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Introduction
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Let’s get one thing out of the way first: José Andrés is not a vegetarian—not even close. He is a man of many appetites, one who loves food in a way that defies explanation or analogy. And who embraces life with the indiscriminate zeal of someone who refuses to play by anyone’s rule book, even his own. José is a contradiction in a chef’s jacket—a big man who fights for the little guy, a suburban dad with the soul of a poet, a man who holds conversations with homeless guys on one block and politicians on the next, and a passionate practitioner of plant-based cooking whose image can be found on a 300-foot-long mural on the Vegas Strip, holding a jamón.

I first met José on a trip to Spain, along with a pack of well-known American chefs he had brought over to introduce them to the edible treasures of his beloved homeland. I knew a bit about him from articles and TV segments, but nothing had prepared me for the weeklong bacchanalia that unspooled over the Iberian Peninsula. Everything—from the Ibérico pigs grazing on acorns outside Salamanca to the boiled carrots we ate standing in a restaurant kitchen outside Madrid—was reason for impassioned discourses and lofty proclamations. “¡Que bonito es España!” “How beautiful Spain is!” became the rallying cry for our rabble.

For five days, we followed José across the plains of central Spain. He hand-fed us tacos made from veils of jamón and spoonfuls of caviar. He convinced a hotel security guard to let us run wild in the basement bar at three in the morning, then dispatched him with a grin to the garden to pick fresh herbs for our gin and tonics. On his last day with our merry band of food mavens, José took to the balcony above the packed plaza of the medieval village of La Alberca, where thousands of visitors had gathered for the annual pig raffle, and gave a fiery sermon: “People of España! Let me tell you what I love most about this country . . .”

I learned something during those days that anybody who enters into his orbit will instantly recognize: José Andrés is a magician. Not just because he makes edible mojitos and cotton candy foie gras and seems to be in ten places at once, but because he can find a way to make something as simple as eating a boiled root vegetable feel like a seminal life moment. And for all his love of black-footed pigs and gooseneck barnacles, I’m convinced that he reserves the best of his magic—the hair-raising, joy-inducing pyrotechnics—for the plant kingdom.

If you’ve eaten at any of José’s restaurants, you know what I mean. The first time I did the “Washington Whirlwind”—wherein Hurricane José buries you in a blizzard of food and booze from each of his eight restaurants in the nation’s capital—I left with nothing but flora on my mind: the simple elegance of a Spanish potato salad dressed with orange pearls of trout caviar, a bite of refried black beans that has made eating beans anywhere else all but impossible, a twelve-component corn composition that belonged in a modern art museum.

It was the fall, prime Brussels sprout season, and I tasted them filtered through different international lenses: At Jaleo, the Spanish mothership of the Andrés empire, raw leaves came laced with grapes and jamón and slicked with sherry vinegar. Down the road at Oyamel, the leaves were fried and frizzled and soaked in the creeping heat of an árbol chile salsa. Finally, at Zaytinya, his sprawling homage to Greece and Turkey, José served a pile of those frizzled leaves atop a puddle of roasted garlic yogurt punctuated with barberries. It felt like an edible Epcot exhibit, a world tour through the scattered leaves of tiny little cabbages.

Yes, he’s a shameless Spanish chauvinist. But nobody in the food world cooks as wide a variety of food as expertly as José Andrés and his team do, and that is what makes his foray into the vegetable world so damn exciting: He doesn’t do it with a single philosophy, ethos, or agenda, but with a dog-eared passport and diplomatic immunity. When José wanders, the world benefits. And now that he has wandered into the fast-casual space with his new legion of Beefsteak restaurants, half the country will soon be able to taste his magic. (And hopefully the other half will find it in these pages.)

As José will tell anyone who will listen—Michelle Obama, Hillary Clinton, your 60 Minutes–watching aunt in Kansas—nothing in the kitchen is as sexy as cooking vegetables: glazing a carrot until it develops a dark, syrupy shell; grilling a peach until its flesh takes on the texture of a lobe of foie gras; slicing a tomato still warm from the sun and hitting it with a few crystals of coarse salt until it sheds tomato tears on the plate. If you don’t believe in the sensuousness of produce, José has done his best to change that in these pages. But it’s not just a matter of taste for Señor Andrés. Plants are a fundamental part of his daily drive, one largely dedicated to looking for new, better ways to feed the planet. There’s nothing precious or preachy about his approach; you won’t find guides to foraging esoteric wild herbs or screeds about the ills of eating meat in this book. What you will find is the controlled chaos of a mind teeming with the belief that vegetables can save the world.

Working with José can become something of a mission to extract the best of the billion ideas that go racing through his head every day. He might say something that at first blush sounds utterly absurd. You laugh it off and forget about it. But like a seed buried deep beneath the soil of your mind, it slowly sprouts its way into your thoughts, then into your words, and finally into your worldview. I hope you’ll find that this book is filled with infectious ideas—recipes and philosophies that will appear absurd at first, but then will slowly, invariably reshape the way you cook and eat.

In the twenty-four months since José and I began working on this book, he has opened eight new restaurants, spearheaded relief efforts after Hurricane Harvey ravaged Houston and as raging wildfires tore through California, and served more than 3.5 million meals to the people of Puerto Rico in their hour of greatest need. He’s also been the recipient of countless awards and giver of countless speeches.

For anyone else, all that would have constituted a crippling distraction from the grinding demands of producing a book, but somehow, it seemed to only push him to dig deeper into the soil to see what types of treasures we could unearth. Over the course of two years or so, we’ve spent many magical months pushing the boundaries of the plant world. We cooked vegetable feasts in a sprawling Spanish olive orchard at the peak of harvest, our food bathed in the green-gold nectar straight from the cold press. We worked our way through hundreds of pounds of pinup-worthy spring produce at the Chef’s Garden in Huron, Ohio—one of America’s most astounding farms—juicing, searing, stewing, foaming, frying, and freestyling our way into uncharted territory. We spent many, many days at José’s lovely home in Bethesda with his wife, Patricia, and three daughters, going from the garden to the beehives to the fire pit to the stovetop, trying to solve the great mysteries of the vegetable world.

Along the way, I’ve had more than a few vegetable epiphanies at José’s side: how seeds scooped gently from the flesh of a tomato and spooned over watermelon cubes taste like poor man’s caviar, or the way the salt and funk of anchovy can set a citrus salad on fire. The warm dressing of extra-virgin olive oil, smoked paprika, and toasted garlic he used to dress a bowl of summer squash at a Sunday barbecue has become a recipe I imitate over and over in my own kitchen. José is a half-mad master of the why-the-hell-didn’t-I-think-of-that ideas that you will carry with you from this book to the produce aisle and back into your kitchen.

Let’s be clear, though: This is not a book about not eating animals. It is not even about eating less meat. It is a book about eating more vegetables in the most diverse and satisfying ways possible.

It’s about how to pan-roast a slab of cauliflower like a rib-eye steak, how to unleash the flavors of a global pantry onto ingredients that often feel like obligations, how to turn a few roots and leaves into something you can’t stop thinking about. In this book you’ll find the recipes, and the tricks and tips behind them, that have made José one of America’s most important chefs: the melting tortilla from Jaleo, the vibrant fruit gazpacho of Oyamel, the towering Beefsteak burger. And you will also find ad hoc ideas and bursts of often counterintuitive brilliance that will help you reimagine the potential of the plant kingdom.

Strap yourself in. It’s going to be a wild ride.




Decoding José
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As we worked on this project, I agonized over one looming concern: Would the magic of José’s wildest ideas be as extraordinary without him there in your kitchen, teaching and feeding you? I’ve had the privilege of tasting and experiencing this magic firsthand, but would it translate properly to a book? Now, after all our time together, I know that to fully appreciate José’s ideas and recipes, you need to invite him into your kitchen. Let his voice into your head when you’re juicing a cabbage or grinding cauliflower into couscous or burying potatoes in old coffee grounds. Along the way, you will learn to see the vegetable aisle not as a stopover for sustenance, but as a palette for creating all kinds of extraordinary pictures, still lifes, Impressionist paintings, even Cubist art.

This book is intended to tease out the same kind of wonder in you that drives José to spend five hours in a farmers’ market, asking questions and sparking debates with farmers and shoppers alike. A sip of stock isn’t “good” or “bad”; it’s “fascinating.” A hard-to-find ingredient isn’t a pain in the ass; it’s reason for a scavenger hunt. But in a world as highly charged as José’s is, sometimes you need an outside voice to lend a bit of perspective. So it was my job, from time to time, to drop in with a small dose of objectivity—not to muddle his message, but to give it sharper edges. To offer a bit of advice, to lend some moral support, and to help you navigate the twisting terrain of his ferocious imagination. In short, to let you ride shotgun on a feverish journey through José’s vegetable kingdom.




Translating the Language of José

A José Glossary
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PEOPLE OF AMERICA!
(Barcelona! Manhattan! Mars!)

A call to attention, a prelude to a pronouncement of importance and urgency.

EXAMPLE: People of Barcelona, I have just landed in the city and I am hungry.
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BOOM!

An audible exclamation point used to punctuate any glimmer of creative success, often employed dozens of times a day.

EXAMPLE: Just stir in some miso and sprinkle on some furikake, and you’re done. Boom!
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LOGICAL

Something that may appear obvious to no one but José.

EXAMPLE: It’s perfectly logical, you stuff the watermelon with rice and truffles and bury it underground.
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LET’S GO!

A rallying cry for all of those around José whose fasts are his slow. (See also: ¡Vámanos!)

EXAMPLE: Just 108 more recipes to develop. Let’s go!
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YOUR FAST IS MY SLOW

The phrase that runs across the front of José’s favorite T-shirt. Perhaps truer words were never spoken.
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PUTA MADRE

A semiserious indication of José’s waning patience. Used most often when being pulled in a dozen directions.

EXAMPLE: “José, we have a reporter here who wants to talk to you about saffron.”
“Another saffron interview? Puta madre.”
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People of America! Let’s Talk Plants!

Have you heard about the farmer in Ohio who grows fifteen kinds of basil and twenty-two types of carrots? His name is Farmer Lee and I can’t get him out of my head. He follows me into my dreams at night, where he plants little seedlings of vegetables that don’t exist. It’s like that scene from Charlie and the Chocolate Factory where the kids all lick the wallpaper, only nothing tastes like you expect it to: The cucumbers taste like watermelons, the tomatoes taste like a Sunday roast, a single ear of rainbow-colored corn has different flavors in every kernel. Just before waking up, as I’m crunching through the corn, I look over to see the old farmer staring back at me. “We are the music makers, and we are the dreamers of dreams.”

Vegetables have me dreaming big these days. I know the first thing many people think of when they think of Spain and Spanish food is jamón, the greatest of all food groups, but it’s the vegetable dishes I miss most about my home country. A bowl of slow-simmered garbanzos and spinach. A single perfect clementine grown next to the Mediterranean. My wife’s brilliant gazpacho, the best anyone has ever tasted. (I have thirty-four restaurants and a handful of cookbooks, and the most popular recipe I’ve ever published—the one that people ask me for on the streets of DC—is my wife’s gazpacho.)
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But I know that vegetables aren’t always an easy sell. Some of the stuff I’ve read over the years has totally blown my mind. Did you know that 87 percent of American adults don’t meet their daily fruit and vegetable requirements? Or that 40 percent of kids’ vegetable intake comes from French fries? FORTY PERCENT! I have three girls who’d rather eat burgers than broccoli, so I know how tough kids can be, but this is a national emergency we’re talking about. We need to find ways to get people excited about things that sprout from the earth. We need to show the world just how sexy plants can be.

Fruits and vegetables are sexy in a way that a chicken breast never can be. Think about it: What happens when you bite into a piece of meat? The first five seconds are kind of interesting, but then you spend another twenty seconds chewing something that has no flavor. Now think about a pineapple. As soon as your fork hits the flesh, its scent fills the air like a wonderful perfume. Then you bite down: juicy, sweet, and acidic, with notes of passion fruit and citrus and mystery that linger long after you stop chewing. That’s what I’m talking about.
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There’s a reason that chefs love to cook vegetables: The possibilities are endless. What can you do with a pork chop or a strip steak? Grill it, panfry it, or broil it, but the end result is always the same—a piece of cooked meat.
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What can you do with a carrot? Shave it raw into a salad. Pickle the peelings. Slow-roast it whole until it’s sweet and meaty. Poach it and puree it and paint it onto a plate. Turn the flesh into a soup warm with curry and coconut milk; turn the tops into a sharp green pesto to spoon on top. I don’t want to just show you how to bake a potato or dress a salad. I want to show how to stuff a squash with quiche, how to turn tomatoes into tartare, how to make ceviche from mushrooms and sweet potatoes. I want this book to be the Anderson Cooper of the plant world: Vegetables 360˚.

Of course, we pay homage to the most familiar faces in the produce aisles here: the potatoes and tomatoes that sit on our counters, the broccoli and lettuce that live in our refrigerators. But I also want to expand your definition of the vegetable world. Olive oil is the original cold-pressed juice. Seaweed is the salad of the sea. Even tequila, made from fermented cactus, is a covert hero of the vegetable world—at least to my mind. When I talk about plants, everything is on the table.

But before we get there, I want you to know a few things about me. I was born in Mieres, a mining town in the mountains of Asturias—the northern region of Spain best known for its cider houses and cheese caves. I moved to Barcelona when I was young and grew up eating everything. I learned to cook at my mom’s elbow, and then at El Bulli, destined to become the most influential restaurant of our age, and on a Spanish Navy ship, cruising the open seas. When I landed in New York in 1991, I had $50 in my pocket. And in America I found a magical world of opportunity, a place to channel all of the crazy ideas that had been bouncing around in my head since I was a boy.

My coauthor, Matt, once told millions of readers of the Wall Street Journal that I’m a walking contradiction. But it’s not easy to live a neat and tidy life in the twenty-first century. The same people who talk passionately about eating local do their shopping in jeans made in Bangladesh with a grocery list written on a smartphone made in China.

In short, we’re complex creatures. I don’t want to pretend that my reason for eating vegetables is the same as yours, or that you and I are always after the same thing. Truth is, I want it all. I want the simple beauty of a sliced perfect tomato from my garden for lunch and a twenty-two-course modernist feast for dinner. I want to support my local farmers, but I still love acorn-fed jamón from Salamanca and sundried kelp from Hokkaido. I want my day filled with a hundred meetings with a hundred different people, and then a quiet night at home with my wife and three girls.

At the heart of all this madness, the glue that keeps me from falling to pieces, is my desire to feed the world. Not just the Instagramming foodies and the handful of people who can afford my fancier restaurants, not just the people in Haiti we work with to build clean cookstoves and solar kitchens, or the five thousand homeless people we feed daily through DC and Central Kitchen. I want to feed everyone, and to do it in a way that inspires people to look at food in a new light.

Food is not just fuel! Food is history, culture, politics, art. It is nourishment for the soul. If I sound excited and maybe a little emotional, that’s because I am. The simple fact of life is that we will be eating two or three meals a day every day until we die. We should all be experts at eating. Here’s my blueprint for how to get there.
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Rules for the New Vegetable World

FIND YOUR BALANCE

Americans like to deal in absolutes. One day, fat is the enemy and we are eating nothing but rice cakes and boiled chicken. The next day, we burn all carbs in a bonfire on our lawns and start eating like Neanderthals. (Maybe that’s how people lose weight: running to the supermarket to switch out their entire pantry every time a new diet book comes out.)

There’s a reason why Americans can spend $20 billion—many times more than any other country on earth—on the diet industry and yet the country remains the least healthy developed nation on the planet. Extremes don’t work.

But it’s not just a diet thing—it’s our entire approach to food. That means chefs and restaurants too. We all go overboard. One day, every restaurant in New York and Chicago and Los Angeles serves porterhouses and pork belly, and the next day, they’ve all gone vegan. Today vegetables are having their moment in the food palaces of the world. Menus proudly flaunt every last detail of the vegetables served—from the farmer’s name to the microorganisms in the soil. Sometimes I wonder when restaurants are going to start hiring vegetable sommeliers!

[scene]


CONFUSED DINER: What do you offer in the way of vegetables?


VEGETABLE SOMMELIER: I’m glad you asked. Sir, we have a fine vintage of Manpukuji carrots from the town of Vass, population 774. Heirloom, of course, pulled from the ground thirty-four hours ago and driven to our back door by Farmer Dick, with dirt still under his fingernails.


CD: Um, that sounds good, I guess.


VEG SOM: How would Madam like that carrot cooked? We can bury it in a smoldering cocoon of hay or lacto-ferment it with salt hand-skimmed from the coastal marshes of Maine, or we can hang it over the hearth for thirteen days and then you can come back to eat it.


CD: I think I’ll go with the roast chicken.

[end scene]

Do you want a one-word approach to eating that will never fail you? Balance. We should celebrate vegetables without preaching about the perils of protein. Don’t count out carbs. Don’t banish butter. Leave everything on the table and take it one bite at a time.
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EVERY ACTION HAS A REACTION

Imagine this: One morning you wake up and you’re craving a mango, so you drive to the nearest Whole Foods, but when you get to the produce section, you see that the only mangoes they have are from Haiti and you don’t buy them because they’re not local and you want to do what’s right, and eventually your craving passes and you forget about mangoes until one day you’re on vacation on the beach in Key West and the sun is setting, and in the distance you see a family of ten in a tiny rubber boat looking hungry and thirsty, and they’re Haitian mango farmers looking for a new life in the United States, so you think about that mango and maybe that your not buying it contributed to putting this family on that boat and leading them to this island.

If I’m being dramatic, it’s to make a point: The modern food system is crazy complex. Being radical in your positions about the food you eat limits your world and can have unintended repercussions. Although we are often told to only buy local, did you know that transportation costs make up just 4 percent of a food’s greenhouse gas emissions? And that while we are urged to buy only certified organic produce, many of the best small farms can’t afford the huge costs of certification. I’m not saying local or organic isn’t great, but it’s not the only way.

The more interconnected the world is, the harder it becomes to know what the right thing to do is. Form your opinions carefully, but remain open to the idea that there are many sides to every food story.

ONE MAN’S COMPOST IS ANOTHER MAN’S CAVIAR

I am a cookbook junkie. I have a library of maybe a thousand books at my house in Maryland, and when I’m on the road, I’m always looking to add to my collection. It drives my wife insane, especially the old first editions that have become an increasingly expensive habit of mine. On my shelves you’ll find everything from Mary Randolph’s The Virginia Housewife to Nathan Myhrvold’s five-volume Modernist Cuisine. But one thing many of them have in common, no matter how different they are, is that they include at least one recipe that instructs you to “halve the tomatoes and remove and discard the seeds.” Discard those gorgeous seeds? Why!?
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When I worked at El Bulli, I may have been young and innocent, but I was smart enough to know that Ferran Adrià, our fearless leader, was onto something big. The main lesson he taught me then—and the rest of the world in the decades to come—was to question everything. Why cover meat and seafood in heavy sauces that disguise their flavor? Why serve guests just a couple of large plates of food when you could serve them dozens of small bites? Why throw away so much of the plants farmers spend their lives growing for us? At El Bulli we treated the seeds from tomatoes and cucumbers and zucchini like caviar, and we built entire dishes around them.

I carried those lessons with me across the Atlantic. At minibar we’ve been serving a vegetable seed salad pretty much since the day we opened, and it remains one of the most beloved dishes on a tasting menu that costs $200.

The home cook can learn a lot from the restaurant cook when it comes to getting the most out of every scrap of food. Broccoli stems can be sautéed in olive oil with garlic and a hit of dried chile. Mushroom trimmings can be transformed into a heady, umami-rich stock. Citrus peels can be saved for garnishing salads or dropped into gin and tonics. And those vegetable seeds everyone throws away are waiting for their big moment.

THE FORK IS MIGHTIER THAN THE SWORD

My restaurants in DC are right between the Capitol Building and the White House, and they are often filled with people who make this country—or others—run. I’ve been lucky enough to see firsthand the big food issues of our day play out in the halls of Congress. But in the end, the biggest changes in our food system start at the end of your fork.

Real change doesn’t trickle down from the top—it rises up from the bottom. The way you choose to eat today can be a political statement. If we buy ingredients from people who care about how they are grown, we can loosen the grip of industrial farming. If we eat at restaurants that respect their employees and care about their communities, they’ll slowly edge out the ones that don’t. If we support organizations dedicated to feeding the people who can’t afford nourishing food, we can balance the scales in a world that’s not always just.

Every bite you take can change the world. I know that sounds dramatic, but I wouldn’t do what I do if I didn’t believe it.
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EXPAND YOUR FOOD WORLD

I’m as Spanish as Sancho Panza; I have olive oil in my blood and saffron in my soul. But I am also a proud US citizen, a world wanderer, and a chef with a Mexican restaurant, a Greek-Turkish-Lebanese restaurant, and a Chinese-Peruvian-Japanese restaurant. I’m not afraid to cook hyphenated cuisine.

Roots are important, as long as they don’t hold you in place. The beauty of freeing yourself from any single allegiance is that it allows you to benefit from the world’s collective wisdom.

And for all of our fear of globalization and how it threatens our food culture, there are some pretty real advantages too. We have access to the ingredients, techniques, and philosophies that define a thousand different food cultures. Cherry-pick the best stuff and apply those tastes and techniques every time you enter the kitchen.

I love the simplicity of Spanish vegetable dishes, which rely on little more than the best olive oil and a careful hand with the salt, but I also love the complexity and sophistication of Mexico’s moles and China’s wok cooking. In the pages of this book you’ll learn how to move seamlessly through a food world without borders.
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KNOW THE PATH TO RIGHTEOUSNESS

Just as most people have a bad tequila or whiskey memory, just about everyone has a Brussels sprout or green pea or cauliflower nightmare, a traumatic experience from their early years that they carry with them like a battle wound. There’s a reason why many of us don’t get excited about vegetables—we don’t know how to treat them right. Chefs and food experts can talk all they want about the beauty of summer squash and the elegance of eggplant, but none of that really matters until you’ve learned how to, for example, make a carrot taste as delicious as a flank steak.

That means mastering the right technique for each vegetable. If you grew up with a fear of Brussels sprouts and cauliflower, it was probably because your mom boiled them too long, which breaks up cells that release hydrogen sulfide gas and results in that rotten-egg smell. Slow-roast these in the oven instead, until the natural sugars caramelize, and you’ll find yourself daydreaming about these brassicas.
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MAKE FOOD A PRIORITY

Eating well has become a class issue. Our food system is set up so that processed food is cheap and good fresh food is expensive. We need to do something to change that. To make sure food stamps can buy more than industrialized food. To eliminate food deserts. To stop using taxpayer dollars to subsidize low-quality foods produced by massive farm conglomerates.

But it goes beyond that. Did you know that Americans spend less of their income on food than anyone else on the planet? The Japanese spend about 15 percent, Spaniards about 20. Americans? Just 12 percent. Good food costs money. I don’t mean taking out a loan to eat at a fancy restaurant. An extra $50 a month could have a real impact on how well you eat. For anyone who can afford to pay a bit extra for quality, remember this: The better the ingredient, the less you have to do to it. If time is money, consider buying good food a sound investment.

MAKE IT PRETTY

It’s no wonder people often don’t take vegetables seriously—a mound of gray-green matter on a plate does little to whet the appetite. So spend some time on your vegetables. Dress them up. I don’t mean that your plates need to look as if they were built by a team of chefs armed with tiny tweezers, but they should make you feel hungry when you look at them.

Most Americans are used to serving a couple of sad little piles of vegetables alongside a big piece of protein—a clear indication that the meat is the star and the vegetables are, at best, supporting actors. Enough! Plants deserve their own home on the dinner table. Serve your roasted Brussels sprouts in a wide shallow bowl. Let those carrots stand alone on your coolest dinner plate.

And don’t forget the garnish. A garnish can deliver maximum visual and flavor impact for minimal effort. Fresh herbs, crumbled cheese, chopped nuts, unusual seasonings like za’atar and furikake: a few smart ingredients in your pantry make it easy to add a last-minute exclamation point to a dish.

LEARN TO FREESTYLE

At my restaurants we use digital scales, thermal circulators, and all kinds of other equipment and gadgetry that help us to be precise. It’s not a pinch of salt, it’s 29 crystals. It’s not 2 egg whites, it’s 47 grams of egg white.

But unless you’re turning your kitchen into a pop-up restaurant, or baking your first soufflé, which involves chemistry and demands precision, you don’t need to follow every recipe down to the decimal point. There’s a time and a place for a thermometer, a scale, or a measuring cup, but mostly I want you to cook the way I cook when I’m in Puerto Rico, trying to feed as many people as possible, or in southern Spain, improvising lunch for my friends, or at home with my wife and daughters on a rainy Sunday afternoon: by feel.

That means relying less on times stated in recipes and more on your senses: Do the onions look caramelized? Does the sweet potato smell nicely roasted? It means making smart substitutions. Can’t find fresh thyme but you have oregano in the fridge? You know what to do. And it means, above all, tasting constantly as you go along. The single most important skill any cook has—from world-renowned chefs to weekend kitchen warriors—is the ability to season properly. And the only way to really do it is to taste and adjust—not just for salt levels but for acidity, for spice, for everything.
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PUT THE PLANT PRESSURE ON

You’re going to read about vegetables in this book that you might not find in your local grocery store. Some won’t even be available at better farmers’ markets. I’m not putting them in the book to make your life more difficult, but to plant a seed.

Before the 1980s extra virgin olive oil was hard to find in the United States. When I first started cooking here, ingredients like jamón and piquillo peppers were unheard of. Man, how things have changed.

But there are more ingredients I’d love to see become common here: fresh shelling beans, the kind we eat in Spain, simmered with vegetables and shimmering with virgin olive oil; artichokes of all sizes, not just the massive globe variety; thick stalks of white asparagus, both canned and fresh; tiny teardrop green peas, still in their pods, so sweet and dense with flavor they explode like caviar when you bite down.
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I could wax poetic all day about the bean stews of my childhood, but there’s only one way the beans or the asparagus or the artichokes I love most are landing on these shores: demand. Ask the produce manager at your local grocery store. Stuff a request into the box at Whole Foods. Bug the farmers at the market every week until your voice is heard. As President Obama liked to say: We are the change we have been waiting for.
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SEEK OUT THE LIFE-CHANGING BITES

I love cookbooks—I have thousands in my library and spend countless hours losing myself in their pages. I’m talking to you through the pages of a cookbook right now. But even so, I recognize that cookbooks have limits—they alone can’t guide you to those special, transcendent food moments. Eating corn out of the field, husked and devoured right there, or plucking a tomato from the plant and slicing into it, so it sheds warm tomato tears onto your cutting board—those are moments that only you can create.

After we planted potatoes in my garden at home, I didn’t think much about them until one cold fall day when I went out with my girls to pull them from the soil, still damp and fresh with the sweet smell of dirt clinging to their skins. We ate them simply boiled and salted. My daughters and my wife were quiet for five minutes—which is an eternity in my family. We’ve barely been able to eat any other potatoes since then.

The baby green peas of Spain, the clementines of California’s Ojai Valley, the apples of northern Maryland: Eating any of these can be a life-changing food moment. Once you’ve eaten them, you’ll understand just how amazing simple ingredients can be. This is what we’re after here. Sometimes those life-changing bites find you, but more often, you need to seek them out: You need to drive the extra mile, pay the extra dollar, and maybe do the opposite of what everyone else is doing to turn food from mere sustenance into an experience. Find the people and places that can give you a little taste of perfection.




The Plant Index

The Vegetable World by the Numbers

10

Percentage of Americans who eat the recommended 1½ to 2 cups of fruit and 2 to 3 cups of vegetables per day

42

Percentage of Americans who don’t regularly consume produce

279

Pounds of meat consumed annually by the average American

186

Pounds of vegetables consumed annually by the average American

5.2 million

Annual deaths worldwide attributed to a lack of fresh fruit and vegetables

$2.50

Cost per day in the United States of the recommended amount of produce

338 million

Pounds of produce Americans throw away every day

$165 billion

Cost of food Americans throw out every year

50

Percentage increase in food waste since 1990

12

Percentage of income Americans spend on food

19

Percentage the rest of the world spends on food

$6.2 billion

Amount of US taxpayer money allocated to subsidizing corn

75

Percentage of processed American food that contains corn (mostly as a sweetener)

40

Percentage of American kids’ vegetable consumption that comes from French fries

3

Number of potato varietals available in the average US market

38

Number of flavors of Mountain Dew available on the US market

420

Number of calories $1 buys in soda

39

Number of calories $1 buys in organic broccoli

496

Percentage increase in farmers’ markets in the United States over the past twenty-five years

$1.5 billion

The amount of money raised in 2017 by the fifteen biggest food start-ups

14

Number of those start-ups dedicated to creating plant-based products
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How to Boil Water

Let’s begin with the most elemental ingredient of all: water.

When I first started talking about this book with Matt, he asked me so many technical questions about how best to cook each type of vegetable that I couldn’t help but roll my eyes. Food writers all want to write about food like it’s one big secret that only they can unlock for you. Give me a break.

But he kept pestering me, so I finally told him the truth: My favorite way to cook a vegetable is the old-fashioned way—in a bath of boiling water.

I get it: Boiling isn’t sexy. At least, that’s the prevailing view. Roasting, frying, sautéing, grilling—that’s what people seem to love. There’s nothing fancy or eye-catching about boiled vegetables. (When’s the last time you saw someone Instagram a piece of boiled cabbage?)

But deep down I still believe that there’s nothing better than a humble vegetable cooked in hot water. It’s not just the purity of flavor; water gives you full control of the texture and seasoning of the vegetables. That’s why we chose to boil all of our vegetables à la minute at Beefsteak, and now we have people lining up out the door to eat them.

Water is the invisible hand of the culinary world, the quiet, tireless force that flows through everything we do in the kitchen. It’s a conveyor of heat, a vessel for flavor, a keeper of structure, a giver of life.

I want to teach you to be a Jedi, to channel that force in powerful ways that will bring balance to your universe. To be the Luke Skywalker or the Rey of the vegetable world.

Beyond seasoning properly, learning to manage evaporation during cooking may be the single most important kitchen skill of all. How long to simmer the tomato sauce? At what point is a vegetable perfectly soft and juicy? Do I cover a stew with a lid or do I leave it uncovered?

Here are a few pieces of water wisdom I’ve gained through my decades in the kitchen:
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How much water you use matters. People love to tell you to cook vegetables in huge pots of water. But the second a vegetable breaks the surface of the water, it becomes a stock, a liquid that imparts flavor to whatever it touches. The more water, the less flavorful the liquid. We cook vegetables in just enough water to cover them.
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Seasoning the cooking water is almost as important as seasoning food, since it will season the food added to it. The water should be noticeably salty, like ocean water. Taste your cooking water and adjust the seasoning in the same way you would do with a soup.

[image: image]

The cooking water can become a sauce. One of my favorite ways to cook vegetables is to use just enough water so that by the time the vegetables are tender, the water has reduced to a few fingers of rich stock that will anoint the vegetables.

[image: image]

Water can be a tool. Use it to deglaze a pan of sautéed mushrooms or zucchini. Or to help caramelized onions come into their own.

[image: image]

Know when to put a lid on it. A lid traps moisture, so use one when you want to create steam or when you want to maintain the same water level. At all other times, cook with the lid off, allowing the water to evaporate and the flavors to concentrate.

[image: image]

Never throw out the cooking water. That’s precious liquid you have there. In Spain we like to serve vegetables with their own natural cooking liquids. Or we save the cooking water and use it like a stock when making other dishes.




MINI ESSAY

Mastering Stock

Next to cooking meat over a fire, making soup may be the oldest method of cooking. I like to think of early humans, gathered around a fire heating a terra-cotta pot filled with water and whatever they could forage that day. Nothing could be more natural; nothing gets closer to who we are as a species. And if it’s true that Prometheus made humans out of clay, then cooking a soup or stock in a clay pot brings us right back to our roots. That’s why I like to do my stocks in terra-cotta vessels.

These days, when we talk about stock, we talk about bones. We went so bone-crazy that we actually changed the name to “bone broth” at some point. (Who okayed that, by the way? I just don’t get it.) Bones are amazing—they give depth and body and mouthfeel to stocks.

But we also have the “bones” of vegetables all around us: skins and cores, stems and seeds. More often than not, they’re the things we throw away. That needs to change. Keep a bowl in your fridge, and every time you peel a carrot, a potato, or an onion, add the peels or trimmings to the bowl. Garlic skins, outer leaves of cabbage and lettuce, broccoli stems—they all go into the bowl. Once you have a pound or two of scraps, wash them, chop them up, cover them with water in a pot, and put over
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