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Introduction

Pulses, or legumes, are some of my favourite things to eat, and that’s after a year and a half of cooking and consuming them almost every day. Yes, you would hope that I’d be passionate about my subject, but my family had no choice in the matter as they became my guinea pigs. So you just can’t imagine how thrilled I was when, after months of legume exposure, my six-year-old daughter opted for the Syrian lentils on a restaurant menu. Legumes are some of the most versatile, delicious and rewarding ingredients in the kitchen. I want to eat pulses firstly because they taste fabulous; all the other plus points, and there are so many of them, come as a bonus.

At last the pulse has emerged from its tie-dye teepee. Beans, chickpeas and lentils are still the mainstay of many vegan and vegetarian diets, but attitudes and styles have changed. Plant-based food has become so varied and exciting with all the Mediterranean, Middle Eastern and Asian influences we enjoy today, it’s worlds apart from the wholemeal bean flan of old. Legumes can be stars in their own right and not just a meat substitute. Why stuff beans in a moussaka when you could be eating a classic Greek vegetarian dish, gigantes plaki?

Nowadays many great restaurants, such as London’s Ottolenghi, Moro, Petersham Nurseries, Polpo, St John and Leon, serve up wonderful legumes. Who would have believed that the humble lentil could become trendy? But then camping has dumped its nylon-cagoule image and reinvented itself as glamping, and even that swirly kaftan of your mother’s has become boho-chic. I believe our passion for pulses is much more than a fashion. The pulse is real food and it’s here to stay.

Most of us are reassessing what we eat for a number of reasons, the first being money. Reducing what you spend on food needn’t mean buying cheap junk food, it just requires some planning and good recipes that you actually use. Pulses are remarkably cheap, especially if you buy them dried – but if you’re short of time, even canned pulses are very economical. Gingery dal with a spiced tarka tipped over the top, served with some rice or flatbread, is one of my favourite suppers ever and it costs a matter of pence.

I’m not vegetarian but, like so many people I know, I am eating less meat. Instead of having cheap meat every day, I’d much rather eat more expensive but better meat once a week, or in smaller quantities alongside my pulses, knowing that the animal it came from was healthy and well treated. Enjoying fabulous legume dishes, packed with plant-based protein, comes with no sense of deprivation and is quite simply more environmentally friendly. Fish is a treat, but there are sustainability issues too and it can be very pricey. However, you can savour a small but exquisite, carefully sourced bit of seafood with some filling pulses and feel perfectly satisfied.

Pulses are, without a doubt, wonderfully good for you and, with cases of obesity reaching record levels, we really do need to rethink what we’re consuming. I love food and I love cooking, so I quite naturally gravitate towards simple unadulterated ingredients. Legumes, whether dried, canned or frozen, are just that; you know what you are getting.

Using the Recipes

Wherever possible, I’ve given a choice between using home-cooked and canned pulses. I recognize the need for dishes that you can fling together in a few minutes after work and the fact that boiling up an entire pot of beans just doesn’t make sense if you’re cooking for one. However, where dishes absolutely rely on the pulses absorbing stocks or flavours, I have only suggested using dried. Many of the beans in these recipes can be interchanged, even if the bean police (and they are out there) get a bit upset about it.

Note: When using canned beans and lentils, be sure to drain and rinse them really well.


The Power of the Pulse

One of the great things about eating legumes is that you can feel good about yourself in body, mind and spirit. It’s not just that these little wonder seeds are fantastically nutritious and packed with healthy fibre, they could help us save the planet too. While I’m determined not to leap on my soapbox, it is really important to realize just what valuable and under-exploited ingredients pulses are.

What’s in it for me?

Nutritionists are increasingly seeing pulses as one of the great weapons against obesity, diabetes, heart disease and cancer. Pulses have plenty of good complex carbohydrates loaded with fibre. They are relatively high in protein, low in fat and packed with nutrients, especially iron, calcium, zinc, potassium, and B vitamins.

Carbs and fibre

Starchy carbs (as opposed to the sugary ones) are the body’s healthiest source of energy and should ideally supply about half of our daily calories.

Foods with high levels of fibre are not just filling at meal times but also make you feel full for much longer, so that you’re unlikely to dive into the biscuit tin within a few hours of eating. This satiated feeling is closely linked to the speed at which our blood sugar levels rise and fall after eating certain foods, which are measured on the glycaemic index (GI). Pulses have a low GI, meaning that they produce a steady rise and equally steady fall of blood glucose levels instead of the peaks and troughs that can have you snacking. So, eating plenty of pulses is really helpful if you want to lose weight or maintain a healthy diet. Pulses can also be significant in preventing or managing type 2 diabetes.
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Hot-smoked salmon, egg and lentil salad



While the fibre slows down the absorption of sugars, it also speeds up the passage of food through your body, accelerating the removal of toxins and excess cholesterol and keeping you regular, reducing the risk of colon and bowel cancer.

High protein

We all need protein in our diet: it’s one of the building blocks of the human body, in our nerves, tissues and bones. It’s necessary for growth and repair and the production of hormones, enzymes and even the antibodies that fight off viruses, bacteria and toxins. Pulses can provide the highest levels of protein in the plant world.

Proteins are made up of amino acids, some of which our bodies are able to make themselves and nine of which we need to absorb from our food. Whereas meat, fish, dairy and eggs can provide all nine amino acids, pulses are lacking in some, methionine in particular. Soya beans are the only exception: they are a source of ‘complete’ or ‘high- quality’ protein. However, in one of those miracles of nature, grains, nuts and seeds can provide the last piece of the jigsaw. There’s no need to consciously combine these complementary ingredients within a meal, it’s just a question of eating a varied diet with a good mix of these protein sources, particularly if you are vegan or vegetarian.

Low fat, no cholesterol

As most of us are aware, pulses can be a very important source of protein – but many of us eat plenty of protein anyway. However, increasingly, we’re all being encouraged to substitute some of our meat and dairy intake with legumes. Dairy and meat products contain varying levels of saturated fat and cholesterol while most pulses are low in fat (and most of that’s unsaturated) and are cholesterol free. Soya beans and peanuts are the exceptions, being higher in fat, but that’s predominantly unsaturated ‘good’ fats. Our bodies need cholesterol but, to put it simply, there’s good and bad cholesterol; saturated fats are loaded with bad cholesterol that can clog up your blood vessels. By cutting back on saturated fats, you can reduce the risk of strokes, heart attacks and all the other forms of cardiovascular disease.

The other fats to avoid are the trans fats found in much processed, and commercially fried, food. These hydrogenated fats play havoc with cholesterol levels, so go for natural oils and fats with your beans and eliminate trans fats altogether.

The low-fat/high-fibre credentials of the legume make it a good contender for a weight-loss diet: filling and low fat, what could be better? Just remember to watch what you eat your pulses with and maybe halve the number of sausages in the casserole!

Minerals, vitamins and the rest of the good news

Legumes are good sources of calcium, magnesium and phosphorous, which are all vital in the formation and health of bones and teeth, especially critical during childhood and adolescence. These minerals are also required for muscle function, blood clotting, nerve reactions, normalizing blood sugar levels, lowering blood pressure and maintaining a healthy immune system.

Pulses have healthy levels of potassium, which is particularly helpful in lowering blood pressure, balancing out the negative effects of too much salt, and helping the kidneys work more efficiently.

Legumes are high in zinc, crucial for a healthy immune system and healing wounds; it’s also said to improve fertility and libido. Many of us absorb a large proportion of our zinc from meat, so if you are vegetarian, do make sure that you eat plenty of pulses, nuts and seeds.

Pulses do contain plenty of iron, a particularly important consideration for vegetarians. However, unlike the more accessible iron found in meat, this ‘non-haem’ iron is more difficult for the body to assimilate, so you will need to combine your legumes with foods rich in vitamin C in order to absorb it effectively. No problem, as long as you are eating some fresh vegetables or salad alongside your pulses – and don’t underestimate the power of a good squeeze of lemon juice or a generous sprinkling of fresh parsley.

Fresh peas and beans are also high in vitamin C, which protects the body against respiratory infections, skin diseases and cardiovascular problems. Although, for the purposes of this book I have concentrated mainly on dried peas and beans.

Pulses are good sources of many B vitamins, which help to convert carbohydrates into energy. Folic acid, or folate as it is also known, is essential for healthy red blood cells; it is probably best known for reducing the risk of central nervous system defects (notably spina bifida) in unborn babies. Niacin is another important B vitamin that helps the body produce hormones and is also believed to reduce levels of bad cholesterol.

Pulses are now recognized to have many other health benefits too. They contain antioxidants that help to neutralize free radicals (chemicals that damage cells in the body and lead to ageing and disease). The saponins found in pulses may reduce your risk of cancer and are also thought to prevent cancer cells from multiplying if you are already suffering from the disease. Saponins are also believed to stimulate the immune system and reduce high cholesterol levels.

So, in a nutshell (or pod)

Legumes are fabulously healthy things to eat. We are constantly being advised to eat more food from plant rather than animal sources. A helping of pulses counts as one of the recommended five-a-day fruits and vegetables we should all be consuming. They’re filling, will stop you snacking, and can help to prevent obesity, type 2 diabetes, heart disease and cancer.
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All You Need to Know

How to Buy: Canned or Dried?

The great thing with legumes is that you have a tremendous amount of choice, not just in the varieties available but also in the time and energy that you’re prepared to spend on them. Dried and canned pulses are fabulous storecupboard options as they keep for months and are among the most versatile ingredients in the kitchen.

Canned

My cupboard is always stocked with a selection of canned beans and chickpeas. They really are the ultimate convenience food. Before you buy, check that there’s no added salt or sugar; there really doesn’t need to be anything but pulse and water. Some cans may contain antioxidants such as metabisulphite or firming agents like calcium chloride; avoid these if possible. You will need to rinse the beans to get rid of the rather claggy water. If you are using chickpeas, you could set the liquid, known as aquafaba, aside to whip up for egg-free meringue, mousse, baked goods or frosting.

Canned pulses taste great, are highly nutritious and will undoubtedly save you time and energy. The downside is that a good-quality canned pulse will cost up to four times the equivalent home-cooked dried pulse by weight. But if you’re catering for one, you could argue that all the power used during the prolonged cooking will offset the saving.

While I’ll happily buy canned chickpeas and beans, lentils are another story. Dried lentils require no soaking, cook in about half an hour, have a much better texture and flavour when home-cooked and cost half the price. Need I say more? For similar reasons, I rarely buy canned mung, adzuki or black-eyed peas, but they do take longer to cook than lentils.

Dried

There’s something rather meditative about dipping your hand into a sack of dried beans and letting them cascade through your fingers. Pulses should feel relatively heavy (a light bean could be last year’s or, worse still, a weevil-infested hollow shell). Uniform size and colour are sought out too. The skins should be taut with no sign of a wrinkle. When inspecting a bean, the hilum (in effect its little navel but often referred to as an eye) should be bright and never show any brown or yellow discoloration.

For most of us, this careful selection process is irrelevant; we simply pick up a bag from the local supermarket. Recently supermarkets have given much more thought, time and shelf space to legumes, in response to more widely recognized need for healthier eating, and I’m pleased to say that the quality and range of beans on offer has generally improved too. I no longer seem to come across beans that take a lifetime to cook (a sure sign of a ‘has been’ that’s spent too long in a warehouse). The other advantage of supermarket pulses is that they have been well cleaned and sorted, so you’re less likely to come across an unwelcome pebble. My local health food shop has a fabulous range of organic
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