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ABOUT THE BOOK

If you have ever felt the stress of 21st-century living wrap itself around your heart and turned to a double espresso and a faint hope that tomorrow will be better, then this book will show you how to slow down, listen to your body and find a more natural, holistic way of life.

Xochi Balfour changed her life from her little London kitchen and, as The Naturalista, has been blogging about her experience of balancing and simplifing her life in harmony with the natural world. Without recourse to expensive ingredients, all-consuming cleanses or dramatic diets, Xochi has taken the principles of naturopathy and created a way of life, from a gentler way of eating to simple beauty recipes as well as bringing relaxation and mindfulness into your everyday routine.

Her food is gluten- and dairy-free and predominantly plant based, but straightforward and delicious, her skincare recipes can also be made from kitchen ingredients and her techniques for everyday mindfulness can be fitted into the busiest of lives. Her recipes include power balls and energy bars, raw chocolate, sea salt and pistachio fudge, cornershop turmeric and coconut dahl and beetroot falafel as well as a gluten-free carrot and flax bread. For your body, there is a rosewater facial spray, passionfruit and papaya face mask and lavender and shea butter body lotion, while for your home, Xochi will show you the benefits of barefoot earthing and how to make your own incense.

This is truly a bright and beautiful guide to natural living in the modern age.


ABOUT THE AUTHOR

After graduating from Oxford, Xochi became a journalist and freelance writer for the Financial Times and the Evening Standard before abandoning office life to set up a street food van, Rainbo. But with that life came long hours, bad food and stress and finally a dawning realisation that she could not sustain this way of life. Xochi enrolled at the College of Naturopathic Medicine and started writing The Naturalista as a means of documenting her journey and posting food and beauty recipes.

With her partner, Ben, Xochi also runs a supperclub, The Pura Vida Social Club, that offers more than food – an evening of chilling and crafting.


To Ben:
The mortar to my pestle,
and the undisputed king of cornershop dahl.


The information and advice contained in this book are intended as a general guide. It is not intended as and should not be relied upon as medical advice. The publisher and authors are not responsible for any specific health needs that may require medical supervision. If you have underlying health problems, you should contact a qualified medical professional.


IntroductionTHE NATURALISTA WAY

NOURISHING RECIPES TO LIVE WELL
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I write a natural living and wellness blog called The Naturalista (www.thenaturalista.co.uk), which explores holistic health in all its many forms. I am passionate about living a balanced, natural life in harmony with the world around us and believe that the three pillars of optimal health and vitality are a wholefood diet, natural skincare and the cultivation of mindfulness. I am currently finishing my training as a naturopathic nutritionist, the principles of which inform this book: nourishing inside and out with natural ingredients. All my recipes are gluten- and dairy-free and are largely plant-based – although some do contain meat and fish, which many of us need from time to time. I also think we should be eating fresh ingredients in their natural state as much as we can, so many dishes are entirely raw.

MY WELLNESS JOURNEY

In 2011, I quit my office job in London with my (now) husband Ben to set up a charitable healthy street food truck, called Rainbo. We were not chefs – although Ben was an enthusiastic and accomplished cook and we spent most of our evenings devouring every page of Ottolenghi’s Plenty – and we had limited street food experience, knife skills or knowledge of what would be involved. But we knew we needed to do it, to hit the road and follow our dreams. We restored an old 1948 Ford pickup, concocted a healthy lunchtime box of homemade gyoza dumplings and rainbow salad and roamed the streets to sell it. The adventure was a wild and wonderful blur of chopping, griddling, washing, packing, driving, eating, laughing and sharing (and occasional crying) and after a year or so running the van I hit what I now see was adrenal burnout. Back-to-back days of stressful trading, getting home at 2am and up to prep at 6, scoffing whatever was around us for fuel – usually burgers, hotdogs, brownies and coffee – had left me exhausted, depleted and running on empty with my heart thumping in my throat. The culmination of this, amid stubborn tears of exhaustion and an almost total abandonment of my social life or any family time, was having a panic attack on my bedroom floor late one night while too tired to fall asleep. And although the street food lifestyle is an extremely demanding one, I know I am not the only one to feel like their life is suddenly in control of them and not the other way round. Longer work hours, crowded commutes, eating on the run and the round-the-clock demands of life lived online all creep in upon us and keep stress levels running impossibly high. I knew that if we were to continue giving our business our all – or anything at all – something major had to shift.

What we put into our mouths struck me as the most important place to start. Burgers, fried chicken and all sorts of refined sugar treats may make for a great street food night out but they are not what we were designed to live on. I enrolled in a short course on nutrition at the College of Naturopathic Medicine and it was like a spark had been lit inside me: I needed to learn how the fuel we feed our bodies works, and all the things I could do to get myself back on track. I needed to reclaim my power. Not since my days at Oxford had I known such a thirst for learning, and I immediately enrolled in the three-year Naturopathic Nutrition diploma. Following swiftly on from overhauling our diet and kitchen cupboards, the bathroom cabinet came next, alongside a chance journey to a silent retreat and meditation community in Costa Rica. A more conscious and mindful approach to living took seed and continues to flourish as I discover more and more about healing foods, natural skincare and the path of self enquiry – and how they intertwine.

Looking around me, I know I’m not the only one to go through this, and it is an honour and a passion to share what I have discovered so far about staying ‘well’ in the whirlwind of modern life. This book is a simple, inspiring wellness bible for anyone who needs to slow down, listen to their bodies and get themselves back on track. You don’t need to take a week off work and trek to a meditation retreat or do a costly juice cleanse; you don’t need to spend a fortune on expensive treatments or therapies: the ingredients you need to live a healthier, happier life are right here. I changed my whole life from my little London kitchen and had tremendous fun doing it; this book is the culmination of what I have learned.

HOW I LIVE AND EAT NOW

Regardless of what healthy eating fads may grace the press and your social media feed, the best judge of how you should eat is yourself. Our bodies have an innate wisdom and if we learn to listen to them properly, we start to eat what we need, and ditch the things we do not. In my twenties, I was vegetarian for four years and while I felt wonderful morally speaking, I felt terrible physically. My immune system was weak, my diet was poor, and cheese and carbs were the mainstay of my meals. I now know a great deal more about how to live a healthy meat-free life, but I have discovered through trial and error that I feel at my best when I incorporate meat, fish and eggs into my diet; particularly because as a female with a strong monthly cycle, my body gives me very clear signals when it wants red meat – and no popular diet or health food craze can compete with vividly dreaming about steak.

My food philosophy follows the main naturopathic principles, and this also applies to what I put on my skin: nothing processed, gluten free, predominantly plant-based with plenty of healthy fats, organic and Fairtrade wherever possible. I avoid gluten and dairy because my husband is intolerant to them and his digestive and immune systems flare up when he eats them. He is one of a growing number, and the body’s inflammatory response to both ingredients is an obstacle on the road to good health for many of us. Furthermore, the ways in which much dairy is farmed these days, from poor animal welfare to antibiotics, genetically modified feed and hormone use, is almost unrecognisable from the raw, natural, unpasteurised milk that previous generations enjoyed. For this reason I prefer to avoid it on the whole. I eat meat three or four times a month and fish more or less once a week. I follow the SMASH acronym for cold-water, Omega-3-rich and responsibly sourced wild fish (from large to small): salmon, mackerel, anchovies, sardines and herring. The recipes in this book cater for raw, vegetarian and vegan lifestyles as well, and are labelled accordingly so you can easily identify them.
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Plant foods, leafy greens and fibrous vegetables are vital for optimal health and disease prevention and often acutely lacking in the modern western diet. The dominance of processed meats, dairy, sugars, additives and preservatives leads to all sorts of imbalance and disease, most increasingly in the colon where increased transit time and lack of fibre to move things through properly contributes to rising numbers of IBS diagnoses and other health complaints. With this in mind, I encourage everyone to eat as many plants as they can each day; ideally the plate should be two-thirds fruit or vegetables. Once we start to increase our fibre we usually notice dramatic differences in bowel elimination, complexion, energy and vitality.

In a world where processed food abounds, I try to make as much as I can from scratch as it is the only way to have complete control over what I am putting in my body. However, I know how busy we all are, and there are now some fantastic ready-made products available that bring us the best of nourishing wholefoods in a convenient and affordable way, helping us make the shift to a healthier way of eating quickly and easily. Dairy-free milks, nut butters and vanilla bean paste are three examples of ready-made health food ingredients that I always make sure I have well stocked. Just be sure to opt for the unsweetened milks where you can, and those without any hidden or unnecessary ingredients (for more on this see here–here). In my experience, it’s better to change any lifestyle or eating habits gradually and in a sustainable way that works for you in the long term – perhaps by swapping your usual peanut butter for almond butter, or by experimenting with a new ingredient, like coconut oil – as this means those changes are more likely to stick, and the benefits to really take root. (This also applies to skincare: in my mind the nutrients, ingredients and harmful chemicals to avoid are not dissimilar whether we are thinking about the foods we eat or the products we use on our skin.)

In everything, balance is the key to health and happi-ness. Feeling restricted and deprived does no one any good and I don’t see anything criminal about enjoying wine, coffee and other treats in moderation if you consciously support your body around them.

NATURAL BEAUTY: RECLAIM YOUR POWER

For me, adopting a more natural approach to skincare and what we put on our body’s largest organ is a natural extension of choosing to eat more healthily. In the whirlwind age we live in, where stress and disease levels are permanently on the rise, and we find ourselves constantly consuming under the influence of multinational corporations, consciously returning to a natural way of living, in harmony with the planet, is one of the most empowering things we can do. And nowhere is this more pressing than in the skincare sphere.

Parabens, sodium laureth sulfate (a foaming agent) and an ever-growing army of chemically manufactured preservatives, thickeners, colourants, fragrances and fillers are packed into so many of the everyday beauty products we buy, from deodorant and toothpaste to body scrubs and lotions. Until only recently we assumed they must be good for us. And while research on the potential dangers of these is growing, and laws are tightening in areas to reflect this, as consumers we need to keep our eyes wide open and consciously foster a healthy curiosity about what exactly we are putting on our skin. It is just as important as what we eat, if not more so, for the sole reason that throughout the day, week and year we vary our diet and eating habits, yet we tend to loyally clutch on to one chemical-filled toothpaste, shaving cream and deodorant and use it once or twice a day for years on end.
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Through developing my own little natural army of everyday beauty essentials, I have not only cultivated a sense of empowerment as I learn new skills and recipes, but also a growing appreciation for my body – my hard-working apparatus – and the wealth of healing ingredients that can nourish it. Some things, like shampoo and conditioner, I leave to the scientists to get right: there are so many brilliant natural beauty lines emerging and what we cannot make ourselves can be sourced consciously and responsibly from a growing number of brands. But what we can make becomes part of our wellness journey, and just as with food, through trial and error we can make it our own – it is one of the most exciting things to undertake.

LIVING MORE MINDFULLY

For me, living more mindfully, with more awareness in all that we say and do, is the absolute cornerstone of achieving optimum vitality. Meditation, self-enquiry and learning to look inside and sit with what we find there – not outrunning it with busyness or mindless consuming – are the foundations for living a balanced life where mind and body coexist in harmony. Our emotional state has such a profound and direct impact on our physiology and if we are stressed, worried or distracted by the workings of the mind it is not only our mood that is affected: our digestion, hormones, blood sugar, bowels, skin and so much more can begin to fall into disarray as well. For me, this fundamental link between body and mind is at the core of vitality (literally, our life force).

Throughout my Naturalista journey I have travelled to teachers and workshops near and far to explore the many wonderful ways in which we can dive inside and better know ourselves. It isn’t always easy facing our true selves and all the negative emotions that we so often hide, but the rewards are the key to balance and wellness.

I know from living in the confines of London and the frenzy of everyday life that it is not always easy to find time each day to meditate alone. But even closing my eyes, connecting to my breath and observing the mind for five minutes a day can dramatically transform the way I approach my daily life and how I relate to myself and others. Meditation also helps us get to know ourselves on a profound level; in this meeting with the whole self we are able to explore and purge stagnant emotion and energy that no kale, green juice or workout can expel. We find anger, joy, passion, jealousy, sadness… the whole rainbow of human emotions that can be so easily repressed in everyday life, populating our internal landscape. Without acknowledgement, they can all too easily begin to block our energy, our chakras, our life force from flowing freely. Trapped emotions manifest as physical imbalances and vitality hits a short circuit.

In the third section of this book, you will find simple everyday tools and tips that harness techniques from the many traditions I have learned from – be it yogic, naturopathic, shamanic or what generally falls under the ‘spiritual’ umbrella – and that keep me grounded and connected to my truth in the humdrum of modern life. You don’t have to renounce all your possessions and run off into the forest (although this would probably be a very liberating move!). Just as a small switch to eating more veggies or making your own face scrub opens the door to greater changes, so a gentle daily or weekly meditation can have a profound effect on all that you do. You just have to jump in and see; you might be surprised at the goodness you find there.

[image: image]

[image: image]

[image: image]




 

PANTRY

A well-stocked pantry is key to stress-free nutritional cooking and while it may seem like a big commitment at first, once you invest in a few star ingredients, you will find it so much easier to improvise with what you have in the kitchen, and grow your own unique repertoire of go-to wholefood recipes. A little nut butter, cacao and bee pollen can turn the dreariest smoothie into a delicious nutrient-packed breakfast; a handful of brown rice or quinoa with some tamari seeds or nori can jazz up almost any leftover veggies. With an army of staples to hand you can start to improvise with ingredients, minimise waste and really become rooted in healthy cooking in your own way – beyond just following recipes and throwing out the leftovers. This list covers the basics and is a great place to start but I really encourage you to keep exploring the shop aisles and find your own beloved staples to go alongside them.

PLANTS VERSUS ANIMALS

As I said in the introduction, I believe that the optimal diet is largely plant-based, with occasional animal protein coming from eggs, meat and fish (preferably oily cold-water fish, see below).

Eggs are a dense source of nutrients and protein and are brilliantly versatile; having a good store of organic, free-range ones means you are never short of a good base for an emergency omelette, frittata, or healthy bowl (see Salmon, Kale and Egg Bowl, here) to keep hunger pangs at bay. I eat meat and fish occasionally because I feel better when I do; it is always good to buy organic, sustainable meat and fish from a reliable source, and in my view it is preferable to have a good-quality cut once a fortnight or so, than a cheap one every other day. If you subscribe to an organic box, many suppliers also offer meat and this is a great way to make sure you get a variety of good-quality, ethically reared options. If you lead a very busy life it is also helpful to freeze cuts or mince to have in store for when you feel you need it.

When buying fish, I tend to follow the cold-water SMASH acronym (salmon, mackerel, anchovies, sardines and herring) as these are rich in Omega-3, and I always buy sustainably sourced, and wild where possible. This mostly applies to salmon, where a bright red colour indicates to me a rich supply of oxygen and denser nutrient content. Nutritionally speaking, unsmoked fish and meat are preferable over smoked, but a little deviation from this rule every now and then should not be too frowned upon: if it is from a good source, it is good protein, so go for it.
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