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This book is dedicated to my family members who have passed away too soon, and to all those who have faced health challenges—past and present—may you be empowered to care for yourselves while inspiring the future generations to prioritize their health and well-being.














Foreword




This book has the potential to save millions of lives.


Our health future is shaped by our eating habits—you can control your health destiny with excellent nutrition. And one great chef can help you transform your health more than thousands of doctors prescribing medications. Javant Benton is that one chef: He has made healthy eating taste so good, everyone should be able to do it.


There is an overwhelming amount of evidence in the scientific literature from hundreds of studies that higher consumption of vegetables decreases the risk of both heart disease and cancer. Green vegetables, mushrooms, and onions have shown remarkable ability to slow aging, lower blood pressure, lower cholesterol, and prevent cancer. Greens, beans, onions, mushrooms, berries, and seeds are the six most evidence-based, health-promoting, anticancer foods. And the recipes in this cookbook are full of these G-BOMBS. In my Nutritarian diet I suggest including these foods almost every day. This eating style supplies the vital micronutrients and phytochemicals that help prevent inflammation and support normal immune function, and protects us against harm from dangerous infections.


This way of eating is the pinnacle of longevity diets. It emphasizes whole plant foods: greens, vegetables, fruits, seeds, and nuts. It limits meat, dairy, and other animal products and avoids oil, concentrated sweeteners, white flour products, processed foods, and excess sodium. Why put something in your mouth that is self-destructive to your own health future?


There’s well-established, scientific evidence that most chronic diseases can be reversed by eating this way. This is a message of hope, touted by thousands of nutritional scientists and physicians. Unfortunately, our taste buds have been hijacked by too many sweeteners, salt, and hyperpalatable processed foods and fast foods. The recipes found in Make Your Own offer a delicious course correction: They will have you enjoying healthy, wholesome meals more and more as you go. You can lose your food addiction to self-destructive foods. You won’t just learn fantastic recipes, but your tastes will also change so you actually prefer healthier foods.




Javant’s cooking style makes it easy to eat this way; you can keep it simple or you can make it gourmet. He mixes simplicity with some incredible delicious gourmet options—and there are hundreds of those options right here. You do not have to forgo the pleasure of eating to have great health.


This way of eating can really impact the health of our country. This diet makes it easy to lose weight and keep it off—without counting calories. The scientific evidence is clear: You can be leaner, stronger, and live longer without cardiovascular disease and cancer in your future—but you must make major changes. I know with this fantastic cookbook, you can do it.




Joel Fuhrman, MD


7 times  New York Times bestselling author


Board-Certified Family Physician


President, Nutritional Research Foundation


Visit him at DrFuhrman.com














Introduction




My grandmother’s cooking was the stuff of family legend. Her meals embodied everything we associate with comfort food: rich, savory, and sweet. I grew up on her pancakes, pecan pie, fried chicken, and other Southern classics like mac and cheese, sweet potato pie, and corn bread. These meals were home to me and the rest of my family. But while they symbolized comfort, I now know they weren’t made with the healthiest ingredients.


As a child, I watched my grandmother, aunts, uncles, and other loved ones rely on medications for diabetes, high blood pressure, and other all-too-common illnesses. I was conditioned to believe that these health issues were an inevitable part of life, something that affected everyone by the time they hit their thirties or forties. I grew up thinking that one day I too would find myself taking medications, as if it were unavoidable. And that was, indeed, almost my path!
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Javant’s grandmother with Javant and his cousin (top)


Javant’s grandmother (bottom)








Cooking wasn’t something I ever considered a passion or even a hobby. My journey into healthier cooking began out of necessity. For the first thirty-five years of my life, I enjoyed those traditional comfort foods without much thought, until reality hit. I found myself eighty-five pounds overweight, prediabetic, and prehypertensive. Doctors began running tests to explore what could be a serious underlying health issue.


Admittedly, I was scared, but I’ve never been one to embrace feelings of helplessness. I believe knowledge is power, so I empowered myself by researching and studying the work of many prominent doctors in the health field. Gradually, I learned which foods are considered disease promoting and which are health promoting. Over time, I discovered how to reduce, eliminate, and incorporate certain foods to create healthier versions of the dishes I loved.


This newfound knowledge transformed the way I approached food and cooking. It wasn’t just about survival; it became a way to reclaim my health, break free from the conditioning I grew up with, and rediscover the joy of nourishing myself in ways that felt good for my body, mind, and soul. Today, I still enjoy my favorite nostalgic foods but with a twist. I’ve re-created them using minimally processed ingredients, completely free of animal products, oil, wheat, and refined sugar.
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Javant before (top); Javant after (bottom)


















Making My Own




Currently, some statistics indicate that nearly 50 percent of Americans have diabetes or prediabetes, whether they know it or not.1  Furthermore, approximately 74 percent of Americans are overweight or obese,2 which puts them at a significantly higher risk for chronic diseases like diabetes, as well as high blood pressure, cardiovascular disease, stroke, and even cancer.




We have been conditioned to rely on ultraprocessed and refined foods in the name of convenience, with little or no thought given to the long-term effects of these foods. Unfortunately, as eating a standard American diet has become the norm, so too have the ailments it produces. Often people who adopt a vegan diet also rely on heavily processed products. Many meat and dairy replacements are junk foods filled with additives, thickeners, saturated fats, and excessive amounts of sodium, all of which can negatively affect health. However, learning to prepare meals with a healthy vegan (HV) approach eliminates these types of products by empowering you to make your own healthier versions of plant-based meats, cheeses, and other dairy replacements.


Research has consistently shown that reducing or eliminating processed foods, animal products, oils, refined wheat, and refined sugars from our diets can improve and, in some cases, reverse some of our most common diseases. Renowned health experts, such as Dr. Joel Fuhrman, Dr. Michael Greger, and Dr. T. Colin Campbell, have extensively documented and share evidence-based strategies for achieving better health through dietary changes.3 


Adopting a diet centered around whole, minimally processed plant foods is not only about avoiding disease; it’s about thriving and feeling your best every day. Back when I was unhealthy and needed to make a change to eat healthier foods, I had no idea how to start. The idea of preparing foods without the use of oil, refined sugar, and wheat that would also taste great seemed challenging and intimidating. However, through lots of reading, trial and error, and, eventually, successes, I slowly gained momentum and learned to create delicious HV versions of all my childhood and adult favorites. Eating my newly created HV dishes resulted in weight loss and reversed my prediabetes and hypertension. I was so blown away with the healing power of delicious-tasting healthy food that I was inspired to somehow share this approach with others. It was my passion to share the power of making your own that led me to social media and allowed me to, eventually, amass over a million followers who resonated with the healthy vegan, Make Your Own approach. The HV message is simple: With the want-to and the know-how, you can create delicious, nutritious meals that nourish your body and improve your overall well-being. My hope is that this book will empower you to do exactly that.








1 CDC, “National Diabetes Statistics Report,” May 15, 2024, https://www.cdc.gov/diabetes/php/data-research/index.html.









2 Linda Searing, “About 74 Percent of Adults in the U.S. Are Overweight, According to the CDC,”  Washington Post, December 18, 2020, https://www.washingtonpost.com/health/most-american-adults-are-overweight/2020/12/18/faefa834-408d-11eb-9453-fc36ba051781_story.html.









3 Here are just a few resources: Center for Nutrition Studies, “Living a Whole Food, Plant-Based Life,” https://nutritionstudies.org/whole-food-plant-based-diet-guide/; Michael Greger, “What Is the Healthiest Diet?,” NutritionFacts.org, https://nutritionfacts.org/; and Joel Fuhrman, “Beginner’s Guide to the Nutritarian Diet,” Dr. Fuhrman (blog), https://www.drfuhrman.com/blog/210/beginners-guide?srsltid=AfmBOorDWbJiHnTgP1QMgFVKD0WJr2GseOsE4iYFQAVXlelxL9CXpH-l.   Check out these books: Joel Fuhrman, Eat for Life (New York: HarperOne, 2020); Michael Greger,  How Not to Die (New York: Flatiron Books, 2015); and T. Colin Campbell and Howard Jacobson,  Whole (Dallas, TX: BenBella Books, 2014).

















The Foundations




Whole Food Fats


Not all oils are created equal, and some are definitely healthier options than others. Extra-virgin olive oil and avocado oil are two of the better choices. However, there are some aspects to all oils (including extra-virgin olive oil and avocado oil) that cause me to opt for healthier alternatives, namely nuts, seeds, and avocados. Here is why:




	
Oil is a refined product consisting of 100 percent fat with no fiber and few essential nutrients. A single tablespoon has 120 calories, and a quarter cup contains 480 calories, so it doesn’t take much to overconsume it, which promotes weight gain. It’s true that olive oil contains some beneficial monounsaturated fats and polyphenols with antioxidant and anti-inflammatory properties, but it pales in comparison to the nutrient density of whole foods like nuts, seeds, and avocados.


	
Extracted oils, including olive oil, are absorbed quickly by the body, leading to rapid fat storage rather than utilization for energy. Comparatively, the calories and fat from nuts and seeds are absorbed more slowly, providing sustained energy without overly contributing to weight gain.


	
Nuts are more nutrient dense overall, providing fiber, protein, and a broader array of vitamins and minerals. This is why I choose to use nuts and seeds to replace oil in many of my recipes. And, trust me, once you taste the results, you won’t miss oil at all!







Whole Unrefined Grains


When wheat is refined, it’s stripped of its bran and germ. These two parts contain nearly all the vitamins, minerals, antioxidants, and fiber. What’s left is mostly starch and a little protein. The absence of fiber in refined wheat results in it getting digested quickly, leading to spikes in blood sugar and insulin. Over time, these spikes can increase the risk of conditions like prediabetes and eventually type 2 diabetes.




If you think about the types of foods made from refined wheat, it’s a who’s who of unhealthy foods. Foods like crackers, pastries, cookies, donuts, cakes, bagels, bread, pizza, and more. Along with refined wheat, these foods are often loaded with sugar, unhealthy fats, and preservatives—ingredients that promote disease, not health.


Whole, unrefined grains like millet and quinoa, a pseudo-grain, contain antioxidants and other nutrients that help nourish our bodies. When wheat is refined, these beneficial compounds are lost.




Dates, the Superior Sweetener


When it comes to the detrimental effects of refined sugar, the list is so long I could write another book discussing it. However, here are a few reasons I don’t use any refined sugar in my recipes. Refined sugar gets absorbed almost instantly into the bloodstream, causing rapid blood sugar spikes and subsequent crashes. Over time, this can lead to insulin resistance and eventually type 2 diabetes. Foods high in refined sugar typically are high in calories and lack micronutrients, which can result in overeating and excess fat on the body. My preferred replacement for sugar is dates. Dates have a relatively low glycemic index, which means they won’t raise your blood sugar as high as most other sweeteners. Dates are also a whole food that contains antioxidants, minerals, vitamins, and fiber, which help to slow their digestion. Dates are generally considered a healthy sweetener for diabetics, if not overconsumed.




The Power of Self-Love in Transforming the Way You Eat


One thing I have learned through personal experience and observation is that most people struggle when attempting to transition to a healthier diet. This is particularly true if we allow the need for social approval or peer pressure to influence our eating and lifestyle habits. Once you are conditioned into negative eating patterns, transitioning to healthier food choices may no longer be strictly a matter of willpower or discipline; it could be about learning to value yourself beyond external validation. When we consistently seek outside validation from our partners, friends, and family, needing their approval can become just as addictive as eating junk food.




When our first and primary focus is self-care, self-love, and self-esteem, we are much more likely to make healthy food choices regardless of how we are judged by those around us. When we consistently nourish ourselves with a healthy diet, it not only makes us feel better physically but also makes us feel better mentally and emotionally. It’s really empowering knowing that we have our own best interests at heart and that we are taking care of ourselves without the need to have everyone’s approval to be happy and content.


Making healthy diet and lifestyle changes and sticking with them can seem difficult at first. This is particularly true in societies where most people choose to be reactive rather than proactive regarding their health. However, the sense of accomplishment, joy, and health gained from consistently eating nutritious foods will far outweigh any negative elements of your journey to health. You must be determined to put you and your health first! This mind-set and way of life will be the catalyst that puts you on a path to long-term health and happiness powered by an authentic self-love that comes from within, instead of the validation of others.


If you are hurting or afraid because your health is not where you want it to be, or if you are struggling with emotional eating, not sure how to go about losing weight, received a scary diagnosis, or just want to improve how you feel, remember the transition starts within. Develop the want-to, then seek the know-how. Having the desire and acquiring the knowledge to transition to a healthier lifestyle are not just steps you must take to get started; they are the steps that will lead you all the way to your ultimate goal: becoming the healthiest you that you can be. It all starts with self-worth and self-love, and only you can give you that!


I know it’s easy for me to say all this, but I also know everyone is on their own journey and has their own struggles. It can be hard to make change, so here are a few tips to help you get started.














How to Use This Book




We are in a time when convenience meals are everywhere.  Make Your Own is about taking back control while simplifying the process of putting together a meal that’s nourishing, satisfying, and free of the usual not-so-great ingredients. I want this book to empower you to create simple, wholesome meals that still fit into a busy lifestyle, without feeling overwhelmed or resorting to ultraprocessed shortcuts. For the most part, these recipes require pretty basic ingredients—many of which you may already have on hand. Before we get to the recipes, I will be sharing a list of key ingredients and kitchen tools. Here are some additional things to consider:






	
Ingredients. Some of the ingredients below may be new to you and may require some additional sourcing; this is where ordering online or buying locally in bulk can be a huge help.


	
Swaps. My goal is for these recipes to be flexible to fit your taste preferences and your pantry. When a recipe calls for nut butter or plant milk, you should feel free to use your favorite kind. See recipe notes for any specifics on ingredient swaps.


	
Master the Basics. Start with exploring the MYO Staples section of this book. These recipes are the perfect foundation for creating healthier versions of the foods you love. Check out the MYO Meals Matrix for ideas on how to start redesigning your meals, HV-style!


	
Easy Meal Prep. I’ve started the recipe section with MYO Staples, and I suggest planning and preparing Staple recipes weekly to have on hand for easy meal prep—with healthy staples at your fingertips, you are setting yourself up to easily create nutrient-dense, delicious meals. Make a batch of my HV Veggie Ground for anytime burgers or no-meatballs; keep extra Jalapeño Lime Sauce on hand for any time you want to add a kick to soup, sandwiches, or salads. And if you love mayo, be sure to keep my MaYO on hand. Most of the recipes lend well to doubling or even tripling.


	
Quick and Easy. I’ve listed difficulty ratings for each recipe; you’ll find most of them are Easy. For the ones noted as a bit more difficult, that is mostly due to extra time or processes like rolling out dough. Even if you are new to cooking, you should be able to make these recipes successfully.


	
Make What You Love, and You’ll Love What You Make! Many people find it helpful to make HV versions of the foods they are familiar with and enjoy eating. Are burgers, pasta, and cookies your favorites? Then check out my Better Bacon Cheeseburger, Veggie Sausage Lasagna, or my Chewy Chocolate Chip Cookies.


	
Learn and Adapt. Preparing food HV-style will allow you to learn new methods around cooking that may not be intuitive to some. Take notice of recurring cooking methods and ingredients used in my recipes, and you’ll be able to healthy veganize any meal!

















MYO Meals Matrix




















	

Staple




	

Recipe




	

Other Ways to Use it!













	

HV Veggie Ground




	



	No-Meatball Gyro


	MYO Burrito


	The Better Bacon Cheeseburger


	Greek-Style Burger


	Nacho Salad Bowl


	Sweet Potato Chili Cheese Fries


	Burger and Ranch Pizza


	Teriyaki No-Meatballs


	No-Meatloaf


	Sweet Potato Shepherd’s Pie


	Jamaican Patties







	



	Tacos


	Chili


	Quesadillas


	Pasta sauce


	Cabbage rolls


	Stuffed peppers












	

Veggie Sausage Ground




	



	Breakfast Sausage Patties


	Veggie Sausage Lasagna







	



	Tacos


	Wraps


	Quesadillas


	Pasta sauce


	Stuffed peppers












	

Chick’n-Style Mushrooms




	



	No-Chick’n Caesar Wrap


	No-Chick’n Enchilada Casserole







	



	Tacos


	Fajitas


	Quesadillas


	Salads and bowls












	

Easy Cheese Sauce




	



	MYO Burrito


	The Better Bacon Cheeseburger


	Portobello Fajitas


	Sweet Potato Chili Cheese Fries


	Sweet Potato Shepherd’s Pie


	No-Chick’n Enchilada Casserole


	Veggie Sausage Lasagna







	



	Sandwiches


	Bowls


	Pasta


	Tacos












	

MaYO




	



	Pulled BBQ Jackfruit Sandwich


	Chickpea No-Tuna Salad Sandwich


	HV BLT


	No-Crab Cakes


	Sushi Salad Bowl







	



	Sandwiches and wraps


	Dips


	Sauces


	Potato salad


	Vegan egg salad


	Vegan chick’n salad












	



Classic Sour Cream




	



	20-Minute Chickpea Tacos


	Three-Bean Chili







	



	Sandwiches


	Dips


	Sauces


	Dressings












	

Simple Tomato Sauce




	



	Veggie Sausage Lasagna


	Burger and Ranch Pizza







	



	Pasta


	Stuffed peppers


	Cabbage rolls


	Stuffed zucchini












	

Date Paste




	



	High-Protein Loaf Bread


	Wheat-Free Cinnamon Raisin Bread


	Gluten-Free Millet Burger Buns


	Spicy Mango Buffalo Sauce


	Teriyaki Sauce


	Mixed Berry Breakfast Bars


	Mango-Coconut Chia Pudding


	Strawberry Cheesecake Baked Oats


	Carrot Cake Overnight Oats


	Chocolate-Strawberry Overnight Oats


	Lemon-Blueberry Breakfast Cookies


	Strawberry–Chocolate Chip Breakfast Cookies


	Golden Breakfast Cookies


	Carrot Cake Breakfast Cookies


	Pulled BBQ Jackfruit Sandwich


	Chunky Vegetable Tomato Soup


	No-Meatloaf


	Simple Chocolate Turtles


	Peanut Butter Cups


	Strawberry-Fig Cookies


	Chewy Chocolate Chip Cookies


	Sesame Date Cookies


	Cherry Pistachio Cookies


	Brownie Cookies


	Apple Crumb Pie







	



	Top pancakes


	Use it as a caramel-style dip for fruits


	Pair it with nut or seed butter of choice for toast or bagel


	Sweeten drinks, smoothies, sauces












	



Wheat-Free Breadcrumbs




	



	No-Crab Cakes


	Sticky Teriyaki Cauliflower Wings


	Mango Buffalo Mushroom Wings


	Veggie Sausage Lasagna







	



	Topping for salads and pastas


	Breading vegetables and mushrooms


	Binding burgers and vegetable patties
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