The Other Side of Vegetarianism

By: Betsy Bearden


Do you remember what prompted you to take on a vegetarian lifestyle (if you are a vegetarian, that is) and then face the family with the news? I do. It’s the kind of moment when everyone is sitting at the dinner table, and you are looking at the huge platter of beef liver smothered in onions thinking I just can’t do this anymore. As the plate is being passed to you, you finally find the courage and blurt it out, “I can’t eat that anymore. I’ve decided to become a vegetarian!” At that moment someone gasps and snorts milk out their nose, a fork drops and bounces off the floor, and the room gets totally silent for what seems an eternity—then all heck breaks loose. 


It was way back in the ‘70s for me, when I visited a cattle farm. I was about 12 or so. (Ok, those of you who know me can add a few more years to that.) Given the fact that vegetarianism has been around since the beginning of time, even in the ‘70s it was still a little hard to come forth with it. 

Siblings turn their back on you, and your mother starts walking around, wringing her hands and asking, “What are we going to do? What did I ever do to deserve this?” Your father blames it on the “Hippie Movement,” and your grandparents are convinced it is just some passing phase: “She will come to her senses and grow out of it.” But then someone asks the big question, “You want to be a vegetarian? Just what are you going to eat?” 

That is so funny! I can’t believe how many times throughout the years I have been asked that question: What do vegetarians eat? Oh … we eat vinyl, rocks, socks—hemp. What do people think vegetarians eat? I guess that is a legitimate question. See, vegetarians have a network of inside information non-vegetarians are not privy to. We know stuff—stuff like tofu, TVP, tempeh, and how to grill a mean slab of tofu and make it taste like a pork chop … well, almost. Yes, our society has come so far since 1971. It is more widely acceptable to be a vegetarian these days; or is it?


Let’s fast forward to 2008. My friend’s daughter recently turned 18, and she dropped the “V” bomb on her mother the other day. Same scenario as the dinner table I have described above, but with a different focus. The focus is not that of embarrassment and what will we tell the family, but more on how will you get the proper nutrition you need such as the proper amount of protein from a vegetarian diet. 


We have become as a nation, more health conscious than ever, yet we the people of the United States of America are among the most obese people due to sedentary and fast-food- based lifestyles. Not to mention that many prepared foods contain high fructose corn syrup. What’s up with that? There are healthy alternatives and safer alternatives. My friend’s daughter chose to become vegetarian because all the meat and poultry recalls of late are frightening. She is also appalled with the inhumane way in which the animals are treated. But that’s enough about that. 


So now that we’ve come clean with it, where does that leave the other side? We have made the decision to change our lifestyle, but how does that affect the people around us? A main staple of my diet is soy, and tofu is a great source of protein. I have a nephew (who shall remain nameless, but you know who you are!) who is terrified of tofu. I honestly believe he thinks if he ingests ½ an ounce of tofu, that he will turn green and begin speaking in tongues or something. I am not kidding: He is mortally afraid of it! 
And then we have my brothers … bless their hearts. One of them has stated that he had rather eat toe-gum than to-fu. So there you have it. I am practically banned from bringing a covered dish to any special occasion. “That looks good, but what’s in it?” 


Once people work through the acronym SARA, (shock, anger, rejection, acceptance) things settle down. Both my mother and mother-in-law send me vegetarian recipes they clip from magazines, and they have catered to our needs with delicious casseroles and veggie side dishes, and in the interim, they have acquired a healthier diet themselves.  


It’s funny—I have found that there are two types of people: Those who will accept that you are vegetarian and those who won’t. When I was working as a reporter in a small town, the owner of a local sporting goods store was standing in line behind me at a popular diner. While I was placing my order, he realized I didn’t eat meat. His reaction was extremely interesting, as if I was on some covert operation and would be bringing in the PETA militia to shut his store down because he was pro-meat and definitely anti-vegetarian! 

On the other hand, I have an elderly neighbor who asked for a copy of my vegetarian cookbook. She was so sweet and sincere when she looked me straight in the eyes and said, “You know, I don’t eat a lot of meat anymore because I know it’s not good for you. I have practically become a “vastatarian” myself.” I love it!


My mother and one of my nieces, Michelle, have “converted” but you will have to overlook the bacon and pepperoni pizza in Mama’s freezer. She’s 84, so I guess there are some things a person just won’t give up.  But it really must be challenging for the die-hard, non-converts who invite us to dinner, because they really don’t know what vegetarians eat, or what to feed us. Throughout the years, Steven and I have never walked away from any of our family or friends table unsatisfied, even if we just ate a potato salad sandwich and potato chips. 

So please don’t apologize if you sit across the table from us enjoying your burgers, ham, or turkey. We honestly don’t care. But just as my friend worries about her daughter’s nutrition, our friends and relatives worry about us. There is the issue of proper nutrition, and getting the proper nutrition is certainly an area of concern. 


A 4 oz. hamburger pattie has 200 calories, 13.5g fat, 70 mg. cholesterol, and 22g protein. Firm tofu at 4 oz. has 88 calories, 5.3g fat, and 10g protein. When you combine the tofu with 4 oz. of brown rice, you are not only getting “complete” protein, but you have bumped it up to 13g protein. And just to take this a step further, if you add cheese to the tofu and rice combination, you have boosted your protein intake to almost 20-25 grams! And if you really want to get serious, 4 oz. of tofu is not really that much, so you can double that portion and still come out better than you would have with the hamburger! I hate to say this, but it’s really not rocket science.


It is very easy to get the proper amount of protein from a vegetarian diet. Just drop a handful of edamame into a spinach salad, and top it off with chopped walnuts, or chop up an egg and add that to the salad. Any bean and rice combination will do. A glass of soymilk with a peanut butter and jelly sandwich hits the spot every time. And there is always cheese! The possibilities are endless so I say: An abundance of great vegetarian cookbooks+ fresh organic veggies+ endless sources of vegetarian protein=Life Grocery.


And don’t forget to try the Tofurkey at Life Grocery.  It’s not just for Thanksgiving! 
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