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introduction


It is important that you read this introduction. All of it! I’m aware that my cookbooks have introductions that are a bit longer than usual, but I really think that understanding the principles behind my recipes will make your cooking and the choice of ingredients much easier. You will also feel that you are not just following the recipes, but understanding the building blocks upon which you can create your own dishes, without the fear of messing up – the fear that haunts many beginners.


Firstly, I’d like to introduce myself and share with you my approach to cooking and my way of thinking about diets and lifestyles.


I started my health-food journey as a teenager, which led me to vegetarian, vegan and macrobiotic recipes that I tried and loved. During my academic studies I found time to attend natural-cooking training programmes, which were mostly on macrobiotic food. After graduating from university, my love of healthy cooking led me away from my vocation and towards my passion – combining different cooking styles and philosophies to create a way of healthy cooking and eating with one goal in mind – to eat the best that nature has to offer, based on individual approach and common sense. That is why this cookbook is really a fusion of different cooking styles (vegan, macrobiotic and raw) that I have incorporated into my daily routine over the years, and which, in my opinion, nicely complement each other and bring balance to my diet. Naturally, only entirely vegan recipes are included in this book. This doesn’t mean you have to be a strict vegan to enjoy them, though!


Some people think that just by avoiding animal foods they will stay healthy. I have to say that I do not agree. There are a number of vegan foods – white bread, refined sugar, margarine and TSP (textured soy protein) – which can have a negative effect on health if consumed on a daily or even weekly basis in the long-term. So, there has to be criteria more complex than just that the food is vegan in order for a food to qualify as healthy. It also has to be as unprocessed as possible, because unprocessed foods are so much more nutritious.


You have to understand that the body is always trying to reach some kind of balance, so, for example, after a binge on meat, the body is asking for ice-cream! After a salty cheeseburger there has to be some sugary soda! However, eventually the body may get so exhausted with these alternating extremes that, eventually, serious health problems can begin to occur.


Then, what happens if you make the decision to exclude meat products from your diet, but keep eating heavily refined foods? Most probably, imbalance! What I’m trying to say is really simple: with your decision to be vegan you’ll need to start questioning your other food choices, take certain supplements and exclude refined foods from your diet in order to stay healthy. Read more about my suggestions on how to do this in the following pages.


I hope you enjoy this wonderful journey, with me watching over your shoulder and giving you tips and tricks when something goes wrong, because:


‘No one who cooks, cooks alone. Even at her most solitary, a cook in the kitchen is surrounded by generations of cooks past, the advice and menus of cooks present, the wisdom of cookbook writers.’ (Laurie Colwin)




starting from scratch


There’s a great feeling of satisfaction when you know that the foods you use in your everyday cooking come directly from nature. Building up your body from pure, natural foods is the best investment you can make and brings health and happiness on many different levels to you and those around you.


Getting organized


Maybe you know people that can whip up a feast in no time and make cooking seem like the easiest thing in the world? Well, the most well-kept secret of all skilled chefs and cooks is that good organization is crucial! Let your food soak, pressure-cook, sprout, etc. while you’re showering, cleaning, ironing, reading or playing with your kids – since not all stages of cooking need constant attention! This way, cooking can be a process that doesn’t feel like it takes up much of your time. The worst thing is getting home, being hungry and not having anything ready, as this will result in a visit to the bakery across the street or the inevitable ordering of a takeaway. So, always try to have some cooked grains or beans in the fridge, or protein like seitan, tofu or tempeh, all of which you can easily transform into quick and healthy meals by adding some fresh veggies, a little oil and by applying some heat. I always say to my students that planning skills are as equally important as cooking skills – if you plan well, half of the work is already done!


Even if your schedule is pretty full and you occasionally use some canned foods to quicken the cooking process, bear in mind that even the best quality, organic canned foods have lost a lot of vital energy and nutrients. A good way to help ensure that you are getting the right amount of nutrients as well as to reduce your daily cooking time is to pre-cook some foods when you have time, and use them as the base for preparing meals when you get home from work. Grains and legumes, if cooked on their own, will keep in the fridge for 2–4 days, so this gives you the possibility to plan ahead.


Cooking is like a jigsaw puzzle: each part of the cooking process is like a small piece, and with patience and experience you’ll be able to produce beautiful and creative paintings on your plate that you’ll be able to enjoy with all your senses!
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basics


cooking grains


Whole grains are an essential part of a healthy diet and a great source of complex carbohydrates, fibre/fiber, vitamins and minerals. A vegan diet rich in refined grains cannot be defined as healthy, so, in case your pantry isn’t already packed with whole grains, grab your reusable shopping bag, run to buy the whole grains on my list, and never look back!


As you can see from the table, some grains can be soaked or dry-roasted before cooking, but it’s not essential. Soaking hard grains (brown rice, barley, spelt etc.) makes them easier to digest, as does cooking them in a pressure cooker. Dry-roasting results in a nutty flavour. Adding soft grains (millet, amaranth, quinoa, buckwheat etc.) to boiling water cooks them more evenly and reduces stickiness.


cooking legumes


Legumes are a class of nutritious vegetables that include peas, lentils and beans. They are a great source of protein, minerals and fibre. Eating vegan means, among other things, that you’ve decided to stop eating meat, but you need to have some protein on your plate, and legumes are just that: full of protein and low in fat!


Cooking dried legumes from scratch requires following a couple of steps to make them softer and easier to digest (reducing the gas-factor). I use the shock method, which involves cooking the legumes in enough water to cover them, and then adding a little cold water when needed – this ‘shocks’ the skins and makes the seed softer. I always add a piece of kombu when cooking legumes (Japanese style), as well as a bay leaf (my grandma’s style), both of which are supposed to aid the digestion of beans and lentils.






	TYPE OF GRAIN


	GRAIN : WATER RATIO (CUPS)*


	COOKING TIME/MINS


	OPTIONAL PREPARATION, BEFORE COOKING







	BROWN RICE


	1:2 (COLD WATER)


	40–50


	SOAKING FOR 8 HOURS IN MEASURED AMOUNT OF WATER







	WHITE RICE


	1:2 (BOILING WATER)


	20


	–







	QUINOA


	1:2½ (BOILING WATER)


	15–20


	–







	SPELT & BARLEY


	1:2 (COLD WATER)


	40–50


	SOAKING







	AMARANTH


	1:3 (BOILING WATER)


	25


	–







	BUCKWHEAT


	1:2 (BOILING WATER)


	15–20


	DRY-ROASTING







	MILLET


	1:2 (BOILING WATER)


	15–20


	DRY-ROASTING







	* 1 CUP = 240 ML (FOR LIQUID MEASURES). FOR DRY MEASURES, THE EQUIVALENT CUP WEIGHT IN GRAMS DEPENDS ON THE TYPE OF GRAIN. I FIND THAT MEASURING GRAINS AND WATER IN CUPS IS THE EASIEST AND QUICKEST WAY TO PREPARE THEM.







	TYPE OF LEGUME


	SOAKING


	COOKING TIME/MINS


	TYPE OF POT







	LENTILS (BROWN, GREEN, BELUGA, PUY)


	NO


	30–40


	NORMAL, SHOCK METHOD







	LENTILS (RED, YELLOW)


	NO


	20–25


	NORMAL







	SOFT BEANS (AZUKI, MUNG)


	OPTIONAL


	45–60


	NORMAL, SHOCK METHOD







	HARD BEANS (KIDNEY, HARICOT/NAVY, CHICKPEAS, TURTLE, BUTTER/LIMA ETC.)


	YES


	60+


	USE PRESSURE COOKER FOR BEST RESULT








stocking your vegan pantry


Have a quick look at the list of staples that follows. Are there a lot of foods that you are already eating? If yes, that is really a good sign! But you might also find some more unusal ingredients that you feel are too exotic and you will never be able to incorporate them into your diet. A long time ago I thought so too, but just stay open and be patient…you’ll see how wonderful new foods can be. They’re not only tasty, but also rich in some nutrients other ‘ordinary’ foods cannot give you. It would be a shame to reject them just because they aren’t part of traditional Western cooking traditions.


pantry staples


grains & pasta


Brown rice, millet (and millet flakes), quinoa, polenta and rolled oats are the grains and grain products that I use most frequently in my daily cooking. However, you will most probably also find amaranth, spelt, barley, wild rice and buckwheat stored somewhere in the back shelves, and I use them occasionally – in soups, stews, crackers and salads, as you will see in this book. Different types of whole grain and gluten-free pasta are great pantry staples too, for quick weekday meals.


dried beans


I love to have both soft and hard beans available in my pantry – soft beans like red, green, brown and beluga lentils and azuki beans can all be prepared faster without soaking, while kidney, haricot/navy, borlotti beans and chickpeas which take a bit longer to cook and need soaking. Beans are a very important part of my diet and they are packed with nutrients and rich in protein. I never use canned beans, but there’s no harm in having a couple of cans of organic beans in your pantry, for emergencies.


oils & vinegars


The oil I use most frequently in cooking and seasoning is definitely olive oil. I always have two types of olive oil on hand: cheaper, neutral oil for cooking and extra-virgin olive oil for use in salads or to sprinkle at the end of cooking. I’m lucky that my grandma still supplies me with her own high-quality Istrian olive oil, but if you have to buy yours please try to invest a bit more money, as good-quality olive oil transforms the simplest foods. Sunflower and coconut oil are especially good for deep-frying and baking, and flaxseed and toasted sesame oil for seasoning. As for vinegars, it’s useful to have apple cider vinegar and brown rice vinegar for seasoning salads, in small quantities. I should also mention umeboshi plum vinegar, which I use more as a condiment than as a vinegar – its salty, sour and fruity flavour deepens the taste of creamy soups, stews and vegetable dishes, and I highly recommend it as a staple on your pantry shelf!


salt


Unrefined sea salt is the type of salt I use most frequently, but unrefined rock salt is also a great source of trace minerals and can be used on a daily basis. Both coarse and fine unrefined salt is good to have on hand; coarse for adding while cooking, and fine for finishing dishes. Avoid using table salt, and salt with added iodine!


nuts & seeds


There are so many kinds of nuts and seeds, and I love all of them! Almonds, hazelnuts and walnuts are local to my area so I use them more often, and save the exotic kinds (such as cashews and macadamia nuts) for special recipes, especially in baking. From the seeds list, I highly recommend using sunflower, pumpkin and unhulled sesame seeds almost daily, since they are so rich in vital minerals. Flaxseed and chia seeds are both beneficial for digestion and especially rich in Omega 3- and 6- fatty acids, and I often soak or grind them and add them to breakfast porridge, soups, salads or desserts.


herbs & spices


You’ll notice that my style of cooking includes a lot of Mediterranean herbs and spices, which is not surprising since I grew up on the Adriatic coast! Dried oregano, thyme, basil, bay leaves, ground turmeric, ground ginger, fennel seeds, chilli powder, sweet paprika, peppercorns and curry powder are on my favourites list, but I sometimes also use cumin, cayenne pepper, cloves and cardamom powder to enhance the flavour of a particular dish. Choose your favourites and experiment substituting my suggestions with your own mixtures of herbs and spices!


dried goods


Apart from grains and beans, which are also dried, there are a couple of other dried foods that I use regularly and suggest you use them too! Dried foods are concentrated and therefore richer in taste and nutrients; some dried foods even have healing properties (like shiitake mushrooms, for example, which boost the immune system and lower blood pressure, among many health benefits). Dried fruits such as raisins, apricots, dates, prunes, etc. are all great to have on hand to nibble on or to use in desserts. Sundried tomatoes and sundried shiitake mushrooms are two dried delicacies I have to have in my cupboard, and I use them to make some dishes even more yummy and creative!
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