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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










The very fact that you’re reading this book shows that you are interested in your health or that of your loved ones. It is certainly a subject that should concern all of us; time and again scientific research has linked diets rich in certain foods with better health and the absence of particular diseases. For example, the low incidence of serious disease among Mediterranean populations is attributed to specific foods in their diet (seafood, tomatoes, olive oil and red wine).



Since most of us choose what we eat we are, to some extent, responsible for our own health. We need a balanced diet that provides all of the necessary vitamins, minerals, protein, carbohydrates, fibre and fats to maintain our health and wellbeing. You may be tired of hearing the phrase ‘we are what we eat’ but it accurately reflects the fact that our food does more than just satisfy pangs of hunger. It helps the body grow, repair and regenerate cells; function efficiently and fight off infection. It therefore makes sense to choose the best foods possible for the purpose – foods that are rich in nutrients and have been linked with specific health benefits.





What are health-boosting foods?



Currently there is a great deal of interest in the health-boosting properties of certain foods, often referred to as ‘superfoods’ or ‘miracle foods’. Ongoing research studies and scientific analysis have demonstrated the specific health benefits of certain foods. For example, cruciferous vegetables like broccoli and cabbage have been strongly linked with a decreased risk of cancer, while oily fish is believed to help protect against heart disease.


This book concentrates on 100 top foods that can help boost your health. These foods work in various ways depending on their specific composition of nutrients and phytonutrients (chemicals derived from plants). Many contain antioxidants, beneficial nutrients that help protect against infections and diseases and slow down the ageing processes in the body.


Besides promoting good general health, some of the health-boosting foods in this book are particularly important for tackling specific conditions, for example insomnia and high blood pressure. Some are very important for people who are stressed; others make you look better, improving the appearance of skin and complexion, and strengthening teeth and nails.





Boosting your wellbeing


You don’t need to become obsessive about your health, but knowing which foods are health-boosters can help you make good choices. Doing the best you can for your health by regularly eating foods that provide good-quality fuel for your body has other benefits. It can make you feel good from within and more optimistic in general. It should also give you more energy, and take away the sluggishness caused by too much junk food.
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eating your way to health
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healthy eating






Experts believe that many of the ills suffered by modern industrialized western societies are largely due to diet and lack of regular physical activity. This book focuses on the nutrient-rich foods you should be eating but, on the subject of physical activity, most of us probably need to increase the amount we do. Simply walking more everyday, instead of using cars, escalators and lifts, is a good starting point. Beyond that, try and make exercise a routine part of life instead of an occasional extra.





Good nutrition


The importance of good nutrition – at all stages of our lives – cannot be overemphasized. It lies at the very heart of good health since the cells in our bodies, essentially the body’s building blocks, rely on a good supply of nutrients in the diet to create and continually renew all the tissue and organs in the body. The essential nutrients required by our bodies are carbohydrates, protein, fats, vitamins and minerals (phytonutrients – are a bonus). Without the vital nutrients cellular health, and therefore general health, is adversely affected as cells that function inefficiently result in low energy levels, premature ageing and disease.





Variety


Apart from human milk, which alone provides for a baby’s needs in the first few months of life, there is no one food that provides all the nutrients our bodies need. However nutrient-rich it may be, eating loads of just one type of food is rarely good for us. On the contrary, we need to eat a wide variety of foods, from all of the main food groups (see food groups), so as to benefit from all of the different nutrients available. In addition, different nutrients tend to interact and work in synergy. For example Vitamins C and E actually work together to make each other more effective – vitamin C recycles vitamin E, allowing it to carry on working longer.





Thinking ahead


What you eat has a huge impact on your health. It affects the way that you feel and look, how much energy you have and how healthy you are overall, not only now but longer term, too. A poor diet – and therefore poor cell function – will affect your future health. This aspect should not be ignored because, thanks largely to modern medicine and improvements in hygiene, most of us can expect to enjoy much longer life spans than earlier generations. Since we are likely to live longer let’s enjoy those years in as good health as possible. We need to do all we possibly can to protect ourselves from the physical consequences of ageing. In practice this means looking at what we eat and drink and evaluating how our diets could be changed to meet our bodies’ needs now and in the future.






A healthy balance


A healthy diet is primarily about balance. Our bodies need certain amounts of carbohydrates, proteins, fats, vitamins and minerals in order to function efficiently and, by eating sensibly, this can easily be achieved. With busy lifestyles and stressful jobs, it is all too easy to neglect our diets. But bear in mind that a balanced diet will boost health, energy and vitality and doesn’t necessarily mean hours of preparation and cooking (see ‘Shopping wisely’).


The simplest way to ensure you are eating a nutritionally sound diet is to eat a wide variety of foods and to think of your food intake in terms of a plate containing foods from each of the five major food groups in varying proportions. Although many foods contain all the various different nutrients to some extent, some foods are predominantly carbohydrate, protein or fat, and are relatively easily recognized as such.
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Bread, cereals and potatoes



This group of starchy carbohydrate foods is the major source of energy in the diet and should make up the biggest portion on your plate. The group includes wholegrain cereals, bread, pasta, rice, potatoes and yams. All the foods in this group are low in fat and high in starchy carbohydrates and dietary fibre.







Fruit and vegetables


These should make up the next biggest portion on your plate. Fruit and vegetables are low in fat, high in dietary fibre and rich in vitamins, minerals and other plant chemicals which are believed to play an important part in preventing many common illnesses such as heart disease, diabetes and cancer.








The food pyramid






Fats, oils and refined sugars should be eaten in very small quantities







About 30% of your diet should come from the protein and healthy fats group. At least one meal a day should contain meat, fish or alternatives such as pulses, nuts, tofu, textured vegetable protein (TVP), beans and pulses. You should also include 3–4 servings of dairy produce a day.





About 30% of your diet should be made up of fruit and vegetables






About 40% of your diet should be made up of breads, cereals and pasta.
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Dairy foods


Milk, cheese, yogurt and other dairy products should make up the third largest portion on your plate — choose low-fat dairy products to avoid too high an intake of fat. Milk and dairy foods supply our bodies with protein, calcium and zinc, and vitamins B12, B2, A and D.






Meat, fish and alternatives


Protein foods — lean meat, poultry, fish, lentils, pulses, eggs, soya products, nuts and seeds — should make up the fourth largest portion on your plate. Many of these foods are also good sources of B vitamins and minerals such as iron, calcium, magnesium and zinc.






Fats and sugars


Foods containing fats and/or refined carbohydrate such as sugar and honey should take up the least space on the plate. Such foods include margarine, butter, cooking oils, oil-based dressings, ice cream, pastries, biscuits, confectionery and soft drinks. Some fat is essential in the diet but too much can lead to heart disease and obesity. Sugars provide calories yet very few nutrients, and too much sugar can result in weight gain and tooth decay.








Top tips for healthy eating





Healthy eating does not mean cutting out treats completely, it simply means achieving the correct balance in your diet, being aware of the food that you eat and following a few simple guidelines:


•   Eat a variety of foods


•   Maintain a healthy weight


•   Always refuse second helpings if you need to watch your weight


•   Eat plenty of fruit and vegetables and foods rich in starch and fibre


•   Choose foods that are low in fat


•   Restrict your use of salt and sugar in cooking and at table


•   Eat small meals and healthy snacks throughout the day (known as ‘grazing’), rather than eating two or three large meals


•   Eat only when you are hungry, rather than for the sake of it


•   Never go food shopping when you are hungry


•   Don’t buy the foods you find hard to resist. That way there will be no temptation in the cupboards at home


•   Drink alcohol only in moderation














carbohydrates


Carbohydrate foods provide the energy the body needs to function, both physically and mentally. There are two types of carbohydrate – sugars and starches, formerly known as ‘simple’ and ‘complex’ carbohydrates, respectively. Typical sources of carbohydrate are grains, legumes, vegetables and fruits.





Starches versus sugars



Starchy foods are much better energy providers than sugary ones. Starchy foods include grains and their products, such as bread, pasta and breakfast cereals, and starchy vegetables like potatoes. Simple sugars are those found naturally in milk, fruits and some vegetables. Refined white sugar contains calories yet no nutrients, and is therefore of no nutritious value at all.
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Starchy carbohydrates with a high fibre content, for example legumes and unrefined wholegrain foods that have lost nothing during their processing, are particularly good for you because high-fibre carbohydrates are digested at a slower rate. As a result the blood sugar level in the body doesn’t rise as quickly, whereas low-fibre carbohydrates are digested more quickly and consequently raise blood sugar rapidly. Rapid rises in blood sugar are undesirable since they cause the body to produce increased levels of insulin, the hormone that helps regulate blood sugar levels. Over time, this can result in health problems like diabetes.



The effect of different foods on blood-sugar levels is now better understood and common foods are ranked according to the glycaemic index (GI) where 0 is good and 100 (refined sugar) is bad.


The other major advantages of starchy foods is that their bulkiness gives a feeling of fullness when eaten (particularly useful for slimmers) and the slow release of their carbohydrate helps to sustain energy over a long period of time. For this reason sportspeople usually eat a very starchy meal some hours before competing as an effective way of storing energy for slow release during a long, gruelling running race or a rugby match, for example.





Which are starchy foods?


Starchy foods include all sorts of true grains (wheat, oats, rye, barley, millet, corn) and similar foods like buckwheat, quinoa and rice; products made from them such as bread, tortillas, pasta, noodles, couscous, cornmeal and breakfast cereals; plus the starchy vegetables such as potatoes, peas, yams and plantain.


Many of these foods, particularly the wholegrain cereals, are valuable sources of important vitamins and minerals and many of them also contribute to the protein content of the diet.



The best sources are wholegrain cereal foods, such as wholemeal bread, wholewheat pasta and brown rice. Vegetables and legumes (chickpeas, beans and lentils) are very good sources of fibre, and seeds and fruit (especially pears, prunes, figs and raspberries) also make an important contribution.







Fibre





Plenty of dietary fibre (also called roughage) in the diet is important for slowing the release of sugars into the bloodstream; it also keeps the bowel healthily active (see ‘Grains and pulses’).








How much?


Nutritionists recommend that a high percentage – 40–50 per cent – of our daily calorie intake should come from unrefined carbohydrates.


To increase your intake of high-fibre carbohydrates, replace white bread, white rice and sugary breakfast cereal with unrefined versions – wholemeal bread, brown rice, porridge oats, bran flakes and wholewheat pasta. In addition, snack on dried fruit and use legumes as a base for hearty soups and stews.











proteins


Proteins are the basic building blocks that are found in all cells in our bodies. They make up the structure of the cells as well as the elements inside, including enzymes and hormones. These structural elements are constantly being worn out so they need to be replaced by new proteins from our food.





What are proteins?



Proteins, found mainly in meat, fish, eggs, dairy products, grains, beans, peas, lentils and soya products are made up of chains of amino acids. There are about 20 different amino acids and the order in which they are linked in the chain depends on the type of protein they are making, be it a grain of wheat or muscle tissue in a cow. When we digest and absorb these foods, the chains are broken down into the individual amino acids. Our bodies then build up new chains with the amino acids in the right order to form different parts of the human body such as hair, muscle or a hormone.






Vegetable versus animal protein


It used to be thought that proteins from vegetable sources, such as grains and beans, were of a lower quality than those from animal sources such as meat and eggs, but it has since been shown that this is not true. They do have less protein per unit weight than meat products but the quality is the same. Overall, vegetable proteins such as bread, pasta, beans and lentils are a healthier option as vegetables and grains contain more fibre and a lot less fat than animal protein foods such as meat, cheese and milk.








Dairy products





Products such as milk, yogurt and cheese are good sources of protein and also provide essential minerals and vitamins. Milk is a very important source of calcium and also of the B vitamin, riboflavin. With the exception of children under two years who need whole milk for their development, most of us should use low-fat dairy products. Much of the content of fat-soluble vitamins (A, D, E) is lost, but the essential minerals such as calcium are still available.









Why do we need proteins?


Every cell in our bodies is partly composed of protein. We need adequate supplies of protein to build cells, and for the existing cells to go through their continuous process of growing and replacing themselves. We need to eat protein every day because our bodies can’t store it – you cannot stock up on protein by eating large amounts of it once a week. As well as their role as building blocks, proteins, like carbohydrates, supply us with energy to fuel our bodies.


To compare, 1 g of protein supplies 4 calories, whereas 1 g of carbohydrate supplies 3.5 calories and 1 g of fat supplies 9 calories. If we are low on energy, our bodies will use proteins for fuel first but this is rather like fuelling a furnace with paper money since, unlike fats and carbohydrates, proteins have a much more important structural role, too.


The recommended protein intake in the diet is about 10 per cent of the total calories consumed.
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fats



Our bodies need some fat for energy, internal processes and for the fat-soluble vitamins (vitamins A, D, E and K). The body can make all the fatty acids it requires except for the so-called essential fatty acids, which must be acquired from the diet. However, all fats are high in calories so it’s advisable to restrict the total amount of fat in the diet to maintain a healthy weight as well as to control unhealthy blood cholesterol levels.







Cholesterol






This is a natural and necessary form of fat manufactured in the body from dietary fats. There are two types: ‘good’ cholesterol (high-density lipoprotein, HDL) and ‘bad’ cholesterol (low-density lipoprotein, LDL). Too much of the latter can clog the arteries, leading to heart disease and strokes. High levels of blood cholesterol may be reduced by restricting fat in the diet, especially saturated fat.








The different types of fat


The prime sources of fat in our diets are dairy products, meat, oils and fried foods. The main types of fat are saturated fats, trans fats, monounsaturated fats and polyunsaturated fats.





Saturated and trans fats


Usually solid at room temperature, saturated fats come mostly from animal sources – the fat on meat, butter, lard, cream and cheese – although vegetable sources include coconut butter and palm oil. A high concentration of saturated fat in the diet raises blood cholesterol levels, increasing the risk of blocked arteries, stroke and heart disease.


The process of hardening vegetable oil to make margarine is called hydrogenation and results in the production of trans fats. Trans fats are the worst fat of all for the heart and have been linked with an increased risk of breast cancer. They are also particularly harmful to diabetics as they interfere with insulin receptors responsible for control of blood sugar.


High quantities of saturated fats and trans fats are found in many fast foods as well as in processed foods such as biscuits, cakes and pastries.








Eating less fat





•   Choose lower-fat versions of dairy products, e.g. skimmed and semi-skimmed milk and reduced-fat cheese


•   Use less fat in cooking. Grill and bake instead of frying and roasting


•   Opt for low-fat spreads


•   Use lean cuts of meat and remove the skin from poultry.








Monounsaturated fats



Olive oil, rapeseed oil, avocados and many nuts are sources of monounsaturated fat. These fats help maintain healthy cholesterol levels and are thought to protect against heart disease.






Polyunsaturated fats


These fats include the essential fatty acids (omega-3 and omega-6 fats) our bodies require from our diet, and which help decrease the harmful LDL cholesterol level in blood. Good sources are fresh nuts and seeds and their oils (such as sunflower and walnut oils), leafy green vegetables, seafood and oily fish. Essential fatty acids should account for at least 15 per cent of our calorie intake. Most people get plenty of omega-6 fats in their diet (due to the widespread use of polyunsaturated oils) but need to focus on consuming more omega-3s.






Everyday fats


Butter and margarine have the same calorie content, whether or not the margarine is marked ‘polyunsaturated’. Butter is a good source of the fat-soluble vitamins A and D, which are added to margarine. Low-fat spreads have a high water content and therefore a lower calorie content than butter or margarine. Most low-fat spreads have added fat-soluble vitamins.


Most cheeses have a high fat content. Quark is very low in fat, as are low-fat ricotta and fromage frais. Double cream is 50 per cent fat.
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vitamins






There are two main types of vitamins – fat-soluble and water-soluble ones. The fat-soluble vitamins, A, D, E and K, are stored in the body and taking excessive amounts of them could be harmful. The water-soluble vitamins, vitamin C and the B complex vitamins, are not stored in the body and are therefore needed in the diet everyday. Any excess amounts of these are excreted in the urine.






Vitamin A and beta-carotene
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