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It used to be niche, but as this  
plant-based diet goes mainstream,  

we pinpoint the health benefits – and 
potential nutrition pitfalls. Our guide 

shows you how to dip in, or go the 
whole way, including easy vegan 
recipes from the chefs at healthy  

fast-food chain Leon   

Healthy habits  
to pinch  
from the 

(avoiding the pitfalls)
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l Your five-a-day is a cinch  
Not relying on a meat or fish 
centrepiece means you’re likely to 
go well beyond the recommended 
five-a-day quota, giving you extra 
fibre, vitamins, minerals and 
antioxidants every day. 

l  It’s a more filling diet
A diet that contains plenty of 
fibre-rich pulses and beans, good 
fats from nuts and seeds, and 
protein from tofu makes for 
longer-lasting satiety as well as 
helping to stabilise blood sugars. 

l  You’ll eat healthier fats 
The absence of processed meat or 
full-fat dairy foods means your diet is 
potentially lower in saturated fats. 
Eaten in sensible servings, healthier, 
unsaturated sources such as 
avocados, nuts and seeds, all 
contribute to good heart health. 
l  You may reduce your risk  
of disease
Studies show people who follow a 
plant-based diet are less likely to die 
from lifestyle diseases including 
heart conditions, cancer and type 2 
diabetes. One reason is that having 
a healthier BMI makes you less prone 
to weight-related diseases. A large-  
scale study from Harvard Medical 
School found exchanging a small 
amount of processed red meat for 
plant-based protein reduced the risk 
of early death by 34%, even in those 
who adopted at least one unhealthy 
lifestyle factor, such as drinking, 
smoking or inactivity. Plus, the 
increased consumption of legumes, 
fruit and veg offers protective effects 
against diseases such as cancer.

nutritionally-poor 
snacks for nuts  
All nuts provide protein 
and fibre without the 
sugar highs and lows of 
many other snacks, but 
eating a variety will give 
you the widest possible 
benefits. For example, 
almonds for calcium (plus 
recent research found 
eating a 30g handful of 
skin-on almonds every 
day gives the greatest 
protective effects from 
disease), and brazils  
for selenium, needed for 
strong immunity.

FOUR IDEAS TO STEAL RIGHT NOW!

the versatility of 
fruit and vegetables
As soon as you remove 
the mainstays of meat, 
fish and eggs from  
the equation, coming 
up with filling meals 
based on vegetables  
is a healthy challenge  
to embrace. Fresh, 
canned (in water or  
fruit juice rather than 
salted water or syrup), 
frozen and dried all 
count. We’ve included 
three delicious dishes 
by Leon to give you 
some inspiration.

meals on beans, 
pulses and legumes
‘They provide us with 
essential amino acids,’ says 
Amanda. ‘To maximise 
the amino acids you’re 
ingesting, you should 
make sure you have a 
cereal on the same day 
(combining kidney beans 
with rice, for example, 
although it doesn’t need 
to be at the same meal, as 
previously thought).’ The 
soluble fibre in beans also 
helps to lower bad 
cholesterol and stabilise 
your blood sugar levels. 

with non-dairy milks
If you’re substituting cow’s 
milk, go for unsweetened 
soya or almond milks. 
When fortified, dairy-free 
alternatives are fairly 
comparable in calcium to 
cow’s milk, and almond 
milk is naturally as rich in 
calcium, although they’re 
lower in protein. Soya 
milk is the best dairy-free 
milk source of protein 
(3.1g per 100ml versus 
3.5g per 100ml in cow’s 
milk). Note: organic 
dairy-free milk isn’t fortified 
due to organic regulations.

OMEWHERE BETWEEN HIPPIES AND HASHTAGS, 
veganism became cool. In fact, the number of people  
in Britain switching to this way of eating has surged by 
360% over the past decade. But is it good for our health? 

‘Observational studies report vegans have significantly lower 
BMIs, along with cholesterol and glucose levels, compared with 
omnivores,’ says HFG nutrition editor Amanda Ursell. ‘But we 
can’t always make like-for-like comparisons as vegans may 
also be making other healthy lifestyle choices, such as limiting 
processed foods, not smoking or drinking alcohol.’ 

Centring any diet on fruit and veg, pulses, wholegrains and 
unsaturated fats is undoubtedly healthy, but before simply 
removing meat, dairy and eggs from your plate you need to look 
out for crucial nutrition shortfalls. ‘If raising children on a vegan 
diet, also bear in mind that plant-based foods may contain fewer 
calories per gram,’ says Amanda. ‘We need to make sure children 
get enough energy from their daily diet, so if in doubt, seek 
help from a registered dietitian or registered nutritionist.’   

THE HEALTH BENEFITS
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prep 10 min + soaking  
cook 25 min + standing serves 4

 vegan  gluten free   
 dairy free

1 cauliflower, cut into florets
1tbsp olive oil
1tsp cumin seeds
4 cardamom pods, bruised
3 cloves
1 star anise
1 bay leaf
2cm cinnamon stick
Pinch ground mace
2 garlic cloves, crushed
2cm piece fresh ginger, grated
½ tsp ground turmeric
Large pinch dried chilli flakes
1tsp garam masala
2 parsnips, cut into small chunks
200g butternut squash, peeled 

and cut into small chunks
100g French beans, trimmed and 

cut into 2–3cm lengths
10 radishes, halved
100g mushrooms, cut into quarters
200g cooked or canned  

chickpeas
100g cooked spinach, chopped
50g cashews, soaked in plenty of 

cold water for 4 hr
50g raisins, soaked in hot water for 

at least 30 min
Pinch saffron, soaked in 2tbsp  

hot unsweetened almond milk 
for at least 30 min

1tbsp each chopped fresh 
coriander and mint, to garnish

1 Blitz the cauliflower florets to 
form ‘rice’ in a food processor  
(or use a grater), then set aside.
2 Heat the oil in a large pan over  
a gentle heat, then add the cumin 
seeds, cardamom pods, cloves, star 
anise, bay leaf, cinnamon and 
mace. Cook for a few min, then add 
the garlic, ginger, turmeric, chilli 
flakes and garam masala and cook 
for another 1 min.
3 Add the parsnips and squash,  
stir well and cover the pan. Cook 

for 10 min, then add the beans, 
radishes and mushrooms. Cover 
and cook for another 5 min.
4 Add the chickpeas, spinach and 
cauliflower rice. Drain the cashew 
nuts and add to the pan. Turn up the 
heat and cook for 5 min, stirring well 
to prevent sticking.
5 Drain the raisins and squeeze  
out any excess moisture. Add to the
pan with the saffron milk. Season 
well with freshly ground black 
pepper, then fold through.  
Cover and stand for 10 min.
6 Sprinkle with chopped coriander 
and mint, then serve.

5
PER SERVING

316kcal 12.7g fibre
12.7g fat 14.3g protein
2.2g saturates 0.1g salt
39.7g carbs 194mg calcium
20.8g sugars 5.4mg iron

The ingredients list looks 
long, but it’s mainly the 

array of spices used to make the 
dish fragrant. A good quality curry 
paste could be used instead. Feel 
free to substitute the vegetables  
for whatever you have to hand.

BIRYANI
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TOFU ADOBO
prep 10 min + draining  
cook 35 min serves 4

 vegan   dairy free

600g extra firm tofu
1tbsp rice bran oil
5 garlic cloves, sliced
500ml very low salt vegetable 

stock
50ml tamari
50ml rice or coconut vinegar 
3tsp coarsely ground black 

peppercorns
3 bay leaves
150g french beans, trimmed
1tsp coconut sugar
1tsp cornflour
2 spring onions, chopped

Cooking meat with  
vinegar is the traditional  

‘adobo’ method of cooking in the 
Philippines. We’ve simply swapped 
the meat for tofu. For a heartier  

meal, serve with rice or 
cauliflower couscous. 

PER SERVING

180kcal 3.2g fibre
9g fat 15.6g protein
2.4g saturates 2.2g salt
9g carbs 197mg calcium
3.7g sugars 2.6mg iron

1 Heat the oven to 220°C/fan 
200°C/gas 7.
2 Cut the tofu into 1cm thick slices, 
then cut the slices in half and leave 
them on kitchen paper for about  
1 hr until the excess water has been 
absorbed. Transfer to a baking tray 
lined with non-stick baking paper 
and roast for about 30 min, turning 
the tofu pieces over halfway through, 
so they’re browned all over.
3 Meanwhile, heat the oil in a large 
pan. Add the garlic and cook for  
1 min, then add the stock, tamari, 
vinegar, ground pepper and  
bay leaves. Bring to the boil, then 
simmer for about 20 min until  
the sauce has slightly reduced  
and thickened.

4 Add the beans, sugar and 
browned tofu and simmer for 
another 5 min.
5 Mix the cornflour with a little  
water and stir into the sauce. Cook 
for 1 min to thicken the mixture. 
Sprinkle with the chopped spring 
onions to serve.



ANIMAL-DERIVED 
FOODS provide 
many essential 
nutrients, so 
following a vegan 

diet could put you at a higher risk 
of deficiencies if you don’t take 
active steps to replace them. These 
are the key ones:

VITAMIN B12 
Essential for a healthy immune and 
nervous system. It’s crucial to 
maintain intakes as symptoms of  
a B12 deficiency may not show until 
it’s too late, at which point we can 
be left with irreversible nerve 
damage. It’s found in meat, fish, 
dairy and eggs, but the only reliable 
sources of B12 in a vegan diet are 
fortified foods and supplements.
Plant-based solutions Include 
a fortified product, such as 
breakfast cereal or soya milk, or 
nutritional yeast flakes and yeast 
extracts such as Marmite at every 
meal. If you take a supplement, 
stick to doses below 2,000mcg. 

IRON
Lack of iron can cause iron deficiency 
anaemia and make us tired, stressed 
and unable to concentrate. As well 
as meat and other animal foods 

such as fish and eggs, it’s found in 
plant-based foods (although the type 
in plant-based foods is absorbed 
less well). By planning carefully, you 
can reach daily recommended iron 
intakes with a vegan diet.
Plant-based solutions Sources 
include dark leafy green veg, 
wholemeal bread and flour, fortified 
cereals, beans, lentils and nuts 
(cashews offer the most iron gram 
for gram), pine nuts and sesame 
seeds. Vitamin C helps aid iron 
absorption from plant foods, while 
compounds in tea can hinder it. So 
swap tea for a small glass of orange 
juice with your fortified cereal, for 
example, and have some berries 
after a peanut butter sandwich. 
Getting into a good place with iron 
before you switch to a plant-based 
diet is a really good idea, as once 
you become anaemic through a 
lack of iron you can’t top up with 
food alone. See your GP to get a 
blood test – if you’re bordering on 
low iron status you can plan by 
taking supplements before cutting 
out red meat, for example.
 
CALCIUM 
This is all about building and 
maintaining healthy bones. Dairy is 
a good source but not the only one.  

Plant-based solutions Nuts and 
fortified alternatives to milk are 
your biggest ally (see Four ideas  
to steal right now! on p30). Dried 
ready-to-eat apricots and figs also 
provide calcium, or try tahini 
(sesame seed paste), thinned 
slightly with water to drizzle over 
salads. Chickpeas provide some 
calcium, too, making hummus with 
bread a good snacking choice.

OMEGA-3 FATTY ACIDS
These polyunsaturated fats are 
especially vital for regulating blood 
clotting, brain and heart health  
and controlling inflammation. It’s 
the long-chain fats EPA and DHA 
(eicosapentaenoic and 
docosahexaenoic acid) that have 
the most direct health benefits. 
These are found in oily fish such as 
mackerel, salmon and sardines.
Plant-based solutions Short-
chain fats called ALA (alphalinolenic 
acid) are found mainly in rapeseed 
and flaxseed oils, nuts such as 
walnuts, pecans and hazelnuts, 
seeds such as pumpkin seeds, soya 
and soya products, and green leafy 
veg. ALAs can be converted into 
long-chain fats but only small 
amounts are formed from plant 
food sources. You could consider  
a plankton-based supplement – it’s 
the plankton fish eat that makes 
them so rich in omega-3s. 

TOP MINERALS TO INCLUDE
Zinc from bread and cereal 
products such as wheatgerm and 
fortified breakfast cereals
Iodine Sea vegetables like edible 
seaweed (take care when pregnant, 
breastfeeding, weaning and  
in childhood because levels in 
some seaweed could be harmful).  
Vitamin D, which is only found in 
a small number of foods, such as 
eggs. Consider a daily supplement 
containing 10mcg.

THREE WORDS OF CAUTION…

junk food  
Products labelled as 
being vegan-friendly 
may still be high in 
calories, sugar and/or 
fat, so read labels as 
you would with any 
other product. 

coconut oil  
Often assumed to be 
healthier than other 
oils, it contains more 
saturated fat than any 
other type. Use all oils 
in moderation, but 
push coconut oil to 
the back of the queue!

help from  
a registered dietitian 
or registered 
nutritionist if you 
have a compromised 
immune system,  
are pregnant or 
breastfeeding. 

KEY NUTRIENTS YOU COULD BE MISSING
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prep 15 min cook 20 min serves 4
 vegan 
 gluten free   dairy free

1tbsp rice bran oil
3 garlic cloves, crushed
1 onion, chopped
200g tempeh, cut into thin slices
1 small cauliflower, cut into florets
100g edamame beans (you can 

buy these frozen)
2 tomatoes, skinned and chopped
1tsp tamarind paste
1tsp palm sugar
For the chilli paste
4 dried and 4 fresh red chillies
1 red onion, chopped
1 tbsp capers
2 tomatoes, skinned and chopped

1 Blend all the chilli paste 
ingredients in a food processor.
2 Heat the oil in a large non-stick 
frying pan or wok, add the garlic 
and onion and cook for 1 min. Add 
the chilli paste and bring up to  
a simmer. Cook for about 10 min, 
then season well with freshly 
ground black pepper.
3 Add the tempeh, cauliflower 
florets, beans, tomatoes and  
100ml water, turn up the heat  
and stir-fry for a few min, making 
sure the sauce doesn’t catch.  
Cover and cook over a gentle heat 
for 5 min or until the cauliflower  
is just cooked.
4 Stir in the tamarind paste and 
palm sugar before serving.

 

CAULIFLOWER AND TEMPEH SAMBAL

3
PER SERVING

227kcal 9.1g fibre
8.2g fat 18.1g protein
0.9g saturates 0.3g salt
20.6g carbs 128mg calcium
13.3g sugars 3.5mg iron

Recipes from  
Leon Fast & Free 
by Jane Baxter 
and John 
Vincent (Conran, 
£25). Photos:
Tamin Jones 

Sambal is an 
Indonesian chilli sauce 

and it’s truly explosive. Cut 
down the number of chillies 
used if you don’t like it too hot!
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