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This book is dedicated to Sarah. You are my person.
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Great food . . . in a hurry


Life really is busy, isn’t it?! We are all speeding around, trying our best to cook and eat healthily and feed our bodies what they need. But it’s all too easy to let things slip when time is short and you need a good meal on the table quickly.


I am in a hurry. Most of the time.


So that’s why I’m really excited about this new collection of refined sugar-free recipes – which are completely yummy. I’ve loved working with my team to develop these simple recipes that taste great and keep me and my family healthy and happy. The good news is that the ingredients don’t cost the earth and the dishes don’t take long to prepare and cook.


There’s everything here from soups and salads and scrumptious suppers to the most delicious cakes and puddings for the occasional treat. I guarantee that my latest chocolate brownies are the moistest, squishiest ever.


So, let’s get it on and cook something up . . . in a hurry.
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I’ve learned so much since my first cookbook, 5 Weeks to Sugar-Free. I’m loving cooking more and more – and I’m passionate about providing good healthy food for my family.


But OMG there’s a bewildering amount of advice out there now. It seems like not only dietitians and chefs but also a whole gang of bloggers and home cooks are on Instagram and Twitter, telling us what and what not to eat, giving us their version of the latest superfood diet and what to do about yo-yoing blood sugar.


Good food doesn’t have to involve crazy hard-to-find, expensive ingredients and huge amounts of time in the kitchen boiling up mysterious concoctions. Much as I love food and my family, I just don’t have hours to spend on cooking.


I want fast, I want tasty, I want healthy.


Most of the recipes in this book don’t involve chopping and stirring for hours and they use ingredients that you can find in most supermarkets. Yes, in the Weekend Specials chapter there are some recipes that take a bit longer, but that’s mostly allowing time for meat to marinate to melting tenderness or for a stew to bubble its way to deliciousness in the oven. That means once you’ve done some speedy prep you can go off for a walk, a bike ride with the kids or even grab some me time, knowing that you’ll come back to a fab meal.



 


What’s important . . .


I’m not a scientist or a food expert, but I’ve found out so much from working on these books with great cooks and nutritionists. I’m convinced that preparing your own meals from food that is as fresh and unprocessed as possible is what really counts. That way you know exactly what you’re eating and you can control your portions and your salt and sugar intake.


Try to avoid convenience foods such as ready meals, prepared sauces and shop-bought cakes and biscuits. Buy stuff that’s had as little done to it as possible and you’ll save money too. But that doesn’t mean you can’t use foods such as frozen peas and cans of beans and tomatoes, even ready-cooked quinoa and rice. They deserve a place in everyone’s larder and they’re great for getting a super-quick meal on the table – you’ll see them crop up quite often in the recipes in this book for speed’s sake.


Just get into the habit of checking the ingredients of anything you buy in a packet or tin. For example, look for cans of beans without added salt and sugar.


Nourishing food is a way of investing in yourself and your family. You’re storing up good health for the future. Health problems might start later in life, but the damage can be done much earlier, and it’s never too soon to start healthy eating. If you lay down the right habits for your children while they’re young, they’re more likely to eat well as they grow up.




Great reasons to eat well and cut down on refined and processed foods


• Helps you look younger and feel better – it just does!


• Helps build a strong body and maintain health.


• Helps you deal with stress and prevents energy dips.


• Helps you sleep properly and perform well the next day. If you don’t sleep well you’re more likely to crave junk food and get overweight.






 




Blood sugar, clean eating and superfoods – the lowdown


So everyone is talking about blood sugar now – and the rise in diabetes. I didn’t really understand it all completely so I’ve talked to people who do. I’ve been back to Fiona, my lovely nutritionist, to get the lowdown on that and other things I’m not clear about.


D: Can you explain the whole blood sugar thing to me?


F: We all need some sugar – or glucose to be technically correct – in our blood because it supplies energy to the cells around the body, but the amount of glucose needs to be tightly controlled. Too much is bad news, but so is too little and the body has sophisticated mechanisms to control the levels.


During the digestive process, carbohydrates (like bread, rice and fruit) need to be broken down into glucose before they can be absorbed into the blood. After eating carbs, levels of glucose in the blood start to rise and once this happens the body responds by producing the hormone insulin, which takes glucose out of the blood into the cells, where it can be used for energy. Glucose levels in the blood then start to fall again. Any glucose that isn’t used for energy by the cells is converted into something called glycogen and is stored – some in the muscles and some in the liver – but the rest is converted to fat, which is stored around the body.


When blood glucose drops below a certain level the body responds by producing another hormone called glucagon, which triggers the conversion of glycogen stored in the muscles into glucose. This is then released back into the bloodstream restoring levels to normal – that’s how blood glucose levels are maintained at a normal range between meals.


D: So when I feel a bit weak and wobbly is that my blood sugar? And what do I do when I feel like that? It’s tempting to reach for a chocolate bar, but I know that’s bad!


F: When blood glucose levels start to drop, which is a condition called hypoglycaemia, you start to feel weak, wobbly and hungry. Other symptoms include poor concentration, dizziness and headaches and this is your body’s way of telling you that you need to eat. There are couple of things you can do to reduce the risk of hypoglycaemia. The first is



to eat little and often – have three small meals with a couple of healthy snacks in between. The second is to make sure you choose what nutritionists call ‘slow release’ or low GI carbs (smart carbs). These are carbohydrates that are digested and converted into glucose slowly so they produce a slow, steady supply of glucose into the bloodstream over a longer period of time. This way your blood has just enough glucose to keep it happy – not too much, not too little.


The Glycaemic Index is a term used to describe how quickly a carbohydrate is digested and converted into glucose in the blood. High GI carbs, like French bread, chips and mashed potato, are broken down into glucose very quickly so they cause a rapid spike in blood sugar levels, causing the body to respond by producing a big slug of insulin.


Low GI carbs, such as lentils or porridge oats, are digested and converted into sugar more slowly so they produce a gentle rise in blood sugar. This means that the body doesn’t need to produce so much insulin to restore levels to normal.


D: So is the fact that so many people have a high GI diet why diabetes is getting to be so common?


F: Diabetes is certainly increasing and at an alarming level. About four million people in the UK now have diabetes (figures from Diabetes UK).


There are two types of diabetes – type 1 and type 2. Type 1 is more common in younger people and occurs when the pancreas stops producing insulin. The reason why this happens is not fully understood, but people with type 1 diabetes require regular insulin injections.


But 90 per cent of people with diabetes have type 2 diabetes, which is becoming more and more common, and experts believe this is probably due to lifestyle factors – obesity, lack of exercise and a poor diet. Unlike people with type 1 diabetes, people with type 2 produce some insulin, but either they are unable to produce enough or the body doesn’t respond to the insulin produced in the way it should – a condition called insulin resistance. One theory is that if you eat a high GI diet your pancreas is constantly having to produce insulin to bring blood glucose back to normal levels and after a period of time it simply becomes worn out.


When the body can’t produce enough insulin or it becomes resistant to insulin, glucose can’t get into the cells and the level of glucose in the blood starts to rise. This can cause damage to blood vessels, nerves, eyes and kidneys and increase the risk of heart disease and stroke. The exact cause of insulin resistance is unknown but obesity – particularly excess fat around the waist – and inactivity are thought to be the primary causes.


Several studies have shown that lack of exercise increases the risk of insulin resistance and type 2 diabetes, but the good news is that physical activity/exercise helps to improve the body’s ability to use/respond to insulin.


The muscles use more glucose than any other tissues in the body. When muscles are active they burn their stored glucose for energy and refill their stores with glucose taken from the blood, which helps to keep blood glucose levels in balance. Exercise also helps the muscles absorb glucose without the need for insulin so the more muscle your body has, the more glucose it can burn to control blood glucose levels


D: What’s the best way of eating to keep my blood sugar under control?


F: Eat little and often, choose smart carbs and cut out refined foods such as white sugar, white flour and so on. Watch your portion size, keep your weight within the ideal range and keep active.


D: I keep hearing about ‘clean eating’ – what does it mean?


F: Clean eating means eating foods that are as close to the way that nature delivers them as possible. It doesn’t mean cutting out wheat, gluten, or dairy; eating only raw or alkaline foods or food combining or balancing ‘macros’. Eating ‘clean’ simply means basing your diet around wholefoods that are unprocessed or minimally processed, in season and as much as possible locally grown and organic. Heavily processed foods are usually foods that have been stripped of their nutrients, stuffed full of additives and extra salt, sugar or fats. You don’t need a degree in nutrition to know that these foods can’t be good for you and aren’t the best way of fuelling your body.


D: What are superfoods?


F: To be honest, the term superfood has become a bit of a marketing gimmick. Although there’s no legal or scientific definition of a superfood, most nutrition experts would define a superfood as any food that delivers an impressive amount of particular vitamins, minerals, antioxidants, phytochemicals, dietary fibre or healthy fats. They are foods that are known to help protect against a whole host of diseases, including cancer and heart disease as well as dementia and other diseases associated with ageing.


Superfoods don’t have to be expensive or exotic – a carrot is a superfood. In fact most fruit and vegetables could be called superfoods. You’ll find plenty of superfoods in the recipes in this book.






 




Sugar!


Sugar is the big concern. The latest guidelines from the World Health Organisation say that our intake of free sugars (that means added sugars, not the natural sugar in foods such as fruit and milk) should be under ten per cent of our total calorie intake. Ideally it should be below five per cent – or about six teaspoons a day. And don’t forget that includes the sugar in foods such as chutneys, jams and sauces.


Avoid refined white sugar and when you do bake a sweet treat, use honey or dried fruit instead. Sweeten cakes with naturally sweet vegetables such as carrots and beetroot. This might sound odd at first, but they taste amazing – try the courgette cake or the carrot, apple and walnut cupcakes in the Sweet Things chapter. You’ll find that the less sugar you have the less you will crave.
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Tips to help you avoid refined sugar


• Check labels – watch out for foods that say they are ‘sugar free’ but contain artificial sweeteners. And look out for ‘low-fat’ foods, such as fruity yoghurts, that often contain lots of sugar.


• Stop eating savoury foods that contain sugar – such as ready-made sauces, canned soups and ketchup.


• Check the sugar content of some of the ‘healthy’ snacks such as energy bars. You’ll be surprised at how much many contain. Make your own snacks instead, using recipes in this book.


• When you feel like something sweet, try having a drink of water or a herbal tea first. Often when you think you’re hungry and want a snack you are actually just dehydrated. Once you’ve quenched your thirst the sweet craving may go away.


• If you still feel like something sweet, try having a small handful of nuts instead. They should sustain you and take away your desire for a sugar fix.
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Hurry up – make a plan


Planning is key. I can cope with shopping and I enjoy cooking but sometimes it’s the thinking what to have day after day that’s the hardest bit. And it’s easy to get stuck in a rut and just cook the same things over and over rather than trying something new. But if you think ahead and plan your week’s meals in advance not only do you reduce stress but it also helps you balance your diet.


Get the whole family involved and ask them what they would like to eat. Get them to look through this book and pick out the dishes they fancy! There are plenty of yummy soups and salads, tasty snacks – even my favourite nachos! – and filling main meals such as fish crumble, lamb kebabs and slow-cooked pork. We also have a fab collection of puddings and cakes that are sweetened with honey, fruit and even veg such as carrot and sweet potato. You’re going to love them. Eating well has never tasted so good. The recipes are quick to prepare. Some need a bit of time in the oven, but that’s fine as you can be getting on with something else while they’re cooking.


Healthy eating is more than just adding a banana to your breakfast or having a bit of lettuce with your supper. We all need to think more carefully about what we eat to make sure we have a good balanced diet, with plenty of fresh vegetables, good protein and healthy fats.


I find that a good way of tackling this is to keep a food diary for a couple of weeks and write down everything I eat – and I mean everything! I’ve been known to forget that bag of crisps I scoffed while waiting for a train or that chocolate bar I stole from the kids’ stash. If you really do write it all down, you can work out what your weak spots were, when you were tempted to eat junk and how you can improve your diet.


My 5-week plan


Cooking from the recipes in this book will help to keep you on the straight and narrow – avoiding sugar and refined carbs and eating plenty of smart carbs, veggies and good protein. If you want to calorie count, we’ve included calorie info on each page and there are full nutritional details at the end of the book, giving the carbohydrate, fat, protein, sugar and salt content of each recipe.


And if you want to lose weight, have a look at my 5-week plan at the back of the book for menus that will gradually reduce your calorie count and your sugar intake. We’ve made it easy for you!



 


What works for me . . .


• Avoid faddy diets – who’s got the time? Eat a wide range of good fresh foods with plenty of vegetables and whole grains and you won’t go far wrong.


• Eat whole dairy products. Go for whole milk and yoghurt, butter and cheese but in small amounts.


• Protein – include meat, fish, poultry, eggs and plant protein such as nuts and beans in your diet. Prepare them in healthy ways.


• Eat unrefined carbs. Carbohydrates are essential fuel for our brain, our nervous system and our organs. We need carbs in order to function so avoiding them altogether is not a sensible way of losing weight. Go for fibre-rich smart carbs such as beans, pulses, wholegrain bread and brown rice instead of white bread, white rice and pasta. Choose sweet potatoes rather than white.


• Avoid refined sugar. Sweeten cakes and puddings with honey or with naturally sweet fruit and vegetables.


• Watch your portions and don’t overeat. If you feel like eating more once you’ve finished your meal, wait a while and give your body a chance to digest your food. You’ll probably find you’re perfectly satisfied.


 




A few cooking notes


• Peel garlic, onions and other vegetables unless otherwise specified. The weights given in the ingredients lists are the peeled weight.


• Stock is easy to make and there’s a recipe in my 5 Weeks to Sugar-Free book, but for speed’s sake use the good ready-made fresh stocks you can buy in supermarkets now. Heat the stock first before adding it to your other ingredients – saves lots of time.


• I like to use free-range chicken and eggs whenever I can, but that’s your call.
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Light Meals and Soups


Red pepper toasties


Cheesy pea fritters with roasted cherry tomatoes
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