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A whole month of
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going sugar-free a breeze
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SEVEN DIALS









Welcome to 30 Days of Sugar-Free!


Sugar-free is the ultimate trend at the moment – there are so many celebrities who have produced ‘low-sugar’ or ‘sugar-free’ books and there is a plethora of information available on the internet. I am a dietitian by trade, with a masters degree in nutrition, and I work for the NHS and in my own private practice; it seems that on a daily basis now I am asked by patients about what sugar actually is and how they can avoid it. They ask questions about processed sugar vs unrefined or ‘natural’ sugar, and they get confused over whether they should be avoiding fruit and certain vegetables because of something they have read. It seems that sometimes the information available about sugar is confusing or even wrong.


I believe that going sugar-free can be a really healthy option, and as a dietitian I wanted to offer advice and recipes that people could trust. The inspiration for this book comes from not only my patients, but also from a close friend who proudly told me she had cut out carbohydrates. She was, in fact, eating a packet of sweets whilst she told me. This made me realise that, in a world with vast quantities of nutritional information available at our fingertips, lots of good-quality information is getting lost among the ‘fake news’. I thought this friend, as well as many others, could benefit from easy-to-understand and scientifically accurate information, to help them to reduce their unhealthy



food consumption and avoid falling into the trap of following faddy internet diets. This book is not saying ‘never eat sugar again’ or ‘sugar is the devil’, but instead I hope it will help you to find a happy medium by reducing your sugar intake and enabling you to enjoy healthy meals balanced with carbohydrate, protein and fruits and vegetables.


Embarking on a new way of eating can be daunting – and sometimes expensive. What I have aimed to do with this book is provide a month’s worth of recipes that will ensure that you get a varied, cost-effective diet with little waste at the end of each week, and to guide you to follow a new, balanced diet that is low in sugar.


WHAT IS SUGAR?


Firstly, let’s clarify exactly what sugar is. Sugar is a molecule that is a combination of carbon, hydrogen and oxygen (which, incidentally, is what most of our body is made from!). There are lots of different types of sugar, so don’t fall into the trap of thinking that sugar is just the white stuff that you put into cakes and biscuits. However, because there are so many different forms, you may not always be able to identify it on the ingredients list on a food packet. If you are trying to cut out sugar from your diet, here’s a quick run-down of what you are looking for on those labels:




• A monosaccharide (mono- means one, saccharide means sugar) is a single sugar. There are three of these: glucose, galactose and fructose. Glucose and fructose are found in fruits, vegetables and honey, whilst galactose is generally found in lactose (see below).


• A disaccharide (di- means two) means two sugars attached



together. There are three of these: sucrose, maltose and lactose. The main sources of these are table sugar, malted sugar products and dairy.


• A polysaccharide (poly- means many) is when many sugars are attached together. An example of a polysaccharide is starch, more often called carbohydrate.





WHY PEOPLE CUT OUT SUGAR


There are many good reasons why cutting out sugar is a good idea for your health. Here are some of the main ones:


1 To lose weight
Eating lots of sugary foods can make you gain weight, as of course they are high in calories but also they often don’t make you feel full so you will eat more than you need to. Fizzy drinks and sugary snacks take a lot of the blame for this, which we will talk more about later. Being overweight or obese has been linked with an increased risk of lots of diseases, such as arthritis and some cancers (including breast cancer). Keeping at a healthy weight can help protect your long-term health, and cutting back on sugar can be a big part of this.


2 Promote good dental health
Any dentist will tell you that sugar is bad for your teeth. This is because sugar feeds the bacteria in your mouth, enabling them to produce acid, which then causes your teeth to decay. Looking after your teeth by having a low-sugar diet can make a huge difference to your dental health, preventing lots of pain as well as costly dental bills.


3 To help control certain diseases
There are many diseases that can be prevented or treated by reducing sugar, such as heart disease and diabetes. On the other hand, there are also many diseases that have been falsely linked to sugar intake; hopefully this book will help dispel some of the myths for you so you know exactly what the benefits of cutting out sugar are.


Whatever your motivations for going ‘sugar-free’, there are two pros that are both universal and universally appealing.


It’s easy


Preparing dishes that avoid sugar takes no longer than preparing food that is full of it. Once you understand which foods contain sugar and which don’t, and how to read a food label for sugar-containing ingredients, you’ll be able to whip up a healthy dinner in no time. This book is designed with busy people in mind – I’m always rushing around and in a hurry and I’m sure you are too! – so the weekday breakfasts should take no longer than ten minutes to prepare. The lunches and dinners often tie together, so that one ingredient can be used across the two meals to save you valuable time, either on the same day or across a couple of days in one week.


Cooking in bulk can really help, too – if there’s a particular recipe you like, double the quantities and freeze half of it – some recipes here serve more than four and are marked with a batch-cooking symbol. If you are going to cook in bulk, you may want to invest in a few small freezerproof containers so you can freeze each portion individually to avoid wastage. Remember, though, you should not refreeze previously frozen food once thawed, for safety reasons.


It’s delicious


Once you’re away from sugar, there’s a world of flavour to explore. Patients and friends of mine have been amazed that when they stop eating sugar, they start really tasting all of the wonderful flavours and spices in their food. Sweetness can be really overpowering and it is exciting to discover new foods and tastes. I love eating food from a variety of different cultures, as you will see in this book, which is full of inspiration from India to Lebanon and Mexico. The more flavours you discover, the more creative you can be in finding a different, healthier way to flavour your food.









What does going ‘sugar-free’ actually mean?


DISCLAIMER! I should say right now that sugar is found in varying amounts in almost all foods, so it is therefore impossible to completely cut out sugar from the diet. So in this book, when I say ‘sugar-free’ I mean a diet that ensures you’re not adding extra sugar to your food that isn’t naturally found in fruits or vegetables already – as well as ensuring that you don’t consume too many of these naturally occurring sugars either.


Some foods are naturally high in sugar, such as honey, molasses and plant syrups (pomegranate molasses, agave, maple, date, corn and brown rice syrup). While these are often thought of as ‘healthier alternatives’ to sugar, in reality they are exactly the same chemical – just because they come from a natural source and are not processed to the same extent, doesn’t make them any better. Your body will still use them in exactly the same way! My recipes don’t use any of these sugar alternatives, which makes this book very different from lots of other low-sugar books.


The main foods used within my recipes that contain natural sugars are fruit and vegetables, milk and starchy carbohydrates. These are foods that many diets have villanised, but let’s take a look at why it’s important to keep them in.





• Fruit and vegetables contain a sugar called fructose. However, fruit and vegetables also have lots of other beneficial nutrients, including vitamins, minerals and fibre. Furthermore, the sugar contained in fruits and vegetables is held within the plant cell, so these are less damaging to your teeth (see below).


• Milk contains a sugar called lactose, but it also has lots of other beneficial health properties, such as being a good source of protein and calcium.


• Carbohydrates are important for your body to function, and in particular your brain. More on this later (see here)!





Essentially, this book is free of ‘non-milk extrinsic sugars’–which is a long way of saying that it has no sugar in it that is not either naturally found in milk or held within a cell (such as in fruits and vegetables). However, fruit juices and smoothies are a slight exception to the rule. The juice of fruits and vegetables is the bit that contains all the sugar, so by squeezing out the juice from the plant cells (as in juice) or breaking apart those plant cells (as in smoothies), you are allowing that sugar to damage your teeth. Furthermore, the fibre that provides so much of the goodness of fruits and vegetables is completely removed in juice and cut up into smaller pieces in smoothies. Diabetes UK currently recommend that it is OK even if you are diabetic to have a maximum of a 150ml glass of juice per day or a small smoothie, but in my opinion the jury is still out on this.


As a result, this book does not contain any recipes for fruit juices or smoothies. Fruit and nut bars are similar, in that the fruit is blended, so the sugar is released from the plant cells and the fibre is broken up, which is why the snacks section does not contain any blended fruit bars.


Some foods contain extra hidden sugars – that’s sugar that has been added in where you wouldn’t expect it! For example, bread, yoghurt, cereal and shop-bought sauces. There are two ways to



avoid this: either make as much home-prepared food as possible, so you know what’s going into it, or learn to read labels really well. Most people opt for a bit of both. You’ll learn more about reading labels here.









The practicalities of going sugar-free


UNDERSTANDING HOW MUCH IS TOO MUCH


To reiterate, it is completely unrealistic to think you will never have sugar again. It is there in lots of food, and carbohydrates (which are essential for your body) are broken down by your body into sugar. Therefore, the UK government and NHS have published guidelines for the maximum amount of sugar you should consume in a day, to make sure that even if you have some, you don’t have too much. ‘Free sugar’ (non-milk extrinsic sugar, see above) should not make up more than 5 per cent of your total energy (calories) per day. In real terms, this translates as:


















	11+ years


	7–10 years old


	4–7 years old


	0–4 years







	Max 30g sugar per day


	Max 24g per day


	Max 19g per day


	No recommendations (yet!)







	7 sugar cubes


	6 sugar cubes


	5 sugar cubes








This does NOT mean that you can sit and suck that number of sugar cubes each day; it simply means that you can still eat foods



that naturally contain some sugar (such as fruit as a snack, or milk on your cereal for breakfast), but not overdo it.


READING LABELS ON READY MEALS AND SNACKS


Everyone, now and again, wants to buy ready-prepared foods, such as snacks, sandwiches or even full meals. With the best will in the world preparing from scratch everything that you eat is hard work. Therefore, it is important that you learn to read food labels.


When you look at an ingredients list on packaging, the higher up on the list the ingredient is, the more there is of it in the food. For example, if sugar is near the top, you can guess that the food contains lots of sugar. But, as I’ve mentioned already, it isn’t always listed as sugar, it might be called honey, crystalline sucrose, nectars (such as blossom), maple, high-fructose corn syrup, fruit juice concentrate/purées, glucose, agave syrups, dextrose, maltose, fructose, sucrose, molasses and treacle – to name just a few.


Food products often have ‘traffic light’ labels on the front of the packet. Calories, fat, salt and sugar are highlighted in green, amber or red, to indicate how much of each are contained within the food, giving you an overall picture of how healthy (or unhealthy) the food is for you. So if you’re looking at a food label for the sugar level, you can go straight to the traffic light label. This is what each of the colours mean with regards to sugar:
















	Green – OK to eat


	Amber – watch out


	Red – eat in moderation







	<5g sugar per 100g of food


	5–22.5g sugar per 100g of food


	>22.5g sugar per 100g of food








As an aside, bear in mind that even if the sugar box is green, indicating the food is not too high in sugar, if all the other boxes are red or amber, that food is not going to be the healthiest option.


COST


This book is going to encourage you to make various things from scratch, and while this might seem more expensive in the short term as you stock up your cupboards, in the long run it should work out cheaper (and, of course, healthier!) than buying ready meals. The shopping list at the beginning of each week should also help you to keep costs down, as each recipe is carefully written to make sure you reduce waste and use everything on your list.


Let’s not forget that sugary food is getting more expensive, which is another good reason to cut back! At the time of writing, the UK government has just introduced a ‘sugar tax’ – that is a special tax of 24p per litre on drinks containing more than 8g of added sugar per 100ml, and 18p per litre for drinks containing 5–8g sugar per 100ml. What this means for us as consumers is that sugary drinks will become more expensive, an initiative the government hopes will make people think twice before buying the drink (and, in turn, help reduce their reliance on some NHS services, because of the link between too much sugar and various chronic diseases).


CONTROLLING SUGARY CRAVINGS


In early human evolution our taste buds helped us to test whether foods were poisonous, because these often taste bitter, whilst food with plenty of easily accessible energy – or sugar – for us to harness tastes sweet. It is for this latter reason that – most of us at least – like sweet food so much. When food was scarce, the fact that we liked sugary foods best and could digest them so easily wasn’t a problem for our health, but now sweet food is so readily available it is a problem, because, as you already know, lots of high-sugar foods can cause weight gain and they don’t fill us up as well as other foods (such as high-carbohydrate or high-protein foods). Furthermore, being repeatedly exposed to high-sugar foods can make you crave them more. Both our past history and our present environment are therefore making it pretty tough for us to put that doughnut down.


The good news is that you can adapt your taste preferences over time. The lifecycle of a tastebud is, incidentally, about thirty days long, so if you reduce your sugar intake for one month using this book, by day thirty-one you should be used to this less sweet diet and come to crave the foods you’re eating instead. Interestingly, patients of mine who have reduced their sugar intake have over time started to find foods sweet that they previously didn’t, such as fruits, vegetables and unflavoured natural yoghurt. So if right now you’re worried that you’ll never be able to follow a sugar-free diet because of your cravings, worry not! The more you reduce your sugar intake, the more your cravings will ease over time.









How to keep ‘sugar-free’ healthy


Cutting down your ‘free sugar’ intake isn’t the silver bullet to having a healthy diet – there are a few other things you need to think about, too. It is important to have balance; this is really well explained by the Eatwell Guide, which is a pie chart of different food groups, showing how much of each you should be eating for a healthy diet. You can find this pie chart on www.gov.uk or by googling ‘Eatwell Guide’.


STARCHY CARBOHYDRATES


Approximately a third of your diet should be made up from carbohydrates. Carbohydrates are a crucial part of a balanced diet; they are an essential source of energy and nutrients, such as iron, fibre and B vitamins. Each meal should be based upon a carbohydrate food such as:


• Rice


• Starchy vegetables (such as potatoes or sweet potatoes)


• Pasta


• Oats


• Bread


• Grains (such as quinoa, buckwheat or couscous)


• Breakfast cereals – some are very high in sugar, so check the label!


A portion of carbohydrates should be roughly the size of your fist when cooked.


Not all carbohydrates are equal, however, so it is important to eat carbohydrates of the right type and quality. A very simple way to work out if carbohydrates are of a good quality is to choose ‘brown’ varieties (such as brown rice, pasta and bread) over the ‘white’ varieties, as these contain more fibre.


Some people think carbohydrates make you gain weight; this view has been fuelled by the popularity of low-carb diets, such as Atkins, Dukan and South Beach. There has certainly been a rise in obesity in the Western world, which has coincided with an increase in carbohydrate consumption. However, it is likely that the type of carbohydrates (such as highly processed or refined and sugary foods) is actually the problem. Furthermore, healthy carbohydrates are often high in calcium, iron, fibre and B vitamins, so cutting out this food group from your diet could leave you deficient in these important elements. It is recommended that you eat 30g of fibre per day, and healthy carbohydrates will help you to reach this target. If you are considering a low-carbohydrate diet, or you are diagnosed with a health condition that affects blood sugar (such as diabetes or reactive hypoglycaemia) you should always seek the advice of a doctor or dietitian to ensure you are still getting the right amount of fibre, minerals and vitamins.


FRUITS AND VEGETABLES


Approximately a third of your diet should be made up from fruits and vegetables. Although these contain sugar, they are low in calories and very high in vitamins, minerals and fibre, so they are essential for the healthy functioning of your body.


It is important to eat at least five portions of fruit or vegetables each day. Sometimes the media will report mixed messages about having more than five – and while having more is great if you can do it, five is more realistic for some people. Fresh, tinned, frozen or dried all count towards your daily intake. Because each fruit or vegetable will have a slightly different balance of vitamins and minerals, it is important to eat a wide variety. An easy way to do this is to make sure your plate is colourful at each meal. Eat the rainbow!


One portion of a fruit or vegetable is:


• 80g of fresh/tinned/frozen fruits and vegetables


• Or 30g of dried fruits or vegetables. Because dried fruit has a higher concentration of sugar compared to fresh fruit, I have limited its use in this book. As an occasional treat, it’s still OK, though!


Lots of people who want to follow a sugar-free diet avoid certain fruits and vegetables, but this is not advised in current healthy-eating guidelines because of the importance of a range of fruits and vegetables that you need in your diet to provide you with a good selection of vitamins and minerals. As I’ve already mentioned, the sugar in fruits and vegetables is held within plant cells, so it is not as damaging to your teeth as added sugars such as table sugar, honey or syrups.


As discussed here, fruit juices and smoothies are an exception to the rule and should be consumed with more caution.


PROTEIN


Protein is essential for a healthy body because it features in all the cells of your body and is responsible for their growth and repair. Approximately a sixth of your diet should be made up of high-protein foods. Examples of high-protein foods include:


• Meat


• Fish


• Eggs


• Beans, lentils and chickpeas


• Nuts and seeds


In the Western world it is very unusual for people to eat too little protein – in fact, most people consume much more than they need. For the majority of people who do moderate exercise, all the recipes in this book will give you enough protein, but if you are an athlete you may want to talk to a dietitian who specialises in sports nutrition to check you are getting enough.


Proteins are made up from amino acids. All proteins are made up of a slightly different balance of amino acids, so it is important to include a range of protein foods in your diet, to ensure you do not lack any of the varieties. Furthermore, many high-protein foods contain extra nutrients – for example, meat contains zinc and beans contain fibre. Variety is essential, which is why I have tried to ensure that there is a broad range of different types of protein foods in this book.


It is currently recommended that you limit your consumption of red meat to a maximum of twice a week, due to the links between red meat and high cholesterol and cancer risk. It is also suggested that you include two portions of fish per week in your diet, one of which should be oily due to the beneficial effects of fish oils on your heart. The recipes in this book have been carefully collated to ensure that you can follow these extra healthy-eating guidelines.


This book uses quite a lot of eggs, as they are a good lean source of protein with lots of vitamins and minerals, too. The eggs used in this book are all large and free-range, unless otherwise stated. I recommend buying free-range eggs due to the environmental and animal welfare concerns regarding battery chicken farming.


DAIRY AND ALTERNATIVES


Approximately a sixth of your diet should be made up from dairy and/or alternatives. Adults need a good source of calcium in their diet once a day; children need it three times a day to support their growing bones.


Milk, yoghurt and cheese are great sources of calcium, which is crucial for keeping our bones strong. For adults, it is recommended you choose lower-fat options for dairy foods (such as 0% fat yoghurt and semi-skimmed or skimmed milk) to reduce the saturated fat content. However, for children who need more calories in a smaller volume of food, full-fat options are recommended. In this book, all the recipes that use milk and yoghurt have calorie counts calculated based on semi-skimmed milk and full-fat of all other dairy options, because personally that is what I like to eat and cook with – as that’s what tastes the best! If you prefer to use different options, such as full-fat milk or 0% fat yoghurt, bear in mind that the calorie content of the recipes in this book will be different.


If you aren’t keen on dairy or have an intolerance, there are plenty of good dairy alternatives available that are a great way to ensure you get your daily requirement of calcium. Examples include calcium-fortified plant milk (soya, rice, coconut, oat, hemp), soya or coconut yoghurts and soya cheese. ‘Fortified’ just means that a nutrient has been added to the food (in this



case, calcium). Organic foods are not fortified, so, from a health perspective at least, it is better to buy non-organic dairy alternatives that have higher calcium levels.


Some dairy foods also have lots of hidden sugars, and yoghurts aimed at children or babies – fruit-flavoured fromage frais and flavoured milk – are often major culprits. Adding sugar can make foods more palatable, but getting children used to high-sugar foods from a young age could affect their food preferences throughout their life. Therefore, it is much better to choose Greek yoghurt with some fruit added.


FAT


Your diet should contain a small amount of fat. Fat is not only an important source of calories, but it is also essential for the healthy functioning of all the cells in our body – the outside of the cell (the membrane) contains fat and allows the cell to function properly. However, of course, too much fat can make you gain weight. Where carbohydrates and proteins are four calories per gram, fats are nine calories per gram (so more than double!). To help you maintain a healthy weight it is recommended that you limit your intake of fats as much as possible.
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