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How to Use This Ebook


Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken to a list of all the recipes covered in that chapter.


Alternatively, jump to the index to browse recipes by ingredient.


Look out for linked text (which is in blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related recipes.


You can double tap images to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.





WHY EAT MORE FRUIT & VEG?
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SO, I’LL LET YOU IN ON A LITTLE SECRET. THIS MORNING I TOOK A DOSE OF SOMETHING THAT COULD SLASH MY RISK OF HEART DISEASE BY NEARLY 25 PER CENT. The exact same treatment could also reduce my risk of a stroke in later life by a third and confer me protection against a range of common cancers. The latest research even suggests it is actually capable of cutting my risk of premature death from any cause by a whopping 30 per cent.


But this wasn’t some kind of miracle pill or experimental treatment. It was simply, well, my breakfast. And it wasn’t an awful ‘superfood’ green smoothie either, just cereal and toast, like millions of other people eat around the world. All I did differently was chuck a handful of berries on the cereal, slice a banana onto my toast and pour myself a glass of juice. That’s it. Plain and simple.


These simple additions boosted my daily intake of fruit and veg by 3–4 portions in a single sitting.


Repeated at each meal, this would add up to about 10 portions a day – double the minimum daily intake of the good stuff. Why is this relevant? Well, according to a growing body of international studies, little tweaks like this that get me beyond the 5-a-day minimum could confer significantly more protection against the greatest diseases that affect the Western world.


The amazing thing is, we are now discovering that the positive effects of fruit and veg consumption are cumulative. For every extra portion of fruit and veg you enjoy, your statistical risk of stroke falls by as much as an additional 16 per cent, and this is just one example. In fact, dietitians across the board agree that the simplest dietary change you can make for good health is to consume more fruit and veg, especially when as few as 1 in 3 Brits and only 1 in 10 Americans are making the minimum 5-a-day target.
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But no matter what the lab geeks say, is scaling up beyond 5 portions of fruit and veg a day really plausible? As a plant scientist fascinated by nutrition (but who also loves a good burger and the odd ready meal), I decided to put its feasibility to the test during a year of self-experimentation, and with more than a little trepidation.


To my surprise, not only did my food bills go down, I also started eating a more varied, colourful and flavourful diet, and (here’s the most important thing) I didn’t have to cut anything out to get these benefits. Far from the Spartan restrictiveness of living gluten-, dairy-, sugar- and carb-free, I just carried on eating all the normal, everyday foods I know and love, simply made more delicious with the added flavour, texture and colour of fruit and veg, both at home or on the run. The only rule – ‘eat pretty much whatever you like, as long as you get 3 portions of fruit and veg at each meal’ – isn’t exactly hard to stick to either. Over the course of the year, I jotted down my recipe tweaks to everyday favourites that helped me reach my goal, along with some simple tips and tricks to help me along the way. And that’s how this book started.


No gimmicks, no ‘banned’ foods or miserly portion sizes. Just 80 classic recipes made healthier (and tastier) by simply upping the fruit and veg in them, all backed by the most solid science available. SO LET’S GET STARTED…






THE SCIENCE



WHERE DID ‘5-A-DAY’ COME FROM?


We all know that fruit and veg are good for us. Thanks to high-profile public health campaigns, we probably also have heard that we should enjoy at least 5 portions of them every day, too. But where does this famous ‘5-a-day’ figure come from?


Back in the 1980s rates of diet-related chronic diseases around the world started to rise steadily, ironically triggered by increasing global prosperity. Populations that once struggled to feed themselves had been lifted out of famine and malnutrition but now began to suffer an increased risk of heart disease, stroke, diabetes and certain cancers as a result of the shift towards a more affluent diet. This prompted the World Health Organization (WHO) to undertake a landmark investigation reviewing the best scientific evidence to date, to come up with dietary recommendations that might help curb this global trend. Crunching the numbers, it found that fruit and vegetable consumption was one of the most important dietary factors associated with good health. In study after study, it was significantly associated with a lower risk of developing a range of chronic illnesses across the world, with people who consumed a minimum of about 400g (14oz) a day (the equivalent of five 80g/2¾oz portions) tending to have significantly better health than those eating lower amounts.


But, what many of us might not know is that even at the time of publication in 1990 these now-famous 5-a-day guidelines were not based on the level the science suggested was optimal for good health, but the minimum amount needed to enjoy a significant health benefit. It is surprisingly easy not to notice those two little words ‘at least’ when they precede ‘5-a-day’, isn’t it? It turns out that as so many people at the time were not consuming even half this minimum intake, governments around the world were concerned that recommendations following the science to the letter and suggesting even higher levels might be too daunting a prospect for the public – one considered so unrealistic that the advice would simply be ignored. As a result, many governments chose to ‘strike a balance’ in their health education campaigns between clear, open science communication and, well, a narrative angle they thought the public would be more comfortable hearing. Welcome to the world of politics!
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The degree to which individual governments focused on ‘achievable’ versus ‘optimal’ levels based on WHO’s report explains why there is such a wide variation in the daily recommended intakes around the world. While France, the UK, Germany, the Netherlands and New Zealand, for example, suggest a modest minimum of 5 portions a day, in Denmark it is 6. Why? This number made for a catchier marketing slogan, as it sounds similar to the word for ‘sex’ in Danish: 'Sex every day'. No, really.
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In Australia and Japan, the number of portions is 7. In Canada, it is between 5 and 10, according to your age and sex. For me, as an adult male, for example, Canadian government advice of about 10 portions a day is twice the amount suggested in my native UK. In Greece, it is a generous average of 9 daily portions, but perhaps no one tops Italy, which despite not specifying an exact number of portions, recommends fruit and veg make up the largest component of your diet, more even than traditional dietary staples like rice, pasta and bread, which it ranks a mere second. That’s a lot of fruit and veg!








DID THE ‘5-A-DAY’ CAMPAIGN WORK?



So did the focus on more ‘achievable’ daily portions do the trick? Well, let’s take a look at the evidence.


After millions of dollars of investment, years of work and some of the brightest marketing brains behind it, globally the current average fruit and veg consumption level is still much lower than the World Health Organization’s minimum recommendation.


How much lower? Well, in Europe, this averages out at 2.7 portions a day, about half the minimum, and when it comes to our kids, as few as 6 per cent are getting enough. In the US, fewer than one in ten people achieves it, with an astonishing three-quarters not able to make the minimum of a single portion of fruit a day. The study that first reported this concluded that the typical American diet is in a ‘worrisome state in the context of the obesity epidemic and alarming rates of other diet-related chronic diseases’. When the normally monotone language of academic papers reads like this, you know things are bad!


So, given that this focus on ‘achievability’ has only had limited success, I wonder if perhaps a more open, transparent approach that explains the optimum level might be more encouraging? Perhaps, rather than being daunting, realizing how far away current intakes are from what good science says is the optimum could be more motivating? It is possible this might be more effective than setting the bar lower, simply assuming the public would be put off by a more candid approach. Especially when it is revealed that even if you don’t manage to make these more ambitious goals, any extra portion you sneak in above 5-a-day is linked to a measurable reduction in health risks.


The only study I could find that set out to compare the success of ‘achievable’ dietary goal-setting with more ambitious aims in relation to fruit and veg might just shed some light on this. Researchers at the Institute of Psychology at the University of Heidelberg in Germany set up a trial to test the hypothesis that what they called a ‘realistic’ goal of eating ‘just one more’ than usual intake would be more effective at increasing fruit and vegetable consumption than a ‘challenging’ 5-a-day goal. So what did they find?


It turns out that participants who were instructed to eat 5-a-day for a week dutifully did just that, effectively doubling their intake of fruit and veg. Likewise, a group instructed to eat ‘just one more’ also did pretty much exactly as they were told, boosting their intake to about 3.4 portions a day. Even with these surprisingly compliant volunteers, the ‘just one more’ group lagged far behind the 5-a-day group’s number of portions. So it would be hard to argue that more modest goals are more effective at upping fruit and veg consumption than more ambitious ones, at least in an artificial, experimental situation like this.


But real life is not a lab experiment – what happened to these participants after the trial was over? Well, here’s the really interesting thing. When researchers retested the participants a week after the end of the study, the 5-a-day group were still continuing to scoff on average 1 portion more than they had originally been eating, while the ‘just one more’ group had immediately gone back to their old ways.


OK, so this was a very small, short-term study, but its findings do provide some evidence to suggest that more ambitious goals not only may be far more effective motivators to increasing consumption towards healthy levels, but might also work better in the longer term.


So that is what I am setting out to do in this book – giving you the facts straight-up so that you can make well-informed decisions for yourself. If you struggle to get much further than 5-a-day, don’t worry. Every little bit extra counts. And I’ll give you lots of tips and tricks to help you get to the ‘optimal’ levels that we’ll look at next.










WHAT IS AN ‘OPTIMAL’ DAILY INTAKE?


So if 5-a-day is the minimum amount, what is the optimal daily intake of fruit and veg? After all, we have had a good 30 years to gather up more evidence on the impact of fruit and veg consumption since the initial World Health Organization (WHO) report was published.


Well, to answer this question, in 2017, an international team of scientists pooled together the results of 95 of the most well-designed observational studies from around the globe, involving an astonishing 2 million participants. Running the numbers, they found that while fruit and veg tended to have a bigger proportional impact when people who eat 1–2 portions a day were compared to those eating basically none, individuals who ate more – even beyond the 5-a-day recommendation – continued to benefit from every extra portion. And guess what? Those eating a generous 10-a-day enjoyed the very best state of health, with a 33 per cent decreased risk of stroke, 28 per cent lower risk of heart disease and 14 per cent lower risk of cancer. As a result of such research, it is now estimated that more than 5 million premature deaths every year are attributable directly to inadequate fruit and veg intake. (That’s like the population of Norway. Every single year.)


Yet, even for those people who didn’t go all out and manage 10 daily portions, every extra 200g (7oz) eaten a day (basically the equivalent of just one large apple) was associated with a statistical reduction in the risk of stroke of 16 per cent, an 8 per cent reduced chance of developing coronary heart disease and even a 10 per cent reduction in premature death from any cause. What’s that they say about an apple a day? Considering the time, effort and cost it takes to eat an apple, these are some intriguing results when it comes to fighting the most common causes of early death in the Western world. Want a full breakdown? Here’s what the research has turned up so far on a range of life-threatening conditions. Get ready for a flurry of stats.
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HEART DISEASE



The most striking evidence we have for the potentially protective effect of fruit and veg consumption is for cardiovascular disease. This comes not only from studies that have identified that populations who tend to eat lots of fruit and veg also tend to have better heart health, but also from experiments that have shown that diets rich in fruit and vegetables can lower risk factors such as blood pressure and cholesterol.


In fact, WHO now reports that by increasing fruit and veg consumption to 7.5 portions a day, the global risk of heart disease could be reduced by some 31 per cent and stroke by 19 per cent. The effect appears to be so strong, that the organization estimates about 11 per cent of all deaths from heart disease and 9 per cent of deaths from strokes can be directly attributed to insufficient intake of fruit and vegetables.


The WHO findings echo those of another comprehensive review of the evidence published in 2017 that set out to estimate the optimum level of fruit and veg consumption. An international team of experts from the US, UK and Iran found a dose-dependent relationship for every extra portion of fruit and veg you eat. Add an extra couple of spoonfuls of veg to your daily diet and the extra portion this provides statistically reduces your risk of developing heart disease by around 5 per cent and stroke by 17 per cent, and amazingly this potential benefit appears to continue for every extra portion you add. Based on the calculations in the study, the benefits eventually seemed to plateau off, with the authors suggesting an intake of 9-a-day for heart health.


SO IS IT 7.5, 9 OR 10 PORTIONS A DAY WE SHOULD BE GETTING?


Well, while the exact stats do vary slightly between studies as you would probably expect, what they do repeatedly show is a consistent trend for fruit and veg conferring a protective benefit over and above the 5-a-day recommendation. Can’t get 10? No worries. Just get more!
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CANCER



Let’s make one thing clear from the start: cancer is complex. There are a huge number of potential factors that can increase your risk of developing the disease, many of which simply are not within your control, such as your genetics and your age. However, research has shown that lifestyle factors, including dietary patterns (such as how much fruit and veg you eat), can be one of them. So let’s take a look at the what the evidence shows so far.


The largest and best-quality study to date on cancer and diet, published by the National Cancer Institute, found that during the study period those who ate as little as the equivalent of an apple a day (200g/7oz of fruit or veg) experienced a 3 per cent reduction in risk of developing the disease. Although this reduction was described as ‘very small’ by the researchers, it statistically increased for every extra 200g (7oz) participants tended to eat. Those who ate the most (647g/1lb 7oz, or about 8 portions) had an 11 per cent lower total risk.


While this percentage might not exactly constitute a ‘miracle cure’, let’s look at what it could theoretically mean when it is applied. In the UK, about 360,000 people are diagnosed with cancer every year, a figure that is expected to rise significantly over the coming decades. These findings may suggest that by consuming 8 portions of fruit and veg a day, some 39,600 fewer cancer diagnoses could occur each year, at least in theory. That is more than four times the population of the City of London. Now, given that there are so many variables, it would be incorrect to think that people who get cancer did something ‘wrong’. Sadly, the evidence suggests that sometimes people are just unlucky, no matter how healthy their lifestyles are. However, given that many risk factors are simply not within your control, the good news is that upping your fruit and veg consumption is one of the few things you can change (and very easily too) to help minimize your risk.


What if you can’t make 8 portions? Well, other studies suggest that if half the US population increased their fruit and veg consumption by just a single portion a day, an estimated 20,000 cancer cases might be avoided each year. Reminder: a single portion is only half an apple a day.


It is also important to bear in mind that cancer is not ‘one’ disease, but a group of related diseases, each with different risk factors (including stuff like smoking, UV light etc.). So while the protective effects of fruit and veg consumption against overall risk of cancer in general may be more modest than that of, say, heart disease, for specific cancers the evidence can be much stronger. This is particularly likely to be the case, according to the research so far, for the following cancer types.



MOUTH & THROAT CANCER



The American Journal of Clinical Nutrition found that each portion of fruit or veg eaten a day was linked to an astonishing 50 per cent reduced risk of developing oral cancer during the trial period. Eat more than 1 portion and your statistical risk of developing the disease, at least according to this analysis, more than halves. Potentially eyebrow-raising stuff, especially if oral cancer runs in your family.


It is important to point out, however, that this impressive decrease was only partially echoed in other studies, such as those of WHO’s ‘Global Burden of Disease’ report, which found the odds were for only a 20 per cent risk reduction. Frankly, however, either way it’s a pretty great extra to all the other benefits fruit and veg might offer.



LUNG CANCER



While smoking is by far the most important risk factor for lung cancer, there does appear to be a dietary component behind the development of the disease, too. The evidence suggests that in general those who eat larger amounts of fruit and veg tend to be conferred some protection. One Dutch study found that this could be as high as a 40 per cent reduced rate. Other research suggests a much more modest association, however, with WHO reporting only a 12 per cent reduction in risk, so more investigation is clearly needed. But so far, the trend for a potential protective effect does seem pretty consistent.



LIVER CANCER



Interestingly, while high vegetable consumption was associated with a 28 per cent reduction in the risk of developing liver cancer, no protective association was found with fruit intake. This reinforces the importance of getting your portions from a wide variety of foods and not just relying on a handful of crops.



PANCREATIC CANCER



A review in the European Journal of Cancer Prevention found those eating the most fruit and veg were 27 per cent less likely to develop pancreatic cancer than those who ate the least.



STOMACH & BOWEL CANCER



In contrast to the risk of liver cancer, studies looking into the effect of diet on stomach cancer found that whiile vegetables did not appear to have a protective effect, fruit consumption was associated with a significant risk reduction (yet another reason why dietary diversity is so important). This drop in risk could be potentially as high as 19 per cent according to the WHO. It found a similar protective effect for gastrointestinal cancer in general, too, so much so it estimates insufficient intake of fruit and vegetables could be the key cause of 14 per cent of deaths from the disease worldwide.



BLADDER CANCER



People who ate the most fruit and vegetables were up to 19 per cent less likely to develop bladder cancer. This risk reduction was shown to be dose-dependent, too, with an 8 per cent decrease in risk for every 200g (7oz) eaten a day.
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HEALTHY AGEING



Eating more fruit and vegetables is associated with a 21 per cent lower risk of developing cognitive impairment as we age, at least according to a big review of the evidence published in the European Journal of Clinical Nutrition. This wasn’t a one-off finding either, and was echoed by a number of others, including China’s Southwest Medical University, which found a 13 per cent statistical reduction in dementia risk for every extra daily portion you enjoy. Theoretically, a pretty persuasive potential offer in exchange for nothing more than a handful of berries on your morning cereal.
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