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How to Use This Ebook


Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken straight to 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 sections.


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





Introduction


I am thrilled you are holding this book because it means you are thinking about making a positive change to your overall health.


My husband Mark and I started our keto journey in May 2018. Between the two of us, we effortlessly lost a total of 25kg (55lb/4 stone) in less than six months – and now happily maintain our target weight along with excellent BMIs. In addition, we enjoy a euphoric flow of consistent energy and mental clarity; all this from reducing our intake of carbohydrates and enjoying plenty of natural fat.


My story may be like yours; by the time I was in my late thirties, my jeans were several sizes bigger, I was often tired… and where had my cheekbones gone? If I needed to shift weight for special occasions, I would starve myself using calorie-restricted diets. But the weight always came back and brought another fat roll for company. Oh, the agony! As a lover of delicious food, this was a depressing and unsustainable way to live and I spiralled downward into misery.


When the concept of the ketogenic diet exploded around the globe (and it’s not really a new concept at all – the ketogenic diet has been used by doctors for many years to effectively reduce seizures in children suffering from epilepsy), I absorbed it like a thirsty sponge.


‘Say whaaat? I can have double cream in my coffee and enjoy steak and crispy chicken skin as long as I skip the bread? Umm ... yes please!’


I read about people dropping pounds, reducing medication for chronic conditions and even reversing type 2 diabetes – while eating steak, butter and bacon! It didn’t take much to convince us: we were both on board.


Just short of a month after starting the keto lifestyle and fuelled by the incredible results we both experienced, I started blogging about the recipes I was making at home. Rich, fatty, delicious food – it almost felt ‘naughty’. I say naughty because keto living is quite opposite to the UK government guidelines on nutrition.


These guidelines are largely based on an American physiologist named Ansel Keys and his Seven Countries Study back in the late 1950s, where he set out to prove the link between fat in the diet and heart disease. His published findings did not go unchallenged by many respected medical professionals, who criticized the study and pointed out some serious flaws. However, the guidelines stuck: the recommendation was to reduce fat in the diet and increase grains and carbohydrates. But here we are, fifty-plus years later – fatter and sicker than ever. One cannot help asking, ‘Did we get it horribly wrong?’.


Within six months, my blog was nominated as one of the top eight culinary blogs in the UK (UK Blog Awards, 2019) and I realized I had a purpose, a responsibility. I am not a doctor, but I am a chef. I have now passionately embarked on a mission to show people that the keto lifestyle is not all about bacon, eggs and cheese; it’s exciting, delicious, limitless and very sustainable long term.


Monya






Keto Basics


‘You want to keep the natural fats high, the protein moderate and the carbs low.’


The ketogenic diet is a lifestyle where your body uses fat, as opposed to carbohydrates, as its primary fuel. This happens when you reduce your intake of carbohydrates, forcing the body to tap into fat (both excess fat stored in the body and fat that is consumed) as an energy source. This natural, healthy state is referred to as ‘nutritional ketosis’, and is a result of a magical metabolic shift that takes place.


Once you understand the how and why, this lifestyle becomes easy and you will enjoy many wonderful health benefits along with the welcome side effect of weight loss.


Like everything in life, knowledge is power. A solid understanding of the three macro-nutrients (or macros) that make up the calories in your food is essential. These macros are carbohydrates, proteins and fats – and the most important thing is knowing which foods are high in carbohydrates so that you can avoid them. You want to keep the natural fats high, the protein moderate and the carbs low.
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Fats


Fats should be carefully selected, but this is easy: just make sure they are natural fats. For example, enjoy a rib-eye steak fried in real butter, but steer clear of processed vegetable oils (such as sunflower oil and canola oil) and hydrogenated fat. (The production process of these oils will make your toes curl!)


Fat is also very satiating: your meals will be richer, tastier and keep you fuller for longer. It’s likely that you will eat less at mealtimes or even skip meals altogether because you simply aren’t hungry. And there is nothing wrong with skipping a meal; listen to your body and eat only when you are hungry, it’s really that simple. It’s the combination of these factors that makes this lifestyle so sustainable.




Many people combine the keto lifestyle with Intermittent Fasting. I am a huge fan of short-term fasting for many reasons and want to encourage you to research it further if you are up for the challenge. From my own experience, I rarely experience true hunger thanks to the nature of this lifestyle, so fasting is easy for me. It may also interest you that whether it’s cardio or resistance training (both of which I love to do), I train far better on a fasted stomach! Try it for yourself and you will see that one does not ‘need’ carbohydrates to run for 40 minutes or weight train effectively.





When frying, I like to use lard, butter or coconut oil. Not only are these options tastier, but they are stable fats – and even your best-quality olive oil becomes somewhat unstable at very high temperatures. Not all fats are the same – their molecular structures differ. Without boring you too much with the science, stable fats are fats that do not oxidize when heated at very high temperatures (e.g. when frying) and therefore do not produce free radicals. An imbalance of free radical activity in the body leads to oxidative stress, which damages cells over time and can lead to a range of very serious diseases.




Occasionally, I use odourless coconut oil when I do not want a ‘coconut’ flavour to dominate (especially in baking). If using this somewhat refined version doesn’t sit well with you, use regular coconut oil.





Protein


Protein comes from meat, poultry, seafood, eggs and full-fat dairy. Protein breaks down to amino acids, which may be burned in a similar way to glucose as well as via the ketogenic pathway, so it’s advised to consume adequate (but not excessive) protein. Protein is also essential as it will ensure the body doesn’t break down lean muscle mass while the pounds are coming off.



Carbohydrates


Carbs should be kept as low as possible. You want to aim for no more than 20–30g (net) carbs per day (read more about net carbs here) and these should come from a wide variety of high-fibre, nutrient-packed vegetables. Not all vegetables are considered keto-friendly (and most fruits aren’t either, due to their high sugar content), so it’s imperative that you familiarize yourself with the keto-friendly food list.


Insulin


This is a good time to tell you a little bit about insulin. Insulin is a hormone produced in the pancreas that decides exactly how your body uses its fuel. It is commonly referred to as the ‘fat-making hormone’ – and rightly so. You see, when we eat carbohydrates, our blood sugar rises, and insulin is released. It converts and stores some of that glucose as glycogen, but any excess is stored as body fat. Unless you are an athlete or a gym fanatic, you will gradually gain body fat for this exact reason.


On a low-carb diet, there are also minimal fluctuations in blood sugar, so you will no longer experience hunger, cravings, mood swings or fatigue.


Another interesting aspect is that spikes in blood glucose can irritate blood vessels (including arterial linings), causing inflammation. This can lead to arterial damage.



Processed Food


Many people start keto by sticking to the suggested macro breakdown (low carb, moderate protein, high fat) with little thought for the kind of food they are putting into their bodies. Low-carb pepperoni or store-bought mayonnaise may seem convenient, but those yummy processed meats often include glucose or dextrose (anything ending in ‘ose’ is a form of sugar) and a few other inflammatory nasties. And store-bought mayonnaise? Well, this is almost always made with vegetable oil. These are just two examples, but it’s worth knowing that to experience the overall health benefits associated with the reduction of processed (inflammatory) foods, you should aim to – as much as possible – use fresh ingredients that you prepare yourself at home so you know exactly what has gone into your food.


Read the Label


Get into the habit of reading food labels. If there is anything that you don’t recognize, put it back on the shelf and walk on. Reading labels will also reveal how many items contain hidden sugars.



Dairy


Many people remove dairy completely on their keto journey. I personally have no cows’ milk intolerances and have had no issues including a moderate amount of dairy in my diet (e.g. double cream or full-fat cheese). Regular milk on the other hand (even full-fat milk) will contain much higher amounts of lactose and should be avoided.



Sweeteners


A large part of living keto is breaking the addiction to sugar. Addiction is a harsh word but it’s true in this case. Research (through MRI studies) has shown that sugar leads to dopamine release in areas of the brain associated with motivation and reward – the same areas that respond to addictive drugs. Exposure starts at a young age.


Artificial sweeteners (like aspartame) rarely affect blood sugar but I like to keep them to a minimum because of claims I have read that they are to blame for a range of health problems. Furthermore, you may find it interesting to learn that artificial sweeteners may still create an insulin response (our brains are smart), so for me it’s simply a case of ‘where there’s smoke, there’s fire’ with this one. I therefore stick to natural sweeteners like erythritol, xylitol* or stevia. These natural sweeteners are sugar polyols and have no impact on blood sugar for most people. Some people report digestive discomfort when using these natural sweeteners, so find one that works for you and remember that the ultimate goal is to break the addiction to sweet things altogether.


* Xylitol is toxic to dogs. If you choose to use it, please keep your keto cupcakes far away from your pooches!



Alcohol


Here’s what you need to know: beer, sweet wine and most mixers are high in carbohydrates. However, spirits like whisky or gin contain zero carbs. Essentially, this means that a few beers may temporarily throw you out of ketosis (the metabolic process where your body is burning fat for fuel), but a Scotch-and-soda may not. Alcohol is also very high in empty calories (it has no nutritional value) and while most of us don’t count calories on keto, it’s important to remember that alcohol is metabolized differently. In fact, it’s metabolized immediately. I won’t go into the science here, just know that consuming (even zero-carb) alcohol may delay your weight-loss journey; it’s best kept for special occasions. It also goes without saying that consuming alcohol lowers inhibitions and you want to be thinking sharp when making food choices. More importantly, take care of your liver. That precious organ works so hard – don’t give it more to deal with than it already must.



Supplements


Many people require electrolytes (sodium, potassium, magnesium) when they first start the keto lifestyle. The significant reduction of carbohydrates (and associated water loss in the early days) could lead to what is known as keto flu. Keto flu refers to a series of unpleasant side effects that some people experience in the first week or two. It’s quite normal to experience headaches, fatigue and muscle cramps. Introducing an electrolyte supplement may remedy this, but I have personally never experienced any of these symptoms apart from a little fatigue in the first 48 hours (and my husband didn’t experience any ‘side effects’ at all). Perhaps it’s because I season our meals very well and always included a wide variety of nutrient-packed foods … who knows? Anyway, these side effects are temporary and should not discourage you. Your body is responding to this metabolic shift (and possibly also experiencing a ‘sugar detox’). Either way, I think it’s a great indication that you are doing something right – so push through it, it will pass!




Those on medication where a fine electrolyte balance is required (e.g. calcium channel blockers for hypertension/high blood pressure), or those with kidney disease should seek medical advice before supplementing electrolytes.
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Keto-friendly Food


Below is a handy list of food that can be enjoyed on keto. Be mindful that, although many may be low in carbs, they still add up, so keep an eye on the amounts.


Fruit: Avocados, blackberries, blueberries, cranberries, lemons, limes, olives, raspberries, strawberries, tomatoes.


Fats: Animal fats (beef tallow/dripping, duck fat, goose fat, lard), avocado oil*, butter (grass-fed), cocoa butter, coconut oil, ghee, olive oil*, macadamia oil*, sesame oil*


(*cold-pressed and not to be used for frying).


Fish and seafood: All fish and seafood can be enjoyed – opt for wild-caught and sustainable.


Meat, eggs and offal: All meat, eggs and offal can be enjoyed – opt for pasture-raised, free-range and organic. Do include offal (like kidneys or liver) in your diet – it is highly nutritious. Processed meats (like salami or pepperoni) should be for occasional consumption due to the unnecessary additives and hidden sugars present.


Nuts and seeds: All nuts and seeds (excluding rice) can be enjoyed but be wary as some are higher in carbs than others. Exercise a little restraint because it’s easy to overindulge when snacking on delicious nuts. Go easy on the nut flours too. While these are excellent substitutes to use in baking, the carbs can add up.


Vegetables: Artichokes, asparagus, aubergines, pak choi, broccoli, Brussels sprouts, cabbage, cauliflower, celeriac, celery, chillies, courgettes, cucumbers, fennel, garlic, green beans, kale, leeks, lettuce, mushrooms, okra, onions, peppers, pumpkin, radishes, rocket, spinach, watercress.


Herbs are great too and can be used to enhance flavour.


Ground spices, vinegar and mustard are all acceptable and I have never seen anything on the labels that troubles me. If in doubt, check the labels for hidden sugars.


Baking powder: Check the labels when using baking powder or bicarbonate of soda; most are gluten-free, but a quick check will help you make a better choice.




Foods to Avoid


All forms of sugar: This includes everything from regular table sugar to honey, and every other creative name companies are using as alternatives. Some examples include dextrose, maltose and corn syrup. Sugars that claim to be ‘healthy’ or ‘natural’ (like maple syrup or agave) are also bad news. If it affects blood sugar, it should be avoided. Remember that even milk contains lactose, so it’s best replaced with a suitable alternative.


All forms of grains: This includes anything made with wheat flour (baked goods, bread, couscous, pasta) as well as any form of barley, millet, oats, rice and quinoa. Don’t be fooled by ‘gluten-free’ products; these use rice, potato or tapioca flour and are often higher in carbs than wheat flour, creating even worse blood sugar spikes.


All starchy vegetables: This includes root vegetables like carrots, parsnips, potatoes, sweet potatoes and yams. Corn and butternut squash should also be avoided.


Fruit: Fruit can be very high in sugar (fructose, glucose and sucrose) and most should be avoided. See the keto-friendly food list for low-sugar fruit options.


Legumes: All legumes are off-limits, and this includes beans, chickpeas, peas, peanuts, lentils and soy beans (this includes tofu or tempeh).






Starting the Keto Lifestyle


It can be overwhelming when you first start, but now that you have a little more knowledge and are not afraid of the commitment, the next part is easy!


Keep it simple when you start. Eat fatty cuts of meat like chicken, salmon, lamb or steak and enjoy these with your favourite vegetables from the keto-friendly food list. Steer clear of any store-bought sauces or marinades and don’t be afraid of natural, healthy fat. When you are ready and up for the challenge, try some of the more advanced recipes like the keto breads or sweet treats that use special ingredients.


Your time is precious but having an idea of what you will prepare in advance will make your life a lot easier. You can cleverly map out your weekly meals and this will help you shop smart and reduce waste.


Special Ingredients


There are a handful of ‘special’ ingredients that I would like to address. Most of my recipes include items you can get from your local supermarket or butcher. However there are some that you may not be familiar with, but can easily be sourced online.


Almond and coconut flours: When I refer to almond or coconut flour, I am not referring to meal, ‘flurry’ or any other version. Please only use the kind I specify for best results. It’s also important to note that coconut flour is very different to almond flour and the two are not interchangeable in baking; they yield different results in texture, density and flavour.


Ground chia seeds and flaxseed: Some recipes call for ground chia and flaxseed. Do not try and grind whole seeds yourself unless you can achieve the very fine texture the store-bought ground kind offers. I keep all nut flours and ground seeds in a sealed container in the fridge to avoid possible rancidity.


Psyllium husk powder: Psyllium has fantastic thickening and binding qualities. When I refer to it in my recipes, it’s the ground powder I use. Be careful when weighing it; a little under or over could make a significant difference.


Erythritol: Erythritol is my preferred natural sweetener. Where it’s featured, it is the powdered/confectioners’ (not granulated) kind I use. Sift it into your dry mix, as some brands ‘clump’ more than others. Erythritol has a slight ‘cooling’ effect on the palate and many people find that adding a few drops of liquid stevia balances this out. I have added this as an optional addition in the recipes where erythritol features in large quantities.




There is a huge psychological element to ‘dieting’ and none of us like to be told what we can’t eat. I often tell people to focus on what we CAN eat and not on what we CAN’T. That mindset is so important and plays a huge role in keeping our eyes on the prize: health and energy (...and skinny jeans!)
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