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Introduction


There are so many good reasons for indulging in meat-free cooking and I hope this small ebook will give you an insight into some of the advantages as well as the taste benefits of this ‘green’ cuisine. I’m not a total vegetarian myself, but I do believe that we should all be eating far less (but better-quality) meat and making much more of the plant-based food kingdom. I also applaud all steps taken to end unnecessary animal suffering and am also mindful that nutritionally, vegetarians and the even stricter vegans do need to ensure they obtain their full quota of vital vitamins, minerals and other important nutrients, which is why I have included a separate chapter on the importance of vegetarian nutrition.


Last, but by no means least, the new take on vegetarian food is so delicious that no one need ever ask ‘but where’s the meat?’. I have included many of my own family’s personal favourite recipes which I hope you will also enjoy sharing with your family and friends.


Liz Earle MBE


www.lizearlewellbeing.com
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Why Cook Vegetarian?


Over the years we’ve been bombarded with the arguments for and against vegetarianism. From a purely physical point of view, humans are omnivores, which means that we have the choice of whether to eat meat or not – as opposed to herbivores who cannot eat meat and carnivores who have to eat meat to survive. However, there are many valid reasons why we should definitely cut down on our meat eating, if not give it up altogether.


Here’s to Your Health


Appealing to your instincts of self-preservation, it is a fact of life that, over all, vegetarians generally tend to be healthier. This is because a vegetarian diet naturally pulls you along the road of healthy eating. Plenty of complex carbohydrates (grains and pulses) form a solid base, and piled on top are vital vitamins and minerals from fresh fruit and vegetables. Combine this with a greatly reduced processed fat and meat-preserving chemical intake (such as nitrites) from not eating processed meats and the end result can be a healthier diet and therefore a healthier body. Of course, it is possible to be vegetarian and have a pretty poor diet, but the healthier way of eating is better signposted.


Many may be scared of not getting enough protein in their diet if they become vegetarians, but entire cultures have thrived for thousands of years on virtually vegetarian diets. In fact, it is argued that naturally Man eats predominantly plant matter, with animals as an occasional item. Our digestive tract is long and winding, whereas in those animals designed to eat a lot of meat, it is much shorter. This indicates that we were not created to consume vast amounts of animal products. This balance of low animal and high plant foods is still found in more primitive cultures and tribes, and also in some of the healthiest nations in the world. It is difficult for anyone who has enough to eat to be deficient in protein – eating a balanced diet incorporating dairy produce, grains, pulses, nuts and seeds provides plentiful protein.


With today’s factory farming and high-tech agrochemical methods of rearing meat, these foods may harm our bodies with higher levels of unwanted synthetic chemicals – from growth hormones to pesticide and antibiotic residues. There are several reasons for this. As meat is further up the food chain than plant matter, substances such as pesticides and fertilisers are found in a far more concentrated form in animal meat and synthetic, fat-soluble chemicals are stored in an animal’s fatty tissue (which is why grass-fed, organic and traditionally reared meats are so much better for us).


The Wealth of the World


It has been put to us that the world is capable of feeding all the people in it. But how can this be so when so many millions are starving across the world? Many people in the developing world starve as a direct consequence of their despotic governments’ lack of investment in food systems for their country, or from poor logistic and storage facilities. Other countries might export their produce for cash to fund wars or corruption, instead of feeding it to their people (as in the case of the worst Ethiopian famines of the 1990s, where Ethiopia remained a net exporter of grain). For some farmers in the developing world it may be more profitable to grow cash crops to export as animal feed for richer nations, in preference to selling crops to the local people who simply wish to eat. One acre of land growing soya beans produces enough to feed a man for five years. The same piece of land used to grow crops to rear beef cattle results in feeding a man for only four months. So we have on our hands a self-interested and wasteful system. Eating less, but better-quality, meat (or no meat at all) so the demand dramatically drops, is one way to more fairly share the global food supply.


Cruelty-Free Foods


Imagine being in a space which is too small for you to turn around in, or even fully lift your head up. Underneath you is a harsh metal grating, the only surface for you to stand on, or lie down to try to get some sleep. Your excrement and urine falls on to (and hopefully through) this same grating. The air is foul-smelling and dank. You are fed an unnatural diet that makes you grow so fast your unexercised legs cannot support your weight. You’re treated with synthetic hormones and your existence is full of pain. Perhaps among the worst of the deprivations is that you are allowed no interaction with your fellow beings. Then your short and miserable life comes to its conclusion – you may be given only a few seconds of electric stunning (as opposed to the legal requirement of eight) meaning you are still conscious as your throat is slit.


This type of existence is not uncommon for many factory-farmed animals. If your reaction is that they are only animals, I would ask you to think of creatures in more natural habitats. Most of the animals that are commonly farmed are clean, active and sociable when in the wild.


For those who really cannot bear to give up meat altogether (and I count myself amongst these), I would suggest cutting down on manufactured, factory-reared meat and, with the money saved, buy ‘kind meats’. This means paying extra for higher welfare and buying pasture-fed or organic meat. Add to this other ‘kinder’ foods, such as game birds, free-living fish and shellfish, and you have a wide range of tastes at your disposal. These animals live in more humane conditions, often not too unlike their natural habitat. You may well be further surprised, as the meat from these sources is usually tastier than so much of the blander tastes filling the supermarket shelves. It may also contain a lower proportion of saturated fat, as an active, moving animal is of necessity leaner than the stationary one. Buying ‘kinder’ animal products also applies to vegetarians. Organic, free-range eggs and organic, pasture-fed milk are now widely available. Factory farming of eggs creates among the cruellest conditions to be found. And mass milk production can also lead to a miserable life for the cow and far worse fates for the calves. The sooner we show we want to buy the products of more animal-welfare friendly and organic farming, the sooner some of these horrific practices will be consigned to the past. So consider putting the power of the consumer to good use and making wise shopping-basket choices.


Save the Planet


It is not only our health that we should think about when cutting down on the meat in our diets, but that of our planet. To keep up with the world’s high demand for meat, cattle are being produced in a much greater volume than ever before and a byproduct of this intense farming is methane. This greenhouse gas is regarded by many as contributing to climate change, and could so easily be reduced. Around 15,000 litres of water is needed to produce one kilo of beef, 10,000 for a kilo of lamb, 6000 for a kilo of pork and 4500 for a kilo of chicken, whereas it takes below 1000 for most vegetarian foods. Choosing grass-fed meat is an environmentally friendly option, as cattle that graze grass stimulate its growth and the grass or forage then absorbs carbon dioxide and stores it in its roots – which in turn has a positive impact on global warming. More intensive farming methods lead to degradation of land and soils and pollution of surface water.


Eat for Enjoyment


Vegetarian cookery has quickly become a cuisine in its own right. Gone are the days of dull, brown, tasteless vegetarian food with a sprinkling of nuts or lentils on everything. Now vegetarian fare is gourmet food, with many restaurants having been awarded Michelin stars and offering a full spectrum of tastes and textures. Imaginative cooking has taken inspiration from cultures the world over. Strangely enough, it is now the ‘meat and two veg’ eaters who may be missing out on many of the best taste sensations.


This all adds up to a very convincing argument for eating less or no meat, to start cooking food that pleases the palate and the eye – and that can be eaten with peace of mind and a clear conscience.
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Vegetarian Nutrition


We are what we eat, so it is therefore very important to understand the basics of nutrition. The big building blocks for the body are the macronutrients – proteins, carbohydrates and fats. Equally necessary are the tiny blocks of the micronutrients – vitamins and minerals. More important for life than food is water, as a human can last for quite a while without food but for only a few days without water. These six elements are essential for a healthy life.


The Macronutrients


PROTEIN


Proteins are fundamental to all living matter. In humans, protein accounts for 17 per cent of our total body mass. Proteins are used for the growth and repair of our bodies, being required for these purposes by each individual cell. Their second function is to maintain supplies of enzymes, hormones and antibodies. Any excess can be stored and used later as a source of energy.


Proteins are made up of amino acids, of which there are over twenty. The body needs all of these, but can synthesise some of them itself. There are eight amino acids which are termed ‘essential’ as the body cannot make them and so needs to acquire a supply of them through the diet. These eight essential amino acids are:


• isoleucine


• leucine


• lysine


• methionine


• phenylalanine


• threonine


• tryptophan


• valine


Proteins from animal sources, such as milk and eggs, contain all of these in approximately the proportions the body needs, and are hence called ‘complete’ proteins. However, vegetarians should not rely on dairy products for their entire protein intake and should make use of other sources. At this point it is worth mentioning the soya bean, which is a non-animal food that contains the eight essential amino acids. Therefore, soya beans and soya bean products are particularly important for vegetarians and vegans. Remember, too, that other non-animal sources, such as legumes (other than soya beans) and grains, are ‘incomplete’ proteins. This means that they do not contain all the essential amino acids and need to be properly combined.


To make complete protein from incomplete proteins, eat:


• Legumes with grains/nuts and seeds.


• Grains with legumes.


• Nuts and seeds with legumes.


This is actually easy to do as many common dishes combine these naturally: baked beans on toast; lentil lasagne; pea soup with bread; pizza and peas; hummus (which combines chickpeas and sesame seeds); bean and nut salads; lentil bake with sesame seeds and almonds . . . . The list is endless and the only boundary is your imagination.


CARBOHYDRATE


Carbohydrates are made up of carbon, hydrogen and oxygen and they are manufactured by plants through the process of photosynthesis. This is when the plant makes starch using the energy from sunlight. Carbohydrates form a large part of our diet and are an important source of energy.


There is a whole spectrum of different-sized molecules within carbohydrates. The size of molecule provides a rough guide to the value of that type of carbohydrate in terms of nutrition – the larger the molecule the better the carbohydrate is for us. This is because the larger molecules are found in the complex carbohydrates, which release their energy gradually. Complex carbohydrates are foods such as potatoes, pasta, grains and bread, and these should make up the majority of our diet. The smaller molecules are the sugars which release their energy very swiftly into the blood. While this can provide a pick-me-up, it is very short-lived and is rapidly followed by a sugar low, which makes us feel tired, lethargic and can even cause headaches. This sugar ‘low’ also creates a craving for more sugar, which if indulged can result in a sugar cycle of cravings, energy bursts and depressing lows. This leads to many health problems and weight gain.
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