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Foreword


Giancarlo Caldesi


I was born in Tuscany, Italy, but have lived in England since I was 22 years old. I am a chef-patron, run two Italian restaurants, and, with my wife Katie, run a low-carb cookery school. I have recovered from type 2 diabetes and this is my story.


In 1998, I remember going to the seaside and realizing the water was so cold it hurt my feet; they felt like I was treading on glass. I should have known something was wrong then, but it was years until I did anything about it.


In 2009 I was working all hours at our restaurants; I would come home after a shift and devour the contents of the fruit bowl or cook a huge amount of pasta and eat it straight from the pan, as I was so hungry. While driving I would eat raisins, and at each garage stop, I bought chocolate or biscuits. But I still didn’t realize anything was wrong with me medically.


My weight gain worsened, particularly around my waist, and I drank bottles of water to quench my constant thirst. I stopped playing football with the boys because my feet hurt so much. I developed gout and arthritis.


One day in 2011, I was driving home when my eyesight became blurred; it was really frightening, and it made me go straight to the doctor. Within days I was told I had type 2 diabetes. My HbA1c, a measure of blood sugar, was 49mmol/mol; the normal range is up to 42, and the pre-diabetes range is between 42 and 47.


I had textbook symptoms of type 2 diabetes: the weight around my waist; my constant thirst; the gout and arthritis. I was also always ‘hangry’ and spent every moment I could on the sofa, snoring. Both Katie and I went to see a dietician who advised me to cut portion sizes and reduce my sugar intake, and told Katie that her waist measurement meant she was in danger of becoming pre-diabetic. Looking back, neither of us took it as seriously as we should have done.


By 2013 I had worsened: my HbA1c rose to 79mmol/mol. In a bid to feel better, I gave up gluten. This meant I had to give up my favourite fresh pasta, the pastries I loved, bread, pizza and more. However I saw massive improvements within days. We were eating more vegetables, eggs, meat and fish and less ‘beige’ food. I had already reduced my sugar intake, too, so we were going low carb without even realizing! To confirm if I was gluten-intolerant, we saw nutritionist Jenny Phillips. Her tests revealed that I reacted very badly to gluten and she advised me to be scrupulous in banning it from my diet for good.


By 2015 I had lost nearly 3 stone and turned my type 2 diabetes into pre-diabetes, with my HbA1c now at 45mmol/mol. Both of us felt better, and over time we discovered that there was a whole world of low-carb eating.


In 2016 I was finally in remission from type 2 diabetes, with a HbA1c of 40. We met Dr David Unwin and Dr Jen Unwin who have helped hundreds of people put their diabetes into remission. Together with Jenny we decided to write our first book in this series, The Diabetes Weight-loss Cookbook. This led to a further 5 books about low-carb eating to promote weight loss and conquer type 2 diabetes. I feel I was really lucky to have had great people around me to advise me, and I still have. Support from your friends and loved ones can make all the difference.
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My tips for maintaining remission


You need perseverance, determination and planning. Having a plan is so important to keep you on the straight and narrow; it gives you focus and makes you think, Why should I deviate and feel terrible again?


Be strong and develop a mental state in which you can overcome the cravings for carbs and sugar. It’s most important that you disregard your brain wanting something sweet or starchy; your body does not want or need it. As you mentally adjust, you will become happy without sugar. By giving up sugar completely for 3 weeks, you will really notice the sweetness of everyday foods such as milk instead. The cravings for sweets, sugar, cake, rice and bread will pass. Now that I understand how my body works, I am more comfortable with disregarding cravings. Not eating the biscuit or going without bread for a week is very good, so congratulate yourself when you have made a step forward.


People ask me, ‘What can we eat?’ I always tell them that there are loads of good foods that you can cook or eat in restaurants. Whenever possible, choose whole, unprocessed foods and look at the creative ways given in this book to replace highcarb ingredients with low-carb alternatives.


On our low-carb courses, I find that people don’t want to go out of their comfort zones, but I tell them their comfort zones are killing them! Please don’t be obstinate. Dr Unwin told us that just six hours of high glucose levels can damage your arteries. If that’s not motivation, what is?


I often wear a blood glucose monitor to keep an eye on my glucose spikes, as I know I am a sugar addict and I can go off the rails easily. I can’t have anything tempting in the house. I had to clear out the cupboards and get rid of the ‘mind-bending’ junk food like biscuits and sweets. Even dates, raisins and jars of honey have to be on the highest shelf at the back, as I know I’ll be tempted and I don’t want to go back to feeling ill and being overweight. I like my new self and want to stay this way. So be honest with yourself, too – who are the chocolate buttons for – the kids? They moved out two years ago!


I do have a treat once a week – one of our lowcarb desserts – otherwise I would feel too restricted. You could make some of Katie’s chocolate muffins on here and freeze them. When you want a dessert, defrost one in advance, that way you can’t eat them all in one go. If I can do it as an Italian chef surrounded by pasta and delicious food, you can do it too.
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This is a letter we would like to have been sent when Giancarlo was first diagnosed with type 2 diabetes. We didn’t understand the condition, how serious it could be, why he had it, or what we could do to help. With no medical or nutritional training, we found it hard to get our heads around it; we know how that feels. We needed to completely rethink everything we thought we knew about having low-fat food and plenty of carbohydrates.


As Giancarlo said in his foreword, we were lucky to find a great team to patiently exp ain blood glucose levels to us over and over again until the penny dropped. Our books are here to share that information with you. Be patient with yourself as you learn to understand type 2 diabetes. Read the science in this book, the pages on How to Start, the Meal Plans and the information, recipes and tips on our site www.thegoodkitchentable.com. Then fill in your own meal plan to follow. It is very important if you are on medication to speak to your health practitioner first and tell them you are following a low-carb diet.




I feel strongly that you should understand what happens in your body when you eat different foods. If we had known that, Giancarlo would never have suffered as he did. Armed with this knowledge you can fight against pre-diabetes, obesity and type 2 diabetes and restore your metabolic health.


Since Giancarlo’s HbA1c levels have dropped to within the normal range, and his diabetes is in remission, life has been so much better; we didn’t realize how ill he was before. Giancarlo feels great and I have a new slim husband who is full of energy and fun once more. It’s been a difficult journey, but Giancarlo feels that if he can do it, then you can too. It’s never too ate to make a start.


The low-carb lifestyle is about eating fresh, natural foods that don’t overload your bloodstream with glucose from sugar and starch. I’m passionate about helping people who read our books and take our cookery c asses to prepare their own wholesome, nourishing meals rather than relying on ultra-processed foods. These changes are easy and don’t have to be expensive. Let me show you.


Once you have your plan, get shopping, chopping and cooking, and enjoy it. Enlist help from family and friends. Make quick meals for two and family meals for feasts or batch cook and freeze; just stick to your plan. And if you go astray for a night, just get right back on your plan the next day.


I hope that the recipes will inspire you to put on your apron and take charge of your own health, starting in your kitchen. This book is the first step to your new life.


Your wellness is in your hands!


You can do this!
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HOW TO START


Follow these steps to start your low-carb eating plan and enjoy the benefits of improving your metabolic health:


Read the science, more than once if necessary, and understand how your body works.


Look at the CarbScale and decide your upper limit of carbs.


Count carbs – Read food labels and look at our carb swaps, Dr Unwin’s teaspoon charts and the recipes to compare the carbs in familiar foods and our recipes; it’s fascinating. Calculate the whole meal, not just one portion; that’s the nibbles beforehand, the sides, any dessert and what you drink with it. Jenny gives advice on how to do this if you aren’t following a recipe from this book (see here). Keep noting down your carbs until it becomes second nature. After a while, you will naturally pick low-carb choices and you won’t need to count anymore.


Look at the Low-carb Meal Planner for ideas for basing your meals around protein, non-starchy vegetables and healthy fats.


Avoid ultra-processed foods and treats.


Ban the beige and eat a rainbow. Recognise carby foods easily: they are mainly beige. Resist them and replace them with colourful nutritious foods instead, see here.


Love your veg. Replace starchy carbs whenever possible with green vegetables. Above-the-ground ones like cabbage, courgette and salad veg are less starchy than below-the-ground ones like potato.


Give up added sugar in tea, coffee and sweet fizzy drinks. Eat low-sugar fruits such as berries and whole apples or pears rather than sweet fruits such as bananas, grapes and raisins.


Plan the week. Look at your diary and plan your meals. Copy the meal plan and fill in the blanks. What are you going to have for dinner tonight? And tomorrow. Cancel the delivery app on your phone. Think at least two days ahead to avoid a 5pm panic and an ultra-processed delivery meal because you are craving carbs.


Start with three meals per day with no snacks, with a minimum of 5 hours between. You will not keel over! The whole point of losing weight is to release the calories stored as fat. Eating low carb allows your body to do this by training it to become a fat burner rather than a fat storer.


Weigh yourself twice a week. Monday and Friday mornings, to isolate the weekend. Do not attach emotion – it is just information!


Enjoy cooking! I know that is easy for me to say, as it is my passion, but I have watched so many customers at our school enjoy cooking, even when they thought they wouldn’t! Get the family involved, even from a young age, and watch the workload disappear. Everyone can have a job.


Keep an eye on cost. Don’t overbuy food: If you are likely to be out a couple of nights or you have food you really should use up, don’t buy too much. Look out for cheaper cuts of meat to use in the Simple Beef Stew, frozen fish or chicken in the Quick & Easy chapter or canned fish in Curried Fishcakes or the Spicy Mackerel Pâté.


Batch and freeze. This chapter is devoted to getting organized! Think ahead and cook just once a week to provide up to eight meals, each of which can be adapted; for example, the stew can be transformed into a lasagne, ragu, curry or chilli. I love it when I think I have nothing to eat and I look in the freezer to see my work; delicious meals ready to defrost and reheat in minutes.


Embrace your leftovers, and follow the principles of a ‘continuous kitchen’. When I was a child, our leftover Sunday roast would be made into another meal on Monday, part of a sandwich for Tuesday lunch and so forth. The bones would be made into stock and we would finally finish the original roast as a soup with any leftover meat in it. And that was without a freezer and a microwave; now we have no excuses. By cooking a large beef stew on a Sunday, you can freeze the leftovers in two portions, turn one into chilli con carne, and eat another as ragu.


Get saucy. To make up a vinaigrette, a spicy chilli sauce and maybe a chermoula, see this chapter. These will keep in the refrigerator for a week or more and with the addition of soft-boiled eggs, a piece of fish or a chicken breast you can make quick and delicious meals in minutes.


High-days and holidays. Look at the Feast Days chapter to see plenty of ideas as to how to celebrate while keeping low carb.


Remind yourself of your motivation. It might be serious; when Giancarlo turned 65, it made him think of his life ahead – or it could be trivial; I had a photo of me in a swimsuit on my refrigerator door for a while. I was happy with my figure when the photo was taken and looking at it encouraged me not to open the refrigerator door!
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A few notes on temps, measures and sizes


Eggs can be any size unless specified.


What is a pinch of salt? My pinch is generous, around 3g (¹⁄8oz), to give flavour. Reduce this if you have been told to by your doctor.


The numbers in the nutritional analysis of my recipes are only a guide, but it’s accurate enough to tell you what is likely to give you a glucose spike.


What is the difference between a chopped and sliced onion? The photo here shows you – at the top is sliced, below is chopped.





Take your time to eat. It takes a while for your body to recognize that you have had enough to eat. If you eat with others, you can chat between mouthfuls.


Start your meal with fibre. In Mediterranean countries such as France, Italy, Greece and Turkey it is traditional to start a meal with a salad, antipasti or mezze; these take the edge off your hunger so you don’t then devour a huge main course. And eating fibre before carbs lowers the resulting spike of glucose. Check out the work of Jessie Inchauspé, ‘the Glucose Goddess’, for more.


Acknowledge your comfort foods. There are plenty of healthy comfort foods in this book. Mine is toast, butter and Marmite with a cup of Earl Grey tea – not so bad, you might think, but I have seen the spike I get from a slice of toasted sourdough – not great. So now I love our low-carb bread that I can toast and enjoy.
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Be prepared for travelling


On the way to a wedding recently, we stopped at a service station. Everything around us was made from sugar or starch. The few salads contained carbs, too. Giancarlo and my son Giorgio, who were wearing blood sugar monitors, ate rice-based dishes. When my other son Flavio arrived later, he saw the spikes on their monitors, so we ordered a bucket of fried chicken and peeled away the coating! On the way back from the wedding, we prepared for the same stop with our own low-carb picnic – and guess what? No spikes!


Move more


Use every excuse to move; sitting down is unhealthy. Incorporating physical activity into your daily routine is so important for reducing obesity and managing pre-diabetes and type 2 diabetes. Exercise helps lower blood sugar levels, it improves insulin sensitivity and it promotes overall well-being and energy levels. Get outside into the great big green therapy room, called ‘outdoors’! Enjoy your endorphins, however you get them, from a brisk walk to HIIT, from cycling to swimming or dancing around your kitchen.


What to drink


Drink water: but that doesn’t have to be boring. Try adding a couple of rosemary sprigs to a jug of water and leaving them to infuse for the day. Alternatively, adding washed strawberry hulls or slices of peach to water makes it delicious. And after straining out the fruit, you can fizz the water in a soda maker. Even better!
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My friends know how much I enjoy a glass of wine, but as Giancarlo has to control his sugar habit, I have to control my wine o’clock craving. It’s surprising to learn how many units of alcohol and calories there are in a glass of wine. Red or dry white wine are low in carbs so aren’t off the menu, but this doesn’t mean you can drink them limitlessly.


While moderate alcohol intake has been associated with certain health benefits, excessive or chronic alcohol consumption can have detrimental effects on the body. Choose alternative activities to relax: go for a walk, take a bath, read that book you have been meaning to start or phone an old friend. You’ll still get the feel-good factor, and you’ll feel better the next day.


Children and healthy eating


I have been asked on many occasions how people can get their kids to eat healthy food and not demand chicken shapes and chips. This is a massive subject and not one I can cover in detail in this book, but in principle, none of us, whatever age, should be eating junk food. Our kids were 10 and 12 and both had tummy fat, like us, when we changed the way we ate. I quietly removed the crisps, sweets, biscuits, cereals, fruit juice and ultra-processed foods and replaced them with nuts, small pieces of cheese, apples and tomatoes. I reheated leftovers for breakfast instead of offering them cereal and gave them whole yoghurt with vanilla extract and low-sugar fruits. I added small portions of pasta, potatoes and rice to our low-carb meals and they naturally lost weight without any mention of the word ‘diet’. They are in their twenties now, eating moderately low carb, fit and healthy.






High-carb foods
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These are the foods to avoid!






Low-carb swaps
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Red wine
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Granola
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Dark chocolate
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Handful of nuts
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Pepper and cream cheese
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Roast veg
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Handful of berries
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Cheese muffin
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Cabbage ribbons
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Roast cauliflower
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Riced cauliflower
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Low-carb pizza
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Pink yoghurt
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Low-carb sandwich
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Mango ice cream





These are the foods to enjoy!






What to eat in restaurants


Since we run restaurants, we know how tempting it can be to overdo it at a dinner out. We have introduced a symbol, ‘LC’, for the low-carb options on our menus. Here are some helpful tips to enjoy a lunch or a night out without falling off the wagon.


Choice of restaurant – Have a look at the menus and choose a restaurant that will offer you a suitable choice. A pizza restaurant will have less choice than a steak restaurant but the latter may not be your preference or within the budget. Have a look before you go, so you know what you can order, and stick to it.


What to choose – You should be looking to eat an adequate amount of protein and non-starchy vegetables so you aren’t hungry. This is not necessarily about eating less; it’s about eating better. You need to be like Sherlock Holmes, looking for the sugar content, and don’t go anywhere near dessert unless it is low-carb fruit or cheese.


Bread – Refuse the basket, however artisan or tempting it looks. Say yes to olives instead.


Wine – Tell yourself how many glasses of wine you are going to have and stick to it, enjoying sparkling water in between. I am not always good, but I try to stick to two: one at the beginning of the evening with olives and antipasti (so not on an empty stomach) and one later with the main course. I ask for a big glass of sparkling water with lime or lemon. Avoid beer and sweet cocktails (see here for more on alcohol).


Sides – Ask to swap starchy carbs such as mashed potato, rice or chips to non-starchy vegetables such as sautéed spinach, roasted vegetables, green vegetables and salad.


Salad as the main course can be lower in carbs than a whole pizza, for example, but look out for sugary dressings and ask for olive oil, salt and pepper instead. If you can, get a few lemon wedges to squeeze over, which will be much better than a balsamic glaze or honey or syrup dressings. If possible, ask the restaurant not to add potato or grains to the salad and instead to have more leaves.


Starters plus a side might be better than a starter and a main – mozzarella, burrata, bresaola, beef carpaccio, egg-based dishes, spicy prawns, olives, sautéed mushrooms and rocket and Parmesan salads are all good options.


Main courses – Steak, chicken and fish without sugary sauces are all fine.





BURGERS


Have the meat, cheese and salad but ask them not to give you the bun.


CURRY NIGHT


Order vegetable sides instead of rice. Go easy on the dhal and chickpeas; they’re better than rice but still starchy. Dry tandoor-cooked meat and fish are better than dishes with oily sauces.


CHINESE


Go for dry food rather than sugary sauces, such as roasted fish with ginger and garlic. Avoid battered food, and choose green vegetables rather than rice.


VIETNAMESE AND THAI


These can offer brilliant choices, with protein- and non-starchy vegetable-based salads and prawns – just say no to the rice, even if it’s included.


SUSHI AND JAPANESE


No white rice; instead go for sashimi, vegetables, salad and fish mains, but avoid sugary sauces. Choose dry sake over beer.


MEXICAN


Avoid the nachos, rice and beans and go for meat or fish, Padrón peppers, guacamole and salad. Tequila shots are better than sugary cocktails and beer.


FRIED CHICKEN


Avoid it. There is almost nothing here for you when you are enjoying a low-carb lifestyle, though I have on occasion peeled away the coating and eaten just the chicken.


COFFEE SHOPS


The demand for low-carb food is getting stronger and bigger – in 2017 Starbucks introduced their ‘Egg Bites’. Avoid ordering a latte (think of the milk sugar) and any syrups.
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THE LOW-CARB LIFESTYLE


Helping to bring back the joy of general practice


Dr David Unwin, GP


Back in 2012 – like so many GPs today – I found myself exhausted and demoralized. If someone told me I was about to start a wonderful new clinical service that would have worldwide influence, I would have been quite astonished!


And yet that is exactly what my psychologist wife, Dr Jen Unwin, and I did at the Norwood GP surgery near Liverpool, England. As a consequence, ten years later we have appeared on TV and radio, written 40 articles for journals and newspapers, and spoken at conferences all over the world, and our work has been translated into 18 languages! The basis of all this interest is that 50 per cent of all our patients with type 2 diabetes who have ‘cut the carbs’ have put their diabetes into drug-free remission (that’s 129 people so far). They no longer need expensive medications, so each year we save the NHS about £65,000 from our diabetes drug budget. Imagine the savings if every GP surgery in the UK was doing this! In fact when we published our data in 2023(1) 97 per cent of all our patients who were interested in improving their type 2 diabetes had actually done so, and had maintained that improvement for 30 months! The good news didn’t stop there. We had also achieved significant improvements in all our measures of cardiovascular risk: things like weight, blood pressure and blood fats. We are part of a growing international body of opinion who feel that improving diet is key to improving the nation’s health. If you are reading this book, perhaps you agree. As you will learn, the guiding principles of our work are surprisingly simple: just avoid the sugary and starchy foods that put your blood sugar up.


The magic is how to replace these staples with delicious meals, so you actually enjoy the process of improving your metabolic health. It is key that this is a lifestyle, not a diet.


[image: ]


How did this transformation come about?


Like all practices, we had seen an exponential growth in the prevalence of obesity and type 2 diabetes – an epidemic that has occurred across the world. Managing diabetes and its complications puts a huge strain on our clinics. Here in the UK we now spend £1 billion a year on the drugs for type 2 diabetes and its tragic consequences. When I was a new GP in 1986, we had just 57 cases of type 2 diabetes; by 2012 this had increased eight-fold to about 470. It’s odd that I never thought about why this epidemic was occurring.


I remember my advice at the time was fairly standard


• Everything in moderation


• Eat a little and often


• A high-fibre breakfast is important


• Move more


• A low-fat diet is preferable


Over many years this advice seemed to make little difference. I became frustrated that patients were clearly ignoring my advice and concluded, like many doctors, that changing diet didn’t make much impact, it was better to just start the medication early. You see, it was easier to blame the patients rather than my own advice, and yet that was the common denominator! No matter how many medications I prescribed for my patients with diabetes and obesity, many of them didn’t seem to experience significantly better health. The whole thing was just so depressing. As a young doctor I had been so keen to make a difference, but by the age of 55 I felt as if I had failed. (I probably should say a word in defence of medications here. Yes, I still offer them, just more carefully and after sharing both the pros and cons with the patient concerned.)


One patient changed everything


Then one day in 2012 a patient with diabetes changed everything. I had asked her to come and see me because she had not been ordering her diabetes medication for some time. I planned to explain how foolish she was, but I was in for a shock. She had lost so much weight and, oddly, her blood sugars were normal, even after many months without medication. In a horrible turn, she was not just cross with me, she was furious, even wondering if I was properly qualified. She explained, ‘Even a schoolboy knows that starchy carbs like bread, cereals and rice digest down into a lot of sugar, so they are a poor choice for someone hoping to reduce blood sugar.’ She suggested it was better to eat a low-carbohydrate diet with more green veg, meat, fish, eggs and full-fat dairy: all low-carb foods that don’t put up blood sugar nearly so much as carbohydrates. Apparently, over a decade of diabetes treatment, I had never mentioned this to her. She discovered the low-carb approach online and the results astonished her – and me. She felt I had a lot to learn, and it turned out she was right. Up until that day, I saw type 2 diabetes as a chronic, deteriorating condition, one that over time would inevitably need more lifelong medication. In 2012 I had never seen a single case of drug-free type 2 diabetes remission. Now in 2023, I meet proud, amazing people in every clinic who have done just that. My ‘heartsink patients’ have become my heroes! This case is similar to Giancarlo’s and so many others around the world: people who don’t accept that having type 2 diabetes means an inevitable decline.


Choosing your diet may be part of choosing your future


Thinking about this eight-fold increase in the prevalence of type 2 diabetes, it’s not possible such a phenomenon can be due to genetic change in just a few decades. My experience supports the idea that the whole problem is environmental, not genetic. I believe it’s just a matter of changing our food environment. I simply don’t accept the situation as hopeless, and we have the data to prove it!


Part of all this is the rise and rise of ‘junk’ or ultra-processed foods. In the UK these ‘food-like’ substances now make up 56 per cent of all the calories in the British diet(2). According to the BBC, the three most common problems are: industrialized bread, pre-packaged meals and breakfast cereals. This book is all about helping you to make delicious, healthy food instead of relying on those packets and pre-prepared supermarket foods.


Teaspoons of sugar


Dietary carbohydrates are the main drivers of blood sugar and so are problematic for people with type 2 diabetes. But this is complicated, as various dietary carbs affect blood glucose differently. Table sugar itself is easy to understand, but starchy foods like bread, rice or potatoes are harder to quantify. Nevertheless, starchy foods like breakfast cereals or rice are surprisingly full of sugar. This is because the starch molecule is actually glucose molecules ‘holding hands’. Digestion breaks starchy foods back down into lots of glucose. But how much?
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