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Introduction


As a food writer, I’m often invited to hot restaurants serving cool food; rich, elaborate and exquisitely plated dishes with difficult-to-source ingredients; tiny, precise garnishes and flamboyant foams. And yet when someone asks me, which they often do, what my all-time favourite dish is, or what I’d choose as my last meal on earth, the same answer always cartwheels to mind: my nonna’s tomato pasta.


People tend to be disappointed by this, so I quickly come up with something else. My Italian grandmother would always make a lightly dressed green salad as a second course, I tell them, which I’d certainly have on my dream menu as well!


“Seriously?” my quizzer will say. “A food writer, who’s eaten in the most sought-after, hard-to-get-a-table-at restaurants in this vast and rich culinary mecca we call London, only wants pasta in tomato sauce and green salad?”


I know why they’re dissatisfied. They expect my choice to be outlandish, decadent or intricate; to reflect the character of the amazing dishes I’ve eaten prepared by some of the country’s best chefs. They’re primed to hear words like lobster, truffle, brown butter and bisque or for me to talk about complicated cooking techniques involving expensive kit and professional skills honed over years. They don’t want to be presented with a basic peasant dish of tomato, flour and water.


It sounds plain, boring, bland even. But it wasn’t. It was perfect; an irreproachable example of the brilliance that occurs when you combine minimal ingredients with a cook’s wisdom. In simplicity it is easier to create surprise. I remember the dish so well I can almost smell it.


My grandmother, Vincenzina Marzio (called Enza for short in the UK), was born in the south of Italy in 1931, in a village 50km north of Naples in Campania, a region known for the creation of pizza and the dramatic beauty of its Amalfi Coast. Nonna’s village is not by the sea, however, but inland; a small, rural place that’s given a sense of vastness and peace by the two mountains that loom calmly over it, like two friendly bodyguards on shift.


In the 1950s, Nonna moved to England, where she met my grandfather, a Sardinian who’d also upped sticks after the war for Blighty. Together, they had four children – one of whom was my mother, Paola. After living in the Midlands for a few years, the family decided to move further south, to Kent, as it was just too cold “up north”. It is there, in their small, terraced house, with gardens at the front and back (where they grew cucumbers, peas, figs and potatoes), that we find my nonna’s table. On it is a large glass bowl filled with bouncy coils of fusilli, each one coated in a slick, silken, orangey-red sauce.


The air in the room smelt sweet and I still remember the squelch of the metal spoon as Nonna dug it into the bowl. We’d go crazy for cheese, so finely grated it was like freshly fallen powder snow. It was often put in a sugar shaker for ease; something that would cause me much confusion and one sugary dinner, at a pizzeria later in life. And then, we ate.


A wonderful alchemy happens when you cook tomatoes, resulting in a flavour combination that is sweet, acidic and savoury all at once – and elevated further by the fatty, salty richness of the Parmesan. Sometimes, idly gazing into the bowl, I’d spot a wilted plume of parsley stuck to the side. It wasn’t for eating but instead worked like a teabag, infusing the sauce with its subtle flavour and aroma. You wouldn’t think a small bunch of herbs could make such a difference to the final result, but it did, and now parsley cooked in a tomato sauce – though I don’t often encounter it outside my mum’s cooking – is the smell I most associate with my nonna. It was the signature motif of her cuisine.


Ever since then, there’s been a special place in my heart for this style of cooking; the quietly masterful kind that can take nothing much and turn it into something dazzling. As many genius things do, it came from necessity. Where my nonna came from they didn’t have a lot, so they made the best of what they did have, and learnt, through trial and error and shared wisdom, to achieve deliciousness. Meat was expensive or unavailable so didn’t feature much in their cooking, and when it did, it was used sparingly; treated more like a way to season other food than the point of focus. Or was celebrated with fanfare – a whole roasted pig for a festival or other special occasion. In its place were all sorts of plants. Abundant vegetables of the region included tomatoes, aubergines and dark leafy greens. My grandmother loved them – the more bitter the better – wilted down with olive oil and garlic. In fact, the whole region developed such a taste for these greens that the rest of Italy took to calling them mangiafoglie or “leaf-eaters”.


Beans were very important, a cheap staple, which through loving respect and care were made to taste amazing. Pasta e fagioli (pasta and beans), zuppa di fagioli e patate (bean and potato soup), cicoria e fagioli (leafy greens and beans) and even a savoury bean and stale bread pudding cooked in the oven until soft and deliciously comforting.


A starter (fermented flour and water that acts as a leavening agent in traditional baking) for bread was shared from house to house and after it was cooked, they’d use the heat from the outdoor oven to roast artichokes and peppers. Vegetables were preserved sott’olio so that they could be eaten later in the year, but otherwise the menu was dictated by the season. Winter meant artichokes and cauliflower; spring, peas and zucchini flowers; summer, tomatoes, peppers and aubergine; and autumn, porcini mushrooms and chestnuts.


Frugality is the mother of invention. Panzanella, a bread salad with tomato and lashings of olive oil, now a fashionable starter in certain chic restaurants, was created as a way to use up stale odds and ends. Cacio e pepe is pasta in nothing but cheese and pepper, and yet in recent times this extremely basic dish whipped everyone up into a frenzy of adoration with queues around the block.


Nonna continued to cook these kinds of things after moving to England and now it’s the food I love and crave the most.


It’s not just in rural Italy that cuisine is guided by seasonality and frugality. Ratatouille, a sweet stew of aubergines, peppers and courgette, was invented by French farmers as a way of using up summer vegetables, and khichdi, an Indian dish of just rice and lentils cooked with spices and tempered with ghee, is the humblest of recipes but also one of the nation’s favourites. In the Balkans, they love pasulj, a simple but soul-warming bean soup made with very few ingredients, that leaves you marvelling at how wonderful beans are.


Why am I telling you this? Well, because it turns out this kind of cooking, the traditional cooking of my grandparents, and that of many other communities around the world, may possess a secret we could all do with knowing.


The blue zones


There are places around the world where people live for an unusually long time compared to the rest of us. They’re called the blue zones. This may prompt pictures of azure skies or sapphire seas, but the etymology is, sadly, less romantic. They were so called after the colour of the felt-tip pen used by the scientist who was pinpointing the area on a map of Sardinia, Italy’s second-largest island after Sicily and the home of my grandfather. Sardinia is a rugged and captivating land with a distinct identity, set apart from the mainland via language (they speak Sardinian, not Italian) and culture.


Dr Gianni Pes, a senior researcher in the Department of Clinical and Experimental Medicine at the University of Sassari, in the north of the island, was the scientist with the blue pen. He began studying longevity in the 1990s, after being inspired by his great-uncle, Pasquale Frasconi, who, having lived to age 110, was not just a centenarian but a supercentenarian. Another of his relatives had made it to 97, which though 13 years shy of Pasquale, is a good innings by anyone’s standards. In 1996, while working as an epidemiologist (someone who investigates disease), he discovered that mortality rates in the central, mountainous part of Sardinia were lower than elsewhere on the island. It made him think: might there be more people like his great-uncle there? His hunch was right. The rate of 100-year-olds was 30 per cent higher than in other areas and, surprisingly, there were nearly as many male centenarians as there were female. This was highly unusual; it’s a long-established fact that globally women live longer than men (on average by five years as of 2021), a fact confirmed to be true by the World Health Organization (WHO) “everywhere in the world” in 2019.1,2


Not only were the centenarians in these villages in Sardinia living a long time, they were doing so in style. Fit, active, engaged, sharp and playful, these elderly people weren’t dragged down, quietened or incapacitated by their age; on the contrary, they were living like those 20 years their junior and escaping the diseases normally associated with ageing, such as dementia, heart disease and certain types of cancer.


This astounding region of Sardinia became the first blue zone, a term that now signifies places around the world with the highest life expectancy, or with the highest proportion of people who reach the age of 100.


Genes vs lifestyle


At first, researchers thought the longevity of the inhabitants of the blue zones might be genetic, that these hardy, isolated, island folk might have a special gene, or version of a gene, that was protecting them, but when a 1996 study of Danish twins found that only 20 per cent of how long you live is determined by your genes, scientists started to explore the other 80 per cent: lifestyle factors.3


They looked at things like exercise, levels of stress, the structure of the community, what people did for work and, of course, nutrition. Had these people happened upon an ingredient with magical, life-extending qualities? Was the elixir of life to be found in their lunch?


Meanwhile, over in Japan, there was another curious place, a collection of islands that had long been known as the “land of immortals”. In 1975, Dr Makoto Suzuki, a cardiologist and geriatrician, was instructed to start studying the islands of Okinawa, located at the southern end of the country, after the Ministry of Health, Labour and Welfare had validated birth certificates and other statistical data, confirming initial reports of the long lives and “outstanding health” of the citizens. He set up the Okinawa Centenarian Study, which is now the longest, continuously running study of centenarians in the world. There too, they took a close look at the habits of the people; how did they conduct their lives? What was important to them? What were the governing principles they adhered to, consciously or not? And, what was on their plates?


In 2005, with the help of a National Geographic explorer named Dan Buettner, the two longevity hotspots joined forces. Though they were more than 10,000km apart, with very different cultures, traditions and histories, they had a lot in common – and they weren’t alone. Convinced there must be others around the world, Pes, Buettner et al. went on a mission to find them; first identifying Loma Linda, in California, then Nicoya in Costa Rica, and a few years later adding the Greek island of Ikaria to their list.


In these five diverse places, they witnessed the same phenomenon: healthy, happy 100-year-olds, uninhibited by disease and living their lives to the full. They were walking up hills, riding horses, playing guitars, cooking for their families and cracking jokes with friends. They weren’t seeing out their final years sad, alone or ill.


We only need to compare this with the picture in the UK to see what a miracle it is. Unfortunately, while life expectancy in the UK has been increasing for the last 40 years, albeit more slowly in the last decade, healthy life expectancy – an estimate of the number of years someone spends in “good” or “very good” health as they perceive it – has not been increasing at the same rate, which means that while people are living longer, they are doing so in poor health.4 This gap between health span and lifespan is significant. In 2018–20, a man in England could expect to live 79.4 years, but his average healthy life expectancy only stood at 63.1, meaning he’d spend the last 16.3 years of his life (20 per cent of his life in total) in poor health.


A woman in England could expect to live 83.1 years, but with a healthy life expectancy of only 63.8, she’d spend 19.3 years, or 23 per cent of her life, in poor health, making the longevity gender gap not seem quite as desirable.5 How does a whole two decades in bad health sound to you? It’s a future nobody would choose. So where are we going wrong, why aren’t we living like our blue zone cousins, and what can we do about it?


The nine pillars of blue zone health


Of course, there are those who win the genetic lottery. There’s nothing the British press loves more than the story of 100-year-old Doris, celebrating her birthday with cigarette in hand, and confiding to the reporter that the secret to her long life is her daily glass of whiskey.


In fact, the oldest verified person to have ever lived was a French woman called Jeanne Louise Calment, who claimed to have eaten nearly a kilogram of chocolate every week and only gave up smoking when she was 117. She lived to be 122.


People like Jeanne are the glorious exception whose stories we love to share, but you don’t have to be a doctor to know that a diet plan of cigarettes and Dairy Milk won’t serve you well. Besides, when the influence of lifestyle factors is so large (80 per cent), wouldn’t you rather rely on them than on a small amount of genetic luck?


After years of studying the five blue zones, scientists concluded that the reasons behind the amazing longevity seen there are complex. There is a web of factors supporting their healthy ageing; one so intricate and interlinked that it is hard to distinguish one factor from another. Nevertheless, the team of researchers distilled nine common denominators that they believe are responsible.6 They are:




	Eating mainly plants: the bulk of the diet comes from nutritious vegetables, legumes, grains and nuts.



	Enjoying wine with friends and family: in all the blue zones bar one, people drink small amounts of alcohol regularly, with food and in company.



	Not overeating: the Okinawans, for example, practise stopping eating when they’re 80 per cent full, which helps with maintaining a healthy weight.



	Moving naturally, i.e. getting exercise without even trying, by, for example, walking to a friend’s house. 



	Having a sense of purpose: in Japan they call this ikigai, or a “reason for being”.



	Engaging in practices that defuse stress, such as praying, napping or remembering loved ones.



	Having a sense of belonging, which in these places manifests itself in faith-based communities.



	Putting loved ones first, for example by looking after their ageing parents in their own home and committing to a life partner.



	Having the “right tribe”, a supportive and committed group of friends who also have healthy habits that will rub off on them.






As you can see, three points pertain to nutrition. In researching this book, I asked all the experts I interviewed the same question: in the stew of longevity, how important an ingredient is diet? Crucial, vital, key, they said. Some went as far as stating with firm and vehement conviction that it is more powerful than any other factor.


They’re not guessing; study after study suggests the enormous impact of diet on our health and therefore healthy ageing. In 2022, researchers from Norway set about quantifying it. They used existing meta-analyses (statistical combinations of results of multiple studies to draw conclusions) and data from the Global Burden of Disease study, a massive database that tracks causes of death, disease, injuries and risk factors in 204 countries around the world, the latest edition of which was published in 2020. They found that switching from a typical “Western” diet to an “optimal” one is associated with 13 extra years of life for men and 10 extra for women, if they began eating that way aged 20.7 “Optimal” in this case meant a diet that “had substantially higher intake than a typical diet of whole grains, legumes, fish, fruits, vegetables, and included a handful of nuts, while reducing red and processed meats, sugar-sweetened beverages, and refined grains”.


If – and this is likely – you are already past the age of 20, do not despair. Effects were still seen by implementing a diet switch later in life. By starting age 60, men could bag another nine years of life and women another eight. And it doesn’t end there. Even making a change as late in life as 80 could add another 3.5 years to both men’s and women’s lives.


Amazing, right? To me it’s thrilling to know that what you eat can have such a positive impact on your health. Firstly, the idea that something that’s a source of fun and pleasure can also be good for you is an immediate win in life. Secondly, it’s so exciting because food’s remit stretches out far and wide: it is so much more than just ingredients on a plate or nutritional value listed on a packet; food is creativity, self-expression, history, community, family, the sharing of ideas and, of course, love.


The happiest diet


This book is called The Happiest Diet in the World for a reason. If good food brings health, then it also brings happiness, not just from the physiological effects, but also from the psychological wellbeing that eating, making and sharing great food produces in us.


Improving your diet and relationship with food can also have huge ripple effects on other aspects of your life. For example, by embracing cooking, you can improve your self-confidence, which may benefit your work, strengthen your relationships and give you a boost in self-esteem.


Equally, just the methodical act of peeling and chopping vegetables or devotedly stirring a pan of risotto may punctuate your non-stop day with the requisite meditative pause you didn’t realise you needed. In trendy modern-day speak this is called mindfulness.


Cooking is also good for connection, both new and old. Maybe you’ll make a new acquaintance while chatting in a queue at the greengrocer’s or maybe you’ll fix a tiff with your partner by baking them a pie. Maybe the taste of super-rich mash will make you laugh at the memory of your auntie’s insane butter-to-potato ratio or maybe the smell of parsley cooking in a tomato sauce will bring back fond memories of being at your nonna’s house in Kent.


It is for these reasons that I believe that, of all the lifestyle factors that are thought to contribute to healthy longevity, diet is the best and most important place to start. It is probably also the easiest. While the idea of finding the “right tribe” or identifying your “purpose in life” may feel daunting or overly abstract, deciding what to put in your shopping basket is tangible and something you can do right now.


Just as food can make us happy and healthy, it can also make us sad and sick. Astoundingly, poor diet is now responsible for more deaths globally than tobacco, high blood pressure or any other health risk, according to a major study. Eating too few of the right things and too many of the wrong things accounts for one in five, or 11 million, deaths a year worldwide; which is 3 million more a year than smoking at 8 million.8 This is not a happy state of affairs and begs the question: is what the people in the blue zones don’t eat just as important as what they do?


The Happiest Diet in the World will explore all of this, distilling what we can learn about food and eating from these communities of super-agers who have cracked the code for long, healthy and happy lives. We’ll go on a journey to their kitchens which, although in very different places and stocked with different ingredients, share the same broad food principles. We will look at what the various blue-zone diets have in common and, with the help of leading experts in nutrition and the latest science, understand exactly why they may be keeping them so well.


We will delve into fascinating topics pertinent to both our diet and theirs, including fasting, meat-eating, ultra-processed foods, sugar, wine-drinking, gut health, calorie-counting, fermented foods, the psychology of eating together and the incredible power of beans. We will also hear sage advice from those who have lived long and healthy lives. By the end of the book, I hope you will see your dinner in an entirely new way.


Why am I so interested in this? Firstly, I care very deeply that people eat well (it’s the Italian in me); secondly, the moment I began looking into the diet of the blue zones for a piece in a British newspaper, I was thrilled to see something I recognised: the humble, simple, delicious cooking of my Italian grandparents – uncomplicated, good food that puts flavour first and is unswayed by the powerful pull of the modern food and diet industries.


No one in my grandparents’ world ate to be “healthy”; they listened to the signals from their bodies about which foods made them feel good and which ones made them feel bad. Culinary wisdom was passed down through the generations to create nourishing dishes that they really enjoyed eating.


Unfortunately, because of our warped food environment in the UK, our instincts for what to eat have become obscured, our ancient wisdom regarding food forgotten and good flavour and good health disassociated. By examining the traditional diets of the blue zones, unpicking why they work and taking a critical look at the Western food environment, I believe we can reconnect with what we’ve lost.


In Part 1, we will look at the way we eat in the West: where we’re at, how we got here and what it’s doing to our health.


Part 2 explores the diets of the blue zones: what they eat and how this often runs counter to current dietary advice in the West – how was it, for example, that we got to be so scared of carbs? And so obsessed with protein? As for the idea that counting calories is good for your health…


Part 3, ‘Old wisdom, new science’, looks at just that: why the blue-zone diets work, and how modern research is validating the ancient instincts and practices that exist there.


Part 4 offers some practical advice on how you can eat a happy diet too – five simple principles which, if you can incorporate them into your life, will truly transform your sense of wellbeing.


Finally, at the end of the book, there are 48 recipes that prove that brilliant flavour and nutritious food are one and the same; truly nourishing for body and soul.









1


The way we eat in the West


Hayley’s fridge


I opened my friend’s fridge one day recently to find nothing but low-fat yoghurt, a “posh” ready-meal lasagne and some oat milk. I was surprised. Hayley is one of my most intelligent friends; the type of person who through genuine curiosity will educate herself on the topic of the day to such an extent that she could probably give a decent seminar on it, and yet the contents of her fridge were surprisingly misinformed. Hayley works out regularly, thinks about her diet and cares about looking after herself and had bought these items under the impression that she was making healthy choices. The yoghurt was low-fat and therefore apparently “good for your waistline”; the lasagne was from an upmarket shop, so was an innocuous time-saving convenience and “just like homemade”; and the oat milk, well, what health-conscious person would drink traditional dairy these days?


But the truth regarding the contents of Hayley’s fridge is quite different and exemplifies what a minefield eating healthily has become in the UK and the West in general – America is even further embroiled in the confusion than we are.


What Hayley didn’t know is that despite its wholesome, friendly packaging, her expensive ready-meal was nothing like the nourishing, homemade image it was trying to portray. Her fashionable oat milk (a dairy alternative so popular in the UK that Britons spent £146 million on it in 2020) might have invoked thoughts of a healthy bowl of porridge but was similar in nature to the ready-meal – a highly manipulated product containing added ingredients such as oil and gellan gum that your coffee could well do without.9


But it was her yoghurt that I was most intrigued by. Low-fat yoghurt is the ultimate symbol of our deep and long-standing food fog. It’s not really yoghurt; it’s actually imitation yoghurt, a persistent and powerful relic of an ideology that swept the Western world in the 1980s: eating fat will make you fat.


This easy-to-propagate message came from a study done in the US in the1940s, which showed a correlation between high-fat diets and high cholesterol. Soon, American doctors were advising that those particularly at risk of heart disease might want to cut down or entirely eliminate dietary fat.10 Once spawned, the concept that fat was a dietary enemy quickly grew legs, until people with no health risks were also starting to reduce their intake.


In 1977, dietary guidelines were published by the American Senate’s Select Committee on Nutrition and Human Needs stating that too much fat in one’s diet could lead not just to heart disease but also to stroke, cancer and, importantly, obesity. Fat was further damned in 1983, when researchers concluded that obesity was an independent risk factor for heart disease.11


Word quickly reached UK shores, and in 1983 we introduced our own official guidelines, which recommended the public reduce their overall dietary fat consumption to 30 per cent of their total energy intake and their saturated fat to 10 per cent. It didn’t matter that the evidence behind the guidelines wasn’t robust because the message was so clear, easy to communicate and seemingly logical: fat equals fat. Food companies had to adapt and the era of low-fat products began.


A clever and apparently simple solution was devised: just remove the fat. The problem is, when you remove the fat from say, yoghurt, a product where the fat content is elementary to our enjoyment of it, it tastes beyond awful. It’s like trying to remove the meatiness from meat or the sugar from an apple; you’re left with something vapid, bland and in the case of yoghurt texturally odd.


So they came up with another solution. To try to mimic the characteristic creamy mouthfeel of yoghurt, the manufacturers added thickeners and stabilisers, such as modified starch, which is starch extracted from grains or vegetables that has been treated to alter its properties. And to hide the strange flavour that resulted from this addition, manufacturers added sugar, sweeteners and flavourings. It was in this manipulation that the problem lay: to compensate for the reduction in fat, they had to ramp up the sugar and refined carbohydrate content – two things that we know when consumed excessively lead to negative health outcomes. In wanting to make a healthy choice, consumers had unwittingly swapped their everyday, healthy, full-fat plain yoghurt for something that more closely resembled a dessert.


Over time, all sorts of preposterous products emerged: low-fat cookies, low-fat ice cream, low-fat cheese and fat-free mayonnaise – foods that would have sounded nonsensical or impossible to our ancestors.


The late 20th-century war on fat had an impact on nearly everyone. I remember thinking it was weird that my nonna only ever had the “blue” full-fat milk in her house, whereas at home, we had the “green”, semi-skimmed one. My mum was, for a time, also taken in by the influential low-fat doctrine, and even though I was a child I too had absorbed that semi-skimmed was good and that Nonna’s choice was bad.


As well as fat from animal products, people avoided other fat-rich foods, including some that we now know to be particularly beneficial for us, such as nuts and olive oil. To make matters worse, because low-fat products appeared healthy or “guilt-free”, people tended to eat them in greater quantities than they otherwise would have.


Scientists have since agreed that the demonisation of fat was unwise. In 2015, researchers in Boston concluded that there was no good evidence to support recommending a low-fat diet for weight loss and that people following them did not lose any more weight than those on a higher-fat diet such as the Mediterranean diet.12 Yoghurt has been exonerated, with many studies showing that instead of making you fat, it may actually help you lose weight and improve your body composition, and the consumption of “good fats” (monounsaturated fat and polyunsaturated fat) found in foods such as nuts and olive oil has since been found to reduce the risk of heart disease.13,14,15


When it comes to milk, and in turn yoghurt, we now understand that stripping it of its fat is not without consequences. As Dr Tim Spector, a scientist who researches the gut microbiome, explains in his 2022 book, Food for Life, removing the fat from the milk removes other things too. “We stupidly believed we could just process the milk industrially

to remove the fatty layer, and this would leave all the healthy stuff behind. The fat-soluble vitamins and nutrients get eliminated when you remove the saturated fat content, including vitamins A, D, E and K as well as healthy fatty acids like omega-3.” Sorry, Nonna, you were right.


Tribal, confused and neurotic about food


And yet low-fat products live on, as evidenced by my friend’s fridge. In fact, the question of what to eat has got all the more confusing due to the rise of social media: a Wild West in which erroneous and often dangerous ideas about nutrition are able to circulate like tireless spaniels charging around a field.


Enemy groups will state their food beliefs with absolute certainty and go to war with one another over them, resulting in a mêlée of conflicting messages. Those who subscribe to a carnivore diet will tell you that eating meat to the exclusion of all else will energise you and clear your brain fog; the gluten-fearers will assert that the protein that makes dough stretchy is universally damaging; and the raw food lovers will say that you should stop cooking your vegetables.


As a person wanting dietary advice, what are you supposed to believe? And why has the necessary act of eating become so intensely tribal?


“Food is up there with religion and politics in terms of our emotional and intellectual attachment to it,” Gavin Wren, a food policy expert and content creator, tells me over a video-call one afternoon. Gavin spends a lot of time on Instagram, where he shares clear and engaging information about food with his 42,000 followers and also witnesses how ideological diets have become for some people. “Especially when you start looking at the specific dietary tribes on Twitter and Instagram. Whether that’s vegan or keto or carnivore, people will fight for it in the same way they would fight for a religion or a political party and I guess that’s because maybe on some level people do feel it’s a life or death matter.”


Gavin sees all sorts of unhelpful and sometimes deranged health “advice” on the platform, including, recently, a woman who was instructing people to stir their water with a glass rod before they drank it. This, she said, would “alkalise” the water which would “stop them getting cancer”. Of course, the rod was purchasable from her kind self. “You get everything on Instagram from absolute woo nonsense like that, to people who are communicating genuine evidence-and science-backed information,” says Gavin, “and everything in between.”


To his annoyance, he finds that the evidence-based gang tends to be on the back foot. Just as with “eat fat, get fat”, simple, snappy messages still have a shiny allure and are lapped up by people wanting to improve their health. “People want easy solutions like ‘eat blueberries and you won’t die this year’ or ‘stir your water with a glass wand to prevent cancer’ but obviously we can’t say those things, because they’re not true.”


As a society, all this conflicting dietary advice has left us in a bad place: confused, overwhelmed and neurotic about food. With each passing year we’re getting fatter, sicker and shorter lived: after three decades of steady growth, our life expectancy began to plateau in 2011.16


Diet culture and me


The worse our situation has become, the more obsessed we’ve grown with weight loss. I see it among my friends, in newspaper stories about celebrities and on social media. In 21stcentury Britain, diet culture is impossible to avoid. Luckily, when I was growing up, weight loss, or the avoidance of certain foods to achieve it, was never spoken about, so I remained blissfully unaware for a miraculous number of years – up until I was home for the summer after my first year of university and my local, straight-talking GP told me I’d put on weight. “I’m just wearing a baggy jumper,” I replied. “I can see it in your face,” she said.


Even then I didn’t particularly care. The first year of uni, with its constant partying and morning-after greasy full English breakfasts complete with a side of chips, had been so much fun. But as time went on, I couldn’t help but notice as various fads came and went. Some friends were obsessed with counting calories, others went on juice cleanses and one girl even told me, with stern conviction, that you shouldn’t eat bananas or fruit in general because they’d make you fat. All this misguided tyranny would have been funny if it hadn’t been so pervasive.


I remember very clearly when people started obsessing over gluten as the new root of all dietary evil. I watched a video in which an interviewer went round members of the public, first asking their thoughts on gluten – “it’s bad” was the consensus, it makes you “bloated” and “fat” – and then if they could describe what it was. An awkward silence ensued. Each time a fad came along, I’d try and wheel back to what my grandparents had taught me about food – besides, I loved eating too much to ever cut out an entire food group. The anti-gluten trend helped clarify for me how nonsensical this concept was anyway. Of course, anyone diagnosed with coeliac disease should eliminate gluten from their diet, as should those who are genuinely gluten-intolerant. But the idea that gluten had somehow become universally problematic or “fattening” seemed illogical. Italy has the lowest rates of obesity in Europe and does not reject gluten.17 Many members of my family eat pasta every day.


The obesity disaster


In the UK, on the other hand, the latest figures on obesity are cause for concern. As it stands, nearly two-thirds (63.8 per cent) of the adult population in England is overweight or living with obesity. Men are more likely than women to be overweight or obese (68.6 per cent of men compared to 59 per cent of women) and adults aged 45–74 are the most likely demographic, with nearly three-quarters of them in this category.


This national weight problem is a relatively recent phenomenon. Between 1993 and 2001, there was a marked increase in the proportion of adults living with weight problems in England and by 2019 the proportion of adults living with obesity had risen by 13.1 per cent. Average weight has gone up by 6kg and 5kg respectively for men and women since 1993. Sadly, it’s a health condition that’s also affecting children, with nearly a quarter (23.4 per cent) of all 10-11-year-olds now living with obesity.18 The 2022 Broken Plate report, published by the charity the Food Foundation, predicts that more than 80 per cent of children born in 2022 will be overweight or obese by the time they’re 65 and at least one in 20 of them will have died before they even get to that age.19


Obesity costs the nation nearly £100,000 billion a year (4 per cent of GDP) and is expected to grow by another 10 billion over the next 15 years as the population gets older.20 Calling the situation a “disaster” in a speech to a Royal Society conference, Henry Dimbleby, who co-founded the healthy fast-food chain Leon before going on to become the government’s food advisor for a time, warned that the NHS “will suck all the money out of the other public services” while “economic growth and tax revenue will stagnate”. “We will end up both a sick and impoverished nation,” he announced, gravely.


Diet-related diseases (such as type 2 diabetes, some cancers and cardiovascular disease) are now the leading cause of early death around the world. Our diet is killing us. So what exactly are we eating?


The Western paradox


The rise and rise of fake foods


The majority of our diet in the UK comes from packaged products that have undergone “ultra-processing”. On average, we get 58 per cent of our calories from these products; among people from poorer backgrounds and children, the figure can be as high as 80 per cent.21 At school, children can be eating lunches that are almost two-thirds (64 per cent) made from ultra-processed products.22 We don’t so much cook any more; we unpackage, we assemble and we warm up things made in factories.


There are levels of processing, of course, and not all of them are problematic – there is a wealth of difference between, say, tinned tomatoes and most pre-made pasta sauces. In 2009, a Brazilian scientist, Dr Carlos Monteiro, came up with a classification system called NOVA, which groups foods according to the “extent and purpose of industrial processing” – that is, how much it’s been processed and why.23 The groups are thus:




	Group One: unprocessed and minimally processed foods such as apples or cabbages – untampered-with things in their natural state, except for maybe being given a wash (which is why the word “minimally” is included).
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