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PRAISE FOR

the colorful kitchen

“Ilene has us covered with every color in the rainbow! These recipes are loaded with nutrition that haven’t sacrificed any of the yummy flavor. From Coconut-Crusted Avocado Fries and Whole Roasted Tahini Cauliflower to Cheesy Broccoli & Bacon Stuffed Potatoes and Classic Chocolate Chip Cookies, every recipe is easy and delicious.”

—Chloe Coscarelli, vegan chef and cookbook author of Chloe Flavor

“The Colorful Kitchen proves that plant-based cooking can be delicious, easy, and totally affordable. Ilene’s beautiful recipes will leave you inspired, no matter how veggie-skeptical you are. A true feast for your belly and eyes!”

—Jessica Murnane, author of One Part Plant and host of the One Part Podcast

“If you’ve ever felt like eating more plants is blah or takes way too much time and effort until ‘ta-da,’ then Ilene’s book is about to blow the tops off your carrots! With drool-worthy vegan dishes that truly taste as good as they look (trust me, I’ve been a long-time taste tester), The Colorful Kitchen should be a staple on your bookshelf that’ll easily make plants a staple in your diet.”

—Talia Pollock, founder of Party in My Plants and host of the Party in My Plants Podcast
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my story

If you spend a few minutes looking at my blog, you might imagine that I was born into the kind of family who picked organic kale from their garden every morning, blended up green smoothies before they were hip, and spent Sunday afternoons baking granola together. But the truth is my beginnings couldn’t be farther from this picture of a family enjoying healthy, natural foods; in fact, I spent the first two decades of my life eating anything but.



I grew up in a family that loved to eat, with parents who did not love to cook. That meant we ate the way many Americans did in the ’80s, ’90s, and early 2000s. We had takeout or made meals at home from processed ingredients that were designed to make cooking faster and easier, often by cutting out nutrients and pumping up the chemical preservatives.

A typical day of eating for us started with Pop-Tarts on the way out the door for breakfast, Happy Meals from the McDonald’s drive-through for lunch, hot dogs and baked beans for dinner, and SnackWell’s (“healthy”) cookies for dessert. There was always a half-eaten box of Cheez-It crackers or Entenmann’s cookies open on the counter that we grazed on throughout the day. Our diet was far from the picture of health. But my family did get one thing spot-on: my mom, dad, younger brother, and I always sat down at the table to eat dinner together—and that provided another kind of very important nourishment.

When I was nine years old, I saw a live lobster cooked in a pot of boiling water and a lightbulb went off in my head: The food on my plate used to be a real, living animal! I immediately declared myself a vegetarian. My parents were initially skeptical, but after much foot stomping on my end, they eventually became supportive. Still, they had no idea what to feed me. I wasn’t interested in vegetables, which meant I usually ended up eating grilled cheese sandwiches and the occasional frozen veggie burger. My diet quickly shrank to cheese, bread, and mashed potatoes. At the insistence of my mother, I included iceberg lettuce, which I’d drown in an entire bottle of ranch dressing in the name of “salad.”

My stint as a vegetarian didn’t last very long, and for almost ten years I would fall into the pattern of avoiding meat for a few weeks before quickly tiring of my options and resuming my family’s Standard American Diet. Eating chicken nuggets and Hamburger Helper with my family was so much easier than finding meat-free foods that I actually liked. It wasn’t until my freshman year of art school that my vegetarianism finally stuck. With just a microwave and a mini-fridge in my dorm room, and 24/7 access to French fries and frozen yogurt at the school cafeteria, I had become a full-fledged, veggie-burger-nuking, grilled-cheese-every-night, junk-food-loving vegetarian.

I ate tons of dairy, processed food, and frozen faux-meat products. I found the taste of most fruit to be too intense; it lacked the watered-down and artificial flavors of the “fruit”-flavored gummy bears and candy that I was used to, and the natural combination of sweet and tart was too much for me. Green vegetables were out of the question unless they were smothered in cheese. One night I decided that I was going to cook “something healthy” for dinner, so I put a whole head of broccoli in the microwave, topped it with cheese slices, and nuked it for three minutes. Yep, it was that bad.

At the same time that I was dousing anything green in vats of cheese, I used to have a lot of allergies. For as long as I could remember, sneezing, wheezing, and congestion were a part of my daily life. I was always on multiple prescription medications that seemed to do little more than make me drowsy. On top of that, I had an assortment of digestive issues, and I thought it was normal to have a stomachache after each meal. Overall, I felt generally “not great” every day.

At age twenty, I was studying textile design at the Rhode Island School of Design. RISD is known for its heavy workload and six-hour critiques that frequently end in tears. Between all-night work sessions and covering myself in head-to-toe glitter for weekend parties (art school students know how to party!), I began to wonder if it was possible to feel better than “not great” every day.

Years before, I had heard about a friend of a friend with an aunt who supposedly cured herself of cancer by going on a macrobiotic diet. After her miraculous recovery, her whole family adopted the diet and all their ailments disappeared as well. I was pretty sure the story was a major exaggeration, and macrobiotics sounded like an extreme health-nut diet to me, but by this point my energy was sputtering and I was desperate, so I decided to give it a try.

A macrobiotic diet typically includes lots of whole grains, cooked vegetables, and legumes—everything I didn’t eat—with little to no meat, dairy, sugar, or processed food—everything (except the meat) that I did. I picked a few recipes from a cookbook, went to the health-food store, and bought a basket full of ingredients that were totally new to me. It was 2007, when green juice, kale chips, and quinoa were still a few years away from becoming trendy, so I felt like I was grocery shopping on a different planet.

The first few days of cooking and eating this way were eye-opening. Shockingly, I actually liked the taste of the food I was eating. By the fourth day of munching on veggies, beans, and grains, I started to feel a sense of lightness and clarity that I had never felt before. By the end of the first month, my stomachaches and allergies had completely disappeared and I was able to go off all my medications. It honestly felt like magic: I had energy, my skin was clear, I had shed a little extra weight, and I felt like a newly minted human being.

The downside was that I was spending hours and hours following complicated recipes when I should have been working on my studies, and blowing way too much money on fancy ingredients. When it felt like too much effort to make dinner, I would resort to a plate of brown rice, plain tofu, and steamed broccoli—exactly the kind of tasteless, boring meal that gives vegan food a bad reputation. My friends and family definitely thought I had become a full-fledged health weirdo, and I found myself skipping out on social events where I was afraid there wouldn’t be anything for me to eat. As for dating, my thoughts on the subject were, Sure, I would love to go on a date with you! As long as you don’t mind if I bring my own dinner to the restaurant and we spend two hours talking about the benefits of presoaking grains. In short, I was completely consumed by the food I was consuming.

The summer rolled around and I found myself working as an intern at a fabric-design company in Manhattan. My schedule was much less rigorous than it had been at school, and I suddenly had the free time and mental space to take a step back and look at how my diet was affecting my life. On one hand, I absolutely loved the way I felt (no more daily stomachaches or sniffles), but I also had a feeling that it shouldn’t take so much of my time, money, and social life to feel this way.

I decided to experiment with ingredients outside the typical macrobiotic diet and started adding in other plant-based foods (fruit, raw vegetables, nuts, and so on). Suddenly I was having more fun coming up with creative meals and relying less on the recipes in my cookbooks. After some trial and error (and many really unfortunate dishes), I realized that I didn’t need fancy kitchen equipment or exotic ingredients to put together a great meal. I ate what I liked and I finally liked real food. I learned to listen to my body and continued experimenting with which foods helped me feel my best (spoiler alert: plants and unprocessed food did the trick), and I taught myself to make recipes that were colorful, not complicated, which became my mantra.

Along the way I continued to learn about the issues of animal cruelty and environmental sustainability facing the meat, dairy, and egg industries. Nourishing my body with a plant-based diet felt even better when I knew that I was also being kind to the planet and all its inhabitants.

At first it was difficult for many of my friends and family to understand why I ate the way I did. As I became more and more comfortable in the kitchen, it



COLORFUL, NOT COMPLICATED



MY KITCHEN




SAVE TIME BY COOKING MULTIPLE MEALS AT ONCE






MAKE MY RECIPES YOUR OWN
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