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HOW TO USE THIS EBOOK


Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken straight to that chapter.


Alternatively, jump to the index to browse recipes by ingredient.


Look out for linked text (which is blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related sections.


You can double tap images and chapter titles to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.
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INTRODUCTION


Let’s start with a very important statement. I want to be real with you. I am not a vegan. I am not 100 per cent plant based. I am omnivorous, although plants do make up more than 80 per cent of my diet. I have written this book for two reasons. First and foremost, I have had thousands of requests for guidance on how to adopt a plant-based diet effectively, healthily and safely. Secondly, I have seen many people in the weird world of social media spread half-truths and make fundamental mistakes, and so I wanted to add to the body of work and help as many people as I can to embrace a plant-based diet in a way that will give them all of the benefits, while avoiding the common pitfalls. As a final note, this book is written only from a nutrition and health perspective. There is no comment, exploration or stance when it comes to ethics or moral positioning. That is not my argument.


The number of people moving towards a plant-based diet, or more specifically towards a vegan diet, quadrupled between 2014 and 2019 in the UK. In 2020, almost 2 per cent of the population – that’s around a million people – identified as vegan. This shift has been driven by many motives, but one of the front runners is the impact on our health. When done right, a plant-based diet can indeed offer some considerable health benefits.


When we look at the food we eat, there are clear nutritional heroes as well as villains. It is pretty much a given that living on takeaways and fast food, day in, day out is going to lead us down a dangerous path. Processed foods contain an abundance of harmful substances (such as saturated fats, trans fats and sodium), and are pretty much devoid of micronutrients and the good stuff. So, the importance of adopting a wholefood diet is obvious. Out of everything that we find in a good wholefood diet, plants are among the true nutritional heroes. Now, as I said, I am omnivorous, so I appreciate the nutritional value of other foods, but I really do stand by the fact that plants are the superheroes of any diet. We all know they deliver vast amounts of vitamins, minerals and other important substances – but so do other foods. For example, plants offer antioxidants, but so does seafood. What sets plants apart is that they are packed to the rafters, to bursting point, with an extremely beneficial group of compounds. Enter phytochemicals.


Phytochemicals are substances that are unique to plants. They aren’t strictly nutrients, as we have no set need for them and cannot be deficient in them, but they do influence our physiology – sometimes profoundly so. They can deliver almost drug-like effects in the body, and indeed many of the most common and well-known herbal medicines are so powerful because of their phytochemical profile. This is why plants have that extra edge: their propensity to protect our health. Turn for a Glossary of common phytochemicals, what they do and which foods you’ll find them in.
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A HEALTHY, WHOLEFOOD, PLANT-BASED DIET


Before we take a look at some of the documented ways in which a plant-based diet can benefit our health, it is important that we clarify what a healthy, wholefood, plant-based diet actually looks like. I don’t want to be patronizing or seem as if I’m stating the obvious, but many people adopt a vegan diet with the assumption that the absence of animal products will in itself give rise to the associated health benefits. There is an element of truth in that, but only to a degree. In some situations, avoiding animal foods will lead to a mild improvement in some health markers, but a diet that is focused on refined foods as a substitute for these animal foods, such as white rice and pasta or sugary snacks, is no healthier than a diet that contains lots of meat. Just because it’s vegan, doesn’t mean it’s healthy! The real crux here, regardless of whether you do choose to eat a little meat or fish now and then, is wholefoods, especially whole plants. So, let’s look at the fundamental foods that should, for most of us at least, be present in our diet every day to enable us to really get the best out of this super-healthy way of eating.






WHOLEGRAINS



Grains can be such a minefield because of their carbohydrate content. There is a lot of debate surrounding carbohydrates, and even after almost 20 years of thriving on a mostly plant-based diet, I began to buy into the idea that carbohydrates were unnecessary. But I soon realized that it is the type of carbohydrate, as well as the amount we eat and what they are combined with, that makes the difference – and this has been a fundamental element of my work ever since.


So, let’s unpack this a little bit. The carbohydrates that present real issues to our bodies are the refined variety. These are the ones that have had their fibre removed – think white rice, white bread, white pasta, and so on. These grains, or the grains used to make these products, have had their husks removed. The end result is a carbohydrate source from which it really doesn’t take a great deal of digestive effort to liberate the simple sugars that make up these starchy foods. When we eat them, they flood our bodies with glucose (sugar). When our blood sugar rises, the pancreas secretes the hormone insulin. This will bind to an insulin receptor, which then opens a doorway in our cells called a glucose transporter. This allows cells to take up glucose to use as energy, which in turn brings our blood sugar down into normal ranges again. So far, so good. However, a problem arises if these foods make up the bulk of the diet: for example, a bowl of corn-based cereal and a slice of white toast for breakfast, a sandwich for lunch and a big bowl of white pasta for dinner. Now, this isn’t unusual – in fact, it’s very common – but when we consistently eat refined grains, and our blood sugar is consistently being pushed too high, things can start to break down over time.


Firstly, cells can only take in so much glucose in one sitting. This means the normal insulin response described above will only go on for so long. Once the cells are full, if blood-sugar levels are still too high, this still needs to be dealt with. So, it’s sent to the liver to get turned into an easy-to-access stored form of energy: treacly glycerol, aka triglycerides. These are stored in our fat tissue for later use – although seldom do we go for long enough periods without eating or in sufficient caloric deficit that this stored energy is accessed. This means too many refined carbs can cause weight gain. But the even deadlier part of this picture is that triglycerides are transported to the adipose (fat) tissue via the circulatory system. Raised triglycerides will increase LDL (‘bad’) cholesterol and are also susceptible to oxidation, which can damage blood vessel walls and set the scene for cardiovascular disease.
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Okay, I know that was a lot of information, but the simple take-home is that too many refined carbohydrates will send blood-sugar levels up too high for too long, which can lead to weight gain and an increased risk of cardiovascular disease.


Wholegrains are a different beast to refined grains. These should be the only option when choosing your daily carbohydrates. Always choose wholegrain versions of staples such as bread and pasta. These have their fibre intact and a very high fibre level to begin with, so they take a lot more digestive effort. This means they liberate their glucose far more slowly, which in turn means that the body is drip-fed with glucose rather than flooded – they are low-glycaemic carbohydrates. This gradual increase of blood sugar means that cells are more able to cope with the amount of incoming glucose: they don’t get full in the same way. The wave of negative events I described above also doesn’t happen. Well, it would if you ate too many wholegrains, but it is difficult to overeat them, because fibre is so filling. Providing your plate is balanced, it’s unlikely you’ll eat too many. Wholegrains should take up (at the very most) a quarter of your plate at each meal. This same caveat applies for other starchy foods, such as sweet potatoes, white potatoes, parsnips, yams and cassava.


The final point is that wholegrains are very rich in some key nutrients. The top of this list are the B vitamins. These are vital for our health and play many roles in the body. They are essential for turning food into energy, manufacturing neurotransmitters and influencing mood, to name but a few benefits. Wholegrains are generally high in a few key minerals too, such as zinc, magnesium and iron.



BEANS AND PULSES



It is going to come as no surprise that beans and pulses are staples in this big picture. There is a good reason that they are the base of so many plant-based dishes.


Beans and pulses are a super-versatile source of protein. Having a good source of protein at each meal will, of course, provide essential amino acids, but, keeping the issue of balanced blood sugar in mind, a good-quality protein combined with a good-quality low-glycaemic carbohydrate will further slow down digestion. This is because protein decreases the rate at which blood sugar rises.


Beans and pulses are also a great source of B vitamins, iron, magnesium and zinc.


Where pulses definitely come into their own is their fibre content: they are full of it. This has several benefits. A superficial benefit is that it helps to keep us feeling fuller for longer, which is all good, but there is far more to it than that. The fibre content of beans and pulses (and, in all fairness, all plant foods) can bind to cholesterol in the digestive tract and carry it out of the body via the bowel. This is explained in more detail later in the book (see Soluble fibre), but long story short, it will result in the lowering of cholesterol levels.


The other big area where fibre comes into play is in supporting the health of the gut flora. Fibre works as a food source for gut bacteria and helps them to flourish. When our gut bacteria feed on fibre, they release by-products that are essential for the health of the gut. This too is explained in more detail later in the book.


Like starches, beans and pulses should make up no more than a quarter of your plate.
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LEAFY GREENS AND NON-STARCHY VEGETABLES



These are what will make up the bulk of your plate. They are the powerhouses of a plant-based diet, as they are where you will find the micronutrients. Carbohydrates and proteins are the key macronutrients, our energy and repair/maintenance nutrients. But micronutrients – vitamins, minerals, trace elements – are the sparks of life. Micronutrients are biochemical facilitators. This means that, in the body, they either directly make something happen – i.e. a specific chemical reaction or event – or they make something that makes something happen – i.e. they help convert amino acids to neurotransmitters, which then carry chemical messages around the body via the nerve cells. An adequate intake of all micronutrients is essential for optimal health, as each nutrient has a specific role in your body. They have a role in all body processes, from energy production to immune function, and from bone health to fluid balance.


When looking at your plate, half of what is on there should be leafy greens. Think:


[image: illustration] Kale
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When it comes to the other non-starchy vegetables, think anything that grows above ground:
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POTENTIAL PITFALLS AND COMMON MYTHS


Before we dive deep into the many ways in which a plant-based diet can benefit our health, we must be completely frank about the potential pitfalls that are associated with this way of eating. There aren’t many, and luckily they can all be addressed once we know how. There are a few nutrients that are hard to get on a plant-based diet and will require supplementation, and there’s one myth to bust.



VITAMIN B12


Let’s start with the most obvious and well-known nutrient that cannot be obtained from a plant-based diet – no matter what someone trying to sell you a weird and wonderful ‘superfood’ might claim. This water-soluble nutrient is found only in animal foods. Strangely, it is actually derived from bacteria found in soil, so most grazing animals get their B12 from non-animal sources, and then store it effectively in their tissues. The cleanliness protocols surrounding food production nowadays remove any trace of these bacteria from plant foods.


B12 is a nutrient that is vital for the production of red blood cells. A long-term lack of B12 can give rise to a state called megaloblastic anaemia. This is where the bone marrow begins to produce large, abnormal, immature red blood cells with reduced oxygen-carrying capacity. Red blood cells contain the protein haemoglobin. Oxygen binds to this protein and is then transported to our cells and tissues to support their metabolic needs. This is one of the reasons B12 deficiency can lead to fatigue. The red blood cells are less capable of delivering oxygen, which in turns affects the amount of energy that tissues can produce over time.


B12 is also involved in protecting the health of the brain, the heart and the cardiovascular system.


It is important to note that many people believe they are fine and that their B12 levels are not an issue if they aren’t feeling any of the effects associated with low levels. This is because out of all of the B vitamins, B12 is the only one that can be stored in the body. There is a B12 pool in the liver which can last as long as six years in some cases, so it can take some time for signs of deficiency to show.


There is only one way to ensure you get enough, without question or argument. Supplement! 100–200mcg daily will keep your B12 at a healthy level.



LONG-CHAIN OMEGA-3 FATTY ACIDS


These vital fat-derived substances are essential for the health of every system in the body. They are the key building blocks for a group of communication compounds called prostaglandins, which help to regulate inflammation, pain signalling and smooth muscle contraction. They also produce another group of anti-inflammatory substances called resolvins. Omega-3 fatty acids, specifically a type called DHA, can also play a structural role in the body. DHA is an integral part of key structures in the eyes, the membranes of our cells and the myelin sheath of the central nervous system.


When it comes to a plant-based diet, we need to address long-chain omega-3 fatty acids. While omega 3 certainly can be found in a plant-based diet, we need to accept a very inconvenient truth: omega 3 is not just one substance, it is a whole family of substances. In our bodies, we need DHA and EPA, another long-chain omega 3, to feed into the metabolic pathways that give rise to the all-important prostaglandins and resolvins. In plants, omega 3 exists in the form of ALA, which is more of a medium-chain omega-3 fatty acid. ALA needs to go through significant enzymatic conversion to form EPA and DHA. The problem is, the human body is incredibly poor at doing this conversion. On average, the conversion rate of ALA into EPA is around 4–6 per cent, while ALA into DHA is around 0.4 per cent. The conversion may be higher in women compared to men and higher still in pregnant women. But what this means is that you could eat plant sources of omega 3 (such as flaxseeds and chia seeds) all day long, but the poor conversion of their ALA into the long-chain varieties that our bodies can actually use would leave you with only the tiniest of traces. It would be nowhere near enough to give you what you need for good health. I don’t care how many times someone tries to tell you that flaxseeds and chia seeds are a great source of omega 3 – it’s simply not true, because our ability to put it to use just isn’t there. They are wonderful foods for a whole host of other reasons – they’re high in fibre, minerals and potent phytochemicals – but they are not a good source of omega 3.


PLANT-BASED OMEGA 3


For a long time, the only way to actually get those vital long-chain omega-3 fatty acids into your system was to eat oily fish and grass-fed cattle, as they eat the plant-derived ALA and convert it very efficiently into the long-chain EPA and DHA. These are stored in their tissues, which we then eat. However, this is clearly not an option for someone who wants to follow a 100 per cent plant-based diet. Thankfully, there is now a new option: supplements made from algae that contain both EPA and DHA. There are many on the market now, although it’s only recently that a vegan EPA has been produced (DHA has been easier to formulate). I really do strongly advise you to seek out one of these supplements. Look for one that contains around 700mg of omega 3 from algae.


There are other nutrients that are not necessarily an issue for everyone following a plant-based diet, but are still on the potential watch list.
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ZINC


Zinc is a hugely important mineral. It’s found in every cell in the body and is a significant component of over 200 different enzymes.


One area where zinc really does shine is immunity. While supplements such as vitamin C have had mixed results in trials as a remedy for the common cold, zinc has fared better. Zinc is used by our white blood cells, the foot soldiers of the immune system, to code genes that essentially control the way in which these cells respond to pathogens, and the types of responses they deliver. Zinc also has antiviral properties in its own right.


This wonder nutrient is vital for proper cell division, and as such plays an essential role in pregnancy, in fetal development. Low zinc levels in the mother have been linked to premature birth, low birth weight and poor growth rates.


Zinc is also vital for almost every aspect of male sexual function. A lack of zinc can lead to lower testosterone levels, because zinc is vital for its manufacture and metabolism. Zinc is also necessary for healthy sperm count and motility.


It’s also an essential nutrient for skin health and it can benefit the skin in two main ways. Firstly, it has a regulatory role in sebaceous secretions – the production of oil in the skin. If the skin is too oily, then adequate zinc intake can reduce sebum production. Conversely, if the skin is too dry, adequate zinc intake can increase sebum secretion to balance the skin out. The other way that zinc can benefit the skin is in relation to acne. Zinc has the power to fight infection, and acne is an infection of the pilosebaceous unit (this is the name for the area where the hair follicle and sebaceous gland meet, and is the area that becomes inflamed when a spot forms). Therefore, supporting the immune system by maintaining good levels of zinc can clear this infection faster.


There isn’t a vast array of plant-based sources that contain substantial levels of zinc. The foods that are most abundant are nuts and seeds, such as walnuts, Brazil nuts, pumpkin seeds and sunflower seeds. If you eat these regularly, you shouldn’t have any issues with zinc levels. However, many people following a low-calorie plant-based diet avoid these foods because of their high oil content. But I really do not recommend this, because they contain such a vast array of nutrients, so do eat these nuts and seeds. Other plant-based sources of zinc include quinoa, chickpeas and lentils. If you choose to supplement with zinc, it’s 15mg for women and 30mg for men daily (men need extra for normal testosterone metabolism).



IRON


Iron is essential for human health, and deficiency can have serious consequences. There absolutely is iron in plant foods; it’s known as non-haem iron.


The primary function of iron in the body is to transport oxygen to our tissues. On the surface of our red blood cells, we have four proteins bound together to form a structure called haemoglobin. On each of these proteins within haemoglobin, there are sites where iron attaches. In turn, the iron binds to oxygen when it enters the body from the lungs, and the red blood cells carry it to the cells and tissues that need it.
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