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INTRODUCTION



Going Vegan for Life


A vegan diet is the world’s most simple solution to a host of complex problems. Our current food system contributes to a growing health crisis in America, a worrisome loss of global resources, and some of the worst cruelty to animals imaginable. Veganism is a potent response to these problems, and that’s a message that is resonating with a growing number of people.


Since we wrote the first edition of Vegan for Life a decade ago, interest in plant-based eating patterns, especially vegan diets, has skyrocketed. More and more restaurants, including fast-food establishments, offer vegan entrees. The selection of vegan meats, milks, and cheeses at mainstream grocery stores keeps growing as innovative food companies introduce increasingly delicious products. And the traditional food industry is taking notice, launching their own lines of vegan foods. Answers to just about any question about vegan cooking are usually just a few clicks away on the internet and so are recipes for vegan versions of every dish you can imagine, from pulled pork to macaroni-and-cheese to chocolate layer cake. The result is that eating vegan is easier than ever. But, newcomers to this way of eating, as well as more seasoned vegans, often have questions about what to eat to meet nutrient needs and stay healthy.


In this new edition of Vegan for Life, we’ve updated guidelines and recommendations to reflect new knowledge and a better understanding of nutrition that comes from extensive research on diet and health over the past ten years. In addition to updating recommendations, we’ve revised sample menus, provided more helpful tips for adopting a vegan diet, and explored vegan perspectives on popular diet trends. We’ve provided vegan solutions for dealing with chronic illnesses like heart disease, irritable bowel syndrome, and depression.


As dietitians and animal advocates, we are unapologetically pro-vegan, and we want to help as many people as possible take steps toward an animal-free diet. That means that we want you to have the best nutrition advice possible, because a vegan diet isn’t a realistic choice if you aren’t meeting nutrient needs or eating in a way that supports optimal health. We’ll give you all of the basic nutrition information—the absolutely essential facts that you need to safeguard your health while moving toward a vegan diet. We’ve also provided plenty of practical tips and tools to make the transition easy.


If you are new to veganism, we hope the information in this book will reassure you that a vegan diet is safe and healthy. If you are a longtime vegan, there’s plenty of useful information here for you as well. We’re going to sort through myths that have caused some vegans to make less-than-optimal food choices and give you ideas on how to make your vegan diet even healthier.


And if you are just dipping your toe in the water, that’s fine. Use the information here to start a transition, because even reducing the amounts of animal foods in your diet makes a big difference.


THE COMPELLING CASE FOR A VEGAN DIET


Since 1950, profound changes have taken place on farms, driven by efforts to cut costs and produce cheap meat, milk, and eggs. The changes have given birth to factory farms, where animals are crammed into sheds and cages with virtually no room to move. Modern farming ignores the basic instinctual needs and welfare of individual animals. Many die before they ever make it to the slaughterhouse from disease or injury or because they couldn’t access food or water. Conditions at slaughterhouses are cruel as well. Today’s farm is less likely to be a friendly family enterprise and more likely to be a factory where efficiency takes precedence over respectful treatment of animals. The plain and simple—and uncomfortable—fact is that production of animal foods (even dairy and eggs) contributes to animal suffering.


Thanks to the work of animal-rights organizations, more people are becoming aware of these abuses. One answer for many has been to seek out foods from animals who were raised more humanely. Many products that boast “humanely produced” type labels come from animals who lived under somewhat better circumstances, but often the differences are negligible. And all of these animals usually go to the same slaughterhouses. Likewise, the term “organic” doesn’t translate to “humanely produced.” A large percentage of organic animal foods come from animals who were raised on factory farms.


Any truly meaningful welfare improvements can take place only on very small farms where every phase of the animal’s life (and death) is monitored. But that’s a costly and inefficient way to produce animal foods. Even if people could afford them, there isn’t enough land for farms of this type to feed the American population.


In Chapter 1 we’ll look at these issues in more depth. We’ll also touch on the ways in which meat, dairy, and egg production is wasteful and harmful to the environment. Land that is used to raise food for billions of farm animals could grow food for direct human consumption, saving forests, water, and fossil fuels. A reduced dependence on animal foods is a significant step toward making your carbon footprint smaller.


Finally, those who opt for a plant-based diet are likely to enjoy personal benefits as well. Vegans have lower cholesterol and less hypertension and are less likely to develop diabetes. And vegan diets have been used as part of successful programs for treating chronic disease. We’ll look at veganism through life stages, and also its impact on overall health, in the second half of the book.


ARE VEGAN DIETS SAFE?


According to the Academy of Nutrition and Dietetics, appropriately planned vegan diets are safe for all stages of the life cycle.1 The “appropriately planned” caveat has been a source of annoyance among vegan dietitians for nearly three decades. Any diet, vegan or not, has to be well planned. Those who consume animal products don’t automatically meet all nutrient needs and can fall short on fiber and other compounds that are abundant in vegan diets. Likewise, vegan diets require more attention to some nutrients like vitamin B12 and iron.




A FEW DEFINITIONS


OMNIVORE: In this book, we use the terms “omnivore” and “meat-eater” to describe anyone who chooses to include meat and other animal foods in his or her diet. So, an omnivore is someone who eats plants, meat, dairy foods, and eggs.


PLANT-BASED DIETS: Diets that emphasize plant foods and limit animal foods to varying degrees all fall under the big umbrella term “plant-based.” These diets may or may not include small amounts of animal foods. So vegan, vegetarian, “flexitarian,” semi-vegetarian, “mostly vegetarian,” and traditional Mediterranean are all examples of plant-based diets.


LACTO-OVO VEGETARIAN: Vegetarians who include dairy and eggs in their diet are lacto-ovo vegetarians, sometimes abbreviated as LOV. Historically, most vegetarians in the United States have eaten this way, and some of what we know about vegan diets is actually extrapolated from studies of vegetarians.


VEGAN: The word “vegan” was coined to describe a lifestyle that avoids all animal products for food, clothing, and personal care. It’s based on ethical concerns regarding animals. However, a vegan diet—which includes no meat, fish, dairy, or eggs—is chosen by people for a variety of reasons, including issues regarding animal use as well as health and environmental considerations. Since this is a book about nutrition, when we use the word “vegan,” we are referring to anyone who consumes a diet that includes only plant foods.








OUR JOURNEYS: HOW WE BECAME VEGAN DIETITIANS


JACK


I was nineteen years old and went on a fishing trip with my dad and grandfather. It consisted of putting out a number of lines at the same time, sitting back, and waiting for one to be tugged on. When a fish was reeled in, they put the fish in an empty water cooler, where it thrashed around for a good long time as it suffocated. I felt horrible and decided not to reel in any fish. I realized that if the fish were human, we would do all we could to save the person from such pain, but since it was a fish, no one cared. Yet the suffering seemed very similar. My grandfather and father were a bit confused by my reaction. Still, it took me another two years to stop eating fish.


The first step I took toward becoming vegan was to stop eating mammals—it was a struggle because meat was very tempting. But soon I discovered some high-protein vegan foods, mostly legumes, which satisfied my cravings. When my chiropractor told me that I could get calcium from greens, I gave up dairy and went vegan in 1988.


After college, I became a full-time activist for animals, co-founded Vegan Outreach (a nonprofit animal advocacy group), and spent two years traveling the country handing out our booklets on veganism to college students. In that time, I came across numerous people who said they had been vegan or vegetarian and had not been healthy. Due to this and all the other nutrition issues surrounding a vegan diet, I decided to become a registered dietitian. I now spend most of my time as the executive director of Vegan Outreach, making sure that we spread vegan living to as many people as possible in order to hasten the day that humans no longer view animals as food.


Vegan Outreach has a college outreach program that visits about 1,000 schools each semester throughout the United States, Canada, Australia, Mexico, and India. We also do outreach at community events such as cat and dog festivals and comic conventions. All our outreach is aimed at directing interested people to sign up for our 10 Weeks to Vegan online challenge.


GINNY


I was one of those kids who was always bringing home lost kittens and injured birds. But it took decades for me to make the connection between the food on my plate and the lives of animals. Even when I headed off to college to become a dietitian, veganism wasn’t much on my radar. It was another ten years before the little light bulb above my head clicked on.


I had just gotten my master’s in public health nutrition and was employed by a small rural clinic in southwest Michigan, where I worked with migrant farm workers, low-income elderly people, and pregnant teens. I was also newly married and experiencing a newfound enjoyment in cooking in my tiny apartment kitchen. Just for fun I was exploring the wonderful vegetarian cookbooks that were starting to become popular. One of those was Laurel’s Kitchen, and I credit it with opening my eyes to the reality of meat. It was the dedication in that cookbook—which was to a “glossy black calf on his way to the slaughterhouse many years ago”—that triggered a sort of epiphany for me. Something clicked as I realized that the slab of flesh on my plate was once a living, breathing creature. I stopped eating meat then and there.


Several years later, I was hired by the Physicians Committee for Responsible Medicine, a vegan advocacy group in Washington, DC, to work on their nutrition programs. My work there brought another shift in my understanding about how animals, including those used to produce eggs and milk, are treated on farms. I made the decision to adopt a vegan diet. It was a turning point for me not just personally, but also professionally. I knew that I wanted to help other people move toward a vegan diet in ways that would support their health. And that I wanted to be a resource for health professionals who work with the vegan public as well. My work today as a writer, educator, speaker, and consultant continues with that focus—sharing information about vegan nutrition and helping others make a safe and happy journey toward compassionate food choices.





The point is that everyone, no matter what type of diet they eat, needs a little nutrition know-how. But yes, vegan diets can—and do—support optimal health throughout the life cycle. Many of the negative stories about vegans, especially children, who suffer from nutrient deficiencies are actually due to very restrictive types of vegan diets such as macrobiotic or raw foods.


A vegan diet isn’t difficult; it’s just a different way of meeting nutrient needs. This book is a guide to vegan nutrition and meal planning at all stages of the life cycle as well as for those who wish to adopt a vegan diet to reduce their risk for chronic disease. We’ve provided steps that translate nutrition information into real food choices and realistic menus for everyone.


Going vegan for life is a choice that has win-win written all over it. It respects the lives of animals and represents a refusal to contribute to their suffering. Many people feel a sense of relief when they become vegan because it reflects how they feel about animals. A plant-based menu is also broadening and will introduce you to new foods and menus; it’s very likely to make your diet more interesting, not less. And depending on what your diet is like right now, making the move toward veganism is very likely to improve your health.


If you want to reap these benefits and get started on the path to compassionate and healthy eating, turn the page.
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CHAPTER 1



Why Vegan?


For almost all of human history, people ate whatever they could get their hands on; availability, habit, and taste preferences were the factors that drove food choices. That changed a mere century or so ago, when the new science of nutrition revealed that food was more than just something to eat—it was part of an approach to optimal health. Today, our perspective continues to evolve with a growing appreciation for the ways in which food choices affect much more than our own health and well-being. What we eat has far-reaching effects on the welfare and rights of both humans and animals—and on the very future of life on our planet.


The term “vegan” was coined in 1944 by a small group of vegetarians who recognized that animal products like dairy foods involved the same exploitation and slaughter of animals as production of meat. They founded the Vegan Society in the United Kingdom, which defines veganism as:




A philosophy and way of living which seeks to exclude—as far as is possible and practicable—all forms of exploitation of, and cruelty to, animals for food, clothing or any other purpose; and by extension, promotes the development and use of animal-free alternatives for the benefit of humans, animals and the environment. In dietary terms it denotes the practice of dispensing with all products derived wholly or partly from animals.





Although the cruel treatment of animals used in sport and circuses, in cosmetic testing, and for clothing are all important vegan issues, most people who are exploring veganism begin with dietary changes. Factory farming of animals for meat, dairy, and eggs is an especially pressing issue because of the huge numbers of animals involved, the unspeakable ways in which they are treated, and also the impact of this industry on the environment.


LIFE ON A MODERN FARM


Most people would be uncomfortable with the way animals are treated on today’s farms, and that’s why so much of that treatment occurs behind closed doors. When it is shared with the public at all, it’s usually through carefully curated videos and photos and sometimes through meticulously planned public farm tours. These show pictures of clean facilities and animals who appear well cared for and in good health. Investigations by animal protection advocates reveal a different story: crowded conditions, sick and injured animals, and sometimes wanton cruelty by workers.1


In response to these investigations, the farming industry has sought to limit access to their facilities through Ag Gag laws. These state-level bills are designed to silence whistleblowers who reveal animal abuses on farms. As we go to press with this book, legal challenges have had some success in getting some of these laws struck down by courts as unconstitutional and a violation of First Amendment rights.


The animal agriculture industry says that the conditions that appear in undercover videos are unusual and are evidence of a “few bad apples.” Yet, undercover investigations continue to reveal these conditions. But even without undercover investigations and evidence of illegal practices on some farms, we know that standard legal practices on farms and at the slaughterhouse are cruel. While the industry might downplay the significance of certain practices, they don’t deny the use of many of the systems that we talk about in this chapter. In fact, much of the information we share here comes directly from industry publications. The practices that cause suffering among farmed animals are for the most part legal, and are discussed in agricultural trade magazines, among farmers on social media platforms, and on government websites associated with the farming industry.


There is not a single federal law in place to protect animals while they are living on the farm. While a few states have laws regarding the treatment of farmed animals, they are weak and rarely enforced. Farmed animals typically live in huge warehouses that you wouldn’t even recognize as farms. They can’t breathe fresh air, and they live on concrete or wire that damages their feet.


Most of these farms share three common elements, all aimed at maintaining high efficiency and low costs. These are confinement of animals, breeding for excessive growth, and mutilation.


Confining animals saves on space and also reduces feed requirements since the animals can’t move much. Because animals can become aggressive in these unnatural conditions, farmers routinely use different types of mutilation, trimming the beaks of birds or the teeth of pigs for example, so that they are less likely to injure one another.


This drive for efficiency as well as the large number of animals on most farms means that it isn’t always possible to consider the welfare of individual animals. On a dairy farm with seventy cows, a farmer is likely to notice a sick animal. But a single egg farm may house tens of thousands of chickens, which means that a sick or injured chicken is likely to go unnoticed. And if someone does see that she is sick, there is no veterinary care for her since that wouldn’t be economically feasible. Farmers say that the system wouldn’t be viable if it didn’t protect the health and well-being of animals. But the truth is that letting some animals die due to overcrowding is more economical than allocating more space and attention to keep them healthy.


Although the practices vary among different types of farms, confinement, mutilation, and selective breeding are common approaches for production of all of the commonly consumed animal foods: eggs, chicken, pork, milk, and beef.


Egg-Laying Hens


The life of an egg-laying hen begins at the hatchery. Because these birds are not bred for their meat, male chicks have no function on an egg farm. Within minutes of emerging from their shells, they are separated out and killed. As with all aspects of animal farming, efficiency is key, since millions of these unwanted birds are hatched every year. Most commonly, the tiny, conscious birds are tossed by a spinning auger into a grinding machine. In other hatcheries, live male chicks are simply loaded into dumpsters and left to suffocate or die.


The female chicks are sent to egg farms, but first they usually have one-third to one-half of their beaks removed. This keeps the chickens from pecking each other in the cramped conditions in which they are housed. Their highly sensitive beaks may be painful for weeks or can cause long-term chronic pain and stress.2


Although the practice has been outlawed in some states, most egg-laying hens are housed in cages so small they can’t stretch their wings. The United Egg Producers, which is a cooperative of egg farmers in the United States, recommends that the cages provide at least sixty-seven square inches per bird.3 This is smaller than a piece of 8 × 11 paper, and it is where hens spend their entire lives. The cages aren’t particularly comfortable, either. They have wire bottoms that can cause sores and bruises. With thousands and sometimes tens of thousands of chickens living on a typical farm, no attention is paid to individual birds. Many die from dehydration or starvation if they become caught in the wires, if their toenails grow around the wires, or if the mechanized food or water delivery system malfunctions. Others die from inhalation of ammonia from the manure pits below the cages.


Conditions are sometimes better in cage-free facilities where hens are more able to move around but can still live in very cramped conditions. Some of these facilities have “enrichment” features that allow hens to perch. But they suffer many of the same abuses as their caged sisters. While the words “cage-free” may conjure up an image of happy hens scratching around the barnyard, most are housed in huge buildings with no access to the outdoors. And regardless of how they are housed, because they are bred to produce eggs at an unusually high rate, both caged and cage-free hens are at risk for a prolapsed uterus. This occurs when part of the uterus is pushed out of the body. It leads to infection and a painful death.


Selective breeding is not the only way in which animals are forced to produce more. Some egg farms still employ the practice of forced molting, in which birds are starved for up to two weeks after the first laying period so that they’ll start producing eggs again.


For birds living in these unnatural, highly stressful conditions, egg production begins to decline after just a year or two. Hens are loaded onto trucks and taken to the slaughterhouse. Their bones are brittle from excessive egg production and many of them suffer fractures as they are ripped out of their cages.4 Some, referred to as “spent” hens by the industry, are in such poor condition that they can’t be used for food. In that case, they might be killed right on the farm. On one farm, “spent” hens were tossed, while conscious, into a wood chipper for disposal. But the most common legal means of killing these hens is by carbon dioxide gassing using gas concentrations of 30 percent or more. Research has shown that at this level, birds feel pain and distress, probably associated with suffocation.


Birds Raised for Meat


It takes a lot of chickens to meet Americans’ appetite for wings, nuggets, and fried drumsticks. Modern agriculture meets that demand by growing chickens as fast as they can. Unlike laying hens, who just need to produce as many eggs as possible, “broilers” need to pack on pounds. They grow four times faster than birds raised in the 1950s.5 And while that is good for the farmer’s bottom line, it’s awful for the chicken. The excess weight leads to severe leg problems, sometimes even the inability to walk, which means that a chicken may not be able to access food and water. We know that these chickens feel pain because studies have found that birds with deformed legs are more likely than those with normal legs to eat feed that is laced with painkillers.6


Pigs


“Forget the pig is an animal. Treat him just like a machine in a factory,” an issue of Hog Management trade magazine advised back in 1976.7 On today’s hog farms, breeding sows are in fact treated as piglet-producing machines with no consideration for their natural needs. These mother pigs are confined for nearly all of their four-month pregnancy in gestation crates. The crates are so small that for this entire time, they can take a step forward or backward but can’t turn around. To give birth, they are moved to farrowing crates which allow them to lie on their sides so they can nurse their piglets through bars.


Under natural conditions, piglets nurse for twelve weeks or more as they gradually wean themselves. On hog farms the weaning period has gotten shorter and shorter in an effort to squeeze more and more pregnancies out of the sow. Piglets are typically weaned at about three weeks and sent to a weanling facility, where they are housed in pens with bare, slatted flooring. Or they go directly to the finishing barn where they are crowded into pens.


Because of ammonia levels, respiratory problems are the leading killer of pigs grown for meat.8 Like birds, they are bred to grow faster than their bodies can handle, and many develop painful leg conditions and eventually are unable to walk. If piglets fail to grow properly, they are killed on the farm. According to the American Association of Swine Veterinarians and the Pork Checkoff, appropriate ways to kill young piglets include blunt trauma with a “quick, firm blow to the top of the head.” Although the idea is to kill the piglets quickly, this doesn’t always happen and videos show injured piglets writhing in pain. Older pigs who aren’t growing quickly enough to be economically viable may be killed through carbon dioxide, gunshot, or electrocution.9


Pigs are surprisingly social, intelligent, and playful. Under natural circumstances, they engage in nesting behavior and have a strong tendency to root and live in small social groups. With no opportunity to engage in any of their natural behaviors, crated pigs develop repetitive behaviors like banging their heads against the cages and biting the metal rails. Pigs who are crammed together in pens can develop aggressive behavior, so farmers often cut off their tails without anesthesia to prevent tail-biting. The male piglets are also castrated without any treatment for pain.


But the natural personalities of pigs aren’t reflected in the unnatural environment of a farm. Former hog farmer Bob Comis said it best: “During 10 years as a pig farmer I came to know pigs as well as I know my own dog. That’s why I quit.”10


Dairy Cows


Bucolic scenes of black-and-white cows grazing on a hillside create a sense of the happy and safe farm. But many dairy cows spend their lives enclosed in barns or they are kept on large feedlots, where they live on a layer of mud and feces and among swarms of flies.


Again, it’s efficiency at all costs, which means cows are bred to produce as much milk as possible. According to USDA statistics, the average dairy cow produces five times more milk today than in 1940.11,12 They are also constantly impregnated to produce more milk. Being pushed to such limits means they develop painful diseases, such as udder inflammation, and they often become unable to walk comfortably or at all.


On most farms, both male and female calves are taken from their mothers shortly after birth. This allows the mother cow to return to producing milk for human consumption. Farmers say that the cows don’t mind, but cows have a strong maternal instinct that makes the separation traumatic. In 2013 the Newburyport News in Newbury, Massachusetts, reported on strange noises coming from a local dairy farm. The reporter shared that “According to Newbury police Sergeant Patty Fisher, the noises are coming from mother cows who are lamenting the separation from their calves.” The separation of mother cows from their calves is a yearly occurrence and is a normal function of a working dairy farm, Fisher said. “It happens every year at the same time.”13


Calves on Dairy Farms


Like any mammal, cows produce milk only after they’ve given birth. In the early days of dairy farming, male calves were kept or sold as breeding stock. As farms got bigger and the number of male calves outnumbered the need for breeders, farmers needed a new solution. That solution was veal. A direct outgrowth of dairy farming, veal farming is a way to turn unneeded calves into meat and money.


While female calves are sent to live in individual huts until they are ready to be bred and milked, the newborn males are sold and transported to a veal farm. They, too, are housed in individual pens for about eight weeks and then transitioned to small group pens. The calves are sent to slaughter at about five months of age.


Cows Raised for Beef


A common thread in animal food production is that most of these animals never see the outdoors until they are loaded onto a truck bound for the slaughterhouse. Cattle raised for beef are the exception since most graze outdoors for the first part of their lives. Of all farmed animals, beef cattle probably have it the best for these first few months. They graze and socialize as nature intended. They aren’t free from abuse though, since they are often branded with a hot iron and the males are tied down and castrated without any type of pain relief. Eventually, the cattle are moved to a facility where they will put on weight at a much faster rate. Even “grass fed” cattle may be sent to a barn to live the rest of their lives indoors where they are fed a mix of legumes and hay. (Grass-fed refers only to what cows eat; not where they eat it.)


Most beef cattle are loaded onto trucks and shipped to crowded feedlots. After the relatively peaceful four to six months on the ranch, the feedlot is most likely an unpleasant adjustment for cattle. They are often crammed into these barren facilities where their diet is switched from grass and forage to grains and soy. Harris Ranch in Coalinga, California, is a feedlot that holds more than 100,000 beef cows for fattening. They live on a layer of dirt mixed with feces, and the stench can be smelled from miles away.


Because of the stress of their new environment and the switch to an unnatural diet, cattle in feedlots are prone to illness including respiratory disease. It is a common practice to lace their feed with antibiotics, which also help the cattle grow faster.14 One estimate is that as much as 80 percent of all antibiotics sold in the United States are used on farmed animals, and this may contribute to antibiotic resistant bacteria. In fact the very air around feedlots has been found to contain DNA that codes for antibiotic resistance.15


ALL FARMED ANIMALS ARE SENT TO SLAUGHTER


Some farmed animals, like cows on small dairy farms or cattle grazing on the range, may live in relative comfort for at least the first part of their lives. But all farmed animals, unless they die from starvation, thirst, infections, or injury on the farm, are eventually sent to the slaughterhouse. For many, it is the first time they ever see the outdoors as they are packed onto trucks. Some are healthy animals who have been raised specifically for slaughter. Others are tired and worn-down dairy cows, breeding pigs, and laying hens who have outlived their economic value. All of these animals are killed well before they achieve their natural lifespan.


As slaughterhouses have consolidated, animals are trucked long distances to their deaths. They are typically not fed for many hours at a time and are subject to extreme heat and freezing cold, as well as highway accidents. It is legal to transport cows and pigs for up to twenty-eight hours without providing food or water. For chickens and turkeys, there is no limit on how long they can be held on trucks. Dairy cows may be so weak and tired that these gentle animals are unable to walk from the truck to the slaughterhouse. Animal science experts note that many of these cows are far too sick to be transported long distances, but are loaded onto trucks anyway. In a journal of veterinary medicine, one group noted that these practices are common and that they mean considerable suffering for the cows.16 Once she arrives at the slaughterhouse, a cow who can’t walk can’t legally be slaughtered so she may be repeatedly shocked to get her to stand up.


Some of these stumbling, confused animals are the youngest of calves. About 15 percent of calves are slaughtered when they are just a few days or weeks old for “bob veal.”17 One investigation showed workers kicking and electrically prodding newborn calves who struggled to walk to slaughter.


With the exception of kosher and halal slaughter, mammals must be rendered unconscious before they are killed according to the federal Humane Slaughter Act. This is often done with a shot from a captive bolt pistol. With the fast pace of the slaughter line, it’s a given that some animals won’t be properly stunned on the first try. The American Meat Institute considers a 95-percent stun rate acceptable, and research suggests that between 95 and 99 percent of animals are stunned with the first shot.18 But the fact that “only” 1 to 5 percent of cows are insufficiently stunned on the first try means that as many 345,000 to 1.7 million cows per year must be stunned more than once—or they remain conscious during at least part of the slaughter process.19


Fast line speeds at the slaughterhouse are typically to blame for the fact that animals are often conscious as they move down the line. Workers are under too much pressure to keep the line moving and cannot take the time to worry about a still-conscious animal who has slipped by.


And as weak as the federal Humane Slaughter Act is, it doesn’t even cover chickens and turkeys (or rabbits). There is no federal requirement for these animals to be stunned or unconscious when they are slaughtered. Hung upside down, their heads are dragged through an electric stunning bath before a blade cuts their throats. Then they are dunked into a scalding tank for easier feather removal. Although standard practices in slaughterhouses are aimed at ensuring that they are dead by this time, USDA data shows that as many as a half-million chickens and turkeys each year are still alive as they drown in near boiling water.20


NATURAL DISASTERS AND ACCIDENTS AFFECT FARMED ANIMALS, TOO


When the flood waters swept over eastern North Carolina during Hurricane Florence in 2018, tens of thousands of chickens and pigs had no way to escape. Estimates are that more than 5,000 hogs and 3.4 million chickens and turkeys drowned, many of them presumably imprisoned in their crates. There was nothing the farmers could do. Because huge numbers of farmed animals are confined in massive sheds on today’s farms, when catastrophes strike, there is no escape. In 2010, for instance, 60,000 chickens died from heat exhaustion on a North Carolina farm when the fans stopped working following a power outage. A year earlier, nearly 4,000 pigs met the same fate when a vandal turned off the fans on an Iowa farm. And on a single farm in Texas, 800,000 hens died in a fire.


FISH AND OTHER SEA CREATURES


It may seem difficult to warm up to a fish, but these animals are more complex than once thought. There is evidence that some types of fish are capable of planning and using tools and some even have the capacity for facial recognition.21 Research suggests that fish can feel pain and experience suffering as well. They react to pain by changing their behavior, which suggests a consciousness of discomfort. We don’t know what pain feels like to a fish, but it seems fair to give them the benefit of the doubt, especially since the ways in which they are farmed, caught, and killed are particularly inhumane.


Bottom-trawling nets pull hundreds of tons of animals from the ocean, squeezing them together in the nets sometimes for hours as they are dragged along the ocean floor. When hauled out of the water, the surviving fish undergo decompression and suffer agonizing deaths. Other animals suffer and die as a result of commercial fishing since drift nets kill tens of thousands of sea mammals such as dolphins, whales, otters, seals, and sea lions per year.


FACTORY FARMS HURT HUMANS, TOO


In 1906 Upton Sinclair’s famous book The Jungle was published, detailing the lives of Lithuanian immigrants working in filthy and inhumane conditions in Chicago’s stockyards and slaughterhouses. His book led to landmark changes in the meat industry as well the establishment of the forerunner of the US Food and Drug Administration. But, more than a century later, slaughterhouse workers, many of whom are immigrants, still work under incredibly dangerous conditions. The fast pace of line speeds in the slaughterhouse mean that workers make thousands of repetitive movements per day giving rise to muscle and nerve injuries. Witnessing the pain and fear of the animals being killed can also give rise to psychological trauma.


Most slaughterhouse workers are people of color living in low-income communities or are immigrants from Latin America. Some are undocumented and are unable to report injuries or seek medical care or report harassment and violations in the workplace for fear of being deported or losing their job. Like exploitation and inhumane treatment of animals, the exploitation of slaughterhouse workers helps keep the cost of animal foods low and production high.


Alternatives to Factory Farms


Learning about the lives and deaths of farmed animals can be disheartening, but there is good news, too. There have been small changes in factory farming practices at the state level, nearly all in response to the efforts of animal protection activists. Voters in some states have passed measures to do away with some of the cruelest confinement systems. But given the extensive and routine cruelty associated with factory farming and the strength of an industry that resists even the smallest improvements, meaningful change for all farm animals is a long way off. Animal cruelty is an inherent part of factory farming.


For many people, the answer is to seek meat, milk, and eggs from animals who were well treated. A number of different labels are meant to identify food from these animals. Three labels that suggest better treatment of animals on farms, and sometimes during transport, are “GAP-Certified” (which is associated with Whole Foods Markets), “Certified Humane,” and “Animal Welfare Approved,” but none of these labels cover all animals and/or all aspects of production. It’s also easy to get confused. For example, the “American Humane Certified” label is not associated with better welfare for animals. You’ll see this label on pork that may have come from a farm that uses gestation crates and on cartons of eggs from caged hens.22 Terms like “all-natural,” “free range,” “humanely-produced,” and “pasture-raised,” have no legal definitions.


The organic label mandates some basic welfare standards for animals since it requires access to the outdoors and conditions that allow some freedom of movement. But there are no specific definitions for these space requirements or the quality of the outdoor environment. In 2010, the Cornucopia Institute, an organic farm watchdog group, released a report that was based on visits to more than 15 percent of USDA-certified organic egg farms and surveys of all name-brand and private-label industry egg companies. They found that most of the industrial-scale producers were confining tens of thousands of hens inside henhouses, commonly only offering tiny concrete or wooden porches as “outdoor access.”23 Whether or not organic farms comply with standards, animals raised on these farms are not protected from the same types of mutilation as animals on nonorganic farms and they are subject to the same suffering during transport and slaughter.


For most products touted as “humanely produced,” cruelty lurks behind the cheerful label. Even if free-range dairy farms provide better treatment for cows, their male calves are still taken from their mothers within hours of birth and sold for veal production. Chickens in cage-free facilities can spread their wings, but they still spend their entire lives packed by the tens of thousands into windowless warehouses. The male chicks are still killed at birth and the females are debeaked. They go to the same slaughterhouses as caged chickens.


Seeking out these labels can be valuable while you are making a transition to a vegan diet. But there is no way to ensure that any milk, eggs, or meat you consume were produced with no animal suffering. And they always come from animals who died within years of their natural lifespan.


ANIMAL RIGHTS


People dress their dogs in fuzzy coats for a brief walk in the snow, adopt kittens from shelters, and flock to national parks to photograph grizzly bears and moose. Most humans love animals and are sometimes in awe of them. How then can people sanction the practices of keeping pigs in gestation crates and hens in cages before sending them to an early death?


British psychologist Richard Ryder answered that question in 1970 when he coined the term “speciesism,” which was later popularized by Princeton University philosopher Dr. Peter Singer in his 1975 book Animal Liberation.25 Singer wrote that just as “racists violate the principle of equality by giving greater weight to the interests of members of their own race, speciesists allow the interests of their own species to override the greater interests of members of other species.”


Not only do we consider the interests of humans to be paramount, we also believe that certain animals matter more than others. Or that they have different purposes. That’s a judgment that varies among cultures, but in the United States, we’ve largely determined that dogs and cats are beloved companions while pigs, chickens, and cows are food. Yet, there is no logical or moral reason to distinguish among these animals.


An animal rights ethic asks us to put aside the issue of species and to consider only whether an animal is sentient and capable of suffering. It doesn’t mean we treat all species the same in every situation. And it doesn’t mean that animals have the exact same rights as humans. It simply means that we don’t decide whether an individual deserves protection based on their species alone. Since a chicken or a cow or a pig all experience fear and pain, and wish to avoid death, we really have no compelling reason to believe they deserve less protection than a dog.





TUNING IN TO ANIMALS


At just three weeks of age, a little female piglet from a farm in Iowa was loaded onto a truck with hundreds of other pigs. The weanlings were headed to a facility where they would be held in pens for several months to be fattened up for slaughter. When the truck arrived and the piglets were unloaded, this one little animal somehow managed to hide. The truck headed to a truck wash where it was flooded with water to clean out the excrement. As the water swooshed out, an employee saw the half-drowned piglet float by. He grabbed her and with nowhere to take the piglet, called the Iowa Farm Sanctuary. The sanctuary staff took the piglet in, named her Unsinkable Molly Brown, and gave her a safe home for the rest of her life. At the sanctuary, Molly loves being around people, especially if she can convince someone to give her a belly rub. She enjoys being outdoors during the day, but evenings usually find her in the cozy barn, snuggled up with her best friend, a potbelly pig named Stella.


Molly is among a handful of lucky animals who escaped a factory farm and eventual slaughter. Every year, 10 billion animals are killed to feed the demand for beef, pork, chicken, eggs, milk, and cheese in the United States. It’s impossible to wrap your brain around those numbers and most of us don’t even want to try to imagine all of that suffering. When we talk about the conditions on factory farms, what sometimes gets lost in the discussion is that each of these billions of animals is a feeling individual. If the massive numbers and unimaginable suffering make you feel tempted to tune out, it can be helpful to focus on just one of these animals and to realize that your choices make a difference. Every single time you pass up a hotdog or omelet or glass of milk, you are taking a stand against the abuse of an animal like Molly.


If you are able, we highly recommend visiting a farm animal sanctuary to have the opportunity to know these animals. There are close to 100 of them in the United States and many more throughout the world.24 If an in-person visit isn’t possible, read about the animals on the sanctuary websites or follow their accounts on Instagram for inspiring stories and photos. Seeing what is possible for these animals when they are rescued and safe is a good way to stay committed on your vegan journey.





VEGAN DIETS AND CLIMATE CHANGE


Shifting your diet away from meat, dairy, and eggs does more than protect animals—it helps to shrink your carbon footprint as well. Animal agriculture takes a toll on planetary resources and helps propel global warming.


Global warming is perhaps the most pressing issue of our time. It drives climate change, which includes extreme weather patterns, changes in precipitation, rising oceans, flooding, droughts, wildfires, and hurricanes. Climate change threatens not just public safely, but also public health and food security. For example, rising temperatures and increasing concentrations of carbon dioxide in the atmosphere increase pollen production and make the allergy season longer. These same conditions help invasive weeds and insects thrive, which threatens food crops. Rising sea levels and flooding create conditions for the spread of infectious diseases.


And, of course, climate change has devastating effects on wild animals, too. In the Arctic, polar bears are losing the sea ice they require for survival as it melts into the ocean. At the other end of the globe, seabirds and marine mammals of the Antarctic are also seeing their food supplies dwindle with the shrinking ice. Warmer, more acidic oceans are killing parts of Australia’s Great Barrier Reef, which has been described by UNESCO as one of the richest and most complex natural ecosystems on earth. It’s where humpback whales give birth, sea turtles breed, and more than two hundred species of birds come to roost and nest. Higher temperatures, melting ice, acidic oceans, and habitat losses are a threat to the remarkable biodiversity of the planet, to human health, and to our food and water supplies.26



Animal Agriculture and Climate Change


Scientists agree that global warming is a problem caused by human activity. It’s due to increases in greenhouse gases (GHGs), particularly carbon dioxide, in the atmosphere. These gases trap heat, preventing it from escaping into the outer atmosphere. Two human activities that contribute significantly to global warming are the burning of fossil fuels and agriculture.


While all agriculture contributes to global warming, eating plant foods instead of animal products is one important way to shrink your carbon footprint. Growing animals to produce meat, eggs, and dairy takes a disproportionate amount of resources like land, water, fertilizer, and fossil fuels and that translates to higher GHG emissions.


It’s not a new concept. Back in 1971, author Frances Moore Lappé calculated the true cost of meat production in her seminal book Diet for a Small Planet.27 She coined the phrase “protein factory in reverse” to describe the wasteful process of meat production and its toll on land, fuel, and water. Specifically, she showed that there is more protein and energy in the grains and beans fed to farmed animals than in the meat, eggs, and milk that they produce. The excess protein and calories that the animals ingest ends up supporting their energy needs and contributing to growth of body parts that humans don’t consume.


This inefficiency means that we get far too little return on the substantial resources—land, water, and fuel—that is poured into growing animal feed. For example, the Amazon rainforest is being cleared in part to expose land to grow soybeans. As the single largest tropical rainforest in the world, the Amazon is home to at least 10 percent of the world’s known species. It’s been called the “lungs of the planet” because of its valuable role in removing carbon dioxide from the air and converting it to oxygen. As the rainforest shrinks, so does its carbon-reducing capacity.


A common misconception is that eating soyfoods like tofu and veggie burgers is the reason the Amazon is disappearing. But it’s not humans who are eating those soybeans from the rainforest—the beans are processed into animal feed and shipped off to dairy, hog, and chicken farms and to cattle feedlots. If we ate these beans directly instead of funneling them through the “protein factory in reverse” of animal agriculture, we’d be able to grow enough on far less land.28 Eating soyfoods doesn’t destroy the Amazon, it helps save it.


Eating beans and grains directly instead of feeding them to farmed animals conserves land, water, fertilizer, and fossil fuel. By one estimate, it takes almost three times as much water and thirteen times as much fertilizer to produce food for a meat-eater compared to a vegetarian.29


Clearing forests, processing massive amounts of animal feed, housing and transporting animals, and generating fertilizer all produce GHGs. The manure produced by farmed animals also releases GHGs and so do the digestive systems of cows, through burps and flatulence. When British researchers measured average greenhouse gas emissions from people eating all different types of diets including vegan, vegetarian, and varying amounts of meat, they found that the less animal food a group ate, the lower the GHG emissions associated with their diet. Emissions associated with meat-eaters were twice as high as those in vegans.30


Animal agriculture not only requires vast amounts of water, a precious and dwindling resource on our planet, but manure from these farms is also a source of water pollution.31 On hog farms, waste is stored in outdoor pits called manure lagoons. When hurricanes strike the low-lying areas of coastal North Carolina where many of these hog farms are located, some of the manure lagoons are breached, pouring contents into the surrounding landscape.


Even in the best of times, these hog farms are a public health nuisance. Manure is routinely removed from the lagoons and sprayed on surrounding fields as fertilizer, creating a mist and a stench that impacts nearby communities. In North Carolina, hog farms produce nearly ten billion gallons of feces and urine per year. The farms are often located near low-income communities of color who don’t have the financial clout to mobilize against the farms, making this a case of environmental racism and an important social justice issue. Exposure to the manure that permeates the air is linked to birth defects, asthma, and foodborne illness.



Locavore vs. Veggie Burger


Since fossil fuel is a major contributor to global warming, it might seem like eating locally is the best approach to dietary choice. But most carbon emissions related to food are due to production, not transportation.


Some plant foods are better than others, though, when it comes to resource use and global warming. Protein-rich beans are one of the most sustainable foods (they also improve soil health by fixing nitrogen). One group of researchers suggests that a simple change, replacing beef in American diets with beans, could help the United States meet up to 75 percent of its GHG reduction goals.32 And even though food processing takes energy, even processed foods like soymilk, tofu, and veggie burgers produce far fewer greenhouse gases than comparable animal foods. Enjoying veggie burgers in place of burgers made from beef has considerable benefits for the environment.33


ANIMAL RIGHTS, HUMAN RIGHTS, CLIMATE CHANGE, AND VEGAN DIETS


With every step you take toward a vegan diet, you’re reducing your contribution to some of the worst animal cruelty in the world and to the destruction of the planet. It’s a powerful choice especially for those in industrialized countries like the United States. We consume almost twice the amount of meat as people living in developing countries. The impacts of our dietary habits are felt by those around the globe who have few choices about what they will eat, are the most vulnerable to food and water shortages, and who also have the fewest resources to respond to climate change. It means that those of us who do have a choice about what we will eat are in a uniquely privileged position—we have the opportunity, with every bite of food we take, to make a difference for farmed animals and for the rest of the people living on this planet.
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CHAPTER 2



Making the Transition


When you go meatless and dairy-free, what on earth do you eat? Some of the best food you’ve ever tasted!


It would seem that dropping entire food categories from your menus would leave a diet that feels restricted. But upon going vegan, many people find that their food horizons actually expand as they explore new menu items like crusty barbecued Indonesian tempeh, Moroccan chickpea stew, Thai peanut sauce, and cashew cream cheesecake. Dining at a vegan table is anything but dull!


But what if exotic fare isn’t your thing? What if you have neither the patience nor time to follow a recipe? That’s fine. You can build healthful and appealing vegan meals around convenience foods and easily prepared dishes—old standbys that have been a part of your diet all of your life, like spaghetti with marinara sauce.


There are plenty of wonderful cookbooks and recipe websites for vegans who like to experiment in the kitchen. But you can be a happy, healthy vegan without ever cracking open a cookbook. After all, it doesn’t take much instruction to bake a potato, flavor beans with onions and salsa, and round out the meal with steamed spinach. Much of the cooking that people do—whether or not they are vegan—is just this type of casual, unstructured preparation.



GETTING STARTED


It’s not hard to create great vegan meals and find substitutes for the foods you’ve always enjoyed. Yes, there is a learning curve as you switch from the diet you’ve always known to one that is based on plant foods. But if you take it one step at a time, going vegan is a fun adventure.


Some people dive into a vegan diet and lifestyle overnight while others need to test the waters and make a gradual transition. The transition can occur in any number of ways, and it’s up to you to decide what feels logical and practical. Don’t assume that you have to go vegetarian—omitting meat while still eating eggs and dairy—as the first step toward veganism. Some people do, and that’s fine, but it’s not the only, or necessarily best, way to begin reducing your intake of animal products.


The tips in this chapter cover a broad range of big and small changes and offer options for different cooking and eating styles. Choose the ones that seem most realistic to begin with and then keep making changes at the pace that feels right for you.




KEYS TO SUCCESS


You may know someone who tried a vegan diet but went back to eating animal foods because they found it too difficult or didn’t get what they expected from a vegan diet or didn’t feel well. It’s unfortunate because with some basic knowledge of food choices, sensible expectations, and a bit of support, staying vegan for life becomes much more realistic. Whether you are just taking steps toward a vegan diet or have been eating this way for a while, these tips can help ensure your success.


BE SMART ABOUT NUTRITION. It’s true that you won’t feel well on your vegan diet if you’re falling short of vitamin D or vitamin B12 or not getting enough protein or fat. It’s easy enough to get everything you need, but you do need to know how. In this book, we’ve provided everything that we believe you need to know to stay healthy on your vegan diet. For a quick primer, all of this information is condensed into a handful of guidelines in Chapter 10. If you follow those guidelines, you don’t need to worry about whether your vegan diet is providing what you need.


CELEBRATE THE BENEFITS OF A VEGAN ETHIC. As you explore vegan choices, you might see some welcome changes in your health. Vegan diets are associated with lower blood pressure and cholesterol levels. Some people shed weight when they go vegan. But if you don’t achieve health benefits or if those benefits are smaller than you expected, it doesn’t mean your vegan diet “doesn’t work.” A vegan diet always works because it always reduces your contribution to animal exploitation and shrinks your carbon footprint. There is no other diet that can make those promises. Focusing on these guaranteed benefits of veganism makes it easy to embrace it as a long-term commitment.


DON’T WORRY ABOUT HOW YOU’LL FEEL WHEN YOU STOP EATING ANIMAL FOODS. You won’t experience “detox” symptoms and won’t feel any type of physical withdrawal. Foods like cheese and ice cream might be tempting at times, but we don’t have actual physical addictions to these foods. And you will find plenty of satisfying vegan alternatives to them.


ENJOY A VARIETY OF VEGAN FOODS. Throughout this book, we’re going to encourage you to make generous use of whole plant foods. But that doesn’t mean that other foods are off limits. You don’t need to go fat-free or raw to be a healthy vegan. It’s okay to enjoy some refined grains and more processed foods. It won’t make or break your health and it’s likely to make your vegan diet more fun and pleasurable.


DON’T SWEAT THE SMALL STUFF. Even foods like white sugar and maple syrup—seemingly vegan—can be processed with animal ingredients. Some food additives and food colors can be either animal- or plant-derived—and you’d have no way of knowing which is in your food. Some vegans prefer to avoid such foods, but we see no need to do so. Avoiding these minute animal ingredients won’t make your diet any healthier. Nor will it lessen animal suffering or help protect the environment in any meaningful way. The only thing it will do is make your vegan diet more restrictive, time-consuming, and difficult to follow. It’s possible to get so bogged down in these details that you will simply find a vegan diet too laborious to follow. And the people around you may be less inspired to explore veganism if they believe that this meticulous attention to detail is required.


HONOR YOUR PROGRESS; DON’T WORRY ABOUT PERFECTION. No matter how devoted you are to being vegan, you may stumble sometimes in your commitment. For many people these stumbles occur around social situations or travel. If you lapse in your food choices now and then, don’t let that derail all your efforts. Instead, celebrate the changes you’ve already made and are continuing to make and keep moving forward. Vegan choices get easier over time.


FIND SUPPORT. For some, it can feel isolating to be vegan. Local vegan organizations or meet-ups can be a good source of support. If you don’t have any local resources, join the mentorship program at Vegan Outreach: https://veganoutreach.org/vmp/. The program will connect you with an experienced vegan mentor who will help you with everything from figuring out what to bring to a work potluck, to talking to your children’s teachers about their diet, to answering questions from friends and family.





Make Small, Easy Substitutions Right Away


There are many changes you can make that don’t require any real knowledge about cooking or meal planning. They won’t make much difference in your meal preparation, but they will reduce your intake of animal foods immediately. First, make a few ingredient swaps by replacing mayonnaise with a commercial vegan choice (you’ll find these right in the mayo aisle at the grocery store) and choosing vegan salad dressings. You’ll also find cubes of vegetable bouillon next to the ones made from chicken—another easy exchange in recipes. Look for reduced-sodium versions of Worcestershire sauce. They’re better for you and they usually don’t contain anchovies.


One of the easiest changes you can make is to replace cow’s milk with some type of plant milk. Because plant milks are used in the exact same ways as cow’s milk, you don’t need to learn anything new. It’s just as easy to pour almond or oat milk over your morning cereal as it is to use cow’s milk. You can use these milks in baking and in sauces, too. And given the variety of plant milks on the market, you will have no trouble finding one you like. Try milks made from soy, rice, hemp, oats, walnuts, flaxseeds, hempseeds, pea protein, or almonds on cereal, in baking, to make chocolate pudding, or to wash down a cookie. Look for choices that are fortified with calcium. If you don’t like one, try another.


Explore Vegan Meats


When you want something “meaty,” the selection of vegan choices is amazing. Check the frozen and refrigerated sections of specialty foods stores as well as your regular grocery store. You’ll find vegan burgers, sausages, hotdogs, sandwich slices, pepperoni, Canadian bacon, pulled pork, chicken nuggets, corn dogs, ground beef, and much more. Different options appeal to different palates, so keep tasting until you find the items that you and your family enjoy. Look for products made by Gardein, Field Roast, Tofurky, Lightlife, Beyond Meat, Impossible Foods, and Yves, among others.


Vegans can also look to Asian cuisine for tofu and tempeh, two traditional meat substitutes. Read more about these staples of Asian diets in the Soyfoods Primer here. Both can be cubed, marinated in a simple sauce (try any barbecue, Thai peanut, or teriyaki sauce), and then baked or sautéed. Serve them over rice or tossed with cooked vegetables.





REDUCING MEAT: WHERE TO START


If you are taking first steps toward a vegan diet by reducing your meat intake, it might seem logical to start by eliminating red meat. We humans tend to relate more to other mammals like cows and pigs, and sometimes feel less unease about eating birds and fishes. And of course, concerns about health and the environment have many people cutting back on steak and pork chops. But in some ways, it makes more sense to eliminate the flesh of smaller animals like chickens first. It takes as many as 200 chickens to provide the same number of meals as one cow, so eliminating chicken meat from your diet impacts more animals. And what we know about chicken farms tells us that treatment of these animals is especially cruel.


This is not to say that there is any single best way to transition to a vegan diet. Every step you take toward reducing and eliminating animal products from your diet makes a difference and is a way of voicing your support for animals. But if you’d like to start with changes that have an especially valuable impact, consider removing chicken meat from your menus.





Get to Know the New Vegan Dairy


Vegan cheeses of the past sometimes left something to be desired in terms of their flavor, texture, and meltability. That has all changed. A wide selection of cheeses made to mimic cheddar, Parmesan, ricotta, mozzarella, Camembert, and more have made their way into both specialty and mainstream grocery stores and they keep getting better every day. Some are aged and cultured products that are at home at the fanciest wine and cheese party. Others are kid-friendly choices for an old-fashioned grilled cheese sandwich.


While a handful of these products contain small amounts of the milk protein casein, most are reliably vegan. Look for products made by Follow Your Heart, Violife, Vegan Gourmet, Daiya, Field Roast, and cultured cheeses made by Miyoko’s Creamery, Kite Hill, and Treeline.


Here are additional ideas for phasing dairy out of your meals:




• Spread your morning bagel with nondairy cream cheese made by Tofutti, Daiya, Kite Hill, or Follow Your Heart. Most larger grocery stores carry one of these brands in the natural foods section. Even Trader Joe’s has a vegan cream cheese!


• Spoon a few dollops of vegan sour cream into soup or on top of burritos.


• Try a nondairy creamer made from coconut or soy. Or make a soymilk foam for cappuccino.


• Have fun exploring the vast array of nondairy frozen desserts. Who needs ice cream when there is Coconut Bliss in the world?


• Everything that replaces dairy in your diet doesn’t have to be an analogue. Spread almond butter or mashed avocado on toast instead of butter for a more healthful choice and a nice change of pace. Soaked cashews blended in a food processor or blender with lemon juice, salt, and olive oil makes a fast cheese spread.




Identify Ten Great Vegan Dinners


Start with what you know. What’s on family menus that is already vegan or could be vegan with just a tweak or two? How about pasta with marinara sauce? Or tomato soup? (Prepare it with soymilk instead of cow’s milk.) Make Sloppy Joes using a canned sauce and meatless “ground beef.”


Next, spend some time with cookbooks, the internet, and your own recipe collection to identify seven to ten easy vegan dinners that you like and can prepare without much fuss (unless you like to fuss, of course). That’s as much variety as most omnivores enjoy, and families are usually very happy with a ten-day cycle of their favorite meals. Over time, you’ll probably grow tired of some and replace them with others, but for starters, this short list of meals will get you through your first months as a vegan.



Take Advantage of Convenience Foods


You don’t have to be a sophisticated or creative cook in order to follow a vegan diet. It’s nice to know a few basics—how to bake a potato, cook brown rice, and steam vegetables—but that’s no more or less than anyone, eating any type of diet, needs to know.


Anyone can make these ten vegan dinners:




• Baked potato topped with vegan baked beans and shredded soy cheese and accompanied by frozen spinach sautéed in olive oil.


• Veggie burger on a roll with salad and prepared salad dressing.


• Pasta salad: Toss cooked pasta with canned chickpeas, onions, chopped raw vegetables, and vegan mayonnaise.


• Burritos: Use leftover beans or canned vegan refried beans. Spoon onto warm tortillas, roll them up, and top with chopped tomatoes and guacamole.


• Pasta with sauce from a jar (add sautéed veggies or soy sausage for your own “homemade” touch).


• Chili beans with veggie burger crumbles served over rice with steamed carrots.


• Soup and salad: Progresso makes vegan lentil soup. Campbell’s Tomato Soup—very possibly the most famous soup in America—is vegan. Just add any plain nondairy milk. Make it go a little farther with a healthful addition like pasta, rice, or beans.


• Taco salad: Toss together greens, chopped tomato, chopped onion, rinsed canned black beans, defrosted corn, and cubes of avocado. Dress with olive oil and lime or lemon juice and top with a handful of crushed tortilla chips.


• Tofu and vegetable stir-fry: Marinate chunks of firm tofu in prepared peanut or teriyaki sauce and stir-fry with frozen vegetables. Serve over rice or noodles.


• Whole-grain main-dish salad: This is a great way to use up leftover cooked grains. Toss brown rice, couscous, barley, or whatever you have on hand with chopped onion, defrosted frozen peas and corn, sunflower seeds, and rinsed canned beans. Top with your favorite dressing or with olive oil and lemon juice.




Look to Global Cuisine


Some of the best eating patterns in the world—from both a culinary and health standpoint—are based on plant foods. When you start exploring meals from Italy, India, Mexico, China, Thailand, and other locales, it can open your world to exciting new vegan dishes. Look in cookbooks and online for recipes for pasta or Asian noodle dishes, curries, stir-fries, and pilafs (made with grains, nuts, and dried fruits). And look for restaurants that serve traditional cuisines from around the world when eating out since they are likely to have a good choice of vegan dishes.


Experiment with Beans


Most Americans didn’t grow up eating beans, which is too bad. They are super nutritious foods and among the world’s cheapest and most abundant sources of protein. That’s why beans have played a role in the diets of nearly every culture. If you can’t get organized enough to cook beans from scratch, it’s fine to use canned. Try bean dishes that are familiar, like baked beans (you can buy the canned vegan variety), bean burritos, and lentil and split pea soups.


One way to update your attitude about this group of foods is to become familiar with their uses around the world. Chickpeas slow-baked in rich tomato sauce, along with pasta and a glass of Chianti is a meal featuring the traditional flavors of Sicily. Other wonderful bean-based delicacies are garlic-infused Cuban black beans, spicy Indian lentil curry, and lemony chickpea hummus from the Middle East. Truly, beans are anything but boring!



WHAT TO DO WITH BEANS


It’s a simple matter to turn cooked beans into a tasty dish. Here are some super-fast ideas for ways to flavor beans. Most of these dishes can be served over rice or other grains—or spooned over a baked potato.




BLACK, PINTO, AND KIDNEY BEANS


• Mexican-style beans: For each cup of cooked beans, stir in ¼ cup salsa and ¼ cup corn kernels. Heat and serve over rice topped with shredded nut or soy cheese or chopped avocado and tomatoes.


• Mediterranean beans: Sauté ½ cup chopped onion and two stalks celery in 3 tablespoons olive oil until tender. Stir in two cans beans (rinsed) or 3 cups cooked beans, 4 ounces sliced pimiento-stuffed green olives, and a 4-ounce can chopped chile peppers.






WHITE BEANS (GREAT NORTHERN, BABY LIMA, OR CANNELLINI)


• Beans with mushrooms: Sauté 1½ cups sliced mushrooms in 2 tablespoons olive oil. Add 3 cups cooked beans and season with black pepper and fresh lemon juice. You might also add canned or chopped tomatoes.


• Barbecued beans: Mix 3 tablespoons prepared barbecue sauce into each cup of cooked beans.


• Zesty beans with tomato sauce: Mix 3 tablespoons prepared spaghetti sauce (try a spicy one) into each cup of cooked beans.


• Italian-style beans with figs: Sauté ¼ cup chopped onion and a clove of minced garlic in 1 tablespoon olive oil. Add 3 cups cooked beans and ½ cup chopped dried figs. Season with 1 teaspoon each dried basil and rosemary.


• Hoppin’ John: Sauté 1 cup chopped onion and 2 minced garlic cloves in 3 tablespoons olive oil. Add 4 cups of beans and ¼ teaspoon ground cayenne pepper (more if you like your food very spicy). Add ¼ cup chopped veggie bacon (or a sprinkle of bacon bits) if you like. Prepare this dish with black-eyed peas for a traditional southern New Year’s Day supper. It’s supposed to bring good luck for the coming year.


• Beans with apples and sausage: Sauté ½ cup chopped onions in 2 tablespoons olive oil. Add 3 cups cooked beans, 1 diced apple, and 4 ounces vegan sausage, crumbled. Simmer until everything is heated through and apples are tender.






ALL BEAN TYPES


• Sloppy Joes: Add a 15-ounce can of Sloppy Joe sauce to 2 cups cooked beans. Heat and serve over whole wheat hamburger rolls.


• Bean and potato soup: Sauté 1 cup chopped onions and two cloves minced garlic in 2 tablespoons olive oil. Add 2 cups diced potatoes, 2 cups cooked beans, and 8 cups vegetable broth. Simmer for 20 minutes until potatoes are tender. Season with basil and oregano.


• Bean and grain salad: Toss 3 cups of any cooked grain with 1 cup cooked beans. Season with bottled or homemade salad dressing. Add ¼ cup each of minced onion, chopped celery, dried cranberries or raisins, and/or shredded carrots for added flavor and crunch.




Add What’s Missing: The Power of Umami


If you find it difficult to eliminate certain animal products from meals, it’s possible that what you’re really struggling with is umami. This flavor/essence of foods has been described as the fifth taste (in addition to salt, sweet, bitter, and sour), and certain foods like aged cheese are packed with it. It was discovered more than one hundred years ago, but scientists are still learning about what makes umami so satisfying. We may have an innate penchant for it since breast milk is high in umami.


Fortunately, it’s easy to add umami to vegan meals. Ingredients that are high in umami include ripe tomatoes and concentrated tomato products like tomato paste, ketchup, and sun-dried tomatoes; wine; fermented soy products such as miso and tamari; concentrated yeast products such as Marmite and nutritional yeast; umeboshi plums and umeboshi vinegar; sauerkraut; balsamic vinegar; olives; dried mushrooms; and dried sea vegetables. In fact, the scientist who discovered umami first identified it in kombu, a sea vegetable.


Certain cooking practices like roasting, grilling, and caramelizing also bring out the umami aspect of foods. Here are some tips for adding umami to your menus:




• Add nutritional yeast to scrambled tofu, beans, vegetables, or pasta. Nutritional yeast blended with nuts and a little salt makes a delicious umami-rich substitute for Parmesan cheese.


• Toss vegetables with balsamic vinegar before roasting them.


• Blend sun-dried tomatoes with any type of cooked beans for a sandwich spread.


• Add a dash of red wine, miso, balsamic vinegar, or a sprinkle of dried sea vegetables, like nori or kombu to soups.


• Stir tomato paste into bean dishes or soups.


• Toss pasta with tapenade made from olives. Or spread the tapenade on sandwiches.




Take Advantage of Familiar Favorites for Breakfast


Many people eat the same breakfast every single day, perhaps with a slight variation on the weekends. Hot or cold cereal with nondairy milk, toast with nut butter, juice, and fruit make a very hearty and healthy vegan breakfast that will suit the needs of most family members. Overnight oatmeal is a popular breakfast-to-go choice. Look for recipes on the internet and substitute nondairy yogurt or any plant milk. Pancakes, vegan French toast, or scrambled tofu are good choices for more leisurely weekend breakfasts. Don’t be afraid to think beyond traditional breakfast foods. A veggie burger or soup is just as good for breakfast as for dinner.
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