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Ella Mills, founder of Deliciously Ella, is an award-winning cookery author and entrepreneur, and a champion of eating well. She started off with her popular blog, deliciouslyella.com, which has had over 110 million hits in the last three years. Her first book came out in January 2015 and has been the bestselling debut cookbook ever in the UK and a New York Times bestseller. She has since released a further three bestselling books, created a #1 app and, with her husband, opened a deli in London, as well as launching a food product line across the UK.
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Deliciously Ella The Plant-based Cookbook


The last few years have been an incredible experience, a huge learning curve and, at times, an emotional roller coaster. In fact, I can’t begin to explain just how unexpected the whole Deliciously Ella journey has been. When I first started writing my blog in 2012, I had no idea that it would engage the interest of so many people or end up becoming such a huge part of my life. I never thought that it would grow to the size it has and I definitely wouldn’t have guessed that an interview I gave for my first book would be the catalyst for my introduction to Matt, my now husband, and kick-start a whirlwind romance that ultimately turned Deliciously Ella into a family business where Matt is our CEO, I’m the creative director and our dog, Austin, is king!


In this book I want to give you a glimpse into the Deliciously Ella world and share some of my personal insights from recent years, including how I turned a blog into a large community of people, bound together by a collective sense of values, purpose and passion. As well as my story, I want to share our plant-based philosophy and – of course – some very special recipes that I know you will enjoy making and eating.


I think it’s worth saying now that while Deliciously Ella has grown and adapted, my ultimate aim has remained the same: to make fruits and vegetables more interesting and delicious, and inspire you to put them at the centre of your plate.


I’m excited to share the stories of our adventures, the lessons we’ve learnt (the good and the bad!), the advice we’ve been given and, best of all, the recipes that tell these tales. To me, the recipes that have developed over this period – from our kitchen, delis, pop-ups, festivals, dinners and supper clubs – are so much more than words on paper; they’re little pieces of our journey, and together they form the building blocks that have made us who we are today. I can’t wait for you to fall in love with them too.
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As many of you might know, I started Deliciously Ella in 2012 as a way of recording my own experiments in the kitchen as I learnt to cook and looked for ways to manage an illness that had affected my autonomic nervous system and had me largely bed-bound. Since then, I feel that both Deliciously Ella and I as a collective have been through two stages of growth and development.


Phase one was completely organic and unexpected as Deliciously Ella evolved from a personal diary that I initially wrote in my student kitchen and then my parents’ kitchen, to a small but strong community on social media. From day one I spent a huge amount of time getting to know my audience and connecting with as many people as possible, and as that community grew both my readers and I wanted to take that connection from the online space into something more tangible. So I hired a small team who worked with me in my flat to organise supper clubs, talks and workshops. The next step was our app and on the back of that came my first book deal, which changed everything.


Somehow my first book caught a moment: our community had such a connection to the journey of Deliciously Ella that they all wanted to hear more. A week or so before the book was due to be published, orders went through the roof – to the point where my publisher rang me to let me know that they’d run out of books and were reprinting it across six different printers to keep up with demand! Nothing has ever surprised me more, and I can’t tell you how surreal it felt watching it sit at the top of the bestseller chart. Up until this point in my Deliciously Ella journey, most people were still asking me when I was going to go and find a real job!


It was an amazing moment in my life and something for which I’ll be forever grateful. Ultimately, Deliciously Ella has shaped everything I do and has led me on the most wonderful path, but at the time I wasn’t ready for the intensity with which my career took off or the attention that I started to receive. If you remember, I got ill halfway through my time at university, so I’d never had a proper job before, which meant I was pretty clueless on the professional front, and on a personal level I was still struggling to rebuild my self-confidence and self-esteem after my illness had taken such a hammer to them both. I’d spent most of the previous few years on my own watching other people’s lives unfold via Facebook and I had a very negative view of myself and my self-worth, so suddenly operating in the public space was pretty terrifying. I had a few periods where I felt so far outside my comfort zone and incredibly vulnerable, which created a sense of real anxiety. I ran with it to a point, and tried to be a ‘yes person’, but rather than me making proactive decisions, everything I did was very reaction-led, as I just wasn’t sure what to do, where to take Deliciously Ella next or how to create something meaningful for the community that supported me. Just as I started questioning everything, I was introduced to Matt, and that turned my world upside down in so many different ways.
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Matt got in touch with me via our parents, who used to work together (we’re basically an arranged marriage!), after reading an interview I gave about my new book. He’d been working on a social impact food and farming business in Sierra Leone, which had been put on hold due to the Ebola crisis, so he was looking for his next project and was interested in whether there was any connection between what we were doing. We met and that was that really. I went back to the girls at home and told them that I was in love. Luckily he felt the same, and things were turbocharged from there – he asked me out, we essentially moved in together after a week, got a dog two months later, got engaged four months after that, and were married a year later! Most people thought we were mad, some people thought I was joking about our engagement and a couple of people on social media even wrote to me to tell me that it would never last because I was rushing into it, but it is without a doubt the best decision I’ve ever made. The funny thing is that we tell everyone we started working together because we felt our complementary skills would help us build Deliciously Ella so much more successfully, but really, we just wanted an excuse to hang out together every day!


In some senses, it’s ironic that we went into business together so that we could spend all of our time together as we now seem to spend all of it working, but there’s something really special about creating a life that is based so intensely on a sense of partnership. We walk to the office together every day with Austin, usually stopping at the deli for breakfast. It’s my favourite part of the day and a real little family ritual. Matt is the person that I turn to for advice on everything and he has helped me find the confidence to overcome that initial sense of vulnerability I felt about growing Deliciously Ella and expanding our community.


I just wasn’t sure what to do, where to take Deliciously Ella next or how to create something meaningful for the community.


Creating this life together has been the greatest joy in my own life, and what’s so interesting is the serendipity of the timing: us meeting and starting working together was the catalyst to kick-start the second phase of Deliciously Ella.
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Phase two of Deliciously Ella was when it stopped being just about my personal journey, and instead became about a sense of community, a shared belief and ways to expand, introduce and make plant-based eating more aspirational and delicious. Over time, Deliciously Ella has come to represent that collective feeling and become part of the fast-growing movement celebrating plant-based living, rather than being solely a personal reflection.


It’s the community that shapes and guides the way we think, what we work on and ultimately helps us define our wider goals.


At the same time, we stopped being reactive and started being (very!) proactive. We began hiring experts, building the team that we have today and making proper business plans. Since then, I’ve learnt more than I ever thought I could. We’ve made a huge number of mistakes (more than I can begin to count) and been challenged to the point of breaking, but we’ve grown massively – both as people and as a company. I’m proud to say we’ve launched multiple products into major supermarkets around the country, published three more books, which have now been translated into over 20 languages, opened delis in London, organised several pop-ups at festivals across the country, created two natural beauty lines with Neal’s Yard Remedies, and so much more.
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When I was thinking about what would come next, this book was at the top of my list. I wanted to bring together our best recipes and give you a better insight into our journey, who we are today and, most importantly, convey what Deliciously Ella has come to stand for. First and foremost it is about so much more than just me – despite my name being in the company name! Internally the business comprises more than 40 people, who together breathe life and love into everything we do, and we would never have got to where we are today without them. Externally, it’s the community that supports us and what we do, the millions of people that follow us online and the loyal readers that come to our events, read our books, eat our products and come to see us at the deli. It’s this community that shapes and guides the way we think, what we work on and ultimately helps us define our wider goals. We’re a community-led company and we want to be guided by the heart of that – ultimately that’s why we exist, to be a useful resource and tool for all of you.
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What we believe [image: ]



Over the last few years we’ve seen a huge rise in the popularity of healthy eating, which at its core is a great thing, but at times I think the conversation surrounding it has become too complex and polarising, making eating a bit better seem alienating for some. There has been so much debate around good food, bad food, healthy food, unhealthy food, clean food, dirty food, what we should be eating and what we shouldn’t be eating, and to be honest it’s all got a little confusing.


When I first started the Deliciously Ella blog, I was writing solely for myself and the (very!) few people that read it. I spent all of my time learning to cook, trying new recipes and reading as much as I could about food, which I shared on my blog. Truth be told, I found it quite confusing – there were so many different people saying slightly different things – and I found it challenging to navigate the right path for me, a scenario that I’m sure lots of us have experienced. I got swept up in the benefits of ‘superfoods’ and adopted what was, on reflection, a pretty regimented approach. But remember I was really unwell at that point and felt that I had to do everything and anything to try and get better. Something in my approach worked, as I was gradually able to gain control of most of my symptoms, but I think that was the combination of eating better, working closely with a nutritionist, the exercise programme my doctors put me on and a general overhaul of my student lifestyle – my diet played a large role but not the sole role.


As Deliciously Ella took off and I started to manage my condition much more successfully, I realised three things. Firstly, that I was not able to keep up the rigidity of the diet working in the way that I was – it was simply too time-consuming and required ingredients that weren’t easily accessible, so something would have to shift to some extent. Secondly, that I was on top of the symptoms and therefore I could relax a little and find an approach that allowed me to continue to enjoy the plant-based food I’d fallen in love with but also allow me to do so alongside a pretty hectic lifestyle. Thirdly, that I was now talking to a much wider audience and Deliciously Ella had, in many ways unintentionally, become a resource for them, and what we were doing needed to reflect that. The more I learnt, the more I also appreciated that we all have to do what works best for us individually, because – as with anything in life – there is no one-size-fits-all. I realised how important it is to find the balance that suits and satisfies us each physically and mentally, and that taking anything to an extreme isn’t a sustainable approach – whatever you do has to be genuinely enjoyable for the long term. It’s inevitable that our balance will also shift and evolve week on week, month on month, year on year, depending on what else is happening in our lives.
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Recent studies show that just 27% of the UK population is eating their five-a-day, let alone their ten-a-day.


These realisations, alongside a growing interest in the environmental and ethical side of plant-based living, have moved Deliciously Ella from that personal exploration to a resource for eating better and celebrating plants, and while I fully believe in finding your own balance I also believe that if we’re ever going to get people eating their five-a-day, let alone their ten-a-day, then something is going to have to change. Recent studies show that just 27% of the UK population get their five-a-day, so somehow we’ve got to make broccoli, cauliflower and lentils a little more appealing! To do that, I think that we have to change two things: the first is the way we think about these foods – we need to show that eating a bit better doesn’t have to be expensive, niche or inaccessible. And the second is the way we cook them: we need to show how to make fruits and vegetables as delicious as they can possibly be. It’s not about becoming vegan or vegetarian, cutting your favourite foods from your diet or feeling restricted, it’s simply about finding ways to enjoy more plants so that you genuinely want to incorporate them into your week in a way that works for you.


My biggest frustration with any of the criticism and commentary that is sometimes thrown our way is the suggestion that we put the concept of ‘healthy’ in the diet box, which is not a space to which I believe eating better belongs. I think categorising healthy eating alongside the likes of an Atkins or Dukan diet is what makes it appear restrictive and regimented. I really believe that ‘healthy’ has no specific definition, it has no rules or regulations and it should never come with a feeling of deprivation or play into the idea of a quick fix. It needs to celebrate abundance, doing delicious things with great ingredients and ultimately making people happier. I don’t think we’ll ever get near our five-a-day if we don’t shift those negative views on healthy eating – I’ve met too many people who think eating a plant-based diet means you only eat lettuce leaves!


Eating healthily needs to celebrate abundance, creating delicious things with great ingredients and ultimately it needs to make people happier.


In the long run, I think showing people that eating well isn’t about lettuce leaves and making veg more delicious is the most important element in shifting any negative preconceptions of healthy eating. I really don’t think it’s any more complicated than that – we need to make vegetables a little sexier and give them a little more love in our kitchens, as well as featuring them more prominently on our menus. That way we’re going to start giving them the equal importance that we need them to have for the long-term health of our nation, and our planet. And this, in a nutshell, is the motivation behind Deliciously Ella.


[image: ]






[image: ]




[image: ]




[image: ]






What we’ve learnt so far


My first book was a very personal reflection of my health journey, what I’d learnt, what I’d tried and the foods that had helped me manage my illness. I was overwhelmed and humbled by the messages that I received by opening up about the struggles and challenges of this time, and when I thought about this book I wanted it to follow the same lines and be just as honest.


As I started writing this book I realised how much Deliciously Ella has changed my life. I know it might sound a little ridiculous but somehow my blog really has defined who I am and what I do in almost every way. It helped me get my health back under control, rebuild my self-esteem, find both a career and a passion, meet my husband, create a family business and generally steer me on a whole new path in life. It’s also helped me build a strength and resilience that I never thought I could have and it’s taught me so much, both professionally and about who I am as a person. So often people say to me, ‘Did you ever expect to be where you are today?’ and the only answer I can give is no, not in a million years. I was turning 20 when I got ill, 21 when I started blogging from my bed and 22 when I started sharing my meals on Instagram; at this point I had little to no ambition. I also wasn’t sure if I’d ever be well enough to have a real job and I never thought writing a blog about my kitchen experiments would do much for shaping a career. Yet by 25 I was running a large team at work, had published three bestselling books, as well as a number one app, Matt and I had opened three delis, launched products in supermarkets across the country, I’d been on magazine covers and even been photographed by Mario Testino – who could have ever seen that coming?! I’ve certainly surprised myself more times than I can count and to be honest it all still feels pretty surreal.
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