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To my amazing Dad. You taught me to work hard and never give up on what I believe in. I blame you for my dogged determination to spread the healthy eating message. I hope I made you proud. I love you and miss you every day.





FOREWORD



WE live in curious medical times. As science and technology advance, we are increasingly able to treat previously incurable diseases and provide previously unimagined palliative care. Yet, at the same time, we find ourselves in the throes of the most widely spread and expensive health catastrophe in history: the obesity epidemic.


While it may seem that many of the global population is facing health risks as a result of malnutrition, the sad truth of the modern world is that obesity and its related syndromes are causing even more damage to our collective health. In Britain, 62 per cent of adults are classed as overweight; of these, 28 per cent are obese.


I was born in 1984. Back then, famine and malnutrition were headline health issues, while diabetes, obesity and high blood pressure were rarely reported on. Today, however, the ‘diseases of obesity’ are seen as almost inevitable conditions for those approaching middle age. In my lifetime, global health has deteriorated, and it has become crystal clear that we have been getting something very wrong.


In 2013, I was fortunate to be part of a national health turnaround in South Africa following the launch of a book I co-authored. The Real Meal Revolution has sold over 275,000 copies to date and spawned a new understanding of and approach to eating, focusing on low-carbohydrate high-fat (LCHF) nutrition. We exposed politicians, farmers and scientists for creating the obesity epidemic – whether intentionally or not – by offering the wrong nutritional advice to the entire western world.


Since the 1970s global health guidelines have advised us to avoid fat and encouraged us to eat carbs (directly) and sugar (indirectly). In creating a cookbook that spurned this advice in favour of eating fat and avoiding carbs, we have witnessed first-hand how people have simultaneously solved their weight problems and reversed their health problems. The effects have been so dramatic that some readers have reported curing themselves of Type 2 diabetes, which was previously believed to be an incurable disease.


The reason our book has sold so many copies (and has been published internationally) is because our advice works. Removing sugar and refined carbs from the diet is now considered by most doctors in South Africa as the key treatment for Type 2 diabetes and obesity management, as it should be around the world.


Sarah Flower is one of the many inspiring nutritionists I’ve encountered on my journey of nutrition and health discovery in recent years, a bright-smiling dietary soldier in the battle for better health. Sarah’s book is filled to the brim with everything you need to remove sugar and refined carbs from your diet. Critically, her recipes will make this lifestyle change feel less restrictive and more indulgent – exactly what you need to make it sustainable.


What we eat has a profound effect on our health and our lifestyles. Food is indeed our medicine and eating real food that is free from processed junk is the way to improve your health and your life. Sugar-free, home-cooked food is the future of healthcare and, if you ask me, Sarah’s treatment – in the form of Southern Fried Chicken, Rhubarb Crumble and Chocolate Pecan Meringue Cake – is just what the doctor ordered.


Jonno Proudfoot


The Real Meal Revolution
www.realmealrevolution.com





INTRODUCTION



SUGAR and refined carbohydrates are now seen to be the root cause of many of our western diseases as well as our obesity crisis. Since the low-fat revolution started in the 1970s, we have been increasing our reliance on carbohydrates and sugars. Our bodies are simply not designed for the excessive consumption of carbohydrates. Diabetes, fatty liver disease, heart disease, arthritis, Alzheimer’s, obesity, metabolic syndrome . . . the list goes on and on.


I started reducing sugar several years ago but didn’t go completely sugar-free until 2014. My youngest son has Asperger’s syndrome and I have seen a dramatic improvement in his behaviour when he is not eating sugar. It is not easy to ensure your child is 100 per cent sugar-free, especially if they are a teenager, but doing your best in the home really does make a massive difference to their health.


The last few years have seen a massive increase in awareness of the dangers of sugar. It has been an exciting time for nutritionists such as myself, expanding on the benefits of increasing natural fats as well as working on new ways to ensure we can satisfy our sweet cravings without adding sugar.


This book is a go-to guide of family recipes and pantry essentials to help you and your family on your sugar-free journey. Most recipes also adhere or can be adapted to be very low carbohydrate and grain free. This helps those who are struggling to cut the cravings when going sugar-free.


I hope you enjoy the book. You can also follow my work at www.sarahflower.co.uk and join my Facebook group Everyday Sugarfree.


Best of luck with your sugar-free journey.


Sarah x
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SUGAR AND ITS EFFECT ON OUR HEALTH


WE all need to cut our sugar consumption. In 2015, the World Health Organisation (WHO) set new guidelines. It recommended adults and children reduce their daily intake of free sugars to less than 10 per cent of their total energy intake. A further reduction to below 5 per cent or roughly 25 grams (6 teaspoons) per day would provide additional health benefits. Pour 6 teaspoons of sugar into a glass and you can see it is quite a substantial amount, but, shockingly, some low fat yoghurt desserts can contain more than the maximum set per day. Looking at the amount of sugar in our food, is it easy to see why we are on average consuming 30–40 teaspoons per day.


Free sugars refer to monosaccharides (such as glucose and fructose) and disaccharides (such as sucrose or table sugar) added to foods and drinks by the manufacturer, cook or consumer, and sugars naturally present in honey, syrups, fruit juices and fruit juice concentrates.


‘We have solid evidence that keeping intake of free sugars to less than 10 per cent of total energy intake reduces the risk of overweight, obesity and tooth decay,’ says Dr Francesco Branca, Director of WHO’s Department of Nutrition for Health and Development. ‘Making policy changes to support this will be key if countries are to live up to their commitments to reduce the burden of noncommunicable diseases.’


The WHO guidelines do not refer to the sugars in fresh whole fruits and vegetables, and sugars naturally present in milk, because there is no reported evidence of adverse effects of consuming these sugars.


Since the low-fat revolution in the 1970s, we have been consuming more and more carbohydrates, especially refined carbohydrates and sugars. We are seeing an epidemic of children and adults suffering from diabetes, obesity, heart disease and a host of related problems.


But do we really understand sugar? Let’s get down to basics.


• Sugar is made up of 50 per cent glucose and 50 per cent fructose but has no nutrient value and it is not needed by the body. You could live quite happily without any added sugar.


• There are many names for sugar – maple syrup, honey, molasses, agave syrup, high fructose corn syrup, barley malt, cane sugar, sucrose, maltose, maltodextrin, ethyl maltol, lactose and the list goes on. These all affect the body in the same way.


• Carbohydrates (think flour, pasta, bread, sugar, vegetables, beans, grains and starchy foods such as potatoes) get converted into glucose, providing us with energy. However, we are consuming more than we have ever eaten in our existence and it is this excess consumption that is so detrimental to our health. Our bodies can run extremely well on fat, protein and low carbohydrates. There are numerous studies showing the benefits to health when limiting sugar and carbohydrates, particularly in reversing diabetes and heart disease.


• Fructose is now deemed by many to be the most damaging form of sugar. Fructose is naturally present in fruit. Eating a whole fruit means you are also eating some fibre, which slows down the digestion of the fructose. However, fruit juice does not contain fibre, therefore a high concentration of fructose floods the liver. Your fresh orange juice in the morning contains more sugar than a glass of cola. Studies have also shown that when you drink pure fructose, it turns off your leptin response, meaning you don’t get the signal to tell you when you are full.


How sugar affects our health


Glucose in our bloodstream is harmful so our pancreas secretes a hormone called insulin which basically transports the glucose to be stored as glycogen in our liver or muscles. However, with our western diet, our natural stores in our liver and muscles are full to capacity, which means our bodies push the glucose into our cells to be stored as fat. When you calculate the amount of sugar and carbohydrates we are consuming daily, you can see why we are getting fatter and fatter.


Insulin also puts a hold on us burning fat reserves so once we are fat, we will stay fat – particularly fat around the middle – until we limit our sugar and carbohydrate consumption. High insulin levels not only mean a larger waistline, but very serious implications for our overall health.


There is a very long list of health complaints that experts believe stem from sugar. It is a very scary list and, if you are like me, it will be enough to focus the mind and dig deep to maintain a sugar-free lifestyle.


This is not a definitive list, but just really the tip of the iceberg.














	
Obesity


Diabetes


Metabolic syndrome


Alzheimer’s


Arthritis


Auto immune disease


Fatty liver disease


High blood pressure


High cholesterol


Low immune system


Cancer


Tooth decay


Learning difficulties


Candida


Thrush


Gallstones



	
Heart disease


Depression


Hyperactivity


Anxiety


Insomnia


Inflammation


Inability to concentrate


Appendicitis


Haemorrhoids


Varicose veins


Osteoporosis


Food intolerances


Gout


PMS


PCOS


Mood swings










The truth about fructose


This is the real baddie and is incredibly damaging. Fructose is metabolised in the liver. The liver doesn’t know how to deal with high levels of fructose as there is no real requirement for it in the body. There are many health implications from a high-fructose diet.


• Non-alcoholic fatty liver disease, caused by fat (triglycerides) being stored in the liver, is increasing – especially in children – and can lead to cirrhosis of the liver.


• Any remaining triglycerides get pushed out into our bloodstream to cause a whole range of health issues, including heart disease and cellular damage, particularly to the arterial walls.


• Fructose increases uric acid production, which can lead to high blood pressure, gout and kidney stones.


• High fructose can increase waistlines and increased adipose tissue (fat) around vital organs. We are now seeing TOFI (thin outside fat inside) youngsters, who look thin but their internal organs have excess fat surrounding them, which can be incredibly damaging.


• Your bowel health can be affected. Bad bacteria feed off the sugars in your diet, particularly fructose. Poor bowel health not only affects your digestion and bowel habits but also lowers your immune system and can increase your risk of tumours. Poor bowel health also impacts how your body deals with cholesterol.


• Leptin is a hormone that tells your brain when you are full. Fructose effectively turns off your leptin response, making it very easy for you to overeat.


• Ghrelin is a hormone that tells us when we need to eat. Fructose and insulin mess with this hormone, stimulating it to make its presence heard, encouraging us to eat more and more. Lack of sleep can also affect this hormone which is why shift workers find it harder to lose weight.


• Fructose can increase whole body inflammation and can increase your risk of oxidative damage in your cells. It also has a detrimental effect on your looks as it interferes with your collagen production – your skin loses elasticity and your risk of wrinkles is increased.


What do we need to avoid?


Avoiding added sugar and foods high in fructose is an absolute must. You will find sugar in a variety of guises on food labels, so be vigilant. You also need to be aware of the free sugars – these are the naturally occurring ones and those added to the food in a supposedly natural state. Think of fruit juices, syrups, honeys. It is a minefield but the simple thing is to read the labels and to try as much as possible to make your own food from scratch.




You also need to be aware of the foods that convert to glucose once consumed. The carbohydrates and starches not only add to your daily sugar load but also spike insulin and increase food cravings, so to be successful when going sugar-free, you really need to watch your carbohydrate intake, particularly from refined carbohydrates. Net carbs are carbohydrates with the fibre taken out (as fibre does not get absorbed so those following a low-carb diet go on the net carbs).






Read the label


Labelling is not as straightforward as it should be with the food manufacturers apparently trying to confuse us. You need a calculator to work out serving sizes per gram and then convert that into teaspoons in order to get a better idea of how much you are consuming. When you read the amounts per teaspoon it is very scary.


Here are some names you need to avoid:


Sucrose, Fructose, High Fructose Corn Syrup, Barley Malt, Dextrose, Maltose, Agave Nectar, Beet Sugar, Cane Juice, Turbinado Sugar, Caramel, Carob Syrup, Corn Syrup, Date Sugar, Dextrin, Evaporated Cane Juice, Fruit Juice, Grape Juice, Diastase, Glucose, Maltol, Palm Sugar, Monoglycerides, Refiners Syrup, Mannose, Oligofructose, Tapioca Syrup, Maple Syrup, Treacle, Saccharose, Molasses, Coconut Sugar, Polydextrose, Glycerine, Yakon, Dextran, Diastatic Malt Powder, Sorghum, Ethyl Maltol, Galactose, Golden Syrup, Honey, Inverted Sugar, Lactose, Maltodextrin, Muscovado Sugar, Oat Syrup, Avena Sativa, Panela, Panocha, Crystalline Fructose


Artificial sweeteners


I avoid artificial sweeteners as I have read too many papers linking their use to mental health problems and health complaints. There is mounting evidence to show that artificial sweeteners are highly addictive, increase your sugar cravings and continue to lead to obesity. Many of my clients were addicted to sugar-free/diet fizzy drinks. They are one of the first things we have to remove from their diet in order to move to better health and weight loss.


Natural sweeteners


There is a lot of misinformation regarding sugar-free. Some people choose to be free of refined sugar, instead opting for maple syrup, agave or honey. However, a word of warning. You are still taking in sugars in the form of glucose and, most worryingly, fructose. Your body metabolises sugars in the same way whether they are from refined or natural sources, so really, you are just taking a sideways step. You will also continue to crave sweet foods so it will make your sugar-free journey so much harder.


One of the main objectives of this book is to help you train your palate off sugar and sweet cravings; so you don’t want to swap one sugar for another alternative. By all means use the natural sweeteners as a transition towards becoming sugar-free, but gradually reduce all types of sweeteners as your palate changes. I hardly use any natural sweeteners in my food now as I find them sweet enough.


Recommended sweeteners


The three sugar alternatives I would recommend – stevia, xylitol and erythritol – are fructose free, meaning they have very little adverse impact on my health.


Although my recipes include these sweeteners, I must emphasise that the key is to use these as treats to help you in the transition phase of becoming sugar-free and not to overdo the sweet hits.


Stevia is a wild plant from the subtropical forest in North East Paraguay. The leaves of stevia contain glycosides of which sweetening power is between 250 and 400 times their equivalent in sugar. Stevia contains no calories and no carbohydrates. It does not raise blood sugar or stimulate an insulin response, so for many, it is the preferred choice.


Stevia is very very sweet and the cheapest of all three, but it does have a strange aftertaste which is hard to control. I have found liquid stevia has less aftertaste but it is really trial and error and depends on the brand you use. I have also found some people are more sensitive to the aftertaste than others. Plus, you need very tiny amounts so using it can be a bit of a juggling act to start with.


Stevia is very hard to gauge in recipes as it is very much down to personal taste, product and the person’s sensitivity to the aftertaste. If you are new to this you may prefer to use xylitol or erythritol, but if you are a fan of stevia, you can still follow my recipes, but add stevia to suit your own personal taste.


Xylitol (sold as Total Sweet in supermarkets) looks just like sugar. Xylitol may sound slightly odd, but the word is derived from the Greek word for wood, ‘xyl’, as in xylophone, because the natural sugar alternative was first discovered in birch wood. Xylitol has now been found in a host of other plants and fruits, such as sweetcorn and plums, but is still largely extracted from birch and beech wood in Europe today.


Xylitol looks and tastes just like normal granulated sugar, but it has a host of benefits. It has 40 per cent fewer calories than normal sugar and less than 50 per cent of the available carbohydrates (those that are utilised by your body), but it does contain carbohydrates and therefore does stimulate an insulin response so is not suitable for everyone.


Xylitol can have a laxative effect in some people and if eaten to excess: this is because xylitol attracts water. This effect is different from one person to the next and can change as your body gets used to xylitol. The lower your body weight the less xylitol it takes to cause the effect, so children can be affected more. As a general rule daily consumption should be limited to 5g–10g per 10kg of body weight (adults and children alike).


You also need to keep xylitol, or any food made with it, well clear of dogs. As with grapes and chocolate, dogs metabolise xylitol quite differently to humans and it can be very dangerous for them even in small amounts. Don’t be tempted to give your dog anything with xylitol in, no matter how small.


The UK’s leading brand of xylitol is Total Sweet (www.totalsweet. co.uk). Made from sustainable European birch and beech wood, it is available in most supermarkets.


Erythritol (found in blends from companies such as Natvia and Sukrin) is, like xylitol, a sugar alcohol. You can buy this as icing sugar, white sugar and brown sugar. Use this as a direct replacement in recipes, but be aware that manufacturers often add stevia to these blends as erythritol on its own is not so sweet, so you may still detect a slight aftertaste.


Unlike other low-calorie sugar substitutes, erythritol contains zero calories.Erythritol does not affect blood sugar or insulin levels during or after consumption, making it safe for diabetics and for those following a low carb high fat (LCHF) diet.


Unlike other sugar alcohols, such as xylitol, maltitol and isomalt, erythritol is well absorbed from the digestive tract, passed into the urine and eliminated from the body, so does not have a laxative side effect.


Fruit


Eat whole fruits and avoid fruit juices or concentrates. I tend to opt for berries which are lower in fructose. Fill up with nutritious vegetables but don’t binge on whole fruits. If you like juices or smoothies, opt mainly for vegetable-based drinks with only a very small amount of added fruit. This way you will gain the essential nutrients and antioxidants but limit your consumption of damaging fructose.


Fat


I know this chapter is all about sugar but we can’t discuss avoiding sugar without talking about increasing our natural fats. I know there is a huge resistance to eating fat; we have been conditioned for so long to believe that fat is bad for our health, it is hard to overcome this, but please, believe me when I say, you need to eat plenty of good healthy fats!


We have shunned fat since the low-fat revolution but we need fats for optimum health. Aim to get these from natural sources such as oily fish (a great source of omega 3), seeds, flax oil, coconut oil, olive oil and nuts. Avocados are a great source of healthy fat. I advise butter instead of the heavily processed margarines. Eat the fat from grass-fed meat. This is all food in its natural state. Avoid processed fats such as trans-fats and fried foods. I only use coconut oil, olive oil and butter in cooking, with olive oil or flax oil on my salads.


Fats do not make you fat!Our bodies need healthy fats; they are vital for almost every function in our body – hormones, skin, brain, joints, etc. High insulin caused by a diet of refined carbohydrates and sugars causes weight gain and a whole host of other ills. A low fat diet is really a high carbohydrate diet. A diet rich in carbohydrates and sugars also increases your food cravings, whereas a diet rich in natural, healthy fats keeps you full and satisfied.


I avoid all margarines, spreads and oils apart from a very good quality olive oil, flax oil, butter and coconut oil.


My recipes include full fat milk, cream, full fat cheese, eggs, nuts and seeds, coconut oil and butter. This is accompanied by fresh vegetables, oily fish and good quality meat. The message is to eat real food and avoid processed food, sugar and refined carbohydrates.
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KEEPING OUR CHILDREN HEALTHY


AS any mum, I have been increasingly concerned about the health of our children. I am passionate about educating children and parents about real food and I teach cookery and healthy eating in schools across the country.


I often have rather heated debates about the honesty, or rather lack of, of the food industry and the blatant tricks they play, particularly on our children. Some of the foods targeted towards children are the unhealthiest in the supermarket. The food industry targets the young, as once they have their loyalty, they have them for life. They spend billions of pounds formulating their products to achieve ‘The Bliss Point’ – who enough sugar to be addictive but not enough to be sickly sweet. We are surrounded by temptation to eat more and more processed, sugary food. We are being conditioned from birth to have ever sweeter, chemically-induced, palates and suffer from peer pressure, emotional pulls, and less and less healthy options, even in our hospitals and schools.


We need food industry regulation, especially for foods aimed at our children, and we need to regulate our advertising policies, preventing misleading health messages and food labelling, particularly to our children.



Weaning your baby


If you are planning to have children or have recently had a baby, you are at the right stage to introduce a sugar-free lifestyle. It is far easier to wean a child into this way of life, rather than try to change a child’s palate and habits once established. You really need to feed your child fresh, real food, cooked at home. Mash your own vegetables, feed your child what you are eating, just purée and freeze to save time. Encourage your child to be less reliant on sugars and carbohydrates.


Bring baby into the kitchen when you are cooking. Pop them into a high chair and let them watch you cook. Give them some safe toys such as a wooden spoon to bash or some plastic bowls to play with. As they get older you can get them to help you or copy what you are doing. A bit of mixing, tasting, feeling and even throwing on the floor is a good way of engaging with food.


A quick scan of my local supermarket revealed some packaging that can really tempt the new mum. There is an abundance of baby products that claim to be natural foods – but they’re not! Pouches of fruit purées, vegetables and then you get to the snack foods – animal-shaped biscuits, lots of corn snacks – as well as a mass of ready meals.




The World Health Organisation make the following recommendations – read this and then compare it to what we are seeing on our supermarket shelves. Remember, the WHO recommends less than 5 per cent of the daily expenditure to be from sugar AND free sugars (meaning naturally occurring sugars, fruit concentrates etc.).


‘For infants and young children


In the first two years of a child’s life, optimal nutrition fosters healthy growth and improves cognitive development. It also reduces the risk of becoming overweight or obese and developing non-communicable diseases later in life.






A word about fruits


A lot of the products aimed at your baby and toddler contain fruits and fruit concentrates. You really are better off giving your child whole fruits. Even though the whole fruit contains sugar in the form of fructose, the sugar is encased in fibre so your child won’t digest the whole amount of fructose, plus your child will feel full when eating whole fruit, whereas when fruit is used as a sweetener or in juices and snacks these will turn off the feeling of fullness. It is also a good idea to limit the amount of sweet foods you are feeding your baby and toddler as you don’t want to encourage a sweet palate.


As your child grows


If you have weaned your child on a sugar-free diet, keeping him or her sugar free should be a breeze, but for those of us who are trying to reverse our families’ reliance on sugar and processed foods, this can be a much trickier process.
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