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Introduction


I once came across a quote that said something like: ‘The poorest of the poor wouldn’t swap their health for all the money in the world, but the richest of the rich would gladly give up their piles of cash to be healthy again.’ I think that’s pretty much spot on. It goes to show that our health is a gift of immeasurable value. It is, to pinch a nice line attributed to Edme-Pierre Chauvot de Beauchêne (physician to Charles X) ‘the most precious of treasures, the easiest to lose and, paradoxically, the least well protected’.


No one escapes their genetic heritage. No one escapes their upbringing either. But we are all responsible for what we decide to do about them. And although I can’t quite promise you eternity, I can promise you that it doesn’t take much to go from a life impaired by bad habits to a life enhanced by good ones.


Because the body loves habits. And it will always be satisfied by the ones you give it. Give it good ones, it will happily adopt them. Give it bad ones, it will bend to them just as compliantly. The body is a bit like a child. If you treat it well, it will reward you a hundredfold, but if you treat it badly you will pay for it later. In matters of health, as in life, in the end you reap what you sow.


I would be embarrassed to trot out such banalities but for the fact that, since taking the Hippocratic Oath more than three decades ago, I have been privileged to observe, on a daily basis, what feeble custodians of our health most of us are.


We tend to think that health is something we are owed, something we have acquired for eternity. That is the Care Bear version of life. In reality, health is capital that should be turned to profit, or at least – let’s be realistic – that we should cherish so we don’t lose it. Not too quickly anyway . . . Because this capital has a habit of eroding sneakily, one day at a time. If we don’t respect it, it silently takes its revenge.


I’m like you. I like loafing on my sofa and giving in to the comfort of doing sod all. I put off until tomorrow the exercise I had planned to do today. Yes, I’m like you: I’m not averse to sugary things and I love a glass of something. Like you, I know that I’d be better off munching on some fruit than putting away a slice of toast and Nutella. Can I swear never to have succumbed to tasty temptations? Of course not. Like you, I understand that a raw vegetable will always be better for me than a handful of peanuts. And yet, like you, with pre-dinner drinks or at a party, with alcohol lending a hand, I reach for a slice of salami here, a pistachio there . . . Because I have got into the habit of associating these things with conviviality and good times. And my body doesn’t argue.


One day, a child asked me a question: Why are tasty things bad for you? At the sight of the moronic expression that came over me, he ran a mile, I seem to remember. But the incident forced me to think and to ask some questions of my own: What are we to do? How can we be careful and still enjoy life?


I shook off my moronic expression and decided to come up with a response. That is the purpose of this book. I haven’t written it to awaken the paranoid in you, rather to reacquaint you with a few virtuous principles. It takes the form of shortish passages grouped together in four chapters:


–  The first chapter is about healthy foods that are sometimes overlooked. I won’t just recommend them, I’ll tell you why you should eat them and how they are useful to your body. I won’t just say: ‘Eat clementines!’, I’ll explain why doing so hugely benefits your physical and mental fitness. And I bet when you next see a clementine on a market stall or in a fruit bowl, you’ll think about what you’ve read and give in to temptation. Safe in the knowledge that you are doing yourself good. And doing ourselves good is always pleasurable, and therefore always rewarding. The same with vegetables. My wish list is subjective, not exhaustive. It could be different. It conveys my preferences, my priorities, my discoveries, and includes nothing but goodness.


–  The second chapter focuses on those little habits that either harm or enhance our well-being. Sometimes there is so little separating the two. Not eating rubbish when you’re hungover. Not falling into the trap of buying overpriced moisturizers. Or just knowing how to sit properly: it’s silly, but if your posture is wrong, you think you’re relaxing when in fact you’re exerting constant effort that your back won’t forget in a hurry. Ah, backache. It wreaks havoc. It should be classified as a road-safety issue. Say two people travel 500km in a car, one sitting badly, one sitting properly. Barring accident, they will both arrive at the same destination, at the same time. But not in the same state. For days, the person whose posture was poor won’t feel right. Spasms, backache . . . It could be severe. Or mild. In which case, this person won’t pay much attention. So they will do the same again: 500km in the other direction with the same poor posture. In the end, things will deteriorate. And all because, for a few hours, they got into the habit of doing something badly. Doing something well costs nothing, if you can be bothered. You can count on me to tell you how to sit properly at the wheel. And in a chair. And how to stay standing without wrecking your spine. And plenty more besides. Often you will say to yourself: Well, yes, that’s obvious! In which case, I have sounded the alarm and fulfilled my brief. Just registering good and bad patterns of behaviour, just thinking about them, counts as taking action.


–  The third chapter is aimed at the fit person who is snoozing somewhere inside all of us: it will make you want to move more than you do currently. Studies about people’s attitudes to exercise are often contradictory but rarely encouraging . . . If I were to recall just one, it would be that of the Eurobarometer (the European Union does like to have its say), which concluded that less than half of the population exercises at least once a week (2014). That is not enough! You don’t have to call yourself sporty to do the minimum amount of exercise our bodies require. You will learn that it’s possible to be active without even realizing it. I’ll point you to forms of exercise you won’t have considered, but which are proving more and more popular. I will enliven the conversation about fitness with a host of recommendations that also apply to those of you who exercise regularly. I will quash some common misconceptions (yes, you do avoid coffee before a sports session; no, you do not buy a pair of trainers without due thought) and I will answer questions I know you ask yourself (about nutrition, effort, recovery), as well as questions you don’t ask but will soon realize you should be asking . . .


–  The fourth and final chapter groups together several useful bits of advice for keeping in shape. What I call ‘the small stuff that does you long-term good’, things we need only devote a few minutes to each day, that we can sometimes do while going about our daily business, but that, taken together, will make you feel good and love life. And make it last longer. You will learn how to look after your memory, take care of your heart, prevent constipation, discover that it’s okay to sleep at the office and understand once and for all how tobacco and alcohol can take possession of your brain if you let them. Among other things . . .


Our health has a tendency to get knocked off course by draconian diets, restrictive attitudes, endless prescriptions and pharmacies spewing out medicine, when all it needs is a bit of common sense. That’s why this book, which has been a long time in the making, is made up of short sections – sometimes very short – that are always accurate and always useful. You might read it in one go but, thereafter, you’re bound to dip in and out because it’s brimming with practical advice that can be followed straight away. I have deliberately written it in a relaxed style. This shouldn’t detract in any way from the seriousness and pertinence of the content. And as I’m convinced that a smile and a laugh are sources of energy and happiness, unlike counterproductive overdramatizing, I couldn’t stop myself adding a dash of humour here and there. Sorry, that’s the way I am and I shan’t change, particularly as my compatriots have been kind enough to tell me, on more than one occasion, that my jokes are just about tolerable.


I prefer to convince people rather than preach to them, charm rather than threaten, inform rather than frighten. I believe there is no right age to start. No right age to take charge. No right age to do yourself good. No right age to take control of your health, or take back control. No right age to say: You know what? This goose isn’t cooked!
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Healthy foods


The principles of eating well


I’m always saying you have to eat healthily. But what does that actually involve? What are the basic principles to observe if you want to eat well? What will help you get into shape? Here are five simple principles, observe them and you will quickly feel the benefits:




	
Eat balanced meals They should contain carbohydrates, of course: you’ll find those in grains, preferably wholemeal ones. They should also contain protein: think lentils, beans, chickpeas but also fish and meat, preferably white. Lipids need to be chosen carefully: those found in nuts or olive oil will do you a power of good. Just to remind you, broadly speaking, carbohydrates are sugars and lipids are fats.


	
Vary your diet When you eat grains, avoid always going for the same ones. There’s more to life than rice and pasta. There are rye crackers, gluten-free flour, cornmeal, quinoa . . . A bit of creativity wouldn’t hurt.


	
Prioritize freshness and good quality Industrially baked goods and frozen ready-meals are certainly practical, and occasionally tasty too, but they aren’t usually very good for your health. It’s not a question of banning them, just consuming them in homeopathic doses . . .


	
Be sensible We sometimes get into the habit of having second helpings for no good reason and eating when we aren’t hungry. These are the surest ways to stray from a healthy weight. Cut down on portion sizes. And if, for psychological reasons, you feel the need to have a nice full plate in front of you, make cunning adjustments: reduce portions of foods that are high in calories (pasta, rice, etc) and increase portions of foods that are low in calories (vegetables). I even know some people, the really crafty ones, who eat off small plates: they find it satisfying to see a proper plateful when they sit down to eat.


	
Think flavour Eating must always be pleasurable. The kings of the food industry have understood as much and snare us with dishes whose salt, sugar and fat contents are all, alas, too high. But it is possible to eat tasty foods without damaging your health. All you have to do is opt for fresh food and go all out on the herbs. There is a plethora of them available and they’re stuffed with nutrients to boot.





Garlic, a superfood


Go Gallic, go garlic! It is a welcome addition to hot and cold dishes: meats, salads, soups or pasta. When eaten fresh, whether cooked or raw (raw is best, because its nutritional value is higher), it provides protection against stomach and intestinal cancer. And, although not enough studies on the subject have been carried out yet, we suspect this superfood works wonders for your larynx, your breasts, Madam, and your prostate, Sir (according to research from the Shanghai Cancer Institute).


It really is in your best interests to eat garlic; the list of benefits goes on: it helps battle cardiovascular disease, the effects of ageing (being rich in antioxidants) and is thought to prevent all manner of infections.


Granted, you might read somewhere that Shakespeare did not consider garlic to be a noble food or that Cervantes did not much like the smell. But you’ll concede that both these gentlemen had more talent for writing than health matters. With the greatest respect to them both, take my word for it, eating this bulbous plant does you no end of good. As for the famous smell that so inconvenienced Cervantes, there are ways of dealing with it, you know. Not by brushing your teeth after eating (as many people believe) but by chewing on some parsley, fresh mint or coffee beans. Or, even more effective: make your friends eat garlic with you!




Antioxidants act as a sort of shield against free radicals. Each of our cells (the human body is the sum total of billions) breathes. In doing so, it produces oxygen by-products that we term free radicals. Their favourite target? Other human cells. They oxidize them, speeding up the cells’ ageing process and, therefore, ours too. The body needs antioxidants to resist this phenomenon. Hence our daily obligation to eat, among other good things, fruit and vegetables, since they contain them in abundance.





The indispensable wheatgerm


Now, vitamin E is a powerful antioxidant. Yes, it protects your cells against the ageing process. Like most people, I imagine you sometimes wonder where it can be found. The answer is simple: in wheatgerm. Not exclusively there, certainly, but very much there . . . Judge for yourself: you only need to swallow two teaspoons of wheatgerm to get a third of your daily dose of vitamin E. It would be a shame not to take advantage, wouldn’t you say?


Its capacity to protect us doesn’t stop there: in those two fabulous teaspoons you will also find a third of your zinc requirement (helps to protect you from infection as well as to form scabs when the need arises) and a quarter of your magnesium requirement (part of a collection of anti-stress and anti-fatigue minerals). Wait, there’s more: wheatgerm is also recommended for combating high cholesterol and promoting good retinal health. I know you’ll keep an eye out for it now . . . So all you need to know is how to eat it.


One imperative: do not heat it. This degrades its vitamins and essential fatty acids. Apart from that, go for it! Sprinkle it on your crudités, soups, fruit compotes, yogurts . . . You will find that wheatgerm goes well with sweet and savoury dishes. That’s because its taste is neutral. Unlike the influence it will have on your health: that will be entirely positive.


Brewer’s yeast: health and beauty in one hit


Spells of fatigue? Irritability? Have you thought of brewer’s yeast? You haven’t? Give it a try. In capsules or in flakes, powder or tablets, brewer’s yeast comes in many different forms and always does your body good. It provides you with proteins, trace elements and vitamins (essentially D and some of the B group) that are guaranteed to detox.


Here’s something else to add to the catalogue of benefits: brewer’s yeast improves digestion, particularly for pregnant women, who tend to enjoy their very own cocktail of nausea, tummy aches and sometimes vomiting too. Finally, keep in mind that regular consumption is good for your nails, helps hair rediscover its shine and gives skin a healthy glow.


The danger, therefore, is overdosing. As ever, don’t overdo it: no more than three teaspoonfuls a day, and take it for short spells rather than all the time. Otherwise? Otherwise, it will have a boomerang effect: your intestinal flora will become imbalanced and you’ll be back where you started.


Fonio: 100 per cent grain, 0 per cent gluten


Tired of the same old grains? Prepared to spend a bit more than you do on rice or buckwheat?


Don’t delay, try fonio today!


Little known in France, if at all, fonio is probably one of Africa’s oldest grains. I’m not going to spin you a line about how great it tastes: it is rather bland. But that aside, the benefits of fonio really stack up. From magnesium to zinc, calcium to manganese, it is packed with micronutrients that are considered good for us. Plus, it is easy to cook, organic (you can only get it in specialist shops) and naturally gluten free. Good news for people who are allergic to gluten or have decided to remove it from their diet (although the gluten-free fad annoys me a bit – see the entry entitled ‘Gluten free is doubt-full’).


One last thing: fonio is very nourishing but it is also a recommended food for people who are overweight. If that applies to you, try out this grain pronto.


There’s no ‘arm in an almond!


Right, now we’ve got that terrible joke out of the way, let us move on to weightier matters. Do, seriously, think of almonds. They contain, along with other nutrients, calcium, proteins and vitamin E, whose antioxidant powers are well known.


But, I hear you say, almonds are high in fat. Yes. But there is fat, and there is fat. Good fat and bad fat. As it happens, almonds are jammed full of good fats called omega-3s and these strapping little fellows know how to keep cholesterol at bay, fight hypertension and do battle with osteoarthritis. All that while beefing up your immune system too.


Another reason why almonds ride high in the charts of dieting excellence is fibre. They are full of it. Benefit number one: they make you feel full. Benefit number two: they aid digestion.


Do not turn into a squirrel. Do be aware of the merits of this nut that is handy to carry around, doesn’t make a mess and goes extremely well with fruit compotes and vegetable dishes.


Convinced? Go on, it won’t even cost you an almond-a-leg . . .


Rooibos: red-tea-tastic


Rooibos . . . If the pronunciation bothers you just say ‘redbush’: it’s the same thing. Why ‘red’? Because the leaves tend to turn a purplish-red.


Redbush is drunk as an infusion, hot or cold (or even iced). Its flavour? Fruity and smoky. But it isn’t any old herbal tea: it’s a drink that helps you sleep better and aids digestion. So much so that in South Africa (where rooibos comes from, inland from Cape Town to be precise) many doctors recommend this tea for relieving colic in babies.


But the charms of this novel drink do not stop there. It contains numerous antioxidants, which, you will recall, are your body’s best friend: they protect your organs from some cancers, degenerative diseases, cardiovascular problems and more generally from the effects of ageing.


Of course, new products can become fashionable. In fact, they invariably do. But with rooibos it’s justified, since this drink contains neither theine nor caffeine. Consequently, it has fewer side effects. For starters, it doesn’t act as a diuretic and get you visiting the smallest room in the house more often than you would like.


Milk is better fermented


In India they call it ‘lassi’. In North Africa it is ‘leben’. In the Caucasus, ‘kefir’. Behind these exotic-sounding names you will find fermented milk. The taste is more acidic and the texture creamier than regular milk. The difference is that lactic acid culture has been added, while preserving milk’s nutritional qualities. You’ll find it has just as many proteins and carbohydrates and just as much calcium.


The special thing about fermented milk is that it is swarming with living lactic bacteria. Bacteria? That’s right, bacteria. Does that alarm you? Well, it needn’t (see p. 14). These ‘good’ bacteria are called probiotics (the term was first used in 1965: make a note and show off to your friends). We recognize them by their resilience and their activity. Resilience because they survive their journey through the gastrointestinal tract. Activity because they are capable of sticking to intestinal cells and multiplying, so as to supplant pathogenic bacteria, the ‘bad’ ones. They are built to win the bacterial wars that are played out in your body on a daily basis. The result is a better balance of intestinal flora, which can be permanently destabilized by stress, a failing in our diet or even by taking medication.


It is straightforward: fermented milk can be drunk plain or flavoured with a syrup or even with mixed fruits. The important thing is to drink it quickly: these friendly bacteria do not have much patience, and as time passes their numbers decrease. However, you can be clever about it and integrate it into your diet: fermented milk is a good substitute for cream in a sauce or soup (cold, because cooking destroys the bacteria).




As a rule, the mere mention of the word bacteria makes people run a mile. To most people’s way of thinking, bacteria = illness. The thing is, some bacteria are your pals. Lifelong friends even. They are probiotics. These living micro-organisms help digest lactose (not an easy feat for everyone). Another benefit: they are useful in cases of diarrhoea, for both children and adults, and they will survive a course of antibiotics. Beyond this, the medical fraternity talk in hypotheses. It’s possible that probiotics prevent pain and bloating and strengthen the immune system. But these are only suppositions for now. A word of advice: if in doubt, take them. Probiotics can never do you any harm, no matter how many you consume.





The bergamot orange: the forgotten citrus fruit


It’s the shape of a pear, looks like an orange, reveals a greenish flesh beneath thick smooth skin, usually yellow, and was introduced into Europe during the Crusades. Either that or Christopher Columbus brought it back from the Canary Islands.


Have you got it yet? Of course you have, the answer’s in the heading!


So, the bergamot orange . . . Why tell you about it? Because it’s a good idea to discover, or rediscover, a fruit that abounds with health benefits but is sometimes overlooked (so much so that it’s hard to come by: try luxury or health-food shops). But first off, I need to say that the bergamot orange is not recommended during the first three months of pregnancy. If this applies to you, turn to the next section and pay this one a visit later.


The bergamot orange acts like a tranquillizer, in the most natural way possible. It boosts the production of melatonin, the hormone that regulates our body clock, so it can be a great help in cases of insomnia or jet lag.


In addition, the bergamot is a trusty friend to your stomach. It stimulates digestion and relieves stomach cramps, even those caused by stress or anxiety.


Finally, it might be handy to know that bergamot oranges can be used to combat psoriasis (a non-contagious skin disorder characterized by red lesions) and prevent hyperactivity.


So, plenty of reasons to find some room for the bergamot orange in your life. After all, it can be consumed in hundreds of ways: reach for one in a fruit bowl or have a cup of tea flavoured with it; and you will also find it in various skin creams or bottles of essential oils.


Baobab


If you haven’t already heard of baobab – sometimes called ‘monkey bread’ – then you will soon. It is one of many novel foods turning up in our culinary culture with the official stamp of ‘healthy’.


Behind this rather odd-sounding name you will actually find . . . a fruit. Of the baobab tree. You can eat it in ready-made powder form or crush the dried pulp from the fruit (if you can find it). Either way, you can sprinkle it on cereal or yogurt, add it to a smoothie, or use it in baking or sauces. And that’s just for starters . . .
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