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Introduction


MY FOOD PHILOSOPHY


The word “vegetarian” evokes two distinct images, depending on whom you ask. Newly turned vegetarians have visions of consuming leafy green salads, smoothies, and perhaps imitation-meat burgers for every meal. Those who have been vegetarian for longer, like me, dream about bread, rice, and noodles. Think about it: When you go out to dinner, omnivores choose between chicken and lamb; vegetarians choose between noodles and fried rice, or between pasta and pizza, with a side salad that’s barely worth a mention. White carbs are the focus and vegetables tend to play a supporting role. Recipe books in this space tend to straddle two extremes—they either wax eloquently about how to make the fluffiest focaccia and a garlicky pile of al dente noodles, or on the other hand propose uninspiring combinations of quinoa, greens, and avocado for every meal.


Awareness of our unsustainable food system is driving many to eat more plant-based food. But what is marketed to them is lab-grown burgers, sugary smoothies, and a sensory overload of refined carbs.


With busy and stressful lifestyles, we turn to comfort food whether cooking at home or ordering in. We think exercise will fix everything. But at some point—for me it was after I turned thirty—we all find that we can no longer outrun a bad diet, no matter how many spin classes we take. It is now widely recognized that overconsumption of refined (or processed) carbs—including bread, rice, and pasta—leads to frequent blood sugar spikes and subsequent insulin resistance, and is deeply linked to type 2 diabetes, heart disease, obesity, and several other chronic diseases.* Excessive starch and sugar create inflammation in our bodies and are highly disruptive to our gut health, hormone regulation, and immune system.


Okay, so refined carbs in large quantities are not good for you. And likely neither is processed imitation meat. But raw salads will not keep your palate happy forever. So how do you make a healthy vegetarian lifestyle satisfying and delicious, and thereby sustainable?


As I thought about this, I narrowed down all my food problems to this simple diagram, a culinary trilemma. How do we find the sweet spot where a healthy vegetarian lifestyle intersects with a foodie’s sensibility? This book is the beginning of my humble attempt to solve this puzzle and redefine what it means to be vegetarian. It’s time to put the “veg” back in vegetarian. It’s time to reset.
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THE CULINARY TRILEMMA OF VEGETARIANISM


For inspiration, I turned to the basics. Traditional cuisines of the world have long celebrated vegetables, legumes, and whole grains, using spices and healthy fats liberally and cooking them with techniques that sharpen and amplify their flavors. In this book, I strived to make those ideas accessible and adapt my favorite dishes to put vegetables center stage.


The nutrition-based argument for cutting out processed foods from our diets is clear. In this book, I chose instead to focus on flavor. When you embrace whole foods, you are transported to a world of heightened flavor where your taste buds don’t just appreciate but relish a slow-roasted tomato; the mellow but smoky flesh of charred eggplant combined with sweet, caramelized onions; a simple stir-fry where each vegetable is crisp yet just tender enough; or the layers of complexity in a marinated cheese.


If you’re a foodie that craves variety, flavor, and adventure, I wrote this book for you. To keep you interested, to keep your palate happy, and to woo you into cooking delicious food that puts nutrition back into focus. I hope these recipes make healthy eating compelling enough that you do it because you want to, not just because you should.


THIS BOOK


This book is organized into nine chapters based on the sections you would typically find on a restaurant’s menu—Breads, Salads, Soups, Pasta, Desserts, and so on. However, the contents would be extremely atypical of a restaurant’s menu! For example, I use riced cauliflower or spiralized vegetables in lieu of white rice or noodles and create breads out of less-processed alternatives like chickpea and almond flour. My desserts are lightly sweetened with whole fruit, as I believe nature intended sugars to be consumed.


Due to their focus on vegetables, the recipes in this book tend to be moderately low-carb and are predominantly gluten-free. I’ve provided nutritional facts for each recipe to empower you to make informed decisions about what you eat. Use them to your advantage when meal-planning. I use a moderate amount of full-fat dairy and eggs in some of my recipes, but often recommend alternatives for people who refrain from animal products.


Do you need to banish refined carbs and sugar from your diet forever? No. However, when you embrace whole foods, you will find that your palate resets and your taste buds start to develop a whole new preference. You’ll find that after a night out eating junk food, you will crave healthier food for your next meal. Dessert sweetened with refined sugar will begin to taste artificially sweet. My goal is to help you introduce enough healthy meals into your rotation so that you can begin to reset your body in this way.


I hope you enjoy taking this culinary journey with me. Looking back, you’ll know you ate well.


* See appendix for recommended reading
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About Me


I grew up in Bangalore, India, in a family of foodies where everyone still passionately debates their next meal. My parents fondly recall me, as a three-year-old, demanding to know what was in my lunchbox the night before I went to school. Always an avid and adventurous home cook, some of my favorite childhood memories are of making a pasta with béchamel sauce for my friends and baking cakes in a pressure cooker filled with sand because our oven would not get hot enough for a cake. I have been a lifelong vegetarian, initially from my upbringing and now by choice.


I continued my culinary journey in New York, where I moved to pursue a career on Wall Street at the intersection of technology, finance, and strategy. New York City opened up a whole new world of cuisines and flavors. My husband and I dined out several times a week before our daughter was born, scouring blogs for the best restaurants (the unofficial count is somewhere north of 300). Everything is research. I am the pesky diner that must know what’s in every dish and takes notes at dinner. We also traveled extensively and heavily prioritized sampling local cuisine over sightseeing. Travel has been the best teacher, opening our minds and our palates. We took our homework seriously before each trip, researching the local cuisine and its origins, and where we could find the best vegetarian food. When we returned, I would obsessively experiment in my tiny Manhattan kitchen until I perfected my favorite dishes from the trip.


When a routine physical a few months after I had my baby revealed that my hemoglobin A1C was in the pre-diabetic range, I started to research what “healthy” food really meant. I learned that white carbs from starchy foods are broken down almost as fast as sugar in your body—and you can eat a whole lot more pasta than you can eat sugar! I learned that “whole wheat” today usually meant ultra-processed when made in modern mills, and still metabolized quickly to glucose. I learned that I wasn’t eating nearly as many vegetables as I was supposed to, and that I didn’t need to avoid fat. And I learned about insulin resistance and the science behind why we put on weight.


I began to follow a low-carb, Mediterranean-style diet, cutting down on processed foods, starch, and added sugar. This led me to create alternative versions of the dishes I’ve enjoyed and that I now present to you. Eating this way has had a transformative effect on my health and energy levels and has become a way of life that is enjoyable and sustainable.


The process of finalizing recipes for this book was exhilarating and excruciating in equal measure. This is the first time I’ve shared my passion for food and cooking beyond my immediate family. I have tried to give you a glimpse of the world’s cuisines that I have been fortunate to learn from and experience, highlighting their uniqueness and rejoicing in their commonalities.


Although the recipes are not the most authentic representations of these dishes, they are delightful interpretations that you can enjoy on a low-carb diet. I hope to be a bridge to the flavors of these traditional cuisines and spark in my readers some of the appreciation for them that I feel so deeply. You will find that I’ve also taken creative liberties with some dishes, often in the form of an Indian influence.


I hope this book makes you feel like you took a little trip around the world with me. More importantly, I hope it makes eating healthy fun, as it should be.





General Guidance


INGREDIENTS


Unless otherwise specified, in this book, eggs are large, olive oil is extra-virgin, salt is table salt, and butter is unsalted.


I often specify the type of oil to use for a particular recipe—for example, olive oil for sautéing, versus avocado oil for the higher temperatures of the air fryer or oven. You can use other oils if you prefer, but please be aware of the smoke point of the oil and use it appropriately.


I use a nonstick spray to grease my baking pans. I also often use an olive oil spray or avocado oil spray to toast bread.


Be sure to review the ingredient list before you begin each recipe, to make sure you don’t miss any important timing information—for example, I may have called for cooked chickpeas, or beans soaked overnight.


Any Parmesan used is vegetarian; however, if you are not particular about using rennet-free cheeses, then go ahead and use your favorite variety.


Greek yogurt is not the same as Greek-style yogurt. For the best results and nutritional benefits, use Greek yogurt where specified in this book.


For the best results, use blanched almond flour as called for in various recipes in the book and not almond meal. Blanched almond flour has a finer and lighter texture than almond meal, as it is made from skinned almonds.


Specialty ingredients from various cuisines are used in several recipes in this book and can be purchased in specialty stores or online. I’ve also specified substitutions wherever possible.


EQUIPMENT


Invest in a scale and weigh all your ingredients for best results. I’ve provided all measurements in this book in both volume and metric units. (Note, where “cups” are specified, I am referring to US cups.) In this book, 1 tsp. = 5ml and 1 Tbsp. = 15ml.


The recipes in this book call for cooking in a (convection or fan) oven, an air-fryer, or a pressure cooker. Settings for these devices may vary, so use the visual indicators provided in each recipe as a guide and adjust your cooking times and temperatures as needed (I have an Instant Pot pressure cooker and have provided settings for it when used). If you have a conventional oven, you can increase the cooking time by about 20% as a general rule of thumb. When I call for small, medium, and large cooking pans in my recipes, I mean 8 in/20cm, 10 in/26cm and 12 in/30cm respectively.


NUTRITION


Nutritional information is provided on a best-efforts basis and intended as a general guide of nutritional content only. Please see the nutritional disclaimer in the appendix for more details.


Carbs and protein provide 4 calories of energy per gram, while fat provides 9 calories of energy per gram. In the Nutrition Per Serving donut chart for each recipe, the donut segments represent the total calories per serving provided by each macronutrient, while the label indicates the amount of each macronutrient in grams. (See the explanation for Zucchini Bread nutrition chart, opposite.)


In the nutritional information provided, the carb content includes fiber and the fiber content is specified separately, per convention in the United States. To calculate net carbs, deduct fiber from the carbs. For example, in the Zucchini Bread (page 14), net carbs per slice = 10g - 3g = 7g.


Most of the recipes in this book can be veganized using the suggestions provided. Please be aware that nutritional information, texture, and taste may change significantly when modifying a non-vegan recipe to be vegan.


Recipes in this book are predominantly gluten-free. But this is not specifically a gluten-free cookbook. If you have a gluten-free dietary requirement, then please exercise extra caution to ensure that your final product is suitable for your needs, and use gluten-free versions of ingredients such as tamari or soy sauce, gochujang sauce, oats, etc.


We are made of what we eat and what our food eats. To maximize nutritional value and help save our planet, choose pasture-raised or grass-fed dairy and eggs, and produce that is grown sustainably without the use of toxic chemicals.
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BREADS



ZUCCHINI BREAD


CHICKPEA CREPES


AVOCADO TOAST


PAV BHAJI


ROASTED RED PEPPER AND SPINACH QUESADILLAS


INJERA WITH MISIR WAT, GOMEN, AND ATAKILT


DOSAS WITH CHUTNEY


SOCCA PIZZA


EGGPLANT CHILE CHEESE TOAST


KHACHAPURI


All breads are not created equal. I’ll save you a rant here about mass-produced, ultra-processed supermarket breads and instead tell you that the reason you’ll want to try my breads is the flavor. Meet chickpea flour (or besan or gram flour)—the superhero of this section. It will quickly become a staple in your pantry. I combine it with blanched almond flour to create my Zucchini Bread (page 14), which is so easy and versatile you will wonder how you ever did without it. I use it all over this book, not just in this chapter. Later in this section, you will also see chickpea flour used to make Socca Pizza (page 32), a traditional flatbread that’s a staple in the French and Italian Riviera, and a thinned-down version of the same batter that makes wonderful crepes. But wait—as a self-respecting South Indian, how could I leave you without a recipe for crispy Dosas with Chutney (page 30)?


I hope this chapter is a revelation to you and shows you how easy it is to make healthy breads from scratch that can be used across so many cuisines. And I hope you take away some favorites for your own use.
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Zucchini Bread, page 14






Zucchini Bread


SERVES: 10


This low-carb, gluten-free, protein-rich bread has a mild savory flavor and gorgeous moist texture from the zucchini. It is endlessly versatile—use it for everything from grilled cheese to pav bhaji to breadcrumbs! It took me dozens of tries to perfect this recipe, but now it gets rave reviews, every time. I recommend you keep a loaf on standby in the freezer because it features in several recipes in this book, such as the Avocado Toast (page 20), Pav Bhaji (page 23), Eggs Florentine (page 137) and French Onion Soup (page 120).


This bread is dense and filling, so you will find that you cannot eat as much as you would of regular white or whole-wheat bread. Note that the vegan version will not rise as much as the original, but it tastes just as delicious and works better for croutons (page 109) and breadcrumbs (page 184).


1 medium zucchini/courgette (7 oz/200g)


½ tsp + 1 pinch salt, divided


1 cup/120g chickpea flour


1 scant cup/100g blanched almond flour


1 Tbsp baking powder


1 Tbsp ground flaxseed


2 eggs




TO VEGANIZE


Use these ingredient amounts:


1 medium zucchini (7 oz/200g)


½ tsp + 1 pinch salt, divided


1 heaping cup/140g chickpea flour


1 heaping cup/120g blanched almond flour


1½ Tbsp baking powder


2 Tbsp ground flaxseed


6 Tbsp aquafaba (soaking liquid from a can of chickpeas)





Follow the recipe as instructed, omitting the eggs and adding the aquafaba in Step 5. Bake for 45–55 minutes.





 


Step 1. Grate the zucchini using the smaller holes of a box grater. Sprinkle a pinch of salt over the zucchini and let sit for 10–15 minutes to draw out moisture.


Step 2. Preheat the oven to 350°F/180°C. Lightly grease an 8½ x 4½ x 2½ in/20½ x 11 x 5½cm loaf pan.


Step 3. Combine the chickpea flour, almond flour, baking powder, flaxseed, and the remaining ½ teaspoon of salt in a large bowl and mix well. Beat the eggs lightly in a separate bowl.


Step 4. Place the zucchini in a thin towel, paper towel, or a nut-milk bag and squeeze over a bowl to get as much moisture out as possible (I usually get at least ¼ cup/60ml). Reserve the water for the next step.


Step 5. Add ¼ cup/60ml zucchini water, the beaten egg, and grated zucchini to the dry ingredients and stir well with a large spoon or whisk, breaking up any lumps. If the batter is too thick to combine, add a bit more zucchini water, 1 tablespoon at a time, up to 4 tablespoons, supplementing with regular water if needed. The batter should be thick, like a lump of wet sand.


Step 6. Transfer the batter to the prepared pan and tap gently on the counter to settle. Bake for 35–45 minutes, or until golden brown on top and a toothpick inserted in the center comes out clean.


Step 7. Let cool for 15–20 minutes. Loosen around the edges of the pan with a butter knife if necessary. Transfer to a flat surface to slice, and serve just as you would any other bread!


COOKING NOTES


Squeeze the zucchini hard to get as much moisture out as possible. This is the key to not ending up with a soggy mess!


Store the bread in an airtight container for 3–5 days at room temperature, or up to 3 months in the freezer. Defrost at room temperature for 4–5 hours or overnight.
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Chickpea Crepes, page 18






Chickpea Crepes


SERVES: 4


This is a tasty and versatile flatbread that can be used in many dishes, such as Roasted Red Pepper and Spinach Quesadillas (page 25), Huevos Rancheros (page 134), and as a stand in for Injera (page 26). This is the kind of recipe that takes practice, but I urge you to master it, as the possibilities are endless and exciting! Flavor your crepes with garlic or onion powder, add texture with chia seeds, nigella seeds, or sesame seeds, and use the finished crepes as a tortilla, roti, or wrap. See my Mezze Platter (page 142) for a fluffier version you can use in place of pita or garlic naan.


½ heaping cup/80g chickpea flour


½ tsp fine sea salt


½ tsp dried oregano


¾ cup + 2 Tbsp/210ml warm water


 


Step 1. Combine the chickpea flour, salt, and oregano in a bowl. Add ½ cup/120ml of warm water and whisk to combine until smooth, breaking up lumps. Add the remaining 6 Tbsp./90ml water and whisk until smooth. Let sit at room temperature for at least 2 hours, or up to 4 hours. The batter will be the consistency of heavy cream/ double cream.


Step 2. Lightly grease a small nonstick frying pan by rubbing a paper towel with a few drops of oil over it or using an oil spray. Heat over medium heat.


Step 3. When the pan is hot, stir the batter and pour ¼ cup/60ml of batter into the pan. The batter will sizzle as it hits the pan. Swirl the pan if necessary to coat the sides. Cook until you see the crepe dry completely on top and the edges get lightly browned, 2–3 minutes. Use a flat spatula to lift the edges up gently and peek at the bottom. If you cannot lift the edges up, that means the crepe is not done, so wait another minute.
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