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Introduction


Hippocrates said “let food be thy medicine.” Sounds good, yes? Ask people if they agree, and many would say yes. But we know from grocery store sales, restaurant menus, and fast food choices that most people don’t eat like they believe it. Some don’t have the means to choose and buy only healthy foods. Some don’t have the knowledge. And food’s other roles as comfort, connection, tradition, reward, and recreation often triumph over food’s medicinal potential.


My family tree includes a wide array of deadly diseases—cancer, heart attack, congestive heart disease, stroke, and Parkinson’s. These are just the ones that killed my parents and grandparents. I want to use food as medicine to help me avoid an early death.


But mere survival or longevity isn’t the goal. I want to thrive. I want to hike Yosemite Falls in my seventies. I’d love to run the Portland Half Marathon into my eighties (when showing up truly is 90 percent of success). I want to still be playing the piano in my nineties. I want to work in my garden, laugh with family and friends, write, take photos, and teach for many more years.


As it happens, the diseases in my family tree and the conditions that hold back an energetic life have one thing in common: inflammation. Chronic inflammation can create an environment that allows diseases and disorders to start, grow, and flourish. By focusing on a diet that science has shown to be most effective for lowering inflammation, I’m hoping to live my best life and hold off the diseases that brought down my parents and grandparents too early in their lives.


A plant-based diet is an excellent way to calm inflammation and lower our risk of chronic diseases. A systematic review and meta-analysis of forty research studies found that vegan- and vegetarian-based dietary patterns were associated with lower concentrations of inflammation markers in the blood compared with non-vegetarian diets.1 There’s a lot to unpack and define about how a plant-based diet fights inflammation, and I’ll do that in the following chapters.


This cookbook is for those who want to calm chronic inflammation with food, but not at the expense of enjoyment or satisfaction. I’ve developed the recipes in this cookbook to be tasty and filling in addition to being anti-inflammatory. As you’ll see in the next chapter, a plant-based diet generally and certain plant foods specifically are linked to lower levels of chronic inflammation and can go a long way toward decreasing inflammation and lowering the risk of related diseases.


The next chapter offers recommendations on cooking techniques, equipment, and meal prep approaches to help make this kind of cooking feasible for those who are new to healthy plant-based cooking and especially those who have a busy life and need as many shortcuts and efficiencies as possible.


The eighty recipes that follow encompass my favorite cuisines and most beloved ingredients. The goal of each dish is to be delicious in its own right, not just “okay for a plant-based recipe.” I believe we can have it all—pleasure, satisfaction, and lower inflammation—on a plant-based diet, and I hope that some of these recipes become lifelong favorites for you.


If you suffer from inflammation caused by allergies or an autoimmune disease, the plant-based approach described here and reflected in my recipes could go a long way toward helping calm the swelling and pain you experience. However, you may need to work with a dietician or doctor to uncover other food sensitivities or triggers that exacerbate your condition. In some cases, if diet alone does not relieve inflammation, medication may be needed as well. I’ve provided several resources that offer in-depth nutritional information for autoimmune conditions in the Resources and Deep Dives chapter (page 267).


 


1 Joel C. Craddock, Elizabeth P. Neale, Gregory E. Peoples, Yasmine C. Probst, “Vegetarian-Based Dietary Patterns and their Relation with Inflammatory and Immune Biomarkers: A Systematic Review and Meta-Analysis,” Advances in Nutrition, Volume 10, Issue 3, May 2019, Pages 433–451, https://doi.org/10.1093/advances/nmy103.




My Journey to Healthy Plant-Based Cooking


When I was nineteen, I joined a big evangelical church in Southern California. One Sunday, I saw a flyer in the church’s bulletin about their annual potluck picnic, including pie- and cake-baking contests. I definitely wanted to go to the picnic but didn’t even consider entering a competition. Me? Against all those experienced church-lady bakers? The idea was so ludicrous it didn’t even cross my mind.


Several weeks later I went to the picnic and took my favorite carrot cake, which I’d made many times before from a favorite family recipe. When I dropped the cake off at the dessert table, I told the person that the cake was a potluck dish, not an entry for the contest. A couple hours later, I was deep into conversation with friends when the head judge of the baking contest took to the microphone. After the preliminaries, which I barely paid attention to, I heard him announce that the blue ribbon for Best Cake went to Linda Tyler. Whaaaa? How could that be? I hadn’t even entered my cake into the contest. My friends pushed me forward, and I stumbled through the crowd of smiling faces to pick up my ribbon. Me? My carrot cake? Wow, this required a rethink.


Maybe I should have applied for culinary school right then and there. But I’m not even sure I knew what culinary school was back then. I was majoring in music at the University of California, Riverside, near where I grew up, thinking I would become a college music professor if I couldn’t make it as a concert pianist. Working as a culinary professional never occurred to me until much later in life.


But I kept cooking. I’d been cooking and baking since I was a little girl—in fact, I can’t remember not cooking and not helping my mom in the kitchen. My little sister and I spent a lot of time there, the central gathering place in our small house. Sometimes we cooked with our mom by choice—we liked Saturdays, “baking day”—and sometimes we were there by fiat, our parents being big believers in chores.
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I decided to go vegetarian when I was twenty in an attempt to lose the weight I’d gained from dorm food. Within months I developed a strong distaste for meat. I never looked back after I learned about the cruel system of factory farming. When I got my own apartment and started cooking for myself, I latched onto the only vegetarian cookbook I could find at the time, Diet for a Small Planet. For a few years I relied on Frances Moore Lappé’s protein-packed entrees along with nonmeat recipes from Betty Crocker.


Several years later, when I was in graduate school at Princeton studying music history, I fell in love with Mollie Katzen’s Moosewood Cookbook. Mollie expanded my horizons more than any other cookbook writer before or since. I started cooking with ingredients my mother never used: real garlic, fresh ginger, mushrooms, feta cheese, bulgur, green onions, winter squash, eggplant, fresh basil, and so much more.


In 2010, several decades after I’d become a vegetarian, an issue of VegNews magazine arrived with articles on the dairy and egg industries. I’d been blind to the cruelties of milk and egg farms until then and quickly realized I had to go vegan. I gave myself a year to make the transition, but it only took a couple of months—the vision of miserable hens and dairy cows haunted me. I decided I could give up eggs, milk, half-and-half, and cheese for them.


That meant another reinvention of my cooking. Almost all of my go-to recipes for dinner with my husband contained cheese. And I’d always used eggs in baked goods. Back to the drawing board. I had to learn about flaxseed meal, chia seeds, and other new baking ingredients. I rebuilt my cake and pie repertory, but it took a while to re-earn the oohs and ahhs. (Yes, I finally tinkered my way to a perfect vegan carrot cake.)


My final eating and cooking transformation began in 2015 when I attended the Vegetarian Summerfest in Johnstown, Pennsylvania. There I discovered healthy plant-based eating, which was coming into its own at the time. I heard Dr. Michael Greger and Dr. T. Colin Campbell speak; I saw cooking demos by Chef AJ and ate meals prepared by Mark Reinfeld; I went to breakout sessions led by Julieanna Hever and other dieticians. I’d come to the conference for animal welfare discussions but left committed to unprocessed, oil-free, sugar-free cooking and eating. I realized I could be kind to animals and the environment while eating the healthiest diet on the planet.


In the kitchen, the transformation to a healthy plant-based diet led me to water sauté my onions and garlic, use tahini and roasted sesame paste instead of oil, drizzle balsamic vinegar on foods I’d never drizzled anything on before, blend salad dressings without oil, and rely on the sweetness of dates instead of sugar. I found great plant-based recipes on the internet, but I always adapted them. And I didn’t want to give up on the dishes I’d come to love. I fiddled with and tweaked meat and dairy recipes from my formerly favorite cookbooks and websites—especially Ina Garten, Deborah Madison, and NYT Cooking. Gradually I had notebooks full of my own creations, and when I shared them, others loved them too.


All of the cooking in my thirties, forties, and fifties was done while I worked full-time for an education company. I taught myself a lot of meal prep tricks, like chopping vegetables in the morning before I left and making enough dinner for leftovers so I could get two dinners out of any dish I cooked. I often spent half a day each weekend in the kitchen. I can relate to having to squeeze cooking into a busy schedule, and this cookbook was written with that in mind.


Once I went to part-time work, I started my own website and volunteered to demonstrate plant-based recipes in the Portland area, my new home base. A few years after that, I began teaching plant-based cooking classes for Portland Community College and Mt. Hood Community College. I also started to coach people one-on-one who wanted to go plant-based or eat healthier. There’s nothing like hearing from a student how much they and their family enjoyed a recipe. It’s like winning a blue ribbon all over again.
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I’ve learned a lot about specific plant-based foods and how they can improve our health through my volunteer work over the last eight years with Dr. Michael Greger’s Nutrition Facts organization. Through their work I came to understand how dangerous chronic inflammation can be to our health. Because of the information on their site and Dr. Greger’s books How Not to Die and How Not to Diet, I came to understand the basics about chronic inflammation. I’ve done much more research since then and have gradually steered my own eating and recipes toward anti-inflammatory foods.


My love of cooking and commitment to health go hand in hand. None of us have to choose between what’s good for us and what tastes good. The transition to a plant-based anti-inflammatory diet may take months or years, but the effort is worth it. Studies show over and over again that quality of life for most people is greater with a plant-based diet.


Whatever your family tree, wherever you are in your eating habits, however your body is afflicted or not, I hope your journey toward more plant-based eating—or, if you’re already plant-based, your journey toward more focused anti-inflammatory eating—is a delicious, satisfying, and joyful one.
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PART I


Cooking to Calm Inflammation




Lowering Chronic Inflammation through Diet


Over the many months while I was researching for this book, I was also raising a new rambunctious kitten, a Russian Blue named Serge. No matter how careful I was, Serge occasionally landed a scratch on my arm or a bite on my leg. I’d often have multiple scratches and bites in different stages of the healing process: bleeding, swollen redness, scabbing, and faint scarring.


I realized at some point during my research that my body’s way of dealing with Serge’s attacks had a direct connection to the type of chronic inflammation that’s linked to serious disease and pain. I finally saw how it all fit together. That’s why I think it’s important to go back to the actual source of inflammation to better understand it.


Our Immune System—the Source of Inflammation


To understand what chronic inflammation is, I had to relearn the immune system, since it’s the immune system that inflicts inflammatory damage.


While the purpose of our immune systems is to monitor what enters our bodies, deal with harmful invaders, and start the healing process, unfortunately, the immune system’s reaction to certain substances or irregularities in the body can make things worse.


The major actors of the immune system are not organs, but billions of immune cells and trillions of proteins positioned all over our body, constantly on the alert and ready to be activated at a nanosecond’s notice.


Immune cells—also called leukocytes or white blood cells—are the most critical players in the immune system. There are thousands of different types of immune cells, with different roles, triggers, and secretions. The other major players in the immune system are trillions of proteins, the most numerous of which are cytokines. Cytokines serve as messengers for the immune system. Immune cells secrete cytokines, which then signal other immune cells to come and help address a situation.


While immune cells and proteins can travel through the body via blood and lymph vessels, most of them are stationed in tissues or mucous layers, especially where germs and toxins are liable to enter the body. Researchers estimate that 70–80 percent of immune cells are positioned in or near the digestive system, and many others reside in the skin. The gut and skin are the locations where the outer world is most likely to get in.
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70–80 percent of immune cells are positioned in or near the digestive system





The organs and other parts of the immune system play mostly supporting roles to the trillions of immune cells and proteins. The liver, spleen, thymus, bone marrow, tonsils, and lymph system make possible the birth, development, storage, adaptation, and travel of the immune cells.


The Immune Response


Immune cells’ reaction to a perceived enemy is called “the immune response.” The immune response starts when local immune cells detect an irregularity and send out chemical signals. Blood flow to the area increases. Blood vessels swell and become more permeable, allowing immune and other cells, proteins, and fluids to cross more easily from the bloodstream into tissues. Immune cells begin to attack suspicious bodies, release chemicals to call for more immune cells, and clean up damaged tissue and waste. Many different types of immune cells and proteins work together in complex ways to carry out these tasks.


This immune response is much the same regardless of the trigger, location in the body, type of perceived threat, or scale of the threat; that is, blood flow and fluids rise, vessels swell and become more permeable, immune cells attack, proteins carry messages, and other immune cells dispose of dead tissues and debris. Whether the immune response lasts only a few days (called “acute inflammation”) or for weeks, months, or years (called “chronic inflammation”), the immune response continues with virtually the same mechanisms.


Consequence of the Immune Response: Inflammation


The immune response has consequences for the body. Even though the response is usually beneficial, often lifesaving, in most cases it brings aftereffects. These consequences of the immune response are together called inflammation.


Since at least ancient Roman times, medical professionals have recognized the major signs of inflammation, even though the complexities of the immune process were not clear to them. The four cardinal signs of inflammation are:




• Redness—caused by swollen blood vessels


• Heat—caused by increased blood flow


• Swelling—caused by extra blood and fluid flowing into the affected area


• Pain—caused by swelling and certain chemicals released by immune cells during their response
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The Romans’ description has stood the test of time, and most of us immediately recognize these sensations from times when we’ve been injured, fought off a virus, scratched an insect bite, or suffered from allergies. See the diagram here for a depiction of the immune response and the four signs of the inflammatory consequences.


The Most Common Inflammation-Related Conditions


The immune response and consequent inflammation occur in many different circumstances. The following list includes the most common conditions that involve immune system activity:


Injury


When we get a scratch, cut, fracture, broken bone, or other injury, immune cells work to catch and kill foreign invaders or toxins, dispose of dead tissue and debris, and start the healing process. This immune response usually results in inflammation in and around the injured area: swelling, redness, heat, and pain.


Infection


After exposure to a virus or bacteria, immune cells mobilize and attack the invaders, with consequent inflammation in the form of a swollen sore throat, muscle aches, and congestion. Some infections can become chronic, and in the worst cases, the immune system is unable to contain the infection.



Allergies



In some people, the immune system mistakes otherwise harmless substances like pollen, peanuts, milk, or cat dander as dangerous invaders. The immune cells mount a response, and the sufferer feels the inflammation consequences—redness, swelling, pain—until the immune attack subsides or is countered by medication.


Autoimmune conditions


When the immune system attacks the body’s own organs or tissues, mistaking them for dangerous substances, we call this an autoimmune condition. We still don’t know enough about whether genetics, infections, toxins, an unhealthy gut, or something else causes or triggers most cases of autoimmune conditions, but the inflammation that comes from constant immune cell reactions can be very painful and destructive. Some of the most common autoimmune conditions are rheumatoid arthritis, Lupus, Crohn’s disease, multiple sclerosis, type 1 diabetes, ulcerative colitis, Graves’ disease, Hashimoto’s thyroiditis, and celiac disease.


Other inflammatory-related conditions


When the immune system is having trouble clearing out invaders in a particular organ or body part, or is triggered in some other way, severe localized inflammation can come as a result of the immune cells and proteins attempting to gain the upper hand. Inflammatory conditions of this kind usually include the suffix “-itis,” such as tonsillitis, laryngitis, bronchitis, and appendicitis. There are dozens of “-itis” conditions, too numerous to name here, that are all characterized by inflammatory consequences—swelling, redness, heat, and pain.


Low-grade internal inflammation (also known as “chronic inflammation”)


Immune cells can wage fights on the cholesterol that lines coronary arteries, cells or molecules released from excess body fat, unstable or toxic substances in tissues, and compounds that enter the bloodstream from what we eat. These fights can result in a type of constant, internal, low-grade inflammation in our blood, tissues, and organs that we might not be able to feel, but can have harmful effects on our health, such as swelling, an excess of blood and fluids, and sometimes damage to healthy tissue.



Chronic Inflammation’s Link to Deadly Diseases



Low-grade chronic inflammation appears to play a central role in some of the deadliest diseases on the planet. A constant state of inflammation makes us more vulnerable to serious diseases by creating the conditions in which diseases can emerge and grow. Often those diseases, in turn, can crank up the level of inflammation.


Chronic inflammation appears to be interconnected with the following major diseases:


Cardiovascular disease


Inflammation and cardiovascular disease are so often found together that doctors who suspect a patient might have early cardiovascular disease typically order a blood test that measures levels of inflammation markers in the blood, including C-reactive protein, interleukin-6, and/or fibrinogen. There’s still a lot of research to be done to find the exact cause-and-effect links at play between heart disease and inflammation, but we do know that immune cells can react to plaque on artery walls once cholesterol begins to accumulate, swelling the artery walls and creating a constant state of inflammation. Sometimes the level of immune cell activity actually loosens a patch of built-up plaque, which can trigger blood clots with the potential to cause heart attacks or strokes.


Type 2 diabetes


Chronic inflammation can thwart cells’ ability to absorb insulin, the hormone that helps cells use and store blood sugar. This “insulin resistance” is at the core of type 2 diabetes. Once cells slow down on sugar absorption, the sugar remains in the blood, which can lead to heart or kidney disease or problems with vision or sores. Unfortunately, insulin resistance can spawn more inflammation, creating a vicious cycle that often worsens diabetes and leads to ever-declining health.


Cancer


Cancer starts with a genetic mutation within a cell. Chronic inflammation can contribute to an environment of oxidative stress and DNA damage that can encourage genetic mutations and help new cancer cells grow. In addition, researchers have found that immune cells are often present within tumors and help the tumors grow. Although immune cells often fight cancer cells, they also appear in some cases to promote all phases of cancer, from early mutation through tumor growth and even late-stage metastasis.


Alzheimer’s disease


Chronic inflammation can even take a toll on neurons in the brain. Studies have found that people with chronic inflammation during middle age have a greater risk of developing Alzheimer’s disease and dementia later in life.


The last few decades of research have shown again and again that inflammation is a big risk factor for major diseases and premature death.


What Causes Low-Grade Chronic Inflammation?


Chronic inflammation can develop in our bodies for the following reasons, some of which we can control and some we can’t:


Unhealthy environment


Chronic inflammation can grow when the immune system tries to fight off toxins (mold, heavy metals, pesticides, etc.) or pollutants (ozone, nitrogen dioxide, smoke, etc.) that get into the body. If exposure to noxious substances continues, the immune cells keep trying to fight them off, and healthy tissue becomes collateral damage in the battle.


Age


Chronic inflammation tends to rise as we get older. This increase may be due to aging cells, which secrete compounds that the immune system reacts to, or it could come from other age-related changes, like added body fat. As we age, we are more prone to unwanted inflammation.


Excess weight


Extra pounds are not—unfortunately—just dead weight. Fatty tissue actually secretes cytokines and other compounds into the body that trigger immune cells to mount their response, which generates inflammatory consequences. In another cruel twist, both weight gain and chronic inflammation can impair the brain’s responsiveness to the hormone leptin, which tells the brain when we don’t need to keep eating. Leptin resistance means we have more hunger pangs, making weight loss even harder.


Smoking


Certain chemicals in cigarette smoke generate unstable molecules called free radicals that can damage the lining of the lungs, which in turn trigger immune response and inflammation.


Stress


In people with high cortisol levels from stress, the immune system can become overactivated and out of balance. Our immune response can be triggered, with inflammatory results throughout the body. Stress also creates more free radicals in the blood that can damage cells and create a state of oxidative stress, setting off more immune responses.


Pro-inflammatory diet


We’ll cover this topic in detail below.


We can’t control our age or exposure to dangerous chemicals, but we can act on how we eat, exercise, sleep, deal with stress, and whether or not we smoke.


The rest of this chapter will focus on what we eat. It explains how diet can help calm inflammation and make us less vulnerable to its risks. We’ll cover the foods to avoid because they increase inflammation and the foods to eat more of because they reduce it. Eating an inflammatory-calming diet can go a long way toward controlling the fire of inflammation, lowering our risk of deadly diseases, and helping us feel better.


The Role Diet Plays in Chronic Inflammation


A systematic review and meta-analysis of forty research studies found that diet can have a strong effect on our level of low-grade chronic inflammation and related disease.2


People who eat a vegan diet have lower levels of inflammatory markers in their blood on average than omnivores, pescatarians, and vegetarians. Vegans also have fewer cases of inflammation-related conditions like cardiovascular disease, type 2 diabetes, cancer, and Alzheimer’s. Researchers have found that a high intake of fruit, vegetables, whole grains, and legumes is the key to lowering the body’s inflammation. Some plant-based foods are especially good at lowering inflammation. We’ll cover these at the end of this chapter.


A meat-based or “Western” diet brings greater risk of chronic inflammation. Most processed food, prepackaged foods, fast foods, meats, dairy, and restaurant meals contain nutrients that induce excess immune response with a consequence of ongoing inflammation. The good news, though, is that inflammation can be lowered when these foods are replaced with whole plant-based foods.


Foods That Increase Inflammation


The primary nutritional culprits in typical Western diets are saturated fats, endotoxins, and rapidly digested carbohydrates (e.g., white sugar and white flour). We need to minimize our intake of these compounds to lower chronic inflammation.


Saturated fat


Saturated fats appear to increase immune cell response and inflammation in several ways, including by increasing permeability of the gut wall, which allows toxins into the blood that immune cells react to; by increasing oxidative stress, which activates the immune system; and by degrading the balance of healthy and unhealthy bacteria in the gut microbiome, which also activates the immune response.


Endotoxins


Endotoxins contain lipopolysaccharides, which are powerful activators of the immune system. Endotoxins are released when certain kinds of bacteria (called gram-negative bacteria) die. These bacteria are most numerous in animal-based foods.



Refined sugar and grains



Elevated blood sugar levels, which can come from meals high in refined sugars and grains, lead to an increase in free radicals, causing oxidative stress and increased immune response.


Unfortunately, a large portion of the typical Western diet contains these pro-inflammatory culprits. Replacing familiar foods in the standard American diet with healthy plant-based alternatives can take time, effort, and perseverance. Even vegans who eat a lot of processed vegan foods with high levels of saturated fat and refined sugars and grains are risking an increase in their inflammation levels. The effort to make a transition to anti-inflammatory foods, though, can lead to a big payoff in longevity and vitality.


Foods to Minimize


Restaurant, takeout, and fast food


Who doesn’t love the convenience of having someone else cook and clean up? Unfortunately, restaurant foods tend to be high in pro-inflammatory saturated fat, endotoxins, and refined sugars and grains.




• Breakfasts with eggs and side dishes


• Cheesy-buttery entrees


• Coffee beverages with whole milk, cream, or whipped cream


• Fried foods


• Hamburgers, including fatty vegan burgers


• Meat- and poultry-based entrees


• Pizza (vegan versions, too)





Animal-based products


The animal products listed below are high in saturated fat and/or endotoxins. Lean cuts of meat contain less saturated fat than fuller-fat versions.




• Beef


• Butter


• Cheese


• Chicken


• Eggs


• Half-and-half and cream


• Ice cream


• Pork


• Whole milk





Prepackaged foods


Things don’t get much better in the bakery and snack aisles. Many prepackaged foods are high in saturated fats and refined sugars and grains, making them pro-inflammatory.
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