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WELCOME TO THE PLANT KINGDOM!

Your hands are holding a treasure, and not just any treasure. It is the key to perhaps the world’s most contemporary cuisine. Exhilarating, delicious, and fabulously colorful food, full of flavors, textures, and nutrition. Welcome to a world where vegetables are cool, legumes are sexy, and food is scrumptious—a world of endless possibilities and great pleasures. Here is a place for everything: from baby food and weeknight dinners, to a fancy banquet!

Hop aboard an amazing food journey. You’ll learn the foundations of a plant-based diet: how to build, create, flavor, and transform a multitude of dishes. You’ll become a master at throwing together a spread from leftovers, preparing a full meal, or just blending some hummus. Effortlessly, you’ll assemble vegetable tapas, toss an indulgent salad, whisk up delicious dressings, bake sourdough bread and lentil crackers, prepare tofu five different ways, and top a pizza with nut-based cheese.

Remember, “To be or not to be” is not the question here. Plant-Based Cooking for Absolute Beginners is an authentic way of talking about food, prepared exclusively from a variety of delicious ingredients from the plant kingdom. The plants are allowed to remain plants, served up without having to pretend they’re something else. This is food offered without a lecture, food that is wholesome, and, yes, food that is frequently good for the environment, too.

Nobody needs to become vegan overnight (or ever) just because they add more plant-based meals to their diet; it is entirely up to each individual. Eating should not be a set of rules, nor is it an all-or-nothing endeavor. Eating a plant-based diet should bring you happiness—a joy from seed to plate. We partake in healthy diets and want to be emotionally moved by flavor.

This is my world, and I sincerely hope you will visit—and be able to create your own unique cuisine afterwards. Well, to be perfectly honest, I hope after browsing through this book’s pages you’ll be persuaded that vegetables are pretty cool, a snap to prepare, and very tasty.

Let’s begin!
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HOW TO NAVIGATE THE PLANT WORLD

Let’s start with the basics. Here is the foundation, not just for a plant-based cuisine but for all kinds of cooking—tips, tricks, and tools that will make it all simpler, more accessible, sustainable, and fun to cook and eat really delicious food!

How to build an all-round basic pantry

You’re off to a good start if you already have some staples. There are lots of possibilities when you have oils, vinegar, particular dry goods, pre-cooked legumes, spices, and other flavorings (I call them kitchen supports). Starting on page 28, you’ll discover how to stock your pantry in a smart way in order to prepare everything in this book—and you’ll get lots of other recipes, too.

Work smart—batch cook

Plan and prep! Bake two (2) sheets of root vegetables when you’re at it. Cook a double batch of grains, make an extra large lentil stew, and mix a double batch of dips and dressings. The secret is starting with mostly the same ingredients and combining them differently for weekly meals using a well-stocked refrigerator filled with select produce. As a rule, plant-based ingredients keep several days in the refrigerator (and longer still in the freezer, for that matter) so you can prepare all food for the week in one go.

Vary more!

Select about four (4) or five (5) basic dishes to work with. These may have followed you all your life or you found some in this book. Vary them now and then by exchanging or adding a few new vegetables or other ingredients. Start out with one (1) and then with two (2) ingredients. Replace the stew’s sweet potato with carrots; mix in some spinach with the pancake batter. When the urge hits, try a new dressing on a favorite salad; use toasted seeds instead of almonds. Make your favorite hummus using a different legume than you regularly use. Yellow peas, white beans, and red lentils are some of my hummus favorites, apart from the classical chickpea version. Suddenly, you have many more recipes than the four (4) or five (5) you started out with. You can experiment a great deal if you always keep my ultimate formulas (they start on page 62) in the back of your mind. Don’t forget to allow the season, in addition to what is in your refrigerator, help decide how to introduce variety in your dishes. Going beyond just varying entire dishes, it’s easy to enhance individual ingredients in recipes. Play with, for example, infusing different flavors into grains. Add some ginger or lemon juice when you cook durra. Sprinkle a pinch of turmeric or splash in some coconut milk when you cook quinoa to give them exciting flavors.

“Makeovers” of leftovers

One of the greatest things we can do in the kitchen is transform leftovers into appetizing dishes. We might even say it is our superpower, because this saves nearly everything we care about: time, money, and environment. It means seeing the potential in yesterday’s meal or fragments of an ingredient. A simple way to spiff up everything from brown bag lunches to yesterday’s leftovers is to mix in a handful of leafy greens or fresh herbs to make the leftovers feel new again. Another suggestion is enhancing freshness by drizzling lemon juice and grating zest or adding a tart dressing on top. Check page 13 for how to give new life to vegetables and how to create, as if by magic, new dishes from leftovers.

Smart reverse cooking

Often perfectly fine foods end up in the garbage can. To rethink food shopping by checking the refrigerator, freezer, and pantry before heading out, is what I call smart reverse cooking. Quite simply, start at the opposite end. Using what you already have, work backwards instead of working on autopilot preparing your favorite dish with new ingredients. Concentrate on what you already have rather than on the preparation of a specific dish. Once you know what is readily available, you can use those ingredients to transform them into the dish you wanted to make. Reverse cooking is a great way to lessen food waste. Forgotten root vegetables at the back of the refrigerator, a cup or two of cooked grains, and a partial container of crushed tomatoes will guide your meal preparation. Stray leftovers that feel boring and useless on their own can be quite the opposite when you use them at the start. It is also often quicker to reverse cook, as half the meal or more may already be cooked.

Live seasonally

Eating seasonally as much as possible, ideally with locally grown produce, offers you better-tasting vegetables. They are often better value for your money as well. This practice is also good for the environment, considering vegetables grown and ripened naturally are more climate-friendly. They need less energy than those cultivated in heated energy-sucking greenhouses.

In some parts of the world we have distinct seasons—each of them producing their specific fruits and vegetables. This is something worth taking advantage of. We look upon it as a great opportunity when preparing our meals, as it becomes a natural way to vary our menus!

Start with one vegetable

Rethink, but in a new way! Get rid of the old classic mindset that certain meals are meant for certain weekdays. Try to build the menu around the current season’s best-tasting and most price-wise produce. Then compose your meals from the produce you have chosen. Instead of thinking today is soup day, make a habit of thinking carrots are in their prime just now, and luckily we have plenty of those in the refrigerator—what are we going to make with them? A soup would be good! One way to get into the habit of thinking this way is to save recipes you like and index them by “main vegetables” instead by the type of dish (e.g. appetizer, entrée, dessert). This will make you more flexible and more food savvy in the kitchen. Read on page 50 how a single vegetable can take on many characteristics.

Don’t go overboard with “trendy” vegetables

Sometimes certain vegetables or plants, for one reason or another, become trendy. Often, their perceived health-promoting properties get them the limelight. Truth be told, there are often other plants that have the same properties that aren’t given fad status. Trendy plant produce (today’s quinoa, açai, avocado, sweet potato, and coconut for example) is consumed in large quantities. It harms the environment when these plants are grown in huge quantities year after year (without beneficial crop rotation) to meet the demand. These plants often are grown in exotic locations and there’s a need for long-distance transportation. Now, this doesn’t mean that we necessarily have to stop eating all those things we like so much. However, we have to start contemplating how we can temper our consumption to reasonable levels. We need to look around us at all the great—and nutritious—produce we already have closer to home.

Start at your level

Start by learning how to prepare a really tasty hummus and how you can vary it. Spread it on your breakfast sandwich, add it to a salad, put it in a wrap, use it as the base for a hummus bowl, or dip vegetable sticks into it. Then add different hummus variations, more food knowledge, and new dishes each week—or at a speed comfortable for you. Before long, your repertoire has grown and plants have become a natural part of your food preparation. Look upon your food journey, regardless of your starting point, a bit like an endurance exercise. You don’t start exercising by running a mile the first time out. Instead, you start with a reasonable distance, and increase this little by little as you get better at running. Who knows, you might soon be a marathon runner!

Trust your taste buds

We are talking about two (2) things here. First, we talk about cooking food you enjoy. Cooking is not an exact science. A bit more here or a bit less there of an ingredient doesn’t always have an important impact. However, make a habit of taste-testing as you cook so you know if you need to adjust. A bit more salt, or perhaps more chili powder? Is the lentil stew a bit on the dry side? Should you leave the carrots in the oven a bit longer (after all, you do prefer them really soft)? Does the hummus need twice as much herb seasoning? Your taste buds will steer you!

You also need to trust your taste buds when you check if something is still edible. Is that plant-based yogurt way past its use-by date? Are those carrots too “tired” by now? Taste and you’ll soon discover what is usable and what should be thrown out.


“PONDER” COOKIES WITH TAHINI AND CINNAMON

Well, we’re on our way! But before we go any further I think we ought to have a first recipe. This is not just any recipe, but a recipe for Ponder Cookies. This is my name for the cookies I munch on when I arrive home really hungry, and I‘m pondering what to prepare for dinner; or, perhaps, what I am munching on when reading a new thrilling book. The cookies are something between a sweet and a snack, with a crispy exterior and chewy interior.

Makes 12 cookies

Ingredients

2 cups rolled oats

½ tsp baking powder

1 tbsp cinnamon, ground

½ tsp cardamom, ground

½ tsp vanilla powder

1 pinch salt flakes

14 dates, fresh, pitted

½ cup light tahini

2 tbsp plant-based beverage or water

1 carrot, finely grated

How to: Preheat the oven to 350°F (175°C). In a food processor mix the first six ingredients and process into fine crumbs. Add the dates, and mix again to fine crumbs. Add the tahini and the liquid ingredients and pulse to form a dough. Add the grated carrot and pulse a few more times. Place 12 mounds of the mixture on a baking sheet and flatten them slightly. Bake the cookies about 15 to 17 minutes until they are slightly crisp with golden edges. Store the cookies in a jar with a tight-fitting lid, either in the refrigerator or freezer.
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A GROWING (PLANT) WORLD

As you browse this book page by page you’ll find a world full of potentials and you’ll discover how the (plant) world grows in size for each new dish you put together and experience. The simple tips and tricks in the beginning of the book help you build a solid base to work from. A bit further along in the book we’ll look closer at preparation and we’ll dive into cooking guides and show loads of formulas and flowcharts pointing clearly to all the possibilities—and what results can be attained.

A CUISINE FULL OF POSSIBILITIES

Vegetables can be prepared in many different ways. Beets are made into burgers, or they are grated raw. Grate them into the porridge, or add them to bread dough or muffin batter, or dry them and mix them to a powder to sprinkle over a plant-based yogurt, a porridge, or a dessert. Beets can be made into hummus or be oven-baked whole, in pieces, or as thin chips, or any size in between. How a beet is prepared, i.e. the size, cut, and the cooking method, will all have an effect on its taste and texture. The same goes for most any vegetables you have seen.

The world contains more species of edible plants—and probably many more that we haven’t discovered yet—than anybody could possibly try during their lifetime. This just refers to vegetables and legumes, grains, herbs, seeds, nuts, and other edibles. Imagine that you know ten (10) different vegetables among the enormous supply we have. Given the beets example, it is clear that each vegetable can be prepared at least 15 ways. That means you have 150 possible variations of prepared plant-based produce in your repertoire. Then imagine how many different ways you can serve these vegetables.

Further along in the book we’ll dive more profoundly into preparation guides and a load of formulas and flowcharts that will show pretty clearly all the possibilities—and the results you can achieve by following them.

A DISH—SEVERAL WAYS

Here’s a thought experiment. I will shortly give you six (6) raw ingredients. No, I won’t send them to you, at your present location (wouldn’t that be fun to have them flying in just at this moment); this is pure imagination. I want you to take paper and pen and write down what you would do if the six (6) ingredients were waiting on your kitchen counter when you arrive home, hungry, after a long day at work. You do have a few staples already—oil, toasted nuts, tahini, and frozen herbs—things that are good to always have on hand so your food prep is more flexible.
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What would you have cooked? Once you’ve written it down, take a look at page 122 where you’ll find three different dishes that I made from just the ingredients provided.

There is a lesson here. That 1) there are a myriad of ways to prepare plant-based
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