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INTRODUCTION


‘It ain’t the fat, people, it ain’t the fat’


Professor Robert Lustig, The Bitter Truth


What would you say if I were to let you into a little-known way to quickly and easily make yourself look younger and thinner? There are side effects though: you’ll feel more happy and confident, your sleep will improve and you’ll no longer endure cravings for junk food.


Best of all, this change requires no financial investment, no pills and no expensive doctors.


Are you interested?


Okay, well, it’s simple. All you have to do is cut down on the amount of sugar you eat.


It may sound miraculous, but all of these things have happened to me in the two years that I’ve been off the white stuff. In 2012, I ate granola, sushi and sweets and drank sugary drinks such as cocktails, fresh juices and smoothies on



a regular basis. I thought I was having the time of my life. The only downside was, at a size 16, I was two or three dress sizes bigger than I am now, which often made me glum. Don’t misunderstand me, there’s nothing wrong with being a size 16 – we all know it’s the average dress size for a woman in the UK – but I didn’t really understand why I couldn’t drop inches. Sure I had a ‘sweet tooth’, but I exercised, I didn’t eat lots of crisps or fried foods, I never had rich or oily meals. What was going on? I thought that it was saturated fat that was bad for you, and that you could burn off the sugars you consumed if you were an active person, as I was.


Not so.


Eating a diet high in sugar wasn’t only wrecking my dreams of an hourglass figure. What I hadn’t twigged, back in the spring of 2012, was that what I was eating was also causing the fast-growing crop of fine lines on my face that I was accumulating in what seemed to be a very short period of time. Despite having never suffered with my skin before, in my late twenties and early thirties I’d begun suffering with acne and pigmentation. Aside from these visible changes, I was increasingly snappy, dogged by mood swings that would make me the life and soul of the party one minute, then grumpy, angry and upset the next. Although I have always been quite a sensitive soul, in my bad moods I never felt far away from dissolving into tears at the slightest provocation.


I put these mood swings down to the fact that I was tired.



Although I got off to sleep without any problem, I’d frequently wake in the middle of the night and sometimes stay awake for a couple of hours before managing to drop off just before I needed to get up in the morning.


Back then, it never dawned on me that my food intake had anything to do with all of this, or with the fact that my hormones were up the creek and I suffered painful irregular periods. I knew my weight was directly related to what I was eating, but those other symptoms… they couldn’t be to do with what I was eating, could they?


Of course they could; and indeed, they were. I know this because in June 2012, I cut the majority of sugar out of my diet and, within a matter of months, all of these things had remedied themselves.


I’m an unlikely pin-up for a healthy lifestyle. Throughout my teens and twenties I would have been the first at the bar after work ordering a bottle of nice white wine or a double gin and tonic. I’ve never been good on detoxes, juice cleanses or fad diets – although I have tried to cut out both bread and cheese before, with limited success. I also experimented with the Dukan Diet and managed to stay on it for about two weeks before going back to eating exactly as I had before.


In fact, I’ve always been rather famed for making bad decisions. At nine I decided to flush my sister’s beanbag frog down the loo. It was a smart move, until the beans swelled up and blocked the whole toilet. At 16 I decided to get a tattoo on



my ankle – without telling my parents – immediately before our family summer holiday. The ‘it’s a transfer’ fib soon got found out. At age 18 I packed myself off to university in Southampton because, being from the Sussex coast, I wanted to study in a city with a beach. Little did I know – until I arrived – that the picture in the university prospectus was actually of Bournemouth, which was 30 miles away. Southampton doesn’t have a beach.


But this low-sugar thing has been one of the best decisions I’ve made. Although it began as an experiment (a quick fix to get me in shape for summer) analysing the things I ate showed me one thing: the vast majority of my diet (including all the things I’d naively assumed were ‘healthy’) were actually very high in sugar. And that was before I started counting all of the things I was eating that I already knew weren’t healthy: my afternoon chocolate fix, the occasional piece of cake, the cans of Coca-Cola when I ‘needed energy’. Somewhere along the line, I’d gone very wrong.


If you’re reading this book, the likelihood is, you have too. Don’t feel bad, you’re in good company. There are more than 1 billion overweight adults worldwide, and 300 million of them are also clinically obese. In Britain, the 2012 NHS report ‘Statistics on obesity, physical activity and diet: England 2012’ found that, in 2010, more than one-quarter of all adults are obese. This figure has tripled since 1980.


The NHS says added sugars can safely make up about 10 per cent of our daily calorie intake – which equals 50 g or



12½ teaspoons a day for women and 70 g or a whopping 17½ teaspoons per day for men. While they make the usual disclaimers about their figures being dependent on people’s age, size and levels of activity, many researchers claim these figures should be much lower – around 6 teaspoons a day for women and 8 teaspoons for men.


However, the NHS also estimates that we’re actually eating 700 g of sugar a week on average – that’s a massive 175 teaspoons – and some figures claim that Britons consume an average of 238 teaspoons of sugar each week. It sounds an absurdly high figure, doesn’t it? Where would you even be getting all of those teaspoons of sweetness from? Especially if you try to live a healthy lifestyle, like I did.


The answer for many of us is processed food. It’s often filled with incredibly high levels of added sugar. Don’t believe me? A small pot of Rachel’s Organic Low-Fat Rhubarb Yogurt has 4½ teaspoons of sugar in it. Oats So Simple Apple and Blueberry Porridge has 4 teaspoons. Heinz Cream of Tomato Soup has 5 teaspoons. Half a big tin of Heinz Baked Beans has 2½ teaspoons. One Oats ’n Honey Nature Valley Granola Bar has 3 teaspoons. A 200 ml carton of pineapple juice has 6 teaspoons, and incredibly, a can of SlimFast contains 5½ teaspoons of sugar… And that’s before we start on the ‘treats’ most of us often allow ourselves – that can of Coca-Cola gives you energy because it contains 8 teaspoons of sugar. Likewise, that delicious bag of Haribo sweets is actually just



26 teaspoons of sugar, with assorted flavourings and gelatine thrown in. While my sister Natalie and I weren’t allowed to add sugar to our porridge or cornflakes while growing up, the Kellogg’s Frosties we were occasionally allowed were actually 37 per cent sugar. Ouch.


I could go on, but I am sure you get the picture.


So, how did we get here? When did all this stealth sugar start finding its way into our cupboards? I asked nutritional therapist Ian Marber (a renowned nutritional therapist and author of several books about healthy eating):


‘In the 1950s and 60s saturated fat came to be seen as “bad” – or fattening – because it contained nine calories per gram. At four calories per gram, carbohydrates (and sugar is a carbohydrate) began being seen as “good”. The thinking was, you could eat twice as many carbohydrates as fat. Then, a landmark study in the 1970s purported to show a link between consumption of saturated fat and levels of heart disease (this has since been refuted in subsequent studies).


Nevertheless, fat began being removed from processed foods, and sugar crept in to replace it. The benefits of eating good fats were seen as irrelevant. Sugar became seen as somehow “not fattening” and fat was “fattening”, because in their minds, only one thing could be.’




In retrospect, this may not have been the wisest move. Despite the British population buying fewer physical bags of sugar than ever before, we are actually consuming more of it. Coincidentally, or not, the number of obese adults is expected to double between now and 2050, going from one in four to one in two.


And you don’t need to take my word for it. In the spring of this year, the UN’s World Health Organization actually said that the obesity crisis was being fuelled by hidden added sugars – the likes of which I have detailed above. They want to take action and are currently considering bringing in a recommendation later in 2014 that we halve our intake of added sugars, and also reduce our consumption of sugars that are naturally present in things like honey, syrups, fruit juices and fruit concentrates.


Which is all very well, but how do we do it?


It’s actually very easy. We just stop buying products with sugar in them. This book will tell you how to recognise products with a high level of added sugar; these can be the first things you cut out. Over the last two years, I have found it very useful to be able to put the numbers on the back of an ingredients packet into some kind of perspective. To make it easier to demystify those ingredients labels and visualise how much sugar you are eating, it may help you to know that if you divide the number of grams of sugar in an item by four, you’ll get the amount in teaspoons.




Doing no more than cutting right back on your added sugars will help you to look and feel better. I went a bit further though and also limited my intake of fruit. The reason I did this was simple: I was eating so damn much of it. I’d often eat five bits a day – a fruit salad with breakfast, a banana mid-morning, some pineapple after lunch, a bunch of grapes and a satsuma or two in the afternoon – and not really move too much from my desk. I thought mainlining fruit was somehow a healthy choice and didn’t know that you really don’t need to eat five bits of it a day. While I may now have some dark berries with breakfast, I’ve incorporated many more vegetables into my diet instead. I’ve also tried to severely limit my intake of honey, maple syrup, agave and the like and tried to reduce the amount of high GI foods I eat, which create blood sugar spikes when we eat them – things like pasta, white rice, bread.


Don’t worry if all of this sounds baffling, I’ll explain the whys and hows in greater detail later on.


What I’m not going to do, however, is soft-soap you. Two years ago I was pretty ignorant about what I put into my body. The first three weeks of going cold turkey from the majority of sugar was hard and, at times, I didn’t think I could do it. There were temptations and cravings. But the results were fairly instant. Within days I looked and felt healthier. Within weeks I was slimmer, with better skin and better sleep. Finally free from cravings, I felt in control of my life for the first time in a long while. Now, being low sugar is pretty easy. I’m not super



thin, I’m a size 10–12, but I am a lot less wobbly. I’m fitter and my skin’s clear (most of the time!). I sleep like a baby and am a nicer person to be around. I’m rarely hungry and can go out to lunch or dinner whenever and wherever I want. I don’t have to count points or calories, I don’t need to refer to charts. I’m not going to say I never crave a mint chocolate chip ice cream because that wouldn’t be true, but I no longer feel the need to reward myself with sweet things.


And I’m not going to sit here and say that I think sugar is evil. It’s not evil. Taken in moderation, it’s not a poison or a toxin. A bit of it every now and then won’t kill you. Consuming it in the quantities we are eating though, is a different matter altogether.


But I must caution you, I’m not an expert. I’m not a nutritionist, or a doctor or a dermatologist. I have spoken to all of those people to help you decide how to tackle your dependency on sugar – and have no doubt about it, you are dependent on it – but if you are in any doubt over whether this is the right thing for you to do, or if you are overweight, taking any form of medication or seeing your doctor for any reason, please go and speak to a medical professional before you start.


Sweet Nothing is the story of me – a normal woman in my early thirties – and my desire to find a balance between being healthy and enjoying myself. I chose to do that by quitting sugar wherever possible. The fact that you have chosen to buy this book shows that you’re already one step on the road to changing your life for the better. Here goes.











Chapter One


MY HIGH-SUGAR LIFE


‘When you think about giving up,
remember why you began.’


When I was 11 years old, I was caught in the act of eating an apple crumble out of the kitchen bin. We’d all – my younger sister Natalie, then aged nine, Mum, Dad and I – been sat down at the dinner table in the dining room, enjoying a leisurely Sunday roast, but for me, the meat and veg part of the meal was the warm-up act. The main attraction of the afternoon was always Mum’s homemade crumble.


Before our house was built in the 1930s, our street in Worthing, Sussex, used to be an orchard. Everyone had at least one cooking apple tree in their garden and each year, it fell to Natalie and I to trundle around the garden with some old plastic carrier bags, collecting the cooking apples from the ground, putting the rotten ones on the compost heap – there were screams of horror if you happened to pick up one with a maggot in – and setting the rest aside to be palmed off on grandparents or friends of the family or, failing all else, eaten at every opportunity for weeks.


Unsurprisingly, crumble time came fairly regularly and it was down to my sister and I to help make the topping – no great chore bearing in mind it only consisted of butter, sugar and flour rubbed together, sometimes with a sprinkling of cinnamon added in. It was a given that Natalie and I would spend most of the time eating lumps of sugary butter – to be honest, it was the only reason either of us could be roped in to help in the first place.


There was no doubt about it, Mum’s crumble was often the pièce de résistance of the Mowbray winter Sunday lunch.


So, one Sunday afternoon, when the dinner plates had been cleared and pudding time came, of course I had a helping. The topping was golden brown and toasted to perfection: crunchy, yet soft. The apple filling was peppered with raisins, cinnamon and yet more caramelised sugar. Mmmm. I poured on the custard, passed the jug on and wolfed it down.


One helping was enough for the rest of the family, but despite everyone else having stopped eating, I asked for seconds. Mum duly doled out a piffling amount. The rest of the table sat there, chatting while I stuffed my face. My parents sent over slightly disparaging looks, as if to say ‘haven’t you had enough yet?’.




I had not.


Two helpings down, I reached over to the dish in the centre of the table and proceeded to pick at the crumble topping. Then, Papa Mowbray cracked. I was on the receiving end of a stern telling-off, involving a table manners tirade, a sermon about eating with your fingers and some sage advice about learning when you’d had enough to eat. My grabby little sausage knuckles were metaphorically wrapped.


Yet I couldn’t resist. The thought of that heavenly topping kept whirring around in my mind. Being 11 years old and having eaten a full dinner plus two helpings of dessert, I wasn’t hungry. In fact, I remember feeling uncomfortably full. Yet I still wanted more. I needed to make that entire crumble mine. It was a compulsion that I couldn’t ignore.


So, when the plates had been cleared away and my parents were relaxing with a glass of wine in the sitting room, I hung back in the kitchen under the guise of recording the Radio 1 Chart Show on my ghetto blaster.


Operation crumble attack had been planned like a military operation. Before anything, I needed to create a smokescreen to insure against any potential intrusions.


The customary notice was stuck onto the door: ‘SHHHH EVERYONE!’ it read. ‘I am taping the Chart Show!’


Then came phase one: locating the delectable sugary, buttery, biscuity crumble. There was hardly any left, I knew that, but no matter.




Phase two: upon discovery, devour. It didn’t take long. Mum had thrown it into the kitchen bin, assuming that I wouldn’t carry on picking from it if it wasn’t on the sideboard or in the fridge. She was wrong.


Undeterred, I thrust my arm in, rooted around between the vegetable peelings, located the crumble, retrieved it, sat down on the floor and proceeded to carry on where I’d left off, picking off the topping with my fingers and eating it.


Humiliatingly, that’s when Dad walked in. He’d ignored the sign, ruined my recording of Black Box’s ‘Ride On Time’ and caught me in the act. My kitchen-bin-eating shame had been made public. Even as a child, I was a fully fledged scoffer.


What happened next is best left hidden to the annuls of history, but in summary, my parents were not happy. They couldn’t fathom why their daughter would rummage in the bin for food when she’d already eaten more than enough.


The answer was, of course, I was greedy. But not plain old greedy for anything. No, my insatiable appetite was solely directed at anything sweet.


Whereas Natalie was (and still is) a slender, extra-Yorkshire-pudding type of a girl, I was the chubby child who’d guzzle down all of her dinner to get to the Vienetta. Chipsticks or Monster Munch be damned, I’d choose Frosties over toast, opt for fries dunked in milkshake (don’t knock it until you’ve tried it) instead of a burger at McDonald’s and a quarter of sherbet pips from the sweet shop with my pocket money.




I divulge this rather unattractive story of gluttony for a reason. Granted, I haven’t eaten out of a bin for quite some time, thankfully, but fast forward 21 years and little had changed in terms of what I actually consumed. Yes, my tastes had become a little more developed – swap the Vienetta for a blueberry and lemon millefeuille, Frosties for some granola, milkshake for a nifty mojito and sherbet pips for a large tub of sweet popcorn et voilà, you have the 32-year-old me. I’d never really worked off that childhood puppy fat either, being 5′10″, a size 14–16 and over 13 stone.


Then, on 25 June 2012 after a 6-mile cycle ride to work, I simply decided to stop eating sugar. There was no ‘eureka!’ moment after months of pondering, I hadn’t had a close encounter with the scales (indeed I’ve never owned any scales), there’d been no health scare that set me off thinking I needed to change my life and I hadn’t fallen under the spell of some extreme nutritionist. I’d just been feeling below par for quite some time, and, if you’ll excuse the pun, I was sick of it.


I remember that day with a clarity of recollection that’s probably reserved for people who are winning an Oscar or witnessing their first born get married. It was a warm, sunny Monday, the first day of the Wimbledon tennis championships and, after a rainy spring and a recent break-up I decided I wanted to get some fresh air before the doubtlessly long work day ahead. I dusted off my ever-so-pretentious Pashley bicycle to journey from my one-bedroom loft apartment in Brixton, south London, to the newspaper office where I worked, in Kensington, west London.


As I slowly cycled through Battersea Park and over the Albert Bridge across the Thames, I pondered why I’d been feeling so sluggish. I’d been so concerned about my ongoing tiredness that I’d recently bought a carbon monoxide detector to see if I was being secretly poisoned in my flat. It was the only thing I could think of to cause such a feeling of malaise. I wasn’t being poisoned, so the mystery continued.


I felt that my life, and my health, was spiralling out of control. I was newly single and unhappy with many elements of my career, but that doesn’t explain why an average, healthy young woman – who takes pricey vitamins by the handful, eats high-quality food and exercises – would suffer ten bad bouts of tonsillitis in two and a bit years. Why, when I’d been going to the gym and seeing a personal trainer, I was still overweight? Why I was sleeping poorly, waking up in the night, then struggling to get back to sleep? Despite having great skin as a teenager, I’d started to suffer sporadic outbreaks of acne over the past few years, which no amount of care, expensive skincare or intense facials were helping. My fine lines and open pores – both telltale signs of prematurely ageing skin – were becoming quite noticeable. My periods were out of control – irregular and painful. I had dark shadows under my bleary eyes and woke up in the morning fantasising about eating a packet of chocolate biscuits. The cravings would stay most of the day and the prospect of not having a treat made me feel grumpy and cross. How had this happened?


I was puzzled. Nothing made sense to my foggy brain. So, I did what I always did in those situations. I focused on giving myself a treat because I was doing something virtuous. In my mind, cycling to work that morning meant that, like most other mornings, I could treat myself to what I considered to be a healthy Granola Parfait from Le Pain Quotidien. Le Pain is a chain of posh Belgian cafés that are slowly colonising London and New York and it has an outpost right opposite the entrance to my office. Most mornings at about 10 a.m. you would find me heading straight for it. This morning was to be no different.


I know the majority of you will be unaware of what a Granola Parfait is, so let me initiate you. A Granola Parfait goes something like this: a large-sized plastic shaker beaker consisting of one-third low-fat plain yoghurt, one-third granola (a baked muesli mix often sweetened with honey, agave or sugar, containing oats, nuts, seeds and dried fruit), and one-third fruit salad.


Alongside my granola, I’d normally order a large fresh orange juice. Mmmm, I thought, that’s tasty and healthy. In fact, it’s probably two of my ‘five a day’ right off the bat.


So, that was breakfast taken care of, and as I cycled on, I began to consider what I would be having for lunch. Oooh, I remembered, lunch was a trip to the sushi place with my colleague Olivia. It was something that we did quite regularly but I always looked forward to actually getting away from my desk for the 30 minutes it took to walk to the place and back again – it certainly beat eating lunch at my desk.


By the time I got home later, I reasoned, I’d probably just make a bowl of pasta or something as a quick meal before crashing into bed as I had a longstanding arrangement that couldn’t be cancelled to meet a contact for cocktails at a new speakeasy-style bar that had just opened. Nevertheless, as I approached work, I was glad to have at least one thing sorted for the day – my food itinerary was in order.


Then, just as I was parting with the £6 for breakfast (I know, extortion) the penny dropped. With the greatest respect to Le Pain Quotidien (who also make lots of nice healthy things like super-grain quinoa salads), I deduced that a Granola Parfait probably contains a hell-load of sugar and isn’t intended to be eaten every single day. Then there’s the OJ. My close, and very slender, friend Jane had maintained for years that fruit juice was the devil’s drink, saying ‘it contains all the sugar of fruit and none of the good pulp and fibre’.


Suddenly, I got the fear. My pricey breakfast choices were probably a lot less virtuous than I’d previously figured.


Traipsing into the office with my parfait-juice combo in hand, I considered my lunch plans. A blow-out breakfast isn’t so bad as long as lunch is healthy, is it? Sushi – favourite food of the supermodels and celebs the world over – has got to be good for you.




A quick internet search revealed that while it is low in saturated fat, sushi was most certainly not the slenderising lunch I’d imagined it to be for all these years. The fish part is great (and it’s tiny, how bad could that bit be?), but the white rice – a refined carbohydrate that turns to sugar in the body – is also often marinated in sugar and a sweet rice wine sauce called mirin to make it sticky and give it that distinct sushi rice flavour. In fact, some people call nigiri – the little rectangles of rice with fish on the top, my lunchtime staple – a ‘sugar bomb’.


So wait, what?


My ‘healthy’ breakfast was sugar filled? I’d often snack on a banana or a handful of raisins (sugary) or other dried fruit (ditto) at my desk before my lunch, which was also, I now knew, high in sugar. My lunch wasn’t ideal and my snacks were always all sweet. I hardly ate any protein at all most days. In an instant, my world shifted on its axis.


I suppose I’d always naively assumed that as I didn’t add sugar to anything and wasn’t eating very much saturated fat that I was somehow eating healthily. I lived my life at a frenetic high-stressed pace and depended upon quick nutritious foods that would keep me going.


The rest of my diet followed the same pattern. Although I wouldn’t contemplate having a burger, a pizza or fish and chips for lunch (far too fattening), I would happily have something containing quite a lot of white rice, a chocolate bar or a little cake a few hours later, some grapes, pineapple or some dried mango and a can of Diet Coke (or sometimes real Coke if it was a horrendously hard day) at 4 p.m. I’d graze throughout the day and into the evening on a never-ending supply of tangerines or grapes. Forget ‘five a day’, I was getting about ten, and almost all from fruit.


My job had meant I’d become stuck in a stressful long-hours culture. An early finish would mean getting home at 8 p.m. and while I never gave in to the temptation of the microwave meal – because I’ve always refused to have a microwave – I often had a ‘healthy’ stir-fry with a sweet chilli sauce and white rice, or pasta of some kind, before collapsing onto the sofa with a glass of red wine.


That was a good day.


However, it was not uncommon to leave the office at 10 p.m. after a 12-hour slog with no real break. As I’d have been flat out all day, chances are the shops were shut and there was nothing much in the fridge. In which case, after a taxi ride home, dinner would be whatever I had in the freezer – namely half a tub of Ben & Jerry’s Cookie Dough ice cream (of which I ensured there was always a ready supply) – and a glass of red wine.


While I didn’t splash out on takeaways too often, because I, hilariously, thought them to be unhealthy, when I did, I’d go for Thai. So, I looked it up, that morning of 25 June. Thai food is one of the sweetest cuisines you can eat – sweet chilli dip is one of the more obvious examples, but less visibly, palm sugar is often added to sauces and curries. I’d never countenanced it before.


I love hanging out with my friends, and am fortunate enough to have made a lot of very good ones. But what was our number one hobby? Going out for dinner, cocktails and chat. ‘Bartender?! Mine’s a piña colada. Oh, wait…’


I was dumbstruck. While I’d long nursed a love affair with food, it was becoming patently apparent that, as so often in my romantic life, I’d fallen for a wrong’un. My partnership with food was one that took a lot but gave nothing in return. Indeed, nutritionists believe refined sugars – ones that aren’t naturally occurring in fruit, vegetables, dairy products, etc. – to be a nutritional desert. While refined sugars may provide short-term readily available energy that we measure in terms of calories, they bring no other nutritional benefits at all. They’re empty. They give nothing to the body. And many also claim that, despite what the multi-billion pound food industry wants us to believe, the body does not require any carbohydrate from added sugar for energy. In other words, my thinking that I ‘needed’ a chocolate bar or a fruit smoothie or a huge banana before I clambered on my bike to cycle home was not strictly accurate.


As I sat on the internet that June morning I learnt that most nutritionists agree that refined sugar is completely unnecessary in our diets. Yet, if I were to eliminate every sweet thing from my diet, it wouldn’t leave me with very much.




I was mystified. Before that morning, I thought I ate a balanced diet. In fact, I’d go so far as to say I considered it healthy. I always got my much-fabled ‘five a day’. I drank lots of water and wouldn’t dream of ordering a bacon sandwich at the canteen for breakfast, or wolfing down a pain au chocolat on the way into work. I’d always go for a dish that came with rice over something that came with chips, never ate anything fried and tried to eat as little meat as possible. This was partly because at the age of 27, I’d been diagnosed with something called ‘hypertrophic cardiomyopathy’ – a genetic heart condition, which is related to Sudden Adult Death Syndrome (also known as Sudden Arrhythmic Death Syndrome).


While I had no symptoms and was not thought to be at risk from the severe forms of the condition, living with a heart condition so young was a terrifying prospect. The disease meant that my heart muscle was thickened in places and therefore I’d have to take a beta blocker every day for the foreseeable future, the aim being to make my heart work less hard.


Although I’ve never been a massive drinker, I cut down overnight. Moderate boozing (not easy for a journalist), low-fat food and plentiful exercise became my mantra. But no matter how much I exercised or how hard I tried, I couldn’t seem to shift a stubborn couple of stone that resolutely clung to my tummy and sides. Without any medical basis, I self-diagnosed the beta blockers as being responsible in some way; perhaps they slowed down my metabolism. While my arms and legs were pretty slim I, mysteriously, had a fat back. You know, that area under your bra strap that you can sometimes catch in one of those horrible reverse-view changing room mirrors? Ugh. My tummy wasn’t big and round, but I had one too many rolls when I sat down – and maybe when I stood up too. Try as I might, there was no shifting it. It was as if the extra weight were superglued on.


Although my weight has never been a big deal to me (or my boyfriends), and I’ve never been aware of being subjected to mean comments – my podgy tummy had started to make me feel less confident. But, as every balanced individual knows, there’s more to life than appearance and on top of how I looked, I just didn’t feel well.


So, I decided, right there and then, sat at my desk on the morning of 25 June 2012, that I was going to ditch the sugar. I wanted to make a change for my health, not just my waistline. And here’s why. I hate diets. Not only do I loathe the idea of all those charts and restrictions about what you are allowed on one day and what you’re not the next, I’ve long been of the belief – formed after watching people follow programmes such as Slimming World, Weight Watchers and LighterLife to no avail – that they often don’t work in the long-term. I know they have many success stories and I’m not saying there’s anything wrong with the regimes themselves, but I do believe they are almost impossible for many people to actually live with forever. ‘Dieting’ often makes people feel miserable and imposes ridiculous rules on them that they can’t possibly adhere to for long. A weight-loss plan that tells you to eat potatoes, pasta and sandwiches and encourages you to fill your drinks with artificial sweeteners and indulge in a glass of wine when you like – all strategies that run directly counter to the advice of most dieticians – is probably not going to equip you with the strategies you need to maintain a healthy weight for the rest of your life. It’s long been my opinion that a plan that categorises foods as ‘sins’ but allows you to eat a certain amount per day isn’t creating either a healthy attitude towards food or a model for sustainable weight loss.


Ditching much of my sugar intake, I thought, was one thing I could do, wherever I was and whoever I was with. There are no traffic lights, no points systems, no calorie counting. The rules are simple:








	[image: Images]


	No alcohol (gulp)
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	No processed food – cakes, bread, sweets, biscuits, ice cream, puddings, sauces and the like







	[image: Images]


	No artificial sweeteners (one, called Neotame, has been found by researchers at Harvard University to be between 7000 and 13,000 times sweeter than sugar), which wreck the palate and create cravings for the real thing
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	Severely limited amount of fruit
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Instead I’d get my nutrients from upping my vegetables and, wherever possible, I’d try to avoid refined carbohydrates – pasta, bread, white rice, refined cereals and potatoes – all foods that have a high GI (in other words, they score highly on the Glycaemic Index – a scoring system to show how quickly something releases its sugars into the body). Eating these foods causes your body to release a surge of insulin that converts the sugars you’re consuming into stored fat. It’s not good for the body, the brain or the waistline.


The magnitude of my impending life change was not lost on me. I’d always envisaged myself to be more Nigella Lawson than Gillian McKeith and ditching sugar and all the fun that goes with it would mean immediately changing my whole life – not just what I put in my mouth. I really hated the feeling of being hungry, it made me miserable and I fully expected to be feeling this way fairly often, bearing in mind most of the things I ate were about to be excised.


I fretted about my social life, too. Would it survive? My friends were all like me: not faddy eaters but fun, happy-go-lucky carefree young women who were not hung up on food, at least not as far as I was aware. I really didn’t want to become that neurotic girl who eats before she goes to a restaurant and then pretends she’s not hungry because there’s nothing on the menu she can eat (this really happens in London, and quite often).


Cooking dinner too… Could I make that fun without desserts? I love to bake and enjoy looking after people – a batch of my light-as-air chocolate brownies could remedy almost any ill. What about other people’s dinner parties? How would I fare at making chit-chat with people I don’t know if I couldn’t indulge in a couple of glasses of booze and a dessert?


Then there’s romance. I mean, how would that work? I could never have contemplated jettisoning sugar while I was in a relationship with the last man I’d been dating. Indeed, if you thought my sugar intake was bad, wait until you hear his. Always the life and soul of the party, this man – let’s call him Chris – knew exactly how to bring out the bon viveur in me. We’d regularly stay out until 3 a.m. drinking cocktails, then, on the way home he’d ask the taxi to wait while he went in to a 24-hour shop to buy bags of sweets and cans of fizzy drinks. His idea of a quiet night was to go to the cinema and order a giant tub of sweet popcorn and a sharing bag of chocolates that would then be tipped into the bucket as a kind-of sugary lucky dip. It was the stuff dentists’ nightmares are made of, and I loved it.


But Chris was gone (more on that later), and those other doubts? Well, rather than bombarding myself with negative thoughts, I decided to park them and instead deal with them as and when they arose. The last thing I needed was to focus on the negatives and so, instead, I began planning which size 14 white swimsuit I would buy (the ‘in’ thing in the summer of 2012) for a forthcoming trip to Spain with a friend. I had seven weeks to get myself in shape to wear it.


I’m a fairly strong person with oodles of willpower, but I knew I wouldn’t be able to do this on my own. I’d need support. But, somehow, I couldn’t imagine many people from my group of party-going 30-something friends being massively enthused by a pact to stop drinking. Eating oatcakes instead of Hotel Chocolat’s salted caramel puddles in the afternoon would probably not go down too well either.


So, instead, I went online and bought a copy of James Duigan’s Clean and Lean Diet book – a tome that I hoped was to become the roadmap to guide me to the new, healthy me. It arrived the next morning before I left for work. I opened it and read the following words:


‘First off, it’s important to understand that your weight and health are not separate issues,’… ‘Being overweight is a symptom of being unhealthy… You must believe you can do this. It doesn’t matter how often you have failed in the past – your past does not equal your future. What matters now is focussing on what you want, identifying what you need to do to get it and taking consistent action. Your health and happiness are important so stand strong.’


So, stand strong is what I would do. James’ regime has a 14-day ‘kickstart’ plan, which is pretty strict yet do-able. There were no punitive measures for faltering, simply pick yourself up, dust yourself off and get on with the plan. I’d made up my mind. I was going to do it, go cold turkey from all the foods I thought I enjoyed. I wasn’t sure how long I would be able to stick at it – my attempt at the high-protein Dukan Diet didn’t last long. But I felt differently about going low sugar. I wanted to give it my best shot, not least because many of the maladies I’d been noticing in myself – everything from wrinkles to a fat back and belly to mood swings and lethargy – were written there in black and white as symptoms of an over-consumption of sugar. I had to change.


So that morning, before work, I threw all the obvious signs of sugar out of my cupboards. My sugary food filled three black bin liners. Four different half-used varieties of honey, including a very pricey one from Hawaii that tasted like fudge, all binned. My favourite cordials – elderflower, ginger and lemongrass – poured down the sink, alongside the large cartons of fruit smoothies I’d slug as a pre-breakfast snack before I made my way to work. All stir-in sauces, dips and ketchups were thrown away. Cereals, pasta, rice, bars of dark chocolate, biscuits, beers and booze were placed outside the door of my lovely supportive neighbour and fellow sugar fiend, Sam, a 6′ 4″ inch rugby player who I knew would make light work of them.


Lastly, I tackled the beloved freezer. Three pristine tubs of Ben & Jerry’s were taken out to the wheelie bin in the front garden in preparation for the bin men’s imminent arrival.


And that was it. I went back upstairs, stood back and surveyed the cupboards. They were almost completely bare. There was no going back.




Plus, there was no way I was ever going to be able to live a completely ‘sugar-free’ life. No one can, it’s virtually impossible. Sugar is a form of carbohydrate and is present, to varying degrees, in naturally occurring unprocessed nutritious foods, such as dairy products (milk, cheese) and vegetables, including super-healthy greens such as spinach, kale and cabbage. It’s in whole grains (brown rice, spelt, quinoa) and nuts. I had to come to find my own version of a sugar-free lifestyle, one that would enable me to be me, just a less sugar-coated version of me.


I felt both exhilarated and excited, depressed and daunted. I wondered how I would mark the day without my ‘treat milestones’: the getting-to-work granola, the post-meeting banana, the post-lunch pineapple, the pre-meeting chocolate bar, the pre-cycle can of Coke… Enough already! I clambered on my bicycle and cycled to work.


That first day passed uneventfully, and I only remember what happened because I wrote it in my copy of the Clean and Lean Diet book. I had eggs from the canteen for breakfast, with some grilled mushrooms and a cup of good-quality coffee. Lunch was a hearty dressing-free pick-and-mix salad from a large healthfood shop called Whole Foods Market, conveniently located beneath the building I worked in. By the afternoon I was ‘hangry’ – what my friends and I call the feeling of being hungry and angry at the same time – but instead of sweets I snacked on a couple of oatcakes with some hummus. Dinner? Grilled chicken, sliced avocado and a spinach, rocket and watercress salad with a touch of olive oil. I ate a small pot of plain full-fat Greek yoghurt for pudding with a few toasted flaked almonds and some cinnamon sprinkled over the top, washed down with water and went to bed at 9.30 p.m. Day one had been a success.


Day two, however, was anything but a breeze. Overnight, apparently, someone had removed my brain and filled the space it had previously occupied with a pile of very jangly, piercing shrapnel. Moving my head from side to side as if I were saying ‘no’, produced such an acute pain it made me want to vomit.


It was interesting to find that nixing sugar – an ingredient many claim is not addictive – created this intense physical reaction in me. I struggled through work, drinking as much water as I could handle, yet feeling progressively worse. It was as if I were coming down with the flu. My limbs ached and I felt wretched. I had to leave my bike at work and take a taxi home. I hobbled out to the waiting car, bent over like a very elderly lady. I wobbled up the two flights of stairs to my loft, fantasising about my jumbo sofa that was waiting for me up there and duly plonked myself flat, staring up at the ceiling in complete agony.


For the entire day, a searing thudding had occupied my every waking minute, but now it felt as if my eyes had stopped working. I felt like they couldn’t focus, the television seemed blurry and, unfortunately, whoever had replaced my brain with shrapnel had also stuck sandpaper to the backs of my eyelids, meaning every time I shut my eyes to blink, a horrendous scratchy sensation shrieked through me. I felt so weak and ill, I genuinely thought I’d been poisoned. Either that, or I was very sick.


I endlessly fantasised about a can of full-sugar Coca-Cola and a tube of Smarties. The thoughts whirred round and round my head on a loop. There was only one thing for it. I had to have some sugar to see if what I was feeling was withdrawal or something more serious.


I – again – rummaged in the bin to dig out the bottle of lemongrass and ginger cordial that I’d unceremoniously dumped into the recycling box the day before. There was a trickle left and I duly poured it into a small glass, topped it up with water and lay back on the sofa to slurp it down in front of the Wimbledon highlights. Within minutes my headache had gone. I felt energised, happy – and horror-struck. Those god-awful feelings I’d been getting weren’t me coming down with some grotesque summer flu. I was withdrawing from the sugar and it looked like it was going to be worse than I’d imagined.


I’d be lying if I said I didn’t consider giving up there and then. I pondered that instead of going cold turkey, I could perhaps just cut down? Swap some things and keep others. But deep down I knew. I knew I wouldn’t be able to kick my addiction – and while professional opinion is divided, an addiction is how I now saw it – in that way. In his book, James Duigan advises people that they ‘don’t have to stick to every rule religiously’, which is doubtless sage advice. But I knew what I was like. If I allowed wriggle room – a smoothie in the morning, cakes on special occasions – I would gradually slip back into my dependency on the substance my dad has long called ‘white poison’. The past two days had shown me more than ever that I needed to quit. And now.


By the time I clambered into bed at 10 p.m., that small cordial sugar hit had almost worked its way out of my system. The headache was back and I felt quite weak. I got between the sheets but couldn’t sleep. The time ticked on: 11 p.m., midnight, 1 a.m., 2 a.m., all passed without any sign of the land of nod. I felt wired and exhausted at the same time. Happy days.


Instead of concentrating on how bad I felt, I decided to look at the benefits. I was never going to have to go through Detox Day Two again, which felt like an overwhelming positive. I was 48 hours into the healthier, slimmer, less food-obsessed me. I couldn’t wait to stop having energy peaks and troughs and, instead, cruise through each day on a level playing field, free from cravings and strange compulsions to eat badly. I would find a new way to ‘reward’ myself after a hard day, or a difficult conversation or an exercise session, perhaps with something that doesn’t make you fat, ill and prematurely aged in the way that excess sugar does.


While the vast majority of doctors, nutritionists, cardiologists, oncologists, immunologists, endocrinologists (diabetes and hormone specialists) and more all agree that the Western populace eat too much sugar and reducing your sugar intake will benefit your health, I knew that I needed to find a balance between enjoying life and living healthily. But could I find it?


All of these short-term feelings would be worth it, ten-fold, when I could meet someone new without worrying they’d notice all my spots before they noticed anything else about me. When I could wear a pair of denim cut-offs feeling self concious about my wobbly thighs. I couldn’t wait to feel confident in my cozzy on the beach later that summer.


In desperation, I did what any 21st-century person does when they need support. I turned to social media. On the 26 June 2012, I wrote this:


‘Trying to give up sugar. Two days in and I have the most banging headache – and 12 more days to go. Watch out world… Grouchy.’


My wonderful friends wrote messages of support underneath. ‘Best thing you’ll ever do, good luck’ wrote Ali. And Bruno ‘You can do it! I’m trying to cut down and I do feel better just having less anyway.’ ‘It’s basically living hell for four days but the serene, smug satisfaction of doing it for a few weeks is worth it (not to mention having lovely glowing skin)…’ wrote Martha. And then there was Jill. ‘Oooh I did it about three years ago,’ she wrote, ‘and only lasted two days. It was as if someone was playing Jedward on a loop inside my brain. Horrible.’


I had been warned.
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