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Karen Vivers, originally from Scotland, has    
lived here in Amsterdam since 1997, and 

has set up the Cooking Coach to help inspire 
people to get back into the kitchen.   
The basis of the cooking lessons are easy, 
tasty, healthy recipes.  Each course starts with 
a free introduction session, to make sure that 
you only cook what you like to eat. 
As well as cooking lessons, Karen offers 
Culinary Tours in Amsterdam, is a passionate 
Food Blogger  and works freelance as a 

Culinary Consultant, specialising in small and 
medium businesses, helping them get started, 
grow and deal with commercial challenges. 

Sicilian Epiphany
For so long I was cautious about suggesting to my clients 
that we make a vegetable dish as part of their cooking 
lessons.  So many people have preconceptions about 
how meatless meals will turn out.  Notice that I don’t call 
my vegetable dishes “vegetarian” .   I realized that when I 
did this,  it really put people off, as if I was forcing another 
lifestyle upon them, they would screw up their faces and 
say,  with an offended tone  “I’m not vegetarian!”  So, I 
soften the message by prefixing my recipes with the word 
“Vegetable” rather than “Vegetarian”.  Or even better, 
if I can get away with it, I will give them a completely 
non-veggie related title. Although,  I have to say I  totally 
understand this way of thinking as I was, until recent 
years, very definitely  in the group of people who thought 
that it wasn’t a complete meal unless it contained some 
sort of meat, poultry or fish.  Even so,  with these reactions 
from many devoted meat eating clients,  there was and still 
is a growing number of enquiries coming from people who 
are either already vegetarian, people who don’t really like 
meat, or those who just want to eat a little less meat and 
want some tasty options.

Apart from that, two other things prompted me to get into 
vegetarian dishes. Well,  actually three.  Firstly in my “Food 
Resolutions” a couple of New Years ago I had stated that 
I would be adding to my repertoire of vegetable dishes, 
and even create recipes based around tofu!  As I am a 
woman of my word, I knew that if I promised it, I would 
have to deliver it.  As the months rolled by, I always had 
this statement in my head although I hadn’t really tackled 
it, maybe a little halfheartedly now and again.  Then, 
secondly, I had decided to expand my knowledge of Thai 
cuisine, which I love, and coincidentally this cuisine has 
many recipes and flavours that are naturally vegetarian, so 
by learning more about Thai food was almost like killing 
two birds with one stone.  With these Thai style recipes 
in my grasp, I felt that I was already becoming less reliant 
on meat and had more to offer my clients.  Only thing is 

though, not everybody likes to eat spicy food (I know, I find 
it hard to believe too, but they are out there).  What could 
I offer these people?  The answer, and the biggest eye 
opener, came to me during a visit to Sicily.  This island has 
a fantastic culinary tradition.  It has been influenced by so 
many other cultures due to being invaded and colonized 
by them over time, and it seems to have taken the best of 
each of them, incorporating them into what has become 
their own Sicilian style.  Familiar, but at the same time 
unique.  They have taken from Arab, Italian, Greek, British, 
French and of course Italian culinary influences over many 
centuries and coupled them with the ingredients they have 
growing on their doorstep or swimming in their seas.  The 
thing is about Sicilian cuisine is that so much of it is based 
around seasonal vegetables,  the simplest of produce, but 
in some magical way, those clever Sicilians are able to 
get so much flavour out of vegetables that we (or at least 
I) wouldn’t normally give a second look.  I found it quite 
humbling to see and to taste the most exquisite dishes 
that had been made with a couple of ingredients, normally 
some seasonal vegetables, a few herbs and maybe a 
spice or two .  I started to think about other “cucine 
povera” (poor man’s kitchen) and I realized I had always 
been interested in this style of cooking because I feel 
admiration for people who had nothing and were able to 
create warming, tasty nourishing meals from whatever they 
had, so why was I cringing at vegetarian meals? Weren’t  
they, in their origins, the definition of Cucine Povera?  

After my Sicilian epiphany, I didn’t look back.  I no 
longer felt the pressure to pack in expensive and mostly 
unnecessary ingredients into my recipes, just because 
it is trendy, or just because some people expect it.   My 
creativity flowed, and the vegetarian recipes with it.  And 
that is how I came to create my Vegetable Lasagne 
recipe, inspired by Sicily – the only place I could live as a 
vegetarian!

Vegetable Lasagne

Ingredients for 6 Servings using an oven proof 
dish 25cm x 35cm, depth 5cm

Preparation Time: 35 minutes (includes making the 
tomato sauce, cooking the aubergine and building 
the lasagne 

Cooking Time: 30 minutes (baking in the oven)

For the Tomato Sauce 
2 x tbsp olive oil
1 x large onion, chopped finely
3 x 400gr tins of chopped tomatoes 
4 x celery stalks chopped finely
300ml pasatta 
100ml of red wine
2 x tsp tomato purée
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3 x garlic cloves, chopped finely
1 x tbsp dried oregano
3 x garlic cloves, crushed
1 x tbsp honey 
Salt and black pepper to taste

For the Lasagne 
300gr good quality egg pasta lasagne sheets
150gr Cottage Cheese
150gr feta
75gr grated parmesan
Some ripe tomatoes chopped thinly to dress
Some fresh roughly chopped basil to dress

For the Aubergine 
2 x aubergines sliced thinly, lengthways
3 x tbsps olive oil
Salt

Method
1. The best place to start is with the sauce.  Place 

a non-stick pan on a medium heat and add the 
olive oil.  Once hot, add the onion and celery, 
allowing to cook until they soften for about 5 
minutes.

2. Add the garlic and cook for a couple of minutes, 
stirring through as it cooks.  Then deglaze with 
the red wine on a high heat allowing the liquid to 
evaporate. Add the tomato purée, pasatta and 
tins of tomatoes, stir though.  Add the oregano, 
honey, salt and pepper, mix through and set the 
heat so that your sauce simmers gently whilst 
you get on with the aubergine.   The sauce is 
ready after about 10 to 15 minutes, but I leave it 
to bubble gently whilst I am preparing the rest of 
the dish, so sometimes it gets a little more cook-
ing.  This extra time intensifies the flavour, but 
don’t leave it too long as it will reduce too much 
in volume and become too thick.

3. Then it’s on to the aubergine. Brush both sides 
of each aubergine slice liberally with olive oil. 
Get a grill pan nice and hot, then place the slices 
in the pan allowing them to get the nice dark 
stripes from the pan on each side.  If your pan 
is good and hot, this should take about 2 to 3 
minutes per side.  Remember not to overload the 
pan, make sure that the whole surface area of 
each aubergine slice is in contact with the pan.  
Once grilled, sprinkle with a little salt and set the 
aubergine aside on a plate, ready to be used in 
building your lasagne.  If you don’t have a grill 
pan, a non-stick frying pan works just as well.

4. Last step is to assemble the lasagne – I love this 
bit, the building!  In the bottom of your heat proof 
dish, take a little of the tomato sauce and spread 

it over the base, thinly.  Then lay out your lasagne 
sheets on top.

5. Each layer is then: Tomato sauce, a sprinkling of 
drops of cottage cheese, crumbled feta and a 
layer of aubergine slices.  Try and get everything 
evenly distributed so that each serving contains 
a bit of everything and nobody feels hard done 
by.

6. Usually, I get four layers, but of course this very 
much depends how much of everything you use 
per layer.  This is also why the amount of lasagne 
sheets you use can vary.

7. On the top you should have your tomato sauce, 
and a layer of sliced, fresh tomatoes, and then 
sprinkle over the grated parmesan.

8. In an oven which has been pre-heated to 200°C, 
place the dish, covered in aluminium foil to bake 
for about 30 minutes, then remove the foil, return 
to the oven for a further 5 minutes or until the 
cheese has melted and browned a little.  Before 
serving sprinkle over the fresh basil leaves.

Tips and Variations
• You may find that you need a little more or less 

lasagne sheets, it really depends on how you 
spread them out over your dish, don’t worry 
though, it shouldn’t vary that much.  You can also 
choose for the spinach version of this type of 
pasta, gives a nice coloured effect.

• I know, I know, cottage cheese and feta are not 
exactly Italian, but this is a lighter version, a bit 
more healthy.  If you would like a richer version 
swap the cottage cheese for ricotta and the feta 
for mozzarella.

• Many people soak their lasagne sheets first, but 
there is no need as the moisture in the sauce 
does this as it cooks.

• You can keep this lasagne and eat it the next day 
hot or cold.

• You can make the tomato sauce in advance, I 
often do this the day before and leave it to stand 
is it only tastes better.  Same goes for the au-
bergine, you can make it in advance and use it 
to build your lasagna, just keep it in an airtight 
container in the fridge, where it will keep for a 
couple of days.
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