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PREFACE

I get mixed reactions to the title of this book. Some people say, “That’s me!” Others seem offended at the suggestion that there could be anything accidental about choosing a vegan diet. I wasn’t a vegan when I first wrote most of these recipes and I’m not a vegan now, although lately I’ve been avoiding most animal products in order to keep my cholesterol level down. I’ve read reviews holding that someone who isn’t strictly vegan has no place writing a vegan cookbook. I disagree!

There are so many good reasons for us to collectively eat less meat and dairy. My personal health concerns have shown me firsthand that it makes sense to limit consumption of animal products. There are environmental and humanitarian reasons as well. A United Nations report early in 2007 fingered livestock as the single largest source of greenhouse gases, contributing more toward global warming than even transportation.

Rising food costs all over the globe can be traced in part to rising standards of living in formerly poor countries, increasing the demand for meat, which exacts a heavy toll on the planet’s resources in comparison to plant-based foods. Too much land is being used to grow feed for livestock rather than food for humans, and as a result, there isn’t enough food to go around.

My current business includes a farmers’ market concession serving vegetarian dishes based on local, seasonal ingredients. Nearly every day I hear someone commenting, “Smells wonderful, but I’m not a vegetarian.” I tell them that you don’t have to be vegetarian or vegan to eat vegetarian or vegan food, just like you don’t have to be Thai to eat Thai food, but they’re not convinced. I want to find a way to reach these people, to encourage them not to automatically reject this cuisine just because it doesn’t happen to have meat. I doubt that any of them includes meat in every single one of their meals, even those who proudly proclaim, “I’m a carnivore!” Toast and coffee is a vegetarian meal, and so are pancakes, waffles, and many mainstream soups.

I’ve come to believe that much of the resistance I encounter toward vegetarian and vegan food runs much deeper than the meal currently at hand. Meat has always been a special food for humans, from the times of Paleolithic hunters and ancient religious sacrifices to the modern-day Thanksgiving turkey tradition. It’s no accident that the biblical tale recounts a divine preference for Abel’s meat over Cain’s vegetables (and it’s equally telling that Cain, the farmer, is the survivor). These ancient stories speak of a bias or preference that is still largely with us, despite the fact that so much of the contemporary meat supply is mass-produced, diseased, and dirty.

Despite our long history of viewing meat as special, it really shouldn’t be so hard to market meatless meals. Tasty food is tasty food, regardless of what’s in it or not in it. Some of the resistance I encounter can no doubt be traced back to the bland, austere fodder that characterized the early natural foods movement, when health invariably trumped flavor and even salt, vinegar, and spices were suspect. Unfortunately, these stereotypes have persisted even as vegetarian and vegan food has come into its own as a vibrant cuisine during the past thirty years or so.

Another reason for the persistent negative image of the vegetarian and vegan movements may be the evangelical tone of so much of the outreach. The very terms vegetarian and vegan describe a diet completely free of meat products or animal products, respectively. Despite all of the excellent reasons to eat this way, only a small percentage of people have taken the step of completely renouncing these foods. Perhaps a piecemeal approach would be more effective, at least for some. After all, every meal that doesn’t include meat lessens the demand for it and the toll it takes on our planet, regardless of whether or not the person eating it is a strict vegetarian or vegan.

The purpose of this book is not to convert anyone to a strictly vegan diet, although I’d certainly be happy to see more people eating this way. Instead, I’m hoping that more of us can learn to prepare a range of foods that are healthy and sustainable without necessarily thinking in those all-or-nothing terms, which can get in the way of taking smaller steps on a daily basis.

Many of the recipes in this book come from culinary traditions other than the Anglo-American style, which evolved in the context of a powerful cattle industry and wide-open spaces for grazing. The foods we find in other parts of the world tend to use meat sparingly because the real cost of producing animal products hasn’t been obscured by an infrastructure geared toward producing these foods cheaply. The Western meat-based social and economic bias hides expenses such as environmental degradation, destruction of indigenous traditions, and rampant health problems. We have a great deal to learn from those societies that haven’t had the luxury of this widespread denial.

Virtually every culture in the world has evolved a language of food as a way to create order and meaning out of its own unique ecological niche. The cuisine of a people expresses its values and its personality, its ingenuity and its quirks. As we grapple with the limitations of the Western cultural model, the foods and flavors of other regions can guide us in building a new relationship with our own landscape, one that helps the land regenerate and gives each of us some of the tools we need to restore our personal health.

The world of sustainable food and healthy eating sometimes feels like a vast minefield. No sooner do we learn that a certain food, such as fat, is bad for us than we start hearing that it may not be that harmful after all. Meat contains cholesterol and saturated fat, but grass-fed beef may have much less. Vegetarian and vegan eating can lessen the risk of heart disease and some cancers, but vegan diets can be deficient in vitamin B12, an essential nutrient. Organic food is better for the environment, but less so when it’s shipped from far away.

It can be especially difficult to make consistently good choices because we eat several times a day and there aren’t always good options to be found wherever we happen to find ourselves when we’re hungry. To make matters worse, the advertising industry latches onto each new study, and huge food conglomerates are quick to introduce products that exploit the kernel of truth in every fresh discovery. It’s enough to make anyone feel cynical or discouraged.

I think about food day in and day out, but I try not to set impossibly high standards for myself because the issues are so complex and the choices so numerous. I’m wary of absolutes and simple answers when it comes to everything from vegetarianism and veganism to organics and eating locally to industrial agriculture and processed foods. Eating well is an ongoing quest, and I want to approach it with an open mind and a sense of humor.

If you want to take part in this dialog further—whether you agree or disagree with my ruminations—you can visit my blog at quirkygourmet.com and leave comments. I write about these issues regularly, and I look forward to feedback. In the meantime, please go ahead and enjoy the food!


INTRODUCTION

Cooking starts with shopping: deciding where to go for our raw materials. That’s a choice that takes into account everything from what’s closest to what we can afford to what matters to us in the larger scheme of things, like our feelings about compassion or the environment. I’ve heard people say that they’d like to eat more vegetarian food but they can’t afford it. That always strikes me as strange, as vegetables are usually less expensive than meat, at least when they’re of like quality. But there really isn’t any vegetarian equivalent of McDonald’s or Taco Bell, with ninety-nine cent meals and cheap, supersized portions.

The fact is, we spend money on what matters to us. I know people who are barely scraping by who buy almost all of their food at farmers’ markets, and I’ve met people who live in mansions who fill their cupboards with processed garbage from big-box warehouses. I try for a middle ground. I will sometimes buy mainstream products that aren’t grown organically, but I do look for items that have no preservatives or other artificial ingredients.

It’s great to buy organic foods, but it can be difficult to know whether a producer is just hopping on the bandwagon and making money from the latest trend or carefully creating a clean product because they believe in healthful food. It’s easier to tell the difference when we can meet producers face to face, like at a farmers’ market or a neighborhood bakery.

EATING WELL WHILE SPENDING LESS

Although good food costs more than processed food, you don’t necessarily have to spend a lot of money to eat well. Sure, some quality items are costly, like fine olive oil and organic produce, but there are also plenty of wonderful foods that are very affordable, even in an age of rapidly climbing prices. I try to look for a happy medium, like picking a decent olive oil that isn’t terribly expensive, or choosing organics when the price isn’t that much higher than conventional produce.

Above all, it’s important to know what different foods usually cost and to be aware of the price of each item you put in your shopping cart. Don’t automatically buy the cheapest thing, but don’t spend more than you have to just because you’re not paying attention. Try not to assume that something is better just because it’s more expensive. Get to know your own preferences and priorities so you can make solid, conscious decisions about when it’s worthwhile to pay more. Note the price per pound when you’re buying bulk items, and be aware of how many pounds you’re putting in the bag.

If you enjoy shopping and you have the time for it, get to know the ethnic specialty stores and corner produce stands in your area. Items like rice noodles and dried chiles are often quite a bit cheaper in shops that specialize in these types of food. Neighborhood fruit and vegetable stands tend to have great prices on fresh offerings. Many of them also have their own particular specialties. There’s one place I frequent that consistently has cheap, perfectly ripe avocados, and another one with great prices on fresh herbs.

Eat fruits and vegetables in season. Artichokes, asparagus, and snow peas can be three or four times as expensive in the winter as they are in the spring. Unlike cars or furniture, with produce low prices often correlate with high quality. Fruits and vegetables in season are abundant and fresh, while out of season they tend to be wilted and jet-lagged, or tasteless because they’ve been harvested prematurely.

Don’t assume that you’re getting a great price on everything you buy in a big-box discount store. Items at these mega warehouses can certainly be cheaper, but I also see plenty of items there that I can buy cheaper someplace else, and in smaller quantities. Keep in mind that if you buy more than you need in order to get a lower unit price, you’re not really saving any money.

While we all want to save money on groceries, there are also times when it makes sense to spend more. According to Eric Schlosser, author of Fast Food Nation, Americans today spend a smaller percentage of our income on food than any other culture in the history of the world. I’ve heard figures ranging from 11 to 15 percent. Whatever the exact number, it’s partly a result of federal policies aimed at preventing the kind of widespread discontent that occurred when food prices rose during the 1970s, causing angry housewives to boycott meat and picket grocery stores.

To keep food prices low, the government now pays subsidies to farmers for growing staple crops, especially corn and soy. As a result of these payments, we’re so overloaded with these foods that ranchers feed them to livestock and chemists devise new ways to use them. Their experiments have yielded, among other things, the sweetener high-fructose corn syrup, which is now used in most soft drinks, as well as many processed foods. Some researchers have linked the rising incidence of adult-onset diabetes to the introduction of this highly processed corn syrup into our diets.

It’s quite possible that we’d spend less on health care if we opted for better, more wholesome foods. But it still makes sense to pay attention to prices and make informed purchasing decisions.

ORGANICS

Organic foods are produced without chemical fertilizers and pesticides. Of course that’s something we all want. After all, cleaner food means healthier bodies and a less toxic planet. But organics have become big business during the past twenty years. As the organic movement has grown increasingly popular and mainstream, it’s become something of a mixed blessing.

Until relatively recently, few states had any kind of system in place for regulating organic products. Anyone could claim their products were organic, whether or not they actually were. This became a real problem as consumers showed that they were willing to pay more for food that was produced without chemicals. As a result, the organic movement, which had started with a bunch of idealistic farmers and visionary entrepreneurs, soon spread to much larger corporations, who didn’t necessarily share those values.

During the 1990s, Congress started moving toward regulations specifying how foods and other goods must be produced to be labeled as organic. They appointed a task force made up of industry lobbyists as well as forward-thinking farmers, who eventually came up with a list of standards that the big companies thought were too rigid but the little guys felt weren’t strict enough.

In 2002, the National Organic Program was enacted. This legislation paved the way for all kinds of organic products that had little to do with the ideals that fueled the movement in its early days, like organic sugared breakfast cereals and highly processed organic cookies. “Industrial organic” farms now cultivate vast fields of individual crop varieties, using practices that look an awful lot like mainstream agriculture, minus the chemicals.

At the same time, the national organic certification standards spurred many people who were deeply concerned about wholesome food and sustainable farming to innovate and find new ways to set their offerings apart. Many small-scale producers who use organic methods are opting out of the costly and time-consuming certification process, choosing instead to market their products directly to consumers through community supported agriculture (CSA) programs, or by selling at farmers’ markets.

Savvy consumers are looking for opportunities to buy products that are locally grown and produced, shortening the supply chain and lessening the amount of energy that goes into shipping and storage. There are many other benefits to this approach. Farmers who sell their crops locally tend to operate on a smaller scale than industrial farms. Even when they’re not strictly organic, small-scale operations generally use fewer pesticides per acre than larger outfits. They’re also more likely to intersperse rows of different crops, a practice that in itself lessens the need for pesticides.

So how do you decide what to buy? I recommend asking yourself what’s most important to you. If you’re looking to lessen the environmental impact of your personal food chain, it’s as important to buy food that’s produced locally as it is to buy organic food. If you’re mainly concerned about health effects, you might want to choose all organic foods, regardless of where they’re grown. And if you’re especially interested in building community, choose items that are locally produced. No matter which of these issues is your greatest priority, if you support your local farmers’ market you’ll find foods that fit all of these criteria.


APPETIZERS

Dips

Hummus

Anasazi Bean Dip

Ful Madamas (Fava Bean Dip)

Veggie-Walnut Pâté

Baba Ghanoush

Afghani Eggplant Dip

Artichoke Dip

Roasted Pepper Dip

Finger Foods

Egg Rolls

Pot Stickers

Hummus and Roasted Pepper Roll-Ups

Mu Shu Veggie Rolls

Spring Rolls

Nori Rolls

Dolmades

Stuffed Mushrooms

Deep-Fried Artichoke Hearts

Rice Balls with Umeboshi Plums

Tomato-Herb Bread

HUMMUS


MAKES ABOUT 2½ CUPS

Hummus, one of the world’s great dips, goes well with raw veggies, crackers, tortilla chips, or pita bread. If you use more olive oil, you’ll make a richer hummus; if you use less, you’ll make one that’s lower in fat.




1 clove garlic

1 to 2 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil

2 cups cooked chickpeas, or 1 (15-ounce) can, drained and rinsed

1 tablespoon chopped parsley

3 tablespoons freshly squeezed lemon juice

¼ cup tahini

1 teaspoon sea salt

½ cup water



Combine the garlic and oil in a food processor and pulse until the garlic is finely chopped. Add the chickpeas, parsley, lemon juice, tahini, and salt, and process briefly. With the machine running, slowly add the water and process until smooth.

ANASAZI BEAN DIP


MAKES 3 CUPS

Although pinto beans are commonly used in bean dips, Anasazi beans, with their fuller flavor, are a nice change of pace. You can find them in natural food stores and specialty markets. You need to soak the beans for at least a few hours before cooking, so plan ahead.




2 cups dry Anasazi beans

4 cups water, or more as needed

1 onion, chopped

2 cloves garlic, minced

1 tomato, chopped, or 1 cup canned crushed tomatoes or tomato puree

1 (4-ounce) can diced mild green chiles, or 2 Anaheim chiles, diced

1 tablespoon chili powder, mild or hot

1 teaspoon ground cumin

1 teaspoon dried oregano

1 teaspoon sea salt

2 tablespoons red wine vinegar



Cover the beans in water about 1 inch deep over the beans and let soak for a few hours or overnight.

Drain and rinse the beans, put them in a large saucepan, and add the 4 cups water. Bring to a boil over high heat, then turn the heat down to medium-low, cover, and simmer for 30 minutes. Stir in the onion, garlic, tomato, chiles, chili powder, cumin, oregano, and salt. Continue cooking for about 1 hour, until the beans are soft enough to break down when you stir them. Add more water if needed to prevent sticking. At the end of the cooking time, the beans should be thick and saucy.

When the beans are fully cooked, stir in the vinegar and serve the dip hot or cold, with veggies or chips.

FUL MADAMAS (FAVA BEAN DIP)


MAKES 2 CUPS

A cousin of Hummus (this page) and Baba Ghanoush (this page), Ful Madamas goes quite well with both of them. Egyptians serve the three dips together in separate mounds on a large plate and call the arrangement mezze.




1 tablespoon olive oil

2 cloves garlic, minced

1 tablespoon chopped parsley

1 (14-ounce) can fava beans, drained

1 tablespoon freshly squeezed lemon juice

1 teaspoon dried spearmint

½ teaspoon sea salt

Freshly ground black pepper



Heat the oil in a small skillet over medium-low heat, add the garlic and parsley, and sauté for 1 minute. Stir in the beans, lemon juice, spearmint, and salt. Season to taste with pepper and cook until heated through, stirring and mashing the beans a bit as they cook. Serve warm or at room temperature.

VEGGIE-WALNUT PÂTÉ


MAKES 2 TO 3 CUPS

This recipe is vaguely reminiscent of chopped liver (in the best possible way, if you can imagine that!). Serve it on crackers. If you want to add an extra layer of flavor, you can roast the walnuts (see Pantry, this page).




½ cup walnuts

2 cups of a combination of any of the following veggies, coarsely chopped: carrots, green beans, zucchini, broccoli, cauliflower, cooked winter squash, or red and green bell peppers

8 to 10 mushrooms

2 shallots, chopped

1 clove garlic, minced

2 tablespoons olive oil

1 teaspoon dried basil

1 teaspoon dried marjoram

Sea salt

Freshly ground black pepper

1 tablespoon freshly squeezed lemon juice



Chop the walnuts, mixed veggies, mushrooms, shallots, and garlic in a food processor until they’re the consistency of coarse bread crumbs. If your food processor is small, chop them in batches.

Heat the oil in a small saucepan over medium-low heat and sauté the veggie mixture, basil, and marjoram for 6 to 8 minutes, until they start to brown. Season with salt and pepper to taste, stir in the lemon juice, and serve warm or cold.

BABA GHANOUSH


MAKES 2 CUPS

Serve this dip with Hummus (this page) and pita bread for a light and satisfying meal.




2 eggplants

¼ cup tahini

2 tablespoons freshly squeezed lemon juice

1 tablespoon extra-virgin olive oil

2 cloves garlic, minced

1 tablespoon chopped parsley, or 1 teaspoon dried

1 teaspoon sea salt

½ teaspoon freshly ground black pepper



Preheat the oven to 400°F.

Poke the eggplants all over with a fork or knife, then bake on a cookie sheet until they’re wrinkled and soft, about 1 hour.

When the eggplants are cool enough to handle, scoop out the pulp and transfer to a food processor or blender. Add the tahini, lemon juice, olive oil, garlic, parsley, salt, and pepper and process until smooth. Serve at room temperature.

AFGHANI EGGPLANT DIP


MAKES 2 CUPS

Afghanistan lies between the Middle East and India, and as a result, it has a wonderful crossroads cuisine that brings together two fine sets of flavors.




2 eggplants

2 tablespoons freshly squeezed lemon juice

2 cloves garlic, minced

1 tablespoon chopped parsley

1 tablespoon chopped mint

½ teaspoon dried dill

½ teaspoon ground cumin

¼ teaspoon ground cardamom

1 teaspoon sea salt



Preheat the oven to 400°F.

Poke the eggplants all over with a fork or knife, then bake on a cookie sheet until they’re wrinkled and soft, about 1 hour.

When the eggplants are cool enough to handle, scoop out the pulp and transfer to a food processor or blender. Add the lemon juice, garlic, parsley, mint, dill, cumin, cardamom, and salt, and process until smooth. Serve at room temperature.

ARTICHOKE DIP


MAKES 2 CUPS

This dip is so flavorful that it’s hard to believe it doesn’t harden your arteries! It’s a great alternative to typical recipes for artichoke dip, which usually contain tons of mayonnaise and cream cheese.




1 (14-ounce) can artichoke hearts, drained

8 ounces soft tofu

2 tablespoons chopped basil

1 tablespoon freshly squeezed lemon juice

1 tablespoon extra-virgin olive oil

Sea salt



Combine the artichoke hearts, tofu, basil, lemon juice, and olive oil in a food processor or blender and process until smooth and creamy. Season with salt to taste and serve at room temperature or chilled.

ROASTED PEPPER DIP


MAKES 2 CUPS

I once made this dip for a party I catered, and one enthusiastic woman kept exclaiming, “It’s like life! This dip tastes like life!”




1 (8-ounce) jar roasted red bell peppers, drained

1 (14-ounce) can artichoke hearts, drained

½ cup whole almonds

1 clove garlic, minced

1 tablespoon freshly squeezed lemon juice

½ cup tightly packed basil leaves



Combine all of the ingredients in a food processor or blender and process until smooth. Serve at room temperature or chilled.

EGG ROLLS


MAKES 15 TO 20 EGG ROLLS

These egg rolls can be an appetizer or a meal in themselves. They taste a lot like the traditional Chinese version, minus the pork or shrimp. Serve them with Plum Sauce (this page), Teriyaki Marinade (this page), and Chinese hot mustard on the side. When purchasing the wrappers, check the ingredients list to be sure they don’t contain eggs. For tips on deep–frying, see Basic Techniques, this page.




1 tablespoon olive oil

1 onion, chopped

1 clove garlic, minced

1 tablespoon grated ginger

1 carrot, grated

6 to 8 mushrooms, minced

1 cup finely chopped bok choy or napa cabbage

½ cup bean sprouts

1 (5-ounce) can water chestnuts, drained and finely chopped

1 (5-ounce) can bamboo shoots in strips, drained

2 tablespoons soy sauce, or more to taste

1 teaspoon toasted sesame oil

1 (12-ounce) package egg roll or spring roll wrappers

Corn, peanut, or vegetable oil for frying



Heat the olive oil in a saucepan over medium-low heat, add the onion, garlic, and ginger, and sauté for about 5 minutes, until the onion is soft. Stir in the carrot, mushrooms, bok choy, sprouts, water chestnuts, bamboo shoots, soy sauce, and sesame oil and cook, stirring occasionally, for another 10 minutes, until the vegetables are soft.

To assemble the rolls, lay a wrapper in front of you diagonally, like a diamond. Spoon 2 to 3 tablespoons of filling, with as little juice as possible, in a horizontal line across the middle. Fold the bottom corner toward the middle, then fold the side corners over toward the center. With your finger, spread a bead of water along the remaining edges—the flap of the envelope—then roll the egg roll up from bottom to top as tightly as you can without ripping the wrapper. The wet edges should seal the roll.

Heat 1 inch of corn oil to about 360°F in a large skillet over medium-high heat. Carefully lower a few rolls at a time into the skillet and cook for about 3 minutes, then gently turn and continue cooking for about 3 minutes longer, until they’re brown on both sides.

Transfer to paper towels or clean brown bags to drain, and continue frying the rest of the egg rolls.

POT STICKERS


MAKES ABOUT 40 POT STICKERS

There’s something so satisfying about a savory mixture wrapped in dough. Think of tortellini, ravioli, pierogi, or kreplach. When purchasing the wrappers, check the ingredients list and make sure they don’t contain eggs.




1 tablespoon olive oil

1 onion, finely chopped

1 clove garlic, minced

1 tablespoon grated ginger

1 carrot, grated

6 to 8 mushrooms, minced

1 cup finely chopped bok choy or napa cabbage

½ cup bean sprouts

1 (5-ounce) can water chestnuts, drained and finely chopped

1 (5-ounce) can bamboo shoots, drained and finely chopped

2 tablespoons soy sauce, or more to taste

1 teaspoon toasted sesame oil

1 (10-ounce) package wonton or pot sticker wrappers

1 tablespoon peanut or canola oil

½ cup water



Heat the olive oil in a saucepan over medium-low heat, add the onion, garlic, and ginger, and sauté for about 5 minutes, until the onion is soft. Add the carrot, mushrooms, bok choy, sprouts, water chestnuts, bamboo shoots, soy sauce, and sesame oil and sauté for another 10 minutes, until the vegetables are tender.

To assemble the pot stickers, put a small teaspoonful of filling in the center of each wrapper. With your finger, spread a bead of water along the edges of the top half of the wrapper, then fold the wrapper up over the filling and press the edges together.

Heat the peanut oil in a large skillet and pan-fry the pot stickers for about 1 minute. Add the water, cover the pan, and cook for 6 to 8 minutes longer. Serve hot or warm.

HUMMUS AND ROASTED PEPPER ROLL-UPS


MAKES ABOUT 36 BITE-SIZED PIECES

These bite-sized spirals are quick and easy to assemble. That’s a good thing, as they disappear quickly, so you may need to make more!




6 (10-inch) flour tortillas

2 cups Hummus (this page)

1 (8-ounce) jar roasted red bell peppers, drained and cut into thin strips



With a spatula, cover a tortilla with a thin layer of hummus. Arrange a small handful of pepper strips in a thin line, starting at the top of the tortilla and ending at the bottom.

Roll the tortilla from left to right as tightly as you can without squeezing out the hummus and peppers, then slice the roll in bite-sized pieces. Discard (or eat) the end pieces.

Repeat with the remaining ingredients.

MU SHU VEGGIE ROLLS


MAKES 8 TO 10 ROLLS

When you order a mu shu plate in a Chinese restaurant, you get a variety of components that you assemble into burrito-like rolls. In this recipe you assemble them ahead of time to serve as appetizers.




8 ounces firm tofu, cut in strips

1 cup Plum Sauce (this page)

1 tablespoon olive oil

½ onion, minced

2 cloves garlic, minced

1 tablespoon grated ginger

3 carrots, grated

1 bunch baby bok choy (about 1 pound), chopped

1 tablespoon soy sauce

8 to 10 (8-inch) flour tortillas

1 cup cooked brown rice



Marinate the tofu in half of the plum sauce for at least 10 minutes.

Heat the oil in a saucepan over medium-low heat, add the onion, garlic, and ginger, and sauté for 5 minutes, until the onion is soft. Add the carrots, bok choy, and soy sauce and sauté for another 5 minutes, until the vegetables are tender. Turn off the heat and add the marinated tofu along with 2 tablespoons of its marinade.

Spread a layer of remaining plum sauce in a line down the middle of each tortilla, then layer a heaping tablespoon of rice and ½ cup of the veggie mixture over the plum sauce. Roll up like a burrito, then repeat with the remaining ingredients, and serve.

SPRING ROLLS


MAKES 15 TO 20 ROLLS

Serve these refreshing, crunchy appetizers with Peanut Sauce (this page).




8 ounces thin rice noodles

20 leaves basil, coarsely chopped

20 leaves mint, coarsely chopped

2 cups baby salad greens

8 ounces firm tofu, cut in long, thin strips

1 tablespoon grated ginger

¼ cup soy sauce

2 tablespoons freshly squeezed lime juice

1 (16-ounce) package rice paper spring roll wrappers



Put the noodles in a bowl, pour in boiling water to cover by a couple of inches, and soak the noodles for 10 minutes, until soft. Drain the noodles, rinse with cold water, and shake the colander to get rid of any excess moisture. Return the noodles to the bowl, add the basil, mint, salad greens, tofu, ginger, soy sauce, and lime juice, and mix well.

Prepare a bowl of warm water large enough to dip the spring roll wrappers. Briefly dip 6 wrappers, one at a time, into the warm water, then spread them on a work surface in front of you. Put ¼ cup filling on each wrapper. The wrappers should soften by the time you get the filling onto all of them.

Fold the bottom of the first wrapper up over the filling, then fold each side toward the center. Roll from the bottom to the top of each roll as tightly as you can without ripping the rice paper. If you do rip it, just roll another wrapper around the whole thing when you do the next batch. Repeat this process with the remaining ingredients.

NORI ROLLS


MAKES 60 TO 80 BITE-SIZED PIECES

Slices of this crunchy, flavorful vegetarian sushi make a colorful appetizer tray. You’ll need a bamboo sushi mat, which you can buy in natural food stores and Asian groceries. While you’re there, also look for the umeboshi plum paste, wasabi, pickled ginger, and nori, a seaweed product pressed into rectangular sheets. You can buy nori toasted, in which case you can use it right out of the package. Otherwise, toast it for a few seconds by holding it about a foot over a low flame on a stovetop burner or over an electric burner set on low heat. The nori will turn dark green when it’s ready.




4 cups water

2 cups short-grain brown rice

2 tablespoons grated ginger

3 tablespoons rice vinegar

3 tablespoons tahini

3 tablespoons soy sauce, plus more for serving

10 sheets toasted nori

4 carrots, cut into sticks 3 to 5 inches long

20 green beans, trimmed

5 teaspoons umeboshi paste

Wasabi paste, for serving

Pickled ginger, for serving



Bring the water to a boil in a saucepan over high heat, then stir in the rice, lower the heat, cover, and simmer for about 45 minutes, until all of the water is absorbed. Meanwhile, soak the ginger in the rice vinegar for at least 15 minutes.

When the rice is ready, transfer it to a large bowl, add the tahini, soy sauce, and the ginger mixture, and stir until thoroughly combined. Spread it in a thin layer against the bowl, then put it in the refrigerator to cool.

When the rice is mostly cool, lay a sheet of nori on the sushi mat with the long side facing you (the strips of bamboo in the sushi mat should also be oriented horizontally).

Spread about ½ cup of the rice mixture across the lower third of the nori, starting about 1 inch from the edge of the nori closest to you. Arrange 2 carrot sticks and 2 green beans in a horizontal line along the center of the rice. Roll the mat tightly around the nori, using the mat to press the roll together. Spread about ½ teaspoon of umeboshi paste along the upper edge of the nori, then finish rolling and gently press on the seam to seal. Repeat with the remaining ingredients.

Cut each roll into 6 to 8 pieces. This will be easiest if you use a sharp or a serrated knife.

Serve with soy sauce, wasabi, and pickled ginger.

DOLMADES


MAKES 20 TO 30 DOLMADES

Dolmades, or stuffed grape leaves, are a common food in the Middle East. This Greek version is delicious with Tahini Dressing (this page) served alongside. If you have access to fresh grape leaves, you can brine them yourself. Pick them in late spring, when they’re about the size of a woman’s hand. Boil them in salted water for 10 to 15 minutes, until they soften.




2 tablespoons olive oil

1 onion, minced

2 cups cooked short-grain brown rice

2 tablespoons tomato paste

½ cup raw sunflower seeds

½ teaspoon ground cinnamon

2 tablespoons freshly squeezed lemon juice

½ teaspoon sea salt

Pinch of freshly ground black pepper

1 (8-ounce) jar grape leaves, drained



Heat 1 tablespoon of the oil in a small saucepan over medium-low heat, add the onion, and sauté for about 5 minutes, until soft. Stir in the rice, tomato paste, sunflower seeds, cinnamon, lemon juice, salt, and pepper and remove from the heat.

Preheat the oven to 375°F. Oil an 8-inch square baking pan.

Spread 10 grape leaves on a work surface with the darker side facing down. Spoon a heaping tablespoon of filling onto each leaf. Fold the bottom up over the filling, fold the sides toward the middle, and then roll toward the top. Arrange the rolled leaves closely together in the prepared pan, seam side down, and brush the tops with the remaining tablespoon of oil. Cover with foil and bake for 35 to 40 minutes, until the leaves are tender. Serve hot or cold.

STUFFED MUSHROOMS


MAKES 10 TO 15 STUFFED MUSHROOMS

My mother makes these appetizers on special occasions, using butter rather than olive oil. This vegan variation is close runner-up to her tasty version. Use the largest button mushrooms you can find, and peel them. You may wonder how to peel mushrooms. Here’s how you do it: When you remove the stem from a large mushroom, the skin in the middle will start to separate from the head. Use this as your starting point to peel away the rest of the skin. This makes the mushrooms especially tender.




1 pound large mushrooms

4 tablespoons olive oil

1 onion, chopped

1 teaspoon sea salt

1 teaspoon dried basil

1 cup bread crumbs



Preheat the oven to 375°F.

Remove the stems from the mushrooms and, preferably, peel the caps (see headnote). Finely chop the stems.

Heat 2 tablespoons of the oil in a small skillet, add the mushroom stems and onion, and sauté for about 10 minutes, until the mushroom stems begin to release their moisture. Stir in the salt, basil, and bread crumbs.

Put about a tablespoon of filling in each mushroom, rounding the top with the spoon. Pour the remaining 2 tablespoons oil in an 8-inch square baking pan, set the mushrooms carefully in the pan, and bake for 45 to 55 minutes, until the tops start to brown.

DEEP-FRIED ARTICHOKE HEARTS


MAKES 15 TO 20 PIECES

Okay, this appetizer is indulgent, but once or twice a year maybe? Serve it with Basil Mayonnaise (this page). Yum!




Corn or vegetable oil, for frying

½ cup unbleached white or whole wheat flour

½ teaspoon sea salt

1 (14-ounce) can quartered artichoke hearts, drained



Heat 1 inch of oil in a small skillet over medium-low heat for deep-frying (see Basic Techniques, this page for tips on deep-frying). Meanwhile, mix the flour and salt in a small bowl. Add the artichoke hearts and toss to evenly coat with the flour.

When the oil is hot (about 360°F), use tongs or a slotted spoon to add the artichoke hearts to the oil one at a time, waiting a few seconds after you add each one. Fry for 2 to 3 minutes, then turn them and fry for another 2 to 3 minutes, until they’re brown on both sides. Transfer to paper towels or clean brown bags to drain. Serve warm or hot.

RICE BALLS WITH UMEBOSHI PLUMS


MAKES 6 BALLS

These rice balls are tasty and filling, with a tart and salty surprise at the center. They keep well and make an excellent snack to take along on a hike or bicycle ride. Watch for pits when you eat them! You can find black sesame seeds and umeboshi plums in Asian markets, as well as many natural food stores.




2 cups water

1 cup short-grain brown rice

1 tablespoon tahini

2 tablespoons soy sauce

1 tablespoon rice vinegar

1 teaspoon grated ginger

6 umeboshi plums

¼ cup black sesame seeds



Bring the water to a boil, then stir in the rice, lower the heat, cover, and simmer for 45 minutes, until all of the water is absorbed.

Let the rice stand until it’s cool enough to handle, then mix it with the tahini, soy sauce, vinegar, and ginger. Shape the rice into balls with a 2½-inch diameter, wetting your hands if the rice sticks to them. Press a plum into the center of each ball and close the rice around it, then roll the balls in the sesame seeds. Serve warm or cold.

TOMATO-HERB BREAD


MAKES 6 SERVINGS

This appetizer is reminiscent of crostini, but easier to make. With the combination of basil, olives, and sun-dried tomatoes in fresh, warm bread, it’s a nice accompaniment to pasta.




½ cup sun-dried tomatoes

1 cup tightly packed basil leaves

12 to 15 pitted kalamata olives

2 tablespoons olive oil

½ teaspoon sea salt

¼ teaspoon freshly ground black pepper

1 loaf of wonderful crusty bread



Preheat the oven to 350°F. Soak the sun-dried tomatoes in boiling water for a few minutes, until softened.

Drain the tomatoes, then put them in a food processor or blender along with the basil, olives, oil, salt, and pepper. Process until almost smooth, stopping to scrape down the sides a few times if need be.

Slice the bread open lengthwise but not all the way through, and spread it with the tomato mixture. Close the bread back up, wrap it in foil, and bake for 10 minutes, until it’s warm in the center. Slice the bread about 1 inch thick, open the slices, and arrange the pieces on a serving plate, with the cut side up.




End of sample
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