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INTRODUCTION

Healthy living has totally transformed my life and I think it will transform yours, too. I changed my diet in January 2012 to try and heal a chronic illness called postural tachycardia syndrome. Overnight I adopted a natural, plant-based diet and said goodbye to gluten, dairy, refined sugar, processed food, additives and meat. It was a dramatic change, especially as I had mainly lived off pesto pasta, pick ’n’ mix and chocolate up until then…

It took a while for the diet to work but, over the course of eighteen months, I got better, came off all my medications and realised that living a healthy life made me happier and healthier than I ever had been before. It wasn’t an easy journey though, and one of the things I found hardest was learning how to eat well when I was really busy and pushed for time. So that’s the purpose of this book: to share my tips and tricks to help you build the Deliciously Ella way of eating into your everyday life, so that you can look and feel your best, too. Taking care of yourself is much easier than you may think and, with a little organisation, you can eat amazing, nourishing food all week long, all year round.

To me, the most important thing about healthy eating is that the food is always both delicious and do-able. Nourishing your body with goodness needs to fit into your existing lifestyle and not feel like a crazy, overwhelming task. I want to show you how to throw together simple, natural ingredients in just a few minutes to create a fantastic meal and also to help you plan better, so you can always have an awesome, healthy option available to eat throughout the day, whether you’re at home or not.

In this book I’ll introduce you to more than one hundred of my staple dishes, the things that I cook time and time again and the recipes that always make me happy. I’ve tried to keep things as quick and easy as possible, with minimal preparation time, so hopefully you’ll fall in love with the taste and ease of each creation and, over time, these wonderful recipes will become a part of your life.

I’m going to share my speedy weekday dinners, from almond butter quinoa, to the best baked sweet potato with garlic mushrooms, to pasta arrabbiata, to new-style nori rolls with avocado cream. We’ll also explore easy bigger meals, either to serve to all your friends and family, or to be frozen to provide the healthiest ‘ready meals’, such as black bean burgers, my favourite sweet potato cakes and chickpea and turmeric curry.

I’ve also included a healthy eating on-the-go section, which will spice up your work or school lunches so much that everyone around you will have serious food envy! Plus we’ll go through the best easy breakfasts (think overnight oats, five-minute porridge and maple chia pots), my go-to simple sweet treats (coconut and raspberry mousse, cacao oat and raisin cookies, and the best hot chocolate) and lots of amazing salads. So, by the time you finish this book, you’ll have a whole new range of straightforward go-to meals that will keep you inspired and energised every day!

CHANGING YOUR EATING HABITS

Shifting towards a more plant-based way of life is pretty exciting; it opens up a whole new world of delicious ingredients, amazing tastes and unique textures and truly makes you feel fabulous from the inside out. But I know that it’s not the easiest adjustment and that it throws up its own challenges.

For me, the biggest hurdle was losing the meals that I had relied on almost every day – pesto pasta, cereal, smoked salmon bagels, lasagne and chicken stir-fry – and having to find alternatives. It can be hard at first when old favourites suddenly vanish. Don’t worry: you’re absolutely not alone in staring at the supermarket shelves having no idea what to buy or what to do with your purchases once you get them home. In fact, it seems to be an issue for almost everyone I’ve spoken to who is changing to a plant-based diet. Don’t panic! I am here to help.
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Another issue I found was that I got stuck in a serious food rut. While I absolutely adore food, and eating is probably my favourite pastime, I admit I am naturally a lazy cook. I like fast, easy meals that taste wonderful but require minimal preparation, chopping and washing up! This disposition, combined with the fact that I didn’t know what to cook or how to cook it, meant that I ate the same thing almost every day for the first few months of my plant-based life! Everything tasted good, but I was so bored with the lack of variety, which meant that I didn’t truly appreciate how amazing plant-based food really is. I only actually fell in love with this way of eating when I pushed myself to try new things, and in doing so I discovered a whole world of rainbow goodness and – even more importantly – I realised that cooking awesome healthy, varied meals every day was incredibly easy, which is why I wanted to write this book for you.

FINDING BALANCE

While I hope to persuade you to eat more plant-based goodness, I absolutely don’t expect you to only eat this way and I know that almost no one becomes a gluten-free, sugar-free veggie overnight! I’m not here to preach or to make anyone feel guilty about enjoying pizza, cheese and chocolate cake; after all, the Deliciously Ella way of eating and living is all about positivity. Instead I want to make it as easy as possible for you to combine Deliciously Ella recipes with any other kinds of food.

I believe that we should all try to nourish our bodies with plant-based food when we’re at home: for weekday breakfasts, work lunches, Tuesday nights when you’re eating in the kitchen… that sort of thing. These are the times it makes sense to eat the Deliciously Ella way, as you’re not having to conform to social conventions at restaurants or eat someone else’s food in their home, so you don’t have to worry about being rude or different to everybody else.

Eating my way at home means your body has a healthy foundation, so you can go for dinner with friends, order what you want and savour it: if you love pizza, order an amazing pizza; if you love cookies, get the best cookie and actually think about and appreciate each bite as you eat. This is the balance I’m talking about: healthy moderation. It will make healthy eating so much more accessible rather than trying to eat this way all the time right from the outset. It also means that trying to be super-healthy won’t take over your life and stress you out when you don’t know what to order from a not-so-healthy restaurant menu. It’s important that this balance feels relaxed and easy, rather than you feeling compelled to do a juice cleanse because you ate one too many pieces of chocolate cake the night before!

However, if you want to eat this way all the time, as I do, then of course that’s amazing and something I would encourage. The vital thing is to find what works for you. For lots of people this means just one meal a day based around the Deliciously Ella philosophy, for others it means eating fifty per cent plant-based and fifty per cent traditional food, and for a few (myself included) it means always eating this way, because you love it. It doesn’t matter which category you fall into, we all have to start somewhere! Besides, it’s so important to know that every change you make is beneficial to your body. Each time you add a portion of veggies, whole grains or fruits to your meal, you’re doing an amazing thing for yourself.
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WHERE TO START

My advice would be to experiment with one or two plant-based recipes each week, say on a weekday evening when you’re at home. Try this for a few weeks, then start to add in a couple of healthy breakfasts. You can choose breakfast recipes that are made the night before so, on the night you cook your Deliciously Ella dinner, you can also make an awesome breakfast for the next day. Once you’re finding the breakfast and dinner options fun and easy, then start switching up your lunches to incorporate some of the suggestions in my on-the-go chapter, or try serving some of the salad or dessert recipes at a dinner party.

There’s no rush. Taking small steps often leads to the best outcome, as you won’t feel overwhelmed by change and start craving everything you’re used to eating. To stop this from happening, you can also combine Deliciously Ella meals with your old favourites – add roast salmon to your quinoa, parmesan to your pasta and fries to your veggie burger, for instance – if this gets you trying new plant-based recipes then it’s wonderful and nothing to feel bad about!

You’ll find that the more you start to eat this way the better you’ll feel and I promise it will become quite addictive; waking up feeling amazing every day is honestly the best thing and, once that starts to happen, you’ll never go back to eating the way you did before! Your taste buds will also start to change and, over the course of a few months, medjool dates will start to taste like the sweetest things on earth, so you won’t feel a need for lots of refined sugar either.

HOW TO LIVE A DELICIOUSLY ELLA LIFESTYLE

Before we get into the ins and outs of how to be organised and stay healthy when you’re really busy, I quickly want to run you through my ‘ten commandments’ for living a healthy, happy life. I know that food can be a complicated emotional topic for people and that eating healthily can become obsessive and compulsive in the way that lots of diets can, when in reality it should just be a fun, easy, flexible component of your life. So I hope that the points below will guide you to a state of being where you can love anything and everything that you eat.
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Enjoy your food – no matter what you’re eating, whether it’s kale or pizza, love every bite and savour each flavour. Food should always be fun.

Don’t look at healthy eating as a ‘diet’ – it’s a lifestyle and an awesome way of living, so don’t deprive or starve yourself, as this won’t make you happy or healthy. Remember, we’re not counting calories or measuring portion sizes.

Open your mind – try new things and be flexible about your existing views on healthy eating. You’ll find healthy food is so much better than bland salads and you’ll enjoy it far more.

Balance is everything! – find what works for you, set realistic goals and be happy with them.

Be organised – take a little time every week to stock your fridge with nourishing ingredients, snacks and meals, so you always have something delicious on hand to eat.

Treat your body with respect – it is a beautiful, amazing thing that needs to be listened to. If you’re full, stop eating; if you’re hungry, have a snack; if you have digestive issues, examine your diet. Your body knows what it needs, we just need to learn to hear what it’s saying.

Eat a rainbow – try and make each meal as colourful as you can. Not only will this give you the best array of vitamins and minerals, it will also make your plate look more beautiful and appetising. We all eat with our eyes first, so it will make your meal more delicious, too.

Don’t feel guilty – if all you want is chocolate cake, then eat a slice and enjoy it. Don’t binge-eat it and feel guilty afterwards, and absolutely don’t restrict what you eat the next day as a result. Remember: no one is perfect!

Get creative – enjoy experimenting in the kitchen with new recipes and ingredients, adapt them as you like and don’t be afraid to try different things.

Slow down – take a minute to enjoy what you’re eating and don’t inhale your food. It takes about twenty minutes for your brain to register how full you are, plus you won’t appreciate how great the food is if you don’t take the time to think about it while you eat each bite.

HOW TO PREPARE IN ADVANCE

The boring news is that staying healthy is all about organisation; I know that doesn’t sound exciting but it’s so true. I’ll write more about getting organised in the on-the-go chapter, but for now I want to run through a few of the little things you should keep in your kitchen to help you with the organisational part.

Most importantly you’ll need lots of great containers; they will make all the difference to how good your food tastes and how long it stays fresh. It also means you can easily store food to take away with you, so you can just grab a container of goodness from the fridge, put it in your bag and bring it along to wherever you have to be. So what exactly do you need?

Glass jars with lids – my favourite storage items. They make everything look so pretty and it feels so much nicer picking up a beautiful jar than a plastic box! You can buy really cheap small glass jars online, or you can be super eco-friendly and recycle old jars, which is what I do: my kitchen is filled with old tahini, almond butter and honey jars! Recycling jars also means you’ll have a wonderful range of shapes and sizes, so you’ll always have the perfect jar for your creation. I use jars for my breakfasts all the time as they’re perfect for holding smoothies, overnight oats and chia pots. I also use big jars to store my dry goods, mainly my nuts, grains and seeds.

Airtight food containers – your food needs to be kept airtight, as this stops it from going off or losing flavour. Airtight, waterproof plastic boxes may not look as beautiful as glass jars, but they’re a total lifesaver when it comes to transporting your lunch. I keep my on-the-go lunches and leftover meals in these boxes in the fridge, plus I use them to store brownies, cookies, power balls and pretty much everything else! You can buy them in all sizes and colours from almost everywhere.

Freezer bags – to be honest, these aren’t super-exciting either, but they’re very handy! They are the easiest way to store things in the freezer. Unlike plastic boxes, they take up very little space, so if you have a tiny freezer you should still be able to fit lots of bags on each shelf. I use them for portions of big batches of soup: I just take a bag out of the freezer and leave it in a bowl on the side to defrost for a few hours before I warm it up. Freezer bags are also great for storing slices of bread; as I don’t normally get through a loaf in a week I keep half of it, ready-sliced, in the freezer, so I can just take a piece out when I want. I also store frozen fruit in bags, as it takes up less space.

Glass bottles with rubber seals – these are less important than the three items above, but still really helpful to have around. I use them to store my nut milks, smoothies and juices, as they keep the air out so help keep whatever I’ve made fresh. It’s so important that the lid has a rubber seal around it, or air can get in and spoil what you’ve made. Again, these are readily available and really inexpensive.

OTHER EQUIPMENT

As well as the basics – grater, garlic crusher, kitchen scales and veggie peeler – a powerful blender is kind of essential and a food processor is useful as it means you can make more (especially when it comes to my soups, dips, dressings and smoothies). I’ve written at length about those in my first book, Deliciously Ella, so I won’t go into detail here except to say that they’re both worth investing in. I’ve tried to keep their usages to a minimum though, so the recipes are achievable for everyone. And if you want to eat my courgette noodles, a spiraliser would be handy and won’t break the bank, but you can use a veggie peeler instead. If you’re planning on making your own plant-based milks, you will also need a nut milk bag.

STORAGE

Again, I know this isn’t the most scintillating topic, but knowing how to properly store dry goods, as well as your awesome meals, means that you’ll get the most out of them.

STORING DRY GOODS

As I’ve said, I like using glass jars. I have shelves in my kitchen filled with almonds, cashews, quinoa, buckwheat, chickpeas, brown rice, chia seeds, cacao nibs, gluten-free pasta, oats and so on. It looks beautiful and it means you can see exactly what you have and how much of it is left. I find it’s a more economical way of keeping food, as I don’t go and buy more of something that I already have but couldn’t see, plus it means that you don’t have chickpeas and almonds spilling out of plastic packages everywhere!

I recycle small jars for things such as chia seeds or cacao nibs, and buy big rubber-sealed jars to keep bulk items, such as rice and pasta.

[image: image]

USING THE FRIDGE

This may sound like a totally ridiculous heading, I thought it was too when I first wrote it, as doesn’t everyone know what a fridge is and how to use one? But if you’re not much of a cook then there are a few tips that can help you. The first thing to note is that putting anything in the fridge will cause it to lose some flavour, the cold just does this to food. So when you’re eating leftovers it’s important to let them warm up, otherwise you won’t enjoy them half as much. Either let them sit at room temperature for twenty minutes or so, or warm them in a pan with a little olive oil to remedy any dryness that has happened in the fridge. I do the same thing with any overnight breakfast recipe: I’ll take it out as soon as I wake up, so that by the time I have showered, dressed and got ready for the day it will have warmed up enough to taste delicious.

I keep leftover meals that I’m going to eat within the next few days in the fridge; if I’m not going to eat them in this time frame, I’ll put them in the freezer so they will keep for longer.

I don’t put baked goods in the fridge as I find it changes their flavour too much. Instead, they go into airtight boxes at room temperature.

USING THE FREEZER

Again, this might sound like a mad heading, but there are a few tips that can be handy here. The first is that it’s best to store as much as you can in freezer bags, as it creates so much more room and you can see what you have, so you won’t have a curry sitting in the freezer for a year…

The other important thing to say is that you can freeze almost anything! Whenever I have over-ripe fruit, I chop it up and throw it into a bag in the freezer. I’ll do the same if I have too much spinach or kale, so I can use them frozen in my smoothies. It prevents waste and ensures that your drink is nice and cold.

If I have a frozen meal that I want to eat that evening, I take it out of the freezer when I leave the house in the morning and put it in the fridge to defrost; that way when I come home I can just put it straight in a pan to heat up, rather than dealing with a giant ice cube of stew!

The last thing to note is that food should only be defrosted once, so just take the amount you need out of the freezer and leave the rest of the meal in there for another time. (This is why it’s a good idea to freeze a meal in portions, rather than all in the same bag.) ­
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SHOPPING LIST

As you go through the book you’ll see that the same ingredients come up all the time. This overlap is deliberate, as it means your meals will be quicker and cheaper to prepare and you won’t be spending lots of money on an ingredient that you’ll only use in one recipe.

If you’re totally new to this way of eating then it will be expensive to do an initial shop, to stock your cupboards with the items below; however, after this your meals should cost very little, as all you’ll need to buy are a few fresh ingredients. If you’re making Bircher muesli, for example, all you’ll need to buy are apples and, if you’re making the lentil and aubergine pasta, all you’ll need are aubergines and red peppers.

The fresh ingredients for my recipes are available anywhere in the world, so if your cupboards are stocked with everything else it will always be easy to make these recipes. I tend to shop for all the storecupboard ingredients listed here online, as I find it much easier: you often get better deals and won’t have to spend ages running around supermarkets to get dinner together, which is good in terms of saving time. Also, some smaller supermarkets may not stock items such as brown rice flour, coconut oil and chia seeds (though, these days, more and more of them do, which is amazing). If your cupboards are stocked with everything you need to make a wonderfully healthy and very delicious meal, then you’re much more likely to actually make it, rather than resorting to a bowl of cereal or ordering a takeaway.

I find the internet is normally the best place to get great deals on health foods, so I normally order from there. Even though your first shop will be expensive, everything you buy will last for ages, so it won’t go to waste… you never need to worry about your quinoa, tamari and maple syrup going off! I’ve talked more about the cost of eating this way in the Big Batch Cooking chapter, so I won’t go into too much detail about it here, but just trust me: it’s so worth investing in your health.

DRY INGREDIENTS

Buckwheat groats

Cacao powder (raw)

Chia seeds

Flour (brown rice and buckwheat)

Hemp seeds

Noodles (buckwheat)

Nuts (almonds, cashews, hazels, pecans)

Oats

Pasta (brown rice)

Pine nuts

Pumpkin seeds

Puy lentils

Quinoa

Rice (brown, and brown short-grain)

Sesame seeds

Sunflower seeds

CANNED GOODS

Black beans

Cannellini beans

Chickpeas

Coconut milk

Tomatoes (chopped)

CONDIMENTS/WET INGREDIENTS

Almond butter

Apple cider vinegar

Coconut oil

Miso paste
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