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"I don't want any vegetables, thank you. I paid for the cow to eat them for me." 

—Douglas Coupland

“Vegetarians, and their Hezbollah-like splinter faction, the vegans ... are the enemy of everything good and decent in the human spirit.”

—Anthony Bourdain

Ah! If you agreed, even remotely, with these somewhat conceited observations, it’s time you opened your eyes to another, startling and fascinating, side of vegetables.

Veggies fight diseases

There is no question that people who eat fruit and vegetables regularly have a drastically reduced risk of contracting many chronic diseases. U.S. Department of Agriculture (on its ChooseMyPlate.gov website) lists a number of reasons as to why you should make at least half your plate full of fruits and vegetables:  

* Vegetables are low in calories and fats but are high in vitamins and minerals like calcium, magnesium, potassium, iron, beta-carotene, vitamin B-complex, vitamin-C, vitamin-A, and vitamin K.  

* Unlike meats or eggs, vegetables contain NIL cholesterol. According to EarthSave, the average vegetarian has about ¼, and pure vegans have less than 1/10, the chance of having a heart attack as the average non vegetarian. 

* Vegetables don’t expose you to so many preservatives, antibiotics and hormones, which are common in meat and are linked to cancer. 

* Vegetables abound in antioxidants. These phyto-chemicals help, first, to protect you from oxidant stress, diseases, and cancers. Second, to boost your immunity to fight these if you unfortunately do get affected. And third to improve blood sugar levels in people at risk for diabetes.

* Believe it or not, vegetables also promote hair growth. In fact they can give your hair a greater health boost than the most expensive shampoos you can afford.  This is because vegetables are packed with the vitamins and minerals that your hair needs the most. 

* Additionally, vegetables are packed with dietary fibre such as cellulose, mucilage, hemi-cellulose, gums, and pectin that are known as non-starch polysaccharides (NSP). These substances reduce blood cholesterol levels, absorb excess water in the colon, and aid the waste matter’s smooth passage out of the body. Thus, dietary fibre protects you from conditions like chronic constipation, diverticulosis, haemorrhoids, colon cancer, irritable bowel syndrome, and rectal fissures. 

N.B. Do consult your doctor, however, if you have a damaged intestinal lining, because a high-fibre diet in that case can cause bloating and other complications.

Veggies make you fitter

Recently, vegetables have caught the attention of the fitness conscious because they are so very low in calories. For example, Celery per 100 gram has just 16 calories. Vegetables like bottle gourd, cabbage, bok-choy, eggplant, spinach, etc have all less than 20 calories per 100 gram.

There is another great benefit which food scientists vouch for. Veggies increase our BMR or Basal Metabolism Rate because they make us spend more energy to digest them than what we get out of them. 

So when you eat vegetables, you may lose more weight than you would gain! That puts veggies on the top of the list for "negative calorie foods" that many nutritionists are going gaga about.

Finally, vegetables contain high levels of water naturally. The more you consume vegetables, therefore, the more would be your water intake. This would not only help you hydrate better but also help flush out waste products and toxins from your body.

Now that we have agreed that veggies are good for us, the next question is how much should they be in our daily diet.

Let’s once again go to the US Federal dietary guidelines. These now recommend at least nine servings of vegetables and fruits per day. Seasonal vegetables are encouraged. If they are local and organic, all the better. 

How should you buy vegetables?

Savvy vegetable lovers recommend that:

* While shopping for veggies, buy small quantities so that they can be used up within a day or two. 

* Always buy fresh veggies that are bright in colour and flavour and feel heavy in your hands.

* Try to avoid veggies that are crushed, spoilt or have spots or moulds. 

* To the extent possible, buy whole vegetables instead of cut-and-cleaned versions. The latter although more convenient would have considerably less nutrition than whole veggies.

* If you cut and leave vegetables, oxidation will occur and they will be somewhat discoloured. You can stop this oxidation by adding ascorbic acid or by refrigerating the vegetables. In general, cut veggies should be put inside zip pouches and stored in the main compartment (and NOT the freezer) of your fridge and used up as quickly as possible.

* Do wash your veggies thoroughly. You could rinse them in salt water, and gently swish in cool water till you are satisfied that they are free from dirt, sand and pesticides. 

* If you need to store whole veggies, place them inside the vegetable compartment of your fridge. Do try to store vegetables separate from raw meats like poultry, meat, fish, or seafood. You can wrap vegetables in perforated plastic or porous paper such as newspaper and then refrigerate them, which increases their shelf life.  But if you use newspaper, see that the vegetables are not wet, because the ink from the newspaper then could stick to the vegetables!

Do try to eat a rainbow every day

Ah, you can’t do this with meats, can you? Even if you made a distinction between red and white meats? 

Yes, because face it, every meat would more or less be a shade of pink! 

Experts advise that you should try to eat 4-5 different types of vegetables every day. The more varied and colourful your plate be, the more extensive would be the benefits to your health. The rich colour of veggies not just soothe your eyes but contribute some unique and important micronutrients. 

S0 to have on your plate:

* RED: You could consider tomato, red pepper, beets, and red onions. The shiny outer skins of red pepper have a high percentage of silica that helps maintain your hair’s thickness. Tomatoes contain lycopene, which protects you from vision problems and shields your skin from the harmful rays of the sun. Interestingly, cooked tomatoes offer you more lycopene than raw ones, meaning you get more benefits from having tomato sauce than raw tomatoes!

* ORANGE/YELLOW: You could introduce carrots, orange peppers, sweet potato, and yellow pumpkin. These have lots of vitamin C, which protects collagen. Collagen retains the elasticity of your skin, thus delaying the appearance of wrinkles. Vitamin C, considered as the “anti-aging vitamin”, also aids in iron absorption, helps heal cuts and wounds and keeps teeth and gums healthy. Sweet potatoes have potassium which helps to maintain healthy blood pressure. 

* GREEN: There is plenty of choice here. You could include leafy veggies like spinach, kale, mustard leaves, okra, avocado, asparagus, artichoke, bok choy, green cabbage, Chinese cabbage, broccoli, green pepper, coriander or cilantro leaves, basil, parsley, mint etc. Dark green vegetables have a bioflavonoid known as “Quercetin” which has anti-cancer and anti-allergen properties. Leafy veggies like spinach are also full of Vitamin A that keeps eyes and skin healthy. Cabbage, Brussels sprouts, and broccoli contain indoles and isothiocyanates which protect against all kinds of cancers like colon cancer, breast cancer, skin cancer, etc. Most greens are high in magnesium and have a low glycaemic index, which helps people with type 2 diabetes. 

It is in fact recommended that if you eat at least 1 serving of green leafy vegetables each day, it will considerably lower the risks of diabetes. The high level of vitamin K helps in the production of osteocalcin, a protein mandatory for proper bone health that helps decrease the chances of hip fractures in middle-aged women. Avocados are full of potassium, glutathione, healthy fats, and more Folate (folic acid) than any other fruit. Folate is extremely important for babies, when they are in their mothers’ wombs, as this reduces the risk of neural tube defects, spina bifida, and anencephaly during foetal development. Asparagus is also rich in folate. 

* BLUE/PURPLE: Here you could consider including eggplant, and purple cabbage. Eggplants are rich in antioxidants like nasunin that protects your brain cells from damage. Purple veggies are also loaded with fibre and potassium which reduce the risk of stroke and dementia.

* WHITE: You could include garlic, cauliflower, onions, ginger, radishes, mushrooms, etc. The allyl sulphides found in garlic, onions, and shallots help in lowering high blood pressure and protecting the stomach and digestive tract from cancer. Onions are also loaded with a peptide called GPCS which slows your body's loss of calcium.

How to match the benefits of a non-vegetarian diet

According to veganoutreach.org, Americans consume 2,714 land animals in their lifetime. The typical American plate is supposed to be 50% animal protein, 25% overcooked vegetables and 25% starch like white potatoes. Experts advise that you recreate your plate by shifting to 50% plant foods like vegetables (or some fruit), 25% lean protein (like fish) and 25% whole grain. 

Nutritionally, if you have decided to eat less animal products, you should ensure that your diet is high in protein-rich vegetables to compensate for the proteins and amino acids that meats have. So you would need to eat plenty of beans and spinach, along with whole grain wheat and rice for a balanced meal. You would also need to add some soy protein, which is the only protein of vegetarian origin that can match the benefits that you get from animal proteins.

Scientifically, it is established that apart from “first-class” proteins, non-vegetarian diets also contain more iron, zinc, calcium, and vitamin B-12 than vegetarian dishes. Plant sources like spinach do contain plenty of iron, but in a non-heme form. This is more sensitive to inhibitors than the iron that you get from meats. So if you wish to increase your blood-iron levels, you should not only consume more plant iron, but also avoid absorption inhibitors, like tea or coffee.

Similarly, for Zinc, you should consume more of soybeans, cashews, and sunflower seeds, and reduce your intake of inhibitors.

For getting more calcium from vegetarian meals, the strategy would be to avoid veggies that are high in oxalates as they will inhibit calcium absorption. That’s why dietitians suggest that vegetarians do not consume too much of spinach, beet greens, or Swiss chard, as the calcium component of a meal plan, because while they are rich in calcium, they also contain high amounts of oxalates. Instead vegetarians should consider other options, such as soy yogurt, tofu, beans, almonds, and calcium-fortified foods.

The biggest challenge, however, is about getting Vitamin B-12, because it does not exist naturally in any non-animal form. In that case, it would be prudent to take suitable supplements or vitamin B-12 fortified foods, such as certain soy milks and cereals.

The idea of discussing the above “shortcomings” is simply that when planned well, a vegetarian diet cannot only make up for what it lacks (when compared to a non-vegetarian diet), but it can also far exceed the health quotient of most non-vegetarian diets.

Phew! There is a lot that can be said about vegetables. The short point is that if you succeed in including them in your daily diet, despite the cultural baggage you may have, your body will thank you for that.

As to how you can do that in the tastiest manner possible, may we look at how the Indians do that? 

You need to go then to the next chapter.

A Thought for the Day

“Better to eat vegetables and fear no creditors, than eat duck and hide from them.”

–The Talmud
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“Tomatoes and oregano make it Italian; wine and tarragon make it French.  Sour cream makes it Russian; lemon and cinnamon make it Greek. Soy sauce makes it Chinese; garlic makes it good.”

–Alice May Brock

Ah, as usual, the lady forgot about the Indians!

But probably she was not referring to veggies at all. Because if she did, she would have to acknowledge that no one cooks vegetables as well and in as many ways as the Indians do. 

For pure vegetarians India is just heaven. Vegetables are an integral part of Indian cuisine and Indians consume them in several ways. Displaying an amazing mix of tastes and aromas, Indian cuisine is perhaps the most wonderful, varied, robust, and sensual of all the cuisines in the world when it comes to vegetarianism. No wonder, the Indian prowess in whipping up an amazing vegetarian meal, even from the most bitter of vegetables (like karela or the bitter gourd), is now appreciated around the globe.

The traditional Indian cuisine is based on matching and mixing unusual and unique flavours. This technique of incorporating more than 10 ingredients jointly is what makes Indian food stand out from the other cuisines. 

Indian restaurants, within and outside India, are doing a wonderful job of popularising traditional Indian cooking but with a contemporary touch, especially in their  methods of presentation. For example, many Indian restaurants now serve their cuisines in well engraved “kadhais” or in the “Thali” or Indian meal platter format. The cultural surroundings too of these restaurants introduce diners to Indian architecture, heritage and traditions. This lends a touch of authenticity to the cuisine that is served within the four walls of such restaurants. 

Traditional Indian food still maintains its uniqueness regardless of the cultural shifts or the use of modern equipment. Many celebrity chefs have succeeded in redefining Indian cuisine but without sacrificing its ethnicity. This has no doubt added to the novelty and charm of Indian cuisine.

Unlike other countries, which have probably 3-4 cuisines at the max, India is a subcontinent which is a mixture of many culinary traditions. Hence it would be difficult for anyone to classify any one regional food of India as representative of the entire Indian cuisine. Indian culture symbolizes diversity, and this feature is well depicted in the food preparation of each state.

Broadly, in India, there appear to be three distinct ways of cooking veggies. First, the North Indian way that uses garam masala, or a medley of aromatic spices like cardamom, cinnamon, cloves, etc. Second, the East Indian way that uses pachphoran, or a mixture of five other spices that don’t make up garam masala. And then, there is the South Indian version that neither uses garam masala nor pachforan but displays a totally different way of making veggies by using black mustard seeds, curry leaves, and coconut.

In between we have the Western India cuisine which sometimes borrows elements from South India but adds its own unique ingredients, like Kokum in the Konkan region, which are not used by any other cuisine in India.

All four versions are absolutely mouth-watering. I am sure you can’t say the same about most of the Western or even Oriental vegetable dishes, which to the Indian palate tastes like “salad”. Unless you use chicken stock or fish sauce to impart some taste or flavour. But then, that won’t make them “pure vegetarian”, would they?

Indians are also unique in using pressure cookers for cooking their veggies and lentils. This no doubt economises on the use of fuel or electricity. But it also, because of the high temperatures it generates, destroys bugs that may lurk unseen in the folds of your vegetables. This book, therefore, unabashedly gives the recipes for cooking with pressure cookers.

However, please don’t despair if you, for whatever reason, have NOT yet invested in a pressure cooker. Instead, if you are comfortable with the use of woks/deep sauce pans, we have provided the option for cooking with the latter too, with the adjusted cooking time.

Kitchen equipment is constantly evolving, and it is difficult to adapt such an ancient cuisine as Indian to all such fancy devices. Still wherever possible, we have tried to use rice cookers or air fryers in the interest of faster, easier or lower calorie cooking. 

With this brief introduction, I now present 101 mouth-watering 100% vegetarian recipes. There are 26 curries, 24 dry recipes, 10 recipes for cooking veggies with rice or breads, and 19 kinds of snacks and accompaniments.

For the spice-challenged or nostalgia ridden folks, there are 14 dishes from the days of the British Raj that do use cheese and involve baking, if you were missing that! 

And finally there are 8 desserts you can make from veggies. I’m sure you didn’t think of that, did you?

So forget your boring boiled and broiled and baked ways to make veggie dishes and let this new book open your eyes to the wonderful possibilities of cooking vegetables the way northern, southern, eastern and western Indians do.

And the bottom line is that you master these and you can handle any Indian vegetable dish from any part of India, I promise. 

N.B. Please remember that the “Home Style” recipes I have catalogued here are made regularly in my home. You are strongly encouraged to experiment, adapt and add your own variation so that the food tastes like your “Home food”.
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“At lunch you order steamed vegetables because you're remembering that you have a heart too. You feel humbled by your heart, it works so hard. You want to thank it. You give your heart a little pat.” 

–Aimee Bender, The Girl in the Flammable Skirt

Starters or side dishes in India don’t mean rice or boiled corn, because rice or rotis occupy quite a pride of place on the main platter. 

Instead they would include Pakoras (vegetable fritters) or Chiura/Poha (savoury rice flakes) that you get served when you visit someone’s home in North India. In wayside eateries, you may also see some Aloo (potato) or Paneer (cottage cheese) Tikkis (cutlets) being sizzled on huge pans.

On the other hand, Indian accompaniments are those chutneys (sauces), raitas (yoghurt based dish), papadams, and pickles without which an Indian thali (platter) would be considered incomplete. You basically take a bite of these in between your main meal to wake up your taste buds and to cleanse your palate, so to say.

If you crave for any of these sinful snacks, sauces and accompaniments, then do read on for some really idiot proof recipes. 

We present 19 gems: 6 types of Pakoras, 2 Tikkis, 2 grilled snacks, 3 veggie kebabs, 3 chutneys and 3 raitas.
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Pakoras (Vegetable Fritters)
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Please note that most pakoras would look similar (i.e. like fried dumplings) whether you make it of onions, spinach, cauliflower, potato, or bottle gourd.

Vegetable Fritters are a very popular snack to be eaten along with a nice hot cup of tea especially on a cool rainy day. All kinds of vegetables can be used for this tasty snack. We present some six of the most popular ones.
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Onion Pakoras
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Ingredients

Chick pea flour-1 cup 

Rice flour-1/2 cup

Baking powder-1/2 teaspoon

Asafoetida (Hing)-1/2 teaspoon

Coriander (Dhania) powder-1 teaspoon

Cumin seeds (Jeera)-1/2 teaspoon

Turmeric (Haldi)-1/2 teaspoon

Kashmiri Red Chilli powder–1/2 tea spoon (Recommended for colour, but if you like your dish to be really spicy, use some other hotter red chilli powder)

Salt-1/2 teaspoon or to taste

Water-1 cup (approximately)

Sliced (and peeled) Onions-4

Oil for deep frying (quantity would depend on the size of your wok)

Method

Leaving out the onions and the oil, mix all the other ingredients well.

Add the water and beat until smooth and light. The batter should be of a thin coating consistency. 

Set it aside for at least 15 minutes. This helps the flour to absorb the water well and attain a thicker consistency. 

If it becomes too thick, you may add a little more water and beat well. 

Now add the onions to this batter. 

Heat oil in a frying pan or wok. 

When the oil starts smoking, take the mixture with the onion slices, a tablespoonful at a time, and drop into the hot oil.

Be careful of the splatter that follows.

You will find that the fritters swell up. 

Gently turn them around and take out from the oil when they are nice and golden brown.

Remove to a dish which is covered with a paper napkin to help absorb all the excess oil.

Repeat till all the fritters/pakoras are fried. 

Enjoy with any of the chutneys, especially the mint chutney.

Prep time: 20 minutes

Cooking time: 3 minutes @ each batch

Total time: Approximately 30 minutes

Back to Table of Contents

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Paneer Pakoras (Cottage Cheese fritters)
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Ingredients

Chick pea flour-1 cup 

Rice flour-1/2 cup

Baking powder-1/2 teaspoon

Asafoetida (Hing)-1/2 teaspoon

Coriander (Dhania) powder-1 teaspoon

Cumin seeds (Jeera)-1/2 teaspoon

Turmeric (Haldi) powder-1/2 teaspoon

Kashmiri Red Chilli powder–1/2 tea spoon (Recommended for colour, but if you like your dish to be really spicy, use some other hotter red chilli powder)

Salt-1/2 teaspoon or to taste

Water-1 cup (approximately)

Paneer (Cottage Cheese)-300 grams (10oz) (1 cup) cut into bite size pieces

Oil for deep frying (quantity would depend on the size of your wok)

Method

Leaving out the paneer and the oil, mix all the other ingredients well.

Add the water and beat until smooth and light. The batter should be of a thin coating consistency. 

Set it aside for at least 15 minutes. This helps the flour to absorb the water well and attain a thicker consistency. 

If it becomes too thick, you may add a little more water and beat well. 

Now add the paneer pieces to this batter. 

Heat oil in a frying pan or wok. 

When the oil starts smoking, take the mixture with the paneer pieces, a tablespoonful at a time, and drop into the hot oil.

Be careful of the splatter that follows.

You will find that the fritters swell up. 

Gently turn them around and take out from the oil when they are nice and golden brown.

Remove to a dish which is covered with a paper napkin to help absorb all the excess oil.

Repeat till all the fritters/pakoras are fried. 

Enjoy with any of the chutneys, especially the mint chutney.

Prep time: 20 minutes

Cooking time: 3 minutes @ each batch

Total time: Approximately 30 minutes
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