iron and Zinc








Should You Be Supplementing?






Iodine


Know Your Nutrients




	Servings: This just tells you how many servings are in the package. All the information on the nutrition label is based on a predetermined single serving. So, if you have a single serving of food, you will consume the nutrients listed on the package. If you happen to eat two servings, then you will be consuming double the nutrients listed on the label. Everyone’s nutrient needs are different, so if you need more or less than contained in one suggested serving listed on a package, adjust accordingly.

	Daily Value: This is marked by the percentages listed on the label. The percentages are used as a tool to convey to consumers the level of a nutrient in a food in relation to an individual’s requirement of that nutrient. While it’s not a perfect system, this tool can still be used to tell you if a food product is low or high in a particular nutrient. These numbers can also help with comparing different products side by side, so you can choose the product that best suits your nutrient needs.



Use the 5/20 Rule



	5 percent DV or less indicates that a specific nutrient is low per serving. Nutrients that we generally want to keep low include saturated fat, sodium, and added sugars.

	20 percent DV or more indicates that a specific nutrient is high per serving. Nutrients we generally want to be consuming more of in this category include fiber, vitamin D, calcium, iron, and potassium.
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