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  INTRODUCTION




  I’ve had a roller coaster relationship with food. From growing up on a farm to living on coffee when I was modelling in New York to developing my whole foods philosophy,

  I’ve been through the whole spectrum.




  Working in an industry for the past seven years that is based solely on aesthetics derailed my passion for food. Food became the enemy and was something to be avoided as much

  as possible. I didn’t know anything about nutrition or healthy eating, so I fell into one cliché after another. You don’t have to be a model to go through all that, though. In this age of

  social media, we all feel the pressure to be picture perfect all of the time.




  But now, at the age of 24, I consider myself to be very fortunate to have found my passion. Food is my way of creating, sharing and unwinding and of being more in the present.

  Cooking and baking have helped me to realise that life is about the simple pleasures of everyday moments.




  EARLY DAYS




  Growing up, I had a great outlook when it came to food. My parents made a conscious effort to keep processed foods out of the house, and along with my grandmother, they taught

  me how to cook. I was making my own school lunches and dinners from the age of six. My mother was the school principal and had a strict healthy eating policy, though I sometimes snuck some

  chocolate into my lunchbox – I was the last person she would suspect!




  Food was part of our family traditions and was something to be celebrated.




  Sunday dinners were always a big deal. My grandfather’s hobby was fishing, so fresh fish was always a feature, mashed potatoes were unlimited and a side table would be

  groaning under the weight of all the desserts. There are hardly any photos of me in my youth without a piece of cake in my hand or mouth. Saying that, though, I was a very active child. I played on

  every local team, from camogie to tennis, and rarely sat still long enough to watch TV.




  The area I grew up in at the foot of Slievenamon in Tipperary was also a haven of good-quality local produce. Some of my fondest memories are of calling to my neighbours to

  collect eggs, learning about beekeeping from another neighbour who supplied us with raw honey and picking our own apples to make apple jelly.




  I grew up spending most of my time with my grandmother, Aida, who passed on her passion for baking to me. It was, and still is, my main connection with her. She taught me how

  to make everything from roux-based sauces to homemade marshmallows and she spoiled my sisters and I with three-course homemade meals, freshly baked breads and every kind of cake a child could

  imagine.




  Learning how to cook and bake turned out to be one of the greatest gifts I’ve ever been given. As a child, I viewed food as an art. It allowed me to be creative and to

  make other people happy. Being able to cook for myself and others has made me want to inspire others in turn to make better food choices and rethink food.




  I had a wonderful relationship with food and it was a vital part of my family. It was how we would celebrate, create and simply spend time together. But that all changed.




  THE VICIOUS CIRCLE




  When I started modelling and travelling abroad for work at age 18, I found myself adopting bizarre food fads and eating routines. I felt like I had no choice and no time. I was

  under huge pressure not to waste this chance and I didn’t want to fail. I was young and impressionable, so of course I tried every wondrous new diet and fast fix around. I started to blame

  food for any of my physical issues and struggles with my measurements. I stopped baking and cooking and caring about food, and I lost my hobby and creative outlet in the process.




  Coming from a background where I never deprived myself or put too much thought into what I ate, I had no idea what I was supposed to do or eat now in this new world. I would go

  through phases of splurging and fasting, or I would wait long periods between eating and skip meals, then punish myself with hard runs when I thought I had stepped out of line – even though I

  didn’t know what the line was or where it was supposed to be.




  Despite working in an industry based on looks, no one ever gave me any advice on what or how to eat. When I was just starting out I couldn’t afford to get personal

  training, particularly when I was abroad, and any ‘advice’ I was given usually came from people who needed to get fast results and didn’t really care about the long term. When I

  would return home from travelling I would inevitably put back on all the weight I had lost, and then some. This vicious circle continued for a few years, until it all came to a head in 2011 when I

  decided to stop travelling. For the first time in ages, there was no pressure, no deadlines.




  There were some plus sides to my travels, though. I’ve learned a lot from spending time in different cultures and I’ve picked up so many tips from working and

  living with models from all over the world. Participating in the Miss Universe competition in 2010 was a big game changer. I saw a new image of what the ‘perfect’ body was: it had abs

  and was very toned, which was way more achievable than a frail, thin frame for me. I trained in Colombia for three weeks prior to the competition in Las Vegas, which lasted for four weeks, and I

  remember going over thinking, Here we go, be prepared to be hungry. I was happily surprised when my pageant coaches emphasised the importance of eating frequently. They helped me prepare

  meals every three hours and introduced me to weight training. I started calling in to health food stores and would spend up to an hour asking about all the different foods I had never seen before,

  from quinoa (remember, this was in 2010) to umeboshi. I suddenly realised that there was a whole other food world out there – I just hadn’t explored it yet.




  Unfortunately, by the time I returned to Ireland I had developed an underactive thyroid. Worst of all, I knew it was all self-inflicted from my years of bad choices. All I

  heard were the words lethargic and weight gain – the very things I’d spent the past three years trying to avoid.




  TIME FOR A CHANGE




  I’ve never been the best at taking medicine, so after three months of half-empty packs of pills left to one side, I knew something had to change, and that it had to be my

  lifestyle. Learning from my past mistakes of going for an all-or-nothing approach, this time I decided to make slow, small, attainable changes over a long period of time instead.




  I started by altering my training and eating patterns. Training had been a big part of my life already. I played any and every sport as a child and teenager and ran every day

  throughout my early twenties (I have the bad knees now to prove it) before a few running injuries compelled me to take up cycling instead. I adapted my training to two short sessions of 30 minutes

  a day, five days a week. Plus I started to eat regularly and cook everything from scratch – pretty much all the things everyone always tells you to do but can seem like too much effort.




  But my biggest change was a mental one. I started to focus on what I could eat rather than on what I couldn’t. This changed everything. I realised that by eating

  whole foods, I wasn’t missing much anyway. By changing my lifestyle and diet, I managed to get my thyroid condition under control in a little under a year.




  But my up-and-down journey with food wasn’t over yet. From not caring about food at all, I swung to the opposite end of the spectrum and became too concerned and

  conscious about it. I became obsessed with finding the ‘perfect’ diet. I began cutting things out of my diet, from single foods to entire food groups. I read about different diets all

  over the world and the latest research on all the foods that supposedly are going to kill you. I wanted to see everything being prepared and insisted on knowing every last detail about the food

  before I put it in my mouth. Let’s just say I wasn’t much fun to go out to dinner with.




  I had to take a step back and try to be more rational. There were times I knew I wasn’t getting enough nutrition out of my diet, but I was overanalysing food so much that

  I couldn’t enjoy it. I would go for long training rides with friends, but when we would stop for a coffee I would freak out because I couldn’t possibly eat anything on the menu. I

  finally realised that I needed to cop on when I went out for a meal with my dad and got really upset because there was nothing I would eat on the menu in a perfectly good restaurant. I had taken

  all the enjoyment out of food again by searching for this mythical ‘perfect’ diet.




  Deciding to do a triathlon in 2013 helped me to return to a better baseline. All of a sudden, I had to fuel my body with more than just aesthetics in mind. Going through that

  training helped me learn what foods are needed, why and when. For example, I learned why carb loading for particularly long training days or events is necessary and how my pre- and post-race meals

  could benefit my performance. My focus shifted from how food was going to make me look to how it was going to help me perform, recover and progress.




  From all this, I eventually learned that there is no one ‘perfect’ diet. Everyone is different, so it should come as no surprise that food affects us all

  differently. What works for one person might not have the same results for you. All you can do is experiment and learn what works for you. Start by educating yourself and your palate to find

  what works best, what you like and what satisfies you. A sustainable, healthy lifestyle isn’t about extremes. It’s all about balance.




  WHOLE FOODS FOR A WHOLE LIFE




  Like most models, I still have an important relationship with food. The big difference now, though, is that I don’t buy into any restrictive do’s or dont’s.

  Instead, I like to follow a few simple, sustainable guidelines.




  When it comes to food, I take an 80/20 approach. This helps me to have a manageable balance and a sustainable lifestyle, but it also filters out the guilt. When you’re

  enjoying that 20%, go ahead and really enjoy it! Allow yourself that treat and know that 80% of the time you’re nourishing your body with healthy, wholesome foods. I still find it hard to let

  go of that guilt, though; I think a lot of health-conscious people do. It can be hard to move on from that meal and get over it, but remember, no one is perfect all the time.




  I make an extra effort to source my foods well and I try to buy foods that are in season. We have some of the world’s best food producers here in Ireland, so take

  advantage of it and look for quality. Sourcing is an important part of a whole, balanced approach. For example, you don’t have to cut out animal products if you like them – just try to

  be mindful of where you source them from.




  I also avoid processed food for the simple reasons that I can’t pronounce half the ingredients, it alters my mood and because I’ve become a lot more conscious about

  what I’m putting into my body rather than what’s showing on the outside.




  But if you take away only one message from this book, I hope it’s this: cook from scratch. Cooking from scratch is the most important aspect of my food philosophy.

  When you cook from scratch, you see and touch every ingredient that’s going into the end result. Cooking from scratch gives you greater choice, and it’s a lot easier to make that choice

  than standing in the supermarket aisles trying to decipher the long lists of unpronounceable ingredients on labels.




  I know this can be easier said than done, but I believe that everyone can at least make a few basics. Try starting with something simple, like hummus one week or your own

  homemade granola bars the next. Pick one recipe a week and master it, then play around with it to make it your own. There’s something for everyone in this book, no matter what your budget is

  or how busy you are.




  NATURAL BORN FEEDER IS BORN




  When I set up my blog, Natural Born Feeder, back in 2013, I didn’t have an agenda. I just started it as a way to document my MacGyver moments in the kitchen and to keep a

  record of my recipes. Because something else had started to happen during this time – I started making my own recreations of the things I did miss. I’m not going to lie; I crave a Mars

  bar or a pizza as much as the next person. But now I make the treats I miss with whole foods, and you know what? I don’t even miss the original versions anymore.




  I get such a buzz out of people recreating my recipes, and sometimes my blog readers even challenge me to recreate their favourite cheat meal, takeaway or dessert. I love

  making old favourites in a way that hasn’t been done before, with new ingredients. I love seeing my readers start their shift towards leading a healthier lifestyle and I’m happy to be a

  part of it.




  Sometimes I’d post pictures of edible gifts or hampers that I had made for friends, things like my protein balls or bar, and people would email me asking where they could

  buy them. I never really entertained the idea of doing a line of products because more than anything, I want to encourage people to do it themselves and realise just how easy it is to create

  simple, tasty, healthy food. Plus I was still shocked that people actually liked my blog, never mind the fact that they were interested in buying products. And yet, when I would have long working

  days in town or would meet friends for a meal, I’d always worry about where I’d be able to get healthy food that I could trust and believe in.




  It just so happened that I was asked to launch the opening of Mooch, a frozen yoghurt shop on Dawson Street. I met the owners and we instantly bonded over our love of good

  food, and we started collaborating in 2014. We started with some breakfast options and the menu has grown to include a range of smoothies, raw protein balls, overnight oats on the go and granola

  bars along with the oat pancakes and vegan waffles we kicked off with. These days you’ll often find me in the Mooch kitchen creating new recipes or even making some of my NBF pancakes.




  Because of my blog, I’ve made so many new friends and have met and worked with people who all share the same passion to encourage people to make better food choices. Even

  though I write the blog on my own, I feel like I have a fantastic network and support team behind me. Nothing makes me happier than meeting someone who follows my blog and gives me their feedback.

  At one of my cooking demos a woman came up to me and said, ‘My kitchen is a mess because of you! My 16-year-old daughter follows your blog and now she has started her very own.’ It made

  my day. It’s incredible to think that the things I love doing – cooking and baking and blogging – are encouraging other people to learn about food and get creative with it, who

  then inspire others in turn.




  Writing my blog made me realise just how much I cook and bake and what a big part of my life it is, and the Natural Born Feeder book has only reinforced that. Writing

  this book has made me clearly outline my food values and why I stand strong over them and my approach to food. After all those tumultuous years of going from one extreme to the next, I’m

  finally happy and satisfied with where I’m at with food. Writing this cookbook has made me realise that I’m in the right place and that I’m ready to move on to the next

  chapter.




  WHAT’S NEXT




  It’s a little overwhelming to think that people are actually listening to what I say, and it makes me feel that I have somewhat of a duty to my readers. Natural Born

  Feeder is a space where people can get recipes but also educate themselves a bit more about what it takes to create a sustainable, healthy lifestyle. I want to use that platform as well as I can

  and share as much as possible, which is one of the reasons why I’m going back to college to study nutrition. There’s still so much more that I want to learn about food and I can’t

  wait to share it with my readers. I’m constantly thinking about what’s next in my food journey and I firmly believe that with enough hard work, what’s right for me will

  happen.




  I never would have guessed that I’d end up where I have when it comes to food. After all the ups and downs I’ve gone through, I have finally achieved a healthy,

  sustainable lifestyle and a healthy relationship with food. It just goes to show that no matter how much you might fight it, your true passion will always prevail and the rest will follow.




  SYMBOLS USED IN THIS BOOK




  Most of the recipes in this book are dairy free, gluten free, paleo and/or vegan.
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  A NATURAL BORN FEEDER PANTRY




  My weekly shop changes depending on the season. I also try to buy Irish produce as much as possible, not only for the taste and freshness but also for its traceability. My

  pantry and fridge are usually stocked with the following foods.




  FRUIT




  apples




  avocados




  bananas




  berries




  dried apricots




  goji berries




  lemons




  limes




  Medjool




  dates




  raw




  mulberries




  VEG




  broccoli




  carrots




  cauliflower




  celery




  courgettes




  cucumbers




  garlic




  green beans




  onions




  peppers




  spinach




  sweet potatoes




  tomatoes




  GRAINS




  brown rice




  buckwheat groats




  bulgur wheat




  quinoa




  steel-cut oats




  NUTS AND SEEDS




  almonds




  cashews




  flaxseeds




  hazelnuts




  hemp seeds




  macadamia nuts




  pecans




  pistachios




  psyllium husk




  pumpkin seeds




  sesame seeds




  sunflower seeds




  walnuts




  MEAT, POULTRY AND EGGS




  organic chicken (different cuts)




  organic, free-range eggs




  turkey breast, fillet or minced




  FISH




  hake




  mackerel




  prawns




  salmon




  DAIRY




  feta cheese




  grass-fed butter




  natural yoghurt




  BEANS AND LEGUMES




  black beans




  chickpeas




  lentils




  SWEETENERS




  coconut nectar




  maple syrup




  raw honey




  powdered stevia




  FRESH HERBS




  basil




  coriander




  dill




  mint




  parsley




  rosemary




  thyme




  SPICES




  cardamom




  cayenne




  chilli




  cinnamon




  cloves




  coriander




  cumin




  ginger




  mustard seeds




  nutmeg




  paprika




  sumac




  turmeric




  OILS




  coconut oil




  flaxseed oil




  rapeseed oil




  sesame oil




  OTHER




  apple cider vinegar




  balsamic apple cider vinegar




  brown rice protein powder




  cacao nibs




  mirin




  miso




  nori wraps




  nutritional yeast




  olives




  raw cacao powder




  tahini




  tamari




  umeboshi plums




  whey protein powder




  





  WHERE TO SHOP




  Investing a little time at the start to research the best places to shop in your area will be time well spent. Whatever your priorities are – whether it’s superfood

  vs. local food – there are ways to work within whatever your budget is.




  SUPERMARKETS




  In the past few years, most of the big supermarket chains in Ireland have made an effort to support Irish produce and small producers. And now that they are recognising the

  growing interest in health foods, they are also giving shelf space to items that previously could only be found in specialty or health food stores.




  FARMERS’ MARKETS




  There are farmers’ markets all over the country, so find your nearest one and take some time out of your weekend to stop by. People tend to think that farmers’

  markets are expensive, but that’s not the case. I get great-quality eggs, fish and veg at a much lower cost than at the supermarket. Plus it’s always nice to meet the people behind the

  product! Farmers’ markets are a great way to support your local producers, whether they make honey, cheese, yoghurt, cider vinegars or grow fruit and veg. Shop local to make sure these

  top-quality producers – and their food – stick around.
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