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HELLO FROM MY KITCHEN!





 


I have been a bit nervous to write this introduction. Food is such a personal matter and I know it can cause rifts, judgement – and sometimes even emphatic disagreement! But I’m going to put that mixing bowl of worries to one side so I can make this book a pure celebration of food. A missive of love, adoration and huge appreciation. A love song to all the combinations and concoctions that fill me with energy and joy.


After all, I can only tell you my truth and share with you my preferences, which in turn I hope you’ll enjoy and perhaps be inspired by. As the title of this book might have given away, I have found a balanced way of eating that works for me and my lifestyle, and much of this involves cooking and eating vegan. I adore the vibrancy and versatility of vegan food and have loved learning and experimenting over the years with the plethora of ways in which you can create such alchemy without going anywhere near an egg. Cooking like this has given me energy, opened up my eyes to the versatility of vegetables, fruits and legumes, and has led me to research the many ways in which eating vegan can help the planet too. This book is a collection of those recipes that I love cooking for friends, eating with family and snacking on continuously in between.


As many of you might know, I have a beautifully hectic family life with two small children, sometimes two teenage children and always one very hungry husband. So these recipes are family-friendly, easy to bung together, filling to the max and made with ingredients you can bag in your local supermarket. We’re not fancy in the Cotton–Wood household, but we do bloody love good food.


Here’s the disclaimer bit: whilst this book is 100 per cent vegan, I’m not. I am perhaps 90 per cent as I bake with eggs quite frequently, eat the odd omelette and occasionally devour chunks of cheese. My food story begins when I, aged 12, sat watching a Newsround report on live animal transportation. Being a pretty strong-willed almost-teen, I encouraged my mum to ditch the meat too and overnight we cruised into vegetarianism. Bear in mind this was the early nineties when there was little in the way of encouragement or supermarket convenience to live in like this. There were a lot of Margherita pizzas for dinner and jacket potatoes for lunch and trips to friends’ houses after school where parents would look exasperated as they scanned their freezers of chicken nuggets and fish fingers. Tofu was yet to shine in the mainstream spotlight and I’m pretty sure if I had heard the word batted about back then I would have assumed it was a breed of small dog.


At 21, I was in the thick of a very high-octane and exciting part of my career where I would often find myself sat in a diner in mid-America whilst filming or living off trays of sandwiches on set late at night. I was tired and finding my vegetarian lifestyle was still not as widespread or as accepted as I had hoped. I started to introduce just a little fish into my diet to help widen my options for much-needed protein, although I felt some real guilt around this switch-up.


More recently I have once again gone back to being a straight-up vegetarian mainly because our seas are being so overfished. But I still cook with meat, fish, dairy and eggs for my children as I want them to make that decision for themselves later down the line, and I also have a very fussy red-headed three-year-old mega babe whose intake of food I really can’t afford to limit at this point in time. So while I might cook vegan for me and Jesse a lot of the time, I still cook classic non-vegan family favourites for my kids and stepchildren. I’m yet to convince my 17-year-old stepson to get on board with tofu (I’ll get there one day!)


I guess the reason I’m confessing all this is that I want to say I believe it’s okay to eat vegan all of the time, most of the time, some of the time – whatever! It’s a lifestyle choice after all. I am not perfect and am certainly not writing this book to be preachy or pushy with food. I simply want to celebrate the vegan recipes that I so love cooking and certainly adore eating, and I personally believe there are some real benefits to eating this way.


It’s also a great time to be giving it a go. Unlike when I went veggie in the nineties, veganism is now so popular that restaurants, takeaway places and supermarkets give us many more options, and whilst some of the posher ingredients have a price tag, for the most part it’s a cheaper way of eating (considering meat, fish and cheese are some of the most expensive ingredients you can put in your trolley).


If you’re a little worried that you won’t consume enough protein or iron in your diet by making a fully vegan switch-up – you’re in good company! I’ve always been very aware of this so I have been extremely conscious of including recipes in this book that cover all of our nutritional needs. Recipes packed with the above, plus colour and vitamins and tons of fibre. Meals that will see you pumped with energy and ready for whatever craziness the day throws your way. Eating vegan isn’t about cutting loads of stuff out from your diet – in fact I really hope this book introduces some new store cupboard essentials to your life.


Whether you’re a fully-fledged and dedicated vegan, someone that eats vegan when cooking at home but veers off when out and about, or completely new to vegan food, I hope you enjoy the process of recreating these recipes and ultimately of eating the finished result.


VIVA LA VEGAN …




MY STORE CUPBOARD





 


If you are new to vegan food, feel overwhelmed cooking in a new way or simply don’t know what the hell nutritional yeast is, then you’ve come to the right page.


This store cupboard section will help you identify what is needed in your kitchen cupboards at all times to make cooking these recipes a breeze. It will also reveal which ingredients will help you add a little flavour, heart and soul to your meals so you can start experimenting in new and exciting vegan ways.
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PROTEIN AND FIBRE SOURCES


Beans and pulses


The humble bean makes up a big portion of necessary protein for vegans and often vegetarians too. If you’re new to cooking with them or believe you don’t like them, don’t be put off. They’re incredibly versatile and work well in savoury and, surprisingly, sweet dishes too.


So, what’s all the hype about? For a start there are so many different beans that add a unique flavour, texture and colour to recipes. Here are a few you’ll see throughout this book that you’ll be making good friends with:


KIDNEY BEANS


Dark red in colour to add a little jewel-like quality to stews and casseroles and packed with amino acids, which are the chemicals that combine to form protein and help build our muscles. Great for your digestion and gut health too.


BLACK BEANS


These gals are great for baking as the flavour really works with chocolate, so it’s a good way of adding protein to usually carb- and sugar-laden dishes. They work well with smoky flavours so perfect for chillis and stews too. Beans contain folate so using them in dishes can help you to fight fatigue and gain strength physically. Black beans actually have more fibre and magnesium than other beans so are well worth making friends with.


BUTTER BEANS


The big daddy of the bean world offers a softer, silkier texture and again works so well in many dishes from quinoa plates to salads. They’re delicate in flavour and give you that amazing much needed protein and boost of antioxidants.


HARICOT BEANS


If you fancy making your own baked beans, these are the beans for you. They’re small and compact but have the same amount of goodness within. Marry them with most flavours and they’ll boost your energy levels for the day.


RED, GREEN OR BROWN


These tiny little munchkins are powerful so if you don’t already include them in your diet, now is your chance. They contain protein, fibre, folate, magnesium which is great for sleep, and many needed vitamins. They’re great for your digestion and gut health, your energy levels and your brain. Perfect for soups, casseroles or salads, all of which you’ll find in this book.


All of the beans and pulses used in these recipes can be bought precooked in cans or packets, which makes them a super easy and practical ingredient to use. Of course, if you have the time to soak the dry versions overnight, then do! But if you’re short on time, then stock up on some tins – they’re affordable and taste just as good!


Tofu


I adore tofu and am usually on a crusade to try to convince naysayer mates to do so too, as well as my children who constantly turn their noses up at it. But tofu remains one of the most versatile ingredients so get ready to make it your friend! You can fry it, sear it, grill it, bake it, blend silken tofu into puds and add so many varying flavours to make it really come alive.


For any recipes that use firm tofu (so not silken), make sure you drain it first. You can do this by pressing the tofu block wrapped in a clean tea towel and between two plates with a weight on top, up to a half hour before you start cooking. This ensures all the moisture is removed and the tofu won’t fall apart when you use it. It’s also worth knowing that you can buy smoked tofu in most supermarkets now alongside the normal variety. Smoked tofu has a wonderful umami flavour that even the most defiant of meat-eaters will find mouthwatering – if you’re on the fence about tofu, make sure you give this type a go before writing it off completely.


As well as being easy to incorporate into many delicious meals it is so very good for us. It’s packed with amino acids and protein and it also contains iron (which many of us are deficient in), magnesium, zinc, minerals and vitamins. Its complex combination of goodness helps to lower cholesterol too. Tofu is an all-round good egg … without any egg!


Nuts and seeds


You’ll see many different types of nuts and seeds used throughout this book in recipes ranging from crackers and breads, to salads and chocolate squares. Eaten in moderation these natural wonders help to boost our protein levels, keep us fuller for longer and energised in the right, balanced way. As well as all of the nuts and seeds that you’ll be more than aware of, this book also features flax seeds which you may not normally buy in your weekly shop. Also known as linseed, you can buy them either whole or ground into a rough powder which is a good way of getting them into food quickly if you’re baking or want a little added fibre on top of your brekkie in the morning. As well as flax being a brilliant form of dietary fibre, it’s also loaded with nutrients, high in omega 3 good fats and packed with protein. Omega 3 is so needed in all of our diets: it not only helps our bodies function but massively helps our brains work too. It has been said that it can even help with anxiety and depression if eaten regularly. Never underestimate the power of the flax!


Milks and yoghurts


For a lot of us, giving up cow’s milk in our teas and coffees might seem like an unbearable thought but don’t panic! There are so many dairy-free alternatives available now you’ll definitely find one that makes your cuppa taste just as good (if not better!). In this book, I’ve used a mix of soya, oat, coconut, almond, cashew and rice milk but if you have a favourite already, feel free to substitute it whenever you like. If you’ve never ventured into the wonderful world of dairy-free milks, then next time you’re at the supermarket, pick one at random and give it a go. I find that coconut milk is the most versatile since it works so well in both savoury and sweet dishes, but oat milk has a creamy texture that is great for any beginner vegans.


There are also an increasing number of vegan yoghurts available and a dollop of these really add the perfect finishing touch to lots of dishes. Like the milk, I’m a big fan of coconut milk yoghurt but there are also several soya milk yoghurts available now.





INGREDIENTS FOR FLAVOUR


Miso paste


Why, oh, why did I not discover this dreamy situation sooner? Miso paste only came into my life about three years ago and I’ve never looked back. It is made of fermented soya beans so has its own great nutritional value, and is a traditional Japanese seasoning product used in many dishes. I love to experiment with it, so you’ll see me use it in this book for savoury and even sweet dishes. Its flavour is strangely malleable so can at times add a cheesy quality to vegan dishes which would traditionally have dairy in them, yet also a caramel quality when used correctly in sweet sauces and desserts. Get ready to embrace the miso!


Nutritional yeast


This is not your usual yeast. Don’t confuse it with bread yeast as it’s a totally different beast. It’s a deactivated yeast which has a strong flavour perfect for vegan dishes. It can taste quite cheesy so is great if you’re making ‘cheese’ out of nuts, or a cheesy flavoured sauce for a meal. Not only does it offer up a lot of flavour for vegan recipes, it is full of goodness; B complex vitamins can be found here as well as a little protein, so get sprinkling and adding where necessary.


If you can’t find nutritional yeast at your local shop, chances are you have a pot of yeast extract in your cupboard (you either love it, or hate it, right?) and this will have a similar effect on the flavour of your dish, so don’t be afraid to get experimenting and add some to any meal that you think could do with a cheesy dimension!


Non-refined sugars


It’s not necessary to cut out refined sugars on a vegan diet but it’s not a bad idea to avoid them if you can. I try to avoid white sugars as they create a spike in our blood sugar and usually make me feel pretty crummy. You can get equal levels of sweetness and actually a lot more flavour by using coconut sugar or maple syrup. You won’t find any honey in this book as it’s not vegan. (A little fact for you: did you know it takes 20,000 bees to make one jar of honey? Incredible creatures.) But you’ll find plenty of great recipes using natural sweetness from the aforementioned options as well as dates and dried apricots, and if you do eat honey then you could swap it for the maple syrup in any of the recipes.
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I’ve always had a huge love affair with breakfast – it’s often one of the first thoughts that pops into my head when my sleep-deprived eyes open. My first thought might be ‘coffee’ or ‘why can’t my kids lie in a little longer?’ But it’ll shortly be followed by ‘FOOD!’


The morning is the most important part of the day in so many ways. I like to say hello to it by setting an intention. I’m a strange contradiction of someone that is a bit of an old hippy, yet slightly neurotic and pedantic about my routine; a free-spirited organiser, if you will. Isn’t that an oxymoron? My intention could be to be more patient, to be more in the moment, to look up rather than down at my phone. It’ll be different every day but the notion of having this firm thought when awakening gives me the opportunity to start as I mean to go on.


It is very much the same with food. If I start the day right nutritionally, I’ll have a much better chance of finishing it that way too. That doesn’t mean it’s boring, lacking in any way or monotonous throughout the week. It just means what I prepare or cook and eat has perhaps had a little thought put in to it and will be enjoyed as I savour every flavour and embrace every ounce of energy it’s going to give me to spring into a new 24 hours.


On weekdays my mornings are a whirlwind, like many of yours will be too, but I will always make sure amongst the shouting about school shoes and packing of school bags that the whole family eats well and is fuelled up for the day ahead. Sometimes if I have a horrendously early start at work because I’m covering for Zoe Ball on Radio 2, I will make a little something the night before to take in with me in one of my much loved airtight plastic boxes, like the Pear and pecan Bircher muesli (here) which is low effort but high in yum. I try to do whatever it takes to get the good stuff in me and to avoid a shop-bought, overly processed option.


If you’re new to veganism and you’re a passionate egg devourer in the morning and can’t bear the thought of ditching your Benedicts or dippy soldiers then why not try some of the vegan alternatives in this chapter? I just love the Miso scrambled tofu and avocado on rye (here) which is unbelievably similar to the real thing. These options might then become firm favourites which you can alternate with, or substitute for, your usual eggy delights.


You’ll find a ton of protein alternatives here as well as tofu, like nut milks and beans to help boost your vivacity for the day. Not only does tofu provide a great source of protein, it also contains all nine essential amino acids and is a valuable source of iron which many of us are lacking. I hope the following recipes provide you with a little inspiration, as well as good food intentions to start the day right!
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