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Disclaimer

The dietary information and exercises in this book are not intended to replace or conflict with the advice given to you by your GP or other health professionals. All matters regarding your health should be discussed with your GP. The author and publisher disclaim any liability directly or indirectly from the use of the material in this book by any person.




INTRODUCTION



THE DIET MYTH


Fad diets. A Mars bar a day and ten cigarettes. Cabbage soup. Water mixed with maple syrup, cayenne and lemon. Ladies what are we doing to ourselves?! In the six years I have worked in the fitness industry, the 14 years I spent living with girlfriends and the 30 years I have been part of a world that chooses women’s looks over their capabilities, I have heard of every diet under the sun. I’ve known of women who have eaten only fruit for two weeks. Who’ve suffered awful stomach cramps from wearing ‘waist trainers’ to bed. And, potentially the worst of all, women who have literally soiled themselves after taking diet pills. You may have attempted some of these types of diet yourself or know someone else who has, but don’t worry – you are not alone and should in no way be ashamed! Dieting and fitness have become an increasingly large part of our culture and the media enjoy nothing more than reviewing the newest wellness trend or fad. My heart breaks every time I hear of a new aesthetic trend. We’ve had #thighgap, #bikinibridge and #abcrack. Looking through the social media photos from these trends, I see only women, no men.


So why is it that at any one time one in five of us in the UK is on a diet? 1 These diets obviously aren’t working otherwise we would not be in a situation where 57 per cent of women in the UK are overweight or obese.2 In fact, studies suggest that people on calorierestricting diets can end up heavier than when they started.3 It therefore seems reasonable to assume that some diets are ineffective and unhealthy, and some are incredibly dangerous. It could also be that these diets are so ridiculous that following them is all but impossible. Either way, something isn’t working. Yet the number of diet and ‘clean-eating’ books being published shows no sign of slowing down. We still follow them, hoping that each new fad will be the diet that finally makes us happy. Spoiler alert: losing weight will not guarantee happiness. Being content with what you have and treating your body with kindness and gratitude will.


So let’s take a look at exercise instead. If we were to believe all we saw in magazines and on social media, then we might think the number of women exercising is on the up. Simply search the hashtag for fitness inspiration (#fitspo) on Instagram and you’ll be inundated with six packs and tight butts galore. However, the power of advertising strikes again. The reality is that only 10 per cent of adults in the UK play sport regularly and that 44 per cent do no moderate physical activity at all.4 So almost half of us do nothing. We have access to free online fitness videos, more gyms than ever before and numerous government initiatives, yet we still choose to rest rather than sweat (or, even worse, diet instead of exercise).


It is so easy to feel compelled to change your eating habits or exercise choices based on what you see on social media when, in reality, we should make life choices for ourselves. We should choose our dinner based on what we would like to eat, not what looks good on Instagram. We should work out because we love how it makes us feel, not because a magazine says that Jennifer Aniston does it for three hours a day, every day (this is a complete guess). The sad thing is that seeing all these fit, beautiful women on social media is quite possibly having an adverse effect on our fitness motivation, especially when so many of them are airbrushed. Modern-day advertising means that we see more of other women’s bodies than our own at times – and, if we don’t see the reality of exercise (sweaty red faces, frizzy scraped-back topknots, wedgies, crotch sweat patches and bodies of all shapes and sizes) then we are always going to feel like we are abnormal. Worse still, we may feel everyone else is thinking we’re abnormal too. A study by Sport England found that 75 per cent of the women they surveyed wanted to take part in sport but felt held back for fear of being judged on their appearance and ability 5 – what an amazing waste of talent. The irony is that regular exercise would improve our ability and potentially make us care less about our appearance. Chances are we are all so worried about our own ability we aren’t even noticing anyone else’s.


So, despite the swathes of avocados, skimpy leggings and head-standing yogis, it appears we are not yet all aboard the wellness wagon. We need to remember that social media, for many, is a business. The photos posted are often chosen to promote the account holder’s product, services or personality. They are not a true reflection of real life and they are providing little education to us on our bodies, how they move and how most of us should really be eating. I hope this book will give you more insight into your body and health than any scrolling through social media ever could.


Worryingly, it’s not just adults who are struggling to prioritise exercise in their lives; this problem is rubbing off on our children too. Around 40 per cent of 16-year-old girls take part in no vigorous physical activity at all.5 And this is at an age when children have more free time than they will ever have as adults. A study carried out by Girlguiding in 2016 found that fear of people criticising their body stops 41 per cent of girls aged between 11 and 16 from taking part in exercise, whilst 51 per cent of them felt they should lose weight. Moreover, only 61 per cent of them are happy with how they look – how incredibly sad that, at an age when girls should be free from the constraints of body shaming and pressure to look a certain way, so few of them feel this way.6


All this data points to the possibility that, despite knowing more than we’ve ever known about the importance of eating well and exercising, we are simply not managing to do so. This needs to change!


ABOUT ME


Nine years ago I graduated from my psychology degree, full of excitement and hope, and set off in a completely different direction to start my dream apprenticeship as a chocolatier in London. I had planned on a career in chocolate since I was young and I had secured a degree just in case it didn’t work out, meanwhile travelling to London to carry out work experience with my eventual employer. A year after taking on my dream apprenticeship, I was underweight, overworked and suffering with depression. I’d spent a whole year forcing myself to stick with the role because it was all I’d ever wanted to do and was a great opportunity, but my health and happiness were really suffering and life is just too short. One day I woke up and my exhausted body made the decision for me that I would never step into a commercial kitchen again.


As they say, everything happens for a reason, and I took a role as a receptionist in a Pilates studio while I decided what to do next. I had always been heavily involved in sport growing up: I was a 100 metre sprinter during my years in a military boarding school and had a father who was in the Parachute Regiment (I think I inherited my competitiveness from him). However, though I had decided the military wasn’t for me, I had never considered a career in fitness. Thinking back, I had witnessed so many friends suffer with disordered eating over the years – my university dissertation was even on ‘eating disorders in first-year students’ – but I had just never made the link to the possibility of helping others to feel at ease with their bodies.


I quickly realised how much my lack of exercise over the past year had affected my mental health. The catering industry works such long hours, plus it’s a physically demanding job, and I had managed to do no exercise for a year. As soon as I started working in the Pilates studio, I fell in love with the method. Pilates seemed to be all about making your body strong, flexible, functional and comfortable. It was not about being skinny or losing weight. I loved how it made my body feel and it held my interest like no other technique before. I quickly became studio manager before being motivated by my instructors to take the STOTT Pilates training course to become a Pilates instructor myself, and later completed my personal trainer qualifications.


After teaching thousands of classes, I was even more certain that Pilates was incredible (I’d used it to prepare for my eight marathons in eight days charity event). But there was something missing. My clients enjoyed their sessions and were incredibly strong, with beautiful posture, but their cardiovascular fitness was lacking. If you love a certain form of exercise, it’s easy to put all your eggs in one basket. My clients would often say that they hated running/spinning/swimming so just didn’t bother doing it, but this didn’t sit well with me. I then discovered the world of high-intensity interval training (HIIT). All the research into HIIT seemed too good to be true. You only had to do short, tough bursts of exercise? And it was more effective than long periods of cardiovascular endurance training? It couldn’t be true – but the science backs it up. I began adding short periods of HIIT into my private clients’ Pilates practice and the results were incredibly positive. Their endurance, strength, functionality and self-confidence all improved, plus those who had high (and health-damaging) levels of body fat found those levels decreased. My clients felt empowered watching what their bodies could do and how strong they were becoming. It felt as if HIIT and Pilates were the perfect combination, and much like a model pupil this was the model method. The Model Method was born.


Three years ago, I set up my own studio – PilatesPT. I wanted a private studio that clients could chat in, train in, cry in and feel supported in by female instructors – somewhere totally unintimidating. A studio that would improve women’s confidence, not dent it, and that would teach women that what their bodies can do is more important than what they look like. This is exactly what our studio and The Model Method have become known for. I also wanted to afford my training and message to everyone, not just those who trained with me in the studio. I therefore created The Model Method Online, which offers the same exercises, advice and support that I provide to all of my clients. I hope this book will help you discover your healthiest, strongest, happiest body too and rid you of any self-doubt, poor body image and negative body goals.
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WHY IS THIS BOOK DIFFERENT?


As someone who works in the fitness industry, my aim is, and has always been, to motivate women to exercise to be strong and healthy, and live long, fulfilling lives – not to look a certain way. I do not believe in aggressive exercising. I do not believe in diets. I don’t even believe that all exercise is good for you. I believe that we should exercise as and when we can, because we enjoy it and want to do it. I don’t want women to exercise because they have eaten too much over Christmas or have a holiday coming up. When we exercise for these reasons, it’s because we feel we are not good enough as we are. We believe our bodies won’t look good enough in a bikini, or we have lost control over the festive period and believe we must fix this. We are assigning negativity to exercise and over the years this leads to the feeling that exercise is to be dreaded, like getting a bikini wax. If instead we see exercise as something positive because we know we will feel great afterwards, because it reduces our risk of life-threatening illnesses and because it will give us more energy, then there is no reason it can’t be as appealing as going for a facial. It is all about how we view exercise, and unfortunately years of false advertising and supposedly quickfix diets have made us lose sight of what exercise is truly about.


[image: Illustration]


This book is not a diet plan. It is not going to tell you the secrets of weight loss because there are none. It’s not really even going to tell you what you should and shouldn’t eat. It is, however, going to give you the insight into what exercise and food does to our bodies so you can take ownership of your health. I have spent the past six years trying to spread the message that learning to love exercise, and to love the food you eat, is the key to lifelong wellness. There are no quick fixes (and there need be none if exercise is simply part of your life). Health has no time frame. It’s a long-term journey that needn’t involve abstention or pain. I really hope this book inspires you to give exercise another go, or try something new, and see exercise in a more positive, appealing light.


HOW TO USE THE MODEL METHOD


As more and more of my clients felt the benefits of The Model Method, I realised I wanted everyone to have access to it, anytime, anywhere. I loved the thought of women around the world putting 30 minutes a day aside to move their bodies in a safe, empowering and positive way. I therefore created The Model Method Online – a personalised online version of our in-studio training. This involves 30-minute HIIT and 15-minute Pilates workouts. It is all about sweating with HIIT, strengthening with Pilates and nourishing your body with food you enjoy creating as much as you enjoy eating it. Now, by putting my experience, knowledge and recipes into this book, I hope that even more women around the world can start improving their health and happiness.


The book is split into three chapters: Nourish, Strengthen and Sweat. These chapters cover the areas of wellness I believe truly contribute to a healthy, strong body. The Nourish section will re-educate you on the main food groups and on how they contribute to your health and wellness, and I’ll help you to address the topic of mindful eating. The recipes included in this section are for inspiration – this is not a diet plan! I believe that food is to be enjoyed, not restricted. I feel that, if we take time over the preparation, the cooking and the eventual eating of our food, we reduce our risk of binge and emotional eating. The more stress and negativity we put around our diet, the more we lose sight of when we are truly hungry; we must learn to listen to the feedback our body is giving us. The recipes are a collection of some of my favourite meals. My experience as a chef taught me to really pay attention to the taste, smell and feel of my ingredients, and food is an important part of my life. The collection includes all food groups, but if you are vegan, vegetarian or have any intolerances, each recipe has replacements and recommendations.


You may be wondering what qualifications I have to advise you on what to eat. This is where the incredible, inspirational registered nutritionist Laura Thomas, PhD. comes in. When I decided to write this book, I wanted to ensure I wasn’t going to add to the swathes of pseudoscience out there. I didn’t want to confuse people even more or give misleading advice. Laura is a straight-talking, no-bullshit, science-loving nutritionist. You can find out all about the amazing, super-talented career she has forged at laurathomasphd.co.uk (seriously, check her out!).


Once I had written up my favourite recipes, I passed them on to Laura for her expert opinion and asked her to give me her nutritional advice on them. Her response was inspiring. When she sent back her report, I could see that some of the recipes were a little high in fat whereas some were a little low in fat. Some could have more carbohydrates in, some could have less. I was so disappointed, borderline heartbroken (I know that sounds extreme but I’d poured my heart into the recipes). I asked Laura if I should go back and change them to make them more ‘textbook healthy’ and she told me this (in her no-bullshit way): ‘Well you could, but that’d be crazy. If these are the recipes you love, and they taste delicious, and you’re not saying eat this carbonara every meal, then why would you change them? Balance is important and not every meal has to be nutritionally “perfect”. The whole point is to teach people to eat food they enjoy and move more and not obsess over counting calories.’ (I told you she’s awesome.) And Laura is right.


I am not an endorser of diets that remove whole food groups. Nor am I interested in telling you to cut out carbs (how the hell would your body have the energy to exercise without carbs?). What I do want you to do is learn to love food again. To learn to enjoy shopping for delicious, quality ingredients that were grown or made with love. I want you to have a think about what you would like for dinner and then make it yourself. Food that you have made, with passion and attention, is infinitely more satisfying than a ready meal, and it’ll most likely have far less crap in it too! Anyway, I digress . . .


Your Strengthen chapter is all about Pilates! Here we will discuss the history of Joseph Pilates (yes, Pilates was an actual person) and the benefits to your body. You will learn how the body moves and functions, and what muscle imbalances are. Using this information, you can assess your own posture and decide which Pilates exercises you would like to use first. Your Pilates exercises will be broken down into areas – the lower body, the core and the upper body. Each exercise will have a clear description of what type of posture it will benefit, the muscles it works and how to make it easier or harder as your strength improves. You will need no equipment, other than a yoga mat, and you will be practising your Pilates exercises every other day (three days per week) for 15 minutes. Those who practise Pilates often find that they consider their posture more in day-to-day life, and that they suffer fewer aches and pains.


Finally, you have your Sweat chapter. This is all about High Intensity Interval Training, or HIIT. You’ll learn all about how your body’s energy systems work and why HIIT has a multitude of health benefits. I’ll explain the science behind HIIT and how best to practise it. I have split your HIIT exercises into the same three groups: exercises for the lower body, the core and then the upper body. Again, you will only need a yoga mat and will practise your sweat exercises every other day – three days per week – for between 18 and 30 minutes, depending on your fitness levels. Once you have read this book and have created a picture of your current strengths and weaknesses, you can choose which areas you’d like to work on first. Each exercise will be explained in depth, and I will show you which muscles it will target and how to adapt the exercise to suit you.


As a rule of thumb, I like my clients to wait 48 hours between HIIT workouts to allow their glycogen levels to replenish. You will alternate your workouts between the sweat and strengthen exercises each day, with one rest day each week. A week of The Model Method could therefore look like this:


 














	Monday


	Sweat workout







	Tuesday


	Strengthen workout







	Wednesday


	Sweat workout







	Thursday


	Strengthen workout







	Friday


	Sweat workout







	Saturday


	Strengthen workout







	Sunday


	Rest day








Remember that The Model Method is designed to improve your health, strength and happiness, so please do not beat yourself up if you miss some workouts. This is about a lifestyle change, not a quick fix. Moving a little, every day, is one of the best feelings, so let’s make sure exercise is a positive addition to your life! Enjoy it, savour it and use it as an opportunity to be mindful of your body’s capabilities. This is the beginning of an amazing journey and I can’t wait for you to get started.
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NOURISH



It’s not the size that counts, it’s what you do with it that matters. Yes, I’ve lowered the tone – but I’m talking about our bodies, of course. Increasingly, research shows that health is not necessarily determined by our size; it’s what we’re doing with our bodies that counts. Over the years, we’ve been taught that the bigger the dress size, the less healthy we are. We are subjected to a fat-shaming culture that teaches us that only those who are slim, flexible and glowing are healthy, and if we don’t fit this ideal we are unwell, lazy and weak. But this really isn’t accurate. Not when being ‘overweight’ doesn’t necessarily correlate with poor health. Not when our body shapes and sizes have a lot to do with genetics. Not when different types of fat mean different things, and not all fat can be seen. If we can’t see what’s going on inside our bodies, how on earth can we judge ourselves on the way we look? It is a hypocritical world that judges people so aggressively on the size of their clothes while 19 per cent of the UK still smoke (smoking is still the largest single preventable cause of cancer in the UK). 7 We need to take our focus away from what we weigh and focus more on what we do to our bodies if we really want lifelong wellness.




A study involving 334, 164 European men and women found that increasing your physical activity, no matter your body mass index (BMI) or waist circumference, reduced your risk of death. Over the 12-year monitoring period, the researchers found that physical inactivity resulted in twice as many deaths as a high BMI (over 30). This is a gentle reminder to move more, not necessarily diet more, if you want to reduce your risk of death. We presume that our weight defines our health, but our behaviours can have a greater influence. 8





WHY DIETS ARE NOT THE ANSWER TO HEALTH, HAPPINESS OR WEIGHT LOSS


In the media, and even in the health sector, overweight people are described as a ‘burden on the economy’. Negativity towards those who are overweight is often hidden under the guise of caring about someone’s health. The same amount of pressure, however, is not put on those who don’t eat fruit and vegetables. Or those who don’t get enough sleep. Or those with poor stress-management skills (these are all issues that can have a negative effect on your health). With this increasing pressure and emphasis on weight rather than health, it’s no wonder we are all reaching for the next diet plan. Let’s take a look at what those diets are doing to our bodies.


OK, so we’ve decided we want to lose weight (mistake number one) and asked our friend Beth how she lost that 6 kilograms for her wedding last year (which by now she has put back on plus a bit more, because that’s what diets have been shown to do to you). She tells you she ate less/ate only protein/ate only fruit/did a juice cleanse/ate only baby food/took diet pills with only the best intentions of improving her health. So you pick a day to start (probably a Monday as we all like a ‘clean start’) and decide that you’ll have one last blowout/treat yourself to a night on the town/eat all the chocolate left in the house/order a takeaway at the weekend as a final treat before the diet begins. Monday comes and you’re excited to get started. You’ve spent a fortune on a juicer/organic meat/baby food but it’s worth it, right? By Wednesday all you can think about is cake. By Thursday you’ve pissed off your whole family and cried in front of your boss. By Saturday you’ve had a ‘fuck it’ moment and eaten a whole jar of Nutella all ready to start the same cycle again on Monday.


Sound familiar? Of course it does. We’ve all been there (if you haven’t you’ll know someone who has) and it is absolutely no reflection on your levels of willpower. It does not make you weak. It makes you human. How the hell do you expect your body to not fight back? Your body is freaking clever.


When we embark on an eating plan that doesn’t support our energy demands or metabolism, our body is well equipped to disagree. Our bodies are amazing at making sure things stay in equilibrium and that we don’t starve ourselves (your body needs the calories you are depriving it of in order to function). Our bodies have many tricks up their sleeves to prevent you completing crazy diets, and these tricks are far more powerful than anyone’s willpower.


Take skipping lunch, for example. You’re under the misguided assumption that it’ll help you lose weight. When our bodies realise we have forgotten lunch, they say, ‘hold on, everyone, she’s forgotten to eat. Can everyone just hold on tight to what they’ve got, maybe slow down your work for the day, just in case she doesn’t manage to get any food until later?’ So the effect is you feel sluggish, and your body reserves all its energy (i.e. your metabolism slows down).


Then you manage to make it to dinner without food, but by now your body has been saying, ‘OK guys, let’s give her more ghrelin (the hormone that tells you you’re hungry) so she puts finding food on her priority list’. Your body thinks it’s helping you out. It’s reminding you to feed it. So, by the time you do have dinner, you have a hunger like no other. You’ll feel like you want to eat your dinner and the lunch you missed. The potential for bingeing is high.


Being on a diet requires you to think about every decision you make about food like you’re choosing the next prime minister. You’re counting calories/macros/which cake you’d eat first as if you were on death row. When your mind is so focused on food, plus your body is on a go-slow because you are eating less, it’s impossible to stay as focused on your job, relationships or health. Chances are you’ll have little energy to exercise (which is the real hero here) and your mood will be affected.


You will be ignoring your body’s natural hunger signals, and these are incredibly important and powerful feedback mechanisms.


Don’t do it.


Studies suggest that diets have negative long-term effects not only on your health but also on your relationship with food. Growing evidence suggests that those who try to achieve and maintain a weight-suppressed state are at risk of a binge-eating disorder and there is literature connecting yo-yo dieting with compromised health, including increased mortality and some forms of cancer. To put it bluntly, those who diet the most have a higher death rate than non-dieters. 9


Food is to be enjoyed, tasted, prepared, smelt, shared and loved. It is fuel for the body, nourishment for the soul and most importantly essential. We have to eat, so why not make it a positive experience? You will soon see that once we take the negativity out of food, we make more positive health choices.


WHAT ARE THE GOVERNMENT GUIDELINES FOR A ‘HEALTHY LIFESTYLE’?


Now I know it’s not always sexy, or exciting, to follow government guidelines. We all want to follow what the beautiful young model tells us to do so we can look like her. But remember that the government bodies responsible for these guidelines have a huge team of scientists, advisers and academics consulting with each other to come up with the safest, most thoroughly researched advice on what we as a population should eat. Now remember these are just that – guidelines – and there is room for you to adapt them slightly if, say, you are vegetarian or lactose intolerant. For example, the starch foods guideline includes bread, but you may find bread doesn’t sit right with you and therefore you might choose alternatives. Again, there are no big claims, no sweeping statements in government guidelines. However, they really are based on years of research and statistics, and have the best intentions – the government wants you to be healthy and free from disease, they are not trying to get you to buy into their ‘brand’.
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So let’s take a look at each of these guidelines while delving into exactly what each food group is. These guidelines are taken from the Eatwell Guide, which was devised by the Food Standards Agency. 10


EAT PLENTY OF VEGETABLES (AND SOME FRUIT)


Not only is this the guideline I’m listing first but I also honestly feel that this is the guideline we need to read, re-read and then write on a post-it note on our fridge door!


It is recommended that we eat at least five portions of fruit and/or vegetables per day. Around only three in ten adults in the UK actually manage this. 11 It’s safe to say that we can all work on adding a little more in, especially when we consider that people whose diets are high in vegetables have a reduced risk of death and are less likely to develop cardiovascular disease. 12 And please remember the two words ‘at least’. Don’t be held back by this number! In Japan, the government guidelines are 13 portions of vegetables and four of fruit! The UK government is realistic in its recommendations (especially as 70 per cent of us don’t even eat five a day) but really it could be higher. My favourite vegetable-rich recipes in this book are the Nourish Bowl (page 62) and Corn and Lime Fritters (page 50).


Most vegetables and fruits are low in fat, contain no cholesterol and are high in fibre (which, by the way, makes us poo – which is fantastic). They are an important source of vital nutrients that benefit every cell in the body and contain various vitamins and minerals. They are rich sources of potassium, folate and vitamin C, amongst many other micronutrients. Folate helps in the formation of red blood cells, vitamin A helps to protect the body against infections and vitamin C helps to heal wounds and cuts and aids iron absorption. It is thought that potassium can have an effect on lowering blood pressure.


Aim to base your meals around a variety of vegetables, of various colours. The colour of a vegetable can tell you a lot about the types of phytochemicals (compounds that benefit our health in various ways) inside it, so ensure you eat the rainbow and try not to just stick to your favourite five every day of the week. For example, red fruits and vegetables contain lycopene, which is a powerful antioxidant thought to reduce the risk of cancer (canned tomatoes have more than fresh ones, so don’t underestimate canned veggies). Orange foods contain beta-carotene, which is converted to vitamin A by the body and helps to maintain healthy eyes. Get it. Eat them all. Eating fruit and vegetables with their skins on (except the obvious ones, such as bananas) adds an extra dose of fibre to your diet. Fibre is key to regular bowel movement and a happy gut – and most of us aren’t getting enough!


Unfortunately, statistics show that the lowest earners eat the least vegetables. 11 If the limiting factor for you eating vegetables is their cost, try eating seasonally. It can cost a great deal more to buy a mango that has been grown in India and flown across the world to your supermarket than it does to buy some raspberries that were grown down the road. You’ll also be helping to sustain local producers, eating far fresher (and hence more nutritious) food, and eating with the seasons as our ancestors would have done. You can read more about when your favourite fruit and vegetables are in season on page 41. Don’t forget that canned and frozen vegetables are also valuable! Frozen vegetables are usually picked and frozen when at their best and their nutrients are locked in. They are a great addition to your freezer!




There are many ways of sneaking extra vegetables into your diet. Try adding grated courgette, carrot or celery to stews and casseroles to bulk out meals and add flavour. Create your own coleslaw with grated carrot, cabbage and onion and add apple cider vinegar and lemon juice rather than mayonnaise. Add dried figs or apricots to your porridge in the morning or add bananas to your muesli. Throw fruit and vegetables in at every possible meal and you can’t go wrong!





BASE MEALS ON POTATOES, RICE, PASTA AND OTHER STARCHY CARBOHYDRATES


Most of us are already hitting this quota with the increasing quantities of long-life breads and white starchy foods in our diets. However, again, it’s the types of starchy foods we are choosing that’s important for our health. Starchy foods are a great source of energy and fibre and are our main source of carbohydrate. As well as starch, they contain iron and B vitamins. There have been many ‘low-carb’ diets out there and carbs seem to be feared by many. The phrase ‘no carbs before Marbs’ (shakes head) and the wrong belief that carbohydrates ‘make you fat’ have given this vital food group a bad name. Any food group that is consumed in high volumes and not used in the body is stored as fat. Plus carbohydrates only have half the energy value (in calories) of fat. Carbohydrates are vital, and are valuable for those planning on being more active. I absolutely love my Squash and Rosemary Carbonara (page 83) and Speltsotto (page 74) for dinner, especially if I have a long run planned for the following day (eating carbohydrate-rich foods before a long-distance run or cycle helps to ensure the muscles are full of usable energy). The Cashew and Oat Pancakes (page 84) are a great way to start a busy day.


When we eat carbohydrates, the body breaks them down into smaller sugars (glucose, galactose and fructose), which are absorbed by the body and used for energy. Glucose that isn’t needed straight away is converted into glycogen and stored in the muscles and liver for later. These glycogen stores are not infinite and so, when the stores are full, the excess glucose is stored as fat. Glycogen is a great, readily available source of energy for exercise. It is needed for short, sharp bursts of exercise (such as HIIT) and is used during the first portion of any sport. Longer periods of less intense exercise can tap into fat reserves (carbohydrates are also used in this process). However, when the body hasn’t got enough carbohydrate, it can start to eat into its protein stores. Protein is needed for growth and repair of muscles and, hence, if we do not have enough carbohydrate ready for use, we can hinder our body’s ability to build new muscle (and hence improve our strength). This can be seen in long-distance runners, who can be very lean and have limited amounts of muscle. Their muscles are broken down to further fuel the body due to their intense energy requirements. This is not recommended and can put a great deal of stress on the body.


You’ll often hear carbohydrates discussed in terms of whether they are ‘simple’ or ‘complex’. By the end of the digestion process, they are essentially the same by-product (sugar), but the main difference is the time taken for each source of carbohydrate to be broken down into energy by the body. Simple sugars are quickly and easily broken down by the body and have a very immediate effect on blood-sugar levels. Simple sugars do have their place – for example, when athletes need a quick burst of energy for sport. For the rest of us, simple sugars are just a recipe for a rollercoaster rush followed by a rollercoaster plummet of emotions and energy – the kind we’ve all experienced post-chocolate bar. Simple sugars are typically found in foods that are sweet, such as soda, chocolate, candy and table sugar. If it helps, when you look at the amount of sugar listed on a product, eight grams is the equivalent of two teaspoons of sugar.


Complex sugars take longer to break down into their individual sugars and therefore leave us feeling fuller for longer and do not have the same erratic effect on our blood-sugar levels. They are also often high in fibre, which we know helps to promote healthy bowel movements. Examples are starchy vegetables (such as potatoes, sweet potatoes and squash) and wholegrains (such as oats, barley and rice).


When deciding which starches to include, try to keep them as close to what nature intended as possible. If we look at bread, for example, generally it counts as a starchy food, but some heavily processed forms (e.g. white long-life breads) can have high levels of sugar too. Also, the process of bleaching flour to create white bread can strip the wheat of some of its nutrients, although some companies now fortify their bread with calcium and iron so it’s worth checking their ingredients lists. We should also consider the preservatives used to make sure the bread doesn’t go mouldy too quickly. Don’t get me wrong, sometimes there’s nothing better than a slice of white toast with lashings of butter, but don’t rely on that for your starch count as there are far better, more nutritious sources.


If you love bread, switch it up for wholegrain versions. Breads that are sourced directly from local bakers or made by you tend to have fewer preservatives as they are not expected to last as long. You can up your healthy starch count by roasting celeriac or squash wedges with garlic and rosemary instead of chips. You can substitute quinoa (delicious cooked in stock), barley or spelt in place of your usual rice or pasta dishes (as in my Speltsotto – see page 74) or add oats to pancake mixtures, cakes and even savoury dishes (a handful of oats in your lasagne mince will pad it out and barely be noticed). Baked white or sweet potatoes with their skins on are a simple lunch to take to work, and adding some oily fish such as mackerel or sardines is a real winner.


EAT DAIRY OR DAIRY ALTERNATIVES


Dairy is a great source of protein and calcium, both of which are important for bone health. Dairy has become a contentious topic over the past few years, with increasing numbers of people choosing to omit it from their diet. Many believe that dairy has a negative effect on their health or that they may have an intolerance to lactose (a sugar found in dairy products).


When we consume lactose, the enzyme lactase breaks the lactose into the sugars glucose and galactose. These sugars are easily absorbed into the bloodstream. Those with lactose intolerance don’t produce enough lactase (if any), so lactose stays in their digestive system, where it’s fermented by bacteria. This leads to the production of various gases (not ideal), which cause the symptoms associated with lactose intolerance. The main symptoms are wind, diarrhoea and a bloated stomach, which tend to present themselves within a few hours. Lactose intolerance is different to a dairy allergy, whereby the sufferer experiences an immune reaction with symptoms such as wheezing or a rash.


If you are worried you have a lactose intolerance, it’s important to speak to your GP before cutting out a whole food group. There are many vegan sources of calcium but it isn’t as simple as cutting out dairy and carrying on with your life – you would need to ensure you were substituting calcium with greens such as kale, collard greens and broccoli. If you are choosing to drink dairy alternatives, try to choose those that are fortified and unsweetened.
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