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A reformed sugar addict


I’m Tom, and I’m a sugar addict.


Well, a reformed one these days, but at one point it was an addiction that nearly killed me.


My obsession with the sweet stuff – and with food in general, especially curries – earned me the nickname ‘Tommy Two Dinners’ as an MP and a type 2 diabetes diagnosis. To outsiders I may have appeared unconcerned about my weight but the truth was I felt overwhelmed by shame, embarrassment and fear.


The glimpse of a packet of chocolate biscuits on a supermarket shelf still makes me salivate. In fact, just thinking about them makes me euphoric. But ditching sugar completely has transformed my life. I’ve gone from being a morbidly obese dad weighing 22 stone (140kg), with zero stamina to play football with my kids, to one who is a healthy weight, completes 5k runs and can cycle for miles without gasping for breath.


What’s more, I’ve reversed my type 2 diabetes. Before, things had got so bad I risked not having a future at all. Now I’ve got my future back, and can enjoy experiences that (at my heaviest) I never thought possible. Like the buzz from riding a bike – or just being able to get on one. Waking up in the morning with a clear head and plenty of energy is a reason to be thankful for the new me.


My transformation was down to a combination of healthy eating, a more positive mindset, getting motivated to change my habits and making movement part of my everyday routine. Walking is now a must for me, even if it means 5,000 steps instead of taking the car to the gym. There was never one single point of motivation, but my children were one of the most important factors. I didn’t want to die – I wanted to live for them.


For a recent TV documentary, the producers asked me to jog around a racetrack wearing a vest weighing 20kg – or 50kg including the backpack and other accessories. The point of the exercise was that the kit represented the excess weight I had been carrying before downsizing. Wearing it made me realise the scale of the journey I had undertaken and how I never ever want to go back there again.


The aim of this book


It’s important to make clear from the outset what this book ISN’T. First, it’s neither a strict diet plan that involves you eating lots of weird stuff (although you will need to say goodbye to your sugar habit). Nor is it a sales pitch to get you to spend lots of money on products that don’t work. And it’s definitely not about quick fixes that won’t last.
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Clockwise from top left: On holiday in Majorca. A giant rugby top from my friend, Dave Anderson MP. Taking the wheel on a boating holiday. Tired at Manchester’s snow dome.
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Clockwise from top left: Opening a new cycle lane in Birmingham. Filming for ITV. With my daughter Saoirse at the run for Jo Cox. At the summit of Snowdon.








I’ve also done all I can to avoid sounding preachy. No one likes to be told off or lectured about their lifestyle when they feel bad enough about it already. Blame and criticism won’t help – it makes the situation worse.


What Lose Weight 4 Life IS about is giving you a programme of helpful advice to assist you in losing weight long term. A handy blueprint for how you can change the habits of a lifetime. Throughout the book you’ll find tips, recipes, easy-to-digest medical facts on what does and doesn’t work (and why), plus bite-sized advice from the experts. I’ve also included simple food swaps that mean you don’t need to give up what you like, you just need to switch to a healthier version that won’t clog up your arteries.


For me, the road to shedding the excess pounds has been long and bumpy. So I’ve also shared personal (and sometimes cringeworthy) anecdotes from my own journey – and the journal I kept charting my progress – to help you realise you’re not alone. My mother-in-law’s favourite memory is of me with the fridge door open, eating half a block of cheese while talking on my mobile phone. A friend also witnessed me in a restaurant leaning over to the next table, picking up and demolishing a half-eaten slice of rainbow cake.


On both occasions, I was totally unaware of what I was doing. It was behaviour created by my compulsive desire for food. Whether I was hungry or not, sating the craving dominated my life, sucked up time and wasted mental energy.


Failure doesn’t mean the game’s over


Even if you’ve failed to change your eating behaviour at every previous attempt, then do read on. In fact, that’s even more reason to carry on reading. The reference to ‘4 life’ is deliberate – the tips, targets and behaviour changes outlined in this book are for ever.


Losing 8 stone (50kg) taught me that it’s not about the destination but the journey. Reaching a weight-loss goal or health target is very often the biggest challenge you will ever face. That inner voice deceives you, and it declares victory. The battle is over, it whispers. You’ve cracked it. Yet, the truth is that your biggest struggle has only just begun. How do you embed hard-fought habits and behaviours for life? How do you maintain emotional focus when you have setbacks? We all have them, and the temptation to slip back into your old life is never far away.


The pandemic lockdowns we have all endured in recent years have been disastrous for millions. The third national lockdown was nearly catastrophic for me. A new home, a new job and then a lockdown crushed all my hard-won habits and routines. Worst of all, my hastily assembled home office was just a few feet away from a fridge full of cheese. At one point, I was eating cheese like I used to scoff chocolate biscuits. I was slipping into unconscious, disordered eating again. My weight nudged up. I nearly dived deep into an ocean of denial like I had done for the previous thirty years when a diet inevitably failed.


Fortunately, this time around I understood what was going on. It took a bit of time, but I managed to reset my programme. I set new targets. I monitored my food and went back to collecting daily measurements. I discussed my new set of aims with friends, loved ones and work colleagues to remain accountable.


Thankfully, this has worked, and my weight is heading back in the right direction. I’m lifting weights back at the gym, I’m hitting my steps targets on most days and I feel in control.


If you find yourself falling back into old ways, then, as I have done, address it with a reset. There will always be curve balls that disrupt our lives. You can get back on track and be your best self with the help of my four mantras:


Motivation
Movement
Measurement
Maintenance


My hope is that the insights, experience and advice I detail in this book will enable you to achieve and maintain your weight-loss goal. Whatever life throws at you.


Good luck! Now let’s get started.
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1 Motivation


Motivation is going to help you change your life. But it is a finite resource that should be deployed sparingly. Using your motivation to identify and destroy bad habits and to create new ones is worthwhile. Using willpower to resist temptation over the long term is a waste of your time and energy. You cannot achieve a permanent lifestyle change with willpower alone. Sooner or later you’ll be giving in to ‘yes’ instead of saying ‘no’. The sort of modifications you will have to make to transform yourself could last for decades. But they take time and dedication.
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Self-control and willpower aren’t enough


Finding the resolve to alter your eating habits is the first step on your weight-loss journey. You need to really want to do this. It’s simple to say but not as easy to achieve. The second step is using your reserves of willpower to maintain these changes. Eventually, they will become habits, like brushing your teeth every day or changing your underwear.


Think about giving up two cans of fizzy drink a week at the age of 40. That’s 280 calories or 78g of sugar you’d be cutting out. If you live until aged 80, you would prevent more than 160kg or 80 bags of refined sugar from going into your body.


Then imagine staring at a chilled can on a scorching summer day. There’s the can in the fridge, droplets of ice-cold water forming around the tin, as on the adverts. Imagine having to stop yourself from flicking open the ring pull and guzzling down the fizzy liquid to quench your thirst.


Does just reading the last sentence bring back memories of doing this in childhood? It’s powerful, right? You probably imagined the adverts as you read this paragraph, too.


Now think about having to stop yourself drinking the can in the fridge twice a week for 40 years.


You’re being set up to fail.


The only way you can succeed is to use your motivation to reorganise your life in a way that means you are not tempted by this or any other calorific treat. That’s why habits are so important.


It’s also why, when you do fail, as you inevitably will at some point, you can’t afford to lose motivation. It’s motivation that is going to get you through the hours and days when you’ve fallen off the programme. And everyone, no matter how desperate they are to shed the weight, falls off the programme.


At the time of writing this chapter I’m on a reset myself. Lockdown three in the bleak UK winter months was a disaster for me. It disrupted my daily routines and habits to the point where my weight started to head in the wrong direction. The challenge for me, and for anyone trying to downsize, is that willpower may get you over the first hurdles, but it’s not enough to carry you further.





It takes a 30-minute brisk walk to work off a 330ml can of fizzy drink.




Where there’s a will, there’s a way


Willpower is a finite resource. Think of it as a bank account. Where you invest your willpower is essential. Misuse it, and you will soon be in overdraft and back on the doughnuts. Instead of using it to resist eating particular foods, use it to work out how to avoid temptation. Your willpower should be used to deploy creative solutions to identified problems, no matter how tiny they seem. I ask my family to permanently hide crisps and eat them when I’m not around. In the end, they do this because they know I’m likely to eat their crisps if they leave them within eyesight! It sounds silly, but it works – most of the time.
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Eating a packet of crisps a day is the equivalent of drinking 5.5 litres of cooking oil a year.




How the food industry messes with your brain


According to New York Times journalist Michael Moss, who has written a book on the subject, Salt Sugar Fat: How the Food Giants Hooked Us, the formulations of junk foods and drinks are no accident. Teams of scientists are hired by the top brands to work out exactly what’s needed to keep customers coming back for more. Snacks that achieve the trinity of fat, salt and sugar (yes, sugar) light up the pleasure centre of the brain and create a taste explosion. That’s why they’re so addictive.





Lack of determination was never an issue for me when it came to wanting to win elections and trounce the political opposition. Or when writing speeches. But finding the will to look after my health and eating less? Well, that’s another matter, especially when temptation is all around.


For 30 years, I couldn’t lose weight. Each time I tried I thought my self-control would kick in, only to end up deceived and despondent. What was missing was knowledge, time management and organisation. And knowing the difference between good habits and bad.


There are several factors at play in achieving a goal. Humans are guided by their emotions, biology and the mind, with external and internal influences pushing them in a specific direction. Mine pushed me in the direction of the nearest snack.


What’s key is taking practical steps to keep you on track, such as identifying unhealthy habits, making time in your day to eat properly and adopting simple life hacks to retrain your mind.





Processed food – the ingredients test


Check the back of the packets of food in your fridge or cupboard. How many ingredients do they list on the label? If the answer is ‘a lot’ then it’s likely to be processed. Salt, sugar and fat have all been added to make it more appealing, but that means more calories. And if there are five or more ingredients, then alarm bells should really start ringing, because what you’re looking at is ultra-processed food, products that are packed with high-energy additives, preservatives and other baddies that provide almost zero nutrients. In his book Metabolical, Dr Robert Lustig reveals that 62% of food in US supermarkets is ultra-processed. And added sugar is the key component driving the risk of health problems such as type 2 diabetes, heart disease and cancer. The physician, who treats childhood diabetes, says ‘Ultra-processed products are made to be hyper-palatable and attractive, with long shelf-life, and able to be consumed anywhere, any time. Their formulation, presentation and marketing often promote overconsumption.’
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Recognising unhealthy habits


If you don’t think deeply about your habits – I mean really analyse them – you will fail and you won’t have the resilience to deal with the inevitable setbacks.


My food indiscretions were deeply ingrained. At social events, I’d move from table to table clearing whatever food was left on plates. I didn’t even know I did this until told by colleagues and friends. Gregarious is my middle name, so I thought I was just being sociable and getting to talk to as many people as possible. The truth was it was a good excuse to hoover up extra (but empty) calories at the same time. So the first habit that had to go was grazing on fat-making food. That meant a kitchen ‘detox’: emptying my fridge, freezer and cupboards, even of things within the sell-by date.


The art of the kitchen ‘detox’


Cancelling the carbs, saying ‘no’ to sugar and parting with processed junk. These were all on my list of habits that had to change. The first step was to clear out my cupboards. Nearly everything had to go, including half-eaten packets of breakfast cereal bought for the children and jams they’d barely used (but I did when desperate). I ended up filling two black bin-liners. This sounds drastic/expensive and of course I was quivering with low-level angst at throwing out ‘good’ food that I’d paid for. The clear-out, though, cut my chances of reverting to unhealthy habits, such as scoring a sneaky sugar fix. Even donating to the food bank was off limits in case I didn’t get round to parting with my offerings. For the first time in years, my cupboards contained no unhealthy food, and I didn’t look back.


What had to go


• all rice and pasta


• processed dry food, such as noodle pots


• oven chips


• ice cream


• ultra-processed foods, such as microwave meals


• hidden-sugar and/or high-carb items, for example, baked beans


• high-sugar foods, including jam, marmalade, breakfast cereal


• bread


• high-sugar content alcohol, such as beer


What I swapped them for


• meat


• fish


• eggs


• vegetables, such as cauliflower ‘rice’


• butter and lots of olive oil


• low-sugar alcohol, such as vodka



Tips for a kitchen clear-out


• Empty out ALL your cupboards


• Arrange the contents on newspaper on the floor


• Put all the items that have to go into bin bags


• Take the bags STRAIGHT to the bin store (and don’t return… or the food will creep back into your cupboards)


• Do the same with your fridge and freezer


• Do a shop the same day to restock with healthy food
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Adapting your diet


On good days, post clear-out, I was eating meat and five different veg. It was the type of food my grandparents would have eaten: fresh, simple and without additives. Of course, they may also have eaten boiled sweets, but overall their refined sugar intake would have been much lower than the amount most of us consume today.


Some of my new-look store cupboard essentials were bags of pecans and walnuts. Nuts are high in fat, which at first made me freak out – I was convinced I’d add even more weight to my super-sized body. The message here is that it takes time to adapt. The food you now need to eat will seem alien. Habits are hard to break, but with the right motivation, it can be done and you will be better for making the change. Today, nuts are one of my favourite snacks. I’ve been converted.




Bad


Basmati rice


Better


Frozen cauliflower rice


Best


Home-cooked cauliflower rice with added vegetables







Food Swaps


Swap pepperoni cheese pizza for tomato pizza with diced chicken and mushrooms


Swap potato chips for halloumi chips


Swap curry with biryani rice for curry with cauliflower rice
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100g of jelly sweets = approx. 50g of sugar or the equivalent of 1 teaspoon per sweet.



Finding and (taking) the time to be healthy


The downside of ditching a junk-food diet is the extra time spent preparing food from scratch. A takeaway or microwaved evening meal takes minutes to order or heat up, whereas a home-cooked dinner of meat or fish takes considerably longer. The same is true for breakfast. I switched from a 2-minute high-sugar cereal fix to spending 20 minutes preparing a cooked plate of food, albeit one that wouldn’t leave me with cravings or result in a mid-morning slump (see the chapter on Diets). Fresh food also deteriorates faster than products packed with chemical preservatives, so I had to be much more organised with my shopping and had to learn to keep the fridge stocked.


At first, I felt the extra minutes spent cooking and buying food was time stolen from me. Then something happened. My mindset gradually shifted from resentment to enjoyment. The task of preparing food became an opportunity to allow my thoughts to roam freely while I peeled and chopped. There are countless other upsides to packing in the bad stuff and switching to nutritious meals, not least the fact that you know what went into them. Food also tastes so much better when you make it yourself, plus doing so can give you deep sense of satisfaction.


What about the cost? There’s a perception that fresh ingredients cost more than buying ready-prepared meals. The reality is I found myself spending less money because real home-cooked food is cheaper than home-delivered takeaways. The raw ingredients might be cheap for the takeaway firms but there’s a massive mark-up on the end product. How often have you got change out of £60 after ordering a dinner delivery for a family of four? Not me. I found I could feed my kids for an entire weekend, including providing a full Sunday lunch, if I bought the ingredients and cooked the meals myself from scratch.


Getting family, friends and colleagues on board – as well as yourself!


When my downsizing journey began, I was living alone in London most of the time, which made life easier. There were no negotiations to be had about cupboard contents or tense situations involving others eating forbidden foods in front of me. I controlled what foods were allowed through the front door.


This won’t be the case for everyone reading this book. If you share accommodation, asking flat/housemates to hide bad foods away so they’re not in your eyeline can be a solution. I lived with someone who used to conceal chocolate and sweets in the bottom of a tower of pans to stop me scoffing the lot. Such ruses aren’t practical, though, if you have children in the house, nor is banning them from buying sweets or crisps.


Eating my kids’ sweets was always a problem for me. I’m a sugar addict, right? I remember the night before one Easter Sunday when I thought I could just eat one (tiny) piece of egg. An hour later, I was sat in the living room surrounded by empty boxes and foil wrappers feeling utter shame.


My anxiety was lessened when I managed to communicate honestly with my family. If you can share your vulnerability with the people that matter, your life will be a lot easier. Discuss why you can no longer eat bad food, explain how serious you are about losing weight, and your fears about being overweight and unhealthy, which in my case included the conviction that I would die.


Luckily, they wanted me to succeed, but there had to be a conversation first about why I needed to restrict my diet. And that meant removing all the tempting stuff because my cravings were so great it couldn’t be within my reach. The first weekend the kids came to visit my new eating regime was a bit weird for them. We went to a well-known fast-food chicken chain where I had a couple of plain chicken fillets. They also like burger joints and I don’t want to impose my eating restrictions on them. The compromise that has worked for me (and is available in most high-street burger chains) is ordering a cheeseburger in a lettuce wrap (without the bun) and a bottle of water.


Communication is also necessary with colleagues. The tradition in many offices is to ‘treat’ everyone on your birthday by buying cakes. Or it was where I worked. To turn down a colleague’s obesogenic ‘gifts’ or tell everyone they’d be no calorie-laden celebration of your birthday can seem rude or ungrateful. So, my strategy was to explain upfront I was trying to go sugar-free. And I’d suggest we avoid giving each other sweet temptations.





The only person who knows how much you’re eating is you.





My moments of weakness – the lowlights


• Any situation where I try to eat a single chocolate biscuit – I fail every time.


• Eating the kids’ Easter eggs, Advent calendar sweets, birthday cake.


• A whole Bakewell tart in the middle of the night at my friends’ house. It was for their children.





Arranging your working day to fit in exercise does require negotiation. I had to clear my diary to make time for steps in the park. But they got more productive time out of me because I was more laid-back as a colleague.
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