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			It’s now more than two years since we started getting ourselves into shape and keeping our weight under control. We never thought it would happen, but the weight loss has really changed our attitude to cooking. We still enjoy eating as much as ever but we’re more clued up, more aware of what we’re putting in our mouths. And what’s most important is that this hasn’t taken the fun away at all – we’re cooking great food that tastes fantastic and doesn’t pile back the pounds. That’s why we’ve called this latest collection of recipes Good Eating. 
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			Back when we started dieting we had a lot of weight to lose and, as you know, we did it. And for the most part we’ve kept it off and we’re both determined never to get that heavy again. We weigh ourselves regularly, and if the scales do show we’ve slipped a bit, we know it’s a lot easier to shed two kilos than twenty. 

			It’s made us realise that healthy eating really can be good eating and we wanted to know more.  When we made our Hairy Dieters television series we worked with dietician and nutrition expert Professor Ashley Adamson at the University of  Newcastle, who was a fantastic help to us. We decided to go back to her and chat through some questions that puzzled us and perhaps you too. Here’s what we found out.
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			Si: We hear a lot about low-carb diets and low-fat diets. Is it safe to cut down on carbs and fat at the same time?

			Ashley: What really matters is the quality of the carbohydrates and fats you eat. More complex carbs, such as those high in fibre, are good for you. Fats such as monounsaturated and polyunsaturated fats are also good for you, but remember that all fat is high in calories. What you need to be thinking of is cutting out simple sugars (such as table sugar and fizzy drinks) as well as saturated or trans fats (lard, butter and the trans fats used in some ready-made cakes).  

			Foods high in simple sugars and saturated or trans fats are often low in nutrients but high in energy. They are what nutritionists often refer to as ‘energy-dense’ food. Energy-dense food is bad for you, compared to nutrient-dense foods (those containing vitamins and minerals), which are good for you.  Examples of energy-dense foods are burgers, cakes, biscuits and confectionery. They give you few nutrients with a lot of energy (calories) in a small serving.  Check the labels of some cakes and snacks and you will notice that although the portion might look small, the number of calories it contains can be surprising. Foods that are less processed or nearer to their natural form are less likely to be energy-dense. Nutrient-dense foods give you good value for your calories – that is, a lot of nutrients – and generally include foods such as vegetables and fruits and wholegrain cereals. For instance, a 100-gram bag of green leafy salad might only be 30 calories but provides you with lots of vitamins and minerals – it’s goodfor you and you can eat a lot of it.


			Dave:  People talk about good carbs and bad carbs but how do you know what’s what? And what’s the difference?

			Ashley: Good carbs are complex carbohydrates that contain plenty of fibre – food such as whole grains, vegetables and pulses. The body absorbs these slowly, meaning it takes time to break them down and release the sugars slowly into your system. Bad or simple carbs contain refined sugars – think biscuits, jams, soft drinks, sweets. These are bad because your body absorbs them quickly, which creates sugar surges in your blood. The more your blood sugar levels go up and down, the more harmful it is for your body. Our body doesn’t like the yo-yo effect caused by these foods.
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			Si: Why is olive oil seen as better for you than lard, even though it contains as many calories? What are good fats and bad fats? And what are trans fats?

			Ashley: Olive oil is high in monounsaturated and polyunsaturated fats. Lard and butter are high in saturated fat, while some margarines and spreads contain trans fat and others are high in polyunsaturated or monounsaturated fats.  Both saturated and trans fats are known to be bad for your heart because they can make your blood thick and more likely to clot. Monounsaturated and polyunsaturated fats, on the other hand, make your blood more fluid, meaning you are less likely to develop blood clots. 

			Our brain and nervous system are made mainly out of fat, which is why it is important to have some good fats, such as olive oil, in your diet. But it’s important to remember that some oils are not designed for cooking. If you want to stir-fry your vegetables or roast them, opt for rapeseed oil or sunflower oil. Both these oils are high in monounsaturated fat and have a high burning point, which means they don’t generate harmful substances if you overheat your pan. Olive oil is rich in polyunsaturated fats, which are good for your heart. However, it’s best to reserve the use of extra virgin oil as a dressing for salads. It has a lower burning point than some other oils so might not be ideal for roasting or stir-frying.

			Dave: We know we should be watching our sugar intake but how can we cut down? What should we look out for when shopping?

			Ashley: When a food claims to be low-fat, beware – it may be high in sugar so check the ingredient list.  Sucrose, maltose, dextrose, glucose, fructose, fruit sugar and ingredients such as honey, concentrated fruit juice and corn syrup are all just other names for added sugar. New guidelines recommend that no more than 5 per cent of our calories should come from added sugar. Given that most of us have about 14 per cent, that’s a lot of sugar to cut out, but give it a go and you’ll feel better for it.

		

		
			Si: Are sugar substitutes safe? Which are the best ones?

			Ashley: Artificial sweeteners and sweeteners such as aspartame, saccharin and stevia are all permitted and declared safe by the UK Food Standards Agency and the EU. They are lower in calories than sugar but using these sweeteners doesn’t help you to kick the habit of eating sweet foods. It’s far better to cut down on sweet stuff overall and have the occasional treat – you’ll find the less you have the less you want. The more regulated your sugar level, the less likely you are to feel exhausted or down. Encourage children to drink water, milk or very dilute pure fruit juice instead of carbonated drinks, even if they are diet versions or sugar-free.

			Dave: What about the sugar in fruit and fruit juices? Is that OK?

			Ashley: Fruit and fruit juice contain vitamins and minerals as well as naturally occurring sugars so they’re not as bad as sugary drinks like orange squash, cola and lemonade. Those are basically sugar and water with a few flavourings. But remember that pure fruit juice contains a similar amount of sugar to non-diet drinks, such as colas, so if you’re drinking juice regularly you can end up taking in too many calories in the form of sugar. It’s better to eat whole fruit as it is and drink plain water or other beverages such as tea, herbal or fruit teas, or milk (ideally, 1 per cent-fat milk) to keep your body hydrated.  

			In general, we find it easier to take calories as liquids rather than solids. Our stomach also digests liquids quicker, meaning that you might end up drinking more (so taking in more calories) and being hungry quicker when consuming liquids compared to solid food. 

			Si: Is brown bread better for us than white sliced and why?

			Ashley: This is an interesting question, as people often confuse wholemeal bread with brown bread, some of which is simply white flour dyed with caramel to add colour. It’s wholemeal bread – bread with bits in – that we should generally eat, as it is high in fibre and contains a variety of vitamins and minerals. If you really don’t like wholemeal bread, the next best are the newer half and half breads. As before when we talked about avoiding energy-dense foods, there’s a concept in nutrition called ‘nutrient density’. In general, foods that provide more nutrients for the same amount of calories are described as nutrient-dense and considered healthiest, as they help us avoid consuming empty calories. So the next time you eat something ask yourself: what does this food give me other than calories? As a rough guide, if it provides lots of important minerals or vitamins you know that it is probably good for you.
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			Dave: I love salt. I know it’s bad for my heart and blood pressure but will eating salty foods affect my weight?

			Ashley: Many salty foods, such as crisps and peanuts, are also high in fat so contain lots of calories – they’re energy-dense – so it’s best to limit your intake. In cooking, try using less salt or none at all and use lovely herbs and spices for flavour instead – I know you do this in lots of your recipes. Try covering up some of the holes on your salt shaker so you don’t put so much on your food. You will be surprised that your taste buds will get used to less salt – really.  

			Si: How much water should I drink every day?

			Ashley: The European Food Safety Authority advises that women should drink about 1.6 litres of fluid and men about 2.0 litres of fluid per day. That’s equivalent to eight 200ml glasses for a woman and ten 200ml glasses for a man. This could be in the form of tea, herbal/fruit teas, coffee, milk (semi-skimmed or 1 per cent-fat milk) or the occasional fruit juice.

			Dave: What about exercise for weight loss? How many tangos do I need to do to work off a bag of crisps or a chocolate bar?

			Ashley: The current recommendation for adults is 30 minutes of moderate physical activity at least five times a week. When you think of it in terms of food, one standard Mars bar = 50 minutes of aqua aerobics, while just three minutes of dancing burns off the calories in a carrot, and 16 minutes of walking = one banana.  

			Some people have intense gym workouts on a couple of days, then think it’s fine to spend the rest of the time lying on the sofa watching television. This is what some scientists refer to as being an ‘active couch potato’. It’s best to distribute exercise through the day and be less sedentary if you want to reduce your risk of developing diabetes or high blood pressure. If you’re working in an office, take a short break every hour to stretch or walk down to the water cooler. Walking is good exercise and free. Why drive to the gym when you can walk to work or the shops?
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			Si: Can we eat our five a day and still lose weight?

			Ashley: If you snack on fruit and veg and include plenty in your main meals, you’ll have less room for unhealthy snacks such as crisps, cakes and pies in your diet, so that’s good for weight control.  

			Fruit and vegetables are generally lower in calories than foods such as dairy products, meats and cereals. When selecting your fruit and vegetables, choose some with a high water content, such as berries, watermelons, pineapples, cucumbers, green leafy vegetables, and tomatoes. These are generally rich in vitamins but low in calories – that is, they have a low energy density but high nutrient density. This means you are more likely to get all the vitamins and minerals you need in fewer calories so encouraging weight loss.

			Dave: Will I lose more weight if I eat more fibre and go to the loo more often?

			Ashley: Some types of fibre help your body get rid of some fat (cholesterol) and gets it out of your system. More importantly, fibre helps you feel full for longer and keeps those hunger pangs at bay. Foods high in fibre tend to be complex carbohydrates and so take longer for your body to digest and avoid that yo-you effect. It doesn’t necessarily mean you’ll be spending all your time in the toilet, though. It just helps improve your digestive system so you don't get constipated (no fun for anyone) and have more regular bowel movements.
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			Si: Sometimes I don’t feel like eating breakfast but should I have some anyway? Is it true that you need to eat something in the morning to get your metabolism going?

			Ashley: People with high levels of stress hormones and insulin resistance tend to have a lower appetite in the morning and want to eat more later in the day. Because eating later in the day is related to weight gain, continuing this pattern of eating will create a continuous cycle wherein you increase your body’s stress hormones, which makes you want to skip breakfast and eat later in the day. This in turn increases your stress hormones and so on. Think of your body as a clock. From time to time, our body clock goes off track and we need to reset it in order to allow our metabolism to function better. If you encourage yourself to have breakfast every day, even if it’s just a light snack or a piece of fresh fruit, then over time you will notice that your metabolism will reset itself and you’ll start craving more food in the morning and less in the evening.

			Dave: I’ve heard people talk about visceral fat. What is this and can thin people have it? 

			Ashley: Visceral fat is belly fat – the fat we put on round our waists and our organs (inside fat). There’s good evidence that the larger our waistlines the higher our risk of conditions such as heart disease and cancers. This is why keeping a check on our waist measurement as well as our body weight is important. As a general rule, in men a waist measurement of more than 102cm is considered to be unhealthy, while in women a waist measurement above 88cm is likely to be linked with health problems. The different cut-offs are related to the fact that men are more likely to have an apple shape and gain weight easily around the abdomen, while women are more likely to have a pear shape, and gain weight around the hips. Just another of our many differences! If your waist measurement is above these numbers your health could be at risk.  Your waist measurement is easy to keep track of too – we all know when we’ve had to move to the next notch on our belts or those trousers seem to have ‘shrunk in the wash’!

			Si:  When you look at a food packet there are usually two measurements for calories. One is more than the other, so which should we be looking at?

			Ashley: Both measure the amount of energy we are putting in our bodies but they are different units (like inches and centimetres). Kj (kilojoules) are equal to just over four times kcal (kilocalories – sometimes called just calories). Checking your kcal is easier because we often hear nutritional recommendations in calories.

			It’s difficult to give precise calorie recommendations because we are all different sizes and have varying levels of activity. Think of types of cars – some are minis, others are big four-wheel drives. Neither uses much petrol just to idle at the roadside but they need different amounts of petrol to drive 50 miles. In the UK, on average, men are recommended to have a maximum of about 2,500 kcal and women 2,000 kcal, though this varies depending on body size and activity levels (how many calories you burn). Remember, though, this is a guide, not a goal. 	

			Keep in mind that some food labels show only a rough estimate of the calories they contain, so the bowl of cereal or muffin you’re eating might have a few more calories than you think. Also remember to check the serving size. You might think the calorie count is for a whole packet but it could be for only a portion of it. If you want to lose weight, then you need to eat less than your body uses (burns). As a rough guide, if your weight is currently stable and you eat about 500 calories less each day for a week you’ll lose about 500 grams a week or a kilo in two weeks.

			 

		



		
			Quick tips

			We’ve given calorie counts (in kilocalories) for all our recipes so follow the recipes carefully so you don’t change the calorie count. Weigh your ingredients and use proper spoons and a measuring jug. We always say how many people the recipe will serve, so u don’t eat more than your fair share!

			We mention spray oil in quite a few of the recipes, as this is an easy way of reducing the amount of oil you use. Buy the most natural kind you can find and spritz it lightly. If you don’t want to use spray oil, just brush on a small amount of oil. 

			Peel onions and garlic unless otherwise specified.  Use fresh stock or stock made with a cube, as you prefer. And we use free-range eggs and chicken whenever possible. We’ve also highlighted recipes suitable for freezing. Follow the usual safety advice when defrosting and reheating. 
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			breakfast and brunch

			We’re much more adventurous with our breakfasts now than we used to be. We still love our eggs, but instead of a fry-up we might go for a delicious frittata-style omelette stuffed with fresh veg, or some little pots of baked eggs with different fillings. When time is short, we both love a smoothie, which gives you loads of goodness in a matter of minutes and really keeps you going. And for a special treat, try our fab ham, corn and chilli muffins. They’re awesome!

		



		
			American-style fluffy pancakes

			135 calories per portion (3 pancakes)

			These little morning lovelies are usually made with ricotta but we use quark. This is nought to do with ducks but is a low-fat dairy product available in most supermarkets, which takes the calorie count of the pancakes right down. Enjoy them with some low-fat yoghurt or crème fraiche and some extra berries. You can also drizzle on a little maple syrup – a teaspoonful only adds about 15 calories. We’re sure you won’t need any encouragement, but eat these as soon as they’re cooked to enjoy them at their very best.

		

		
			Serves 4 (3 pancakes each)

			Prep: 10 minutes

			Cooking time: 12 minutes

			100g plain flour

			1 tsp baking powder

			50g quark

			125g semi-skimmed milk

			2 egg whites

			100g blueberries

			oil, for spraying

		

		
			Sift the flour and baking powder into a large bowl. In a separate bowl, mix the quark and milk until fairly smooth. Add a little of the quark mixture to the flour to make a fairly thick paste, then use an electric mixer to gradually incorporate the rest.

			In a clean bowl, whisk the egg whites until they form dry, stiff peaks. Using a metal spoon, fold 2 tablespoons of the egg whites into the batter to loosen it a little. Gently fold in the rest, being careful not to knock the air out of the mixture. Stir the blueberries into the batter.

			Heat a large non-stick frying pan over a medium heat, then give it one quick spray of oil. Dollop large spoonfuls of the batter into the frying pan – you should be able to cook at least 3 at once. When you see lots of little air bubbles breaking through on the surface of the pancakes and the batter is starting to look as though it is setting, flip each one over and cook for another minute. Remove and set aside to keep warm. 

			Continue to cook the rest of the pancakes in the same way, then serve immediately.
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			Buckwheat pancakes

			75 calories per pancake; 193 calories with filling

			Buckwheat flour makes great pancakes – known as galettes to our friends in Brittany – and it’s available in most supermarkets. Despite the name, it’s not actually a wheat and it’s gluten free so is good for those with wheat allergies. The batter uses one egg and makes eight pancakes – more than you need – but it freezes well or can be kept in the fridge for a few days. 

		

		
			Serves 4 

			Prep: 15 minutes, plus an hour standing time for the batter if possible

			Cooking time: 15 minutes

			Pancakes

			100g buckwheat flour

			1 pinch of salt

			1 large egg

			300ml semi-skimmed milk

			oil, for spraying

			Filling

			1 tbsp olive oil

			100g mushrooms, wiped clean and thinly sliced

			1 garlic clove, finely chopped

			1 tbsp finely chopped fresh parsley

			4 eggs

			flaked sea salt

			freshly ground black pepper

		

		
			Sift the flour into a bowl and stir in the salt. Make a well in the flour and break in the egg, then gradually incorporate the flour into the egg until you have a thick paste. Start mixing in the milk, little by little, until you have a smooth batter. If you have time, leave the batter to stand for about an hour, but don’t worry if you can’t.

			To make the filling, heat the oil in a non-stick frying pan and add the mushrooms. Fry until they are tender, then add the garlic and parsley. Season and cook for another minute or two, then tip everything into a bowl. Set the pan aside for cooking the eggs later.

			To make the pancakes, heat a small non-stick frying pan over a medium heat and spritz lightly with oil. Hold the pan in one hand and add a small ladleful of batter (about 2 tablespoons), swirling quickly so the entire base of the pan is coated. Cook the pancake on one side until lots of little air bubbles appear and a palette knife slides easily under it. Flip the pancake over and cook on the other side for about half a minute, then slide on to a plate. Make 3 more pancakes in the same way. You shouldn’t need to add more oil to the pan – the remaining pancakes will brown more quickly, but just turn down the heat a little and keep a close eye on them.

			Break the eggs into the pan you used to cook the mushrooms and fry gently until the whites are set and the yolks are still runny.

			Return a pancake to the pancake pan. Put a quarter of the mushrooms in the centre and top with a fried egg. Turn the edges of the pancake into the centre – they won’t meet so you’ll see the filling peeking through the gap. Transfer to a warm plate. Fill the rest of the pancakes in the same way and serve immediately.

		

		
			FREEZE!

			Pour any batter you don’t use into an airtight plastic container and freeze for another time. 
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			Vegetable frittata

			230 calories per portion

			A frittata is basically a good hearty omelette that’s finished off under the grill. We like to roast most of the veg for extra flavour and you can cook them the night before if you want a quick brunch dish for the morning. This dish is excellent cold too, so good for a lunch box or picnic basket. Vary the veg according to your taste and the season – asparagus, peas, mushrooms are all good – but stay way from the spuds and keep your calorie count in mind.
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