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THIS IS NOT
A COOKBOOK

I’m not a chef; I’m a designer and food lover raised in Milan. This is a book about why I love salads, what inspired me to make a new one every day, and how you can do the same. It won’t teach you how to cook—it is a collection of salad combinations that I’ve actually prepared and eaten. I’m not a food stylist or a food photographer, but I made these plates of salad for my lunch and photographed them before tucking in. They were made at my desk in my office, when I have just an hour (sometimes half) to get my lunch and eat it, like most people. Sure, there are a lot of things you can buy at restaurants (too expensive), or from the grocery store or supermarket (not as fresh as I would like). I wanted something healthy, fresh, tasty, and quick and often that’s difficult to find. I like good food and I’m quite fussy about it. I know I’m not alone. For most nine-to-fivers, lunch is a functional moment in the day, merely a way to replenish—rarely a pleasure. I do not see it that way: my Italian genes scream loudly and refuse to surrender to eating any old thing.

Moreover, I don’t trust how stores and supermarkets select and process their so-called “healthy” foods. I care about where my ingredients have been sourced and how they have been put together. I don’t want them to contain weird chemicals with crazy scientific names. I want to be able to choose something that is truly healthy, not “healthier” or even worse, fake “healthy” like some low-fat but sugar-loaded yogurts or cereals.

I’ve been reading a lot about nutrition, eating seasonally, the properties of various ingredients, vegetarianism, veganism, raw veganism, blood pH levels, local farming, organic farming, and so on. As a result, I feel more knowledgeable on many food-related issues (although sometimes I feel more confused than ever—is soy milk good for you or not?!). The basic principle that most people seem to agree on is that we need to eat a lot of grains and fresh fruits and vegetables not just because it’s better for us, but because it’s better for the planet as well. It’s as simple as that!

I have another simple lunch rule: I want to finish my lunch feeling energized and ready to work. If I feel tired and sleepy, that is not a good meal. On top of that, I always try to buy organic, fair trade, sustainable, and locally sourced food as much as I can. Why? I’m a dad, I care about the future of my son, and, yes, I know it sounds grandiose, but together, simply by changing our dietary habits, we can all make an impact, and our choices can give us a better world.
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1,000 DAYS OF OFFICE
LUNCHES, OR MORE

In order to be able to eat the healthy, fresh food I wanted, I decided to prepare my own lunch every day in the office. I wanted these meals to be something easy enough to prepare at my desk. Mind you, there aren’t that many things you can prepare at your desk, especially if you hate the microwave. Yes, I hate the microwave. I have never liked the idea of warming up preprepared food in a plastic box. While I love to cook at home, cooking in the office is not practical, so I had to compromise. Some ingredients—the fresh ones—could be brought to the office and refrigerated; others could be prepared in the office with a kettle (or even a hot water dispenser); and others could be brought in precooked (such as last night’s dinner leftovers).

I started by doing a weekly shop on Monday morning, buying enough ingredients for the week ahead, plus a little more, just in case. I always looked at what was in season and, depending on my mood, I relied on a mixture of improvisation and planning. And the food that was left over on Friday afternoons I brought home. I kept my fresh ingredients in the communal refrigerator, taking up a whole shelf (my colleagues probably hate me as a result). I transformed my desk drawer into a kitchen storage area, keeping essential tools there such as a cutting board, a proper knife, a small salad spinner, a can opener, and some dried ingredients, including spices, canned beans, nuts, and dried fruits (some of which I also snacked on during the day).

And every day at lunchtime I turned my desk into a little kitchen countertop, creating temporary havoc—chaotic but controlled. That is, until I started cutting raw beet and got my hands all “bloody” just before a big meeting. Now I wear latex gloves when I’m dealing with that sort of dangerous stuff.
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I find myself relaxing quite a lot while I chop and mix, shuck and rinse. My lunch break has become a little Zen moment. It’s not just a matter of preparing and eating, it’s the pleasure of smelling and feeling the ingredients and flavors of the food. There is an interesting mindfulness when you allow yourself to be silent and concentrate on the task at hand. You can also free up your senses, even for just 15 minutes. Preparing food is a very rich sensory experience. There are not just colors and shapes to exploit, but new experiments using unscripted combinations of texture, taste, aroma, and visual appeal. I use my imagination to make each lunch break an exciting exploration of as-yet-unexplored food terrains.

As soon as I began making these balanced, nutritious salads, my colleagues were immediately attracted to the idea and kept wanting to tuck into my creations. “What are you preparing there?” they would constantly ask. “What a great smell of basil!” they exclaimed. Everyone was fascinated by my culinary flights of salad fancy. So it occurred to me that they might be of interest to a wider audience, and I started to take pictures and post them on a blog. It has now been three years since I began creating a new and different lunch every day. Really! Three years! I can’t believe the number of combinations I’ve created—some extremely delicious, some really good, others … I’ve learned a lot along the way and I’ve definitely honed my skills. It took three years to find the magic formula. Most of all, I wanted to demonstrate that I could make a healthy lunch at my desk but, just as important, I wanted what I was eating to be a yummy, sophisticated, and complete meal. I believe I have succeeded, but it’s up to you to decide.

When I first embarked on the project, I didn’t know how to begin. For one thing, I wasn’t on a diet. I didn’t need to lose weight; I just wanted to eat right and I still wanted plenty of flavors in my meal. So I started with some random tests and quickly realized that what I was doing was making salads. How did I define a salad? Given my office constraints, my lunch had to be a cold dish, made from various cold ingredients, mostly fresh or previously cooked vegetables, topped with a dressing.

I love to use very simple ingredients, and I found that the fewer the ingredients, the better the salad; and I liked it best when I was still able to identify each individual ingredient on my plate.

Too many elements chopped too finely made the meal taste all the same. For convenience, I was constrained by what was available in any grocery store or supermarket and what was in season, but I also wanted to use the occasional fancy ingredient—something unusual, unexpected, or just a bit more expensive to treat myself, like truffle oil, saffron, or caviar.

I tried to come up with rules. More leaves, less meat, more vegetables or fruit, and less cheese, more beans and fewer carbs, more nuts, and less salt. As soon as I created a rule, though, I immediately wanted to change it or disobey it. You’ll see how many times I have broken the rules, but it’s a good idea, nonetheless, to start with some guidelines and boundaries.
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    1. Base  2. Vegetables & fruit  3. Protein  4. Toppings  5. Fresh herbs  6. Dressing & spices


HOW TO ASSEMBLE A SALAD

When composing a salad, I divide it into different layers: base, vegetables and fruit, protein, toppings, fresh herbs, and dressings and spices. These are the main ingredients but as you will see, often one (sometimes two) of them is missing. It’s up to you to choose what you want to put in it and to enjoy what you are eating. Because these salads are simple assembly jobs, throughout the book I’ve listed the ingredients that went into each one but no instructions are supplied.

If you are a strict vegetarian, vegan, or “rawist,” please check carefully that the ingredients you buy comply with these diets. I’ve included plenty of cheeses in the vegetarian salads because some vegetarians choose to eat cheese, and because there is a growing number of rennet-free cheeses available, but do replace them if necessary. For raw diets, make sure nuts, dried fruit, etc. have been produced within the necessary temperature limitations of strictly raw products.

The base usually takes up to 50% of your salad—in volume not in weight, as leafy greens are usually quite light. It can be made with salad greens, but also with pasta, grains, potatoes, or even veggie “noodles” like shaved carrots or zucchini ribbons.

25% of the salad should be composed of vegetables and/or fruits, preferably fresh and raw, but they can be also be roasted, steamed, boiled, dried like sun-dried tomatoes, or preserved in olive oil like tomatoes, peppers, or eggplants.

On
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