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Introduction

Imagine learning to swim without a pool or a coach. Or changing religions without going to church. You need the proper tools to learn new skills, and it’s always helpful to have an expert there to show you the ropes every step of the way. This book is the next best thing to someone doing it for you, or having your own personal chef and nutritionist. In fact, this planner is much more convenient than having your own personal chef or nutritionist, as it can be by your side or in your kitchen twenty-four hours a day, and you don’t have to pay it health insurance!

Assuming you don’t have a personal chef, going vegan requires learning a bit about nutrition (something most people know very little about!), food labeling, learning to cook differently, or perhaps even learning to cook for the first time and changing your shopping habits at the grocery store. On top of all this, you’ll be adjusting your daily schedule for a while as you get used to preparing more home-cooked meals. Each of these individually would be a challenge, but when going vegan, you need to acquire all these skills and make all these changes at once!

The goal of this book is to help you become a healthy and happy vegan, not just for the twelve weeks outlined here, but for as long as you want. By the time you’re done following this twelve-week vegan meal plan, being vegan will be so easy that you’ll barely even have to think about it. It will have become second nature. You’ll learn how to cook simple, healthy vegan recipes that will keep you nourished, excited, and committed to a vegan diet. People around you may worry that you’re not getting enough protein, but thanks to the well-balanced meals you’ll follow, you’ll know with complete confidence that you’re getting more than enough protein (and exactly how much that is), and all the rest of your nutrients, too.

But perhaps you went vegan for animal rights or just because you lost a bet and don’t really give a hoot about your own health. Even though they might be in the minority these days, there are certainly plenty of “junk food vegans” who love their soda, hydrogenated oils, and snack cakes and wouldn’t touch a veggie unless it was deep fried. If this is what you envision for yourself in the long run, relax. No one is going to tell you that you need to be a health nut, just that you should eat some tofu along with all those potato chips, especially as a new vegan. Even if your end goal is animal rights and not longevity and wellness, you should still take the time to learn a thing or two about vegan nutrition, and plan on eating well-balanced meals (at least some of the time!) as a new vegan.

As you follow along with the planner, you’ll also learn one thing that others around you might never have guessed: Going vegan is actually fun! You’ll try new foods each week, and begin exploring new restaurants and probably new grocery stores and neighborhoods, too. Who knows, you might even meet some interesting new friends shopping the vegan section of your local health-food store! By the end of these twelve weeks, you’ll be familiar with a wide variety of vegan foods and cooking techniques, and you’ll be able to prepare healthy, tasty, and well-balanced meals with confidence. In fact, you’ll be knowledgeable and confident enough that you’ll be able to help out new vegans who feel completely overwhelmed, just like you might feel now.


PART I

On Becoming
Vegan


CHAPTER 1

On Becoming Vegan

So You’ve Decided You Want to Go Vegan. Now What?

Anthropologist Margaret Mead once said, “It is easier to change a man’s religion than it is to change his diet.” Two, three, or even more times every single day, we eat. As one of life’s basic necessities, it can’t be avoided. We may eat for sustenance, for pleasure, out of boredom or mindlessness, or even due to social pressure. At thirty years old, the average adult has eaten more than 30,000 meals in their lifetime. No wonder it’s so difficult to make changes!

Although you’re cutting all animal products (and possibly foods that may have used animals in their production) from your diet, you really won’t miss a thing. As a vegan, a nearly infinite myriad of grains, herbs, fruits, vegetables, beans, and legumes from around the world is at your fingertips. There’s no need to ever ask, “What do vegans eat?” It’s simpler to question what vegans don’t eat, as the list is much shorter! You may find it easiest to spend some weeks eating a vegetarian diet while gradually omitting eggs, dairy, and other animal products. Others prefer going “cold turkey.” There’s no right or wrong way to go vegan, but you’ll need a little help along the way. If you’re used to eating lots of take-out meals and processed foods, you may be wondering what’s left. Going vegan will be a big change. But if you’re used to home-cooked meals made from whole ingredients and already enjoy a variety of ethnic foods, you may find the transition a little easier.

Wherever you’re coming from, this book will be your mentor at every step. But first, why is the vegan diet and lifestyle so important?

Why Vegan?

If you’ve bought this book already, or are flipping through it at a bookstore, chances are you’ve already put some thought into why you want to change your diet (and your life!) by going vegan. But before you even start trying to figure out what’s for dinner tonight, take a moment to think about your goals. Why do you want to go vegan? What is your personal motivation? Animal welfare? Environmentalism? Personal health?

Concerns over animal suffering may intuitively lead to a vegetarian diet, but the suffering and killing of animals in dairy and egg production inspires many well-intentioned vegetarians who learn of such practices to quickly go vegan.

Gone are the days of Old MacDonald’s happily mooing dairy cows and clucking chickens. Today’s cows are relentlessly milked by machines, not cheery, freckle-faced men in overalls, and chickens rarely roam free in the fresh country air. Eggs today come from hens that are tightly packed into filthy cages, stacked floor to ceiling in huge warehouses. Under these circumstances, deaths from dehydration and suffocation are common. To avoid pecking conflicts, baby chicks have their beaks sliced off at birth. Dairy-producing cows must be kept constantly pregnant in order to lactate and produce milk, which is sucked out of them by nightmarish machines, and their offspring are regularly sold to slaughterhouses as veal calves.

Such are the lives of animals used for industrialized food production. Not a pleasant life. It’s no wonder that more and more people are refusing to support these practices, voting with their stomachs and pocketbooks in favor of tofu scramble over eggs from tortured hens.

Modern food production is no friend to local environments, either, as anyone who has lived near a large death factory can tell you. Neighbors of industrialized farms are constantly complaining of the air and water pollution caused by the concentrated waste of these poor animals. And the larger global environment suffers, as well. Everyone from environmental groups to the United Nations agrees that animal agriculture is one of the single largest contributors to global warming and environmental devastation. Because exponentially more water, energy, land, and resources are needed to raise and feed animals than to support a plant-based diet, one simply can’t call themselves an environmentalist while still consuming animal products.

But even if compassion for animal suffering or environmental concerns just aren’t your thing, personal health is a strong motivator for many people who are eating vegan. Many people of all ages report having more energy, enjoying clearer skin, and needing less sleep when following a healthy, plant-based vegan diet. Changing your diet can decrease your blood pressure in less than two months. Cholesterol lowers even more dramatically. A vegan diet is naturally cholesterol-free and is almost guaranteed to lower your cholesterol, often in as little as two weeks. But this is just the tip of the iceberg.

From significantly reduced rates of hypertension, arterial hardening, stroke, Type 2 diabetes, obesity, heart disease, and several types of cancer (prostate and breast cancer being the most well-documented), eating vegan helps prevent the vast majority of life-threatening diseases that plague modernity. Medical research and the American Dietetic Association affirm that a plant-based diet prevents many ailments, helps reverse some, and eases the symptoms of others. Veganism isn’t a bulletproof vest in protecting against these killers, but it just may be the best bet.

Vegan Health and Nutrition

Of course, you do need to eat a relatively healthy diet in order to reap these benefits. After all, French fries and potato chips are animal-free, but that doesn’t make them nutritious. When it comes to vegan nutrition, variety is key.

On a healthy vegan diet, you’ll likely find that your intake of essential nutrients actually increases, rather than decreases, but it’s still a good idea to make sure you’re getting enough zinc, calcium, iron, and protein, especially as a new vegan still learning the ropes. Green, leafy vegetables are a great source of zinc and calcium. The USDA recommends an intake of three cups a week, and the menu plans in this book include greens such as spinach, collards, bok choy, and broccoli regularly. As for iron—tofu, lentils, chickpeas, tahini, and once again, those dark, leafy greens, such as spinach and kale, are reliable vegan sources.

Despite a national obsession with protein, the truth is, most Americans eat much more than recommended, and deficiency in vegans is rare. Severe protein deficiency, called kwashiorkor, is a very serious problem sadly endemic in developing nations such as Haiti and parts of Africa, particularly among growing children. But it’s virtually unseen in developed Western countries, even among vegans.

Most vegans meet their daily requirement of protein with ease. Just a half cup of tofu, for example, contains twenty grams of protein, which is nearly half the USDA daily recommended amount for women. As a vegan, most of your protein will come from tofu, meat substitutes, beans, and lentils, but whole grains, brown rice, nut butters, soy milk, and once again, those dark, leafy greens also provide protein. Quinoa, in particular, is the queen of whole grains when it comes to protein, with sixteen grams per cup, cooked. Even as a new vegan, you don’t really need to worry, as you’ll probably consume more than enough protein without even thinking about it, but, as with other nutrients, make sure you’re obtaining protein from more than one type of food and not just from beans or tofu alone, for example. In the words of the American Dietetic Association, “Plant sources of protein alone can provide adequate amounts of the essential and nonessential amino acids, assuming that dietary protein sources from plants are reasonably varied.”

More important to be aware of is vitamin B12, as it cannot reliably be obtained from vegan foods. Deficiencies of this important nutrient are admittedly rare, but long-term vegans and pregnant and breast-feeding women, in particular, need a reliable source. Because the body needs very little B12 and it can be stored for years, some people claim an extra supplement is not needed or suggest that omnivores are more likely to be deficient in a variety of nutrients, and the B12 issue for vegans is grossly overblown. While this last argument may be true, the bottom line, according to most experts, is that when it comes to B12, it’s best for long-term vegans to take a supplement. Better safe than sorry. Many of the recipes in this book include a vegan food supplement called nutritional yeast, which is fortified with B12, as are many soy milk and veggie burger brands, so you may want to include these foods in your diet regularly.

Shopping for Vegan Foods

Health-food stores and gourmet grocers stock plenty of vegan specialty goods, but these days, even most regular chain supermarkets carry mock meats and dairy substitutes. Some stores have a separate “natural foods” aisle, while others stock the veggie burgers with the other frozen foods. Most health-food stores and co-ops are happy to place special orders, so don’t be afraid to ask if there’s something you’d like them to carry. Take a leisurely walk up and down each aisle of your grocery store and look at the variety of foods that you’ve never tried before. Chances are, many of them are vegan! The ethnic food section hides a wonderful array of vegan foods. You can usually find tahini, curry pastes, sauces, and several kinds of quick-cooking noodles. Take a careful look at the frozen foods aisle, and you’re likely to find much more than just frozen veggie burgers. Frozen convenience foods may not be the healthiest option, but they’re great in a pinch. Keep an eye out for vegan pot stickers, Indian meals, and bean burritos. Even if you prefer cooking most of your meals fresh, just knowing that they’re available if you need them can be comforting. They’ll come in handy sooner or later.

Seek out ethnic and import grocers for hidden vegan treasures, and if you’re lucky, for basics at about a third the cost of other places. Miso, tempeh, and tofu, for example, are a bargain at Asian grocery stores. Besides just the deals, it’s worth the extra trip to an Asian grocery to browse the mind-boggling options of exotic mock meat products you’ll find there, from mock duck to vegetarian “shrimps” and “scallops.” Kosher groceries stock enough dairy substitutes to fill a vegan’s dreams, and Middle Eastern and Mexican grocers supply a bounty of unusual ingredients, sauces, and spices.

Experimenting with all these new foods and flavors is part of the fun of going vegan, but of course, each time you buy a new product, you’ll have to take a close look to make sure that it’s actually vegan. Getting in the habit of reading the ingredients list and nutritional data on the foods you buy may seem like a chore at first, but soon you’ll be glad you did. Take a quick skim for the obvious animal ingredients—eggs, dairy, casein, lard—and, as someone trying to improve their health, you may want to avoid a few other things, as well. High-fructose corn syrup, for example, certainly doesn’t belong in the myriad of foods into which it’s added these days, such as breads and salad dressings. It’s better to leave the high-fructose corn syrup and all the highly processed and packaged foods it’s in on the shelf, along with monosodium glutamate (MSG), even though these are both technically vegan. Partially hydrogenated oils can be found in quite a few vegan foods, particularly in vegan dairy substitute products. While these oils are certainly tasty, many people prefer to avoid them, as well, and there are plenty of vegan margarines and cheeses that are free of these fats.

You may be concerned that all this grocery shopping for new ingredients will really add up and break the bank, but the truth is that the foundation of a healthy vegan diet is based on some of the cheapest foods on the planet. Have you seen the price of cheese lately? It’s not cheap! Sure, you need to buy a few spices to get started, but with a little planning and bulk shopping, in the long run, you’re more likely to see your grocery bill go down, rather than up. As a new vegan, it’s helpful if you don’t have to worry about prices too much in the beginning, but even if you do, you should still come out ahead.

Beans are fairly affordable when canned, but they’re a bargain when prepared fresh. Lentils are even cheaper and easier to cook than dried beans. Whole grains purchased in bulk are usually less than a couple of dollars a pound, and cornmeal for making polenta is even less. In fact, the only things on a vegan diet that may be a bit more expensive are dairy- and meat-substitute products and prepared meals. If you’re on a budget, opt for cheaper meat substitutes, such as TVP and homemade seitan and tofu dishes rather than store-bought seitan, and use dairy substitutes sparingly. Stretch more expensive meals or ingredients by adding a can of beans or tomatoes to whatever you’re preparing, and serve with an inexpensive filler, such as rice. While not necessarily full of nutrients, pasta and rice noodles are also a bargain. Knowing the price and shopping around can help, if you’ve got options. For example, fresh greens may be a bargain at your local farmer’s market, while apples are cheaper at your regular supermarket.

Going Vegan: Where to Start?

Common advice when going vegan is to eliminate red meats followed by white meats, and then spend some time eating just fish or a vegetarian diet before eliminating eggs, dairy, and other trace ingredients. While this method intuitively seems like a good idea and indeed works for some people, it’s also a little bit backward. Here’s why. Dairy, and cheese in particular, is often the most difficult food to eliminate from your diet. This is a good argument for gradually eliminating it first rather than last, as it may take the longest to wean you off of it. In fact, according to Dr. Neal Barnard, author of Breaking the Food Seduction, cheese is quite literally addictive and acts on the brain much like other drugs with a mild opiate-like effect. No wonder it’s so hard to give up! The less you eat these addicting foods, the less you want them, so reducing your cheese consumption now is a great first step toward veganism, even if you’re not already vegetarian.

If you’ve decided that you’re motivated and disciplined enough to go “cold turkey” (or you just don’t really care for milk and meat anyway), here’s another piece of unconventional wisdom: Celebrate and indulge one last time. For example, if fettuccine Alfredo is one of your favorite indulgent meals, enjoy it one last time, perhaps with a glass of your favorite wine, or even on a special day—a holiday, birthday, graduation, or anniversary, and enjoy your meal guilt-free. Just make sure there aren’t any leftovers around if you’re going vegan the next day! Ten years down the road, you’ll remember that special meal with fondness, as you happily eat your vegan dairy-free fettuccine Alfredo.

While quitting animal products cold turkey or doing a gradual elimination are both great transition methods, there is also a third way of going vegan that balances the two with a “middle path.”

The “middle path” way to veganism recommends reducing your overall meat and dairy consumption while increasing consumption of plant-based foods. Think of this as a “pre-vegan” adjustment period. Take meat away from the center of your plate and put it on the side. Instead of a full steak, cook up a vegetarian stir-fry with lots of vegetables and a bit of beef over whole grains. Making a pepperoni pizza? Use half the amount of pepperoni you’d normally use, and pile on extra veggies. Don’t give anything up completely, unless you’re ready. Just reduce the quantity and portions of meat and dairy foods you eat while increasing your plant-based ingredients.

During this pre-vegan phase, eliminate or reduce whatever’s easiest for you first, and you’re not likely to miss it while you work on eliminating the other foods. For example, switch to soy or almond milk instead of dairy when cooking and baking and use vegan mayonnaise on sandwiches. You’ll barely even notice both of these changes, even if you’re not quite ready to make the leap from turkey sandwiches to Tofurkey slices. These are great steps to take in the week or two before you begin the meal plans set forth in this book. As an added bonus, during a pre-vegan adjustment period, you’re unlikely to be faced with any of the awkward social pressures that can be associated with trying new diets, since you’ll be eating relatively normal meals. You’ll just be able to enjoy the process.

Making the Leap

Whatever method you choose for going vegan, gradual elimination, cold turkey, or the middle path, there’s no need to leave behind your favorite foods. Whatever it is that you love, whether it’s greasy pizza covered in pepperoni, cheesy pasta dishes, or just a plain old grilled burger and fries, there’s a way to make it vegan. When the same sauces and spices are used in preparation, just about anything can be a pretty good stand-in for meat, and the textures and flavors of most dairy dishes are easily replicated. To experiment with ways of making your favorite meals vegan, check the index of a few good vegan cookbooks, or try typing your favorite food into an online search engine along with the words vegan and recipe. You just might be in for a surprise along with a few mouthwatering photos!

While you’re easing yourself into your new vegan lifestyle, you’ll need to experiment not just with new foods, but also with cooking more often at home and changing the selections you make when eating out. Use your pre-vegan time as a great excuse to have fun trying new restaurants and new vegan—or even mostly vegan—dishes. In other words, quite literally, give yourself a taste of what’s to come. Ask yourself if you can really taste the cheese on your vegetarian sub sandwich piled high with veggies, and ponder just how much you would miss it.

Once you’re comfortable with a slightly adjusted diet, it’s time to take the next step of an honest effort at eliminating animal foods altogether. But you don’t have to be perfect just yet. During these first few weeks, strive for persistence and forgiveness rather than perfection. Don’t be too hard on yourself, and recognize that your experience may not be the same as what you anticipated. Close your ears to anyone who says it will be easy just as much as to anyone who tells you about how hard it will be. It won’t be easy, and it won’t be hard: It will be an experience that you will get through to the other side.

If you do break down and grab a hamburger one night, your goal is to respond with patience and persistence, no matter what your mind might be telling you. Your mind will let you excuse just about anything if you let it: “Well, it’s all over, I may as well give up now,” or “This is way too hard. I can’t do this.” Instead of taking this approach, allow yourself the slipup, recognizing that change takes time. Be patient and compassionate with yourself. A minor slipup or two doesn’t need to prevent you from being successful in the long run unless you let it. Give yourself a break and resolve to keep going. It’s much better to eat a hamburger today and keep trying than it is to give up and eat a hamburger every day! Besides, since so many people are emotional eaters, beating yourself up over a slipup may make you more stressed and frustrated, which may lead to the urge to indulge in even more comforting non-vegan foods. Of course, just about anything you crave has a vegan version, so feel free to indulge your every whim with vegan substitutes!

If you find yourself struggling, allow yourself one meal or even one day a week to eat meat and dairy. Perhaps a Saturday or Sunday evening. Knowing you can have steak on Sunday will help you stick to your seitan throughout the week, and soon you’ll find you don’t need that Sunday steak after all. When you do slip up, respond not with frustration and self-loathing, but with cognizance and mindfulness. Ask yourself how you felt physically and emotionally after eating whatever it was. Did it satisfy you? Was it really what you wanted? Keeping your food log will help you identify these things and remember them for the next time you find yourself tempted. You have the rest of your life to eat vegan, and today is just one day!

When tempted, return to your original reasons for going vegan. Was it a video you saw online? Rewatch that video once or twice a week to keep it fresh in your mind. Surround yourself with reminders of your motivation, whether it’s pictures of happy, rescued farm animals or pictures of pristine rainforests threatened with destruction for cattle-grazing land. It’s this motivation that will keep you successful on a vegan diet.

Cravings and Changes: Be Prepared!

Although it’s much easier to stick with a vegan diet than just about any other way of eating, a small minority of people who are used to eating a heavier, meatier diet may find that they are struggling with hunger as a new vegan. Remember, veganism is not a calorie-restricting diet, so the solution, of course, is simple. If you are hungry, it means you aren’t getting enough calories. Eat more! It’s unlikely that you’ll experience this, but if you do find yourself constantly hungry or losing too much weight, opt for heavier foods, such as nuts, avocadoes, and meat substitutes, and fill up on fiber to help you feel full. Beans, lentils, and whole grains are a good source. Vegan foods tend to be lower in calories than non-vegan foods, which means you may need to eat larger meals than you may be accustomed to. For example, three ounces of lean cooked beef has more than 150 calories, while three ounces of tofu has only 60 calories. You could eat two servings of tofu and still be consuming less calories than the beef! If you’re hungry, fill up your plate with more food.

Even though there’s no reason to ever go hungry on a vegan diet, you may find yourself longing for specific foods. What’s the difference between hunger and a food craving? If you’re truly hungry, you’ll eat just about anything to fill that physical void. But when you’re craving a particular food, you’re not actually hungry, but are usually trying to fill an emotional void with a particular comforting taste. The easiest way to distinguish between the two is to ask yourself: “Would I want to eat an apple right now? Or a green salad?” If the answer is yes, then you’re probably genuinely hungry. But if the answer is no, because all you really want is some ice cream or chocolate, then you’re experiencing a food craving.

Cravings are a normal part of life, no matter what diet you follow! Dealing with them as a vegan may be as simple as finding a vegan substitute for whatever it is you’re craving, or it may mean getting a bit creative. Go ahead and indulge in some vegan junk food from time to time, if that’s really what you need in order to keep you on the healthy path in the long run. Ice cream, potato chips, cookies, and chocolate all have vegan versions that are readily available. Just make sure it’s an occasional indulgence and not a daily habit.

Even though a craving may seem to be for a particular food, it may actually be for a particular flavor or texture. A craving for sweet and sour chicken, for example, is mostly about the tangy sauce rather than the chicken itself. Why not cook up a chicken substitute or even tofu or tempeh in the same familiar sauce? Vegan substitutes can be more satisfying than you might think. Taste works in combination with all of the other senses. The visual presentation, texture, and feel of the food in our mouth, the smell, and even the sound a food makes as we chew it changes how we perceive it to taste. This is why it’s so easy for vegan foods to substitute for the real thing. Take tofu scramble, for example. A good vegan scramble has tofu that is crumbled to resemble scrambled eggs, and it also has a bit of yellow coloring added to it with turmeric, curry powder, or nutritional yeast. Some recipes even call for black salt, which gives it an “eggy” smell. All of these elements fool your brain into thinking it’s eating eggs while being perfectly satisfied with tofu. So go ahead, try a few substitutes with an open mind, and make your transition just a little bit easier.

Fighting cravings is also possible. Some people find that chewing gum helps a craving pass. Another tip is to eat something completely different to get your mind off whatever it is. Craving salty cheese crackers? Eat some sweet fruit. Your mind will switch gears, forget about the salt, and start enjoying the sweetness.

One of the best ways to prevent those pesky cravings is to stay hydrated. It’s common knowledge that staying hydrated has a multitude of benefits for your health, and one of these benefits is to keep you feeling full. If you’re feeling hungry yet you’ve eaten sufficient calories, it may not be food your body needs, but water. But how to make sure you’ve had enough? Though some nutritionists disagree that we all need eight ounces, eight times a day, this golden standard is a good goal when changing your diet and trying to increase your health.

Bring a water bottle with you wherever you go and keep it filled up. If it means buying a new purse big enough to hold your water bottle, do it! Keep a water bottle in the car, at your desk, and in your bedroom. Get in the habit of drinking a large glass of water first thing in the morning. It’ll help wake you up and get your digestive system moving in the right direction to start the day. Just guzzle it down—no sipping! If you also drink a glass of water before each meal and snack, you’re well on your way to meeting your hydration needs. Another idea is to fill up a pitcher of water with two quarts (a little less than two liters) of water and make sure that you drink it all throughout the day. If you’re not used to drinking so much water, you may find for the first couple days that you need to urinate more frequently, but your body will soon adjust, and you’ll be rewarded with more energy, better skin, enhanced digestion, and better overall health. Record each glass of water you drink in this book to make sure you’re on the right track.

As your body adjusts, you may experience a bit of bloating as a new vegan. Although it’s not often talked about, there’s also the possibility of a bit of extra gas. Not everyone experiences this, but it can certainly be discouraging if you do! You can prevent bloating and gas before they even happen by drinking plenty of water. If you’re cooking beans from scratch, make sure they’re fully cooked, and switch out the soaking water with fresh water before cooking. When using canned beans, draining and rinsing them well helps rid the beans of the sugars that produce gas. Another culprit may be too much processed meat substitutes or even too much soy milk. Try sticking to simpler meals with fewer mock meats and switching to almond milk until your body adjusts to your new diet. Ease back into the offending foods slowly, with small portions to start.

But it might not even be your diet that is causing gas! Many enthusiastic new vegans are eager to experience everything the world of vegan food has to offer and end up overeating, which can also lead to gas. Consider your portion sizes. Maybe it’s just too much food for your body to digest. Avoid eating when you’re not actually hungry, and try not to eat too late at night.
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