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Preface


Low carb is a giant umbrella of a term that underpins any number of branded diets – the Atkins, Dukan, South Beach and Banting are just a few that have become household names – and the principle is simple. In essence, the idea is to bump up your protein intake, eating fats, include some carbs with the emphasis on non-starchy fresh vegetables, and avoid processed foods and added sugars. And, in short, this approach works. Whether you are after an effective means of maintaining a stable weight, or are seeking to shed a few recalcitrant kilos, it can be readily tailored to suit you.


In addition, it is accessible. There is no need to carry a pair of microscales to calorie count, no recourse to special foods, it has the all-essential and elusive staying power. It is a way of eating that becomes second nature after a while, unlike so many ‘diets’ or ‘regimes’ that are so far removed from your comfort zone they have you looking for the nearest emergency exit. Any way of eating that is likely to work in the long-term has to fit in with your lifestyle, tastes, culture and health needs, and eating this way is endlessly adaptable. It is enjoyable and socially malleable.


But, being such a broad sweep, inevitably there are good low-carb diets and there are bad ones, healthy and unhealthy approaches. In the interim years since I wrote Low Carb Revolution I am guilty of having become a low carb geek. This started by returning to university to read a masters in human nutrition, which presented an opportunity to explore the science behind low-carb diets, and to gain an understanding about our metabolisms and how different foods affect us. I also wanted to understand more about the followers of such diets – their motivations, likes and dislikes, whether there are any trends that are common to every type of low-carb diet, and, finally, the optimum way of approaching this way of eating.


So this book is the distillation of that journey. I learned a great deal; in particular I was struck by how health conscious low-carb followers are. Considering that the key trends of a low-carb diet are to replace the starchy carbs, principally refined grains like pasta, white bread and rice, with non-starchy carbs such as green vegetables, aubergines, mushrooms and celeriac, and to reduce or omit added sugar, there is everything to recommend it. Low carb doesn’t mean giving up grains entirely, but certainly rethinking how we include them: better quality whole grains served in smaller amounts with more fresh vegetables. While five a day, based on a total of 400 grams, may be the official recommendation for our veg intake, it is now known that the benefits of eating more increase incrementally above that figure. So the low-carb diet ticks another box, contributing to our need for dietary fibre, vitamins and minerals that can be lacking in refined carbohydrates.


In recent years healthy eating has preoccupied us like never before. Diets with no scientific evidence to support them come and go every year. We have seen so-called sugar-free diets that replace refined white sugar with honey, maple syrup and dates, low alkaline diets, detox diets, fermented food diets, clean eating, the list goes on, and there will always be some new fix around the corner. But if there is a holy grail of how to eat, then the Mediterranean Diet is widely regarded as offering the greatest health benefits and is linked to a lower incidence of heart disease, certain cancers and dementia. My design for a low-carb diet is tailored to reflect this diet, and the recipes that follow are similarly rich in vegetables, fruit, fish, legumes and extra virgin olive oil. For those that want a moderate lifestyle blueprint that really works, this is about as good as it gets.
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Introduction


Blueprint for success


Ask a dietician, nutritionist or doctor the best way to lose weight, or stop gaining it, there is a strong chance they will tell you 'Eat less. Move more.' Simple. So why don’t we? Why is it that so many people continue to struggle with their weight?


The reasons are complex; we are all different shapes, sizes, ages and our gender and genes all have a part to play, as do our hormones, our nervous system and our level of physical activity. Our genetic makeup especially plays a crucial role not only in determining our BMI or body mass index, which is used to determine whether we are a healthy weight (45-75% of individual variation is deemed hereditary), but in our eating behaviours and how we metabolise energy. It is also now known, for instance, that certain genetic mutations can lead to obesity. Undoubtedly in future an increased understanding of human genetics will lead to targeted interventions, including whether an individual will respond to particular dietary therapies or regimes. Perhaps in ten years time there will be a test to determine whether you are best suited to Intermittent Fasting (as popularised in the 5:2 diet), or to a low GI diet.


Added to our individual differences, we live in what is euphemistically known as an ‘obesogenic environment’. In short, one that predisposes us to weight gain, and unfortunately at a time when our sedentary lifestyles mean that we need less energy than we used to. The ‘smarter’ life gets with its gizmos and gadgets, the less we need to get out of a chair. And there is no escaping that it is all too easy to eat more than we need. How hard it is to resist the temptation of the ready availability of high energy (for which read calorific) foods that call out from the high street every time we pop out, that can make it all but impossible to say 'no'. Why settle for just a café latte when you can have a warm chocolate fudge cookie to keep it company? Comfort eating too, another energy trap, the lure of a thick, buttery slice of cake or warming pud with ice cream is a downfall for many. Frequently, carrying a little extra weight is a slow and insidious creep of extra kilos that comes of too many occasional high energy treats, or being a little less active.


Satiety


But, aside from the many factors that can conspire to weight gain, for many the ‘eat less’ simply doesn’t work because it means going hungry, and with that comes temptation. I believe that the key to the success of following a low-carb diet lies with satiety. This is the sense of feeling full after a meal that disinclines us to eat again, and moderates how much we eat on the next occasion. The principal trend of a low-carb diet is to replace starchy carbohydrates such as bread, pasta and rice with vegetables. This practice allows us to eat a much larger volume of food, as well as consuming more dietary fibre that helps to lower the energy density of the food in question. In short, you can eat more.


If you add in the second feature of a low-carb diet, to eat plenty of protein, this again leads to a sense of feeling well-nourished. While a food’s palatability – its taste and texture – affects our sense of satiety, protein has the highest satiety index among the macronutrients (by weight for weight measured in calories), which is why it is pivotal to include even a small amount whenever you eat. Quite simply, protein reduces your appetite. It also has the highest thermogenic value, that is, the energy required in digesting it. In addition to meat and fish, eggs, dairy, legumes and nuts, seaweeds too are rich sources.


So it stands to reason that by consuming foods with a low energy density and plenty of fibre (veg), as well as those that are high on the satiety index (protein) you can eat well and still lose weight, without ever having to feel hungry. Low carb is not about calorie counting, which is not to say that you can’t put on weight if you eat too much, but the general sense of feeling well-fed and nourished stop you from over-eating before that happens.


A word too about fats. All fats, both animal and vegetable sources, are high in energy, but as well as being crucial to our enjoyment of what we are eating, they play a role after we have eaten in keeping us full for longer by stimulating the production of the hormone cholecystokinin (known as CCK) which inclines us to stop eating. So while avoiding too many ‘bad’ fats, eating plenty of high quality fats that can be found in oily fish like salmon, in avocados, nuts, olive and rapeseed oil, as well as dairy, is a part of the picture.


Long-term well-being and weight loss


Feeling nourished leads to a sense of well-being, which is another key to success, particularly in the longer term. The joy of low-carb eating is the social inclusion – there is no need for it to be a solo journey or to call for radical behaviour change, which is really important. You remain a part of any gathering, because it fits in neatly with how you might feed your family and friends, and there will always be menu choices that will tick the box if you are eating out. Food is, after all, a source of enjoyment and sharing, and the wrong diet can lead to a sense of dejection leaving you feeling stressed, and hence you comfort eat and it becomes a vicious circle.


Short-term weight loss is comparatively easy and many diets will readily achieve that, but keeping the weight off is the hardest part. Adjusting or moderating your carbohydrate intake is something that will become second nature in the long-term. And it is a genuinely lovely way of eating, personally I cannot think of a more enjoyable day’s grazing than an abundance of vegetables and fruit, chicken and fish, a few nuts and legumes, and a little cheese or dairy. And not just those foods that someone else has decreed you should eat, but the ones that you personally want to eat. It is all about individualising how you eat in a way that fits in with your lifestyle. This flexibility is yet another key to its success.


How low is ‘Low’?


The ‘low’ in low carb is something of a grey area, and while there are no officially recognised standards for Low Carbohydrate Diets, there has been some attempt to define them as follows (based on an adult on a nominal energy intake of 2,000 kcal a day):


Standard Diet: 250g carbohydrate per day (50% energy)


Moderate Carbohydrate Diet: 130-225g carbohydrate per day (26-45% energy)


Low Carbohydrate Diet: less than 130g carbohydrate per day (26% of energy)


Very Low Carbohydrate Diet (ketogenic): less than 30g carbohydrate per day (6% of energy)*


*Accurso et al, 2008


So, if you are trying to lose weight, reducing your carbohydrate intake to 100 grams or below should set the wheels in motion. But, if you are simply seeking to maintain your weight, then it may be possible to increase this.


Caution, however, applies to the extreme end of the scale and ‘keto’ diets. A ketogenic diet has long functioned as a medical intervention for the treatment of epilepsy, but, variations have also gained a mainstream following through the popularity of low-carbohydrate, high-fat rapid weight loss diets. Given the changes they effect in the way food is metabolised, these Very Low Carbohydrate Diets are most safely followed under the guidance of a dietician. Basically you are placing your body in a state of artificial starvation, and this alters how you actually lose weight. Under normal circumstances you might expect to lose about 75 per cent fat and 25 per cent lean tissues – muscle, proteins and minerals – while during starvation losses of fat and lean tissue are about equal, as protein-rich tissue is broken down to provide glucose. On a pragmatic note, one of the risks of a ‘keto’ diet is rebound weight gain, as the body answers the stresses of perceived starvation with a determination to put down even more fat supplies than usual for that rainy day once you come off the diet, and there is a risk you will regain more than you lost.



The sugar family


Regardless of whether you are eating potatoes or bread, peas or broccoli, mangoes, avocado or yogurt, you will be eating sugar, and hence carbohydrate, of one type or another. Different foods contain different amounts, and following a low-carb diet is about lowering the total amount of sugars that you eat, to a level where you either maintain a stable weight, or lose it.


If we zoom in closer, carbohydrates consist of sugars, starches and fibres, and the main sugar is glucose, the monosaccharide (meaning single sugar) that hogs the podium: it is hard to over-estimate the role of glucose in our lives. We also know it as ‘blood sugar’, the instant energy for the body, the fuel that almost exclusively powers the brain. Glucose forms one of every two disaccharides (which are made up of two monosaccharides), and polysaccharides (made up of chains of monosaccharides) consist almost exclusively of this sugar. Fructose is the other key monosaccharide, the sweetest of the sugars that is found abundantly in fruit and honey. And there is a third single sugar galactose.


The names of the disaccharides, formed by two sugars, are again common enough to seem familiar. Sucrose accounts for table sugar, lactose is the sole carbohydrate or sugar to be found in milk, and then there is maltose which is principally produced during the fermentation process that results in alcohol, and by the body when starches are digested.


From here, in chemical terms, things get much more complicated. The polysaccharides, which consist of multiple sugars include glycogen, our body’s storage of energy, also starches and fibres. Starches, which consist of hundreds and sometimes thousands of glucose molecules joined together, is how plants store energy. So starches in plants perform the same role as glycogen in humans. We find it in wheat, root crops, tubers such as potatoes and legumes including peas and beans. Basically we eat the plants, which are hydrolysed or broken down to glucose, which then provides us with energy. And finally there is fibre, which provides the structure to the plant in the form of its stems, roots, leaves and skin. As we only partially digest fibre, however, it contains about half the calories of the other carbohydrates. So the more of the plant we eat the better.
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Good carbs, bad carbs


The poor little carb, many see it as the pariah in the deli to be avoided at all costs. Giving starchy carbs a wide berth has become synonymous with staying slim, a battle won by placing a curse on every grain of rice, strand of macaroni and chip in the land, and that’s before we get to croissants and bread. What many people mean when they say they have ‘given up’ carbs, is that they don’t eat starchy carbohydrates or the popular foods associated with them.


Starchy carbs, however, are only part of this large food group that we cannot live without. Carbohydrate is fuel, it is energy. Any food that is not protein or fat, is a carbohydrate. So they are to be found in vegetables, fruits and legumes in addition to grains or starchy carbohydrates, the genre with which the much-maligned carbs have come to be associated. Milk also contains carbohydrate in the form of lactose. But all these foods contain differing amounts of carbohydrate, with non-starchy vegetables such as broccoli, green beans, aubergines and salads for instance, containing the least, and therefore these form the focus of a low-carb diet. Fruits too are non-starchy, but many still contain substantial amounts of sugar in the form of fructose, glucose and sucrose, and also need to be restricted.


Beyond the amount of carbohydrate or sugar that a food contains, there are also good and bad carbs, those that will benefit you, and those that won’t. Table sugar, for instance, or that added to fizzy drinks and many processed foods, is energy without gain, it is the ultimate refined, concentrated ‘bad’ carb that brings only empty calories. Refined sugar has none of the vitamins, minerals and dietary fibre that are a part of fruit when you eat it whole. Instead, being concentrated, it is all too easy to eat more than you require in terms of your energy needs, and the sugar simply gets converted to fat.


And the same goes for refined starchy carbohydrates. Like table sugar, the ‘refining’ process, of grains in particular, strips them of the rich diversity of micronutrients and fibre and renders them as little more than calories with few nutritional benefits.





[image: Illustration]






A healthy balance


It is easy to see why starchy carbs are shunned by those seeking to reduce their carbohydrate intake, given the amount they contain. But, exclusion of any food group brings with it risks of malnutrition at worst, or missing out on beneficial nutrients at the very least. And it is not so much the energy we require from starchy carbohydrates, as the fibre, vitamins and minerals. This is why quinoa, buckwheat, spelt and other ‘unpolished’ grains are of such value. To maximise our health we should ideally derive fibre from all its sources, vegetables, fruits, legumes and whole grains. By excluding grains we deprive ourselves of a valuable source of insoluble fibre that is known to protect against bowel cancer.


It may be helpful to visualise carbohydrates as a pyramid. At the top we have whole grains, legumes, nuts and seeds, foods to be eaten in small quantities. In the middle, fruit, and vegetables such as beetroot and carrot that should be enjoyed in moderation, and at the base we have all the vegetables that are low in carbohydrates such as cauliflower, courgettes, broccoli and red peppers that are there to feast on whenever we are hungry.


Eating in this way offers us the best of both worlds; we lower our carbohydrate intake to a desirable level while benefiting from a varied intake of different foods. You don’t need to eat large mounds of grains, just a few now and again will suffice. Nuts likewise; despite the temptation to dip into the cashew jar every time we put the kettle on, have maybe five unskinned almonds once a day or every other day, or a little chopped walnut scattered over a salad. Meanwhile, graze heartily on veg – use salad leaves as wraps, courgettes to make noodles, celery sticks and asparagus for dips, or aubergines as a toastie base, and you’ll never feel you are missing out.



Processed sugar v sweeteners


The reduction of sugar in our diet is a hot topic, one that goes well beyond low-carb diets. ‘Gratuitous’ or added sugar, as found in fizzy drinks, confectionery, bakery goods, sweets and many ready meals is widely blamed, at least in part, for the growing incidence of obesity globally. And the majority of low-carb regimes will forego it altogether.


There are, however, alternative sweeteners that offer a way of minimising our intake of added sugars. The great divide in terms of trust is between the perception of sugars being natural or artificial. The latter are shrouded in distrust, even though to date there is no convincing evidence linking the likes of acedsulfame potassium (or Ace K), aspartame, saccharin and sucralose with diseases such as cancer and diabetes. Simply that for many people chemicals are an unacceptable substitute.


In practice, any food eaten in excess is likely to prove toxic at some point, and the levels at which these sweeteners are permitted are fractional in relation to the point at which that might prove an issue. That said, using natural ingredients has always been central to my recipes, and of late there have been two exciting developments for those with a sweet tooth. One is the introduction of stevia, a sweetener extracted from the leaves of a herb, Stevia rebaudiana, and also erythritol, a naturally occurring sugar alcohol derived from corn that has zero calories and no side-effects of note, and with which the better stevia products are blended. Stevia is only licensed in a highly refined form as a super-sweet extract, which has to be blended with bulking agents in order to render it suitable for use, and many of these are anything but natural. There are some excellent stevia products, but others are simply yesterday’s chemicals in a new guise. The stevia erythritol blends such as Sukrin (which is GMO free) are so like granulated sugar, it is very hard to tell the difference between the two. So these are a welcome arrival.
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		Blackberry and Blueberry Cocktail



		Chocolate, Date and Orange Mousse
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