port for menu planning and organic specialty
product sourcing.) Donna says, “Convenience
is something that can make us go back to less
healthy eating habits. ... When it comes to
this style of cooking, people think things are
harder to do than they actually are.” Chef Al
adds, “We want to make this easy to imple-
ment into a person’s lifestyle.”

[llustrating that ease, Chef Al presents me
with another dish, something beautiful in its
simplicity on the plate: a leaf of romaine let-
tuce dressed with a pumpkin seed butter
dressing and slices of brightly colored pep-
pers. Chef Al explains that this is a “roll-up,”
and that the best way to eat this dish is to roll
the lettuce leaf around the peppers and dress-
ing and eat the whole thing like a rolled taco.
Lovely as it is to look at, I am still skeptical
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that there will be much flavor, since I already
know what lettuce leaves and bell peppers
taste like — fresh and yummy, but not really
punch-packers.

Of course, what I don’t factor into the fla-
vor scheme is the pumpkin seed dressing,
something I’ve never had before: rich as a
peanut sauce dressing, only much more
interesting in flavor — it provides both nutty
taste and smooth textural balance to the
sweet, crisp vegetables. Again, I am delight-
ed; again, Chef Al and Donna nod and smile
knowingly.

As much as ICA is interested in sharing a
message of health, it also focuses on the fun
and delight of food. Chef Al says, “I want to
get people back into the kitchen. I want them
to have fun, to play with food, to put their
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hearts into it.”

In keeping with this idea, ICA offers
“playshops” around Valentine’s Day (see
sidebar) to encourage people to explore the
sensual, romantic aspects of good, healthy
food. Of her experience a year ago in a 12-
day vegan culinary arts program with Chef
Al in Santa Fe, Joan Zacharias writes, “The
students became a little community for 12
days. ... It was a transformative, heady expe-
rience — was it the altitude or the endorphins
from all that chocolate?”

Chef Al is all for this transformative
process. He says, “Empowering people is a
big part of my journey ... People can make
tasty, healthy food that is good for them,
good for the animals, good for the planet,
good for everyone.” ow
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