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Praise for

POWERED BY PLANTS

“Powered by Plants is a gorgeous masterpiece. It is the perfect blend of vital nutrition information and wholesome plant-based recipes. The nutrition section is thorough, accurate, and eminently readable. This book answers the most pressing questions of every plant-based eater. I love that each recipe is accompanied by a beautiful, mouth-watering photo. If you are looking for one book to serve as your constant kitchen companion, this is it!”

— Brenda Davis, R.D., author of Becoming Vegan and plant-based pioneer

“Powered by Plants opens the door for anyone and everyone to reap the multitude of health benefits of plant-based meals with the added benefit of participating in a lifestyle choice that positively impacts our shared global environment.”

— David Perlmutter, M.D., New York Times best-selling author of Grain Brain and Drop Acid

“This book is a game-changer for anyone looking to dive into plant-based cooking without spending hours in the kitchen. The recipes are both delicious and provide a guide for the nutrients your body needs. It’s a win-win for taste and health!”

— Uma Naidoo, M.D., Harvard nutritional psychiatrist, chef, nutritional biologist, and best-selling author of This Is Your Brain on Food

“A beautiful and practical guide to eating for a healthier future. Powered by Plants is a must-read for anyone wishing to unlock the transformative benefits of a plant-based diet.”

— Dr. Alan Desmond, M.B., author of The Plant-Based Diet Revolution

“This book concisely addresses, and lays to rest, the common nutrient-level concerns about plant-based eating, while highlighting the many important advantages to our own health and that of the planet. The bounty of beautiful recipes showcases just how delicious the journey to better health can be!”

— David L. Katz, M.D., M.P.H., co-author of How to Eat and former president of the American College of Lifestyle Medicine

“Powered by Plants connects the garden to the kitchen with the health-transforming power of plant-based nutrition. If you are searching for a guide to delicious recipes that pack a health punch, this book is for you.”

— William W. Li, M.D., New York Times best-selling author of Eat to Beat Disease and Eat to Beat Your Diet

“This book is a testament to how powerful food can be in transforming your health. The combination of quick, delicious recipes and the latest nutritional science offers an invaluable resource for anyone looking to make positive changes to their diet.”

— Jenné Claiborne, author of Sweet Potato Soul

“Powered by Plants contains quick, easy, and scrumptious recipes, combined with the latest nutritional science, to offer a road map to a healthier, happier you and a healthier, happier planet.”

— Joel Fuhrman, M.D., 7-time New York Times best-selling author and president of the Nutritional Research Foundation

“One of the greatest tools a woman has for balancing hormones is to eat more plants. I’m massively grateful for Ocean’s and Nichole’s dedication to providing us with unique, delicious recipes that make it effortless to incorporate plants into every meal.”

— Dr. Mindy Pelz, author of Fast Like a Girl

“In a world where fast food is the easy option, this book is a lifesaver. It shows you how to whip up nutritious, plant-based meals quickly, proving that healthy eating can fit into even the busiest of lifestyles. A must-read for anyone serious about boosting their energy and health.”

— Kris Carr, New York Times best-selling author, wellness activist, and cancer thriver

“Ocean Robbins masterfully bridges science and our food choices in this brilliant cookbook. The easy-to-follow, delicious recipes, backed by the latest scientific evidence, empower us to nourish our bodies and prevent chronic diseases. We wholeheartedly recommend this essential guide for anyone committed to vibrant living and sustaining a healthy future for our planet.”

— Drs. Dean and Ayesha Sherzai, neuroscientists and best-selling authors of The Alzheimer’s Solution

“An essential guide for anyone looking to improve their health through diet. The scientific credibility of the nutritional advice, combined with delicious and easy recipes, makes this book a must-have for my patients—and anyone interested in a plant-based lifestyle.”

— Joel Kahn, M.D., FACC, founder of the Kahn Center for Cardiac Longevity

“Powered by Plants isn’t just a cookbook; it’s a prescription for vitality. As a physician, I prescribe its nutrient-loaded 30-minute meals to patients seeking delicious ways to achieve better health. With each dish, you’ll not only be enjoying tasty, satisfying food, you’ll be powering up your body’s natural defenses. So, eat well, live well, and thrive with this great plant-powered guide!”

— Michael Klaper, M.D., author of Vegan Nutrition: Pure and Simple
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INTRODUCTION

My great-uncle Burt should have been the world’s happiest man. He was an incredibly successful entrepreneur who had amassed something of a fortune. He had a family he loved and work that lit him up. And boy, did he love food—especially the modern American diet of burgers, pizzas, fries, sodas, and a double scoop of ice cream for dessert. Sadly, he died of a heart attack at the young age of 54, leaving his wife a widow and his kids fatherless.

His business partner and brother-in-law (and my grandfather), Irv, appeared to be heading down the same road. He also adored the modern American diet and by his early 70s suffered from diabetes, heart disease, and weight problems. His cardiologist told him that his days were numbered and that only radically changing what he ate could possibly relieve his suffering and avert a premature death.

Irv decided to live. He reduced his consumption of processed foods and cut back on meat. He put a lot more fruits and veggies on his plate. And most amazing of all, he gave up sugar, and with it his beloved ice cream. The results came quickly; Irv lost 30 pounds, got off his diabetes and hypertension meds, and felt a renewed surge of energy. He started walking, and soon was up to several miles a day. His golf game improved. He lived for 19 more years and got to meet my children (his great-grandchildren). And by all accounts, he had a heck of a good time.

Burt and Irv’s contrasting stories illustrate the old saying: A person with their health has a thousand dreams. But a person without it has just one dream—to get it back.

According to the United Nations, preventable, chronic illness prematurely takes the lives of more than 41 million people every year.1 And I want to emphasize the word preventable here. Because the wonderful truth is that most of the chronic diseases that are threatening our lives and taking our loved ones don’t have to happen. They may look inevitable, like Uncle Burt’s early demise, but Grandpa Irv’s experience shows that we have a lot more power over our health destiny than we’ve been led to believe.

The evidence shows that the number one factor that can bend the odds in our favor is the food on our plates.2 Credible researchers tell us that with a healthy diet and lifestyle, we can prevent at least 80 percent of cardiovascular disease3 and 90 percent of type 2 diabetes.4 And dietary changes alone have been shown to reduce risk of Alzheimer’s by 53 percent.5
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When I think about a joyful life, I think about both the quality and quantity of years. Thousands of studies published in peer-reviewed medical journals make it abundantly clear that when you move away from a diet based around factory-farmed animal products, ultraprocessed foods, added sugars, and chemical additives, and instead base your diet on real, whole, plant foods, you can radically extend your life span, and perhaps even more importantly, your health span.

The good news is, it’s never too late to make a shift and start reaping benefits. In fact, a recent meta-analysis found that shifting from a typical diet to an optimized diet (which happens to be plant-rich) and incorporating more legumes, nuts, and whole grains—even as late as age 60—can still add eight healthy years of life. And if you start earlier, you add even more.6

Why Eat More Plants?

There are many dietary patterns that can be significant improvements over the modern industrialized diet. You don’t have to go “vegan” to get some big benefits to your health. But there are some compelling reasons to move in a solidly if not exclusively plant-based direction.

For one, most of the longest-lived people on the planet eat largely plant-based diets. Residents of the “Blue Zones,” regions of the world with the highest concentrations of centenarians (those who live to 100 or more), all consume large quantities of whole plant foods, including vegetables, grains, and legumes.7

One big reason for the impact a healthy plant-based diet has on life expectancy has to do with the harmful effects of dietary saturated fat—which is found almost exclusively in meat, dairy, and eggs. Consuming saturated fats has been linked to increased risk of high LDL (“bad”) cholesterol, cardiovascular disease, chronic inflammation (which itself is a contributing factor to pretty much every other chronic disease), weight gain and obesity, Alzheimer’s disease, and multiple sclerosis.8 Only two common plant-based ingredients, coconut oil and palm oil, deliver any meaningful quantities of saturated fats.9

Another key factor that partly explains the positive health effects of a whole-food, plant-based diet is fiber. Animal-derived foods do not contain this vital nutrient (which we’ll meet in detail in Chapter 2), and the number of people who are chronically fiber-deficient is staggering; the most recent statistics published by the U.S. Department of Agriculture reveal that 94 percent of Americans aren’t getting an adequate daily dose of dietary fiber.10

Plant-based diets have also been shown to reduce the risk of developing two of the world’s deadliest diseases:11 type 2 diabetes12 and cancer.13

Environmental Impact

There are many environmental benefits to eating mostly plants, including significantly reducing14 your carbon footprint to combat planetary climate chaos,15 saving groundwater (especially in places where millions-year-old aquifers are on the verge of depletion16), and preserving oceans that can support marine life.17 Globally, the production of meat and dairy products uses 83 percent of the world’s agricultural land to produce just 18 percent of the world’s calories. When you eat lower on the food chain, you help save soil, land, water, and ecosystems.18 Plant-based diets allow for far more efficient land use, which can combat world hunger and promote economic justice for the most vulnerable humans.19 Shifting from an omnivore to a plant-based diet could also significantly curb greenhouse gas emissions.

Quite simply, adopting a plant-based diet could be the most potent single step any of us can take to contribute to a more sustainable human presence on Earth, and to leave a better legacy for future generations.

Ethical Considerations

The vast majority of animals killed to feed humans are raised in factory farms that deny these creatures their freedom, physical and emotional health, and full life span. Many never see the sun or a blade of grass in their entire lives. You don’t have to be a vegetarian, or an “animal rights person,” to be appalled by the conditions in modern factory farms—and to choose not to support them with your dollars. While there is controversy about exactly how much better “cage-free,” “free-range,” and “grass-fed” really are, there’s no doubt that a plant-based diet can lead to far less animal cruelty. Many people feel good about themselves when they make this choice.20

Will This Really Work for You?

If you’re plant-based, or you’re thinking about moving in that direction, you might worry about whether you need meat to get enough protein, dairy to get enough calcium, or fish to get enough omega-3 fatty acids. You might have heard the research telling us that micronutrients like zinc and iodine, and some vitamins like A and B12, are easier to source from animal-derived foods.

I wrote this book to make healthy eating simple. Not as simple as “just eat lots of plants and you’ll be fine” or “take these twelve expensive daily supplements and you can eat anything you want.” In this book we’re going to step away from all the hype, marketing, and dogma. Instead, we’ll dig into the helpful truths that can help you optimize your diet in your real-world, everyday life. We’ll discover that you can thrive without animal-derived food and you don’t necessarily need lots of supplements to get the nutrients you need.

Healthy eating can be simple when you understand which key nutrients are often lacking in modern diets (I call them “notable nutrients”) and how to get them in sufficient quantities from easy-to-find sources.

What Are the “Notable Nutrients”?

The big nutritional debates of our time (or at least the ones that are most often shouted about on social media) focus on what are called macronutrients: protein, fat, and carbohydrates. These are the nutrients in food that provide the energy we need to stay alive.

But it’s the essential micronutrients (vitamins and minerals) that many people end up deficient in, as well as dietary fiber. When going plant-based, it’s also important to be aware of omega-3 fatty acid food sources. And while most people eating a modern industrial diet get plenty of protein, we sometimes see folks getting insufficient protein when they shift to a plant-based diet—not because plants don’t provide enough protein, but because people are oftentimes unsure how to replace the meat, eggs, and dairy on their plate.

These are the building blocks of our cells; the components of the chemicals that transmit messages between our cells, tissues, and organs; and the catalysts for critical biological processes. They allow our bodies to maintain health in an ever-changing environment. Getting enough of these essential nutrients is crucial for growth, maintenance, and repair. If you don’t have enough of one or more of them, the quality of your health (and your life) can be diminished. At worst, deficiencies can even be life-threatening. That’s why these are the “notable nutrients.”

What about Supplements?

If these notable nutrients are so important, shouldn’t we just take supplements to make sure we get enough of all of them? Many people take this approach, and in some cases it isn’t without merit. But it brings a few problems. For one thing, the supplement market isn’t well regulated, and it’s quite possible that the dosage on the packaging is far lower or higher than what is in the actual product. In fact, there are countless cases of independent labs finding that a particular product doesn’t contain any of its supposed active ingredients.21 Even worse, some supplements have been found to be contaminated with lead, cadmium, aluminum, and other harmful substances. Even if you find a supplement that’s rigorously and regularly tested by an external lab, and you feel confident it contains exactly what’s on the label and nothing more, that still doesn’t mean it is the way to go. That’s because nutrients in supplement form rarely work the same way they do when we get them from whole foods.

For example, scientists can synthesize or extract lycopene (the key antioxidant responsible for many of the health benefits of a tomato) and put it into a pill, but the lycopene found in the actual tomato works together with thousands of other compounds, creating a whole that is much greater, more complex, and ultimately more beneficial than the sum of its parts.

This has real implications for health. There have been several famous instances where nutrients that are known to be beneficial when we consume them from food actually harmed people who took them in supplemental form. One example is vitamin E, a poster child for supplementation gone wrong. A study published in 1993 in the New England Journal of Medicine found a significant relationship between vitamin E intake from food and lower risk of cardiovascular disease in women.22 As a result, supplement makers immediately started marketing vitamin E capsules and processed food manufacturers began fortifying their products with vitamin E.

When researchers looked for benefits from this supplementation, they came up empty. Vitamin E in supplemental form didn’t show evidence of lowered risk for any of the conditions it could prevent when consumed from food: cardiovascular diseases, cancer, diabetes, cataracts, and chronic obstructive lung disease.23 Not only that, but the people who took vitamin E supplements were actually more likely to die (researchers like to call it “all cause mortality”) than those taking a placebo.24

The same thing happened when researchers put beta-carotene supplements to the test.25 One study of almost 30,000 Finnish smokers showed that beta-carotene supplements, which were supposed to help prevent cancer, increased cancer risk by 8 percent in the group taking it.26
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This isn’t true of all nutrients, however. Not all supplementation is bad. There are some instances where certain people will derive benefits from supplemental beta-carotene, vitamin E, and other nutrients. Even so, the takeaway from these examples is that the best way to get nutrients is usually not from pills but from food.

What about Depleted Soil?

Many people believe that modern industrialized agriculture is producing crops that are so nutrient-deficient that we can no longer rely on food to meet our nutritional needs. I’ll be the first to agree that modern industrialized agriculture has some huge problems: The overuse of synthetic fertilizers and toxic pesticides is harmful to farmworkers and to our soil, air, and water. And there is reliable data27 showing that today’s fruits and vegetables may be less nutrient-dense than those eaten by previous generations.

But here’s the thing: current research still shows awesome health benefits from eating lots of plant foods. Even though plants may not be as loaded with nutrients as they once were, they’re still the best option we have for getting the nutrients our bodies need. In fact, I’d go so far as to argue that soil depletion is a reason to eat an even more plant-forward diet. A generation ago, folks who got 50 percent of their calories from processed foods could likely get away with it because the plants they did eat provided the recommended amounts of key nutrients. But with the less nutritious crops of today, we can’t afford to dilute our diets with poor-quality fare. Now more than ever, it makes sense to go for the healthiest foods we can access.

Can You Really Get the Nutrients You Need on a Plant-Based Diet?

It’s true that some nutrients are more easily sourced from animals than plants. For some people, that’s proof that plant-based diets are inferior, or even unnatural. It’s also true that you could construct a vegan diet that is nutritionally inadequate, particularly if you’re eating lots of vegan processed foods (I’m looking at you, French fries and donuts!). With the newfound popularity of plant-based meat and cheese alternatives, it’s easier than ever to be vegan and never touch an actual vegetable—and be nutrient-poor.

Of course, that’s also true of omnivorous diets that include animal products.

If, however, your plant-based diet mainly consists of whole foods—that is, as close to their natural state as possible—with lots of vegetables in the mix, you can get the vast majority of your nutrients from food with no need for animal products or supplements.

The first half of this book will introduce you to the notable nutrients that can determine your health status. There are, of course, many nutrients that are essential to your well-being, but the ones we are going to cover are most relevant to those eating a largely or wholly plant-based diet. These nutrients are of concern to omnivores as well—especially people who aren’t eating a lot of fruits, vegetables, whole grains, beans, nuts, and seeds.

In the first nine chapters, you’ll discover which plant-based foods are the best sources of these nutrients. We’ll include taking a hard, science-based look at some nutrients that even the healthiest diets might be lacking and offer suggestions for both food and supplemental forms of these nutrients.

The second half of this book contains recipes to help you put your knowledge into action where it counts: in your kitchen. You’ll find dozens of easy and delicious recipes that include the foods and ingredients richest in notable nutrients. You won’t find these anywhere else—they’re all originals cooked up (pun totally intended) by Food Revolution Network’s Lead Dietitian Nutritionist and recipe developer extraordinaire, Nichole Dandrea-Russert, RDN.

Each of these recipes is designed to make you fall in love with delicious foods that actually love you back. (Requited dietary love is a beautiful thing!) And in today’s busy world, even the most delicious dishes aren’t going to get made if they take too long. That’s why we have prioritized making them fast and easy. Most of the recipes in this book can be prepared in 30 minutes or less!

So whether you’re a seasoned, card-carrying vegan (actually, I don’t think there is a card), want to become more plant-based, or just love taking care of your health, this book will guide you to get the nutrients your body needs from foods your mouth will adore.

Ready to jump in? Let’s do this.
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CHAPTER 1

PROTEIN

About 25 years ago, I started working out with my dad. He’d been working out for a few years already, so he was stronger than I was. I thought to myself, Well, I’ll catch him soon, because Father Time has a way with everyone. Everyone’s muscles deteriorate with age.

Now, I’m the age he was when we started—and he still lifts more weight than I do on every single piece of gym equipment. He’s actually getting stronger, setting personal records at age 76. My new goal is to surpass him in strength before he hits 100, and I’m not entirely confident about achieving it.

So what’s going on? Is he some kind of genetic freak? (If so, then presumably so am I.) Is he just lucky? Or is his remarkable strength at the age when many people become increasingly feeble the result of his dietary and lifestyle choices?

It’s easy to rule out genetics; his own father—my grandpa, Irv Robbins—was diagnosed with type 2 diabetes and headed toward early death when his cardiologist recommended a book about the link between lifestyle and disease called Diet for a New America (which, in one of life’s great ironies, was authored by his son—my dad—John Robbins). And luck? Well, I wouldn’t call it lucky that my father contracted polio as a child, spent time in a wheelchair, and struggled with serious disabilities for much of his early years—and in fact seriously struggles with post-polio syndrome, or PPS, today.

So that leaves diet and lifestyle, which is what I’m betting on. We know that muscles are built in the gym, not the kitchen, so obviously my dad’s commitment to lifting weights was key to his strength and physique. (And in all candor, he does spend considerably more time in the gym than I do, although in my defense, I spend a good deal more time typing on the computer, and that really should count for something.) But in terms of the longevity of his strength into an age when most people are rapidly losing muscle mass, the workouts don’t explain everything. Researchers at Baylor University found that the average life span of a professional male bodybuilder is just 47 years1—at that age, my dad had barely even started pumping iron.
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So what about diet? What role did it play, not just in his getting strong in his 50s but getting stronger well into his 70s?

The conventional wisdom among people who care about big, strong muscles is that it’s really important to consume lots of protein. And this makes sense: protein is an essential nutrient for the building, maintenance, and repair of almost all the tissues in your body, including your bones, blood, hair, nails, organs, and muscles. In our modern world, protein is often considered the most important nutrient. This may have started with the macronutrient’s naming by a Dutch chemist, Gerhard Johannes Mulder, who discovered it in 1839.2 Mulder was so taken by the role of protein in sustaining life that he dubbed it protéine in French, from the Greek prōteios, meaning “of prime importance.”

These days, the word protein has become more or less synonymous with animal protein, or meat. That’s why everyone who has ever gone vegetarian or vegan has to deal with The Question over and over again: “Where do you get your protein?”

Taken together, these two beliefs—that protein is the most important nutrient for health and that you get it from animal products—mean that many people who eat plant-forward diets worry about being protein-deficient. In response to that worry, two plant-based camps have emerged: the “supplement vigorously” crowd and the “don’t worry about it” faction.

Those who advocate gulping protein supplements by the smoothie-load express concern that plants are low in protein compared to rich sources like beef, chicken, and fish. Even if you can technically meet your RDA (recommended dietary allowance) with plant-based proteins, they aren’t as readily absorbed as proteins from meat. And while the notion of “complete protein” is a bunch of hogwash (every single one of the amino acids that make up protein is found in every whole plant food), it is possible to be deficient in specific amino acids if your total protein consumption is close to the line.

People who dismiss protein-deficiency concerns in plant-based eaters argue that plants have plenty of protein—after all, that’s where the strongest and largest land animals, like gorillas and elephants, get all their protein. Many plants are richer in protein (as a percentage of calories) than animal products, and most of the building blocks of proteins in our body are recycled with an efficiency that would make Henry Ford jealous.

So what’s the truth? Can people get the protein they need entirely from plant-based sources without needing to supplement? Is more protein always better, and does the source of the protein matter?

In this chapter we’ll look closely at protein: what it is, what it’s made of, what our bodies do with it, and where it comes from. We’ll investigate the latest science—rigorous studies using precise measurements—to inform our protein intake requirements.

After all, getting this right is of “prime importance” if I want to live long enough and get strong enough to bench press more than my dad.

What Is Protein?

Your body needs protein to build, maintain, and repair just about all its tissues—but there’s much more to it than that. Protein can also provide energy to your body. Consuming it helps reduce hunger and cravings, and boosts your metabolism.

Symptoms of protein deficiency include the following:3


	Weakness and fatigue

	Slow healing of wounds

	Frequent infections

	Thinning hair or hair loss

	Brittle nails

	Dry skin

	Swelling of the hands, feet, and legs (edema)

	Increased susceptibility to bone fractures

	Poor concentration

	Muscle wasting and loss of muscle mass

	Mood swings, depression, and anxiety

	Stunted growth in children

	Hunger and cravings for protein-rich foods



In terms of structure, protein is made up of building blocks called amino acids. Your body requires 20 different amino acids to function optimally, but since it can synthesize 11 of them on its own, there are 9 so-called “essential” amino acids that you can get only from


How Much Protein Do You Need?


Total Protein Requirements




Weight


Physical Activity



Stress




Pregnancy and Lactation




Age




How Much Protein Is Enough for Folks Who Need More?


 DAILY PROTEIN REQUIREMENTS




	Athletes
	1.4 to 2.0 grams per kilogram per day



	Pregnant and Lactating (all ages)
	71 grams per day



	People over 65
	.5 to .6 grams per pound per day
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Where Can You Get Your Protein as a Plant-Based Eater?



	Tempeh: 16 g per ½ cup

	Lentils: 9 g per cooked ½ cup

	Edamame: 9 g per ½ cup

	Chickpeas: 7 g per cooked ½ cup

	Black beans: 7 g per cooked ½ cup

	Hemp seeds: 10 g per 3 tablespoons

	Quinoa: 4 g per cooked ½ cup

	Tofu: 9 g per 3 ounces

	Peanut butter: 8 g per 2 tablespoons

	Almonds: 6 g per ounce

	Soy milk (unsweetened): up to 12 g per cup

	Sunflower seeds: 5 g per ounce
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What about Protein Powders?
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