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What can be said now, about veggie burgers, that couldn’t have been said in 2010, when the first edition of this book was published? Though veggie burgers were nothing new at that time, it seemed then that they still had something to prove. At my book events and online, I’d have people say, “Call it what you like—but it’s not a burger.” (I always wondered if these people had the same linguistic bone to pick [pun intended] with lamb burgers, shrimp burgers, salmon burgers, chicken burgers, and bison burgers.) I haven’t encountered that line of argument in a while, which I’ll take as progress.


More broadly, I could never have predicted that veggie burgers would soon “bleed,” or that they’d take hold of the popular imagination, or that such an innovation would even see the light of day. But here we are, and I truly think it’s a good thing. Veggie burgers aren’t just a fixture of Western food culture; in many ways they’ve come to embody the future of food, particularly in terms of how food tech and entrepreneurial efforts are envisioning ways to combat climate change, factory farming, and the ethics of eating meat.


That said, I’ve never been very excited about a veggie burger that tastes like meat. My perspective in this book was, and continues to be, that veggie burgers should be creative expressions of vegetables. After all, I’m in this business because I love vegetables, love my local farmers market, and love eating with the seasons. In my view, vegetables should be the star player, and veggie burgers can be a vessel for the flavor of carrots, kale, or beets when they’re fresh and delicious, and be presented in a format that’s new and unexpected. I don’t know about you, but to me that’s more fun and also more appetizing.


In the years after Veggie Burgers Every Which Way was first published, I started a small food business, a line of retail veggie burgers called Made by Lukas. Through that project, I doubled down on this concept of vegetable-forward veggie burgers. The tagline was “veggie burgers should taste like vegetables,” and they were sold as veggie burger “mixes,” to be thought of like ground meat in that you can shape them into whatever size burger you please and cook them off to order. They were 80 percent vegetables, and ultimately available in three flavors: Beet, Carrot-Parsnip, and Kale.


Made by Lukas lasted for about four years, which was long enough to learn how difficult running a food business built upon a product that’s unfamiliar (it’s much easier to sell something that customers already know how to use, I soon found out) and perishable (grocery stores prefer a shelf life of three months to three weeks) would be. But rather than a lab, those recipes were born in my own home kitchen, just like these original recipes were, and I never shared them. I’m so pleased to finally have a place to offer them, and also pleased to be reminded how home-cook friendly the recipes actually are. I’ve also added a few other burgers and recipes that I’ve been tinkering with and enjoying over the years, since my appetite and interest obviously didn’t end when the first edition of this book was published.


Writing a book is a funny experience, since it’s something that’s permanent and doesn’t easily lend itself to updates and revisions the way that the living document of the internet—or even one’s own recipe collections, with their notes and annotations—can. A printed book assumes that it’s possible to fully master something, and to say all there is to say about a topic. But in the dozen-plus years since then, I’ve continued to learn a great deal about cooking vegetables in general, and veggie burgers in particular. My thinking has evolved just as they, as their own category of food, have evolved.


While my original recipes in the first edition relied more heavily on egg as a binder, these new ones are mostly vegan and even gluten-free, and in the updated front matter of this book, I’ve shared some of the tips I’ve learned over the past dozen years for adapting along those lines. (Hopefully these latest methods and techniques will provide you the tools you need to start creating veggie burgers of your own!) But aside from the few tweaks to some of the original recipes, such as streamlining them in ways that didn’t occur to me until after publication, or making a few small ingredient improvements, I’ve tried to keep the soul of the original recipes the same.


Lastly, while I enjoyed and had opinions about veggie burgers prior to writing Veggie Burgers Every Which Way, I owe huge thanks to The Experiment publisher, Matthew Lore, for entrusting me to realize his idea for this book. It fully unlocked a real passion—and helped to launch a career for me.


I hope you enjoy these recipes, new and old ones alike, and that they continue to find a place in your everyday cooking. And while the cultural rise of the veggie burger should give you some hope for the future, I hope that the pro-vegetable, eating-with-the-seasons spirit that infuses this book is just as alluring.


—Lukas Volger, 2023










Introduction
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Why bother making veggie burgers when it’s so easy to buy them in boxes?


A veggie burger is no mere approximation of a hamburger. Aside from their shared circular shapes, the two have very little in common. So why is it that veggie burgers are so often used as boring stand-ins for hamburgers? And why do we call them “burgers” in the first place? It seems that veggie burgers have been unfairly represented, and it’s about time to champion them as their own independent category of food.


Over the past few decades, packaged and frozen veggie burgers have developed a loyal following among vegetarians and vegans, and I’m frequently baffled as to how this happened. I’m a longtime veggie burger enthusiast, but I’ve never been a fan of those. I don’t like the rubbery texture, and I don’t like all the salt and the often-cryptic ingredients—can someone tell me what modified vegetable gum is, or autolyzed yeast extract? Can I buy either of them at the grocery store? Most of all, I don’t like that processed flavor, present even in the ones that claim to be made only from identifiable ingredients; I find it to be suggestive of fast-food joints and stinky microwaves. It seems that most people settle for these as a quick fix: as a snack, an easy dinner, or something to pop in the microwave on your lunch break. When I talked to vegetarians and vegans as I was working on this book, even accomplished cooks admitted that it had never occurred to them to make veggie burgers themselves—despite eating them for years. Many, however, told me of their favorite store-bought brands and the restaurants that serve the best renditions. Now, I’ve long known that veggie burgers have a central role in the diets of vegetarians and vegans (and many omnivores as well), but I didn’t realize how limited our collective curiosity appears to be when it comes to this particular staple.


In 1982, Gregory Sams, a British nutritionist and entrepreneur, patented the first “VegeBurger,” which was a dry mix packet, and in the spirit of convenience, new styles have appeared in grocery stores ever since. Because many of us want to know exactly what is in the food we eat, where it originates, how it’s been prepared, and what its environmental and ethical toll is. At the same time, hamburgers continue to reign as our easiest calories, a mentality that likely reflects a culture that has grown accustomed to easy-access, high-calorie, fast food. After all, you can get a hamburger without having to park your car. And in the tradition of the classic barbecue or cookout, just throw a few burgers and hot dogs on the grill, grab a tub of potato salad, a watermelon, some beer and soda, and eat to your heart’s content. This is where, I think, veggie burgers asserted themselves: as a peace offering. Here, someone might have said, flopping what looked like a frozen hockey puck on the grill, we wouldn’t want you to feel left out. Because when we think of veggie burgers, these are often the terms, even for those of us who’ve been eating them for practically our entire lives. We don’t eat them because we like them, per se; we eat them because it’s a way we can take part in the culinary custom. Veggie burgers have been treated as an afterthought to a meat-fest, and we’ve accepted them as some kind of consolation prize.
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These frozen burgers, if not served as a “special request” alongside a spread of meats, appear rather insultingly designed to be consumed by just one person. How else to explain the individual wrappers, akin to frozen TV dinners or individually packaged, frozen burritos? It sends the message that a veggie burger isn’t something that any number of people would all want to eat at the same time, that one would never be inclined to serve a veggie burger at a dinner party, or, worse yet: You wouldn’t want to eat that in public!


No more, I say! A hearty, delicious, easy, homemade veggie burger is within your reach! And there’s more good news: I have collected here over thirty-five of them to choose from. And your friends will want to eat them, too—even the ones who eat meat.


From the beginning of my interest in veggie burgers, my approach has been to regard the veggie burger as a cuisine unto itself: It is far more varied than its meat-based counterpart and ungoverned by any particular geographic cuisine or generally accepted set of rules. The veggie burger is a very accepting category of food. Which brings up the question: What is a veggie burger, then, besides something that is meatless and shaped like a disk? I’ll show rather than tell, by sharing a few examples: Curried Eggplant and Tomato Burgers, Baked Quinoa Burgers, Spinach-Chickpea Burgers, Spiced Lentil Burgers, Spicy Peanut and Carrot Burgers, Beet and Brown Rice Burgers. What these burgers have in common is that they are all unique expressions of the colors, textures, and tastes of the assorted fresh ingredients from which they are prepared—and that they started out as seeds in the ground.


Use the freshest vegetables and ingredients you can get your hands on, whether purchased at the farmers’ market, delivered in your weekly CSA box, grown in your backyard, picked up at a produce stand along the highway, or selected from the produce aisle of your grocery store. Your veggie burgers will only be as good as the ingredients that go into them. As I’ll explain briefly in the next chapter, I prefer to use organic “whole foods” as frequently as possible: ingredients that have been fussed with the least before they come into my possession (minimally processed, unrefined).


I’ve been eating veggie burgers since college—and thinking consciously about them for almost as long. Veggie Burgers Every Which Way assembles literally every veggie burger I can think of—as well as a few that other cooks have dreamt up. You might be surprised by some of the unconventional burgers found here. Try the gluten-free Beet “Tartare”, or Fava Bean Burgers, or the delicious vegan Tofu and Chard Burgers for some surprising spins. Or if you want to keep things more conventional, I suggest the vegan Chipotle Black Bean Burgers, the “Garden” Burgers; the closest approximation of a store-bought burger that I’ve concocted), or the Pub Grub Veggie Burgers. While you’re making your own veggie burgers, I encourage you to try your hand at making your own burger buns as well; included here are both vegan recipes and a gluten-free one. There are also some delicious, healthy takes on the traditional burger sides. I could (and often do) prepare all of these recipes frequently, but the Rutabaga Fries have become a particular favorite—and if you’ve not often cooked with rutabagas, they may be a revelation. In the end, I hope—and am willing to bet—you’ll no longer have the impulse to reach for the frozen package.










Veggie Burger Basics





In many ways, veggie burgers are a simple endeavor: Take beans, grains, tofu, a vegetable—or a combination thereof—and, using binders and starches and complementary flavors, make the mixture malleable and form it into patties. The trick is to get the balance right. Too many bread crumbs, for example, will wash out the flavor; too few and you run the risk of the burger squeezing out the other end of the bun when you bite into it. The recipes in this book will produce a flavorful burger that will hold its shape. In this chapter I’ll expand on a few of the principles behind the recipes.



Ingredients


Beans


Beans are an essential ingredient in many of these recipes. There are hundreds of types of beans on the market, including an ever-growing category of heirloom beans. I’m willing to bet that all of them would be good in a veggie burger, and I encourage you to seek them out and try cooking with them. On page 28, I go into greater detail about the types of beans used in this book and their various merits in veggie burger recipes.


Canned beans are on many occasions a necessary shortcut—since using canned beans is, by leaps and bounds, less time-consuming than cooking your own. However, I urge you to at least have the intention of cooking your own beans every now and then.


Cooking with dried beans does take some time. Most beans benefit from having a day to soak, and sometimes they can take up to a few hours to cook. But the time beans require isn’t active time—most of the cooking and soaking doesn’t even require your supervision. And what can I say to make you believe me when I say the flavor of dried beans cooked at home is far superior to the flavor of canned beans—even the best canned beans? You might be surprised to find that properly home-cooked beans are supple and tender and hold their shape well, unlike the filmy, sometimes watery ones that so often come out of a can; they have a clean, distinctive flavor.


If you are going to use canned beans, I urge you to spend the extra sixty cents or so on an organic, sodium-free, better-quality brand. In my experience, organic is better than not organic. As the organic farming and food-production companies become even more industrialized, one certainly can’t just accept this as a fail-safe rule. (And, as is sometimes worth pointing out, organic does not always mean healthier!) But I do find that organic foods taste better, and I rest easier knowing that they haven’t been doused in chemicals and fertilizers.


Whatever the canned beans you use, be sure to rinse them thoroughly: cover with water in a large bowl and rub the beans gently with your fingers so as to thoroughly clean them of the liquid they were canned in, then drain.


A note about canned beans: One 14-ounce (400 g) can of beans yields roughly 1½ cups (270 g) beans.
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Cooking Dried Beans


Begin by combing through them for small stones, immature or overdry beans, and other debris—I don’t often find these kinds of things, but when I do find a stone, it feels like a blessing because it means I’ve spared myself or one of my dining companions from chipping a tooth.


By rinsing, soaking, and refreshing the water you are also removing some of the starches that cause gas. There is some contention on this matter, though. Some science supports that changing the soaking and cooking water is effective, while others advocate adding a sprig of epazote (a leafy herb native to Central America and used frequently in Mexican cuisine), or combining beans with rhizomes, kombu, or other spices and herbs while they are cooking. Others think an over-the-counter solution like Bean-O is a perfectly fine solution. My personal feeling is that everyone reacts to beans differently, and the biggest culprit of bean-related indigestion is undercooked beans and frankly, I think folks need to just relax on this issue and focus on cooking their beans well.


There are two soaking methods (but if you’re pressed for time, you can always skip soaking).


[image: Image]    Overnight soak: In a large bowl, cover the beans by three to four times their volume with water (the beans will double to triple in volume, and you want to ensure that they do not rise above the water level during the soak); let stand overnight. The next day, drain off the water, rinse the beans, and proceed with cooking.


[image: Image]    Quick(er) soak: Place the beans in the cooking pot with water three to four times their volume. Bring the water to a boil and boil the beans for a couple minutes. Remove from the heat, cover the pot, and let stand for at least 1 hour, or up to 4 hours. When the soak is done, drain off the water, rinse the beans, and proceed with cooking.


Or, skip the soak. If the only thing stopping you from cooking a pot of beans is the time it takes to soak them, skip the soaking. The fresher the beans are, the less likely they’ll need soaking. You’ll just need to add some additional cooking time.


You can cook the beans on the stovetop, or in a pressure cooker or slow cooker.


[image: Image]    To cook on the stovetop: Place the beans in a pot covered with water by three or four times their volume. Add about 2 tablespoons of olive oil and any aromatics you please (half an onion, a few sage leaves, bay leaf, garlic). Bring to a boil. Reduce the heat to a gentle simmer, partially cover, and cook the beans until tender. Start salting the beans after about 20 minutes of cooking. The beans may take as little as 30 minutes to cook, or they could take 90 minutes—let your taste buds be your guide.


[image: Image]    To cook in a pressure cooker: Place the soaked beans in your pressure cooker (or Instant Pot) and cover with water by three to four times their volume. Add about 2 tablespoons of olive oil and any aromatics you please (half an onion, a few sage leaves, bay leaf, garlic) as well as 1 tablespoon salt. Cook on high pressure for 18 minutes, then allow natural release for 15 minutes. Check for doneness—you may need to pressure cook the beans for another 5 to 10 minutes if they aren’t tender, following the same instructions here using natural release. Add additional salt to taste.
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[image: Image]    To cook in a slow cooker: Place the soaked beans in your slow cooker (or Instant Pot) and cover with water by three to four times their volume. Add about 2 tablespoons of olive oil and any aromatics you please (half an onion, a few sage leaves, bay leaf, garlic) as well as 1 tablespoon salt. Cook for 5 hours, or until the beans are tender. Depending on the bean, you may need to cook for an additional hour. Add additional salt to taste.


[image: Image]    Leftovers: A bowl of warm, freshly cooked beans drizzled with olive oil and a sprinkling of salt and pepper is one of my favorite snacks. Also, I can find uses for almost any leftover beans in salads, soups, and as spreads for sandwiches. And don’t toss the broth! It functions great as soup stock or accompaniment to cooked beans, and when it’s perfectly savory and flavorful, it’s a delicious thing to sip on its own.


Store leftover beans in their cooking liquid in an airtight container. They will keep in the refrigerator for up to a week or in the freezer for three months.
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Rice


Rice is used in many of the recipes here to stretch the base vegetable, bean, or other protein and to give the burgers body and texture. Many types of rice are delicious and any variety will work for these recipes (except, perhaps, super starchy varieties like arborio and carnaroli rice, which are used to make risotto), but my default is brown rice. I use either short grain brown rice or long grain brown jasmine rice. But use what you’ve got, particularly if you have leftover cooked rice on hand.




Cooking Rice


[image: Image]    Wash and Rinse Your Rice: Rice is part of a plant, just like your vegetables from the farmers market, and therefore it should be washed. Simply cover it with 1 inch (2.5 cm) of water in your cooking vessel, swish it around a few times, and drain. When cooking white rice, I repeat this process twice more to rinse the grains of excess starch, but for brown rice this isn’t necessary.


[image: Image]    Combine with Water, and Soak if You Have Time: The ratio of rice to water is 1:1½ for white rice and 1:2 for brown rice. Combine the rice and measured water in a heavy-bottomed saucepan, and soak for 1 to 6 hours. Like beans, this can make the rice more digestible but, in my opinion, it improves the finished result. But I don’t always have the time.


[image: Image]    To Cook IN A RICE COOKER: These days, this is my favorite way to cook rice. In fact, this little appliance is one of the most-used devices in my kitchen. I combine my rinsed rice and the measured water, let it soak for a few hours if I have time, then simply press “Start.” It keeps a pot of rice warm for a whole day, forming the base for all types of meals in addition to veggie burgers. One note, though: Don’t toss the measuring cup that comes with your rice cooker—use that exclusively for measuring your rice. Most rice cookers are manufactured in China or Japan, where 1 cup measures 180 milliliters, which is about 25 percent less volume than US cup.


[image: Image]    to cook on the stovetop: Combine your rice and measured water in a small or medium saucepan and place over medium-high heat. When the water comes to a boil, turn the heat down as low as possible and cover the pot with a tight-fitting lid. It’s important that the steam doesn’t escape during cooking—if you don’t have a snug fit, seal the pot first with a sheet of aluminum foil and then place the lid on top of it. Cook the brown rice for 30 minutes, or white rice for 18 minutes. Remove from the heat, fluff with a fork, and let stand, covered, for at least 10 minutes before eating.


Variation: Boiled Rice


Boiling rice can eliminate the need to measure out water and also has the benefit of cooking brown rice in about half the time.


Bring a pot of water to boil (you need not measure the water, as long as it generously exceeds the volume of the rice). Add rice and cook for 10 to 15 minutes, until tender. Drain thoroughly.
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