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[image: A group of cucumbers lies inside crumpled brown paper on a metal surface. A chopping board and knife are placed to the right.; A knife rests over roughly chopped cucumber pieces on a chopping board. Seeds and juice scatter across the surface.]


[image: A modern kitchen features cabinets, a coffee machine and kitchen tools on the counter. A chopping board with a cucumber sits in the foreground.]
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[image: A preparation setup includes a container with sliced cherry tomatoes, a tub with two cracked eggs, fresh coriander and a chef’s knife on a board. Three trays hold plain flour, egg wash and breadcrumbs, with a person's hand coating a vegetable.]









introduction


This isn’t a vegetarian or vegan cookbook – I love to eat meat and fish and am a fan of a perfect steak. But it is a book about cooking vegetables in fresh and exciting ways to make them the hero of a meal. While many of the recipes you’ll find in here use ingredients like anchovies, smoked bacon or chorizo, they’re added not as the main event (and can be left out) but as accents to season, enhance flavour and add depth.


So why a vegetable-focused cookbook from a carnivore? For two reasons. First, I want to eat more vegetables myself so I’m always looking for ways to make them more irresistible. Second, my vegetable recipes just seem to resonate the most. They’re the dishes that get huge views online and are shared and recreated by people around the world. People want to eat more plants both for themselves and for the planet, so I set aside my meat-eating ego and leaned into creating vegetable-led recipes that have the thought, care and flavour we often associate with expensive ingredients.


Many of us grew up at a time when a main meal meant a cut of meat, a side of potatoes, and some steamed (or boiled) vegetables, particularly in the UK. This book is about breaking that mould and bringing vegetables to the forefront in ways that are anything but an afterthought. You’ll find some of the dishes are light and fresh, with nourishment front of mind, and others are indulgent, decadent and downright filthy.


I approach cooking vegetables much like I would a piece of meat or fish. I start with one vegetable I’m excited to eat – ideally something in season – and build the meal around it. From there, I look for the most flavourful, interesting way to bring it to life. Sometimes that means charring it over an open flame for a smoky depth, other times it’s steaming it until tender before searing to achieve a caramelised crust. In this book, you’ll see how cooking vegetables in stages can bring out layers of flavour and texture, transforming humble ingredients like cabbage, leeks or carrots into something truly extraordinary.


I am a big condiment guy and so I often want to bring in a sauce – maybe a salsa verde or something spicy, sticky and sweet – then I think about what I want to serve the vegetable with: it could be a simple bowl of steaming rice or a bed of creamy beans. Then there’s nearly always a sharply dressed salad or crunchy slaw to bring freshness. For me, adding ‘freshness’ to a dish is like rolling down the windows in a hot car and feeling the cool air stream in. It should balance the core flavour and complete the experience. Like the quarter lemon you squeeze over a white fish that’s covered in capers and butter or the sweet and sour pickles on a burger, or the pile of herbs, chillies with fresh lime juice that cut through the bone broth in a bowl of pho.


I grew up in Los Angeles, California, and becoming a professional skateboarder was all I ever thought about. I pretty much lived on a board and worked in restaurants in the evenings to keep that dream alive. It was in the bustle of these LA kitchens that I fell in love with cooking. Many of the chefs I met over the years have a similar vibe to the people I skated with – intense perfectionists, soulful and often wildly entertaining. Cooking, like skateboarding, quickly became something I wanted to either be doing or watch others do. The most thrilling and challenging part of both skateboarding and cooking is that it’s not just what you do, but how you do it. On a skateboard, so much is about personal style, and in cooking, two nearly identical plates can taste worlds apart. It all comes down to the details. These small, seemingly imperceptible differences can elevate a dish with a quality you can’t quite put your finger on.


My palate was also broadened at this time – I had always consumed a lot of fast food on the road with skateboarding but a spell living next to Koreatown introduced me to ingredients like gochujang and kimchi, which you will see appear a lot in this book. The daily ‘family meal’ prepared by chefs for the restaurant teams I was part of also meant I got a deep appreciation for the flavours and processes of Hispanic food, and the love has stayed with me and influenced the way I eat forever.


Although I learned my techniques in professional kitchens, these recipes are very much for home cooking. No intimidating machines or overly complicated processes, just attention, time, and bold, focused flavours.


We all know that we should be cooking seasonally where possible – it is better for the planet and often tastier, fresher and more nutritious, as the ingredients haven’t travelled so far to get to us. Local and seasonal food is also less likely to be coated in wax or contain preservatives, so check the label on your produce when you buy it to see where it was grown. If you can afford it (and are organised enough to get those beautiful boxes of vegetables delivered from local farms) that is excellent, but I’m keenly aware that most of us (me included) are usually cooking with produce and ingredients from the closest supermarket to home and so everything in this book should be easy enough to find and affordable. All this to say, get whatever version of the vegetable is most accessible to you – if it is heirloom or organic, good for you. For these recipes it doesn’t matter at all if it isn’t.


I have organised this book by types of easy-to-find vegetables rather than by where they go on the table, side, main or snack, or what time of day to eat them. I want the focus to stay on what you feel like eating and then enjoy making it into something delicious. Where the dish ends up on your table, or when you choose to eat it, is entirely up to you. After all, a vegetable is only a side dish if you put it there.


Despite being a big dessert eater, I’m not really a big dessert maker. I’ve prepared many whilst working in restaurants, but not so many at home. The super precise measuring, countertop mess and time it takes always put me off. The dessert that I usually like to serve friends is paletas (Mexican popsicles) and I’ve included my favourite recipe for those in the final chapter. The others you’ll find here are more of a compilation of my most loved cakes, puddings and desserts that have been made for me by my closest people. Some of them are family recipes that have been shared around and tweaked over the years. That is my ideal kind of sweet treat – not ‘show-offy’ or fine dining but simple, easy-to-get-right and made to share around a table of people you love.


When I cook for myself, I tend to recreate some kind of ‘fast food’, whether it’s a quick noodle bowl, a curry and rice or a crispy fried sandwich. These dishes are typically designed for one or two people, making them easy to prepare on a hectic day. But when I’m cooking for a bigger group, my goal is to make the meal interactive and fun – I love food that invites people to reach across the table, share and experiment with different combinations. You’ll find plenty of dishes you can mix and match when eating communally. After all, the best meals aren’t only about what’s on the plate – they’re about how we share them with others.


I hope you enjoy,


JJ x









tools


I am a minimalist by nature, so try to only have what I need in life and this is especially true with cooking. I like to have tools that are similar to the ones used in professional kitchens because they are usually reasonably priced, hard-wearing and have simple utilitarian designs. Having the right kit can make cooking easier and having too much does the opposite. Finding the balance of having the least amount of kit while also having everything you need is the goal. Sometimes that means having to buy an expensive pan (that will last a lifetime) or it can mean using a £20 catering bread knife for all of your cutting, because it always works and doesn’t need sharpening.


Taking the time to look at your process, thinking about where would be easiest to reach for utensils and what you need in that space, can completely change the experience of cooking. Cleaning as you go is life-changing in my experience. I was a very untidy kid (and adult). Learning how to get ahead of that and never feeling like a giant mess is looming ahead of me, only little ones as I go, has helped me grow as a cook. No matter what I say, it’s about your experience in the kitchen, so use the tools that work for you and keep you cooking. Here are a few that I depend on:


Utensils


I use stainless steel or wood utensils. They impart very little flavour to the food if any, and last a lifetime if looked after properly. Plastic and silicone have their uses, but I try to avoid them because of the way they absorb flavours and constantly need replacing. I worked for a chef who made us taste all the plastic/silicone spatulas in a kitchen to make a point, and it totally worked on me. Some tasted like soap, some like onions, some of a little bit of everything.


Mandoline


I often use a mandoline. I know it can be a scary tool, but once you get used to it, the chance of injury becomes similar to the risks you take when using a knife. Consider using a guard or glove. They make light work of preparing vegetables and achieve a wafer-thin slice that’s hard to match. It’s my go-to tool for making slaws or raw vegetable salads because it’s fast and the texture is unbeatable, in my opinion.


Knives


A chef’s knife and a bread knife will cover most home cooks’ needs. Try to keep your knives sharp – it’s safer to have a sharp knife than a dull one. Dull knives require you to use more pressure when cutting, and if you make a mistake while applying pressure you could have a big problem. A steel chef’s knife and a basic two-stage pull-through sharpener will do the trick.


Kitchen Scissors


If I can find a way to cut something with scissors and avoid cleaning my cutting board, I do. Roughly chopped herbs, spring onions, or for anything oily like a kimchi pancake, I use a solid set of kitchen scissors and sharpen them with the same sharpener as I use for my knife.


Speed Peeler


I have a speed peeler, or a Y peeler with replaceable blades. Other than the obvious stuff, like peeling off vegetable skins, I’ll use it to ribbon vegetables for a salad, or shave cheese. It bums me out when I see someone roughly dragging a dull peeler over a carrot: be nice to your vegetables and try to replace the blades of your peeler when they become dull, the same as you would the razor in your bathroom.


Microplane Grater


A microplane is another tool that makes light work of boring tasks like chopping garlic or ginger, as well as being the best tool for zesting citrus fruit and grating hard cheeses. It’s an essential for me.


Pots and Pans


I could write an essay on pots and pans but no one has asked me to, yet. More than anything, I just avoid using non-stick pans unless it’s totally necessary. Besides essentially cooking on plastic, their coatings wear off and they become terrible pans. I keep one non-stick pan on hand for when I find myself having serious trouble with something sticking, like a kimchi pancake or a Spanish tortilla. Everything else happens in steel or cast iron. It takes some learning, but it all becomes second nature very quickly. Cast iron has the best ‘non-stick’ quality, so I cook things like eggs or pancakes with it. Most jobs are interchangeable as far as steel or cast iron go, though it’s best to avoid cooking acidic foods like wine or tomatoes in cast iron, as they can strip away the seasoning (but a little is okay). It’s not the end of the world if that happens as you can re-season it. That’s the beauty of real pans, they can take a beating and be brought back to life. I love the idea of my kids being able to use our pans when I’m gone and keep that in mind whenever I’m tempted by another ‘non-stick’ gimmick. Lastly, I’ll often transfer my pan from the stove to the oven to finish cooking, and that’s never an issue with steel and cast iron (as long as they don’t have wooden handles).


I mostly use a standard set of steel saucepans, a steel sauté pan with a lid, a steel frying pan, a cast-iron skillet and a large casserole dish with a lid. You don’t need all of these to cook my recipes but it’s a good reference for what’s necessary and useful in a cook’s kitchen.


[image: A flat surface holds a digital kitchen scale below two metal spatulas. A balloon whisk, slotted spoon and spider ladle are arranged neatly beside it.; An assortment of kitchen tools lies on a metal surface. Items include kitchen scissors, a Y peeler, an instant-read thermometer, a mandoline slicer, a honing steel, a Microplane grater, a bench scraper, locking tongs and spoons.]









pantry


This is not a list of things that are hard to find, this section is simply here to highlight the pantry ingredients that are key players in my recipes and would be great to have in your cupboard. Condiments as well as foods that are fermented, pickled or brined, can take your cooking to the next dimension, and if they are not already familiar to you, I hope to make them an extension of your cooking hand.


Miso


I mostly use a sweet white miso/shiro miso. It’s sweet because it’s fermented for less time, and has a subtler flavour than the darker varieties. It’s one of my favourite ingredients for adding deep savouriness to cooking. Its emulsification properties make it perfect for bringing sauces together or thickening a stew. Once you understand its abilities it becomes a total weapon.


Dijon Mustard


Dijon mustard has many uses in cooking beyond spreading on a sandwich. Having a good one to hand is non-negotiable. When I say good one, I just mean one that you love the taste of, and for me, that’s any classic French brand.


Soy Sauce and Fish Sauce


Soy sauce is often listed as an ingredient without specifying what type, and there are big differences in flavour and quality. I mostly use a Chinese light soy sauce, or a Japanese soy sauce in my cooking. Chinese for Chinese-inspired dishes, and Japanese for Japanese – this might sound obvious, but I do see people interchange them. Try to buy a premium brand that says ‘naturally brewed’ – the second ingredient should be soybeans, with no artificial ingredients.


If you’ve been put off using fish sauce in the past, it’s worth trying. I prefer to use fish sauce that only has two or three ingredients – fish, salt and sugar. The brand Red Boat is my favourite.


Oil


I use olive oil, extra virgin olive oil, rapeseed oil and toasted sesame oil in my cooking. I don’t care what anyone says to you, you absolutely can use olive oil for cooking. I cook with it unless I don’t want something to taste like it, or if I’m deep frying. You can deep fry with olive oil, it’s just expensive and usually doesn’t make sense for me flavour-wise. I use a reasonably priced olive oil for cooking and a grassy, peppery extra virgin olive oil for dressings, and finishing dishes. When I list neutral oil in a recipe, I’m talking about oils with little to no flavour, that have high smoke points. Rapeseed/canola oil is my go-to, but make sure it’s refined, as the unrefined versions don’t have the same smoke point and are for finishing dishes (similar to an extra virgin olive oil). Toasted sesame oils can vary in taste, so I like to use a high-quality Chinese brand – they can be expensive but a little goes a long way.


Vinegar


You can go very deep when it comes to vinegar, and if you’re an acid lover it’s an ingredient worth exploring. One of my favourite vinegars is Moscatel and is worth trying. I mostly use white wine, apple cider or rice vinegar for my cooking and choose them 100% for their taste, not price or origin. I also have a nice red wine vinegar, a Chinese black vinegar/Chinkiang, and a good aged balsamic in my pantry. It’s a bit of an arsenal, but the white vinegars are pretty interchangeable – if I had to pick one it would probably be either white wine or rice.


Capers, Olives and Cornichons


I don’t feel okay unless I know that these three ingredients are in my kitchen. They can transform simple meals and give them a quiet backbone, especially when you use their brines as well. Try to get high quality across all three (the cornichons just do need to be French, in my opinion).


Anchovies, Smoked Bacon/Lardons and Chorizo


A small amount of any of these adds a lot of flavour, and I’ll often use them in vegetable-focused meals. Vegetables tend to be sweet, and these ingredients can add savouriness without overpowering everything. They are not essential, but if you’re not vegetarian, they can help keep more vegetables at the centre of your meals.


White Wine and Stock


A big difference between restaurant cooking and home cooking is often wine and stock. Most restaurant sauces have a stock in them, which I know takes time, but they are easy to make at home. We have a roast chicken most weeks in our house, so any leftovers and vegetable trimmings go in a big pot with some herbs and peppercorns, and then it bubbles away for the day. I freeze it, usually in ice cube trays, or deli containers. You just add it straight from frozen at the same time as you would normally add stock, or it keeps in the fridge for 3–4 days. Wine plays a similar role, and I’ll often use it in combination with stock. Try to use an affordable wine you like the taste of, and avoid anything sweet. I use a dry white wine and will also freeze it in ice cube trays rather than have the bottle sitting in my fridge once it’s opened.


Salt and Sugar


I regularly use a balance of salt and sugar to season dishes that are acidic. It should help all the best qualities come out. If I’m seasoning a dish with vinegar, I’ll usually add a pinch of (any) sugar but leave that out if it’s not working for you.


[image: A man in a t-shirt pours liquid from a plastic container into a frying pan. The stove setup includes a gooseneck tap and modern gas burners.]


[image: A stack of plates in varying colours rests on a surface.]


[image: A jar filled with cherry tomatoes is placed on a dark surface. The tomatoes are fully submerged in liquid.]









[image: pickles and ferments]


This is one of the easiest recipes you will ever make. Other than time, there is nothing to it. When you see how short the ingredients list is, you might be tempted to add other flavours, but I urge you not to! If you fully commit to the flavour of the chilli, you can be rewarded with an inarguably perfect hot sauce. Some of the world’s most popular vinegar-based hot sauces only have 2-3 ingredients listed - it’s the type of chilli and the process of fermentation that gives them their unique taste. I like to use red Fresno chillies, but if you want it spicier you can add a habanero or some bird’s-eye. Use this recipe to make as much or as little sauce as you’d like.


fermented chilli sauce


red chillies (Fresno), trimmed, sliced in half lengthways


garlic, peeled and crushed whole


3% salt


vinegar


I normally add one clove of garlic for every 10 chillies.


Place your jar on a scale and zero it out. Add the chillies, garlic and enough water to cover, then add 3% of the total weight in salt. Mix well, then cover with a fermentation weight and seal. Leave to ferment for 1-3 weeks.


Strain the chillies, reserving a few spoons of the brine. Put them into a blender with 1-2 spoons of brine, then blitz until smooth. Season with 1-2 spoons of rice vinegar, and a pinch of sugar (optional).


[image: A metal strainer holds halved red chillies with seeds. The chillies are placed on a wooden surface.]


Water, salt, time, and an oxygen-free environment. I try and keep that simple definition of fermentation in my head, as it can be intimidating. I don’t have endless shelves of bubbling jars in my house, I’m not an all-in fermenter, but there are a few that I love to make. Kimchi, sauerkraut, and chilli sauce are my usuals, and between these three recipes, you can get a good handle on the process. If you want to make your life easier, get a few jars with fermentation lids, and a couple of fermentation weights. You can absolutely make do without them, but you will have less drama if you have them. After coming home to an exploded sauerkraut or two I got the gear.


My mom lived very close to K-town (Korea town) in LA, so grew up eating a lot of incredible Korean food. My mom loved Korean BBQ in particular, and we would all go on special occasions. At first, I would mostly eat grilled meat but over time I started to be more interested in the banchan (side dishes that are often pickles and ferments). I also got to eat a lot of home-cooked Korean food at friends’ houses, so my love for it runs deep.


I learned how to make ‘Mak Kimchi’ – rough/careless kimchi – it’s faster and easier than most napa cabbage kimchi recipes and perfect for the home cook.


careless kimchi


FILLS TWO 1-LITRE JARS OR CONTAINERS


1.5kg napa cabbage


1 large carrot


1 small daikon (or any radish)


1 bunch spring onion


BRINE


50g sea salt


750ml water


PASTE


½ white onion


1 green apple


4-6 garlic cloves


25g ginger, skinned


2 tbsp fish sauce


30–70g gochugaru (depending on how spicy you like it)


25-50g fermented shrimp


1 tsp sugar


Dissolve the sea salt in water.


Remove the core from the cabbage and cut it into roughly 6cm chunks - put them into a large bowl. Pour over the brine in layers, mix well and leave to sit for 2 hours - mixing it every 30 minutes.


Put the onion, apple, garlic, and ginger into a food processor and blitz until smooth. Transfer it to a large bowl with the fish sauce, gochugaru, chopped fermented shrimp, and sugar, then mix well.


Slice the carrot, and radish into thin slices, about the size of matchsticks. Cut the spring onions into 2.5cm pieces. Add to the bowl of paste.


Rinse the cabbage three times with cold water, then add to the bowl and give it a good mix, making sure everything is covered with the paste. You can eat it fresh like this, it’s a bit salty and punchy but I love it.


Put it into an airtight container and leave it at room temp for 1-2 days, then keep it in the fridge and enjoy. It will become sourer one week to the next, and when it’s very sour it’s best for things like kimchi stew, Korean pancake, or fried rice.


[image: A round plastic container holds freshly mixed kimchi with napa cabbage, chives and sliced green chillies. The mixture is coated in paste.]


[image: A metal mixing bowl contains kimchi made from napa cabbage, chives and sliced green chillies. A knife, mandoline slicer and cabbage pieces are scattered nearby.]


I mostly use the classic 3-2-1 method for making pickle brine. It’s a quick and easy way of pickling vegetables and fruit that you have to hand. The order is interchangeable, but I usually use three parts vinegar, two parts water and one part sugar – by weight. This makes sweet and sour pickles that are super versatile, and it’s just a moreish way to eat more vegetables. Putting half a fennel bulb in your sandwich might sound weird, but if it is sweet, sour and crunchy then it is killer.


Round up or down to make measurements easier. You don’t have to be precious about the proportions (experiment with your brines – you can always reduce the sugar to your tastes). I sometimes make excess pickling liquid and bottle it to finish dishes or add to dressings. If you want to avoid any excess, the easiest way to measure it is to fill your container with what you plan to pickle, place it on a scale and fill it with water. Use the overall weight to get your measurements, then just make sure your 3-2-1 components don’t weigh more in total than the weight of the water.


Use whatever vinegar you like the taste of most – I mostly use rice vinegar, cider vinegar or white wine vinegar. If you are pickling something sweet, I would also add a big pinch of salt.


These two recipes give you an overview of the process, and there are plenty more here – see Bread and Butter Pickles here and Pickled Carrot here. They all keep in the fridge for a very long time: crunchy vegetables tend to last for what feels like forever, but softer ones do start to break down over time regardless. If stored properly in airtight containers they don’t go off for upwards of a year, if not longer.


3-2-1 pickles


pickled fennel


fennel bulbs, stalks removed, bulbs quartered or cut into eighths


3 parts rice vinegar


2 parts caster sugar


1 part water


fennel seeds


black peppercorns


salt


Put pieces of fennel in a bowl, season generously with salt, mix, then leave at room temperature for 1 hour.


Drain the excess water and give them a good rinse with cold water, then put them in clean containers.


Bring the vinegar, sugar, water and spices to the boil in a saucepan, then cover the fennel with the hot liquid. Leave to cool at room temperature, seal and store in the fridge (a little goes a long way with the spices, just ¼ teaspoon fennel and a couple of black peppercorns for 3 fennel bulbs would be fine).
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