
greattastes

Somewhere out there, on a 

verdant piece of farmland, a 

hog weeps. His moment has 

passed; the fat lady has sung. 

In the past couple of years, the spot-

light has shifted toward a new stream 

of chefs focused on lighter fare that 

places vegetables front and center. 

Some have been immersed in plant-

based food for decades; others have 

only recently come to discover the 

possibility and freedom that vegetable-

centric cooking offers. They’re apply-

ing techniques both traditional and 

contemporary to take Mother Earth’s 

offerings to new heights, even for a 

classic, hearty main course. 

Changes in the kitchen inevitably 

make waves among diners. Vegetar-

ians now have options; gone are main 

courses comprised of thrown-together 

sides or a dolled-up grilled portobello 

mushroom. Omnivores face both op-

portunities and challenges; they’re 

forced to reevaluate what it means to 

eat a fulfilling meal; they must learn 

to see a steak-free plate as a place for 

potential rather than loss. 

Meat cheats

In Philadelphia, Vedge owners Rich 

Landau and Kate Jacoby observe the 

so-called “vegetable revolution” with 

knowing smiles. “This is the way we’ve 

eaten for centuries. Now we’re acting 

like we invented this whole thing,” Lan-

dau says. He has been cooking (and 

eating) vegan food for more than 20 

years. He estimates his customer base 

is 95 percent omnivore—a testament 

to his ability to speak to peoples’ pal-

ates in a way that requires no transla-

tion. 

Landau grew up surrounded by deli 

fare, but meat isn’t what he misses 

most. “I miss the flavors mingling 

together: the rye bread, the fer-

mented funkiness, the smokiness, 

the textures,” he says. “So I cook like 

a meat eater.” In fact, he refers to 

Vedge’s roasted maitake mushroom 

($15, recipe, plateonline.com) as “our 

chicken dish;” an approachable plate 

that customers understand.  Every 

order is prepared à la minute (unlike 

other ‘shrooms, maitake doesn’t ben-

efit from marinating). The mushroom 
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is seared on a plancha until it’s charred 

on the outside, juicy inside. Then, using 

an applewood, cherry and mesquite 

cold-smoked vegan mayo he says took 

years to perfect, Landau builds a classic 

remoulade. Braised leeks add texture and 

heft, as does a celery root fritter topped 

with pesto-like pea purée. The result—

creamy, smoky, fleshy, crispy—satis-

fies like a Reuben. And no one’s asking, 

“Where’s the beef?”

That’s just the question Dovetail’s John 

Fraser set out to answer a few years ago, 

after cutting most meat out of his diet 

and feeling remarkably healthier. “When 

I ask people what they ate for lunch and 

they say, ‘turkey sandwich,’ I ask, ‘How’d 

that turkey taste? Do you remember 

it?’” Nine times out of 10, they couldn’t 

recall. “The strongest message is that 

vegetables can be as delicious and can 

make you feel better than that piece of 

beef.” He’s known for creative dishes like 

his carrot Wellington at Narcissa, as well 

as his vegetarian menu at Dovetail. Cured 

carrots with lentils, sunflower seeds and 

black garlic ($28, recipe, plateonline.com) 

keep customers coming back. 

Fraser starts with a salt-sugar rub to 

eke moisture out of his carrots. When 

their water weight has sufficiently 

dropped, they’re tossed in merguez spice, 

agave and olive oil, then roasted over 

high heat. “That creates skin that mimics 

that bite of a piece of steak or fried fish,” 

he explains. “There’s the juxtaposition 

of crusty outside and creamy inside.” A 

salad of de puy lentils, parsley, car-

rot tops and deeply toasted sunflower 

seeds comes next. Swaths of black garlic 

“aïoli” provide umami, funk and a fatty 

mouthfeel. To prepare it, Fraser “cooks 

mushrooms to hell,” then purées them 

with tofu, black garlic and sherry vinegar. 

The mushrooms’ starch sets the mixture, 

making it viscous. Fraser notes that the 

entire dish is vegan. “You get into the 

reductionist ideas and strip things away,” 

he says. “You find yourself taking out but-

ter because it adds that one percent of 

delicious. Then you pull out cheese. And 

you start looking at things.” His hope is 

that his customers will follow suit. 

Nick Curtin of New York City’s Rosette 

admits he used to be “that guy who put 

bacon on everything.” Working alongside 

Acme’s Mads Refslund changed that pat-

tern. “It opened my eyes to the depth of 

flavor that you can pull out of something 

we’ve historically shoved off to the side,” 

he says. “If you approach a vegetable in 

the same way you’re approaching meat, 

you’re bringing a level of respect to it.” 

While crafting his menu, Curtin took full 

advantage of Rosette’s wood-burning 

oven. “We covered beets in charcoal in 

the oven, and the flavor was so complex; 

it didn’t taste like any beet we’d ever 

had.” It made him think: “When we cook 

beets, we always sacrifice some of the 

beet flavor. We wrap, trim, scrub them. In 

this instance, we’re sealing it in its own 

packaging. It’s trapped in its own contain-

er of flavor and concentrating. You can’t 

even do that with sous vide—there’s a fat 

and liquid medium there.” 

Curtin’s parsnip steak ($16, recipe, pla-
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If you approach a vegetable  
in the same way you’re  

approaching meat,  
you’re bringing a level 

of respect to it.  
— Nick Curtin, Rosette, New York City

Parsnip steak, $16, Nick Cur-

tin, Rosette, New York City. 

RECIPE, plateonline.com.
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teonline.com) pays homage to vegetable 

evangelist Dan Barber (Curtin recalls a 

parsnip steak, playfully sliced tableside, 

at Blue Hill at Stone Barns). “Parsnips 

are a funny beast,” he says. “There are so 

many sugars; there is a lot of starch; they 

can be really stringy. You really have 

to treat them carefully.” First, he roasts 

them in foil until tender. Then they’re 

pressed, chilled and pan-roasted with 

butter and aromatics. “We baste it as we 

would a steak,” for texture and flavor con-

centration, then let it rest, spritz it with 

lemon and slice it. “We wanted to make it 

feel like a Delmonico’s Steakhouse experi-

ence.” To that effect, Curtin created his 

version of potatoes and creamed spinach: 

a chiffonade of beet greens folded, à la 

minute, into mashed potatoes (made with 

housemade buttermilk and bloomy rind 

Vermont cheese). For depth and crunch, 

he drizzles hazelnut butter and parsnip 

chips. “People taste it and say, ‘I’ve had 

this a billion times, but never like this.’”

On the opposite coast, at L.A.’s Super-

ba Snack Bar, Jason Neroni is no stranger 

to crafting plates full of produce. Like 

many chefs, his childhood household 

relied largely on canned veggies; stints 

with Barber and Alice Waters shifted his 

mentality. “It was like being introduced to 

a whole other world of food,” Neroni says. 

He took that know-how to Superba, where 

diners can’t get enough of his whimsical 

cauliflower T-bone ($16, recipe, p. 48). 

“I wanted to go anti what a T-bone 

was—not drowning in butter,” he says of 

his famous dish. Neroni rubs the whole 

cauliflower with olive oil, covers it with 

foil, and cooks it in a 200-degree F oven. 

When tender, the cauliflower is uncov-

ered so it can roast. Then it’s sliced into 

thick steaks (usually three per head) 

and thrown on a hot plancha to sear and 

caramelize—again, “like a steak.” 

catering to custoMers 

Nicole Pederson’s fascination with vegeta-

bles stemmed from a desire to make din-
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The marrow of the matter
It’s a common sight: a table of hungry diners surrounds a single hulking bone. They’re primal. 

They’re vying for the last smear of fatty bone marrow. But vegetables are in, and chefs like Kim 

Alter, formerly of Plum in Oakland, Calif., are taking note.

“I don’t want people to feel ostracized while they’re eating. As long as it’s plausible, we bend 

over backwards,” she says. Her daikon marrow takes the flavor wheel for a spin ($6, recipe, p. 

87). She packs hollow tubes of daikon with puréed radish, mushroom stock (“for meatlike flavor 

and satisfaction”), and umami-rich white soy, then chars the top so it resembles cooked mar-

row. She serves the “marrow” with earthy hen-of-the-woods mushrooms and pops of quinoa. 

“People get it,” she says. “Butchery is one of my favorite things to do, but I still focus on the 

vegetables on the plate. People tell me they outshine the meat sometimes because we put focus 

and effort into every part of the plate.”

Daikon “marrow,” 

$6, Kim Alter, Plum, 

Oakland, Calif. 

RECIPE, p. 87.
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ers with dietary restrictions comfortable. 

Plainly put, the chef of Found in Evan-

ston, Ill., wanted to be prepared. “I would 

never call myself a vegetarian, (but) I 

found myself being that person going 

out for dinner, to find dishes on menus in 

wintertime that weren’t meat-focused and 

really rich and heavy,” she says. 

The idea for her roasted celery root 

dish ($17, recipe, p. 88) emerged from an 

experiment: She slow-poached the tuber 

in olive oil, white wine and veggie stock, 

and achieved an unexpected creami-

ness. It’s seared at pickup—yes, “like a 

meat”—for textural oomph. Pederson 

dehydrates tomatoes up to six hours until 

the fruit resembles a sundried variety, 

then smokes them. For a piquant hit, she 

adds charred onion, olive oil and bal-

samic. “We thought it’d be nice to have 

smokiness, which people associate with a 

protein and hits another level of satisfac-

tion and creaminess,” she says. “We’re 

trying to build a dish that hits the palate 

on all of those levels.” 

“My favorite guest comment was from 

two couples having dinner: ‘We came to 

this realization once we were done with 

our meal that we didn’t order any meat, 

and we feel completely satiated. We’re not 

vegetarians—those were just the dishes 

that jumped out.’ It’s fun to come across 

guests who don’t do it on purpose.”

Greg Baker, the chef at Tampa’s Refin-

ery, shares Pederson’s predilection for 

satisfying his customer’s needs: “Our 

neighborhood has a vegetarian-leaning 

demographic. I’d be shutting them out  
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Roasted maitake mush-

rooms with celery root 

fritters and remoulade, 

$15, Rich Landau, Vedge, 

Philadelphia. RECIPE, 

plateonline.com.

This is the way we’ve 
eaten for centuries.  
Now we’re  acting like we 
invented this whole thing.  

— Rich Landau, Vedge, Philadelphia
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if I didn’t cater to them.” It seems cruel, 

then, that nothing stays on his compel-

ling menu for more than two weeks. The 

GHWB (George H. W. Bush) is no excep-

tion. Even the President (a lifelong broc-

coli basher) couldn’t resist Baker’s hearty 

preparation of whole broccoli plants, 

potatoes and a Cheddar-curry-beer bé-

chamel ($15, recipe, plateonline.com). 

“We’ve isolated vegetable and meat 

cookery for a long time. It’s time to look 

at [blending] the techniques,” he says.  

Baker uses the whole broccoli. Bitter 

leaves are braised in olive oil, garlic, on-

ion, vinegar and red pepper flakes. Like 

Curtin, he roasts the crowns and bastes 

them with butter. Stems are peeled, 

minced and pickled. After that, things 

take a turn for the rich. “Potato and broc-

coli are a natural extension of comfort 

food,” Baker says. He folds curry-beer-

Cheddar béchamel (confit onions, English 

Cheddar, Madras curry, IPA) into garlic 

parsley creamer potatoes to prove his 

point. “I think the idea that it’s identifi-

able as comfort food but it’s an experi-

ment with flavors and textures draws 

people to it.” Only, it seems, for so long.

Paul Qui echoes Landau and Fraser’s 

affection for accoutrements. “When I 

think about eating a hamburger, my 

favorite part is having a pickle in it,” he 

says. “Think about classic dishes: The 

builder of the flavors isn’t the protein—

it’s the vegetables, whether you’re mak-

ing chicken noodle soup, stock or jus. Sure, 

you’re cooking bones, but the work and the 

detail goes into how you cook the veg.” 

Qui grew up in Manila, where he first 

ate kare kare, an oxtail stew. He swears 

what made it special wasn’t the meat 

at all. “It was the sauce, peanuts, and 

vegetables.” Hence, his vegan kare kare 

($15, recipe, plateonline.com). The base 

starts with toasted annatto seeds, garlic, 

chilies and onion, sweated until not quite 

caramelized. To that, Qui adds caramel-

ized mushrooms and a hint of mushroom 

stock. Housemade peanut praline, peanut 

milk and coconut milk are stirred in last. 

“For it to be satisfying, you have to intro-

duce different elements of fat—in some 

cases, maybe more fat.” Traditional kare 

kare resembles a curry. Qui wanted the 

structure to look rustic, so he creates a 

thick sauce and plates it instead. 

He loves the interplay of fresh and 

cooked, so he finishes with an array of 

vegetables: grilled fennel, roasted broc-

coli, raw and salt-baked apples. Moru 

miso delivers pops of umami; a drizzle 

of chili, garlic and roasted peanut purée, 

plus a scatter of roasted peanuts, and voi-

la. “It’s more inspiring to cook vegetables 

because you have to do something more 

to [them]. You can put meat on a plate, 

but you have so much creative freedom 

when you’re manipulating and enhancing 

vegetables.”

Emily Fiffer waits all year for Mexico midget toma-

toes and Chinese green luobo radishes.
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Cauliflower T-bone
Executive Chef Jason Neroni, Superba 
Snack Bar, Los Angeles

Yield: 1 serving

Menu price: $16; food cost/serving: N/A

Cauliflower head 1 each

bay leaf, fresh 1 each

White wine 1 C

extra-virgin olive oil 1/4 C, plus  
 as needed

vegetable stock 1 qt

salt 3 tbs

lemon juice 1 each

olive pistou t as needed

1. trim cauliflower to steaks by removing a 

good portion of outer part where core does 
not connect to inner network of cauliflower. 
there should be about 2 to 4 steaks, 
depending on size of cauliflower. reserve 
cauliflower scraps for another use. 

2. Place “t-bone” in a cassoulet dish 
with bay leaf, white wine, 1/4 cup olive 
oil, vegetable stock, salt and lemon juice. 
Wrap dish with foil and cook in a preheated 
350-degree f oven for 2 hours or until fork 
tender. remove cauliflower from liquid and 
set aside.

3. heat a cast iron pan over medium heat, 
add a little oil and sear cauliflower on both 
sides until golden brown. serve immedi-
ately with olive pistou.

 

Olive pistOu

Yield: 1 C

green olives, pitted,  
roughly chopped 8 each

oranges, roughly chopped 2 each

golden raisins, roughly  
chopped 1/8 C

garlic clove, roughly chopped 1 each

Parsley leaves, roughly chopped 10 each

freshly cracked black pepper as needed

extra-virgin olive oil 1/4 C

lemon, juice of 1 each

Combine all ingredients in a bowl, mix well and 
reserve at room temperature until needed.

You can put meat on a plate, but you have  
so much creative freedom when you’re manipulating and 

enhancing vegetables. – Paul Qui, Qui, Austin
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