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To Caroline and Milly . . .
Thank you for being the best sisters xxx
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Hi, my name is Davina and I’m a sugar addict.


How do I know? Because:


• I used to have three teaspoons of sugar in my tea and coffee.


• I used to eat five bags (at least!!!) of Haribos on a Friday night when filming Big Brother.


• I’ve stolen chocolate from my children’s secret stashes and not told them.


• I’ve even scoffed chocolate last thing at night, just before cleaning my teeth.


Whenever I’d had a sugar pig out, I felt rubbish; so angry and disappointed with myself. I’d have huge slumps in energy, I gained weight and my clothes felt uncomfortable. Even my skin felt prickly – I hated it. Then I started reading about all the health benefits of cutting back on sugar, and not just for me – for my family too! Could we do it?


Let’s get one thing straight right from the beginning: I LOVE my food. I’m half French – need I say more?


I love cooking and eating nice family grub and I want to enjoy every moment of it. I also want to eat well and healthily, and feed my family food that they like and does them good. But I don’t want to become obsessive about it and be so busy weighing out sunflower seeds that all the fun goes out of mealtimes.


I’m a busy woman, working and looking after my kids, and I have to admit, I do glaze over a bit when I try to take in all the conflicting dietary advice that seems to fill the media. Eat carbs or cut carbs? Should I be eating low-fat or not? Cut out wheat? Stop dairy? OMG – what do I do? I just want a sensible, healthy way of eating, with the minimum of fuss.


We’ve all got so much to do. How do we figure out what we should be eating and then find the time to cook it?


One minute I’m doing an online shop on the way to work, then cooking meals for children, then another one for me and my husband – if juggling was an Olympic sport I’d win Gold!


Sometimes I feel intimidated by the glowing super-healthy gurus telling me what I should and shouldn’t be putting in my mouth. I’m sure they’re brilliant, but they do make me feel a little bit rubbish about myself.


So what to do? I’m no expert . . . but I’ve found people who are and I’ve got a plan. A plan that’s worked for me and could work for you too.


I’ve talked to dieticians and a wonderful cook and we’ve come up with a way of eating that suits me and my family, cuts back on sugar and keeps us trim and in tip-top health.


We’ve put together a collection of recipes and a 5 week meal plan that I’m so excited about. These recipes have transformed my eating habits and helped me to lose weight and ditch my sweet tooth. I want to wean my kids off the white stuff too (as much as I can – completely seems almost impossible and unrealistic), so the recipes are family friendly. A treat for the children every now and again is great, but with so many health concerns surrounding sugar, I want them to lose that taste for sweetness.


What I love, love, love about these recipes:


• They’re simple and delicious!


• No long lists of ingredients – who’s got time for that?


• The ingredients are available in all good supermarkets.


Now here’s the thing: cutting back on sugar means cutting out processed foods. If you buy and cook food that’s had as little done to it as possible, you’ll eat well and live well.







MY SIMPLE RULES TO HEALTHY EATING:


• Cut out added sugar. Use only honey and maple syrup and work towards cutting those out as much as possible if you can. When buying maple syrup, check the label and make sure you get the real thing and avoid anything called ‘maple-flavoured syrup’ which will be mostly corn syrup.


• Cut out white rice, white flour, white pasta and white bread. Instead go for brown rice or barley, wholewheat or spelt pasta, bread and flour. And don’t worry – there’s nothing scary about spelt. It’s just another sort of grain and you can buy it everywhere now.


• Don’t eat ready meals and processed foods such as ready-made sauces. Yes, they are convenient, but many are packed full of sugar to make them taste better.


• Eat plenty of fresh vegetables and fruit. All these recipes contain loads.


• Watch out for low-fat foods such as fruit yoghurts, which may be laden with sugar. Buy full-fat plain yoghurt instead.


• Use butter not margarine, and whole milk, not skimmed.


• Drink plenty of water – still or sparkling. Flavour your water with slices of lemon or orange, cucumber, or herbs such as mint or lemongrass for variety.


• Use herbs and spices for flavouring your food and making it extra delicious.


• Eat foods as close to their natural state as possible. No processed gubbins.
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Why is sugar so bad?


For years, some scientists have been trying to tell us that it’s sugar – not fats – that’s the big bugbear in our diets. It upsets our blood sugar and insulin levels and encourages fat storage and many believe that sugar is contributing to the rise and rise in obesity, and of type 2 diabetes and other ailments. Some of the converts to a no-sugar diet have even said that they have fewer wrinkles and spots since giving it up – WOW! Sugar is a problem now because we’re all eating way too much. We don’t need it!


This is really something we can work on. I can help myself look and feel better and improve my kids’ health by making some simple changes in my way of eating.


Is sugar addictive?


I know it is for me. The more sweet things I have, the more I want. After Christmas, when the house has been full of chocolates, cakes and other sweet treats, I really crave sweetness and it takes a few weeks to get back to normal.


Sugar gives you a quick high. We all know that feeling when you’re really tired and hungry and you think only a chocolate bar will do. It does do the trick – briefly. But then you crash and feel worse than before, so you want more and more sugar to help pick yourself up again.


Naughty ‘hidden’ sugar piles on the weight and makes you feel rubbish


I’ve certainly been guilty of eating too much sugar. The trouble is that it’s not as simple as just giving up sugar in your coffee or that lunchtime chocolate bar. The big problem is the hidden sugar in foods.


Did you know that it’s almost impossible to find any shop-bought mayo that doesn’t contain sugar? I didn’t realise that ketchup, canned soups and sauces, and ready meals are all laden with the stuff. Some of the worst offenders are the low-fat foods such as fruity yoghurts, which can contain five teaspoons of sugar. Even a glass of fruit juice or one of those healthy- looking smoothies contains as much sugar as a fizzy drink – far better to eat the fruit itself.


I’ve stopped buying table sugar – brown and white – and instead I keep some honey and maple syrup in my kitchen. At least they’re closer to their natural state and they contain some nutrients. I’ve also cleared out the other stuff – pickles, canned soup, and so on. I’m trying to chuck out my ketchup – I really am – but I know this is a process. By cutting out sugar, you automatically stop eating so many of the things that just don’t do you much good and make you pile on the pounds. It’s simple.


So why all the savoury stuff?


I can hear you asking where the sugar is in asparagus and roast chicken? Why this book has more savoury recipes than sweet? I can explain. It’s because the sugar in our system doesn’t just come from bars of chocolate and sweet cakes. It comes from food that releases energy quickly, and this includes processed refined carbs, such as white flour, rice and pasta. These foods cause our blood sugar to rise and give us a quick boost – but that boost doesn’t last, and eventually these highs and lows cause damage to our systems. Foods that contain lots of fibre, such as green vegetables, release energy more slowly and that is better for our bodies and our digestion. So my plan is to cut out the junk and think fresh foods – wholegrain bread, brown rice, plenty of vegetables, unprocessed meat, whole fruit not juice. Better for you, better for your family, better for your life – and you’ll never be hungry!


The sugar challenge


As you all know, I’m always up for a challenge and this has been my biggest yet: I decided to wean myself and my family off sugar!


At first the idea of giving up processed foods and cutting sugar down, then out, seemed like a very major challenge, if I’m honest, but not impossible. So armed with everything I’d learned I made a start. First to go was the obvious stuff – the added table sugar, the bought cakes, the biscuits, the chocolate bars. Then went the processed food, such as white rice and white bread, as well as jars of sauces and ready meals.


With the help of my team, I looked at the things that I love to make for my family and myself and we adapted them to a healthier lifestyle. We took out the bad stuff – white flour, white rice, table sugar, all the junk – and came up with the most amazing recipes that I know you’re going to love.


Now I’m making good simple meals from scratch, using non-processed, unrefined ingredients as far as possible. That means ignoring most of the processed packaged foods in the supermarket and filling my basket with fresh veg and fruit, eggs, meat, fish and fibre-rich wholegrains.


I leave the skins on regular white potatoes for the extra fibre, and I make pastry for my chicken pot pie with wholewheat spelt flour, instead of white flour. We eat loads of delicious chicken, meat and fish, and all kinds of salads packed with lovely fresh veg. We make mini-pizzas with wholewheat pitta and yummy things on multigrain toast. We feast on omelettes and frittatas and super soups.


We even make a few puds and cakes, replacing table sugar with honey or maple syrup. And yes, I know these are forms of sugar too, but we use as little as possible and this is real life after all. I’m not perfect.


And you know what? The sugar challenge is not that difficult after all.


You don’t need fancy, weird, expensive stuff. You don’t need to mix up strange green concoctions in your blender. With just a few adjustments you can cook healthier versions of family food and do everyone a power of good.




WHAT ABOUT . . .


Fruit?


This is one of the questions I asked because fruit is sweet, it contains fructose (fruit sugar). However, fruit also contains fibre, which balances out the fructose and makes it healthier for our bodies. Think about it – you can easily swallow a glass of fruit juice that may contain the juice of half a dozen apples, so loads of fructose, but eating more than a couple of apples is a real struggle.


Fruit is nature’s package – it’s the way we’re meant to eat fructose. The fibre in fruit offsets the sugar and makes it less likely to cause energy spikes.


Dairy?


It turns out that it’s better to have whole milk and yoghurt and forget the low-fat stuff. Milk is not that high in fat anyway and the low-fat versions are less nutritious, as they contain lower levels of fat-soluble vitamins such as A and E.


Alcohol?


I don’t drink but my friends do. I don’t remember the taste of booze, but I do know it’s full of sugar and contains empty calories.


While you’re on the 5 week plan, try to cut out the alcohol. You’ll see a drop in weight and you’ll feel better.


Here are the booze facts: red wine is better than white, as it contains less sugar. Spirits such as gin and vodka are OK, but beware of the mixers – tonic water has loads of sugar. Go with soda water or on the rocks. Beer is better than cider. Remember, though, that alcohol is high in calories and those are empty calories – they’re not doing you any good. Make sure you have a few alcohol-free days every week to give your liver a rest.


If you are a non-drinker, try cutting out fizzy drinks, even diet ones, for 5 weeks, and see what happens. I have the occasional diet drink as a treat if I’m out.


AND WHAT ABOUT CALORIE COUNTING?


OMG, I’ve tried every diet going and I am so over the whole calorie-counting thing, which left me SO hungry. Instead I now focus on swapping nutrient-light junk foods, which are full of empty calories and do you no good, for nutrient-dense foods which are packed with goodness. Sounds complicated but it’s really not. If you want to look and feel your best, you just have to feed your body the right things and make good choices. Here are some examples to explain what I mean.





	Nasty nutrient-light foods
	Good nutrient-dense foods
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[image: img] Proper wholemeal spelt bread




	
[image: img] Chocolate bar
	
[image: img] Raw veg sticks and hummus
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[image: img] Plain yoghurt and fresh berries
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[image: img] Oat porridge with a dash of maple syrup











THE SCARY SCIENCE BIT


Don’t just take my word for it. Many experts are saying that too much sugar is ruining our health, providing too many empty calories and contributing to rising obesity. Our bodies can’t cope with this sugary overload and rates of type 2 diabetes are soaring.


Back in 2002 the World Health Organisation (WHO) said that everyone should cut back their sugar intake to 10 per cent or less of total daily calories. So for someone consuming 2,000 calories a day that is 50 grams of sugar. Some popular chocolate bars contain almost as much as that and one can of fizzy drink may contain 39 grams of sugar. Even a serving of canned soup may have as much as 10 grams of sugar.


The latest advice from the Scientific Advisory Committee on Nutrition in Britain goes even further and suggests cutting your intake of free sugars to 25 grams (5–6 teaspoons) a day for women and 35 grams (7–8 teaspoons) for men. ‘Free’ sugar is any sugar added to foods by manufacturers, cooks and consumers, plus the sugar naturally present in honey, syrups and fruit juices. It does not include the sugars in milk, dairy foods, vegetables and whole fruit.


The SACN report also recommends increasing the amount of fibre-rich food in our diet – whole grains, veg and fruit. And that’s the advice I’m following in the recipes in this book.


More research needs to be done on the effects of sugar on our bodies, but for me cutting it out as much as possible makes nothing but sense. Sugary foods are empty calories after all. They don’t do you any good so you’re much better off without them.


HIDDEN SUGAR


Once you’ve started on my eating plan you’ll be buying fewer packaged foods anyway, but do keep checking labels on any products you do choose, as you’ll be surprised to discover where hidden sugar lurks. Here are some of the many different names for sugar to watch out for:


• Barley malt syrup


• Beet sugar


• Brown rice syrup


• Cane juice crystals


• Corn sweetener


• Corn syrup


• Dextrin


• Dextrose


• Fructose


• Fruit juice concentrate


• Glucose


• Invert sugar


• Lactose


• Malt syrup


• Maltodextrin


• Maltose


• Palm sugar


• Rice syrup


• Saccharose


• Sucrose


• Xlyose


. . . and there are many more.





The good news is that these recipes are quick and easy to make and so yummy you really won’t feel deprived or hungry – I promise. This is not a weight-loss diet as such, but it will keep you trim because you won’t be taking in empty calories in the form of sweeties and processed foods.
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