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INTRODUCTION


This book is a love story. Don’t worry, you didn’t accidentally pick up the wrong book – it is a cookbook, but it is really about love. My love of food. My love of fitness. And my love of animals.


My food journey began in my Italian childhood home, surrounded by family and the delicious aroma of homemade meals. Food has always been a love language in my family, a way to show care and create lasting memories. Inspired by my mamma and nonna’s traditional cooking in Italy, I developed a deep appreciation for high-quality, whole foods that are minimally processed.


Later in life, I moved abroad, first to Germany and then to China, Hong Kong and finally to London. In addition to learning their cultures and becoming fluent in five languages, these travels taught me the wonder of international cuisine. I learned that all cultures love food almost as much as Italians and, like an art collector, I began to pick up new and exciting tastes and flavour combinations.


Like any good love story, though, my relationship with food has had its ups and downs. There were times as a young adult when I did not love myself or the way my body looked and, as a result, my relationship with food suffered. However, I eventually discovered a love for fitness – whether it’s working out in the gym, running ultra-marathons in the hills outside London or simply doing some calming yoga or stretching at the end of a long day, I love the feeling of balance I get from moving my body. And that passion also benefited my relationship with food. I started to learn about the importance of a healthy and sustainable diet with the right balance of macronutrients (and protein in particular). It was a desire to help others make the same transition, from insecure and food-negative to confident and strong, that eventually led me to become a qualified nutrition coach and personal trainer.


But wait, what about veganism? Where does that fit in? Well for that I have to give credit to my lovely cocker spaniel, Manuka. His loving, caring and sweet presence made me truly realize that all meat or animal products require the sacrifice of another animal. And those animals all have personalities of their own. I am not a militant vegan who thinks meat-eaters are evil, but ever since I made that connection – between animal and meat – I haven’t looked back.


Along the way, I created an Instagram page to document my vegan journey, and it quickly started to form a community of more than half a million followers! One recurring theme I notice is the concern about maintaining a balanced diet after switching to veganism. Many people are in the process of reducing dairy and meat, but struggle with figuring out how to get enough protein to sustain their active lifestyles. There is a common belief that plants do not have enough protein, which I knew from my nutrition and fitness knowledge isn’t true. This realization inspired me to combine my loves and focus on high-protein recipes to demonstrate that a high-protein diet can be deliciously plant-based.
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This mission led here, to this cookbook filled with vegan recipes that are rich in protein and fibre and which are designed to support your active lifestyle while bringing joy to your meals. I wrote the book to share my love story with food and hopefully inspire others to try the journey for themselves. Each dish is crafted to bring joy to your meals while ensuring you get the nutrients you need. These recipes are my very own creations, inspired by my Italian roots and my travels and seasoned with my passion for veganism and fitness. In my kitchen, there are no limitations – it’s about engaging with a feeling and cooking with no rules.


I hope this book helps you as much as writing it has helped me, proving that a high-protein, plant-based diet is not only possible but also incredibly delicious. Let these recipes support your journey, help you create lasting memories, and bring love to your meals.
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COOK'S NOTES


All fruits and vegetables are assumed to be medium-sized (unless stated otherwise) and washed. Garlic and onions are assumed peeled.


Herbs are assumed to be fresh unless stated otherwise.


All salt is fine salt unless stated otherwise.


Protein powder is always plant-based.


RECIPE ICONS


The recipes are marked with the following helpful dietary and timing icons.


[image: ] High in fibre


[image: ] Good for gut health


[image: ] Source of iron


[image: ] Gluten-free


[image: ] Takes less than 30 minutes to make


[image: ] Takes less than 1 hour to make


[image: ] Takes more than 1 hour to make


The timing icons refer to active cooking time, not including resting, marinating or cooling times. Please read all recipes carefully before you begin cooking.










BUT WHAT ABOUT PROTEIN?


If I had a coin for every time I’ve been asked, ‘Can you really get enough protein on a vegan diet?’ I’d be rolling in riches by now. We’ve all heard it a million times, and the answer is a resounding yes. It’s been proven over and over again that not only can you get enough protein on a vegan diet, you can also support a highly active lifestyle with it.


MACRONUTRIENTS – WHERE DOES PROTEIN FIT?


Think of your body as a garden. Calories are like the sunlight that fuels the garden. Just as plants need sunlight to grow and thrive, your body needs calories to perform all its functions. Without enough sunlight, the plants in the garden will wither and die; similarly, without enough calories, your body can’t function properly. The impact of calories on our weight and health depends on the source of these calories – the macronutrients and how they’re processed by our body.


• Macronutrients are like the different types of nutrients in the soil that help the plants grow.


• Proteins are like the nitrogen in the soil. Nitrogen is essential for the growth and repair of plants, helping them develop strong stems and leaves. In your body, proteins are crucial for building and repairing tissues, making enzymes and supporting immune function.


• Carbohydrates are like the water that nourishes the plants. Water is vital for plants’ immediate needs, helping them absorb nutrients and grow. In your body, carbs are broken down into glucose, which fuels your brain, muscles and other tissues.


• Fats are like the phosphorus and potassium in the soil. These nutrients support the long-term health of the plants, helping them store energy, produce flowers and withstand harsh conditions. In your body, fats are used for long-term energy storage, hormone production and protecting vital organs.


The efficiency of calorie absorption can vary slightly depending on the source of the macronutrient. While for carbohydrates and fats the rate of calorie absorption is around 80–100 per cent, it varies slightly for protein. When you consume protein, not all of it is absorbed into the body, and the quantity varies depending on the source of the protein. For example, when you eat 100 calories of chicken, about 70–80 calories are actually absorbed and usable by your body. For a plant-based alternative, such as tofu, the absorption rate is slightly lower, around 60–70 per cent. Therefore, you would get approximately 60–70 usable calories from 100 calories of tofu.


But don’t panic! This just means that someone following a plant-based diet and trying to build muscle mass might need to consume slightly more protein (roughly 10 per cent) to ensure they are meeting their body’s needs.


WHY PROTEIN IS KING


Why does everyone seem to be raving about protein?


Protein is like the Swiss Army knife of nutrients. It’s essential for building and repairing tissues, making enzymes and hormones, and supporting a healthy immune system by creating antibodies that help fight infections. Unlike carbohydrates and fats, which are primarily a fuel source, protein is structurally essential for building and repairing muscle. For active vegans, protein is therefore crucial for ensuring you stay strong and energized.


Protein also has a significant impact on satiety, which is the feeling of fullness after eating. High-protein foods can help reduce hunger and increase feelings of fullness, making it easier to manage your weight. By keeping you fuller for longer, protein helps prevent overeating and reduces the likelihood of reaching for unhealthy snacks between meals.


Protein is made up of smaller units called amino acids, which are the building blocks of life. There are 20 different amino acids, nine of which are essential because our bodies can’t produce them on their own. This means we need to get them from our diet.


When we consume protein, our bodies break it down into these amino acids, which are then used for the jobs mentioned above. The amino acids also play a critical role in producing enzymes that speed up chemical reactions in the body, aiding in digestion, energy production and muscle contractions. The hormones they help to produce, such as insulin and glucagon, help regulate metabolism, blood sugar levels and other critical processes.


For active individuals, getting enough protein is especially important. It helps with muscle recovery and growth after workouts, keeps energy levels steady and supports overall health and performance. Building and maintaining muscle is essential not just for performance but also for health and longevity. Having more muscle mass is linked to a lower risk of developing metabolic syndrome and cardiovascular diseases. In fact, studies show that higher muscle mass is associated with a decreased risk of death from any cause, meaning that muscle plays a significant role in leading a longer, healthier life. A recent study has also shown how plant protein had the most significant positive association with healthy ageing. Each 3 per cent energy increment from plant protein was associated with a 38 per cent higher likelihood of healthy ageing (vs 14 per cent higher odds for dairy protein and 7 per cent higher odds for animal protein). So, understanding the role of protein and making sure you get enough of it is key to thriving on a vegan diet.


It is true that things like chicken, fish and eggs are classic high-protein foods that non-vegans will point to when they say a vegan diet cannot be high in protein. But there are a bunch of high-protein vegan ingredients that can match animal-based protein sources when it comes to protein content (see here for more on this).


A QUICK NOTE ON MICRONUTRIENTS


For active individuals on a plant-based diet, ensuring adequate intake of essential micronutrients like vitamin B12, iron, calcium, iodine and vitamin D is crucial for optimal performance. Including these micronutrients in your diet is necessary to avoid energy pitfalls. There are common misconceptions that vegans do not get enough of these micronutrients due to the nature of their diet. However, with a little planning, it’s entirely possible to meet your nutritional needs and keep your performance and energy levels top-notch.


• Vitamin B12: Vitamin B12 is essential for red blood cell production and energy metabolism. Since it’s primarily found in animal products, vegans need to look for fortified foods like plant-based milks and cereals or take a B12 supplement. Without enough B12, you might feel sluggish and see a dip in your endurance, making it harder to power through workouts.


• Iron: Iron is crucial for transporting oxygen in the blood and supporting energy production. While plant-based iron sources like lentils, beans and fortified cereals are plentiful sources of iron, pairing these foods with vitamin C-rich items like (bell) peppers or oranges can boost absorption. A lack of iron can lead to anaemia, leaving you feeling tired and decreasing your stamina.


• Calcium: Calcium is important for strong bones and proper muscle function. You can find it in leafy greens, fortified plant-based milks and tofu. Missing out on calcium can result in muscle cramps and weakness, so load up on those greens and fortified goodies to keep your muscles and bones in tip-top shape.


• Iodine: Iodine supports thyroid function, which regulates your metabolism and energy levels. Seaweed and iodized salt are great sources for those on a plant-based diet. Not getting enough iodine can leave you feeling fatigued, so sprinkle a little iodized salt on your meals or enjoy some seaweed snacks.


• Vitamin D: Vitamin D aids in calcium absorption and muscle function. While you can get some from sun exposure, fortified foods like plant-based milks and orange juice are good dietary sources. Without enough vitamin D, you might experience muscle weakness and a higher risk of injuries. Don’t forget to soak up some sun and check those labels for fortified options.


By including these key micronutrients in your plant-based diet, you can avoid energy pitfalls. With a bit of careful planning and a focus on nutrient-dense foods, vegans can meet their nutritional needs and keep their bodies performing at their best.
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HOW MUCH PROTEIN DO I NEED?


OK, so protein is clearly super important, but how much do I need? The short answer is: it depends. Protein needs vary based on age, sex, activity level and fitness goals. While counting calories and tracking macronutrients and protein can be helpful and avoid underfuelling, it’s also important to listen to your body. Focus on overall dietary patterns, such as how are you feeling, how your energy levels are, how your performance is and how your body is reacting, rather than obsessing over numbers.


The EAR (estimated average requirement) of protein for adults is 0.66g/kg of body weight, and the RDA (recommended dietary allowance) is 0.8g/kg. However, updated research shows that active adults (both women and men) who engage in regular physical exercise and aim to build lean muscle and improve strength should aim for 1.6–2.2g/kg of body weight, depending on the intensity of activity. For example, individuals engaging in endurance exercises such as running, swimming or cycling will have a protein need varying from 1.0 to 1.6g/kg/day. Strength exercises, such as weightlifting or crossfit, require 1.6 to 2.0g/kg/day. Intermittent sports like football (soccer) or hockey are in the range of 1.4 to 1.7g/kg/day. Individuals following a plant-based diet and aiming to build muscle mass should consider consuming slightly more protein (due to plant protein’s slightly lower absorption rate) to ensure they meet their body’s needs. Practically, it really comes down to the individual needs. Remember, these are guidelines, not hard and fast rules. The key is to ensure you’re consuming a balanced diet with a variety of protein sources.


PROTEIN DENSITY CHART
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The importance of protein for women


Most of the existing information on nutrition and exercise performance is based on male needs because men have historically dominated participation in these studies. As a result, women have often received the same nutritional and exercise advice as men, despite significant physiological differences.


Recognizing the physiological sex differences is crucial when planning nutrition. Women’s bodies experience unique hormonal changes that impact nutritional needs as well as exercise performance.


Menstruation is one of the main examples of this. The menstrual cycle is characterized by fluctuations in the levels of two key hormones, oestrogen and progesterone, which affect metabolism and protein breakdown in the body. For example, after ovulation and during the luteal phase (when hormone levels are high), progesterone increases and breaks down proteins, carbs and fats to support the formation of the uterine lining. During these phases, women need a bit more protein to help preserve muscle mass.


Recent studies have proven that women’s daily protein intake should fall within the mid- to upper ranges of current guidelines (1.8–2.2g/kg /day). During the luteal phase, eumenorrheic (regularly menstruating) active women should consider increasing their protein intake by about 12 per cent to counteract the increased protein catabolism effects of progesterone. Peri- and post-menopausal women, regardless of sport, should aim for the upper end of the range.


Timing matters


Timing your meals to ensure an even distribution of protein throughout the day can make a significant difference in maintaining a good nitrogen balance, stimulating a correct MPS (muscular protein synthesis) and reducing muscle protein breakdown. Putting this another way: you can’t eat all your protein at dinner time. By making sure you’re taking in regular doses of protein throughout the day, and especially soon after exercise, you’ll improve your recovery, reduce post-exercise soreness and lower your risk of injury. This approach helps in maintaining overall health and supporting an active lifestyle.



THE RULE OF THE PLATE


Beyond protein, your overall caloric intake is also important. Instead of being scared of the scale going up, you should be thinking that too little fuel will result in low energy levels and difficulty getting fitter and building muscle. Your target for daily calories will vary depending on your age, sex and level of exercise, but your caloric intake levels should also align with your goals. If you aim to pack on muscle, consume slightly more calories than your body utilizes (roughly 300–500 above your base caloric need a day). In contrast, if you are looking to lose weight or cut body fat, aim for slightly fewer calories.


Ensuring you consume enough calories throughout your day doesn’t have to be complicated. One effective method for main meals is the ‘rule of the plate’, which provides a simple visual guideline to help you balance your meals:


• Fill half the plate with vegetables and fruits: These provide essential vitamins, minerals and fibre, keeping your meals nutrient-dense and filling. Aim to include at least five portions a day and always aim for variety. Remember the saying ‘eat the rainbow’? Well, this is because different colours mean you’ll provide your body with a wide range of vitamins, minerals and phytonutrients.


• Fill a quarter of the plate with protein-rich foods: For plant-based eaters, this includes foods like legumes, tofu, tempeh and seitan. Don’t forget that many of these protein sources are also excellent sources of fibre, magnesium, zinc, iron and (if fortified) calcium. This ensures you’re getting enough protein to support muscle maintenance and growth.


• Fill a quarter of the plate with carbohydrates: The remaining quarter of your plate should include whole grains or starchy vegetables like brown rice, quinoa, whole grain pasta, potatoes or sweet potatoes. These provide the energy needed to fuel your activities. If you’re struggling to reach your protein goal, a good idea can be to bulk up your protein with carbs that are also rich in protein. An example could be to swap white rice for brown rice or quinoa. Don’t forget variety. Try to include as many different types as possible to make sure you stock up on fibre and micronutrients like vitamins and iron.


• Include healthy fats: Don’t forget to add a source of healthy fats, such as avocado, nuts, seeds or olive oil. Be mindful to also include sources of Omega-3 fatty acids, which are crucial for optimal cell function, hormone production and overall health and can help reduce inflammation and promote recovery after exercising.


This rule applies even in recipes where the sections of the plate doesn’t quite look so obvious. When building all of my recipes – whether a pasta or a breakfast burrito – I try to use the above as a formula for balancing ingredients and quantities to ensure the right balance of macro- and micronutrients.


While ‘one ring to rule them all’ might be true in The Lord of the Rings, it doesn’t apply to nutrition, especially not every day. Why? Because your days vary, with rest days, moderate exercise days and intense training days. It’s essential to know how to adapt your nutrition rules to meet your needs.


The chart below is designed for light training days, which involve low-intensity activities like yoga, walking or light jogging. On these days, your need for carbohydrates is relatively low.


For days with roughly 1 hour of high-intensity exercise, such as running, swimming or cycling, you will need more carbohydrates to maintain glycogen stores and prevent performance drops due to early fatigue. On these days, divide your plate into three equal sections: one third protein, one third carbs and one-third fruits and vegetables. Don’t forget to include healthy fats!


On days with more intense activity, your need for carbs is even higher. For these days, aim to fill half the plate with carbs. Divide the remaining half between protein and veggies/fruits. On these days, you may also need to get a bigger plate to ensure you are meeting your calorie needs!
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LOW ENERGY AVAILABILITY


Energy availability (EA) is like the leftover pizza in your fridge – it’s the energy your body has left for basic functions and health after you burn off calories during physical activity. For those who love numbers, it’s roughly 45kcal/kg of fat-free mass.


If you burn too much energy exercising and not eating enough, your body won’t have enough juice for things like maintaining muscle, bone health and overall wellbeing. This is called low energy availability (LEA). This happens when there’s not enough energy intake to support the energy expenditure required for health, daily living and exercise. Think of your body as a smartphone. To work well, it needs a full battery (energy). LEA is like using your phone for video streaming (exercise and daily activities) without charging it enough (eating sufficient calories). Over time, the battery drains, and your phone starts lagging, losing signal and eventually shuts down. Not cool, right? On a more technical level, it means your hypothalamus – the command centre in your brain – tells your thyroid to slow down various body processes to save energy.


Several factors can lead to LEA, such as not knowing how much food you need to support your activity levels, having an extremely active job and lifestyle combined with intense training, low appetite due to certain medications or health conditions, climate, poor food timing around workouts and a high-fibre/low-calorie diet. Signs of LEA can include fatigue, poor recovery, poor sleep, digestive issues (like bloating and constipation), irritability, mood swings, training plateaus and frequent illnesses and injuries.


Some people report feeling low on energy when switching from an omnivore diet to a vegan diet. But don’t blame the plants! If energy levels drop, it’s likely due to a poorly planned plant-based diet that lacks adequate replacements for meat and dairy. In reality, research shows that eliminating animal products allows for a higher intake of whole foods rich in vitamins, minerals, antioxidants and phytonutrients. These nutrients enhance glycogen storage, reduce oxidative stress and inflammation, and improve blood flow, thereby strengthening your overall health.


How to avoid LEA on a plant-based diet


Plant-based diets often have more filling but lower-calorie foods, which can leave you feeling full without meeting your body’s energy needs. Here are some tips to avoid LEA:


• Plan your meals: Make sure you’re eating enough, especially on days that you will be exercising. Check out the ‘rule of the plate’ here.


• Focus on carbs and protein: Carbs help restore glycogen stores and protein repairs muscle tissue.


• Stock up on snacks: If larger portions are a challenge, keep snacks handy that include both protein and healthy fats. Try my Chewy Granola Bars (see here), Sweet Potato Oat Protein Bars (see here) or Tomato Bruschetta with Tofu Ricotta (see here).



MYTH BUSTING


Protein combining – incomplete and complete protein


The myth of protein pairing stems from the premise, popularized in the 1970s, that vegetarian and vegan diets provide insufficient content of essential amino acids, making it necessary to combine plant-based proteins to get the same ‘complete’ protein you’d get from an animal. Protein combining has since been discredited by the medical community, but there are still people who adhere to this practice, and even more people who still believe plant-based protein is incomplete. Starting from the premise that all plants contain all essential amino acids, there’s a distinction that can be made:


• Complete proteins: These are proteins that contain all nine essential amino acids in the proper proportions that our bodies need. While it’s true that animal products are typically complete proteins, several plant-based foods also fit the bill. Quinoa, soya and buckwheat are all examples of plant-based complete proteins.


• Incomplete proteins: These proteins lack one or more of the nine essential amino acids in sufficient amounts that our body needs. However, this doesn’t mean they are inadequate or inferior. Historically, there was a belief that you had to combine proteins across different ingredients to reach a complete protein profile in every meal. However, this viewpoint is outdated and no longer recognized as good science. Our bodies are incredibly adept at combining amino acids from different foods consumed throughout the day to create complete proteins. It is therefore super easy to form complete proteins over the course of a day out of various ingredients which, by themselves, are incomplete protein sources. Teamwork makes the dreamwork!


For those arguing about plants having a lower availability of leucine (a key amino acid for promoting muscular protein synthesis), recent studies conducted on bodybuilders suggests that completely plant-based diets, when scaled to meet energy requirements for bodybuilders, can provide sufficient total protein and key amino acids like leucine.


The key takeaway is that you don’t need to stress about consuming complete proteins in every meal. By enjoying a varied diet rich in different plant foods, your body will naturally gather all the essential amino acids it needs over the course of the day.


Is it OK to eat soya?


Soya consumption is a hotly contested topic, with conflicting information circulating about its health implications. Is soya healthy? Is it dangerous? If it’s safe to eat, why do some people argue otherwise?


Soya is a versatile legume native to East Asia. It serves as a staple in many diets worldwide, especially for those following plant-based diets. Common soya products include tofu, tempeh, soya milk edamame and soya-protein isolates.


Among other nutritional benefits, soya foods are particularly valued for their high protein content, making them a nutritious ally for those following a plant-based diet and aiming to increase lean muscle mass. Soya has a high protein digestibility and contains all essential amino acids, similar to animal proteins.


The most distinctive, and debated, aspect of the soya bean is its high isoflavone content. Isoflavones are often believed to mimic the hormone oestrogen due to their similar chemical structure. However, research indicates significant differences in their action and effects. While isoflavones can bind to oestrogen receptors in the body, they do so much more weakly than oestrogen.


Concerns that soya might cause cancer, specifically breast and prostate cancer, stem from its oestrogen-like properties. However, recent studies find no negative effects but instead have demonstrated, in some instances, that isoflavones can actually provide protective effects, particularly when consumed early in life. Soya has also been linked to thyroid issues, mainly due to animal studies suggesting potential interference with thyroid function. Human studies, however, have consistently shown that soya-based foods do not adversely affect thyroid function in people with normal thyroids. Lastly, the myth of soya causing feminization in men (such as reduced testosterone levels, development of breast tissue and changes in sexual function or physical appearance) arises from isolated cases of extreme soya consumption, where individuals consumed amounts far exceeding typical dietary levels at the cost of a more balanced, nutrient-rich diet.


In summary, while soya isoflavones have sparked concerns due to their (weak) oestrogen-like effects, extensive research supports the safety and health benefits of soya-based foods. Soya can be a valuable component of a balanced diet, offering high-quality protein and potential protective effects against certain cancers without the feared adverse impacts on thyroid function or male hormone levels.


Protein powder: friend or foe?


Protein powders have a bit of a bad reputation for some people, but I don’t think they should. Protein powders can be a convenient addition to your diet, especially if you’re active and need an extra protein boost. Choosing a high-quality protein powder means there’s no need for concern. Just be sure not to rely solely on protein powders for your entire protein intake. When used as part of a balanced diet, protein powder is perfectly safe and can be a regular part of your routine.


Look for protein powders that include a blend of different plant proteins, such as pea, soya, rice or hemp to provide a complete amino acid profile, that contain at least 20g of protein per serving, and that include at least 2g of leucine per serving.
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>30G PROTEIN IN <200 CALORIES
Seitan, soya chunks, plant protein powder

>20G PROTEIN IN <200 CALORIES

Tempgh, firm tofu, lupin beans, unsweetened soya milk,
nutritional yeast

>20G PROTEIN IN 200-300 CALORIES

Edamame, lentils, soya milk, unsweetened soya yoghurt,
broccoli and split peas, powdered peanut butter

>20G PROTEIN IN 300-500 CALORIES
Peanut butter, quinoa, flaxseeds, peanuts, chia
seeds, buckwheat, beans (e.g. kidney beans,
chickpeas/garbanzos, black beans), hemp seeds,
legume pastas, chickpea (gram) flour
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