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To James and Wesley:You inspire me to do better and try harder every day.

Thank you, my loves.

May we be grateful, humble, and devoted to one another.

May our sense of purpose inspire contentment, health and a long life. Hara hachi bu.
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Figure 1. Florida Contributors. Size of X indicates density of participation. NOTE: NW contribution limited due to hurricane season impacts.




FROM VISION TO TABLE: GROW, PLAN, COOK

WHY HAVE A FOOD FOREST COOKBOOK?

Health, Wealth and Happiness

We all deserve to live our best life. Health and happiness are not obscure luxuries meant only for a select few. If you’re like me, joy comes naturally when you’re gathered with loved ones, sharing stories and laughter over a table of wholesome, flavorful food. This ritual of enjoying abundant, nourishing meals together represents a cherished tradition, embodying the “good life” many crave. Yet, for most, a home-cooked meal made with homegrown ingredients—and the health it brings—is increasingly rare. This cookbook serves as a back-to-basics manifesto for garden-to-table living.

The perennial plants I’ve included in this book come together in layers to create a yard so lush it resembles Eden—where fruits, vegetables, seeds, and nuts naturally flow into your kitchen, just waiting to be enjoyed. With Florida’s abundant rain and sunshine, food grows year-round in this layered food forest through the permaculture style of gardening. This approach to food cultivation is gaining popularity because it works with nature rather than against it. As you grow the perennial plants for the 400 recipes in this book, your food forest will serve as a calming oasis amid the chaos of modern life.

Plants Featured in This Cookbook


	Avocado

	Banana

	Blue Butterfly Pea

	Chaya

	Coconut

	Cocoplum

	Coffee

	Guava

	Jackfruit

	Katuk

	Mango

	Money Tree

	Moringa

	Mulberry

	Oak

	Papaya

	Pigeon Pea

	Seminole Pumpkin

	Sweet Potato

	Tropical Almond



These 20 plants are ones that grow quickly and easily. They yield abundantly while costing very little to acquire. No pesticides, herbicides, or chemical fertilizers are needed to get these plants to produce.

I live in South Florida, and while many of the 20 plants in this cookbook thrive throughout Florida, some require Zone 10 or higher. Each plant profile includes substitutes for a wider gardening zone (see lower left section). If a plant grows well indoors, I note it in the Other Uses section. Many tropical edibles have dwarf varieties that thrive near a south-facing window or hydroponics. I’ve even grown some, like katuk, in my living-room fish tank as an aquaponic shortcut.

Take jackfruit, for example—some varieties have seeds with up to three times the protein of wheat, making them an excellent base for flavorful bread. When minced, they resemble rice in both texture and taste. Roasted, they take on a nutty, popcorn-like crunch. They are so versatile!

Cultivating Abundance

My family is my world—just as I’m sure yours is to you—I want my family to be healthy and happy. Unfortunately, the American standard-of-living and scarcity mindset has imposed upon us a constant “busy-ness.” Health and savings plummet as millions of us eat low-quality food on the go, developing expensive illnesses.1, 2, 3 In 2022, nearly a million people died due to the standard American diet.4

If current trends continue by 2030, three-quarters of Americans will be overweight or obese, and half will have diabetes.5 Wheat, rice, corn, and cane sugar are limited or entirely omitted from the recipes in this cookbook. These heavily subsidized ingredients dominate global diets, but their overuse has contributed to chronic health issues and environmental degradation.6, 7

How we spend our money is our greatest power as a populace. Saving money, by growing your own produce and cooking homemade food, means you avoid funding those who profit from a sick society. A food forest is more than just a garden—it’s a legacy to pass down to your children. It embodies tradition, values, knowledge, culture, and time-tested recipes. This form of generational wealth strengthens a family by providing the greatest asset possible: health.8

Along these lines, land ownership has always been synonymous with inheritable wealth because of the renewable natural resources.9 Creating a food forest implies acquiring land which inevitably appreciates in today’s rapidly populated world. Having crops on that land buffers the family from inflated grocery bills while bolstering the economic value of the landscape. Compared to annuals, perennials in a landscape have a deep root system and accumulate more nutrients over longer periods, benefiting your health more dramatically.

The 20 plants featured for the recipes are long-lived perennials. Plant them once, harvest hundreds of times. Many of these plants will be producing for decades. In fact, many will produce well-beyond two or even three lifetimes, saving multiple generations time, effort, and money.

Cooking Up a Business

Simply eating a homegrown meal means you get to know crops intimately. Plant-based trademarks, patents, inventions, and business ventures become natural dinner conversations. In the recipe pages, I list research on patent opportunities and easy business startups. The $ symbol marks recipes that may qualify as cottage food, requiring no license or permit and allowing direct or mail-order sales. Double check the cottage-food laws in your area to meet local criteria. Appendix D lists eco-friendly ideas for packaging cottage foods to sell. Essentially, you can get paid to eat healthier, simply by sharing portions.

Crunchy, crispy food textures are the most popular in America. Two of the most profitable businesses for food manufacturers are cookies and cereal. Both turn inexpensive ingredients into pricey commodities with a long shelf life. For instance, the average American consumes 10 pounds of cereal a year.10 Similarly, Americans average about 300 cookies per person per year, which translates to about 22 pounds of cookies annually.11 So if you want to create a cottage food business with homegrown produce, crunchy, crispy goods are the top choices! It’s easy to create homegrown, homemade cereal and cookies along with crackers, freeze-dried or dehydrated fruits, nuts, seeds, and veggies. These easy-to-market cottage food products are included in the recipes.

Zero-Waste. Saving money can be as valuable as making money. The top way to save is waste less. Within this cookbook, I aim to show you how to use every plant part. This zero-waste approach reduces food waste and offers significant cost savings. Some of the most nutrient-dense parts of a plant are often the very part discarded. For nearly all of the 20 plants I feature, more than one plant part can be eaten (flowers, fruit, roots, bark, leaves, seeds).

Even “garbage” can be wealth generative in a food forest. For instance, through composting, kitchen scraps can regrow food like sweet potatoes and pumpkins. They can also break down into “black gold”—nutrient-dense soil that nourishes crops in the food forest or can be sold as premium fertilizer. Food is the largest contributor to landfills today.12 A full 90% of America’s food-based garbage can be composted into potent natural fertilizer or used for pet and livestock feed. In the plant profile sheets and notes, I outline how to use the plant as a fertilizer and which plants can be fed to animals and how.

Stories, Traditions, and Recipes

Stories and traditions are more than memories—they are a form of wealth, enriching our lives by passing down wisdom, culture, and connection. Kitchens and dining tables are hubs for this kind of bonding, offering hope and life lessons during even the most challenging times. While preparing meals, we learn to share stress-free family time, appreciate ingredients, and strengthen relationships—all while saving money.

In each plant profile, I include storytelling resources to help spark meaningful family dialogue. Stories give us a shared cultural heritage, and across the world, one belief is nearly universal: The “Eden” in our most cherished stories was not a series of raised beds or row crops—it was a forest garden.13, 14 This aligns with nostalgic ideas of the “good old days,” when food was abundant, effortless, and deeply connected to nature. Trees are the backbone of paradise, and for that reason, they take center stage in this cookbook. Layered trees in a forest create cooling shade and nutrient-rich soil, producing fruits, vegetables, nuts, and seeds that are more flavorful and wholesome than anything store-bought.

Because the kitchen is the heart of the home—where birthdays, holidays, and celebrations come to life—I’ve included “classic dishes” reimagined with food forest ingredients. In Appendix A, you’ll find a list of holidays paired with familiar recipes, each given a nourishing, homegrown twist.

Blue Zone Wisdom and Longevity Foods

The way a society treats its children reflects its wisdom. In America, many of our kids are sick. Research shows that regular family meals significantly enhance both mental and physical well-being for all ages, with particularly profound benefits for children.15, 16 Yet, for most families, home-cooked meals feel like an unattainable luxury. Instead, fast food and sedentary lifestyles have fueled a crisis—childhood obesity is soaring, bringing with it an epidemic of chronic disease, preventable youth deaths, and crushing healthcare costs.17 Diet-related illnesses now account for a staggering portion of the U.S. economy, with healthcare spending nearing 20% of GDP.18 Families with sick children bear the heaviest burden, facing prolonged and costly management of chronic conditions.19

We can do better and be wiser by looking to “blue zones”—areas of the world where people are living to over 100 disease-free thanks to their food culture and tight-knit lifestyle.20 The “fountain of youth,” as it turns out, is diet and lifestyle. These cultures have cracked the code. They garden together, cook together and eat meals together, and, as a result, they live longer and are happier. We can do this too!

Although there are numerous pockets of the world that can be considered “blue zones,” five have gotten a lot of attention. Coincidentally, these five places are located a similar distance from the equator as Florida. (1) Okinawa, Japan; (2) Nicoya, Costa Rica; (3) Ikaria, Greece; (4) Loma Linda, California; and (5) Sardina, Italy. This means Floridians can grow what these blue zones grow. The plants I have chosen for this cookbook are common across the blue zones. In Appendix C, I provide design ideas for how to lay out your food forest in thematic blue zone sections.

Similarly, each of recipes in this book are inspired by (but not limited to) one of these 5 regional traditions where quality-of-life and longevity are high. Blue zone recipes are easy. They average just six ingredients or fewer and are garden fresh.20 Based on this inspiration, you will notice three things about the recipes in this book: (1) They are limited to six ingredients, (2) They promote health through a rainbow of phyto-nutrient colors, and (3) Each featured perennial is the bulk of the recipe—A banana recipe is mostly bananas, for instance. My goal is for these simple recipes to come together effortlessly and be easy to memorize, providing the tools we need to push back against the toxic tsunami flooding our families’ bodies.21

For me, the most important “blue zone” takeaway is: Eat with loved ones daily from the garden by keeping recipes simple and easy. Beside each recipe, you will notice a flag representing a blue zone region. In my family, we created a themed weekly menu inspired by the blue zones, bringing a touch of global tradition to our meals. Each day draws from a different region known for longevity: Mediterranean Monday (Italian dishes from Sardinia), Taco Tuesday (Latin American flavors from Nicoya, Costa Rica), Okinawa Wednesday (Asian-inspired recipes from Okinawa, Japan), Thankful Thursday (Fusion cuisine inspired by Loma Linda, California), and Fancy Friday (European flavors from Ikaria, Greece). You’ll notice this same order reflected in each recipe section.
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Figure 2. Image of Healthy Mealtime. Left: Robert Pike and grandson harvesting pigeon peas. Middle: Lis Iswari’s daughter rolling out dough. Right: Nicole Romero showing papaya use in herbalism.

This five-day theme keeps meals varied, exciting, and adaptable to our food forest ingredients and preferences. On weekends, I usually make a big stew or finish leftovers, giving me time to harvest and prep food for the week ahead.

ENSURING HARVESTS: FOOD FOREST PLANNING

In a food forest, understanding macro-, micro-, and phytonutrients is helpful for decreasing for even eliminating certain groceries. When planning out your food forest, it’s important to know that you need calories to stay alive (macronutrients) but you need vitamins and minerals to stay disease-free (micronutrients). If you’re sick, you need medicine (phytonutrients). Many of the crops I’ve chosen to feature in this book offer all three types of nutrients: macro, micro and phyto, depending on which plant part is harvested or how the plant is prepared.
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Figure 3. Food Forest Nutrition Pyramid. Macronutrients are the majority of what we eat. Growing macronutrients in a food forest means you can decrease grocery bills.

In the blue zones, the centenarians eat mostly fresh produce. To mirror this, I am listing crops that can easily yield the meal portions blue zones enjoy. For instance, the ideal is to have a food forest that provides the following blue-zone-based, minimum daily amounts for each person in your family:


	Macronutrients: ½ cup high-protein beans, 2½ cups of starchy vegetables, and ¼ cup of nuts, seeds, or other fat sources;

	Micronutrients and Phytonutrients: 3 cups of cooked greens, herbs, and colorful veggies along with 1½ cups fresh fruit.



Additionally, once you understand a plant’s food category (i.e., macro, micro, phyto) and type (e.g., starch, protein, fat), then you can substitute. An unripe, boiled green banana can be a substitute for potato—both are pure starch. Coconut oil can be a substitute for butter—both are types of delicious saturated fat. Pigeon peas can replace soybeans—both are very high protein. Unripe papaya can be a substitute for zucchini or cabbage while semi-ripe papaya can be a substitute for carrots. In the plant profile sheets, I list substitutes and comparable plants to help you make these culinary connections.

Using Natives to Grow Food

Many new gardeners in Florida worry about the sandy soil. Interplanting crops under native tree canopies solves most of the concerns about irrigation, weeding, fertilizing, and more. Native tree root systems prevent erosion, allowing soils to stay moist longer, and the leaves create fertile soil while blocking weeds.

Each plant profile in the cookbook includes native companion plants, with a focus on edible natives to enhance your harvests. Native trees also support beneficial insects, transforming your food forest into a thriving butterfly garden. To highlight their ecological role, I list the number of caterpillars each native plant hosts (in parentheses), as caterpillars are the foundation of an ecosystem.22 If a crop is a host plant for moths or butterflies, I include a butterfly symbol on the plant profile (top right).

HOW TO USE THIS COOKBOOK

Food as Medicine

Historically, recipes served a health purpose. Food combining can help the body absorb nutrients. The Blue Zones have mastered the art of food combining for optimal nutrition. For example, cooking greens helps reduce anti-nutrients like oxalic acid, making nutrients more accessible. In Ikaria, Greece, it’s common to squeeze citrus juice over cooked greens—a simple yet powerful practice. The vitamin C enhances plant-based iron absorption in the body. Likewise, soaking dried beans in water overnight, like the Nicoyan Costa Ricans do, helps to remove phytic acid, which can bind up minerals such as calcium. These culinary traditions are nuggets of wisdom I consulted in depth for each of the recipes.

Preventing or even healing disease with nourishing food is time and cost efficient. About 60% of adult Americans have at least one chronic disease, and 40% have two or more.23 In the U.S., managing disease symptoms (e.g., with medication, appointments, research, and scheduling), seeking accurate diagnosis, and attempting to find adequate treatment are all immensely time-consuming.23

Micronutrient deficiencies are often the critical variable in whether or not diseases like cancer develop.24 Millions of Americans are deficient in critical nutrients like iron, calcium, magnesium, vitamin A, and zinc.25When selecting the crops for this cookbook, I prioritized nutrient-rich ones which could address these common American deficiencies. In each plant profile, I list the nutrients each plant offers. If a plant is an “excellent” source of iron, for instance, I put it under the “20%+ DV” category on the plant profile. If it is a “good” source of iron, I put it under the “10%+ DV” category.

Cooking to Sleep Well. Sleep is one of the most important variables in life. In the recipe pages, I mention if a recipe may aid sleep (such as by containing tryptophan or aiding digestion). If you’re like me, you want to sleep soundly, and meal choices influence this! Some recipes are tailor-made to decrease our stress levels and allow our bodies to deeply relax. I include this symbol if a recipe may aid sleep: Z (as in ZZzzzzz). Across the blue zones, certain foods are consumed at specific times of day to aid energy levels and also promote rest.26 I consulted these trends when creating this cookbook.
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Figure 4. Recipes for Life. Sleep is the foundation of good health. Certain nutrients aid sleep.

Super-Foods: Greens. Who doesn’t want to live a long, healthy, happy life? Among those studying longevity, cooked greens are considered the most vital addition to the diet. Cooked greens are called the “elixir of life,” restoring virility and providing therapeutic nutrients. Plants that offer both a wheat alternative and a leafy green are a jackpot in efficient food forestry. However, to eat greens every day, you need a mountain of leaves—a tireless resource. For this reason, I offer numerous plant options for bottomless leafy greens and many varied recipes to enjoy them. For those just getting started, tea and soup can be very easy ways to incorporate cooked greens.

Teas and Soup. In life we all look for shortcuts. The easiest way to improve nutrition without increasing calories is to drink tea in between meals. Most tea just takes 5 minutes to make and so I list a tea (or infusion) recipe for every plant in this cookbook. Also, offering tea is cross-culturally a sign of hospitality. You only need a few leaves, flowers, or herbs to create several cups of tea. You can make your own blends with dried fruits, leaves, and even nuts! Mix and match the tea ingredients!

The only difference between soup broth and tea is aroma—broth is typically more savory, while tea leans sweeter. Both are considered caregiver gifts, offering first lines of defense in healing, by providing hydration and essential nutrients. Most viral infections simply need time and fluids to pass,27 and the high water content supports circulation so the body can maximize its immune response.

The tea and soup recipes in this book offer a simple, low-risk form of kitchen medicine. Simmering and steeping extracts nutrients, making them easier to absorb and digest—a key factor in whether food is truly medicinal. For that reason, broth-based soup is often called “food for the soul,” and I include a soup (or porridge) recipe for each plant in this book.

Replacing Groceries: 80/20 Principle

In business there is a concept called the 80/20 principle, meaning that 80% of profits come from just 20% of efforts. The principle can help us figure out how to efficiently get maximum benefits with minimal cost. Let’s plan for efficiency in our food forests! My goal with this cookbook is to focus on what will yield the most food with the least effort and time. Most American food is simply a wheat product. Go to a U.S. grocery store and what do you get? Cereal, bread, pasta, pastries, crackers—nearly all are wheat. Find and plant a perennial wheat substitute and you can immediately replace the majority of your groceries. Efficient!

Bread. Bread is one of the most nourishing and versatile foods, appearing in countless shapes and forms. The phrase “give us this day our daily bread” historically referred to flatbread in many cultures. Flatbread is among the most versatile and easiest breads to produce, even in a home garden, and has been a cornerstone of diets across civilizations.28 Popular foods like pizza crust, tortillas, pancakes, pitas, and even crackers, chips, cakes, and cookies—favorites worldwide—are all forms of flatbread. Even with leavened loaves, many cultures slice bread thinly to create flatbread versions. It’s surprising how many foods and dishes are simple variations of a single idea. 

You don’t need wheat to make bread. Within this cookbook, I provide at least one flatbread recipe per plant. The most basic bread is just flour and water. Flour is just a word for a powder made by drying and then grinding down roots, seeds, nuts, grains or legumes. To make flour, and other bread-related items, I reference three tools repeatedly throughout the cookbook: (1) a dehydrator, (2) high-powered blender (I recommend Vitamix), (3) a food processor (I recommend Cuisinart with the spiralizer feature), and (4) compostable parchment paper (banana leaves work the best).

Any type of flour can be used to make bread. For the result to be true “bread,” though, it
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Figure 5. Feeding Sourdough. Left: Spent coffee grounds; Middle: Purple sweet potato; Right: Pigeon Pea. STEPS: Soak or boil, purée with equal parts water. Stir thoroughly into starter. Fermentation visible between 4 and 12 hours.


Creating Your Weekly Menu



Safety, Symbols, and Dietary Needs




	V indicates a recipe is vegan-friendly;

	$ indicates a recipe may be a sellable “cottage food”;

	Z indicates that a recipe may aid sleep (as in ZZzzzzz);

	Butterfly symbol indicates the plant is a caterpillar host;

	Florida peninsula symbol indicates native status, variety, or cultivar; and

	Shield colors relate to safety and skill levels, as shown in Figure 6.
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Figure 6. Levels Color Codes Note: This color code relates to those established in the book Transforming Florida Yards: A Regional Food Forest Guide.

Cooking for Joy and Well-Being
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