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INTRODUCTION:
THE RIGHT TIME FOR PLANT-BASED MEATS


What is “Plant-Based Meat” Anyway?


Alternative proteins are everywhere: but what exactly does the paradoxical term “plant-based meat” or “vegan meat” mean? Before getting started with how to cook using these wonder products, allow us to answer your burning questions.


Why is Everything Vegan All of a Sudden?


In October 2019, the Awesome Burger hit griddles and grills all over the country. When it hit the hot metal, the patty sizzled and smoked like a proper burger, and once the outside was pleasantly browned, the inside was still juicy and pink. Earlier that year, Burger King customers were filmed for a commercial praising the taste of a Whopper and proclaiming that only real meat could do for the taste buds what this burger was doing. But in all of these instances, the burger was made entirely from plant proteins.


Thanks to growing concerns among the global population that our appetite for meat has created a cycle of environmental harm, those who might not have turned to vegetarianism or veganism for health or animal welfare concerns are cutting down on their meat intake. According to a survey from the Sentience Institute, 54 percent of people in the U.S. are attempting to curb their carnivorism, placing plant-based meats like the Awesome and Impossible™ Burgers in heavy demand. Plant-based chicken, pork, ground beef, and more are all available or on the horizon and promise to take some of the strain off the global meat industry.



Did This Come Out of Nowhere?


Not really. Vegetarian meat alternatives are nothing new: the health conscious and those with ethical concerns about meat have been chowing down on dishes like the Boca Burger and the veggie patty for decades, and there are tofu-based alternatives for just about every dish imaginable (here’s looking at you, Tofurky®). In fact, John Harvey Kellogg, the man who popularized breakfast cereal in the U.S., created a “meatless meat,” Nuttose, that he sold to sanatoriums in the late 1800s. Since its discovery in 1967, a high-protein fungus called Fusarium venenatum has been used as a meat alternative. In the 1980s, the Gardenburger was created with leftover vegetables and rice pilaf and in 1998 their sales skyrocketed after a commercial aired during the Seinfeld finale. Around the same time, the vegan loaf company Field Roast began their plant-based meat operations, which include popular chicken and sausage alternatives, as well as plant-based cheeses.


The plant-based meat industry took its present form, however, in 2011 with the founding of Redwood City, California’s Impossible Foods. The goal of this force in alternative protein was new for the vegetarian food industry: They didn’t just want to make a vegan meat product; they wanted to make a vegan meat product that mimicked both the taste and nutritional benefits of real meat. Five years later, their signature product, the Impossible Burger, was introduced. In 2019, the company announced its next goal to create a whole-cut Impossible Steak, which would, along with new arrival Impossible Pork, further disrupt the meat industry.
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OK, It’s Not Meat. So What Is It Exactly?


While each plant-based meat alternative has its own recipe, there is one element, whose role was discovered by Impossible Foods, that will probably be found in all plant-based “meats” moving forward: Heme. This molecule gives blood its color and in mammals helps carry oxygen throughout the body. It’s also what makes meat behave the way it does. By harnessing the molecule, plant matter can be tricked into acting like meat when it’s cooked. By extracting heme from the leghemoglobin molecules found in parts of soy plants, Impossible Foods was able to source heme without using animal products. The iron-rich molecule even helps mimic the taste of real meat. A base of heme-containing soy is then added to yeast for a fermentation that recalls the early beer making process. Textured soy or wheat gives the burger its heft, and coconut fat flecks offer the distinctive marbling found in real meat. In 2016 the burger began appearing at upscale restaurants in New York, Los Angeles, and San Francisco. Before long, chains like Bareburger had picked up the burger and it was a nationwide sensation. Mega-chains like Burger King and Dunkin’ were soon offering Impossible Burgers and sausage patties. The FDA soon sided with a panel of experts that had declared the Impossible Burger safe. Kosher and Halal certification followed close behind. The non-meat meat era had begun in earnest: no longer were the health conscious and ethically minded forced to choke down bland patties of leftover veggies and rice.


And That Means It’s Healthier?


Mostly. Its sudden popularity has given plant-based meat products quite a reputation in the food world, but it’s not a silver bullet for your health and the environment all at once. Plant-based meat alternatives are a great innovation in culinary science and one that could change the way the world consumes. And while there are a number of health benefits compared to real meat, the biggest impact plant-based alternatives have had on the industry has been on its environmental footprint. Impossible Foods, for example, claims that creating their burger uses 95 percent less land and 74 percent less water than creating one from a cow, while emitting 87 percent fewer greenhouse gases. For many observers, the animal farming industry is tagged as one of the biggest culprits in our worsening climate crisis, making a meat alternative that actually tastes like the real thing one of our strongest weapons in that fight.


So plant-based meat alternatives could very well help save the world if enough people start eating them regularly. But some caution is required before you begin treating them like they’re also as miraculous for your body. Impossible Burgers, for example, contain less cholesterol and total fat, as well as fewer calories, than their cow-based cousins. But they do contain more sodium than an unseasoned beef patty, as well as more saturated fat. Basically, whether or not plant-based meat is significantly better for you than real meat depends on the individual. For those whose blood pressure is on target but with slightly high cholesterol, it’s a great idea. For someone with the opposite problems, real or plant-based is pretty much a toss-up. In short, plant-based meat is better for us in that it can help solve some of the problems that threaten humanity. But anyone telling you it’s a magic potion for all of your maladies is probably selling you something. Like most everything else, plant-based meat alternatives should be enjoyed in moderation as part of a balanced plate.



The Benefits of a Plant-Based Approach


It’s not just you: Lots of people are taking a second look at going vegan. Here’s what they stand to gain.


Veganism Isn’t New, So Why is It Important All of a Sudden?


The recent rise in veganism has two main causes: health and ethics. People have never been short of ideas for trimming waistlines, and with its emphasis on natural and plant-based foods, veganism is an easy sell. But more important in recent years than personal health has been environmental health, and more people are going vegan today as part of an effort to curb the impact of the meat industry. According to The Guardian, in 2016 we bought 317 million metric tons of meat, with the greenhouse gas emissions from that process accounting for an estimated 18 percent of the global total. A 2010 global study of water use in agriculture found that while fruits and vegetables averaged a water consumption of 962 liters per kg and 322 l/kg, respectively, beef required 15,415 l/kg. Livestock is also the world’s largest user of land resources. As questions about the overuse of resources, overcrowding of cities, and the worsening of climate change continue, a reckoning with the sheer size of our meat appetite isn’t a longshot. Those going vegan for environmental reasons are simply trying to get ahead of the game.


How to Shop Like a Vegan


Whether you’re doing a short-term vegan experiment or looking to switch to a cruelty-free diet full-time, it’s important to create a shopping list that covers all of your nutritional bases without any of the animal products you’re used to eating. Your vegan shopping list should include plenty of the following: fresh vegetables (which will make up the bulk of your new diet), fresh fruit, frozen and canned fruits and vegetables for convenience, plenty of soy products like tofu and edamame for protein, dairy alternatives like dairy-free yogurts and nut milks, and whole grains. It’s also important to make up for the vitamin B12 you’ll be losing, either by eating fortified foods or taking a B12 supplement. Don’t worry, as you’ll see in our recipe section beginning on page 9, part of veganism going mainstream is that delicious plant-based products are available to re-create all of your nonvegan favorites.


Plant-Based Meat: The Science Behind the Products


Some of the most talked about recent additions to the vegan world are products like the Impossible Burger that emulate the taste and texture of meat without any animals being harmed in the process. By offering a vegan alternative to the country’s most beloved foodstuff, the burger has made veganism a more realistic choice for millions. By making the diet more accessible and less penitential, products like Impossible’s are paving the way for a revolution in the way humans consume. While no healthy diet consists of hamburgers or sausage every day, being able to re-create our favorite comfort foods convincingly without meat gives us more options to avoid meat when we do crave a Whopper or a sausage gumbo. And in addition to the vast environmental benefits of eschewing meat for plants, you can also expect to see less cholesterol in your alternative proteins. Some plant-based meat products do contain a fair amount of sodium in their seasoning, so those who are sensitive to salt should always check the label before buying.


Where You’ll Feel It Most


According to a January 2020 BBC interview with Marco Springmann, senior researcher of environmental sustainability and public health at the University of Oxford, veganism has stood the test of time despite its detractors because it really does work. “We’ve found that the vegan diet could be one of the healthiest diets, outperforming pescatarian and vegetarian, because the vegan diet is higher in fruit, vegetables, and legumes and the health benefits from this compensate for anything else,” he said. By basing a diet around natural foods like whole grains and vegetables of all colors (meaning you’re getting a wide range of vitamins and other nutrients), vegans typically consume less of those harmful processed foods and extra fats. The availability of plant-based meat products allows those who are hungry for the meat products they’ve worked so hard to cut out to maintain their new lifestyle with minimal impact.


Maximize Your (Alternative) Meat


The fact is, exactly how much plant-based alternatives mimic real meat is up to you and your skills in the kitchen. But don’t worry: these tips will put you on the right track.


Stay Alert


Plant-based meat alternatives tend to brown a bit more quickly than real meat, so make sure you don’t let them overcook. A big part of ensuring products such as Impossible Meat mimic the real thing is maintaining a nice pink color and making sure all of the juices don’t cook off.


Get Creative


Test out different cooking methods. You can panfry, grill, griddle, or even bake your Impossible Burger, for example, as long as the internal temperature reaches 165°F.


Spice Up Your Salads


A great way to make alternative beef a part of a healthier meal is to crumble some over your favorite salad greens or whole grain bowls, but for the best results you should thoroughly brown your protein beforehand.
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Don’t Panic If You’re in a Rush


Impossible Foods does recommend that you thaw their products before cooking, but you can cook alternative protein from frozen by simply adding some time on each side. So if you’re strapped for time, don’t worry about thawing it out—just cook it.


Don’t Smash That Burger


Smashburgers, which are pressed flat against a griddle to achieve a crispy outer layer and perfectly cooked inner layer, are extremely popular with carnivores at the moment. But even though the temptation to replicate them with alternative protein might be strong, doing so will force all the juices and fatty bits that make your burger seem real to melt away onto the griddle.


Go for the Glutamates


When people talk about vegan food mimicking classic flavors from less ethical dishes, a lot of the credit goes to the savory flavor known as umami. According to food scientist J. Kenji Lopez-Alt, writing in The New York Times, “It’s no coincidence that the most successful dishes I’ve made with plant-based meat have included ingredients like mushrooms, soy sauce, tomatoes, and aged cheeses. All of these ingredients are rich in glutamates, the chemical compounds largely responsible for the mouthwatering savory flavor.”


Think Eastern


Lopez-Alt also points out that one of the best applications for plant-based beef alternatives is in Chinese dishes that use meat sparingly to add flavor and texture to the overall dish. “Sichuan classics like dan dan noodles and mapo tofu, for instance, can be made completely vegan without any noticeable loss of flavor or texture,” he writes.
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