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Preface

This book is my rallying cry to transform how we cook and what we eat. It is a collection of strategies, science-based advice, recipes, and kitchen tips that expand on the notion of good food. For years now, good food has been described as what tastes good and/or is good for us. That tells only part of the story. Defining good food in passive and self-centric terms such as how it tastes and how it affects our bodies is simply not adequate for our times.

When I first started writing this book, covid-19 was the stuff of Hollywood movies and Robin Cook novels. The world has certainly transformed since then, and the impact of the global pandemic continues to be felt in every aspect of our lives. Along with the virus, we are facing climate chaos events in real life. Further, we are only beginning to properly acknowledge the generations of absolute inequality and injustice upon which our social and economic systems were built.

The antidote to feeling powerless is action: an urgent collective effort that will bring society forward; collective, positive action that, like so many other wonderful things, begins around the dinner table.

During the pandemic, when many of us found ourselves at home for months on end, cooking brought joy and creativity into our otherwise repetitive and lonely routines. Cooking at home, a much-maligned and mundane task, was finally trending. This was the time most of us were unlearning old habits and adopting those that would keep us, and others, safe.

When meeting friends and family and people outside our bubbles became restricted, we truly appreciated gathering with our loved ones. With forests burning and the doomsday clock ticking closer to catastrophe (when I started writing this book in 2020, it was at 100 seconds to midnight; since then, it has paused at 90 seconds to midnight in 20231), we are finally seeing it is simply not enough to look out for ourselves and our families; we must also look after the planet.

That’s where this book comes in. Good Food, Healthy Planet reveals the secrets behind making good food that is delicious, good for us, and good for the planet. Using mainly shelf-stable ingredients that are within reach for most and following simple recipes and techniques, this book provides practical advice that is based on the latest scientific evidence on gut health and its connection with mental health, as well as the impact our food choices have on the environment. This book eases the burden of decision-making at home and shows us how we can prioritize our personal well-being and the prosperity of the planet, all at the same time.

Good Food, Healthy Planet is written for people and the planet, with the best interests of both at heart. I am deeply grateful for your attention and regard in picking up this book, and I invite you on this journey toward health, happiness, and prosperity for all.




An Introduction, a Story of Root Shock, and a Love Letter of Sorts


For as long as I can remember, I have known that food is more than just fuel. When I’m feeling homesick, a mellow bowl of khichdi (rice and yellow lentil stew) offers me comfort and warmth. A whiff of cinnamon and cloves will uplift my mood. A pinch of fennel seeds will soothe my children’s rumbly tummies. There’s more to food than just the acts of cooking and eating. It nourishes our bodies and also our senses and our minds. It offers enjoyment, contentment, and an opportunity to connect around the dinner table. Food is more than just fuel, and it is far more than simply flavour; food is the sum of both, and so much more. Along with allowing us to enjoy taste, comfort, and connection, it supports healthy bodies and strong minds. Moreover, as we dig deeper into the choices we make in the kitchen, we learn that what we eat affects not only us but also the health and prosperity of our planet.
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Food Connects Us

Whenever I’m out to the corner store or at the supermarket or even just picking up my morning coffee, I know it will take me longer than most other people. It’s because I stop and chat. Most times it’s just friendly, lighthearted talk, but there was that time I chanced upon a nugget of learning when I talked to my neighbourhood baker about sourdough bread. I didn’t know then that baking sourdough bread requires many steps over multiple days to allow sufficient time, handling, and fermentation to make just one loaf of bread.

Or there was that time I struck up a conversation with the owner of a tiny grocery store about why he buys perfectly ripe strawberries at the wholesale market every morning. It’s because most stores look for strawberries that are a few days away from ripe so they last the journey from market to store to people’s homes. But the owner of this store, Jim, buys berries that are ready to eat because these are often left behind and end up discarded on the compost pile. You read that right: the juiciest and most luscious of the crop are often thrown away because they don’t last the time that’s needed for them to be stored, sold, and eaten. And so Jim buys them, even though he is aware that these perfectly ripe berries won’t last the time on the shelf. Jim is a small-business owner, though, and he worries about his overhead costs, so right there, in his tiny storeroom, in the back of his shop, down the street from where I live, Jim freezes the ripest, most luscious fruits bought at their peak (instead of unripe and crisp, as many supermarkets buy their fruit). Once the fruits are frozen, he sells them by the bag to people like me. An innovative way to offer flavour, make the best of what’s in season, and reduce waste, all that takes place in the backroom of a small grocery store in midtown Toronto. A story I wouldn’t have learned if Jim and I hadn’t started talking all those years ago.

Food connects us. I’ve known that for longer than I can remember. My dad was in the Indian military, so my family lived a nomadic lifestyle. The life of an army brat, as we are called, often means a new city and new school every 18 months, and my brother and I learned to adjust to this life on the go. As hard as the constant feeling of “new” was, my mom and dad made it easier by holding us together with routines that seemed odd at the time, for example eating lunch together at 3:00 pm as it was the only time after school, my mom’s work, and my dad’s barrack rounds that we could all be together around the table.

Living a nomadic life as a child was hard, but it was also one of the things I loved most about my childhood, mainly because India is such a higgledy-piggledy mosaic of culture, language, and cuisine, and every new city we lived in offered a fresh opportunity to try new foods and experience family traditions in a new way. Even something as subtle as the smell of the markets felt different across regions. As a young girl, I found incredible joy in the simple act of walking through strange galliyaan (alleys) and visiting and shopping at new markets with my mom.

Food and the stories behind it, of how it was grown and cooked and what went into making the dish, was already becoming very important to me.



The Life of a Nomad but always Rooted in the Kitchen

This nomadic style of living continued when I left home to live on my own. My hubby and I fell in love, got married, and embarked on an adventure together, uprooting ourselves from India to move to Dubai. The year was 1999, and we were thrilled to start a new chapter in our lives in a country we knew very little about. This was before the age of easy internet, and our access to information about the United Arab Emirates was limited to books and magazines. The skills I had learned early on as a child, of transplanting repeatedly, came in handy during this time. The learnings helped ease the transition and made the “new” feel comfortable quickly. After all, I knew that as long as I unpacked and settled the kitchen first, as I had seen my mom do, my roots would find their ground.

The decades of moving within India and then beyond, from Dubai to Toronto to Calgary and back again, with multiple stops in between, have all influenced my cooking and my kitchen today. Each new city taught me something new about food and how to cook, shop, and eat. Neighbours and friends, and conversations with shopkeepers in the souq (street market), all introduced me to new foods and techniques and how to incorporate them into everyday kitchen habits. This was also the time that I was noticing the differences, for example, between speedy chemically dried red chili powder and the slowly sun-dried version, or between small-batch spice blends made by a village collective and what was available in large international markets. All the moving and experiences around the world were helping me explore and experiment in the kitchen. And re-creating long-known family classics in my kitchen was another way I continued to connect to the life and people I had left behind.

My childhood and youth in India influenced me deeply, and while my kitchen in Canada today looks very different from my mother’s in India, the principles I base my practices on are mostly grounded in what I learned from my family. Principles like creating a sense of abundance with what we have, even when what we have may be limited; reducing what we throw away because there may be another use for it; and, above all, never forgetting that the choices we make have an impact on the health and well-being of others as well as our own lives. These values that I inherited early on have guided me in my life, in my home, and in my kitchen, and they also form the foundation for this book.
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It was always About the Food

I have always lived in the trenches with food, first during my nomadic years with my parents and brother, later with my husband, and then as a parent of two young kids. Thinking about how (and also what!) we cook and eat has always been a big part of my life. But those years of uprooting and transplanting took their toll.

As a gardener, I have learned how transplanting is hard on the plant’s structure. Often the plant will go into shock. Leaves show the impact first; they start wilting, will drop off even, and the plant can lose a branch or two. But slowly, under the ground, with enough rich soil, air, water, and sun, the roots will start to recover, stretching, often unseen. Next, the stem will right itself and strengthen. The leaves return too, eventually, and the flowers take their time. After years of having my hands in the soil and also learning from my mom, I understand now that a transplanted shrub may not flower that first year. Due to root shock, as this period of transition is called in gardening, the shrub may not even flower the second year, but with enough care and support, in time the plant will recover and the blooms will return.

Root shock affects plants, and also humans. I am evidence of this theory.

My early motherhood years in Calgary, raising young kids and living on the opposite side of the world from all that was familiar, were difficult without the connection with my family. My husband and I juggled parenting responsibilities and busy careers. Slowly, we made new friends in the new city, and our united love for the outdoors drew us to explore the incredible Rocky Mountains as often as we could. Cooking at home took a back seat during those early years. For years afterwards, I cooked with my eyes closed. But because I had inherited my mom’s palate and her skills, what I made in the kitchen tasted great.

The food and flavours were fantastic, but the connection with the food was missing.

We have moved many homes since the kids were born, and each time, just as I had as a child, we put away our kitchen crockery and cutlery first. Even when they were little, my kids knew that if the dinner plates and spice jars were unpacked, we were settled. And that first dinner? That was often at home, cobbled together from the pantry with canned chickpeas and pickled veggies, and eaten around an upside-down cardboard box.



Staying Rooted but Moving Forward

A few years ago, when we moved from Calgary back to Toronto, where I am as I write this book, I started collecting and sharing stories about real-life food and immigrant culture through my blog, Maple and Marigold. I was feeling the pull to slow down after kid number two and switch gears from my corporate marketing career. I started writing. What started as a love letter to my home in Canada (the maple in the blog’s name) and my roots in India (the marigold), and a place to share my love of food in the kitchen is today helping people create positive change in their homes.

In the years after, through my continued learning, my expertise expanded. In 2020, during a long period of lockdown, I took the time to study the happy coincidence between food and mood. I learned that good food that feeds the body can also nourish the mind. As I went through the course material from Prof. Felice Jacka and the Food and Mood Centre at Deakin University in Australia,1 I noticed an overlap, a delightful coincidence: the food that was best for our mood and mental health was also the best food we could choose for the long-term health of our planet. What we ate could save us, and the planet too!

The practices and principles I had been introduced to as a child in my parents’ home and my mom’s kitchen—practices like choosing what’s best for us and for others, making do with what we have, and making it last—were bringing me full circle.

I love food. I love growing it and preparing it. For all the effort it takes, I love feeding it to friends and family too. I believe food is the bridge between people. My practices around food come from what I have learned, as well as the accumulated wisdom that has been passed down to me from my parents and the generations before them.

Along with my love for food, I also care about where it comes from, what goes into growing and raising it, and the journey that one delicious bite travels from farm to table. And, once that surprisingly resource-intensive, time-consuming journey is complete, I am someone who cares deeply about how the food that nourishes us becomes waste to end up in landfills around the world.



Looking to the Future

We’ve known for a while now that eating the right kind of food will improve our physical health. But there is more: the right food can also improve our mental well-being through the two-way bridge that forms the gut-brain connection. What we eat feeds our bodies and our minds.

In this book I take this even further; research is showing us that our food and choices around the dinner table can also help save the planet.

The world has changed, incredibly, since I was that little girl walking through the market alleys along with my mom in Dehradun, India. In this book, I bring what I have learned, the science and generational wisdom together, to help people adopt a new way to cook, eat, and enjoy. I invite you to do the good work to reconnect with what you eat, without sacrificing the things we all love: flavour, plenty, and the grace to gather with loved ones.
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What to Expect in This Book

Good Food, Healthy Planet is a celebration of good food, dishes that offer a feeling of plenty, even during times of constraint and shortages. Along with delicious flavours, you’ll also discover robust, often overlooked ingredients that, my hope is, will inspire you to be creative in the kitchen. It’s not about small steps and incremental change anymore; instead, we need giant leaps toward good-for-us, climate-conscious habits to help us all make the best of what we have. This book is written for people who work hard to sustain themselves and their families every single day, who are thinking beyond what’s on their plate; it’s not only about flavour and personal well-being, but also about the long-term impacts of what we cook and eat.

In 2019, a team of top scientists from around the world came together as part of the eat-Lancet Commission on Food, Planet, Health1 to investigate if a healthy diet could save the planet. The answer was a resounding “not if, but how.”

The book that you hold in your hands translates the science from multiple sources, including recommendations from the planetary health diet created by eat-Lancet and recent food and mood research.2 Shaped by my Indian roots, it lays out what I have learned in practical, climate-conscious strategies, recipes, and tips designed to change the way you cook and eat every day.

At the core of the book lies an accessible and achievable framework that I cheekily call Eating with Benefits, a practical and ridiculously easy approach that keeps the health of people and the planet front and centre.

Past the framework, you will find kitchen stocking advice—what you need to have on hand to cook and eat in this new way, a way that I’m glad to share doesn’t cost much and isn’t overly complicated either. You’ll see that I subscribe to the “power of less” principle even while stocking the kitchen. It’s about affordable, planet-friendly ingredients, a short list of kitchen essentials, and easy-to-follow practices that work for real life.

The recipe collection is the final section of this book. I’ve kept them, just like the recipes on my website, mapleandmarigold.com, easy to customize. It’s all about building delicious flavours with spices and ingredients, tried and tested recipes, and cooking creatively to double your veggies, love your lentils, boost your beans, swap out the meat, and more. You’ll also find my quick hacks and tricks scattered throughout the pages, with recipe notes and #GoGreen tips to connect you to the food and to soothe confusion as much as possible.

Let this book be your guide. Once you have had a chance to read it, bring it back to your kitchen and store it in a drawer so it’s always within reach. Let it catch some battle scars—a few oil splashes and a turmeric stain or two—then show these scars off with pride. For there’s glory in home cooking. We’re the unsung heroes of boring, mundane routines who fight a rigorous battle in the kitchen every day. And when the kitchen is clean and the dishwasher is loaded, we emerge from the kitchen, victorious.

A final note, while I have you. Good Food, Healthy Planet is aligned with the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGS). In 2015, all the un member states agreed to 17 goals in total that were created as a “blueprint for peace and prosperity for people and the planet, now and into the future.”3 My work and this book align with the following three goals in particular:
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My Cooking Tips

If you’re anything like me, you’re juggling family, career, and self simultaneously, all the time. There’s a lot on your mind. And if you have young kids, backpacks end up on the floor and homework somehow finds its way into the junk drawer in the kitchen. Been there, done that!

When I’m in the kitchen, I usually have multiple hats on; mom, writer, occasional Instagrammer and everyday food waste warrior are just four that come to mind. I have experienced first-hand how creating delicious flavours can be hard. Add in the additional complexity of cross-cultural kitchen practices and the desire to make climate-smart choices, and it can all seem really overwhelming.

So, before we start cooking, here is some last-minute advice I have learned the hard way.



Less is more. You don’t need many tools or appliances to make the food in this book. As you’ll see in chapter 3, if it’s a tool that serves only one purpose, like an avocado peeler or a garlic press, then it doesn’t find a home in my kitchen drawer. A sharp knife for the former and a microplane or a mortar and pestle for the latter will do just fine, and these items can serve in other ways too.



The stove is your friend. Most days I cook in a pan of some sort, directly on the stove, and many of the recipes here offer the same direction. The one big tip for cooking on the stove is to stay vigilant. Foods cook differently, depending on how they were grown and raised and processed. They release moisture and sugars at different rates too. This affects the speed of cooking and the texture of the dish you’ll end up with. All stoves are different as well. Some are efficient in heating up (like our induction stove) while others are slower to catch up. Watch for a change in smell, a puff of unexpected steam, or, more obviously, the beeping of the smoke alarm. Trust your nose and eyes. Anything, when cooked long enough, can burn. Full disclosure: I’ve burnt a pot while boiling water! So stay in the kitchen when you have a pan on the stove unless my recipe states that it’s okay to walk away and forget about it—then you totally can!



Andaaze se. One of the concepts I have learned from my mother is a measurement style that is unique to family-style home cooking and is used to describe any step/ingredient while cooking. It’s a vague, almost affectionate term that means “eyeball it.” Andaaze se. Examine the food in the pan closely, and then add what you need. This vagueness used to bother me and I would try to translate it into precision. I have since learned that living and cooking in high resolution is overrated. A little bit of blurring around the edges is beautiful in its own way.



Measure in cups and cans, teaspoons and tablespoons. Many cookbooks offer exact measurements in grams and millilitres; you won’t find those here, and here’s why. If the recipe needs that high level of precision, in ingredients or cooking, it probably isn’t one that you can adapt and tweak easily. As a result, it didn’t make its way into this book. When I teach people how to cook, I show how they can make the dish their own and customize it to their family’s taste and enjoyment.



Swap ingredients for what you have. Try alternatives, taste, and adjust the moisture and seasonings in the dish accordingly. Here are some swaps I make regularly:


	Cheese for nutritional yeast (excellent for those who are eating vegan and crave the cheesiness, nutritional yeast is also a shelf-stable food that has some unique fermented qualities)

	Peanuts for sunflower seeds

	Soy sauce and jarred condiments for mustard and orange chutney (see the recipes on pages 125 and 121)

	Spinach for Swiss chard and beet tops—the possibilities, I promise, are endless!





Choose food that’s unpopular or hard to pronounce. If it was grown somewhere as food, you can eat it. Strangely-coloured carrots, hard-to-cook cuts of meat, and whole grains with names that have more vowels than you expect all offer creative cooking inspiration. A quick internet search and you may be surprised at how much natural flavour is in these unusual (to you) foods.



Use mostly olive oil or ghee for cooking. I grew up with peanut, coconut, mustard, and rice bran oil, but good-quality, affordable versions of these are harder to find where I am. So it’s olive oil or ghee for me at home and in this book. Olive oil comes packed with unique nutritional benefits and has a lovely flavour that shines in many dishes. For all other cooking, I use ghee. Science keeps going back and forth on ghee; it’s a saturated fat, after all, so doctors say it’s not great for heart health. At the same time, this ancient cooking fat comes packed with deep flavour and immense nutritional benefits. My advice: use some ghee, not too much, and you’ll find it goes further than you think.
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Which ghee is right for me?

I prefer homemade ghee to any other kind, especially when my mom makes it. But if you don’t have my mom (or perhaps yours) around to transform simple milk and cream into homemade deliciousness, choose a dairy company that is run by someone with roots in India (I may be a teensy bit biased here) who use local milk—whatever local means to you.




Tweak recipes with foods that are accessible, in season, and local to you. When local to you isn’t possible, choose to support villages, farms, and farmers in another part of the world. Every day I use many ingredients that are not readily available where I am, such as millet, hing (asafetida), and makrut lime leaves, for starters. I have found grocery stores in Toronto that source these from collectives and small farms around the world.



Choose fewer potatoes, no wheat, and less rice when possible. Don’t get me wrong; potatoes, whole grain wheat, and rice of any kind are healthy foods, and I have nothing against them. But we eat a lot of them in various forms all day, so in this book, you’ll see I suggest we look for alternatives:


	Swap all-purpose wheat flour for nutritionally dense chickpea flour.

	Instead of potatoes, choose other tubers—sunchokes, sweet potatoes, and yams are widely available. Diversity on the plate is a wonderful thing; we’ll talk more about how wonderful in chapter 2.

	Use whole grains instead of white rice. Millet, barley, spelt, quinoa, and amaranth are all strong contenders for rice alternatives in my kitchen.
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When cooking vegetables and legumes, use fat. A big mistake that many of us make when cooking vegetables, lentils, and beans is to skimp on the fat. These good-for-us, good-for-the-planet foods need added fat to make their flavours really shine, especially if they are to compete with the likes of meat. Red meat and chicken, even eggs, come with their own fat content, so plant-forward dishes are immediately at a disadvantage in flavour. Add a tablespoon or two of fat to even the playing field, please!



Play around with bold (to you) spices, whole and ground. Try a new herb or two, and test flavours and textures to discover what you and your family like.



Finally, make the dishes your own! Adjust the recipes and cooking times to work with your kitchen habits, appliances, ingredients, and routine. Taste as you go along. Improvise to fit your life and your family’s palate. Bring your culture and your family’s food traditions into the mix.

What we cook and eat should reflect who we are and the times we live in. If you’re like me, making a new life in a new country, discover new traditions around food. Fire up your creativity. The results may surprise you!





Chapter 1 The Big Why
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What’s good food? I have been grappling with this question for a long time. It may have taken me a while, but I think I have finally cracked it.

Good food tastes good—great, even!

First of all, if a dish doesn’t taste yummy, then it’s out, right? Good food is first about flavour, but that’s not enough. It also has to be good for us. Over decades, our knowledge about healthy food and its nutritional benefits has been evolving. It’s about vitamins, minerals, proteins, fibre, and so much more. Researchers are finding out that good-for-us food is about more than just the micro- and macronutrients. What we eat affects our bodies and also our minds. Food affects our gut health, which influences our brains, our memory, and even our emotions.

So, what does this mean? Good food is tasty, and it also has a positive impact on our overall well-being, both physical and mental. But its effect doesn’t just stop here. As it turns out, good food that is essential for our health is the same food that is good for the long-term health and prosperity of the planet. It’s this last part that is the missing piece for so many of us. We begin with body because that’s what we’re most familiar with, but as you continue to read you’ll see that it’s only one tiny sliver of what we need to know, what is actually important. Let’s explore this more.

[image: Eating to Feed your Body.]



How Does What We Eat Affect Our Physical Health?

For decades, scientists have examined the impact of diet and nutrition on the human body. Their research concluded that poor diet is the leading cause of death in men and the second leading cause for women. Researchers analyzed slivers of nutrition and how they flowed through the human body, from our toes to our fingertips to the crowns of our heads, how they were absorbed, and their influence on how our bodies function and age.1

The evidence is clear. Food is fundamental for healthy bodies and to maintain our overall health and well-being. And yet there is more to this story. The emphasis on how food influences our physical health has shaped the lion’s share of conversations around good food; food must be good for the body, we are told, to be counted as good food.

If the body is a well-oiled, well-functioning machine, then food is the fuel that makes it run. But we are more than well-oiled, well-functioning machines, and food is more than just fuel.

We have known for a long time that what we eat and our physical health are interconnected, but only recently have we widely acknowledged that what we eat affects our minds as well.




Can We Eat Our Way to Feeling Good?

A growing body of research around food’s impact on our minds has tackled the question “Can we eat our way to feeling good?” The answer is, quite simply, yes! What we choose to cook with and eat feeds not only our bodies but also our minds. There exists a deep, two-way connection, called the gut-brain axis, between the belly and the brain that shows how the health of one directly affects the well-being of the other.2

This merits repeating: our gut health directly affects our mental well-being. So, going back to a question that has plagued so many of us, especially since the turbulence of 2020: “Can we eat our way to feeling good?” Yes, we can!

The world has changed a lot since the beginning of the global pandemic, and while its fallout is yet to be fully calculated, one thing is clear: people are struggling, and it’s showing up in a variety of ways. In 2021 the United Nations announced that the mental health and well-being of communities around the world had been severely affected.3 Since then, fear about the health impacts of covid-19, worries for family, extended isolation, financial uncertainty, and the prospect of job loss have all been causing deep distress around the world.

Scientific research has revealed the deep, two-way connection between the gut and the brain, and how the health of the gut’s microbiota directly affects mental health. Recent research conducted at the Food and Mood Centre, with its smiles Trial (a randomized
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	Simply stated: Our gut microbiota is crucial for our ability to survive and thrive, and these micro-organisms that live in our bellies directly influence our brain.

	Bottom line: A healthy gut is essential for our physical health and also our mental well-being.







	Simply stated: A gut-poor diet increases inflammation in the gut, which adversely affects the brain.

	Bottom line: A diet rich in gut-healthy foods helps us think more and feel better.







	Simply stated: Eating a diverse diet that’s rich in gut-healthy foods improves the quantity, quality, and diversity of our gut microbiota.

	Bottom line: Diversity in what we eat helps our brains feel and function better.
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