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Praise for


Better Than Vegan


“Better Than Vegan is the Holy Grail of human diets. Read, learn, and thrive.”


—Howard Lyman, author,
Mad Cowboy and No More Bull!


“Chef Del has battled his own dietary demons and emerged triumphant. His deliciously healthy recipes are victories for all of us who care about eating well.”


—Rory Freedman, coauthor, Skinny Bitch


“Chef Del has just expanded your repertoire of healthy hearty delicious dishes. His creative instructions on cooking without animals or oils will move you quickly along to a better life.”


—Dr. John McDougall, MD, and Mary McDougall,
creators of the McDougall Program, and
bestselling authors of The Starch Solution


“The key to achieving optimum health is getting the right food onto your plate. Better Than Vegan could help you do that!”


—Alona Pulde, MD, and Matthew Lederman, MD


“After Chef Del offers his very relatable, fascinating story of struggle with his weight, he valiantly swoops in with the ultimate solution—a low fat, whole food, plant-based diet. I highly recommend this book as you will fall in love both with the magnificent and healthy recipes as well as their charming creator.”


—Julieanna Hever, MS, RD, CPT, author of
The Complete Idiot’s Guide to Plant-Based Nutrition
and host of What Would Julieanna Do?


“As Chef Del Sroufe points out, health doesn’t come from a ‘vegan’ diet, it comes from a ‘whole food, plant-based’ diet. The recipes are simple enough, and yet a collection of delicious yet truly healthful options. This is a vegan cookbook that I can wholeheartedly endorse for my patients.”


—Dr. Heather Shenkman, cardiologist
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Foreward



I met Del at a vegan chili-off in Texas. We were both “celebrity judges” and bonded over the fact that neither of us actually liked chili. Oops. (Side note: You know the winner truly won because Del and I had three helpings each of the winning chili!)


Before meeting Del in person, however, I’d long heard about his work at the Wellness Forum. Although there is no shortage of chefs in the culinary world, there aren’t many who cook like I do: using plant-based, whole foods and no oil. But Del does!


Del understands that you don’t need fat and frying for flavor and that wholesome, healthy food can be delicious. His recipes also show how sophisticated plant-based cooking can be. “Gourmet” doesn’t have to be synonymous with “unhealthy.” Eating well can be both elegant and part of your everyday meals, not just special occasions.


Perhaps Del understands this better than anyone. Unlike me, Del’s culinary career didn’t start when he adopted a healthier diet. Rather, his career has been shaped by it. Del began cooking in a vegetarian kitchen, but the food was your average restaurant fare, full of oil. Then he opened a vegan bakery with vegan treats that rivaled their non-vegan counterparts in taste, but were not necessarily healthier.


Eventually, Del found himself in a bit of a health-care crisis and he changed his lifestyle—including the way he cooked and baked. Out went the oils and in came even more fresh foods—vegetables, grains, legumes, fruits, and limited nuts and seeds. Del found new ways to ramp up flavor and satisfaction but with health in mind. As a result, Del and his customers were happier and healthier—and with his help, you can be, too!


Del’s personal story, which is also shared in this book, is awe-inspiring. All of us can find a bit of ourselves in Del’s story and his continued journey to health.


—Lindsay S. Nixon






My Story







1



My Battle with Food




I may be the luckiest guy I ever met.


A decade ago, I ate myself to 475 pounds—on a vegan diet. That’s one heck of a lot of vegan pizzas, French fries, guacamole, fried vegetables, fried tofu, salads loaded with oily dressings, Thai coconut-curry stews, peanut butter, bread, muffins, pastries, donuts, pretzels, potato chips, cookies, oil-popped popcorn topped with melted margarine, dried fruits, nuts, chocolate bars, soy ice cream, coconut macaroons, and all kinds of cake, washed down with beer, wine, soda, and fruit juice.


While all of these foods can conform to a vegan diet, they’re highly caloric. Eating them regularly can make almost anyone fat, even if it takes the rare individual like me, with the right combination of genes, compulsiveness, and appetite, to eat enough to reach 475 pounds.


The reason I consider myself so lucky is that I managed to attain such a massive weight without developing any form of heart disease or any chronic illnesses. I survived my decades-long descent into the abyss of morbid obesity and came out on the other side. I now weigh 230 pounds, still a little above my ideal weight but getting close to the proper weight for my six-foot-three frame.


The weight that I gained on a vegan diet I also lost on a vegan diet—needless to say, a much better vegan diet. There are plenty of good reasons to adopt the vegan lifestyle, ranging from spiritual beliefs to concerns about personal health and the well-being of the planet, but I’m living proof that, at least as far as health goes, simply avoiding animal products isn’t good enough if you’re eating the wrong foods. It’s not enough just to be vegan. You’ve got to be better than that. You won’t improve your health unless your diet is low in fat and high in whole, nutritious foods.


I’m a native of Columbus, Ohio, where I have a few generations of roots and a lot of family and friends. So isolation and loneliness did not bring on my morbid obesity. But a growing degree of isolation and loneliness was the inevitable consequence.


The weight gain started when I was six, after my parents’ divorce. For a short period of time, as my parents were splitting up, my mother, brothers, and I lived with my maternal grandmother, who on a typical day would serve large portions of corned beef and cabbage, always insisting that I eat my plate clean so nothing would go to waste.


Once we moved out of my grandmother’s house, my mom ruled the kitchen again. Mom loved to cook, and sometimes she’d knock herself out and come up with something special like duck à l’orange with a Grand Marnier sauce. Occasionally, she would get eclectic: she once made deer brains with scrambled eggs. I thought that was a pretty good meal, although the deer probably didn’t.
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More often, she would cook simple meals like fried chicken or pork chops or meatloaf with a salad or a vegetable. Or my least favorite staple of her repertoire: a poached egg atop a bed of spinach. But she did have some delicious specialties, such as pumpkin bread, pound cake, and rum balls made from vanilla wafers, butter, sugar, cocoa, and rum. When I was a teenager, she once baked a couple dozen rum balls as a present for a friend, set them in their cookie tin on the kitchen table, and made the mistake of leaving the room. I ate every last one before she returned. Boy, that made her mad, but, to be fair, she was the one who left the room.


My father, now a retired federal judge, was one of nine siblings. He came from a family of farmers, and when there was a meal on the Sroufe family farm (my grandparents’ farm) in southern Ohio, it would often be an extravagant, multicourse meal, especially on holidays. My paternal grandmother and her daughters, my aunts, were very much Southern cooks. So when we visited her farm, there would be fried chicken or ham or roast beef, mashed potatoes and gravy, green beans cooked with ham hocks and sugar, or scalloped oysters. My father sometimes contributed by making something called “blood pudding”; I could probably find out what was in it by Googling the term, but I’m not yet that brave. Much of the food at these gatherings was fried and lots of it was lathered with rich sauces. Eating “healthy” in my family meant eating chicken without the skin.


There was always plenty of fat and meat in every meal. And then there were the desserts. My favorite was transparent pie, made from eggs, butter, evaporated milk, sugar, and vanilla. It was a truly rich and greasy treat—pure heaven.


It may not shock you to learn that most members of the family were overweight.


I had other favorite foods as a kid, some of them quite simple. I loved to make fried egg and ketchup sandwiches. I would also put sugar on white bread, believe it or not, and wolf it down. I could easily eat half a loaf of white bread with sugar on it in one sitting. Or cinnamon toast: I’d put butter, sugar, and cinnamon on white bread and toast it in the toaster oven to a delicious brown.


Having grown up eating fatty, sweet, nutritionally vacant foods like that, it’s not surprising that I’ve struggled with my weight all my life. I was but eight years old, and my brother Jeffrey only six, when a doctor put us on a calorie-restrictive diet—800 calories per day. During that period, we would go to that doctor for weekly weigh-ins, which I dreaded. I always got jealous when Jeffrey lost more weight than I did. After a while, the family gave up on the tedious weigh-ins, and I was grateful for that.


I was always the biggest kid in the class both in terms of height and weight. In tenth grade, I joined the marching band. I wore the biggest uniform that the school had for marching band, and man, was it tight on me. All I can say is I think that uniform might have helped me hit the high notes on my alto sax.


Although my older brother Tony, who didn’t suffer the weight problem that Jeffrey and I did, called me “fatso” for most of my life, I rarely took verbal abuse for my weight from anyone else. It’s pretty strange, when I think about it, how infrequently the subject of my weight came up in conversation. The fatter I got, the more off-limits the subject became. I think people were embarrassed by my weight, and even those who cared about me the most rarely broached the subject. I would be the biggest person in the room, but I often felt invisible, which I guess was fine by me. My mother would claim that I slouched when I walked in order to try to make myself less noticeable.


There were precious few periods of my life when I was fit. In my first year of college, I got myself down to 216 pounds. But I partied and drank way too much during the remaining years of college and didn’t stay in shape. In 1989, at the age of twenty-nine, I briefly returned to the weight I had achieved as a freshman. But from the time I was thirty years old until my late forties, my weight fluctuated constantly but never dipped under 280 pounds. And in my midforties I hit my lamentable personal high of 475.
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My father was instrumental in getting me to stop drinking to excess. Like a stern judge, he laid down the law on that one. But no family member or friend ever made a direct effort to stop my eating to excess. To be fair, I suppose my father tried, in his own diplomatic way: when my brother Jeffrey and I were both in the 400-pound range, Dad made a comment like, “You know, Del, I’m getting a little concerned about your brother’s weight.” I remember my grandfather would tell me not to eat so fast or not to put such big bites in my mouth, but no relative or friend told me I was eating too much, and certainly nobody told me I was eating the wrong types of foods, since I was basically eating the same sorts of foods that they were eating. It just wasn’t acceptable in my family to criticize or comment upon a person’s intake of food. Besides, I don’t think they would have known what to say. Plenty of my family members had weight problems of their own, if not as severe as mine.


I remember the first time I learned that I was over 300 pounds. I was in a Sears department store. With trepidation, I stepped on a scale and discovered that I was 313 pounds. I was shocked. I never dreamt that I would exceed 300 pounds. Even though I had always seen myself as fat, I didn’t think I was in the league with the 300-pounders. Most of the scales you buy for the home don’t go over 250 or 275, so I hadn’t realized the territory I had lapsed into. That was a wake-up call. Unfortunately, instead of propelling me to better health through a sustainable diet, that wake-up call sent me into a shell. I performed the daily tasks I was obligated to perform: I went to work or I went to school, and I came home. I avoided people. I starved myself, and then I binged.




The fatter I got, the more off-limits the subject became. I think people were embarrassed by my weight, and even those who cared about me the most rarely broached the subject.





In many ways, my life often revolved around the restrictions that my weight placed upon me. I stopped dancing, something I used to enjoy. I wouldn’t go to the beach; I didn’t want to take my shirt off. At 400 pounds, I stopped skiing; I couldn’t steer myself. I stopped riding my bike. For long stretches of time, I didn’t date; I didn’t want anyone touching me. I didn’t go out to eat often because I was sensitive about how others would look at me when I ordered or when my food arrived. I could sense them judging me by how I ate, trying to discern what exactly my eating problem was. In public, therefore, I tried to be a healthy eater. I wanted it to appear as if my eating pattern wasn’t the problem. So I made healthy choices in public and did all my binging in private.


For a period of years, I effectively became a hermit. I remember a time when I put aside my anxieties and met a group of friends in Max & Erma’s restaurant, a hamburger joint, sat on a chair, and fell right through it. Although I tried to laugh it off, I was filled with shame and embarrassment. It was pretty clear that it wasn’t the chair’s fault.


In 1989, I got a part-time job managing an offbeat vegetarian restaurant, the King Avenue Coffeehouse, for $5 an hour. I wound up staying at the job for eight and a half years. I became a good friend of the owner, and she spoke to me a lot about vegetarianism. In the course of my career at that restaurant, I naturally met plenty of vegetarians, vegans, raw foodists, and others with dietary lifestyles outside of the mainstream. I looked into the issues that led people to make their dietary choices and became pretty disturbed about the way animals are treated for the sake of food production. So my introduction to vegetarianism had more to do with its ethical and spiritual dimensions than with health concerns.




I didn’t go out to eat often because I was sensitive about how others would look at me when I ordered or when my food arrived.





After five or six years of working at the King Avenue Coffeehouse, I became a vegetarian myself. Yes, I guess it took a while for those ethical and spiritual considerations to overcome dietary tastes cultivated—if you could apply the term “cultivated” to a bent for the greasy foods to which I had grown accustomed—over a lifetime. But giving up meat was a natural transition for me, since I was living above the restaurant at that point and learning to cook vegetarian food on the job. Even so, I would cheat on my newfound vegetarianism when I’d go home for the holidays and have meals with my family. It would have been easier to escape noise at the Super Bowl than to escape animal-based foods in those meals. The holiday meals at home didn’t change my commitment to my new diet, however. One of the last tasks I performed for the King Avenue Coffeehouse was serving as its pastry chef, and I adapted the restaurant’s recipes to turn its entire pastry menu vegan. I was convinced by then that vegan was the way to go.


My next career move—opening my own vegan bakery, Del’s Bread, in 1997—might have been the worst mistake I ever made with regard to combating my weight problem. Upon opening the bakery, I hit the panic mode, determined to do whatever was necessary to make the business survive. As a consequence, I gave up any effort to maintain my own health. Working eightyhour weeks, I quit exercising and practicing self-care. I gave up the walking and bike riding that I used to do. I no longer planned my meals or paid any attention to what I considered a “balanced meal”—a potato, another vegetable, and a protein source, for example. I would eat scones for breakfast and whatever was in the pastry case for lunch, and would constantly eat whatever we were getting ready to throw out because it had gone stale. It was, after all, unacceptable to waste food. I was eating on the go, working while shoveling food in my mouth. I wasn’t conscious of what I was eating; it was all about keeping the hunger away, indulging my appetite, and taste-testing my creations while remaining on my feet sometimes from five in the morning until nine at night. There was no time to make a salad or steamed vegetables. I would go home dog-tired, pass out, and then wake up and do it all again.


It would be years before I processed the lessons learned from my crazed bakery days into five basic rules of nutrition. Let’s begin the countdown here with Chef Del’s Fifth Law of Nutrition: Working around the clock is not good for the waistline. You need to devote sufficient time to take care of yourself, to exercise, and to eat healthy meals. However hard you need to work, allow enough time for those basics.




I would cheat on my newfound vegetarianism when I’d go home for the holidays and have meals with my family. It would have been easier to escape noise at the Super Bowl than to escape animal-based foods in those meals.





It was during the four overworked years when I owned and operated the bakery that I ate my way to 475 pounds. I gained close to 200 pounds on a strictly vegan diet.


That’s quite an achievement, I know.


Owning and running a bakery was a lifestyle that required an enormous amount of energy, but it’s hard to maintain your energy when you reach a weight that stratospheric. Going up and down the stairs became terribly hard on my knees. At least twice a day I had to stop whatever I was doing and lie down for about a half hour to get my energy back.
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It’s also hard, at that weight, to maintain your optimism and enthusiasm for life. Depression would overtake me and I’d sometimes, on off days, sleep for half the day, not wanting to leave the house or see people or do things. Or I’d simply eat and drink and sit in front of the TV. I might eat a half gallon of soy ice cream or a dozen vegan donuts. My secret place to eat was in my car. That tradition had begun in my meat-eating days. Back then, I would go to the Souvlaki Palace on campus at Ohio State and order two gyros, two bags of French fries, and two large Cokes, and then wolf it all down while sitting in my 1971 Chevy Impala in the parking lot. Now I was doing the same with donuts and other vegan treats. I could practically eat myself into a coma. I was shoving my emotions back down my throat, and when I had enough to eat, I just wanted to sleep.


And so we come to Chef Del’s Fourth Law of Nutrition: Having a secret place to eat is generally a bad sign.


And I dieted, of course. I resolved over and over again to defeat my demons and eat the right foods in the right proportions to create a new me. I tried all kinds of popular diets and I “invented” a few myself, adapting fad diets to my vegan proclivities. Yes, I even created my own vegan Atkins diet. I accepted the central premise of the Atkins Diet books—that fat and protein were the good macronutrients and carbohydrates were the problem—and I simply substituted high-protein plant foods, like tempeh and seitan, for the recommended meats and dairy in the Atkins program. Vegan buffalo wings became a staple food during that experiment.


Chef Del’s Third Law of Nutrition: You’re in deep shit when vegan buffalo wings are a staple of your diet.




If I had one more bowl of cabbage soup during that penitential extravaganza, I might have needed to check myself into a padded room.





My vegan Atkins diet didn’t help me lose weight, but it did help me develop intense carbohydrate cravings and a bad case of constipation. Still, it was better than the all-you-can-eat cabbage soup diet, which was hell on a guy like me who loves variety. If I had one more bowl of cabbage soup during that penitential extravaganza, I might have needed to check myself into a padded room. I went through innumerable other diets, often involving caloric restriction. I would pour foods into measuring cups before putting them in a bowl.


Chef Del’s Second Law of Nutrition: Life is too short for pouring your cold cereal into a measuring cup before you put it in your bowl.


The periods of caloric restriction followed by periods of binging always left me in worse shape than when I began. It was classic yo-yo dieting. The ride I was on might have been bumpy, but the long-term trajectory was always downhill. I was never satisfied with myself, and I wasn’t enjoying my journey. I thought of myself as fat even when I lost considerable amounts of weight, and I hit new highs far more often than I hit new lows.


It couldn’t have been good for my heart to be charged with the task of pumping blood to such an enormous body mass, but I never had a heart attack or developed angina or felt pressure in my chest. I never developed diabetes, hypertension, or cancer, to name just three diseases linked to obesity. I don’t know how I managed to reach 475 pounds without suffering the expected health consequences. I can only say to you, please, don’t try this at home.
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It’s possible that a small degree of protection was conferred upon me because I got fat on plant foods rather than animal foods. It’s possible that being a 475-pound vegan is just a touch less profoundly unhealthy than being a 475-pound meat eater. I can’t say that for certain, and nobody’s ever going to find out by doing a scientific study comparing the longevity of 475-pound vegans to that of 475-pound meat eaters. There’s no screaming need to resolve that issue with science. All I know for sure is that I was incredibly lucky to have attained such a debilitating state without doing permanent damage to myself.


The worst that happened was tearing a ligament in my foot and injuring my ankle one day in 2005 when I fell while walking on snow, carrying groceries into the house. It was a minor but excruciatingly painful injury. I knew that the tear might never have happened, or might not have been so severe, had my weight been normal. I tried to pop my foot back into place, limped into the house, took three ibuprofens, and lay down on the couch for an hour. Then I got up, wrapped the foot in a bandage, and went back to work. I was self-employed and I didn’t have health insurance. I just coped with the pain, which remained severe for a long time. I kept the foot wrapped up for a couple of years and kept a stool in the kitchen to sit on so that I wouldn’t have to be on my feet so much.


That nuisance of a foot-and-ankle injury is what led me in 2005 to Columbus’s own Wellness Forum, where I met with its founder, my good friend Dr. Pam Popper, and told her I was ready to do whatever it takes to get healthy.


I had maintained a weight of over 400 pounds for the past four years. It was clear that I wasn’t going to overcome my weight problem without help. Surrendering myself—if you can call it that—to the Wellness Forum was a hard thing for me to do because I’m not a group person. I’m not by nature and temperament a joiner. I consider myself an outgoing person; I like to be with friends—but informally, not in structured groups.
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