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Intro


After a few decades of writing cookbooks, I think I’m beginning to get it. People want streamlined recipes with easy-to-follow instructions and accessible ingredients.

Is that about right?

 

Great, then let’s proceed!

When I first started cooking, I thought the vegan world needed something a little more adventurous than lentil stew. I’d use ingredients you’ve never heard of from specialty stores you’ve never been to. But how things have changed! Tofu is now the other white meat, and even your uncle puts nutritional yeast on his popcorn. That might not be totally statistically accurate, but let’s say households are cooking vegan a few times a week, more people than ever are going completely vegan, and everyone is warming up to the idea of cashew cream.

Even I have changed. I want my meals to be fast and easy but still the best food ever. If I want to be adventurous, I’ve got two restaurants where I can experiment. But this cookbook is for my true love: the home cook. I learned to cook from cookbooks, recipe by recipe, and that’s what inspired this book. What if each chapter was a building block to becoming a better, more competent cook? Like learning a new instrument: You master a couple of chords then start putting them together to form songs. Or learning a new language and your vocabulary keeps improving. Or finding your way around a new city. Or . . . well, you get the idea!

Each chapter starts with a fresh mission. So cook your way through, meal after delicious meal, building knowledge and skills as you go. And, of course, you can skip around, too. You do you!
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Who Is This Book For?

This book is for cooks of all stripes, but I had a few specifics in mind.

The just-born, brand-new cook

If you’re learning to cook, then cooking vegan is the way to go because it’s more pleasant to work with chickpeas than chickens. Whether you’re 13 or 301 (and a vampire), you might just be starting out. Maybe you’re leaning into it with nothing but eagerness and excitement, in which case, cool, go ahead and get started, read no further. But if you’re a little hesitant, please remember that this book was written for you by someone who once was you. Sleep with the pages under your pillow and take it one day at a time.

The tried-and-true seasoned cook who is tofu-curious

Maybe you learned to cook from your parents, or maybe you can make a soufflé and boeuf bourguignon, but maybe you only know how to do it with eggs, meat, and heavy cream. Well, if this sounds like you, welcome to vegan cuisine! Here you will learn how to milk a cashew and turn tofu into fish. Have fun with it and keep an open mind. At least some of the tricks you already know will come in handy, and you’ll pick up some new knowledge along the way.

The busy weeknight pantry cook

Perhaps this describes everyone? But if you’re making spaghetti and meatballs with sauce from a jar and frozen meatless meatballs, you might want to get fresher without too much fuss. Rejoice! These recipes are made with pantry-friendly ingredients that you can always have around. Yes, it will be more work than opening a few packages, but as you get used to it, the effort won’t be much harder, and the rewards will be worth it!

The farmers’ market junkie who looks at all the pretty colors

You’re into food. You Instagram bunches of beets (and your manicure). Yet most of your pretty pics are of avocado toast or grain bowls from that macrobiotic restaurant. You might know a few vegan basics, and you already have a love of vegetables, but get ready to turn your influencer level to 100!

The reluctant parent to the vegan child

Did your kid just sit you down and deliver the news? No more meat and dairy, Dad. Oy vey. What about Mawmaw’s lasagna? Or that French toast that took you one hundred Sundays to perfect? Listen, it’s going to be okay. Food is food! You aren’t going to have to cook separate meals; you are going to start loving lentils and cooking them alongside your family. When I first went vegetarian as a teenager, my mom got me a bunch of cookbooks, and that’s what really brought us together. I hope this can be that book for your family!

Last, for all you lazy vegans doing it for the animals, all you Grubhub addicts, and everyone who saw something about eating plant-based for your health on a talk show, I see you! And you can cook vegan.

 

How to Succeed at Cooking Without Really Trying

1 Read the recipe from beginning to end, have a good understanding of the steps involved, and make sure you have the ingredients and equipment ready to use before starting the recipe. That includes everything from ingredients to blenders to measuring spoons. The French call this mise en place. I call it “pile of stuff.”

2 Control your heat. Food doesn’t burn itself! Most recipes require low to medium heat, but if you are turning it up to boil, always keep a watchful eye and remember to stir. If the pot is too hot, you can turn the heat all the way off and give it a minute. Sometimes it’s the most obvious stuff that we Homo sapiens forget ever since Peking man discovered fire.
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3 Improve your knife skills. The more you prep food, the more you will get the hang of how to handle a knife. You’re not aiming to be a sushi chef here (or are you?)—the goal is to get the job done quickly and with some finesse. Watch YouTube videos of people chopping onions and garlic or any veggie that you need to dice. Watch cooking shows. Find the knife that is comfortable for you, and make sure it is always sharp. Most kitchen stores have a sharpening service you can use a few times a year.
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4 Clean as you go. I hate hearing that because I love making messes, but it’s so true. Keep a little bowl nearby for scraps. Have a clean wet towel to wipe surfaces. Don’t let all that tomato sauce you just spilled get tracked all over the house. Be aware of your surroundings. An organized environment is conducive to cooking, especially for new cooks. You don’t want to be overwhelmed with a mess when you’re done, or you might never cook again!
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Ingredients & Philosophy

A phrase you’ll hear me say a lot is “pantry-friendly.” And that doesn’t just mean cans of chickpeas and packages of rice (although those things certainly count). I use about twenty ingredients over and over in this cookbook to make sure you have lots of options with short recipe lists. So, this book is based on staples that might be lurking in your cupboard or fridge. Most of the veggies are easy to find in any supermarket—I use a lot of broccoli in all kinds of ways.

However, there might be a few ingredients you aren’t familiar with, or some that you are familiar with but we are using in a brand-new way. I call those “weirdo ingredients.” Here they are.
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Kala namak

A salt that tastes like eggs. Yep, it exists, and it makes cooking so much fun! It is also called “Himalayan black salt,” but please don’t be fooled. For one thing, it is pink. Many other salts are called “black salt,” but that doesn’t mean they have an eggy flavor. Look specifically for kala namak to ensure it will get the job done. I usually order it online. It’s such a yummy ingredient. Besides using it in recipes, I love to sprinkle it on avocado toast or fresh-from-the-vine tomatoes.
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Nutritional yeast flakes

Also called “nooch.” They have a nutty, cheesy flavor and can be used in so many ways! Add to stews en masse for cheesiness and creaminess, or in smaller quantities for a little bit of thickening and an umami punch. In baked tofu they give a little extra crispy texture. Or sprinkle them on salads and popcorn like a cheese.
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Vital wheat gluten & seitan

Vital wheat gluten is the high-protein flour from wheat used to make seitan and sausages and all sorts of fabulous wheat meats. I use Bob’s Red Mill Vital Wheat Gluten in all the recipes, and that seems to be the most common one on supermarket shelves. While we’re at it, you might want to know what seitan is. It was invented by monks in the mid-twentieth century by washing all the starch out of wheat. How did they figure that out? Who knows, but now we can eat amazing, chewy, grilled cruelty-free meat, so thank you!
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Cashews

Yes, you know what cashews are. But did you know that they could be transformed into a thick, luscious cream akin to heavy cream? The cashews we use to create cream are specifically whole, unroasted cashews, because the flavor is too nutty if they are roasted. And cashew pieces, although way cheaper, can be bitter. Purchase ones that are labeled “raw,” “unroasted,” or “whole cashews.” And make sure they aren’t salted. Many recipes in this book call for cashew cream to be made in a high-speed blender (Vitamix or Blendtec). That will take all of one minute. However, if you don’t have a high-speed blender, that’s no problem! There are a few options to get your cashews creamy and dreamy. Note that an average blender could take anywhere from 2 to 5 minutes to work its charm. Always use a rubber spatula to scrape down the sides, and remember to give your blender motor a break every minute or so to ensure it doesn’t burn out.

1. Soaking. At least a few hours ahead of time (even a day in advance), place cashews in a bowl and cover with a few inches of water. That’s it! Then drain and proceed with the recipe.

2. If you forget to soak, then boil them for 15 minutes.

3. If you forget to soak and you don’t hate microwaves, place in a microwave-safe bowl, submerge in a few inches of water, and heat on high for 2 minutes, then soak for 15 minutes or so.
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Tofu

All the savory recipes call for extra-firm tofu. As the name suggests, it’s got a firm, chewy texture that you can really sink your teeth into! Sometimes I suggest pressing the tofu, too. That’s when you really want a lot of chewy bite. To press your tofu, remove it from the package and wrap in a paper towel. Then, wrap in a kitchen towel. Now place a few heavy objects, like three or four Guy Fieri cookbooks, on top. The water will start to absorb into the towel and all over your counter. Do this for about an hour, flipping halfway through. Your tofu is now chewier and ready to soak up more flavor. Note: I don’t do this for every recipe (some depend on that extra moisture), so press only when needed.
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Nori

You’re familiar with it in sushi, but I use it like a seasoning to get fishy (but not too fishy) flavors. Grind it into a powder or rip it to bits for a little taste from the sea.
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Chapter 1

Pastas & Noodles


Mission: This chapter will get you multitasking and keep you mindful of timing, without risking too much on anything fancy. It will also give your spice rack a workout and get your pantry stocked with some basics so that dinner is always within reach.

 

Pasta is, by far, the first thing a home cook reaches for when they want a delicious meal on the table in record time. So what better place to begin? Even if there are a few components (sauce, proteins, what have you), the main component (hello, noodles) is pretty much done for you. And with a little practice and this handy book, the timing will always work out perfectly. From mac and cheese to pad Thai (this pages and this page), there is a world of carb-y amazingness out there to explore!

Equipment must-haves

Large pot (6-quart/5.7 L)

Pasta spoon

Large colander

Salting pasta water

The addition of salt to pasta water is really for flavor. The water should be as salty as the sea! But if that’s too vague for you, 4 quarts (3.8 L) of water requires a heaping tablespoon of fine sea salt. If that sounds like a lot, don’t worry! Most of it goes back out to sea when you drain the pasta.
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Broccoli Mac and Cheese


Mac and cheese. Let’s not waste time with formalities. This is obviously the first recipe you will be turning to, so no need to flip through the pages. It easily tops the list of things we can’t live without, right after oxygen and cat videos. So what’s up with vegan mac and cheese? The short answer for the twenty-first century: cashews and nutritional yeast. Those are ingredients I use often to achieve creamy cheesiness, so let’s get familiar with them—stat. I love this particular recipe for new vegan cooks because the most important part (the sauce, duh) needs no cooking and takes about 2 minutes to pull together. It also includes my favorite vegetable, broccoli. (Yes, I am that basic.) It’s chopped into small pieces and available in every creamy, dreamy bite. The method is also really simple and features every cook’s favorite: “one pot.” You simply add the broccoli to the pasta in the last few minutes of cooking. So yeah, this is a great place to start. It’s really perf served with 2 tablespoons of Noochy Baked Tofu (this page). I like a little smoky heat, but if you aren’t down with that, try smoked paprika instead of the chipotle powder. And if you are not even down with a little smoke, try regular paprika. But that will make you a very boring person!

Ingredients

1      pound (455 g) pasta (chiocciole, medium-size shells, or, ya know, macaroni)

6      cups (425 g) finely chopped broccoli

For the cheese sauce

1      cup (120 g) whole unroasted cashews (if you don’t own a high-speed blender, see this page)

1      cup (240 ml) vegetable broth

¼     cup (35 g) nutritional yeast flakes

¼     teaspoon ground turmeric

1      tablespoon fresh lemon juice

¾     teaspoon chipotle powder (see headnote)

1      tablespoon onion powder

¼     teaspoon salt

Serves 6 to 8

1. In a large pot, bring 4 quarts (3.8 L) of salted water to a boil for the pasta.

2. While the water is coming to a boil, make the sauce: Place all the sauce ingredients in a high-speed blender and blend for about a minute or until completely smooth, using a rubber spatula to scrape down the sides every 20 seconds or so.

3. Cook the pasta in the boiling water for about 5 minutes, then add the broccoli. Boil until the pasta is cooked, stirring often with a slotted pasta spoon, 3 to 5 minutes.

4. Drain the pasta in a large colander and immediately return it to the pot. It should still be piping hot and wet with the cooking water. Do not rinse and do not wait. This part is important because you need the wet, hot pasta to help make the sauce creamy and awesome and cling to the noodles.

5. Add the sauce to the pasta pot and use the rubber spatula to blend. Turn the heat on low and stir for about 2 minutes to get everything warmed through. Taste for salt and seasoning, then serve.
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Angel Hair Tapenade with Tofu and Arugula


For those of us who want to slather ourselves and our pasta in olives, this is the recipe. The sauce is super olive-y, of course, like a nice savory bite of the Mediterranean, but it also has a Parmesan undertone from the miso and nutritional yeast. If you didn’t have time to plan ahead and press the tofu, just toss some chickpeas or white beans in when you’re adding the pasta to the sauce.

For the grilled tofu

1      (14-ounce/400 g) block extra-firm tofu, drained and pressed (see this page)

½     cup (120 ml) vegetable broth

2      tablespoons olive oil

2      tablespoons balsamic vinegar

2      tablespoons tamari

2      teaspoons Italian or pizza seasoning blend

For the tapenade

3      cloves garlic

3      cups (465 g) pitted Kalamata olives

2      tablespoons olive oil

2      tablespoons nutritional yeast flakes

1      teaspoon mellow white miso

¼     cup (60 ml) vegetable broth, plus more for thinning

1      pound (455 g) angel hair pasta

6      cups (120 g) loosely packed baby arugula

Sliced Kalamata olives, for serving

Freshly ground black pepper

Serves 6 to 8

1. Make the grilled tofu: Slice the pressed tofu widthwise into eighths. In a 10-inch (25 cm) square baking dish, mix together the broth, olive oil, balsamic, tamari, and Italian seasoning. Place the tofu slabs in the marinade for about an hour, flipping once.

2. Lightly spray a grill pan with nonstick cooking spray and preheat over medium-high heat. Cook the tofu for about 3 minutes on each side, flipping once, until the tofu develops grill marks. Transfer to a plate and keep warm while you make the pasta.

3. Make the pasta: In a large pot, boil 6 quarts (5.7 L) of salted water for the pasta.

4. Meanwhile, make the tapenade: Pulse the garlic in a blender until well chopped. Add the olives, olive oil, nutritional yeast, miso, and vegetable broth and puree until the mixture is juicy but still has some texture. It shouldn’t have whole chunks of olives, but it shouldn’t be completely smooth. Add more broth to thin the tapenade as needed, scraping down the sides of the blender with a rubber spatula.

5. Cook the angel hair pasta according to package directions, usually 3 to 4 minutes.

6. Drain the pasta in a large colander. Put the arugula in the empty pasta pot, then immediately return the hot pasta to the pot. Toss with tongs to wilt the arugula.

7. Add the tapenade and toss to coat. Serve immediately, garnished with extra olives, lots of freshly ground black pepper, and the grilled tofu.
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Curry Udon with Broccoli and Avocado


Udon is a stick-to-your-ribs noodle. So plump and satisfying. Soaks up flavor really nicely, so I love to toss them in this gingery, coconut-y curry sauce and let it do its thing! If you can find already-cooked udon, that makes this recipe even easier.

Ingredients

8      ounces (225 g) dried udon noodles (choose the thick round ones)

6      cups (540 g) broccoli florets

2      tablespoons refined coconut oil

1      large red bell pepper, seeded and cut into ¼-inch-thick (6 mm) slices

2      teaspoons minced fresh ginger

3      cloves garlic, minced

Big pinch red pepper flakes

1      cup (240 ml) vegetable broth

1      (15-ounce/430 g) can light coconut milk

1      tablespoon curry powder

1      tablespoon tamari

1      avocado, peeled, pitted, and diced

4      teaspoons toasted sesame seeds

Chopped fresh cilantro, for serving

Serves 4

1. In a large pot, bring 4 quarts (3.8 L) of salted water to a boil. Boil the noodles according to package directions.

2. Preheat a large heavy-bottomed pan over medium heat. Sauté the broccoli in 1 tablespoon of the coconut oil and a pinch of salt until nicely seared, about 7 minutes. Transfer to a plate.

3. Sauté the red pepper slices in the pan with the remaining tablespoon coconut oil until seared, about 5 minutes. Add the ginger and garlic and sauté for about 1 minute, then mix in the red pepper flakes. Add the vegetable broth, coconut milk, curry powder, and tamari and bring to a boil.

4. Drain the noodles in a large colander. Add the noodles and reserved broccoli to the pan and mix to coat with the curry sauce. Serve in bowls topped with avocado, sesame seeds, and cilantro.
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Spinach Manicotti


This manicotti has all the irresistible flavors that make for a stuff-your-face Sunday night dinner. Marinara, lots of garlic, and a creamy mozzy topping. Thaw the spinach at least 24 hours in advance and squeeze out excess moisture before using. To get this dish done as quickly as possible, boil the water first and make the ricotta while you’re waiting. Have a sheet of parchment paper ready to rest the drained pasta on so it doesn’t stick together after cooking. If you don’t want to use Melty Mozzy (this page) for whatever reason, sprinkle the stuffed pasta with breadcrumbs and drizzle with olive oil before baking. You will need a pastry bag and a large piping tip to neatly get the ricotta into the manicotti. However, if you don’t have one (and want to get a little messy), use a teaspoon to spoon the ricotta into the pasta, then use your finger to push it all the way in.

For the ricotta

2      (14-ounce/400 g) blocks extra-firm tofu, drained

1      teaspoon salt

¼     cup (35 g) nutritional yeast flakes

¼     cup (60 ml) olive oil

3      tablespoons fresh lemon juice

1      (10-ounce/280 g) package frozen spinach, thawed (see headnote)

Everything else

8      ounces (225 g) manicotti

6      cups (1.4 L) marinara sauce, store-bought or homemade (this page)

1      recipe Melty Mozzy (optional; see headnote)

Freshly ground black pepper

½     cup (20 g) chopped fresh basil, for garnish

Serves 6 to 8

1. Make the ricotta: Use your hands to mash the tofu into a ricotta-like consistency. You can’t really overmash it, so just go until it’s nice and mushy with a bit of curdlike texture left. Using a spoon or fork, mix in the salt, nutritional yeast, olive oil, and lemon juice. Mix in clumps of the spinach, tearing apart any big pieces, until well combined. Taste and adjust salt and seasoning.

2. Place the ricotta in a piping bag fit with a wide tip, or a large freezer bag with a ½-inch (12 mm) hole cut out of one corner.

3. In the meantime, boil the manicotti in a large pot of salted water according to package directions, being careful not to overcook it. Drain the pasta and, as soon as it’s cool enough to touch, spread it out on the prepared piece of parchment to cool a bit more (see headnote).

4. Preheat the oven to 375°F (195°C). Lightly spray a 9 by 13-inch (23 by 33 cm) casserole dish with nonstick cooking spray (or lightly grease it with a bit of olive oil). Coat the bottom of the pan with 3 cups (720 ml) of the marinara.

5. Fill each manicotti with ricotta, usually a scant ¼ cup (60 g). Line the stuffed noodles up in the casserole dish so they are lightly touching. Top with the remaining 3 cups (720 ml) sauce, leaving the stuffed ends of the pasta exposed. Drizzle the Melty Mozzy over the top, if desired. Cover the casserole tightly with aluminum foil.

6. Bake for 20 minutes. Remove the foil and bake for 10 minutes more. Let sit for about 10 minutes, then serve topped with fresh black pepper and basil.
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Lentil Walnut Bolognese


This is total Italian-night satisfaction.
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