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How to use this ebook


Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken to a list of all the recipes covered in that chapter.


 


Alternatively, jump to the index to browse recipes by ingredient.


 


Look out for linked text (which is underlined and/or in a different colour) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related recipes.





Introduction


You may wonder why a book of no added sugar recipes is full of sweet foods. Obviously, the way to avoid most sugar is simply never to eat anything sweet. However, eating is so much more than mere refuelling. It is bound up with social convention, our emotions and the habits we have developed over time.


I love sweet things. Whether it’s a little something to finish off a meal, a mid-morning snack or a full-on overblown dessert for special occasions, I feel life would be incredibly diminished if I could eat only savoury foods for the rest of it. But I also know that too much sweet food is bad for my health – dental and otherwise. Unless we are clawing our way across Antarctica in a blizzard, our daily nutritional needs for sugar are small.


The key is balance: some sweetness, but not too much; a good variety of foods; plenty of fibre; lots of vitamins; small portions. We all know it, but it’s often easier said than done.


It is in this spirit that I have developed this book. Whatever your reasons for wanting to cut back on sugar, this collection of recipes can help. They combine the natural sweetness of fruits and vegetables with whole grains, nuts and seeds to offer healthier alternatives to many of our favourite sugary dishes and treats.


Some of the cakes, ice creams and desserts may be less sweet than those you’ve grown used to because it has become the norm for foods to contain high levels of sugar. But I believe that if you want to move away from a reliance on sugar, an important step is to become accustomed to things being a little less sweet. You’ll find that quite quickly you won’t notice a difference and may even experience a heightened sense of taste.


You’ll soon see how easy and rewarding it is to go sugar free – no junk, just a sweeter way to live.
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The Role of Sugar in the Diet


WHAT IS SUGAR?


Table sugar, granulated sugar, demerara sugar, muscovado sugar, caster sugar… these familiar forms of sugar are all a substance known scientifically as sucrose. Sucrose is extracted from the juice of sugar cane or sugar beet and then processed and purified. The degree of refining affects the colour and size of the crystals, but they are basically all the same product. Molasses and black treacle are by-products of sugar processing that still contain a high level of sucrose. All sugars have four calories per gram.


Sugar is a naturally derived product – the problem with it is that any vitamins, minerals or fibre that were present in the original plant have been removed. This is why it is thought of as ‘empty calories’ – it offers us energy, but nothing else that the body can use. This may be useful occasionally, but most of the time it’s just not necessary, and can even be harmful.


Chemically speaking, ‘sugar’ is a word used to describe a group of related molecules. They are made up of carbon, hydrogen and oxygen atoms, which is why they are also part of a larger group called carbohydrates. Sucrose is in fact made up of two simpler sugars – fructose and glucose – joined together, a bit like when you link two paperclips. Combinations of glucose or fructose molecules create many common carbohydrates, including fructo-oligosaccharides, maltose, maltodextrin, starch and cellulose (fibre).


 


Glucose (also known as dextrose)


Glucose is found in a variety of foods: as well as fruit, it also occurs in low levels in grains, beans and vegetables. It is also added to food; it’s a major component of glucose syrup.


Our cells rely on glucose to work – it’s literally the fuel we need to survive. One of the main goals of our digestive system is to ensure glucose gets into our blood in order to be carried around the body to the cells.


Ideally, our bodies would like a steady trickle of glucose rather than a massive dose all at once. The extent to which foods raise the level of glucose in our bloodstream after eating gives us the ‘Glycaemic Index’ rating, more commonly known as GI. Pure glucose is rated 100, with other foods ranked in descending order. Unless we have been exercising strenuously, it’s best to opt for foods with GI ratings of 65 and below, or combine a high-GI food (such as white bread with a GI of 70) with foods that either don’t contain sugars or very low amounts (for example, foods that aren’t carbohydrates, like eggs, meat, green vegetables, cheese or cream).


Too much glucose can cause health problems.


 


Fructose (also known as laevulose)


Fructose is sometimes called ‘fruit sugar’ because it is found in nearly all fruits. It tastes much sweeter than sucrose. After eating, it’s transported to the liver, where much of it is converted to glucose. This means that its GI rating is low because the process is fairly slow.


Our ancestors would probably never have consumed more fructose in a day than that which was in the fruit/honey they ate, but these days it’s possible to consume considerably more. This has been linked to a variety of health problems – see Problems caused by sugar.



Problems caused by sugar



When glucose is produced during digestion, it enters the bloodstream and a hormone called insulin is released. Insulin helps certain cells store some of the glucose in a different form, called glycogen. The result is that the blood glucose levels fall to normal. If the levels drop below normal, glycogen is turned back into glucose. When the brain detects higher glucose levels, it stops hunger signals, which is why a steady intake of glucose (such as that created when complex carbohydrates are digested) helps to keep you feeling full for longer.


On a day-to-day level, eating too much sugary food in one go will result in a sudden large increase in blood glucose levels, only for them to drop very quickly. This could contribute to mood swings and tiredness, and can also make you feel very hungry again relatively quickly, which could lead to excess calorie consumption.


 


Excessive glucose


As described in Problems caused by sugar, insulin is used to control the levels of glucose in the blood, with the excess being stored as glycogen. However, the body can only store a certain amount of glucose in this way, and any beyond that limit is converted to fat. A large excess can therefore lead to obesity.


Diabetes is the name given to a disease where insulin is either not produced at all, not produced in high enough concentrations or is faulty. This means that the level of glucose in the blood stays high. Left untreated, it can cause severe health complications.


 


Excessive fructose


Fructose, as mentioned before, is converted into glucose in the liver. However, the body is not able to absorb large amounts, so some of it is left over to be devoured by our gut bacteria instead. The bacteria release gas, which can lead to bloating and diarrhoea. Some people have difficulty absorbing even small amounts of fructose, a condition known as fructose malabsorption.


Processing high levels of fructose also produces uric acid, which can result in gout, and has been linked to a higher risk of obesity and high blood pressure.


Sugar and teeth


Inside our mouths lives a colony of bacteria. These bacteria like sticking themselves to our teeth using a sort of starchy glue, which is also their food – we call this plaque. The bacteria make this glue by digesting carbohydrates found in our mouths, especially sugars like glucose, fructose, sucrose and maltose. As they digest the sugar, an acid is produced. It is this acid that damages our tooth enamel and leads to decay.


These bacteria have always lived with us, but examination of the skulls of our ancestors from a thousand or so years ago often shows little tooth decay despite the lack of toothbrushes, toothpaste etc. It seems that a combination of tough, fibrous breads, vegetables and meat (lots of chewing) and limited sweet foods helped to keep the levels of plaque in check. In the UK, the widespread increase in tooth decay dates only from about 1600 onwards – the time when large amounts of refined sugar became freely available.


Modern dental advice suggests brushing before breakfast, eating sweet foods only as part of a meal, avoiding ‘grazing’ on sweet/starchy foods, drinking plenty of water (which rinses away sugars and acids) and brushing again before bed. Eating hard cheese or peanuts after a meal will help to make the mouth less acidic as well.



SUGAR ALTERNATIVES



There is no magic alternative to sugar – all have pros and cons. Some are naturally derived, such as sugar alcohols (maltitol, xylitol and others) and stevia, though humans have never before been able to eat them to excess, while others are man-made, as in the artificial sweeteners, the long-term effects of which are still not fully known. Other options like honey, maple syrup or fruit and vegetables still contain sucrose, glucose and fructose, so in that respect they are not much different to table sugar.


Of all of them, using whole fruit and vegetables as sweeteners seems to me the most preferable because, not only are they ‘real foods’, but there are also many added benefits. This is why I have based most of the recipes in this book around fruit and vegetables. Fruit and vegetables, whether fresh or dried, almost all contain some level of sugar, be it sucrose, glucose, fructose or all three. Some fruits – and especially dried fruits like dates or raisins – can be considered high-sugar foods and therefore you need to watch how much you eat. However, they offer many added benefits, such as fibre and an assortment of vitamins and minerals. Large amounts of fibre help you to feel full, which should support portion control.


Where a little extra sweetness is required, I have used small quantities of stevia because it is naturally derived and does not cause tooth decay, but feel free to substitute it with a different sweetener if you prefer.


What is stevia?


Stevia rebaudiana is a plant with white flowers found in Brazil and Paraguay. Its leaves contain a cocktail of related chemicals called steviol glycosides (including steviosides and rebaudiosides), which have a sweetness over 200 times stronger than sucrose. It also has a slightly bitter aftertaste, which can be unpleasant. Stevia extracts are poorly metabolized, passing through the stomach and small intestine intact. Bacteria in the large intestine then break the molecules down.


The stevia you can buy usually involves a refined extract of the leaf, blended with another sugar substitute to bulk it out and improve the flavour. Though sweetening agents in stevia leaves have no GI, no calories and don’t cause tooth decay, the bulking product may do, so check the label carefully.


Stevia extracts have been in use as a sweetener in Japan and other Asian countries for decades. In the European Union, stevia-based sweeteners were approved in 2011. Currently, the Food and Drug Administration (FDA) in the USA has not approved the whole leaf or crude extracts for use in food – only sweeteners using rebaudioside A have been accepted as GRAS (Generally Recognized As Safe). For more information, see www.fda.gov. Also, see for more about my use of stevia.
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Simple Steps to Sugar-free Eating



LIVING WITHOUT SUGAR



Despite the popularity of ‘paleo’ diets that avoid grains, these kinds of complex carbohydrates have been the staple food of humans for thousands of years. For instance, the Romans, Ancient Greeks and Ancient Egyptians all ate wheat-based bread every day and the Ancient Chinese ate rice, while early South American peoples such as the Olmec ate maize. Whole grains are a great energy source and they also make us feel full.


What wasn’t eaten in bulk throughout the year in ancient times was masses of sugary foods made of simple carbohydrates – be it cakes and biscuits or even honey or fruit. In excess, such foods are bad news for our bodies and our teeth. Indeed, some experts believe that high-sugar diets are the biggest health problem facing mankind today.


The World Heath Organization’s current guidelines recommend no more than 50g (2oz/10 teaspoons) of added sugar (including that from honey, maple syrup, juice and fruit concentrates but not whole fruit and vegetables) per adult per day – you could reach this amount after just a bowl of cereal and a glass of orange juice. The WHO suggests that lowering that figure to a mere 25g (1oz/5 teaspoons) would be even more beneficial. It makes sense to choose your sweet foods carefully.




TOP TIPS FOR MINIMIZING SUGAR INTAKE


•  Avoid sweet drinks. A can of full sugar cola contains 30–40g (around 6–8 teaspoons) of sugar, so this is a really easy place to start cutting back. Incredibly, a 300ml (½ pint) glass of fruit juice can often contain similar amounts – or even more! This is because it will be the juice of many fruits. Instead of drinking apple juice, for instance, eat an apple. It will taste just as sweet, but your total sugar consumption will be much lower and you’ll have the benefit of the fibre as well.


•  Avoid sweetened sauces or dressings. Salad cream, ketchup, sweet chilli sauce, pickle and even mustard can all contain sugar – these ‘hidden’ sugars can soon add up. Try vinaigrette or real mayonnaise as an alternative.


•  Be careful about breakfast choices. Many cereals contain high levels of sugar. Instead opt for foods like porridge, eggs, natural yogurt or wholemeal bread with cheese.


•  Minimize alcohol consumption. Alcohol is created when yeasts break down sugar. If that process isn’t completed, sugar can remain, as in the case of sweet white wines, cider or beer. Spirits are a better choice, sugar-wise; use an unsweetened mixer like soda water.


•  Go raw and fresh where you can. Many fruits taste sweeter raw than cooked, and food at room temperature will taste sweeter than the same food when frozen.


•  Sprinkle with powdered sweetener. If you like adding sweetener to fruit or cereal, for example, a light dusting of a powdered product can often be just as effective taste-wise as a heavy sprinkling of granulated sugar or a drizzling of syrup.






COOKING WITHOUT SUGAR



As well as acting as a sweetener, sugar also plays a role in the texture of foods. For instance, it is sugar’s ability to melt into a hard glass-like caramel that helps give the strength to a finished meringue or the ‘snap’ in certain kinds of biscuit. The fudgy texture of sugar heated with butter is what makes chewy cookies or brownies so moreish. And the presence of sugar is also an integral part of smooth ice creams and sorbets because it acts like antifreeze, preventing the growth of large ice crystals.


This means that successful cooking without sugar is not always just a matter of leaving it out or replacing it with another kind of sweetener because many of the alternatives don’t behave in the same way. Careful thought is often required in order to achieve good results. I’ve tried to create healthy versions of favourite recipes – using whole foods where possible – that emulate the textures normally associated with those dishes. For instance, I use butternut squash to make my brownies chewy, and for my squidgy cookies I use banana. I’ve even managed to create silky ice creams with the help of agar powder, whose large molecular structure helps keep ice crystals to a minimum.




TOP TIPS FOR CREATING SUGAR-FREE RECIPES


•  Mix stevia powder with liquid before use. Stevia is so super-sweet that its granules can taste unpleasant, while its bitter flavours can be noticeable when used in large amounts. I’ve found I get the best results when I dissolve it in liquid before adding it to my recipe. Add it gradually – it’s surprising how little you need.


•  Stick to ‘nuggets’ of sweetness. Sometimes this is all that’s necessary to make something tasty. If your cake has small pieces of sweet foods, such as raisins, chopped apricots and pieces of fruit, you can reduce the sweetness of the cake mixture without really noticing.


•  Try to exploit naturally sweet foods. Rice milk, evaporated milk, cashew nuts, fresh fruit, dried fruit and vegetables like carrots are among the foods that are naturally sweet. If you add them to recipes you can cut back on added sweeteners.


•  Opt for the freshest, best-quality apple juice or orange juice. Cloudy apple juices and the type of orange juice that still has bits both have more micronutrients than the juices that have been filtered and concentrated.


•  Be creative with toppings. One of the drawbacks of going sugar free is that most cake toppings (be it icing sugar, frosting or sugar sprinkles) involve sugar in some form. Try decorating cakes with whipped cream, cream cheese, whole nuts or fresh or dried fruit instead. Wafer shapes, cocoa powder, edible glitter and edible flowers are great for achieving that final wow factor.


•  Use whole foods where possible. This can include seeds, whole nuts, whole grains, whole fruit and vegetables (try to keep the skin on if you can). You might only include a small amount, but that doesn’t matter – some is always better than none.


•  Eat smart. Using sugar alternatives is not a licence to eat large amounts of sweet foods. Keeping portion sizes small and infrequent means that you can still enjoy cakes and desserts, but overall sugar consumption will be lower.








Recipe Finder






	MUFFINS, COOKIES & CUPCAKES


	Dairy-free


	Gluten-free


	Contains no eggs


	Contains no nuts


	Vegetarian


	Vegan







	Double Chocolate Muffins


	•


	•


	•


	•


	•


	•







	Cherry & Almond Muffins


	•


	•


	•


	•


	•


	•







	Seeded Breakfast Muffins


	•


	•


	•


	•


	•


	•







	Sage Muffins with Sour Cream & Bacon


	•


	•


	•


	•


	•


	•







	Roquefort & Pear Muffins


	•


	•


	•


	•


	•


	•







	Hazelnut Cappuccino Cupcakes


	•


	•


	•


	•


	•


	•







	Lemon Coconut Cupcakes


	•


	•


	•


	•


	•


	•







	Cinnamon Thins


	•


	•


	•


	•


	•


	•







	Salted Lime Sandwich Biscuits


	•


	•


	•


	•


	•


	•







	Oatmeal Raisin Cookies


	•


	•


	•


	•


	•


	•







	Date & Walnut Cookies


	•


	•


	•


	•


	•


	•







	Almond & Fig Cookies


	•


	•


	•


	•


	•


	•







	Chocolate Hazelnut Palmiers


	•


	•


	•


	•


	•


	•







	Strawberry Scones


	•


	•


	•


	•


	•


	•







	CAKES & GATEAUX


	Dairy-free


	Gluten-free


	Contains no eggs


	Contains no nuts


	Vegetarian


	Vegan







	Chocolate Tea Cake


	•


	•


	•


	•


	•


	•







	Apricot & Lemon Cake


	•


	•


	•


	•


	•


	•







	Sticky Date & Apple Cake


	•


	•


	•


	•


	•


	•







	Fruit Cake


	•


	•


	•


	•


	•


	•







	Nectarine Upside Down Cake


	•


	•


	•


	•


	•


	•







	Spicy Ginger Cake with Apricot Topping


	•


	•


	•


	•


	•


	•







	Carrot Cake


	•


	•


	•


	•


	•


	•







	Gateau Marcel with Cherries & Blueberries


	•


	•


	•


	•


	•


	•







	Chestnut Tiramisu Cake


	•


	•


	•


	•


	•


	•







	Pear Kuchen


	•


	•


	•


	•


	•


	•







	Red Velvet Cake


	•


	•


	•


	•


	•


	•







	Portuguese Custard Tarts


	•


	•


	•


	•


	•


	•







	Raspberry Tarts


	•


	•


	•


	•


	•


	•







	DESSERTS


	Dairy-free


	Gluten-free


	Contains no eggs


	Contains no nuts


	Vegetarian


	Vegan







	Clementine & Pomegranate Jelly


	•


	•


	•


	•


	•


	•







	Jewelled Chocolate Tart


	•


	•


	•


	•


	•


	•







	Mandarin Cheesecake


	•


	•


	•


	•


	•


	•







	Creamy Almond Rice with Balsamic Figs


	•


	•


	•


	•


	•


	•







	Poached Pears with Mascarpone


	•


	•


	•


	•


	•


	•







	Chocolate Mousse


	•


	•


	•


	•


	•


	•







	Apple Tortilla


	•


	•


	•


	•


	•


	•







	Tropical Roulade


	•


	•


	•


	•


	•


	•







	Plum Tarts


	•


	•


	•


	•


	•


	•







	Banana & Orange Filo Parcels


	•


	•


	•


	•


	•


	•







	Pineapple Meringue


	•


	•


	•


	•


	•


	•







	Raspberry & Mint Sundae


	•


	•


	•


	•


	•


	•







	Peach Fruit Fool


	•


	•


	•


	•


	•


	•







	Fresh Fig Panna Cotta
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