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Introduction


You’ve heard a lot about the benefits of going vegan. It lowers cholesterol levels, reduces your risk of heart disease, helps you to lose weight, and so much more. But with so many rules and restrictions, where do you begin?

With the basics.

Vegan Basics teaches you everything you need to know about the vegan diet in a quick, easy-to-understand way. Wondering what you can eat? You’ll discover the wide variety of delicious foods included in the vegan diet. Confused about what makes a food vegan? You’ll find a clear explanation along with easy-to-follow guidelines. Worried an all-plant diet will leave you feeling hungry all the time? Not a problem! You’ll learn about the many filling foods you can enjoy and find tips for beating cravings. Plus, there are more than fifty recipes so delicious, you won’t believe they’re vegan!

You’ll learn the ins and outs of plant-based eating. How you apply the information is up to you. Maybe you want to increase the amount of fruits and veggies in your diet, or maybe you’re looking for a healthy alternative to red meat and cheese, or maybe you’re concerned about animals and the environment. Whatever your motives, with the Vegan Basics covered, you can be confident and successful in your diet decisions.

No matter what your reasons are for trying plant-based eating, this book is here to help you understand the vegan diet and apply it to your life—easily and effectively.
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Getting Started on the Vegan Diet

This chapter will give you an overview of the vegan diet and introduce you to the wide variety of plant-based foods available to you.

Vegans can eat anything but choose not to eat certain foods. When thinking about what to include and exclude in your diet, consider your reasons and values for choosing a vegan diet. Does eating a particular food align or conflict with these values? Whatever your diet may be, stick with your personal values and goals rather than dictionary definitions.



Plant-Based Diets




Eating plants as food is basic to all vegetarians, but over time people have devised many different vegetarian categories to suit their various beliefs and lifestyles. For beginners, the distinctions may seem bewildering.

Lacto-Ovo: Perhaps the largest group, these vegetarians eat both dairy products and eggs, but no meat of any kind. Their food plan is broad and offers substantial choices to include greens, grains, fruits, and legumes, plus moderate amounts of nuts, dairy products, eggs, and plant oils, and in the smallest quantities, sweets.

Lacto: This group omits eggs but does include all dairy products in a diet that otherwise resembles the lacto-ovo food plan.

Ovo: These vegetarians include eggs but omit all dairy products in a diet that otherwise resembles the typical vegetarian one.

Vegan: Following the strictest plant-based diet, a vegan excludes eating or using all animal meats or products, including all dairy, eggs, and honey. And a strict vegan will not wear anything made from silk, leather, or wool. They are careful to avoid eating any processed foods that may have required animal products in their manufacture, such as refined sugar. While the eating plan sounds restrictive, careful vegans plan their meals to include a wide range of nutrient-dense foods.

Flexitarian: Whether you call this group flexitarian or semivegetarian, these people do include some meat in their diet. Some people may eat fish (pescatarian) but no red meat or poultry; for health reasons, this particular form of vegetarianism is increasingly popular. Some may eat poultry, but no red meat or fish. And others may limit their meat intake to an occasional meal. But to the active vegetarian community, flexitarians are just vegetarians in the making.



Veganism




Vegan is a word used to explain a complete lifestyle, one that is lived in a manner that avoids as much harm to sentient beings as possible. Ethical vegans not only shun all animal products in food; they also eliminate the use of animal-sourced items in their overall day-to-day lives.

The Vegan Society, formed in 1944 and based in the United Kingdom, defines veganism as “a way of living that seeks to exclude, as far as possible and practicable, all forms of exploitation of, and cruelty to, animals for food, clothing, and any other purpose.” The Vegetarian Resource Group, a nonprofit educational group in the United States, says, “Vegetarians do not eat meat, fish, or poultry. Vegans, in addition to being vegetarian, do not use other animal products and by-products such as eggs, dairy products, honey, leather, fur, silk, wool, cosmetics, and soaps derived from animal products.”



Foods to Avoid




The vegan diet encompasses a vegetarian diet—so all meats, fish, and poultry are excluded—and extends to exclude any animal product or by-product—including eggs, milk, cheese and other dairy products, and honey.

Vegans also try to avoid foods that may have used animal products in their production. Some ingredients derived from animal products may be fairly obvious, such as chicken or beef broth or casein from milk. Other ingredients may be less apparent. Gelatin, for example, is derived from animal bones and connective tissue. Carmine (sometimes called cochineal) is a red food coloring derived from the dried bodies of female cochineal insects. Some sugar companies process sugar through a bone char in order to remove color from the sugar. Wine production may also involve animal products. Clarifying agents for wine include egg whites, casein (from milk), gelatin, and isinglass (from fish). Foods fortified with vitamin D contain one of two forms of vitamin D, D2, or D3. Vitamin D3 is typically made from lanolin, an oily substance from sheep’s wool.

In order to make decisions about which products or ingredients fit into your values scheme as you follow a vegan diet, be sure to read ingredient listings on products.



Guidelines for Vegan Foods




Determining whether an item is vegan is actually quite simple. Ask yourself, “Did this come from a living creature?” If the answer is yes, then it isn’t vegan.

• What about seafood? Does seafood come from a living creature? Fish, lobsters, and shrimp are all living creatures; therefore, seafood is not vegan.

• What about honey? Does honey come from a living creature? Honey is made by honeybees, which are living creatures; therefore, honey is not vegan.

• What about gelatin? Does gelatin come from a living creature? Gelatin is obtained through the boiling of bones, ligaments, and skin of animals; therefore, gelatin is not vegan.

In short, anything that is derived from an animal is off-limits in the vegan diet.

Of course, it’s easy to know not to consume a hamburger, macaroni and cheese, or an omelet, and it’s just as easy to know that salads, spaghetti with marinara, and tofu over rice are all on the “Yes” list, but things get tricky when trying to indulge in convenient foods—boxed, canned, and prepackaged meals. Reading food labels is imperative when practicing a vegan lifestyle. However, in reality, even those who do not have dietary restrictions should adopt the habit of reading labels. It’s important to know what’s going into your body.



Food to Eat




Vegans eat a wide variety of foods, many of which are familiar to those eating a more traditional American diet. For example, a vegan breakfast could include orange juice, toast with jelly, oatmeal with raisins, and coffee or tea. Lunch could be a standard PB and J sandwich with an apple and some chips, while dinner could be bean burritos, a tossed salad with Italian dressing, and apple crisp.

Vegans may also choose some foods that can seem less familiar. For instance, breakfast could include vegan “sausage” and pancakes, lunch could feature a veggie burger or dog, and dinner could be barbecued seitan over quinoa with vegan biscuits and a frozen dessert based on coconut milk.

Many foods traditionally made with animal products are available in vegan form in large supermarkets or natural foods stores. From macaroni and cheese to fish sticks to barbecue ribs, there are convenient vegan options.

Vegan cookbooks and websites offer recipes for making your favorite foods vegan. Recipes can include simple tricks like replacing eggs with flaxseed or tofu, or they may feature more complicated formulas to make dishes that taste like seafood or dairy-based cheese.

Many restaurants have vegan options on their menus. If you don’t see something that you like, don’t hesitate to ask. Here are a few ideas:

• Veggie no-cheese pizza (ask if the dough contains cheese, milk, or eggs)

• Moo Shu vegetables (ask your server to tell the kitchen to leave out eggs)

• Falafel

• Indian curries and dal (ask for them to be made with oil instead of ghee (clarified butter)

• Bean burritos and tacos (hold the cheese and sour cream; check for lard in refried beans)



Meat Substitutes




These days you can find a vegan version of almost any meat or seafood product. These “not meats” are often made from soy or seitan, although other beans and grains are sometimes used, especially in veggie burgers. Check labels—some have eggs, egg whites, or cheese added. From Thanksgiving unturkey to Fourth of July veggie dogs, there are products for every occasion. You can find soy “sausages,” made from soy proteins, as links or as a compact product packed in a tube. In the tube, the soy meat is easy to crumble and sauté like its pork sausage counterpart; alternatively, it slices easily and panfries like a patty.

These products are often high in protein and may be fortified with iron, zinc, or vitamin B12. The downside is that they tend to be expensive.



Tempeh




Tempeh has a crumbly texture that some find reminds them of meat. It originated in Indonesia and is made from whole soybeans that have been fermented, either alone or with a grain. It needs steaming, simmering, or frying before eating. Look for tempeh in the refrigerator section of natural foods stores. Several different kinds are usually available, but they’re all interchangeable.

Tempeh is a popular addition to soups and casseroles. Most tempeh recipes will turn out better if your tempeh is simmered in a bit of water or vegetable broth first. This improves the digestibility of the tempeh, softens it up, and decreases the cooking time. And if you add some seasonings such as soy sauce, garlic powder, or some herbs, it will increase the flavor as well.



TVP




TVP (textured vegetable protein) is made from soy flour. TVP is inexpensive and has such a meaty texture that many budget-conscious nonvegetarian cooks use it to stretch their dollar, adding it to homemade burgers and meatloaf.

It is often found in the bulk section of natural foods stores. TVP is sold in chunks and granules and may be flavored to taste like beef or chicken. For the best deal, buy it in bulk. TVP is usually found in small crumbles, but some specialty shops also sell it in strips or chunks.

TVP must be soaked in boiling water to rehydrate it. It can then be used in chili, sloppy joes, spaghetti sauce, and other recipes in place of ground beef.



Seitan




If you’ve eaten in a vegetarian Chinese restaurant, you’ve probably eaten seitan. Seitan is made from gluten, the protein part of wheat. It has a chewy texture and can be baked, boiled, or stir-fried. Seitan is also called wheat meat and can be found in the refrigerated section of natural foods stores. You can also make your own seitan; a gluten flour mix makes it easy. Shop for vital wheat gluten, also called wheat gluten flour, at your natural foods store in the bulk section or baking aisle.

Seitan expands when it cooks, so use more broth and a larger pot than you think you might need, and add an extra bouillon cube for maximum flavor if you like.



Tofu




Unflavored soy milk is mixed with a coagulant to make tofu in a process that is similar to making cheese. It’s a minimally processed, low-fat source of calcium and protein. Plain tofu comes in either firm, extra-firm, or silken (also called silk or soft tofu), and many grocers stock a variety of prebaked or flavored tofu.

For best results, choose the right kind of tofu for the dish you’ll be using it in. Silken tofu (often available in shelf-stable packaging) is best used for dishes where you want a creamy consistency—shakes, puddings, salad dressings, sauces, and pie fillings.

Firm or extra-firm tofu is a better choice for stir-fries and other dishes where you want the tofu to keep its shape.

Once a package of refrigerated tofu is opened, any unused tofu should be refrigerated and covered with water. Shelf-stable tofu should be refrigerated after opening but does not need to be covered with water.



Plant “Milks”




Soy milk is made by soaking, grinding, and straining soybeans. It is available in both shelf-stable and refrigerated forms and comes in flavors like vanilla, chocolate, and carob. In mid-December, you can often find eggnog-flavored soy milk. Vegans often rely on fortified soy milk as a source of calcium, vitamin B12, and vitamin D, so check the label of the brand you prefer to make sure these important nutrients have been added.

In addition to soy milk, many other plant milks are available based on hemp seeds, almonds, oats, rice, and coconut. Which to choose is a personal preference, although if you are relying on plant milks as sources of key nutrients, be aware that not all are fortified and check the label to find one that meets your needs. Soy milk is highest in protein with 6–10 grams of protein in a cup. Oat milk and hemp milk have about half as much protein; and rice, coconut, and almond milks only provide about 1 gram of protein per cup. Unflavored, original, or plain varieties of plant milks work best in savory dishes. Flavored milks (vanilla, chocolate, carob, and others) are sweeter and work in desserts and drinks.



Vegan “Cheeses” and “Yogurts”




Vegan cheese is typically made from rice, soybeans, peas, or nuts. It can be used in recipes that call for dairy cheese but does not have the same nutritional profile. Some brands of vegan cheese do have calcium added. Most are quite low in protein. Grating or shredding vegan cheese helps it melt and combine with other ingredients.

Packages of nondairy products that say “lactose-free” but do not say “vegan” or “casein-free” frequently contain casein, a protein that comes from cow’s milk. Casein is what gives cheese its stretchy quality when melted. Cheese that contains casein is not vegan. Some brands of vegan cheese use other ingredients to mimic casein’s stretchiness.

Vegan yogurt can be found in the dairy case of supermarkets and natural foods stores. Yogurt is commonly made from soy milk; coconut milk-based yogurt is a recent addition. Several brands of vegan yogurt are fortified with vitamins and minerals to resemble dairy yogurt.



Dairy in Soy Cheeses




Many nondairy products do actually contain dairy, even if it says “nondairy” right there on the package! Nondairy creamer and soy cheeses are notorious for this. Look for casein or whey on the ingredients list, particularly if you suffer from dairy allergies, and, if you’re allergic to soy, look for nut- or rice-based vegan cheeses.



Not All Vegan Foods Are Healthy




Just because a food (or recipe) is vegan doesn’t mean it’s healthy! If health is your main concern for going vegan, you may do well to avoid vegan cream cheese. Vegan cream cheese usually contains hydrogenated oils, which are admittedly nearly as bad for your system as red meat. Nonhydrogenated vegan cream cheese is available, but unfortunately, it just doesn’t taste as good!



Nutritional Yeast




Nutritional yeast is used in vegan recipes to add a cheese flavor. It can be sprinkled on popcorn or vegetables. Watch out for brewer’s yeast, which many well-meaning people insist is the same as nutritional yeast. It’s not. Brewer’s yeast has a bitter flavor. You’ll know it’s nutritional yeast if you see pale yellow flakes or granules. Depending on where you live, nutritional yeast may be called “savory yeast flakes” or “nutritional food yeast.”

Nutritional yeast containing B12 is commonly available in packages and in bulk food bins. Check the label to make sure the product you are using contains it.



Egg Replacers




Because you can chop, scramble, whip, or beat it, and it adds both texture and protein, tofu is an excellent egg substitute. Commercial egg replacers containing various binding agents are often used to replace eggs in vegan baking. You can find powdered egg replacers at health-food stores and many whole-food markets; to use them properly, follow package directions. But remember, egg replacers and egg substitutes do not cook up the same way eggs do, so you may have to experiment to get the results you are looking for.

See Chapter 5 for a variety of egg substitute recipes that can be used in baking.

Ground flaxseeds can be blended with water and used as egg replacers. A tablespoon and a half of ground flaxseeds blended with 1/4 cup of water can substitute for a large egg. You can purchase whole flaxseeds and grind them yourself or purchase them already ground (flaxseed meal). Opened packages of flaxseed should be stored in the freezer.



Leafy Greens




According to the United States Department of Agriculture (USDA), leafy greens refers to such obvious candidates as lettuce, cabbage, chard, collards, kale, and spinach, but the category also includes broccoli—and all are members of the Brassicaceae family with valuable cancer-fighting phytochemicals. As members of the crucifer family, the leafy greens contain cancer-fighting phytochemicals known as isothiocyanates. But scientists warn that food-borne illnesses from improperly handled greens have also risen, which means consumers must be especially careful of how they handle their produce.

Greens are easy to cook. They are extremely versatile and work as well in salads and sandwiches as in stir-fries and stews, and they have flavor profiles from pleasantly bland to sharp and biting.

Popular greens include arugula, collard greens, kale, mustard greens, Swiss chard, and turnip greens.



Asian Greens




Thanks to the growth spurt in Asian restaurants and Asian markets in the United States, an increasing number of Americans can identify and feel comfortable with cooking and eating Asian vegetables, particularly leafy Asian greens. As members of the cruciferous vegetable family, Asian greens add both nutrients and interesting flavors to your family meals. And, in general, these greens are easy to work with and cook up quickly for a range of tasty dishes; some are tender enough to toss into the salad bowl without any precooking.

Bok choy, Napa cabbage, choy sum, and Chinese broccoli are all examples of Asian greens.

Many Asian vegetables have more than one scientific name and several different marketplace titles. For example, bok choy is also named pak choi; the long, white Chinese cabbage is commonly tagged Napa cabbage; and choy sum is also known as yu choy and may be spelled choi sam. Chinese broccoli is also known as gai lan, kai laan, or Chinese kale. And to mix it all up, many grocers use the general term Chinese cabbage to refer to numerous cruciferous Chinese greens.



Sturdy Greens




Among the members of the vegetable kingdom, a small group of sturdy greens needs the tenderizing effect of the cookpot to make them palatable and edible. But once cooked and ready for the plate, these veggies contribute both taste and some gastronomic diversions for the vegetarian—or for anyone. These vegetables include the artichoke; broccoli and the Italian broccoli rabe (no relation); and Brussels sprouts, a mini cabbagelike green that most people love to hate.

According to the USDA, 1 cup of chopped raw broccoli contains 31 calories, 2.4 grams total fiber, 43 grams of calcium, 81 grams of vitamin C, and 288 grams of potassium.



Lettuces




The array of true lettuce varieties in the produce section and at farmers’ markets has exploded, from the time-honored iceberg heads and romaine to Bibb, Boston, Ruby (or red leaf), chicory, corn salad, oak leaf, Buttercrunch, and Black Seeded Simpson, plus dozens and dozens more. According to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), all these varieties fall into one of the four main categories: crisphead, butterhead, loose-leaf, and cos or romaine.

Most lettuce leaves, while not nutrient powerhouses, do convey some essential vitamins and that all-important fiber all people need. Besides, for folks on a diet, few foods contain fewer calories, ounce for ounce, and lettuce has no fat or cholesterol. For example, 1 cup of chopped raw romaine lettuce contains 10 calories and 0 grams of fat, cholesterol, and sodium. Both the calories and fat come with what you put into the salad bowl to keep the lettuce company.

Experts point out the lettuce leaves—particularly those that are darker green—do contain such vitamins as A and C and offer calcium, potassium, and beta-carotene. Plus, lettuce leaves are a good source for those all-important phytonutrients that work as antioxidants to fight illness. Even the iceberg lettuce, so often spurned by salad enthusiasts as being a tasteless second-best, has not only made a glamorous salad bowl comeback; it also contains some vitamin A. Note that nutrient values also vary by lettuce type.



Vegetables




Tomatoes, corn, asparagus, peas, peppers, cucumbers, green beans, and chilies: these assorted vegetables are so familiar in the kitchen that few cooks need an introduction. And most grow easily in a garden plot with enough room to accommodate their spreading vines and leafing stalks. Seeds and edible pods—from green beans to corn on the cob—are sweet when young and best if cooked straight from the garden or field. In the market, avoid any that look wrinkled or yellowing, which means they are old.

The summertime favorites—tomatoes, peppers, cucumbers, eggplants, and chilies—are basically available year-round, but as any cook knows, their flavors reach their peak in the warm summer months. At home, most work well in a variety of recipes, making them ready nutrient sources.



Fruits




In the kitchen, ripe fruits of any classification can come to the rescue morning, noon, and night—and in between. Fruits can stand alone and be enjoyed raw, with maybe a drizzle of agave nectar, a pinch of salt, or added to a salad. On the other hand, many fruits cook up well in syrups, pies, cakes, jams, pancakes, waffles, soufflés, dairy-free ice cream, and puddings, and they can accent savory entrées with just a hint of sweetness to tempt the palate: plantains with black beans is one such example.

Fruits are healthful props for the modern diet. As the USDA points out, fruit—and vegetable—consumption may lower the risk factors for several chronic diseases, such as heart disease, type 2 diabetes, certain cancers, development of kidney stones, and, of course, obesity.

The USDA further details those nutrients in most fruits that act as health-promoting agents: potassium, in bananas, cantaloupe, and orange juice, for example, for possibly normalizing blood pressure; vitamin C for tissue growth and repair; folate for red blood cell formation; and that all-important fiber, for keeping the intestines functioning properly and for possibly reducing levels of blood cholesterol.

Experts from the Harvard School of Public Health say you should eat about 2 cups of fruit a day to promote, among other health benefits, better eyesight.



Mushrooms




Versatile and nutritious—and low in calories—mushrooms can be puréed into creamy soups, rolled into burritos, and tossed into salads. According to the USDA, mushrooms are sources of copper, potassium, and folate, to name a few nutrients. Asian studies of mushrooms suggest that mushrooms may help boost the immune system and may contain valuable antioxidants.

Years ago, the only mushroom readily available was the white variety, and that was often sold canned rather than fresh. Today’s markets, however, offer consumers many of the thousands of wild and cultivated mushroom varieties. Look for such mushrooms as chanterelle, oyster, shiitake, enoki, portobello, cremini, maitake, and the very pricey morel at your market. In your Asian market, look for several dried varieties, such as the shiitake and the straw mushrooms.

Besides the popular white or button mushrooms, the very versatile portobello mushroom may be the consumer’s top pick. Not only is the portobello a fine protein source, its dense, chewy texture makes for pleasurable eating. Because its cap may be large enough to replace a slice of bread, the portobello makes a delicious sandwich, and it can be grilled, roasted, stir-fried, and eaten raw.



Roots and Tubers




Plentiful and easy on the budget, root and tuberous vegetables—from potatoes to beets to parsnips to sunchokes—fill many of the bins in the supermarket year-round. Many, like the potato and sweet potato, are so popular that they turn up often on the dinner plate—and that’s a bonus for vegans and nonvegans alike: roots and tubers generally offer few calories, no fat, some fiber, but many nutrients, depending on the vegetable.

Potatoes do supply some nutrients and fiber if you eat the potato skin. But while potatoes—which now come in numerous shapes and colors, some as small as thimbles and others darkly purple—are undeniably delicious, they are also an easily digested starch that may result in a rapid rise in blood sugar. According to the Harvard School of Public Health, potatoes and refined carbohydrates may play a role in the onset of type 2 diabetes. So, while you may love potatoes, you should eat potatoes sparingly, and more often substitute the sweet for the white potato.
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