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Introduction






First off, I am not a famous Chef with an
upscale restaurant and a following of knife and fork toting
patrons. I spent over 35 years as Manager/Director of IT (Computer
) Departments for large companies and government agencies. The
point being you don't have to be a major league baseball player to
know how to catch or hit that little white ball.

Then again my late father was a Chief Petty
Officer - Officers Mess on two U.S. Navy aircraft carriers. After
two years of WW II North Atlantic action on-board a submarine, he'd
had enough and turned to cooking. Being involved with the VFW,
American Legion and Elks he gave dinners for various functions, the
one most memorable to me was the annual dinner for children with
MD. After my mother left him, he forced/taught me to have dinner
almost ready by the time he got home from work. As an eleven year
old I just loved lighting the gas oven with a paper match, I swear
I still have arm hair that never grew back. Just the basics mind
you, peeling and boiling potatoes, frozen-canned veggies and
roasted chicken or oven baked pork chops.

One day I requested a basic cookbook from
our local library and you'd have thought I'd asked for a title on
nuclear physics the way the librarian gushed on with
recommendations, like I was a cooking prodigy. I never forgot the
first selection I made was Deviled Eggs, now some fifty years later
they are still a family hit, with much modification to the original
recipe.

Then I lived with Grandma (Mom's Mom) who
was born in Naples. Between Agnes and her sister Lena cooking and
baking Italian style was an art form. Their mother ran a little
food stand and sold to the local railroad workers, (Great
Grandfather worked for Pennsy Railroad). Aunt Lena helped to run
the local diner in the town where I grew up and several cousins
owned food stands at the Jersey Shore.

Point being, I've always cooked and grew up
surrounded by cooks, except for my mother, and still am the main
meal preparer for daily supper. With three lovely step-daughters,
I'm still the go to guy for cooking advice. Don't get me wrong
there have been some failures, but experience can help to rescue
even the worst of disasters.

Then suddenly things changed and almost
over- night, we became vegetarians and all those years of cooking
from intricate gourmet meals to quick and dirty suppers all went
out the window. All the time I spent watching over a thousand of
hours of TV cooking shows. From Julia Child and Jacques Pepin to my
man Emeril Lagasse and Mario Batali the lessons learned all seemed
to vaporize and just disappear. It was like I had to learn to cook
all over again, only good thing was I knew how to use spices and
herbs.

Youngest daughter Clarissa had become a
Vegan and for various health and some personal issues my wife
favored becoming a Vegetarian. Many years earlier I was a
vegetarian for about a year then gave it up. This time, for my
wife's sake and for better health, I made the commitment and
several years later still follow an almost full vegetarian
diet.

It is not my intent to preach or promote a
plant based diet, that is your decision. Nor is it my desire to
differentiate one type of vegetarianism over another. Some go all
Vegan, many are part-time vegetarians. There are also many types of
vegetarians; Pescatarian, Flexitarian, Lacto-ovo, Vegan, Raw Vegan,
Macrobiotic.

Pescatarian: Eat Fish

Flexitarian: Occasional meat

Lacto-ovo: Eat Eggs & Dairy

Lacto: No Eggs

Ovo: Eat Eggs

 

Vegan: Nothing with animal products

Raw Vegan: foods not heated above 115
degrees

Macrobiotic: Unprocessed Vegan foods,
especially

Asian vegetables

There are even further refinements to the
above terms, but my attitude is don't drive yourself nuts about it,
it's a philosophy or lifestyle not a dogmatic religious ritual.
After love and family there is eating. My wife often quotes her
grandfather "Eat to live, don't live to eat." I always liked the
old "The key to life is moderation!" Yet, I still have trouble with
banana splits, cigarettes and a good Cabernet Sauvignon.

Several of our family members are circling
around the edges and could be classified as Flexitarians. Youngest
is a vegan, my wife and I are basically Pescatarians, but I
occasionally slip to Flexitarian, mostly because I can't get by
with just fruit and cereal for breakfast. I just have to have
something with them hash-browns. Now that I've retired I'm doing
better. Another problem is lunch, when I spend hours out in the
garden and come in sweaty and dirty, it's so easy to slap some ham
and cheese on some bread, grab a coke and watch the DVR for a few
minutes before I go back outside. I try to stick to my favorites
such as canned tuna, sardines, salmon (super for anti-inflammation,
protein, calcium) or other canned fish, but lean boiled ham, thin
sliced Jarlsberg, sliced tomato on fresh rye is mighty tempting.
Supper is always vegetarian, no exceptions ever.

As cooking recipes are guides, where as
baking recipes are actually formulas, you can easily adjust my
cooking recipes. I try not to hold the guides to teaspoons or cups
of this and that, only you know what you like and how many people
you will feed. The recipes are all kitchen tested and I try to give
advice on how to change the list of ingredients to satisfy your
likes and dislikes.

Keep in mind types of pots and pans, cooking
sources and level of heat can vary any recipe.

If you are only looking for an occasional
meatless meal then you won't have any trouble, but if you are
attempting to create a strict vegetarian diet be sure to consult
all the various sources to key in on any particular requirements
you might need. In today's world there are endless sources on the
Internet. Just be careful who you take advice from, especially if
you have any specific medical problems. Always consult a qualified
medical expert. Keep in mind, many general MDs are not the best
source for vegetarian advice, find a doctor who knows the
benefits.

My wife has medical issues and some of the
medical advice she has received is to the left of a old time
medicine man. One thing that seems to worry a lot of people
starting with Vegetarianism is what are good sources of protein.
There are several Internet sites and books that can give you a
break- down on the vitamins, minerals, fiber and protein levels of
various vegetables, fruits and grains. One key is to know your
daily needs based on your age, height and weight. There are other
factors which include inflammation factors, sugars, fats, and
carbs. One of my favorite reference sites is
nutritiondata.self.com.

Again, for just the occasional veggie meal
not a problem, the challenge comes into play when you do it
everyday. Protein can easily be gained with the additional of
beans, dry or canned. I prefer the dry but it does take soaking
overnight and a lot of simmering to get the little guys soft. It's
like spices and herbs, when I can walk out to my herb garden and
pluck some fresh Rosemary, Thyme or Basil, I do it, but in the dead
of a snowy Jersey winter, I don't have a problem grabbing the dry
stuff. Unless you are like my late mother who bought some spices in
1968 and still had them in 2005! After a year or two they do lose
their potency.

The key is not to become frustrated, don't
over complicate it. Keep an eye on dark leafy veggies and beans and
you almost can't go wrong. Have some fun with it, if you're eating
more veggies and less fatty meats, then it's all good.

As I said the recipes are a guide or
suggestion not hard and fast rules. Make them your own and change
them at will. It is assumed you know how to cook and I'm not about
to insult your intelligence. Following is my general rule for
cooking main dishes for two or three people. When we first
converted to vegetarian suppers I found myself not always as full
as I would like to be. That is part of the adjustment as your body
says "Hey, where is the meat?" Fortunately you can eat some extra
broccoli or spinach and not feel guilty, just watch the oils and
carbs. Personally I'd worry about adjusting to vegetarian first,
then zero in on reduced calories. Avocados are a favorite, a 230 g
serving has 5 g Protein, 34% Vitamin C, 63% Fiber but also 384
calories.

If you're anything like me you grew up with
certain vegetable prejudices. Me eating and liking Kale, Swiss
Chard, Mangoes, Sweet Potatoes, thought it would never happen, but
it did. Still have my hate list, Brussels Sprouts are banned from
our house and not too crazy about Cauliflower either. I am sure if
you like them you can adjust a recipe to use them. Keep in mind the
idea is not to bury any veggie in butter and cheese, that defeats
the purpose. As I am allergic to Cilantro it does not appear in any
recipe. You can of course add it if you like.

General Guide for common ingredients:

Onions: Large white or yellow, normally I
use a quarter to a third, finely diced. Grandma always used the
little yellows but I find them too strong. Be careful with the
large whites, quite often they are mishandled in shipment, arrive
and are stacked at the supermarket damp and get moldy very fast,
look for dark spots when buying.

Garlic: If you are feeling lazy or rushed,
minced in a jar works well, but fresh does have better value and
taste. I would normally use only two cloves, smashed and minced.
Careful not to burn it, ugh!

Celery: I use organic and trimmed, it's up
to you. If it is a soup I use about four stalks (each 6 - 8")
long.

Diced fine. For a main dish usually two
stalks are sufficient.

Carrots: I love organic baby carrots. Quick
dice of about 5 or 6 usually suffices any main dish. For soup I
might up it to 7 or 8, rough chop.

Olive Oil: to sauté use Virgin Olive Oil.
For salad dressing or to drizzle for flavor and moisture use Extra
Virgin Olive Oil, good quality. Don't fry anything in EVOO, smokes
and ruins the oil.

Tomatoes: I use fresh whenever possible. It
seems year after year there is more evidence that canned tomatoes
may not be such a healthy choice as the can lining can react with
the Tomato product and thus unwanted chemicals enter our bodies
when we eat them.

Basic Vegetable Stock: You can of course buy
it ready-made, but I find even organic can have extra unwanted
ingredients, not to mention the cost.

Celery : 6 stalks cut each into thirds.

Carrots: 8 or 10 baby carrots, whole or in
half

Onion: Large white or yellow cut in
quarters

Pepper: 5-10 whole or cracked pepper
corns

Salt: Tsp fine sea salt, optional

Water: gallon of cold (filtered
optional)

Bring to boil, reduce and simmer for about
1.5 to 2 hours, don't go beyond two hours. Strain and chill as soon
as possible for safety.

Flavoring: You can add fresh or dry spices
and herbs such as Bay Leaves, Rosemary or Thyme for instance to the
basic stock. Trouble is now you have "flavored" stock that might
not go with the meal you are making that night. Just give it some
thought before you spend all that time making the stock. Of course
you can just skip the stock all together and use water, but you
won't get the balanced flavor and the meal can become flat.
Especially when you are in your conversion to vegetarian period
your palette needs some extra enticement.

I usually make a half-gallon pitcher for
weekly use, experts claim 3 to 5 days in fridge is safe. I freeze
the rest. I've heard of people using ice-cube trays and pop them
out when needed, no comment. I use freezer quality glass or plastic
containers, I don't mean left over Chinese food or Ricotta cheese
containers. Remember to leave a bit of space in container for
expansion of liquid when it freezes. Invest in good quality
containers like Pyrex or Corning. Don't freeze in container too
large for a one time defrost and use. It takes some time but before
you know it, you'll develop a routine and it won't seem like such a
task. You are doing it all for better health. Just don't go to your
home office and surf the Internet while the stock is on the stove
and forget about it like I usually do.

As a Novice Vegetarian your concern should
be adjusting to meals without meat. Don't mentally try and
substitute a certain veggie for the meat just ignore the spot on
your plate where the meat usually resided. To use an old Jersey
saying "fogetaboutit!" Don't treat the experience as a diet plan
either, the pounds won't come pouring off, especially if you have a
hard time not adding fats, like butter, sour cream, high calorie
oils. Over time, you are bound to shed some weight, and that's the
type of loss that stays off. If you are like me, it takes a while
to adjust, especially after all those years of talking to a
drive-up speaker to order your lunch.

It won't hit you all of a sudden, but over a
period of time eating meatless suppers, you should notice that you
do feel better physically. Eliminating unwanted chemicals and fat
should gain you a positive mental outlook.

Happy Veggies !


Kale






There has been a lot of talk in recent years
regarding Kale. Some call it the super food, the magic green or
others just say yuck! Anderson Cooper of CNN's Anderson Cooper 360
has a popular segment called the Ridiculist. He had a story
regarding a billion dollar fast food chain who is suing some poor
guy from Vermont who prints T-shirts for money for his family. One
such T-shirt reads "Eat More Kale". The chicken sandwich chain
objects to his t-shirt saying it is too close to their advertising
slogan "Eat More Chicken".

As a follow up Mr. Cooper admitted he didn't
even know what Kale was, so his staff bombarded him with many
forms, such as Kale chips. I have tried Kale chips, along with
other organic chips such as carrot and beet chips. I have to admit
I did not find them too delicious.

If you are after ingredients to help you
adjust to becoming more vegetation you have to be careful you don't
eat something because it is very healthy else the taste will send
you running back to unhealthy eating. In the case of Kale it may be
worth the extra effort, a lot of it is in the preparation and not
to over do the amount consumed, especially at first. My parents
were Scotch drinkers said it's an acquired taste. To me it was like
Cilantro and brussel sprouts, I can't be in the same room with
their aroma.

It can be a bit bitter and in my opinion
needs to be cooked well. I use it in soups and will simmer it along
with a grain like Quinoa. Keep in mind it is not like Spinach that
will wilt in a few minutes, it can take some time for Kale to
become tender. Make sure you trim off the stalks and the veins in
the leaves so you end up with just the curly leaf portion. If you
are making a soup like my Kale and Mushroom soup, only use a small
amount if it is your first time eating Kale. Instead of using my
normal 3-4 cups of Kale leaves, try 1 or 2. When I say cups I mean
enough chopped Kale leaves to fit into a DRY cup, slightly packed
down. If you have a good veggie stock and add salt and pepper to
taste you should make it palatable. If you need a reason to try
Kale: Based on 1 Cup chopped -RAW 33 Calories Daily Requirement %:
206% vitamin A, 134% vitamin C, 9% Calcium, 6% Iron, 684% vitamin
K, 10 % Copper, 26% Manganese, strong anti-inflammatory

Make sure that
you rinse it well and using salted water will help to remove soil
and pesticide residues (if not Organic grown). As with any change
in diet, you should always consult with a medical expert before
hand especially if you are under a physician’s care for a medical
condition. In the case of Kale, it has an extremely high vitamin K
content and can react with certain medications such as
anti-coagulants.

There are other such greens that carry high
nutrition. Swiss Chard, Spinach, Collard Greens Mustard Greens,
Romaine Lettuce, Arugula.


Broccoli






One of our former Presidents hated Broccoli
and got a lot of media heat for his confession. When I was a child
and teen I would have agreed with him. Then years later as a
gardener I grew it and realized that fresh is very good and if you
don't cook it to death like my family did, it is excellent.

I have seen many people, especially in
restaurants have it buried in butter and cheese, an old piece of
tire would probably taste good smothered in calories and
cholesterol. Some people only use the head or florets, personally I
prefer the stalks, peeled of course, they have a sweeter nuttier
flavor. Either way try it with just salt and pepper.

Raw versus cooked. As an organic gardener I
can't eat it raw because I've seen what crawls on it, not to
mention when it is at least placed into boiling water for a minute
or two it sets the chlorophyll and turns it a brilliant green
rather than the slickly blue color. There are arguments on both
sides of the fence, some scientists claim raw is better for it's
cancer fighting properties others claim cooked has advantages. You
have to decide for yourself. Daily requirement %: (Based on 1 cup)
Raw 31 Calories, 135% Vitamin C, 11% Vitamin A, 4 % Calcium, 4%
Iron.

The above nutritional data was gathered from
six sources. There seems to be conflict as to the exact amounts but
these are the most common. Some sources claim the same nutrients
with cooked and raw, that of course is illogical. Others show raw
cup, cooked 1/2 cup or so many stalks, it's like apples and
avocados. The best I can determine is cooking reduces the
nutrients, for instance I've found Raw would have 135% Vitamin C
where as cooked it drops to 84%.

Then again, what's cooked, two minutes or
four hours? The best advice I found is a quick blanching (my
method) or quick steam (Microwave) is preferred. One thing is
obvious overcooking depletes nutrients, that’s why Grandma's
Broccoli always tasted like boiled paper towels.


Beans






They often get a bad rap because of the,
ahem, gas, they can produce once digested. Black, Pinto and
Black-eyed peas are relatively easier to digest and should have
minimal effect where as the Whites (Navy, Great Northern), Split
Peas and brown Lentils are harder to digest.

Soaking dry beans helps to release the gas
causing agents not to mention it helps them cook faster. There are
many methods of soaking. I like quick and simple. Rinse the beans a
few times, place in tight fitting container fill until beans are
covered with cold water, place in frig overnight. You should see
the plastic lid lifting up the next day, that is the gas being
released. Toss out the soaking water! Quick rinse in cold water
before using. Canned beans need to be rinsed because of the salt
and anything else added to the beans. They will be more gassy
because they are not fresh. Concentrating on the benefits, such as
a main source of protein when going vegetarian or reducing meat
intake.
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