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INTRODUCTION



The Plantlab cookbook is a product of more than a dozen years of work with plant-based cuisine. This wouldn’t have happened without collaboration with talented people around the world, interaction with thousands of our students, and an overall passion for creating, serving, and teaching others how to prepare the most cutting-edge, flavorful food possible. My role as founder of Plantlab (and Matthew Kenney Cuisine) has been to tell our story, to share the benefits of what we do, and to ensure that future generations treat food and food preparation with respect, in order to best serve the world’s citizens, its animals, and the planet.


Of course, I love sharing what we do, how we do it, and why we do it. And I want the world to understand that healthy plant-based foods can also be delicious, sexy, vibrant, beautiful, and consumed without compromise. The best plant-based meals will never leave one with any level of dissatisfaction. In fact, the opposite is true. Properly prepared, healthy, plant-based food offers everything we need.


When I first started working with plant-only cuisine, I had not fully evolved as a chef to grasp that one could be wholly content on this diet. However, over time, and as I increased my knowledge and skills, I strongly came to believe that this is by far the best—and really the only—way we should eat. This cookbook is meant to show why I believe that. Through its photographs and recipes, you’ll see that natural food can be beautiful, transporting even, if given the proper attention.


Anyone familiar with our brand knows how important aesthetics are to us. I do believe the results (and taste) of eating plants stand on their own. Minimally processed plants are unlike any other food and literally explode off the plate with color and vibrancy. For this reason, we wanted to create a book that was highly visual and as bold as our food itself. And as plant-based cuisine reaches the mainstream in many ways, I felt it was time to show just how artistic—and accessible—it could be.


•  •  •


I am often asked how high-quality, plant-based cuisine evolved. It is so different from traditional cooking, and requires so much creativity, that the answer is not always easy. For many years, I had a hard time explaining it myself—I was simply improvising and experimenting as I went along.


The first years preparing this style of food were hit or miss. I had a lot of ideas, some that worked—and many that didn’t. After two years of trial and error, I had developed enough of a repertoire that I could cobble together a nice menu and make it enjoyable, even transporting—for guests. But it really wasn’t based on a formulated principle at that point; it was more a product of perseverance. It wasn’t until I began building the first plant-based culinary academy that I realized the need to create a more formalized structure for plant-based cuisine, in the same way that French or Italian or Japanese cuisines have their own identities. We opened our doors to six students in 2009 in Oklahoma City. The curriculum in those days was a product of several months of research and a lot of thought about my own culinary training, taking the parts that worked and applying them to this new style of cuisine.


Our first class ever was called “Fundamentals of Raw Cuisine.” While the recipes are unique and proprietary, they are relatively easy to make, can be prepared with equipment that most people have in a reasonably well-outfitted kitchen, and will not take days to put together. The ingredients used in the first chapter, called “Fundamentals,” are generally readily available. These are dishes that our beginning students can prepare, or that require techniques similar to the ones used in those courses.


Even early on with our academy, I was eager to share our more obscure methods. In those days, dehydrating and thermal immersion (sous-vide) were new to raw and plant-based cuisine, so we built a course around innovative techniques. This course became “Advanced,” and is our second chapter. The recipes here begin to tap into our use of modernist equipment, although they still use equipment found in most gourmet kitchen shops. We delve further into the methods that create depth of flavor, such as smoking and fermentation, and offer more elaborate recipes. The reality is that plant-based food can be a challenge until you become comfortable with doing things differently. We also do not always rely on purchasing things people take for granted, such as flours. Instead, we often sprout almonds and make our own almond flour, or dehydrate our own crackers. These extra steps can add work and time, although they also add to the quality of experience one has when eating something entirely made by one’s own hand.


After several years of offering “Fundamentals” and “Advanced” courses, we recognized that we had more to share, and our thousands of graduates had more to learn. In 2015, we began to offer “Pro,” a course designed to give students the skill set needed to forge their own paths, to embrace their own creative styles, and to push the boundaries beyond what is typically taught in culinary academies. Initially, we offered this course only once a year. Now, with the rapidly growing plant-based market, we feature it several times a year. It is a very liberating part of the curriculum and is an ideal stepping-stone away from the structure adhered to in “Fundamentals” and “Advanced.” In “Pro,” recipes embrace more creativity, are more technically sophisticated, and may call for techniques that require more precision. By no means are these recipes so complex that only a professional cook could prepare them, but they do require more of a commitment. They are also worth the time and effort, as results will be something more than what you’ll typically see, even in a well-run, plant-based establishment.


“Future” is our highest level and it is where I spend a lot of my own creative space, considering new ways of doing things but also how things will be done in the years ahead, once plant-based cuisine fully evolves and reaches its tipping point. While “Fundamentals” are critical to understanding what our food really is, “Future” is critical to understanding what it can and will be. “Future” pushes boundaries and is not intended to strike the comfort zone, but rather to provoke, to generate new ideas and a different way of thinking. Generally, our most unique methods and our most original recipes fall into this section, although a dish could be here simply due to the meticulous skill required to properly prepare it.
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Our students are all ages, from all over the world, and join us with a broad range of abilities. Some have never held a chef’s knife, while others own successful restaurants. So we created courses that appeal to all these skill sets and that have slowly, over the years, expanded the complexity of our instruction. This book is a reflection of that cumulative experience, and within these pages, I share what we know, so it may be comfortable for you, or extremely challenging.


Simple can often appear complex and vice versa. Something challenging does not always have to require a hundred obscure ingredients, equipment that appears as if it belongs in a space lab, or a technique that may be scary just to think about. Sometimes, simple is the most elusive, and, occasionally, complex comes easy. I have done my best to capture the true spirit of each dish and to place it where I feel it best belongs.


•  •  •


There are many ways to use this book. I love to eat with my eyes, as many people do. If this is your style, too, I suggested really absorbing the images. Sit with the book and savor it, think about it, and let it inspire you. I am confident that in looking through the two hundred–plus images, you will be able to find something that you’d really love to make as soon as possible. That is one natural way to handle this book. Simply dive into it and make whatever you feel like, regardless of how challenging it is. On the other hand, if you are new to plant-based cuisine and somewhat intimidated, start with “Fundamentals.” We have listed the recipes in order of what we consider their complexity level, so you should be able to find something in the early parts of the chapter that will feel approachable and will be a good gateway into your next dish. Also, the recipes cover a wide range, from breakfast, to dessert, gourmet entrées, and even pizza. The reality is that you should prepare what you’re excited about cooking, or eating.


As with any unprocessed food, there are recipes that require patience, such as our cheeses, or fermented recipes. This is another reason I suggest really getting to know the book before diving into the recipes. Some recipes take days, and others will be complete in less than twenty minutes. The book is meant to be enjoyed, relished, and then used on a practical level. The glossary will help with tools and terms you may not be familiar with, and choosing recipes from “Fundamentals” or even “Advanced” will make the process of getting started a bit easier.


Ultimately, while this is a book to be cooked from, it is also a book that is meant to show how far we have come with plant-based cuisine, as well as what it can become. It is all about taking the process of what we eat into our own hands; thus our commitment to our brand’s tagline: Crafting the Future of Food.





Crafting the Future of Food


Growing up in a small town on the coast of Maine, I was as unlikely a candidate to become a plant-based chef as anyone. But my earliest memories are of devouring blackberries off the vine along the path we walked to the rocky shore and tiny wild strawberries that grew in the field just outside my bedroom. In an environment with four distinct seasons and rapidly changing climates, one learns to read nature carefully, and I developed a sharp sense of smell and can still, to this day, recall the scent of Hspring as mud replaces snow and the frozen earth begins to stretch its arms, preparing for spring’s music. Looking back, I now see that this upbringing gave me the tools and sensitivities to connect my relationship with the planet to what goes on our plates in a meaningful, artistic way. It took me twenty years to understand how to manifest that synergy, but once I did, there was no turning back.


Although my family sourced much of its produce locally, and grew a beautiful garden in the backyard, consumption of animals and fish was a mainstay in our diet. I grew up with the premise that hunting wasn’t a sport, but, rather, part of our food ecosystem and I began hunting at the age of ten. I shot my first deer that very season—I was a natural, which made my dad and my other relatives proud. I loved walking through the woods all day in the cool fall weather, feeling the damp leaves crackling under my feet and the streams, nearly frozen with winter approaching, slowing but still alive.


When I was in college, I spent a lot of time in New York City during my breaks. My friends would go skiing or to some sunny party locale for a week, but I walked around Manhattan, getting to know the parks, the landmarks, and, mostly, just picking up the energy of the people. I was fascinated and also realized that much of the city’s energy was found in dining establishments. They were filled with pretty people enjoying cocktails and good food—you could almost feel their joy through the windows while walking by. I would find myself going into many of them, obsessed with every facet of hospitality. I knew I was hooked. But the restaurant business isn’t necessarily the most stable and I had been preparing for law school, so I had come to a crossroads. I went to Hawaii for several months, chopping down banana trees from the former set of South Pacific and hiking in the canyons, trying to clear my head. No matter how much hiking I did, and how many Hawaiian sunsets I watched, the answer continued to be opening up my own restaurant in New York City.


I soon found myself working six nights a week in a very creative Sicilian restaurant on the Upper East Side while attending the French Culinary Institute. The days were long. I would often leave my home at 7 a.m. to head to class, then go straight to the restaurant and work until midnight on the line. Still, I’d often walk through the door at home, weary and exhausted, and start cooking risotto. Aside from a long Central Park run on Sunday mornings, my life was all about food. I couldn’t get my hands on enough cookbooks and articles about food and chefs, and would traipse around Manhattan peering in restaurant windows, looking for the secret to their magic.


I opened my first restaurant, Matthews, in New York City, a gorgeous North African–themed Mediterranean concept, inspired by my work at the Sicilian place, my French training, and my love for lighter, sexier, vibrant foods. The place was a full expression of my feelings about food at that time. We tried to offer healthy cuisine by avoiding heavy butter- and cream-based sauces, utilizing abundant amounts of citrus, vegetables, and fresh herbs, and focusing more on aromatics than fats. However, I still had a lot to learn.


Over the next several years, my career would take on a life of its own. As one restaurant evolved into three, then seven, business, rather than personal expression, began to dictate my choices. Although my business was expanding and the restaurants were busy, there was a widening gap between my personal beliefs and the work I was doing. For someone used to only doing what he was deeply committed to, this can be a very challenging situation. In my free time, I was doing yoga, learning more about meditation, and gravitating toward a vegetarian lifestyle. Hunting was far behind me, as my love for animals grew. I even told friends, who largely ignored me, that I could envision myself as a vegetarian.


Eventually, I would become one. Years of yoga and conscious attention inspired me, and opened me to the possibility of an entirely plant-based lifestyle. I dove into it wholeheartedly, with a passion and fervor I had never experienced before. Just as in my earlier days of burning the candle at both ends, I once again absorbed everything I could learn about plant-based cuisine and its benefits. And I used all my creative energy to formulate the path I would take to change the way the world thinks about food. I truly believed, and still do today, that there shouldn’t be any gap between optimal health and great food. Many people simply have it wrong—an incredible meal should not put us in a food coma. It should nourish us, and we should be able to enjoy an incredible meal on a daily basis. I believed that was possible and set out on my new journey to find out what this meant and, more important, to share this with the world. Several years ago, I gave a TEDx talk in California and named my talk “Crafting the Future of Food.” That phrase now defines the work my company and I do. We live it, we believe in it, we work passionately and tirelessly to fulfill that vision.


•  •  •


The road has been long and often challenging. When I set out to show that plant-based was the next great cuisine, I was met with a decent amount of mockery, disbelief, and doubt. In fact, it would take more than ten years to establish true credibility in the hospitality industry as a plant-based chef. Initially, magazines and food critics largely ignored the category, and the dining public looked at our work more as a healthy option rather than a viable cuisine of its own. I was undeterred. I experienced firsthand how transformative life can be with complete alignment—synergy between what we put in our body and the positive results arising from those choices. When we truly listen to our bodies, there is no doubt that cleaner food actually tastes far better.


Eventually, plant-based cuisine took hold in the food community. Emboldened, I wanted to reach those who could help further promote change in the food we eat: chefs. In 2009, I opened my first culinary academy in Oklahoma City, and in the past several years, we have graduated over four thousand students. Now we operate full-time or part-time academies in nine cities internationally, as well as online.


Meanwhile, my team and I have continued to develop our own unique brand of plant-based cuisine. What began as a handful of signature dishes, such as my classic Heirloom Tomato Lasagna, has now evolved into a repertoire of several hundred dishes that define our work today. We work with the highest-quality ingredients possible, ideally local and organic, and we work with the seasons. At heart, our company is an innovator, thus the word plantlab and our devotion to experimentation, never giving up on improvement, and utilizing cutting-edge equipment and methods. With our tools, and our ingredients in place, we dream. Our focus is on minimally processed, often raw or consciously cooked recipes that share a common vibrancy, liveliness, and an overall sense of life and joy. In the early days, my plant-based cuisine was primarily raw, and that confinement helped me develop the ability to work artistically. Working with limitations often breeds some of the best ideas, and this was no exception. We have grown well past raw these days, and even operate a very popular plant-based pizza concept, Double Zero, in New York City, as well as a number of other restaurants, academies, and projects that explore all areas of plant-based cuisine, with influences from all over the world.


Despite years of forward momentum and positive results, it wasn’t until I moved to California several years ago that I began to see the true potential of plant-based cuisine take shape. Southern California has long been a pioneer in American and global cuisine, specifically when it comes to market-inspired, fresh cooking. That spirit, which has been led by Wolfgang Puck, Michael McCarty, Jonathan Waxman, and so many others, is alive and well today. Los Angeles is a true melting pot of cultures, and it shows brilliantly in the food offerings of the city. Farmers’ markets are bursting at the seams all year round, and the active, sunny lifestyle lends itself to fresh, healthier foods. These aspects were obvious to me before I moved west. What wasn’t as obvious were the subtle seasonal influences we would be inspired by, the influence of the Pacific Ocean and its moods, the looming mountains, and the canyons surrounding the City of Angels.


Coming from New England, which leans toward tradition, and having spent so many years in New York, which values purity and authenticity, it took some time to let go of the restraint and to fully embrace a more global, unbridled approach to creating food that is simply fun, outgoing, and sociable, like LA itself. It was through the process of writing this book, shooting the dishes with Adrian Mueller, and seeing the landscape shots come together, that I realized we had come full circle and reached alignment. There is no other place that would inspire the Plantlab cuisine the way Southern California has. We celebrate the terrain, the spirit of creativity, the impeccable produce, and the adventurous guests who help us do what we do every day.


While our ideas now come alive on the West Coast of the United States, our goal is to inspire and help others utilize their own geographical and cultural influences to create plant-based food suited to their own locations. As more chefs embrace this way of living and show diners how brilliantly obvious it is to cook and eat this way, the global food paradigm will shift. That is our goal. That, to me, is what it means to be crafting the future of food.
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What We Do and How


Like for any cuisine, my team and I established our fundamental techniques, our core ingredients, and our ethos when it came to being creative, but it took a few years for me to feel at ease explaining our food and what we do. We followed a lot of complicated avenues to arrive at what was actually a very simple explanation. Although we have now developed multiple restaurant concepts and more than a dozen different culinary programs in several countries, the core of our existence remains the same. There are three defining principles that are present in everything we touch, in every dish we make.


IMPECCABLE INGREDIENTS


Our entire company works tirelessly with local farmers whenever possible, to source from the local markets as well as from purveyors who have a high sense of integrity. We always buy organic if we can, as local as we can, and as seasonal as we are able to. Our best scenario is when we grow our own. In the Venice, California, location of Plant Food and Wine, we have a garden growing limes, lettuces, herbs, figs, and much more. Having the ability to walk outside and pick something off the vine, just before preparing it, is the ideal for us.


It appears obvious that we should always use the best products, although, surprisingly, so many food establishments cut corners to save a few cents here and there. It is rarely worth cutting corners, though, as guests deserve the best, and they reward us by becoming regulars who appreciate the integrity we offer. A good chef can be a magician of sorts, but no amount of magic can make up for subpar ingredients. Being fanatical about quality is not something that only restaurant or professional chefs should take into consideration: The reality is, home cooks have fewer tools at their disposal, and generally have mastered fewer culinary techniques. Good, simple, home-prepared meals always start with great ingredients. If you have the space and time, plant a garden. If not, do your best to work with local markets and farmers. Try not to purchase too much in advance—it’s OK not to have a pantry full of every spice and every condiment and it’s usually better to purchase what you need when you need it. It keeps things fresh and will add quality to the meal you are preparing.


My favorite part of throwing a dinner party, or preparing for a photo shoot or an event, is always the shopping. That is where I find inspiration, seeing the colors, smelling the fresh herbs, and feeling the textures alive and in full ripeness. The sensory experience begins here and this is where the creative process begins as well. Arriving in your kitchen with all fresh ingredients, fragrant and alive, will set the stage for a wonderful meal ahead.
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This aspect of our cooking is actually adopted by many chefs, not just those whose cuisine is plant-based. The difference for us is that we utilize only a portion of what is available in markets or at the farms. When you are cooking without meat, without dairy, without fish and processed foods, you only need to focus on fruits and vegetables, grains, nuts, seeds, and aromatics. It makes life pretty easy, which is all the more reason to savor that extra time in choosing high-quality ingredients only.


INNOVATION / TECHNIQUE


Technique is a large part of the Plantlab brand; we embrace unique methods, experimentation, innovation, and cutting-edge equipment and technology. We see things differently when it comes to how food is prepared. Our goal, whether we are preparing raw or cooked food, is to minimize the impact on the core ingredient as much as possible. Our cooked dishes often have a raw element and we try to employ lower-temperature cooking methods (other than when we are baking pizza in a 700°F wood oven). However, for the most part, we look for ways to intensify flavor without removing the true character of ingredients. We have what I like to call our toolbox, which includes a number of techniques and methods, and a lot of equipment, some that is commonly available and some that is not.


As in most kitchens, we utilize many types of processors, blenders, turning slicers, and other tools, but we also like to play with the smoking gun, the thermal immersion circulator, and dehydrators. We even have a machine called an ultrasonic homogenizer, which emulsifies without heat or immersion, simply through ultrasound. These tools are integral to preparing foods in an imaginative way without compromising the fresh, core structure of the ingredients. Our culinary academies are built around these tools and the accompanying techniques we apply.


With each of those tools, a good chef is required to understand their various uses, and this is where techniques come into play. A dehydrator is a wonderful machine, although you need to understand how to use it properly, and that is where experience and experimentation become critical. Spreading a batter for a coconut wrapper, for example, is easier the tenth or the fiftieth time than the first, when it almost always goes sideways. In addition to underscoring the mantra that practice makes perfect, there are also a number of specific methods we employ to produce our cuisine.


Vacuum sealing is not only useful for thermal immersion, but it is also incredibly effective for expediting the marinating process. Fermentation is a key component of everything we do, from our tree nut cheeses, to kimchi, pickled vegetables, and kombucha. We aim to achieve as much depth of flavor as possible and love to use smoke, typically with our smoking gun. One of the more obvious, but often overlooked, arts in cooking is simply found in how you use your knife. The cut of a fruit or vegetable can make all the difference in the world in terms of how it is experienced. Cooking is definitely a vocation, although great cooking is an art. We require cutting-edge tools and techniques to elevate great ingredients to their highest potential.


CREATIVITY


Creativity is both overrated and underrated. It often comes before its time, and is used in cooking without proper ingredients, depth of experience, and technique, and may fall flat in these situations. Creativity can sometimes have the opposite effect that it is intended to, if not employed in a sound manner. I believe that training, together with a thorough understanding of ingredients, equipment, and technique, are all critical components that need to be in place before meaningful creativity is used. That is not to say that an inexperienced or untrained chef should not imagine unique recipes, dishes, or flavors. However, it is more likely than not that, in the absence of proper training and great ingredients, the vision for what the chef is trying to create may not fully manifest.


If the ingredients are incredible, and training and tools are in place, the chef or cook can create. I like to call this dreaming. The instincts are there, the methods come naturally, and the mind becomes free to imagine creations that have never been presented on this planet. What feeling is more gratifying than knowing you are producing something that nobody has ever seen? And knowing that it is not only going to be seen, but eaten, smelled, tasted, felt—it’s a full-on sensory experience on every level, and chefs get a natural high from it. Nothing excites me more than thinking about a new dish, and then realizing it is even better in real life when it finally hits the plate.


When it comes to creativity in the culinary world, I do believe that some degree of restraint is always helpful and, in many ways, actually brings out more true creativity. I try to stay culturally relevant when creating, and generally don’t mix and match multiple cuisines and geographical influences in one dish. Although I do believe that we have gone off track with our use of animal products, there is a reason food history has created specific cuisines. The flavor profiles of ethnic cuisines make sense and work together, as they are largely driven by ingredients that grow together and complement each other. They are also influenced by climate and terrain and customs. I admire that and respect it. I simply feel that the same integrity can be upheld without consuming animal products, which in today’s society are simply not practical to consume in most cases.


Creativity and dreaming are major parts of our culture. This spirit of innovation permeates our entire brand, and is present in our students’ work, the work of our chefs, of our creative team, and of everyone involved with our organization. We all share the common goal of crafting the future of food, and that will only happen by doing things well and doing things differently.
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The Chef Today


The role of the chef has evolved dramatically over the years. Once relegated to basement or back-of-house kitchens as the well-dressed restaurateurs stole the spotlight, chefs eventually came into their own as food critics, and gourmands began creating—and crushing—the careers of these creative cooks. There has been a major shift happening for chefs in recent days, a transition where they are now seen as influencers, leaders, teachers, and visionaries. They have a real voice. And this is a great opportunity, but also a great responsibility.


Even when I began working in more upscale kitchens in New York, chefs were largely behind the scenes. You would occasionally see one of them in a crisp white outfit schmoozing guests in the dining room, but it was only rarely. In the 1990s, things started to change.


While recognition is wonderful and marketing helps chefs build more restaurants, make more money, and become celebrities, most evolved people understand that this comes with the responsibility and the opportunity to make the world a better place. Many chefs have done wonderful things with their notoriety. Many became advocates for the organic movement, while others are ambassadors for sustainability, school lunch programs, and feeding the poor and the homebound elderly. There are dozens of wonderful organizations globally fueled by chefs that respond to all types of needs and benefit an array of worthy charities. The chef community is one of the strongest and most fraternal when it comes to organizing benefits. Everyone loves food and wine, so chefs have a natural draw and are able to generate great traffic, attention, and, ultimately, revenue.


I always felt proud to be a chef who participated in and used my time for volunteer causes. I have taught elementary-school students about cooking, given cooking lessons in a prison, donated time to cancer funds, heart hospitals, autism events, and more organizations than I can even count, all across the globe. Yet, my true responsibility as a chef did not fully hit me until I formed my current company and firmly embraced the need to bridge the gap between culinary art and health and wellness. Chefs have historically dealt in pleasure, indulgence, and foods that ultimately do more harm than good to our health and the health of our planet, and cause extremely poor treatment of animals. We have a responsibility to do what is right and what is best for the world. I believe chefs have the ability to improve global health more than doctors, politicians, and educators, combined.
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