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ABOUT THE BOOK

‘I need hearty meals not thin weedy plates – a salad won’t cut it – so here’s my vegan and vegetarian cookbook for meat eaters full of filling, healthy recipes.’

We all know that more fruit and veg and less meat and processed food is better for us.The trick is to be flexitarian in your diet – you can eat everything, but choose to cut down on the things that could do you harm. Eat vegan and vegetarian, but if a friend cooks you roast chicken for Sunday lunch, then go ahead and eat it.

Don’t feel bad about the cake you have with your coffee at elevenses – have a healthy raw chocolate cake instead. Why skimp in winter when you can have a hearty vegetable stew and dumplings or a chunky vegan burger? Proper Healthy Food includes 100 vegan and vegetarian recipes with punchy flavours and decent portions to satisfy everyone.


ABOUT THE AUTHOR

Nick Knowles is the presenter of the hit BBC show DIY SOS. He also regularly presents various Saturday night quiz shows such as Judgemental, Who Dares Wins and 5 Star Family Reunion.

Along with familiar faces from DIY SOS, in 2016 Nick travelled to Thailand for 4 weeks, where they undertook an intense detox retreat. Amazed by the results, and healthier than ever, Nick changed his diet to ‘flexitarian’ – vegan mostly, vegetarian occasionally, with the odd day off.

Nick was born in London and raised in Southall by his parents Pat and Eddie. Nick has four children: Charles, Tuesday, TJ and Eddie and lives in Windsor.
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To my family, who love me even when I’m a pain, make sure I’m grounded between my flights of fancy and would like me to hang around a while. The feeling is mutual.

INTRODUCTION

You might have bought this book yourself, or you might have been given it and you’re thinking, ‘I’m not really a veggie kind of person!’

If you’re the latter, that’s me a year ago. As I told my wife: ‘I’ll join in a juicing regime when they start juicing Scotch eggs.’

Let’s face it, I’m not vegan- or veggie-shaped, I’m a big unit – pushing 17 stone, 6 foot 2 inches tall and with a 46-inch chest – and I need a wholesome bowl of fuel to keep going. A bowl of salad leaves is not going to work for me. The health benefits of a vegetarian or vegan diet are indisputable – more veg and less meat and dairy means living healthier and sometimes longer, but I do love steak and cheese. Man, I love cheese!

But here’s the news: following a veggie diet doesn’t mean you have to wear tie-dye trousers that hang around your knees, weave ribbons in your hair or even swear off meat and dairy for ever.

I’m vegan mostly, vegetarian occasionally, and if friends cook me a meal with meat in it I’ll eat it because I don’t want to be rude and it’s a nice change once in a while. And if I’m three pints in at the rugby and smell frying onions, I’ll have a cheeseburger and not feel bad because tomorrow and the next day I’ll mostly be eating healthily.

So really the message is, don’t beat yourself up about it – then there’s no wagon to fall off! There’s a term for it too – there always is, and normally coming from California: flexitarian. In short it means you can eat everything, you just choose to cut down on the things that could do you most harm.

I’ve always loved preparing food and trying new tastes. I grew up in Southall, in West London, where many of my classmates had parents from India, Pakistan, Sri Lanka, North Africa, the Caribbean and Poland. Every family’s food had a different flavour and unusual ingredients; you couldn’t call at any house without the mums filling you with delicious grub. Visiting my friends’ houses was like a culinary tour of the world, and I think that’s where my love of spices and herbs started. It certainly wasn’t from my mum, she made big wholesome meals that kept us full, but a sprig of mint in the new potatoes was about as exotic as it got and garlic was the work of the devil.

When I left school I went travelling for a while. I think I wanted to try to see many of the places that my friends’ parents had talked about, and of course to see if I could find some of those taste sensations again. To this day I eat my way round the Notting Hill Carnival every summer – goat curry, salt fish, honey roast plantain … Well, that was the case until a year ago.

I’d reached the point where things had to change. I had lost control of my weight, I was stressed, on the road a lot so I wasn’t eating well and I felt like my head was too full to think. Sound familiar?

So I went to a retreat in Thailand. Being there calmed my head and got my eating back in order. I reduced my cholesterol and at the same time my weight. I felt lighter, less sluggish and truly happier inside. I was doing yoga and started working out. All of these lifestyle changes stemmed from me changing my eating habits to a diet of mostly veg and fruit.

It’s common sense, really: you’re only as healthy as the food you put into your body and we all know deep down that processed food, with its sugars and fats and salts and preservatives, etc., just isn’t good for you.

When I got back to Britain I tried to keep going with the diet and lifestyle that I’d adopted in Thailand, but there just wasn’t the variety of ingredients available to make it easy to do so. The veggie food that was on offer seemed thin and weedy, but then I remembered the global neighbourhood that I’d lived in while growing up and knew that this boring approach to veggie cooking didn’t have to be the case. I knew that in many cultures around the world meat is scarce, so instead they do amazing things with herbs and veg, fruit and spices, and for veggies – eggs and cheeses. If you think about it, there are 70,000 edible plants growing around the world, so surely we should be able to get creative with them like so many other cultures have?

I’m not a chef, but I did want to eat well whilst being vegan/veggie (mostly), which is why I got to work on these recipes that anyone can prepare. As I’ve said, you don’t have to cut out meat and fish completely; if you eat veggie once a week you’ll be healthier, if you do it three times a week you’ll be a lot healthier, and if you spend most of your week eating like this, like me you could end up several kilos lighter, with lower cholesterol and more energy for work and family. But I’m sure the more cynical will wonder just how serious I am about all this. Well, I’ve put my money where my mouth is. I now co-own two vegan restaurants – so you can see I mean what I say.

So, this is the vegan–veggie cook book for meat eaters! Give it a go, have fun, eat hearty and, most importantly, enjoy! If I can do this – so can you.
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WHY GO VEGAN OR VEGETARIAN?

Following a vegan or vegetarian diet is very much a personal choice, and there are many varied reasons why people choose this diet – animal welfare, environmental concerns or simply texture and flavour. Whatever your opinion of these arguments, one thing that is indisputable is that there are many health advantages to removing meat and fish from the diet.

First, though, back to basics. Vegan and vegetarian – what’s the difference? Well, traditionally, a vegetarian diet is one that eliminates meat, poultry and fish, but usually includes eggs and dairy. A vegan diet goes a step further and rules out all foods that derive from animals in any form, including dairy products, eggs and, for some really strict vegans, honey.

This means that fruit and vegetables form the foundation of any plant-based diet, particularly one followed by vegans, but with such a huge range of both ingredients now available, this needn’t be a boring way to eat. Mixing it up on a daily basis and ‘eating the rainbow’ means plates packed with colour and flavour, which is what this book is all about.

What’s the benefit to my health?

Eating a primarily plant-based diet isn’t all about aesthetics and keeping it interesting, fruit and veg are also very rich in nutrients, and the various colours represent different antioxidants and phyto-chemicals, including anthocyanins, flavonoids and carotenoids. These compounds protect against modern-day diseases, but each in a slightly different way, which is why we need to eat a good selection of them.

Following a vegan diet with a greater quantity of fruit and veg is also thought to help reduce the risk of certain cancers. Limiting the intake of animal-based foods, including dairy, in addition to following the other recommended dietary advice – such as reducing the amount of refined sugars, salt, hydrogenated and saturated fats you eat – also reduces your risk.

Most vegetarians base their diets on cereals, pulses, nuts, seeds – in addition to fruit and vegetables – to make sure they can get all the essential nutrients that their bodies require. Vegans, of course, have to eat a more diverse range of foods to compensate for their more restrictive diet. However, this is not a disadvantage – quite the reverse, there is much evidence to support the idea that people following a vegan, or mostly vegan, diet enjoy a lower Body Mass Index (BMI), which contributes to better general health. In addition, their markers for heart disease and type 2 diabetes, two of the most common modern-day diseases, are improved with lower serum cholesterol, reduced blood sugar levels and lower blood pressure because of their diet.

Specifically, these health benefits are thanks to the high fibre content of the diet, and the fact that vegans have higher intakes of vitamin B6 and folate than their meat-eating counterparts. What’s more, vegan diets are lower in calories, have a lower glycaemic load, are richer in protective phytochemicals and lower in fat, with a preference towards the healthier unsaturated variety.

Whole grains and legumes are another cornerstone of a vegan diet; their inclusion improves blood sugar control by slowing the rate of carbohydrate absorption and cutting your risk of diabetes.

What might you be missing out on?

Although a plant-based diet has clear advantages, eliminating all animal foods does increase the likelihood of some nutritional shortfalls, notably protein and some essential minerals. In order to ensure a balanced and healthy diet, these nutrients must be sought elsewhere.

On average, vegans eat less protein than meat-eaters, but whole grains and legumes are key sources of protein, so diets should include lentils, peas, soy and beans as well as quinoa to help maintain a sufficient intake.

In addition to protein, of most concern for this way of eating is making sure the daily diet includes vitamins B12 and D, calcium, as well as the long chain omega-3 fats. In some cases iron and zinc levels may also be low because they’re less absorbable from plant foods. If you don’t include animal-derived foods you may need to consider supplementation, or at the very least including appropriate fortified foods. For example, only a few leafy greens have high levels of absorbable calcium – good inclusions are kale, cabbage and watercress – but if you, as a vegan, are not eating 2–3 portions of these a day then you need to include calcium-fortified foods such as plant milk or tofu, or consider taking a supplement.

Following a flexible approach to a plant-based diet like Nick’s can be beneficial in making sure you are eating a healthy, balanced diet and ensures that you are not missing out on any important nutrients. Of course, cooking from scratch is an ideal way to monitor your intake of all healthy – and unhealthy – ingredients and means you know exactly what you are putting into your body.

So, whatever your reasons for following a vegan or vegetarian diet, armed with this book you can be sure of a healthy, happy you.
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