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PRAISE FOR THE COLORFUL FAMILY TABLE

“Ilene’s recipes do a beautiful job at bringing colorful fruits and veggies together for vibrant dishes that also bring the whole family together. I love how she shares tips on how to cook for kids and prepare ahead of time for meals. It makes plant-based eating easier and less intimidating. The recipes are mouth-watering and full of soul-satisfying flavors!”

—Brandi Doming, author of The Vegan 8 Cookbook

“Ilene brings the family together at the table with scrumptious vegan recipes everyone will enjoy. These health-focused seasonal recipes will make you and your family feel great, all while tasting great, too!”

—Sam Turnbull, author of Fuss-Free Vegan and creator of It Doesn’t Taste Like Chicken

“Just like she did with The Colorful Kitchen, Ilene’s back with another bookshelf staple that’s a celebration of easy, nourishing, plant-packed recipes that’ll rock the peels off your bananas and tickle the taste buds of every member of the fam, one season after the next! If you’ve ever felt alone in your household sea of not-so-healthy eaters, this book will save you. She has her husband happily hooked on tempeh bacon, two kiddos inhaling her spinach salads and sweet potato slices, and friends (like moi) hanging on every bite of her chocolate-cherry tahini cookies. With The Colorful Family Table, Ilene’s ensuring that everyone in your family will love tasting the rainbow—of plants.”

—Talia Pollock, author of Party in Your Plants

“With its brilliant mix of simplicity and creativity, this cookbook and its flavorful recipes belong in every veggie lover’s kitchen. This book is perfect for families, singles, roommates, and friends who love to cook together. Every recipe is rich and flavorful and will make you appreciate and enjoy vegan food in a fun and whole new way.”

—Kim-Julie Hansen, founder of Best of Vegan and author of Vegan Reset
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introduction

From enjoying a cozy mug of spiced apple cider next to the fireplace on a chilly fall afternoon to snacking on fresh watermelon that’s bursting with color and flavor at the park on a hot summer day, each of the four seasons has its own quintessential moments that are inevitably tied to food. Food brings the family together, through small moments like a quick breakfast before school at which we chat about the day ahead, as well as huge holiday celebrations for which we happily travel far and wide to visit family and feast on dishes that we look forward to all year.

Whether we’re conscious of it or not, what, when, and how we eat affects us on a much larger scale than just keeping hunger at bay. The act of cooking and eating with our family can nourish us on many levels, and each season provides a unique opportunity for us to fill our plates with a rainbow of healthful food that provides exactly what our bodies need at that time.

MY FAMILY

I grew up in South Florida, where there are two seasons: hot and hotter. My family would happily sweat in the humidity outside, then keep the air-conditioning pumping at full blast inside our house to cool us off. For us, the changing seasons had little to do with food and were instead marked by the school year starting or ending, or long breaks from school when it was slightly less hot outside and we got lots of presents.

Year-round, our meals came mainly from frozen packages, boxes, plastic bags, and restaurants. There were a few foods that were special to us as seasonal delicacies, all of which could eventually be found at the drugstore marked at 50 percent off: Oreos stuffed with orange filling in the fall, powdered packets of hot chocolate in the winter, cream-filled chocolate eggs in the spring, and neon green, blue, and pink popsicles in the summer.

As far as I knew, the same food was always available at the grocery store, and my family ate the same meals no matter what time of year it was. This was during the ’90s, before the internet brought mainstream America’s attention to the culinary world’s growing evolution toward seasonal, local, and organic produce—not to mention the idea of a plant-based diet. We weren’t yet scared of the unpronounceable ingredients on the back of our cereal box; in fact, if it tasted good, we didn’t even glance at the ingredients. My mom was our family’s cook, and she tried to make us healthy food, but life was busy and finding the time to try out healthful recipes that we would actually eat was easier said than done, so the convenience of Hamburger Helper, frozen fish sticks, and other quick-to-prepare processed foods always ultimately won out.

At the time, there were no local farmer’s markets in our town (today there’s one for every day of the week!), and my family had no idea that the area of South Florida we lived in is an ideal climate for growing tons of varieties of fruits and vegetables at different seasons throughout the year. We did have a key lime tree in our backyard, and when the little green fruits would show up, it truly felt like magic. They just appeared out of nowhere and we were able to use them—for free!—to make key lime pie. I didn’t know a single family with a home garden (and had never even visited a farm on a field trip), so the idea of something we could eat that grew in the ground right outside our house completely blew my mind.
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Even though the concept of edible plants growing in the ground was slightly over my head, from an early age I did understand the connection between animals and the meat on my plate, and the idea never felt right to me. I went through many on-again, off-again bouts of vegetarianism, but even during my meatless periods I tried my best to steer clear of most vegetables, relying on classic “kid” foods like grilled cheese and peanut butter sandwiches to sustain myself. I just wasn’t interested in fruits or vegetables, and my parents never gave me a convincing enough reason (or dish) for why I should be.

When I was a freshman in college, my vegetarianism finally stuck, but my diet still consisted mainly of processed foods like microwavable frozen veggie burgers and French fries smothered in cheese from the school cafeteria. After a few years of eating this way, I stumbled across the macrobiotic diet—which focuses on whole grains, legumes, and cooked vegetables and omits processed foods, sugar, and dairy—as part of my search to cure my endless allergies and stomach issues. I was tired of feeling sick every day, despite being on multiple prescription medications, and I was desperate enough to try just about anything, so I dove headfirst into eating this way—and it worked! I found that skipping the junk and fueling my body with plants made me feel better than any doctor’s regimen or medicine I had ever tried. It wasn’t easy to adjust to such a big lifestyle change, but I was surprised to discover that I liked exploring this new world of ingredients, and cooking turned out to be a fun and creative outlet for me.

Now that I had experienced how good real food could make me feel, I focused on learning about all things plant based. The more I learned about the environmental sustainability problems and animal welfare issues facing the egg and dairy industries, the more eating an egg and cheese sandwich felt the same to me as eating a hamburger. I was thrilled to discover that with a little effort I could find or create a recipe for a vegan version of just about anything that was just as tasty as—if not tastier than—its traditional counterpart.

I loved learning about different dietary theories from other parts of the world. I noticed a common thread throughout these diverse cultures—an emphasis on eating different foods at different times of the year and letting Mother Nature tell us what to eat and when to eat it. This made sense to me on so many different levels, from desires as obvious as our craving for cold smoothies in the summer to cool us down, to needs as complex as our appetite for root vegetables to help us feel “grounded” in the fall.

My biggest takeaway from macrobiotics, Ayurveda, ancient Chinese medicine, and other dietary approaches was that nature provides the food that our bodies need to thrive each season, and that’s awesome! Even though modern technology makes nearly all foods available at all times, it feels good to stay in tune with the seasons through food. Produce picked at its peak season always tastes best, plus it’s packed with a higher nutrient content, so it’s better for our bodies. It’s also better for the planet since in-season food is more easily grown organically or with fewer pesticides. And just in case you need one more reason to grab those fresh summer blueberries, produce grown in season is almost always the most affordable choice.

Adding a ton of plants to my diet made me feel great physically, but eating with the seasons nourished me on a deeper level, too. When I first embarked on my food journey, I was living in New York City and felt completely disconnected from nature. I found that meeting the people at the farmer’s market who grew my food and cooking and eating with the seasons was an easy way to connect to the planet. Plus, it felt like a fun challenge to expand my recipe repertoire by creating meals using whatever produce was available.

Now, let’s flash forward a decade or so. I’m no longer a single twenty-something gal cooking for just myself; I’m a busy working mom who no longer has the luxury of daydreaming in the squash section of the farmer’s market on a random Wednesday afternoon. My reality is that I’ve got a hungry child trying to tie my shoelaces together, so I need to grab that squash as quickly as possible so I can get home and pop it in the oven before she starts screaming that she’s starving for dinner.

Like most parents, Ross and I struggle to balance everyday life with working; paying bills; making sure our older daughter, Baby V, doesn’t put Play-Doh up her nose; keeping up with friends; and trying every trick under the sun to get our younger daughter, Baby L, to sleep through the night. My family definitely does not eat exclusively locally grown, organic, seasonal food 100 percent of the time. In fact, you’ll spot us grabbing pints of vegan ice cream at the supermarket more often than I’d like to admit, and when it comes to what we eat, I’m all about balancing what’s good for us with what’s quick, easy, and tasty.

What’s most important to me is feeding my family delicious, healthful meals as often as possible (while being OK with heating up frozen veggie burgers when necessary) and teaching my girls why we eat the way we do so they grow up feeling empowered about their food choices and their health. There’s so much about where our food comes from and why certain foods are good for us that I didn’t learn until I was in my twenties, and I want my children to grow up with an understanding of how food affects our bodies, our communities, and the planet.

I also want them to look forward to celebrating the seasons with food. There’s so much joy to be found in tasting the first fresh figs of late summer and inviting friends over for homemade pumpkin spice lattes in the fall. I remember being so, so excited when my mom came home with those Oreos stuffed with orange cream every October. It was a tradition that brought our family together around the kitchen table, and I can’t wait to hear Baby V and Baby L squeal with excitement at our own version of that tradition (with more healthful ingredients).

MAKE MY FAMILY’S RECIPES YOUR OWN

The recipes in this book make the most of each season’s bounty, while still being realistic about the types of ingredients and amount of time needed to prepare food for a hungry family, whether your family consists of you and your roommate or a houseful of kids. These are my family’s favorite meals, and they use a combination of items that you can find at your local farmer’s market or supermarket and canned and boxed pantry staples you probably already have on hand.

Look at these recipes as a template to customize to your family’s individual tastes. I purposely keep the seasonings of most recipes simple, so they’re the perfect canvas for your creativity. I encourage you to experiment with the recipes and add your own spin to things if you feel inspired. If you have a bumper crop of fresh basil in your summer garden, use it with abandon! If your family loves spicy food, get out the cayenne pepper! If you’ve got a household of hungry teenagers, make a giant batch of Tempeh Bacon (page 226) and add it to everything to up the protein!

One of the most fun things about seasonal, plant-based cooking is getting creative with whatever is in season, so feel free to go wild with the produce that looks too fresh to pass up at the market.
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EATING PLANTS IS FOR EVERYONE

Whether you’re holding this book in your hands because you’re a longtime plant eater, you’re looking for recipes to help you transition to a plant-based diet, or you’re simply interested in adding more healthful, vegetable-centered dishes to your rotation, these recipes are for you!

It’s my hope that everyone in your family will love these recipes, whether or not they follow a plant-based diet. You don’t need to be “vegan” to eat a meatless meal, and these seasonal, home-style dishes are meant to appeal to everyone, regardless of dietary preference.

Interestingly, since starting The Colorful Kitchen blog in 2013, I’ve found that the largest part of my reader base has shifted from folks who identify as strictly vegan to those who consider themselves “flexitarian” or are simply trying to eat more plants and fewer animal products. I think this is not because there are fewer vegans out there but rather because more people are looking to eat real food, with more plants, fewer animal products, and way less junk, which is amazing!

SHOPPING

In an ideal world, our backyard garden would provide most of our fruits and vegetables, and everything else would come from the bulk bins at the natural food store, but in reality my family does our best to support community agriculture by shopping locally as much as possible. We fill in with organic produce from the grocery store, and we’re still very good friends with the frozen veggie burger and canned bean aisles.

I do encourage you to check out your local farmer’s market because that’s where the freshest seasonal produce will be found. Plus, taking kids to the market and letting them see all the seasonal colors firsthand can be a fun and educational experience. Baby V loves to pick out a piece of fruit or a vegetable, carry it around the market, then help me use it in a dish. Even at her young age, she is developing a sense of ownership and empowerment over her food, and I’ve found that she’s much more likely to try and enjoy a new food if she gets to be involved with the shopping and cooking.

The recipes in this book use familiar ingredients, and most of them can be found anywhere you shop. Depending on what’s available in your area, a few pantry items, like nutritional yeast and miso paste, may require a special trip, but you should be able to find everything you need at just about any grocery store—although I encourage you to explore what’s available at your local farmer’s market or food co-op.

KEEP IT LOCAL

The four seasons are not the same everywhere. What’s in season in New York in October is going to be very different from what’s in season in Florida, but my hope is that you’ll use these recipes as a starting point and customize them to take advantage of what’s fresh and available wherever you live.

Earlier, I mentioned that nature provides what our bodies need at different times of the year, and this also applies to different locations and climates. Listen to what your body is craving and check out what’s available at your local farmer’s market, then adjust the recipes to fit your needs.

SAVE TIME

Feeding a family is a lot of work. It can be overwhelming to have to come up with something to make for dinner every single night, especially if you’re the sole cook in the family, but I have a few tricks that will help cut down on the amount of time you spend shopping for and preparing meals.

1.Plan a weekly menu. Finding thirty minutes to sit down with your favorite cookbooks and recipe blogs and plan out what you’re going to make for the week can end up saving you hours (and your sanity). Keep a running list of recipes that catch your eye so you’ll always have plenty to choose from.

2.Grocery shop once a week. Once you’ve got your menu down, write out all the ingredients you’ll need for each dish and get them all in one trip. I’ll often start at the farmer’s market and get whatever I can there, then go straight to the grocery store to fill in everything else. It’s more time up front, but it will save you hours later, plus there’s nothing better than a fully stocked fridge.

3.Batch cook. When I’m planning my weekly menu, I try to think ahead to what ingredients can be prepared together to make multiple meals. For example, I’ll make a big batch of lentils to use in both “Meaty” Stuffed Zucchini Boats (page 206) and BBQ Lentil Burgers (page 197). Taking the time to prep Brown Rice (page 225), Sautéed Garlicky Greens (page 230), roasted sweet potatoes (page 22), and Baked Tofu (page 227) allows me to put together bowls, sandwiches, and more in minutes. The same goes for sauces that can be used in multiple dishes like the Peanut Sauce used in Sweet & Savory Peach Summer Rolls (page 183) and Better-Than-Takeout Eggplant & Tofu Peanut Noodles (page 203).

4.Plan for leftovers. Say it with me: “Leftovers are my best friend.” I like to double whatever I’m making for dinner and save half of it for lunch the next day. Pack it for work or school and lunch is done!
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For extra help maximizing the time you have to feed your family, I’ve labeled the recipes in this book that can be made in under thirty minutes or less with this icon: [image: image].

COOKING FOR LITTLE PALATES

There are many different theories on what a baby’s first foods should be. I can speak only from personal experience, and everyone knows what’s right for their family, but since my babies are a part of our family, I feel that they should eat what our family eats. Now, that doesn’t mean I handed Baby V a kale salad and a matcha latte at seven months old, but I did skip
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