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How to Use This Ebook


Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken straight to that chapter.


Alternatively, jump to the index to browse recipes by ingredient.


Look out for linked text (which is blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related sections.


You can double tap images to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.





Preface


Many years ago, when I embarked on my career as a cookery writer, the word “flexitarian” had yet to creep into the Oxford English Dictionary. Meaning someone who is primarily but not exclusively vegetarian, the trend was only deemed sufficiently noteworthy to enter the lexicon in 1998. And yet today, it is a term that captures the approach of how millions of us eat, myself included. Less meat, of better quality, which in turn means we are eating more plant foods. And there are any number of vegetarian diets – vegan in particular – that are also gaining ground and followers.


This gradual sea change is one that is almost certainly set to continue. For any number of compelling considerations, be it ethical, environmental, related to nutrition or cost, the reasons for adopting an increasingly vegetarian diet are likely to be complex and personal. But they are all valid, and we cannot turn our backs on the impact and implications of intensive livestock farming, any more than we can dismiss the wealth of scientific studies that increasingly support the benefits of a diet based on plant rather than animal products. UN experts have recently advised that a plant-based diet can assist in tackling climate change by changing the way we use the land surface, and their recommednation is for us to cut down on eating meat.


Which brings us to a junction. Animal products provide us with high-quality protein in a complete form, that is, they will contain all nine essential amino acids, in addition to other nutrients such as iron and vitamin B12 that can be hard to source in their absence. The best way of replicating meat in our diet so that we obtain all the amino acids we require, has long vexed the vegetarian. For years, protein combining was thought to be the best route, whereby two foods that were lacking in one or more amino acids, could complement each other if they contained those that the other lacked. The sheer complexity of this system sends shivers running down the spine, and thankfully as a strategy for eating it has now been largely abandoned by nutritionists, not least for its impracticality.


So where does that leave us? This question was the starting point for this book. While so many of us are eating less meat and more vegetarian food, quite how to replace meat at a nutritional level remains a very grey area. In practice, it isn’t difficult, but certainly it helps to have an understanding of where to find plant proteins, and something about them, that in turn can shape our food choices throughout the day. Hopefully what follows will fill in some of the gaps, whether you are nutritionally minded yourself, or want to ensure that your children are getting all the nutrients they need. Equally, it is not uncommon for teenagers to become vegetarian, at a stage in their life when particular nutrients are crucial to their development. So I hope this book will give some idea of how you can go about eating vegetarian food in a way that optimizes its potential to be nutritious.


At a personal level, I have dipped in and out of being vegetarian since the tender age of five, principally because I love plant foods in all their extraordinary variety and also the dishes that I can make with them. The very first books I wrote were vegetarian, and I find it fascinating to see how the genre of food has developed. Today, we have never had it better. While the food groups that inevitably spring to mind when we think of vegetable protein, are the clichés of “beans” and “nuts”, they tell only a very small part of the story when we can call on this incredible range of plant proteins that make the bean-feasts and nut-roasts of old seem like a bad memory. We think nothing of sashaying between the luxury of pistachios, pecans and Brazil nuts, chia, sesame and flax seeds, to chickpeas and other lentils, or ancient grains and pseudograins, such as spelt, freekeh, quinoa and buckwheat. While fresh legumes, like broad beans, edamame (soya) beans and peas, are rich in plant proteins, other green vegetables including broccoli and asparagus will also contribute. And, any number of soya bean products, such as tempeh, noodles and tofu, are also there to be called on.


The recipes that follow aim to cover a wide-ranging array of different protein sources, frequently combining them in a recipe. The important thing is that they are all natural sources or wholefoods; we don’t need to go down the route of fake veggie burgers and sausages, which all too often are packed with saturated fat, salt and additives. Good nutrition is key to this book, but more than that it has everything to do with pleasure. I really hope that we continue to reinvent this “plant-powered” genre for decades to come, and that its potential for being as delicious as it is nutritious grows year on year.
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Protein facts


Protein is a macronutrient


Protein, along with fats and carbohydrates, is one of three macronutrients that we require in a comparatively large quantity to produce energy. It sits side by side with carbohydrates yielding 4kcal of energy per gram, while fat yields 9kcal of energy per gram.



Protein is multi-tasking


The derivation of the word protein meaning “of prime importance” says it all: protein is essential to our lives – every cell in our body is reliant on it. And protein is incredibly versatile, providing structure for our bones, skin, hair and muscles. It also enables chemical reactions, with some proteins acting as enzymes, other proteins are hormones, while antibodies are large protein molecules that defend against diseases and infections.



Proteins are made up of amino acids


Proteins are comprised of chains of amino acids, the building blocks of our bodies (the name amino meaning nitrogen-containing). There are about 20 common amino acids, and we refer to half of these as being “non-essential”, that is, the body can make its own, so whether or not they are contained in a food is really incidental. But a further nine “essential” amino acids we are unable to make ourselves, or at least not in sufficient quantity, which is why we need to obtain them through our diet. This is where the type and quality of protein, animal- or plant-based, comes into play (see Vegetable v. animal protein).


There is an enduring myth that by eating a specific protein the body can then use it for its own ends as a protein source. Not so: in reality all proteins are digested to their constituent amino acids, forming an amino acid “pool”, before being rebuilt as the proteins the body requires to function. It is a little bit like taking a Lego® model of a castle to pieces and recreating it as a robot.




Essential Amino Acids


Histidine


Isoleucine


Leucine


Lysine


Methionine


Phenylalanine


Threonine


Tryptophan


Valine






Protein sources differ in quality


Protein quality is partly determined by its digestibility, or bioavailability, and partly by its amino acid composition. The plant proteins – which are the ones of interest to us in this book – derive from vegetables, nuts, seeds, grains and legumes. These tend to have more diverse amino acid profiles than animal protein sources, which in practice means plant proteins are lacking one or more of the essential amino acids, and that in turn means they cannot be used to effectively provide the proteins the body needs to function. For this reason, vegetarians need to eat in a particular way (see Protein combining – the “beans with rice“ myth).


The good news is that while vegetable proteins are largely incomplete, they have the edge over animal sources such as red meat, by being lower in saturated fat, and they also contain a wider range of beneficial micronutrients, fibre, phytochemicals and complex carbohydrates. Good carbs are those that will benefit you nutritionally, that is they contain vitamins, minerals and dietary fibre, while bad carbs are those that have been stripped of this goodness, the ultimate being white table sugar.



The “more is better” myth


With eye-catching window displays of whey protein powders and the like in healthfood stores, it is easy to think that we are all at risk of deficiency, or that more is better. In truth, the developed world is more at risk of excess protein intake, especially if animal sources are eaten in any quantity. The risks for the heavy meat eater are partly to do with saturated fat, which is associated with heart disease, but also because large amounts of protein in the diet can crowd out other beneficial nutrients that are not being eaten in sufficient quantities. Red and processed meats are also positively correlated with a higher incidence of cancer of the colon, pancreas and ovaries, whereas among plant protein sources, legumes will protect.
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Protein requirements*


How much protein do we actually need?


Adults


For adults, the amount of protein needed is based on body weight. The Reference Nutrient Intake (RNI) is set at 0.75g of protein per kilogram of body weight, per day. This makes for an easy calculation if you work out three-quarters of your weight in kilos, which will correspond to the number of grams of protein that you should be eating daily.


If, for example, you weigh 60kg, then your need can be calculated as:


60 x 0.75g/day = 45g protein a day


If, however, you weigh 74kg, then your need can be calculated as:


74 x 0.75g/day = 55.5g protein a day


Pregnancy & Lactation


During pregnancy, an additional 6g of protein a day is required.


When breast-feeding, from 0–6 months, an additional 11g of protein a day is required, and for above 6 months, an additional 8g of protein a day.



Children


The Reference Nutrient Intake (RNI) for children differs as follows:






	0–3 months

	12.5g protein per day






	4–6 months

	12.7g protein per day






	7–9 months

	13.7g protein per day






	10–12 months

	14.9g protein per day






	1–3 years

	14.5g protein per day






	4–6 years

	19.7g protein per day






	7–10 years

	28.3g protein per day







*See references.






Vegetable v. animal protein


Having set out to replace some or all of the meat you are eating with plant proteins, it can be faintly dispiriting to discover that animal sources are higher in quality. Leaving aside the many advantages of plant proteins, the fact is that meat, fish and poultry contain all nine of the essential amino acids we require and in roughly the right proportions. And further more, such is the bioavailability of animal proteins and their easy digestion, 90–99% will be put to good use by our bodies. Plant proteins, on the other hand, that we derive from vegetables, nuts and seeds, grains and legumes, are one amino acid (or more) short of the full count, and to boot, it may be that only 70–90% of the protein can be digested in any case. To complicate matters, it varies from plant food to plant food. So soya, for example, has a relatively high biodigestibility, while sweetcorn is low.


In practice, it means there is no simple fix for the vegetarian, unlike the meat eater or pescatarian who can have a fillet of chicken or fish for supper, and it’s job done. The good news is that once you take this difference on board, sound nutrition is more readily achieved than it might seem at the outset. It simply requires a different strategy. Instead of having a big bowl of lentils at supper in the belief that this will provide your protein requirement for the day, a more wholesome aim is for a smörgåsbord of plant proteins from each group throughout the day.




Top Tips


Vegetarians need to strive for a range of proteins, so that any one food that is lacking in one or more amino acids will be complemented by another in a way that fills in the potential gaps (see How to eat plant protein). There is no need to pair protein sources, instead, by aiming for a variety of sources, you will be covered by the required spectrum of essential amino acids.


Vegetarians need to eat more plant protein than meat eaters, to make up for its lower bioavailability.
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Other key nutrients


In addition to the amino acids that lie at the heart of the veggie v. animal protein debate, there are several micronutrients we associate with animal products so closely that it is all too easy to assume that we will be getting our recommended quota simply by ensuring we eat enough plant protein. Once again, not everything is equal, and it is worth taking a quick look at each of these key nutrients to see where we stand.


Vitamin B12


Vitamin B12 is a crucial little power player in our diets. We don’t require a huge amount (the recommendation for adults and adolescents aged 15 years and above is for 1.5 micrograms a day), but it plays a vital role in making red blood cells and supporting our nervous system, as well as releasing energy from food and utilizing folic acid. A lack of the vitamin, which can build over a lengthy period of time, sometimes several years, will result in vitamin B12 deficiency anaemia. For the lacto-ovo vegetarian, one who eats dairy and eggs, this is no great problem, with milk providing the greatest bioavailability of the vitamin. In absence of these ingredients, however, dark clouds form on the horizon.


Because vitamin B12 isn’t found in any active form within plant foods, vegans are at risk of deficiency. Now there is some confusion here, as fermented soya products, such as tempeh and miso, which contain some vitamin B12 in the bacteria, are often cited as a solution, but sadly most of this is in an inactive form. Nori too is often wheeled out as the vegan’s answer to vitamin B12, however, it contains only a modest amount, and eating this seaweed in any quantity can lead to iodine toxicity.




Top Tips


While vegetarians who eat eggs and dairy are unlikely to be at risk of vitamin B12 deficiency, vegans need either to rely on fortified sources, such as breakfast cereals, nut and soya milks and yeast extracts (a personal favourite), or to take a supplement.


It is worth noting, that microwave cooking will destroy vitamin B12 in animal-based products.






Iron


As a common deficiency, the one micronutrient that wreaks havoc globally is iron, which is all-important for transporting oxygen around the body and for energy metabolism. The recommendation for iron is 8.7mg a day for men over the age of 18, 14.7mg for women aged 19–50, and 8.7mg for women over the age of 50. Once again, as with the amino acid profiles of plant foods, vegetarians can be short-changed, so let’s take a closer look.


Basically, iron comes in two forms: heme iron, which is exclusively contained in animal products such as meat, fish and poultry, and nonheme iron, which is contained in both animal and plant foods, but is the only source available to vegetarians. Heme iron is the power player here. It may only account for some 10% of the iron content of an average omnivorous diet, compared with 90% of nonheme iron, but it is very much better absorbed. That is, heme iron has a much higher bioavailability than plant sources, not least because its absorption is aided by a peptide referred to as the “MFP factor”, in reference to the fact that it is released during the digestion of meat, fish and poultry. To make matters even harder for vegetarians, plant sources of nonheme iron also contain a range of dietary factors that will actively inhibit the iron absorption. The upshot is that while the absorption rate of iron from a mixed diet is about 18%, for a vegetarian diet it is only 10%.




Top Tips


Vegetarians can maximize the absorption of iron from their diet by including foods containing vitamin C at every mealtime, which enhances the absorption of nonheme iron. That is, select iron-rich foods, such as soya beans and tofu, lentils and other legumes, nuts and seeds, wholegrains and dark leafy greens, and add in vitamin C to increase absorption. A small tomato salad or squeeze of lemon juice alongside whatever you are eating is your best friend here.


Vegetarians can also benefit from so-called contamination iron from non-food sources. Foods cooked in cast ironware will take up the inorganic iron salts during the process of cooking, especially if the foods are either acidic or slow-cooked.


Vegetarians need to consume even more iron than the meat eater to take into account the lower bioavailability of nonheme iron from plant sources.






Zinc


While meat is the richest source of zinc, this nutrient is less of an issue than iron, and not a common deficiency. That said, in the same way as iron, it is poorly absorbed and inhibited by phytates (antioxidant compounds that bind this mineral, slowing its absorption), fibre and calcium. However, because zinc is found in wholegrains, legumes, nuts and seeds, the plant proteins that feature in the recipes that follow will be good sources of this nutrient.
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Protein combining – the “beans with rice” myth


For many years, vegetarian food was shaped by the complementary protein theory, summed up by the “beans and rice” cliché. This assumed that the best way for vegetarians, and particularly vegans, to ensure their diet included the full range of essential amino acids, was to combine plant proteins in such a manner that they complemented each other’s deficiencies, creating a complete protein that was on a par with meat. It was also believed that these complementary proteins should be eaten at the same mealtime or within a short duration of each other.


The idea of juggling nine different amino acids scarcely bears thinking about. The most conscientious would be tied in knots and biting their nails in anxiety over which proteins to pair and when, while the less conscientious would eat beans and rice every day just to be on the safe side. It is hard to think of a less palatable combination; in fact, the two together on a plate is a personal bête noire. So it is a huge relief that this theory has been widely debunked, and is now seen by nutritionists as being outdated, or bad science.
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How to eat plant protein


Modern nutrition has, thankfully, moved to a much simpler recommendation. Provided you consume a variety of plant proteins throughout the day, drawing from each of the protein-containing groups – wholegrains, legumes, vegetables and fruit, seeds and nuts – in a way that meets your energy requirements, this diet will supply all the essential amino acids necessary. So even if you are a vegan, the most restricted form of vegetarianism, there is really no need to worry about amino acid imbalances.


The exception here is if, for instance, you were only eating one meal a day, or had a loss of appetite that restricted your food intake, and there was a need to acquire all your amino acids from a single source. In this case, my vote would go to quinoa or buckwheat as the most natural wholefoods to tick the box (see Complete Plant Power).


As a vegetarian, the strategy of eating a broad spectrum of plant-based ingredients also relates to the protein content. While a minority of plant foods can match the protein content of animal sources gram for gram, they either tend to be ones that you wouldn’t want to eat in quantity, such as nori or spirulina, or they contain a lot of oil – for instance, peanuts, pumpkin seeds, almonds, sunflower seeds and cashew nuts – which we tend to eat by the handful rather than the plateful. We then get down to legumes, such as lentils and chickpeas, which only have half or less the amount of protein than most animal sources, but these are foods that we can eat in greater quantity. So again, the need for balance creeps in, eating across the food groups rather than homing in on just one ingredient is the way to go.


And there are other less obvious routes to bolstering our intake. One is to look to fresh vegetables. These contain varying amounts of protein, ranging from next to nil for fennel, for instance, which only contains 0.2g per 100g of the vegetable, to asparagus which has 3.4g, boiled sweetcorn has 4.2g, broad beans have 5.1g and boiled peas have 6.7g. Again, as we tend to eat these in larger quantities, the right choice of vegetable can make a valuable contribution to the day’s overall protein count. There are also niche ingredients that make an excellent addition to our repertoires, especially if you consider using them in a different form or as a substitution for other ingredients: edamame or soya beans (10.9g per 100g) are a personal favourite that make for an excellent pasta, while I like to use ground flax seeds (21.9g per 100g) in baking, and I've grown increasingly fond of chia seeds (18.4g per 100g) to thicken sauces and smoothies. The seaweeds are another interesting group, nori in particular, and laverbread if you can source it.
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