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introduction


Stand in any newsagent and look at the magazine covers. The advice on how to eat – to fight cancer, to lose weight, to achieve glowing skin – is all-pervasive. And a lot of it is telling you what you can’t eat. We angst about food and health all the time… and yet there is clearly something very wrong with the Western diet. Rates of obesity and type-2 diabetes are soaring; heart disease and cancer are commonplace.


Against this background I gradually realized that friends weren’t asking me for recipes for cakes any longer, but for advice on what to do with a tuna steak and how to cook quinoa. They wanted to eat more healthily, cook more vegetables, lose a bit of weight and cut their intake of red meat. When they told me what they were cooking – trying to think of sixteen exciting things to do with turkey breast – it sounded grim. Round about the same time, my doctor was urging me to get my blood pressure down and lose some weight. Perhaps I needed to take stock of my own eating as well.


I don’t, by any stretch of the imagination, have a ‘bad’ diet. I don’t eat ready meals or fast food, though I’ll admit to the occasional Indian takeaway. The only processed stuff in the house is canned tomatoes and beans and the odd packet of biscuits. But I love food. And I have a few weaknesses. One is sugar, particularly in pastries. There is not much I wouldn’t do to get my hands on an almond croissant or a little tarte aux pommes at four o’clock in the afternoon. I also love bread – crusty baguette, rich, golden brioche – as well as healthier whole grain loaves. (I may have been born in Ireland but I’m clearly French. And refined carbohydrates are my bêtes noires.) So I decided to explore what a ‘healthy diet’ actually is and come up with dishes that were so good (and good for you, too, but first of all delicious) that you wouldn’t feel you were missing out.


My biggest problem was thinking about food in terms of ‘healthy’ or ‘unhealthy’. I can’t think of meals as sets of nutrients. A meal is a colourful assembly of foods – many of which we don’t quite understand in terms of health – that should be, first and foremost, enjoyable. The term ‘healthy’ does negative things to me (in fact I struggled with whether to put the word on the front of this book). It makes me think of miserable, beige food. It also smacks of preciousness. While at university, I briefly shared a house with a girl who was tremendously into ‘healthy’ food. It was all nuts, seeds and little bowls of Iceberg lettuce. Not only was she one of the most joyless people I have known, she was also self-obsessed. (American journalist Michael Pollan uses the term ‘orthorexia’ to describe an all-consuming and destructive interest in healthy food. He claims it’s a growing problem in the USA.)


I’m much more into living life to the full than I am into thinking of my body as a temple. About ten years ago I wrote a book about dining pubs, for which I travelled the length and breadth of Britain, meeting great chefs and food producers. The joy and care with which they approached their food and their work was so life-affirming that it put me on a high every day of my journey. To fret about whether you are getting enough omega-3 and vitamin B when you eat seems to me the anxious, hand-wringing opposite of this.


I settled on two terms that I liked that would guide me. First, I was going to eat food that was ‘accidentally healthy’. It had to be delicious, healthiness was a bonus. Second, I was going to practice ‘considered eating’: find out what fats were okay; if I should be cutting down on cheese; whether whole grains were better for me… so I would think about what I was consuming, but I wasn’t going to be slavish.


My eating had already changed quite a lot, especially compared to the way I ate twenty years ago. There were a lot more vegetables and whole grains, the more robust the better. And I wasn’t prepared to declare anything off limits. Food is one of the greatest pleasures in life, so I wouldn’t advise anyone to completely give up steak with béarnaise sauce or gratin dauphinoise. Just don’t eat them very often (they’re rich anyway, so you wouldn’t want to).


When I started to put together lists of ‘accidentally healthy’ dishes, I found they were the kind I wanted to eat anyway. My love of Middle Eastern food goes way back, and that’s a healthy place to start, but I also plundered the cuisines of Japan, Thailand and Vietnam.


As I cooked different dishes, I started to read about food and health as well. One of the very frustrating things about trying to eat ‘healthily’ (and one reason why I had largely ignored it) is the competing claims, the ‘superfoods’, the misinformation. I read lots of stuff that was contradictory, discovered that some ‘beliefs’ had long since changed (I really thought eggs were bad for your cholesterol, for example, though the thinking on that altered quite a long time ago) and got angry about how much we had been misled (go and read about all those ‘healthy’ low-fat spreads we were encouraged to eat in the 1970s, they were way worse than the butter they were designed to replace).


How did I choose what advice to follow? Common sense and my own experience. (There’s an extensive bibliography in this book if you want to do your own reading.) Even my kids joined in. Telling them they had to cut down on sugar was one thing. Sitting them down in front of Robert Lustig (obesity expert and anti-sugar campaigner) on youtube was another. They started to understand why sugar wasn’t good for them and why, contrary to what they’d been taught at school (which seems to lump all carbohydrates together), you don’t need the white stuff for energy. Learning about sugar, and the negative impact it’s having on our diet and health worldwide, was the most fascinating and shocking research I did. The arguments as to why calorie counting doesn’t work (I should know, I’ve done enough of it) were convincing too, and I gradually understood the current thinking on fats and on phytochemicals, the compounds found in plants that may act upon our own biology.


I am not keen on ‘nutritionism’. Seeing foods just in terms of health – for what they can potentially do for us rather than simply being delicious – makes us all that much more anxious, and pressurizes us to buy things we don’t need. Any food that has had something added, I leave on the shelf. These are ‘functional’ foods, created in factories and sold by marketeers to take advantage of our worries. (You can’t slap a sticker on a bunch of carrots, but they’ll do you more good than a carton of carrot juice that has ‘extras’ added.) But I was glad to find that some of the things I love – such as roast tomatoes – are good for you as well. (They contain lycopene, which appears to protect against heart disease and breast cancer.) Eventually I came up with answers about what was healthy (or at least what was probably healthy, as far as we actually know), as well as a collection of dishes I really loved.


The main thing you can do for good health is to eat proper home-cooked food, limit anything processed, really keep an eye on refined carbohydrates (especially sugar), switch to whole grains for at least some meals and up your vegetable intake.


None of the recipes here are ‘cranky’ or punishing (or I wouldn’t eat them). There’s a lot of olive oil and veg. There’s a bit of red meat, but not loads. Oily fish pop up again and again, as do whole grains. There’s some sugar; it’s in cakes, sorbets and other puddings that are part of largely healthy ‘menus’ and are meant to be kept for treats, not eaten every day. There’s also sugar in some dressings, especially those from South-east Asia that depend on the balance of hot, sour, salty and sweet tastes. I think that’s okay. The problem isn’t with what you eat at one meal, but what you eat across the board.


Initially I intended to put together a book of recipes to eat during the week, assuming most people would revert to less healthy eating at the weekend. Then I stopped seeing the distinction. This food was so good I wanted to give it to friends when they came round for supper, so I put celebratory seasonal menus into the book too.


I have undergone a change of appetite. I’m eating better, I feel better. My way forward has been to reduce refined carbohydrates (I only eat them at the weekend) and significantly increase the range of veg I eat. You might use the knowledge in this book and settle on a different path. The biggest surprise for me has been how much friends and family like the food. There are lots of big front-of-mouth flavours, such as chilli, ginger and lime, the kind of thing you want when you aren’t eating starchy or rich food. It’s food that makes you feel revitalized and energetic. Deprivation is not on the menu. If you cook the dishes in this book you’ll eat really well and happily and you shouldn’t notice that you’re eating more ‘healthily’; neither will your friends, on being served any of the menus, think you’ve become a health food nut. This is good food for people who love eating. It’s a happy bonus that it’s good for you as well.
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eating in spring

We feel ourselves to be part of something bigger when spring arrives. Without making any conscious decision, we find we want different foods: greener, cleaner, sprightlier flavours. Spinach, spring onions and radishes are all abundant but I also want lime, which somehow tastes ‘greener’ than lemon, mint, lemon grass, dill, ginger and tangy goat’s cheeses.

It doesn’t pay to be impatient. It’s easy to rush on to summer and start buying red peppers… but resist and you will eat more interesting food. We’re drawn to different cooking techniques in spring, too. I always feel like poaching and steaming, and turn out griddled skewers of meat with big salads and bright sauces. It’s not time to crank up the barbecue yet, but getting your hands messy while eating is as liberating as the warming weather.

This kind of cooking requires more care and attention than wintry braises and roasts that are just bunged in the oven, but you’re more alert in the kitchen in spring than in November. If you hold on to what your body seems to crave – bright, light food – the climb towards summer brings good eating that is also good for you.

early spring


	broccoli

	carrots

	cauliflower

	kale

	leeks

	nettles

	purple-sprouting broccoli

	spinach

	spring onions

	watercress

	blood oranges

	kiwi fruit

	lemons

	oranges

	passion fruit

	pineapples

	rhubarb

	dover sole

	lemon sole

	gurnard

	mussels

	red mullet

	salmon

	shrimp



mid spring


	asparagus

	globe artichokes

	jersey royals

	lettuces

	radishes

	rocket

	spring cabbages

	basil

	chives

	dill

	sorrel

	lamb

	crab

	plaice

	prawns

	sea trout



late spring


	new potatoes

	peas

	chervil

	oregano

	mint

	tarragon

	haddock
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persian salad

We don’t think about putting herbs into salads, except as an afterthought. But, in the Middle East, they can be the salad. And this one is beautiful, though it depends on top quality leaves and flowers as well as herbs. I like the flowers to be all blue and white, that way it has the same colour palette, but see what you can get. Obviously, the flowers need to be unsprayed. Even some supermarkets seem to be doing various colours of radish – purple and mauve as well as pink – but, again, see what you can find; just use pink and it will still look gorgeous, as long as everything is absolutely perky and fresh.

SERVES 6

FOR THE SALAD


	12 radishes (different colours if you can get them)

	½ ridge cucumber (use ½ regular cucumber if you can’t find that)

	75g (2¾oz) salad leaves (baby spinach, watercress, lamb’s lettuce and any red-veined leaves you can find)

	20g (¾oz) dill fronds

	25g (1oz) mint leaves

	15g (½oz) basil leaves

	15g (½oz) flat-leaf parsley leaves

	edible flowers and petals



FOR THE DRESSING


	4 tbsp extra virgin olive oil

	1 tbsp white balsamic vinegar

	good squeeze of lemon

	salt and pepper




	If the radishes have really fresh leaves, remove them, wash and pat dry. They can go into the salad, too. Either quarter or shave the radishes, whichever you think will look best. Peel the cucumber, remove the seeds and cut the flesh into chunks.

	Mix all the dressing ingredients together and season well.

	Toss all the elements together and serve.
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goat’s curd, blueberries and watercress

Goat’s curd – which tastes like light, creamy, almost ‘unformed’ goat’s cheese – is quite hard to find unless you live near a top-notch cheesemonger. But it’s a cinch to make. It doesn’t have to be made into a ‘proper’ dish, either. Spread it on bread then drizzle with olive oil, or a little flower honey.

This salad is lovely with added spelt (see crazy grains for how to cook it, you’ll need just 50g/1¾oz raw weight). Toss it in some of the dressing and scatter in the bowl or on the plates before you add everything else. Y1ou’ll need to increase the quantity of dressing a little, too. The vinegar I use for this, made by A l’Olivier, contains raspberry pulp and is stocked at Waitrose.

The recipe for the goat’s curd is from my good friend, the food writer Xanthe Clay. It makes about 175g (6oz) of goat’s curd.

SERVES 4

FOR THE GOAT’S CURD


	1 litre (1¾ pints) whole goat’s milk (pasteurized is fine)

	1 tbsp rennet

	2 tbsp lemon juice

	salt



FOR THE DRESSING


	1 tbsp raspberry vinegar

	2 tbsp hazelnut oil

	2 tbsp extra virgin olive oil

	½ tsp runny honey (optional)

	pepper



FOR THE SALAD


	100g (3½oz) watercress, coarse stalks removed

	100g (3½oz) blueberries

	150g (5½oz) goat’s curd

	20g (¾oz) pistachios, or toasted hazelnuts or almonds, coarsely chopped

	15g (½oz) microleaves (red amaranth is especially lovely), if you can get them




	To make the goat’s curd, heat the milk to 25°C (77°F). Stir in the rennet and lemon juice, cover and leave for an hour.

	Line a colander with muslin and place it over a bowl. Strain the mixture through the muslin. Gather the corners to make a kind of bag and hang this to drip for a couple of hours (use the tap over the sink, or a door handle where it can drip into a bowl). It should be thick, but if you’d like it thicker, just leave to drip for longer.

	Tip the cheese out of the muslin and into a bowl. Season with salt and gently mix this in. Cover and keep in the fridge.

	Whisk all the dressing ingredients together with a fork, adding salt to taste. Toss the watercress and berries with this, then put into a broad shallow bowl (or arrange on plates) and dot with the goat’s curd. Sprinkle with the nuts and microleaves (if using), then serve.



another idea… Slice 350g (12oz) sweet tomatoes (mixed colours if possible) and put in a bowl with the torn leaves from a bunch of basil. Drizzle with extra virgin oil and lemon juice, season and dot nuggets of 175g (6oz) goat’s curd on top. This also works with cooked farro dressed with oil and lemon (see crazy grains, you’ll need 50g/1¾oz raw weight). Serves 4. The curd is delicious with fruit as well. Use it instead of ricotta for the recipe Ricotta with summer berries and honey.
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spring menu longing for brightness

feta and orange salad | persian saffron and mint chicken | greek yogurt and apricot ice cream



Winter eating has its benefits. It can be rich and deep but, particularly as it gets towards the end of winter and the start of spring, I yearn for juiciness, crunch, colour. I especially want greenness. This menu is an antidote to all the winter cooking and eating you’re leaving behind. Feta, honey and sprightly green leaves all shout ‘spring’.




feta and orange salad with honeyed almonds

Fresh. Just what you want come April, though this is good in the winter as well, especially when blood oranges are around.

SERVES 4 AS A STARTER, 2 AS A LIGHT MEAL

FOR THE DRESSING


	1 tbsp white wine vinegar

	½ tbsp orange juice

	salt and pepper

	5 tbsp extra virgin olive oil

	about ½ tsp runny honey

	leaves from 1 sprig of thyme



FOR THE ALMONDS


	½ tbsp olive oil

	50g (1¾oz) blanched almonds

	1 tbsp runny honey

	⅛ tsp smoked paprika

	⅛ tsp ground cumin



FOR THE SALAD


	3 oranges

	1 small or ½ large fennel bulb

	60g (2oz) watercress

	100g (3½oz) feta (preferably barrel-aged), broken into chunks

	10g (¼oz) mint leaves, torn




	Make the dressing by whisking all the ingredients together. Taste to check the seasoning, then pour into a broad shallow bowl.

	To make the almonds, heat the olive oil in a small frying pan and add the almonds. Fry them over a medium heat until they are toasted – keep an eye on them to make sure they don’t burn – then add the honey and spices and cook until the honey is bubbling and almost caramelized. Spoon the hot honeyed almonds on to a non-stick baking sheet or some baking parchment. Leave to cool a little. You can chop these very roughly or leave them whole.

	Cut a slice off the bottom and top of each orange so they have a flat base on which to sit. Using a very sharp knife, cut the peel and pith off each orange, working around the fruit and cutting the peel away in broad strips from top to bottom. Slice the oranges into rounds and flick out any seeds you see. Set aside.

	Trim the fennel, reserving any feathery bits, and remove the tough outer leaves. Quarter the bulb lengthways (or cut the half bulb in half) and cut out the core. Slice very finely (a mandoline is best) and throw into the dressing. Finely chop any feathery bits you pulled off and add them, too. Discard any coarse watercress stalks. Put the oranges, watercress, feta and mint into the bowl as well and toss gently. Add the almonds and serve immediately.
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persian saffron and mint chicken with spring couscous

A really pretty dish. Change the couscous according to what you have (even using fresh cherries when they’re in season instead of dried ones). It just has to be fresh and green, so keep plenty of herbs in it. You can also use the marinade for whole chickens or poussins instead of thighs.

SERVES 4

FOR THE CHICKEN


	about ¼ tsp saffron stamens

	juice of 2 lemons and finely grated zest of 1

	2 garlic cloves, roughly chopped

	2 red chillies, deseeded and roughly chopped

	2 tbsp olive oil

	leaves from 1 small bunch of mint

	8 skinless boneless chicken thighs



FOR THE COUSCOUS


	20g (¾oz) dried sour cherries

	200g (7oz) wholemeal couscous

	200ml (7fl oz) boiling chicken stock or water

	2 tbsp olive oil

	1 garlic clove, crushed

	juice of ½ lemon and finely grated zest of 1

	2 tbsp extra virgin olive oil

	salt and pepper

	2 tbsp each chopped flat-leaf parsley and mint leaves

	2 spring onions, trimmed and finely chopped

	25g (1oz) pistachios, chopped

	handful of pea shoots (or other small salad leaves)



FOR THE YOGURT SAUCE


	200g (7oz) Greek yogurt

	3 tbsp extra virgin olive oil

	1 small garlic clove, grated

	microleaves, such as amaranth, or 3 radishes, julienned




	For the chicken, put the saffron and lemon juice in a small pan, heat gently and stir to help the saffron stamens dissolve. Remove from the heat and mix with the zest, garlic, chillies and olive oil. Tear the mint leaves into the pan. Put the chicken thighs into a broad, shallow non-reactive dish and pour the marinade over. Turn them over to make sure they get completely coated, then cover with cling film and put in the fridge to marinate. Leave for about 30 minutes.

	At the same time, pour boiling water over the cherries for the couscous and leave them to plump up for 30 minutes.

	Sprinkle the couscous into a bowl, pour over the stock or water and the olive oil. Leave for 15 minutes. Fork it through to separate the grains, then add the garlic, lemon juice and zest, extra virgin oil, salt and pepper. Stir in the herbs, spring onions, pistachios, pea shoots and drained cherries.

	To make the yogurt sauce, mix the yogurt with the extra virgin oil and garlic and place in a serving dish. Sprinkle the microleaves or radish matchsticks on top.

	Heat a griddle pan until it is really hot. Lift the chicken out of the marinade and griddle it (you will have to do it in two batches if your pan is small), turning frequently. You want to get a good dark golden colour on each side. Make sure the chicken is cooked (cut into the underside to check: the juices should run clear with no trace of pink). Serve it with the couscous and yogurt sauce.
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greek yogurt and apricot ice cream

It’s really important to sieve the apricot purée, otherwise you end up with an ice cream that has little bits in it. (Though don’t use a sieve with too fine a mesh, or you won’t be able to push it through.) You can also use regular plain yogurt rather than Greek stuff, it’s just slightly tarter. Don’t use low-fat yogurt, though, it sets very hard. Even with this full-fat version you need to bring it out of the freezer and let it defrost a little before serving.

SERVES 8 (HALVE THE QUANTITIES IF YOU PREFER)


	300g (10½oz) dried apricots

	300ml (½ pint) apple juice

	4 tbsp golden caster sugar

	400g (14oz) Greek yogurt

	4 tbsp crème fraîche

	2 tbsp runny honey




	Put the apricots into a saucepan with the apple juice and sugar and pour in 100ml (3½fl oz) of water. Set over a medium heat and bring to just under the boil. Take the pan off the heat and leave to plump up overnight (turn the fruit over every so often to make sure all sides are getting soaked).

	Put the apricots and their liquid in a food processor and whizz to a purée. You need to get it as fine as you can, so keep puréeing. Push this through a sieve (with not too fine a mesh), pressing hard to get as much of the mixture through as possible. You shouldn’t end up with that much left in the sieve.

	Stir the apricot purée into the yogurt, completely incorporating it, then mix in the crème fraîche. Taste for sweetness.

	Pour into an ice-cream machine and churn according to the manufacturer’s instructions. While it’s churning, add the honey. If you don’t have an ice-cream machine, pour the mixture into a broad, shallow freezer-proof container and put into the freezer. You need to break the mixture up – the easiest way is to whizz it in a food processor – three or four times during the freezing process so the ice crystals are broken down for a smooth ice cream. Add the honey during the last time you beat the mixture.
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there are calories and calories


Most women I know can reel off the calorie count of a glass of white wine, an apple, or a bag of salted peanuts. I have even taken the decision – when young and foolish – to ‘treat’ myself to a calorie-free cigarette instead of more wine, or another handful of those nuts. All experienced dieters – and that means most of us – number crunch. The received wisdom is, ‘If you eat it you better burn it, otherwise you are going to store it’. And if you’ve ever dieted you’ll have beaten yourself up, even when restricting your calories severely, if you don’t lose weight. (‘I should have done another hour at the gym.’)

The battle, both in the UK and the US, against our spiralling weight (we are twenty five pounds heavier than we were thirty years ago) has been fought on the calories in <-> calories out principle. It has led us to believe that people who are either overweight or obese have only themselves to blame; they eat too much and don’t exercise enough. Because we believe all calories are equal, we conclude that 200 calories of cola and 200 calories of fish will do the same thing to our weight. (If you’ve ever decided to skip dinner because you succumbed to a doughnut at 4pm, that will have been your reasoning.)

I know from experience that the calories in <-> calories out model doesn’t work. I’ll bet we could all produce anecdotal evidence against it. Now scientific research shows all calories are not equal. Highly processed carbohydrates and starches, such as sugar, potatoes and white flour, are treated differently by our bodies than are green vegetables and fish. Refined carbs cause spikes both in blood sugar and the hormone, insulin. Our bodies need insulin, but producing too much of it, basically, makes us fat. Protein also stimulates insulin production but to a lesser degree, and stimulates another hormone, glucagon, that mitigates the fat-forming effects of insulin. Fat, it appears, does not stimulate insulin.

The form calories come in is very important. The differing effects of the three ‘macronutrients’ – carbs, protein and fat – on key hormones means they have different fattening potentials. This is important to know not just to help you lose weight but, crucially, to help you maintain a healthy size once you get there.

Watching your weight has been further complicated by the fat issue. Since the 1970s we have been taught that fat, especially saturated fat, is bad and will lead to heart disease. Low-fat diets, low-fat spreads, we went mad for them. The net result of eating less fat – and we have successfully reduced our fat intake – is that we consume more carbohydrates, especially highly processed carbohydrates. We cut the fat and put on weight.

There are many studies where different diets have been followed – the same calories consumed but in different ratios of fat, carbs and protein – and most of them show that low-fat diets don’t help you lose weight (and don’t help prevent heart disease either) and that high-protein low-carb diets (such as the Atkins diet) do help you lose weight. But as with all diets, you need the whole story. One of the most recent pieces of diet research was conducted in 2012 by Cara Ebbeling and David Ludwig of Boston’s Children’s Hospital. They put three groups of people on diets with the aim of losing ten to fifteen per cent of their body weight. One group followed a standard low-fat diet: sixty per cent of calories from carbs (with an emphasis on fruits, vegetables and whole grains), twenty per cent from protein and twenty per cent from fat. This is the kind of diet we’ve been told is good for us.

The second group followed a very low-carb diet (similar to Atkins), with ten per cent of calories from carbs, sixty per cent from fat and thirty per cent from protein. The third diet tested was a low glycaemic diet, with forty per cent carbs (‘good carbs’ such as whole grains, pulses, fruits and vegetables), forty per cent fat and twenty per cent protein.

The results were clear. Those on the low-carb Atkins-type diet burned 350 calories more each day than those on the standard low-fat diet. Those on the low-glycaemic diet burned 150 calories more. So where your calories come from does matter. Ludwig concluded that ‘the low-fat diet that has been the primary approach for more than a generation is actually the worst for most outcomes’. And this is what The Harvard School of Public Health says: ‘Over time, eating lots of “fast carbs” can raise the risk of heart disease and diabetes as much as – or more than – eating too much saturated fat.’

Let’s look at the low-carb high-fat regimes that ‘worked’. Disciples of Atkins-type diets are vehement anti-carbists. They believe that even what we regard as ‘good carbs’ (pulses and whole grains) should be kept to a minimum (if eaten at all). They further argue that, nutritionally, carbohydrates are of little value, that you can find all the nutrients you need elsewhere. They’re not bothered about fibre, because you get that in vegetables. They don’t believe that meat, or a high intake of fat, is bad for you.

But even if they are correct, that’s far from the whole story; you have to look at what else diets do to the body other than succeeding in shedding weight. In the same experiment, research showed that a low-carb high-fat diet produced problems when followed for a sustained period. It raised the stress hormone, cortisol, and levels of something called c-reactive protein, which is a measure of chronic inflammation. Ludwig states that both of these are ‘tightly linked to long-term heart risk and mortality’. So the low-carb diet, though it seems the most successful for weight loss, has long-term downsides.

Pro-carb proponents only advocate ‘good carbs’, not the refined carbs or starches found in sugar, sodas, white bread and potatoes (because, by God, do they vary). The differences between carbs can be seen in their glycaemic index (GI) scores. The glycaemic index is a scaling system that rates, from zero to one hundred, how quickly a food raises blood sugar levels. The higher the GI, the more it affects blood sugar levels. An abundance of high-GI carbohydrates (and you get plenty in a plate of pasta) in the system triggers the release of insulin, which will move these carbs into cells where they can be stored as fat. Foods with lower GIs (fifty five or less) don’t provoke such a high insulin response, so they don’t lead to the fat deposits that high-GI foods (seventy or more) do.

High-protein, low-carb, high-fat diets work spectacularly for weight loss. (I have followed them myself.) But eating like this is hard to maintain. It’s expensive, it’s tough to refuse fruit (fruits contain good things but are also full of sugar) and it’s difficult to stay away from grains and pulses. Even without looking at the research on what this kind of diet can do, it feels unhealthy to eat a lot of meat and fat. (I’m not against it as a way of losing a lot of weight, but you have to change your way of eating afterwards.)

David Ludwig concluded that the low-glycaemic diet seemed to work best because you didn’t eliminate an entire class of food; you could have ‘good’ carbs. I’m with him. When I think back to my childhood – the 1970s, before we all became obsessed with saturated fat – my mum kept an eye on my dad’s weight by cutting his potatoes (and pudding). We knew that sweet and starchy foods didn’t do you any favours. Somehow that wisdom got lost.

I wanted to know what happens when you severely restrict calories (the kind of dieting I’ve done again and again). The Minnesota Experiment, conducted more than sixty years ago, is one of the most significant pieces of research in this area. It took thirty six healthy men and examined what happened to them over fifty six weeks, first eating ‘regularly’, then while on a low-calorie (‘semi-starvation’) diet, then a ‘restricted’ eating period (calories went up slightly) and finally an unrestricted phase (they could eat whatever they wanted).

The men lost one-fifth to one-quarter of their body weight while on the low-calorie phase, but energy expenditure dropped by almost forty per cent. They also became depressed, withdrawn, couldn’t concentrate, and thought about food incessantly. Maybe you’ll tolerate that to lose weight. But here’s the rub. Once the Minnesota men were allowed to eat whatever they wanted – no calorie restrictions – they stuffed themselves, often eating four thousand calories a day. And the more weight the individuals had lost while dieting, the more they wanted to eat. Participants ended up with fat levels seventy five per cent higher than when they started dieting.

When we cut calories severely, our bodies fight. We hold on to our weight. Our drive to eat is not wholly determined by what’s in our stomachs, but also by hormones that tell the body how well stocked it is with fat. Conventional dieting (calorie counting) might not just be ineffective, it might be worse than doing nothing at all. It’s where you get your calories from that counts.

Forget counting calories, that only makes you cross (or smoke). It’s refined carbs, especially sugar, that are your enemies.






asparagus, veneto style

This sounds very ordinary, but it ain’t. A DIY dish, it’s a real pleasure to do some mixing at the table. You can smell the olive oil as soon as it hits the warm egg and asparagus. Go easy on the vinegar, and season carefully.

SERVES 6


	1.25kg (2lb 12oz) asparagus spears

	6 eggs

	very good extra virgin olive oil

	salt and pepper

	red wine vinegar




	Break or cut any woody ends off the asparagus and put the eggs on to boil. When the eggs have cooked for seven minutes, drain and plunge them into cold water. Leave to cool a little, but only until they are cool enough to handle. Put them into a wire basket or a bowl lined with a tea towel, pulling the tea towel round the eggs to keep them warm.

	Meanwhile, cook the asparagus either in an asparagus pan, or in a regular pan (covered) with the base of the stems in about 5cm (2in) of boiling water and the rest of the stalks and the tips propped up against the side. It should take four to six minutes and the spears should be just tender when pierced with the point of a knife. Lift the asparagus out of the water, briefly pat dry with a tea towel, put on a platter and drizzle with extra virgin oil and season with salt and pepper.

	Take the bottle of oil to the table with the red wine vinegar and seasoning. Each person should peel and mash their egg, adding vinegar and extra virgin oil (about 1 tsp vinegar and 2 tbsp oil per person is about right).



more spears... asparagus with prawns and dill Prepare and cook 1.5kg (3lb 5oz) asparagus as for Asparagus, veneto style. While it’s cooking, melt 75g (2¾oz) butter in a frying pan and gently warm 200g (7oz) cooked, shelled and deveined prawns (ideally organic) with the chopped fronds from 6 sprigs of dill. Divide the asparagus between plates (or serve on a large platter). Spoon some prawns and dill butter over each serving and season. Serves 8.



asparagus mimosa

‘Mimosa’ is the term applied to dishes garnished with hard-boiled egg pushed through a sieve. This version is a bit more rustic. You can treat leeks in the same way (steam them until they are completely tender; how long that takes depends on the thickness of the leeks).

SERVES 6


	2 tbsp lemon juice, or to taste

	smidgen of Dijon mustard

	salt and pepper

	8 tbsp extra virgin olive oil, or to taste, plus more to serve

	1½ tbsp very finely chopped flat-leaf parsley leaves

	1½ tbsp capers, rinsed and chopped

	4 eggs

	700g (1lb 9oz) asparagus




	Make the dressing by mixing the lemon juice, mustard and salt and pepper in a cup and whisking in the extra virgin oil. Stir in the parsley and capers and taste. You may want more lemon or oil.

	Put the eggs into boiling water and cook for seven minutes, then briefly run cold water over them. Trim the base off each asparagus stalk and finely peel off any the skin that looks tough. Boil or steam the asparagus until just tender (four to six minutes).

	When the eggs are cool enough to handle but still warm, quickly remove the shells and chop the yolks and whites together.

	As soon as the asparagus is cooked, drain it and divide between six plates. Season with salt and pepper and spoon the dressing on top, then put the chopped egg across the middle of the asparagus. Drizzle with some more extra virgin oil and serve.



other ways... Look at the ideas for broccoli under broccoli, second helpings; asparagus can be used in just the same ways. Also try it with Watercress pesto – just spoon it over – and top with a poached egg. Fantastic.
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soft-boiled eggs with antipasti

An easy and rather splendid ‘bits and pieces’ lunch dish. Put the egg cup in the centre of a plate and surround it with a mixture of bought and home-cooked foods. To the selection below you can add cooked asparagus, roast beetroot, smoked mackerel, prawns… whatever you fancy. The idea is to eat the warm egg along with mouthfuls of the antipasti. Each diner gets his or her own feast.

Get the dishes ready in advance, then cook your soft-boiled eggs when you want to eat.

SERVES 8

FOR THE DRESSING


	1 tbsp white wine vinegar

	1 tsp Dijon mustard

	4 tbsp extra virgin olive oil

	pinch of caster sugar

	salt and pepper



FOR THE LENTIL SALAD


	225g (8oz) Puy or Umbrian lentils

	½ small onion, very finely chopped

	½ celery stick, very finely chopped

	2 tbsp olive oil

	2 tbsp finely chopped flat-leaf parsley leaves

	½ small red onion, cut wafer-thin



FOR THE BROCCOLI


	250g (9oz) purple-sprouting broccoli

	50g can anchovies in olive oil

	1½ tbsp extra virgin olive oil, plus more to serve

	2 garlic cloves, finely sliced

	good pinch of chilli flakes

	juice of ½ lemon



FOR THE RADISH SALAD


	bunch of French Breakfast radishes

	2 tsp capers, rinsed and drained

	1 small garlic clove, finely chopped

	2 spring onions, finely chopped

	leaves from 4 sprigs of mint, torn

	1 tbsp lemon juice

	2 tbsp extra virgin olive oil

	handful of microleaves (optional)




lentilles en salade


	Make the dressing by whisking all the ingredients together. Rinse the lentils, then cover them with cold water, bring to the boil and cook until tender but still holding their shape (15–30 minutes, depending on their age).

	Meanwhile, gently sauté the onion and celery in the oil until they are soft but not coloured. Drain the lentils, add them to the onion mixture and stir them round to coat in the cooking juices. Add the dressing and parsley and season really well, then gently stir in the red onion.



purple-sprouting broccoli with melting anchovies


	Trim the broccoli stalks and steam until just tender; it will take four or five minutes.

	Drain the anchovies and gently heat the extra virgin oil in a small frying pan. Add the garlic and chilli and cook for a few minutes until the garlic is a very pale gold. Add the anchovies and press them with the back of a wooden spoon to break them up; the heat of the oil makes them melt into a sauce. Toss the warm broccoli with this, adding lemon and pepper. Serve with a drizzle more extra virgin oil over the top.




radish and caper salad


	Trim the radishes and cut them into very thin slices lengthways (a mandoline is good for this). Toss with all the other ingredients and taste for seasoning.
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silken tofu, prawn and chive soup

You might think you don’t like tofu, but give it a go. Having it in a brothy soup is a good introduction, it takes on the flavour of the stock and melts as you eat it.

SERVES 4


	1.2 litres (2 pints) good chicken or fish stock

	3cm (generous 1in) root ginger, peeled and sliced

	4 spring onions

	2 garlic cloves, chopped

	small handful of coriander stalks

	350g (12oz) raw tiger prawns, shelled and deveined (preferably organic)

	160g (5¾oz) tofu, cut into bite-sized cubes

	salt and pepper

	juice of 1 lime, or more to taste

	10g (¼oz) chives, chopped

	2 tbsp chopped coriander leaves




	Put the stock into a saucepan with the ginger. Finely slice the spring onions on the diagonal and separate the green bits from the white. Reserve the green bits. Crush the white bits in a mortar and pestle with the garlic. Add to the stock with the coriander stalks. Bring the stock to the boil, then reduce the heat and simmer for about 30 minutes. If you have time, leave the stock to sit so that the flavours can infuse. Strain.

	Return the stock to the boil, then reduce the heat to a simmer. Add the prawns, tofu and seasoning and simmer for one minute, then squeeze in the lime juice and check for seasoning. Serve in soup bowls, dividing the chives and coriander leaves between each bowl. This doesn’t reheat brilliantly – it is much less fresh and the tofu makes the whole thing look a bit cloudy – so it’s best eaten when just made.



for something different This doesn’t just have to be made with prawns. You can also use small ‘queen’ scallops – halve them horizontally – or cubes of salmon. Or try shredded cooked chicken. And there doesn’t even have to be any meat or fish; in season, green beans and asparagus tips can be used, too: cook them in the stock for as long as it takes them to become tender, then add the tofu and cook for another minute.
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peruvian chicken soup

Brothy chicken soup can be found the world over and this is the Peruvian version, though it is often eaten there for breakfast rather than supper. Peruvians include egg noodles as well as potatoes, but I don’t like the double starch. You could replace the potatoes with quinoa, it’s better for you and, as a south American grain, seems totally apt. Just prepare it (see crazy grains) and spoon it into the soup, or serve on the side. The avocado is not authentic but it does go very well.

SERVES 8


	2.25kg (5lb) chicken

	2 leeks, roughly chopped

	2 celery sticks, roughly chopped

	2 carrots, roughly chopped

	4cm (1½in) root ginger, peeled and sliced

	1 bulb of garlic, halved horizontally

	8 waxy potatoes (peeled or not, as you like)

	6 eggs

	small bunch of coriander leaves, roughly chopped

	4 spring onions, chopped

	2 red chillies, deseeded and finely sliced

	juice of 1–2 limes, to taste, plus lime wedges to serve

	slices of avocado, seasoned, with lime squeezed on top, to serve




	Put the chicken into a large saucepan with the leeks, celery, carrots, ginger and garlic. Cover completely with water and bring to the boil. Immediately reduce the heat to a gentle simmer and slowly cook for about three hours, skimming the surface every so often to remove impurities and fat. The chicken should be just tender and the broth around it golden.

	Carefully lift the chicken out on to a platter and strain the stock. Skim the surface of fat (you can throw a handful of ice cubes into it which will make the fat rise to the surface). Taste and reduce the stock by boiling if you want it to taste stronger.

	Put the potatoes into the stock and cook for about 25 minutes, until tender. Boil the eggs for seven minutes, then cover with cold water and peel once they are cool enough to handle.

	Meanwhile, take the meat off the chicken (or you can serve it whole and in the pot in which it was cooked). If you are cutting it up, you want to end up with eight nice big bits of meat, one for each person, or the equivalent in small pieces.

	When the potatoes are cooked, return the chicken pieces (or whole bird) to the broth to warm through. Take off the heat and stir in the coriander, spring onions, chillies and lime juice to taste. Serve with the avocado. Each plate should have a halved hard-boiled egg and lime wedges.
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beetroot, radish and goat’s cheese salad

It might seem odd to put yogurt dressing on a salad that contains goat’s cheese, but it seems to work. Buttermilk dressing is good too and a little lighter. Leave the beetroot raw if you want – cut it into very fine slices – and replace the lamb’s lettuce with watercress if it’s easier. A little spelt (see crazy grains for how to cook it) is good alongside.

SERVES 6 AS A LIGHT LUNCH

FOR THE SALAD


	600g (1lb 5oz) small raw beetroots

	salt and pepper

	2 tbsp olive oil

	1 very small red onion, very finely sliced

	125ml (4fl oz) cider vinegar

	35g (1¼oz) granulated sugar

	125g (4½oz) radishes

	150g (5½oz) lamb’s lettuce

	small handful of mint leaves

	1½ tbsp extra virgin olive oil (use a light, fruity one)

	good squeeze of lemon juice

	175g (6oz) goat’s cheese, crumbled



FOR THE YOGURT DRESSING


	100g (3½oz) Greek yogurt

	2 tbsp extra virgin olive oil

	1 garlic clove, crushed




	Preheat the oven to 180°C/350°F/gas mark 4. Cut the stalks and leaves from the beetroots and trim the tufty tail off too (if the leaves are nice and fresh wash them, shred them and add to the salad, they have a great colour). Wash the beetroots really well and put them into a double layer of foil set in a roasting tin (the foil has to be large enough to be pulled loosely up round the beetroots to make a ‘tent’). Season them and drizzle with the oil, turning them to make sure they are well coated. Pull the foil around the beetroots to make a parcel and put into the hot oven. If you have managed to get small beetroots they should be tender to the point of a small sharp knife in about 30 minutes; larger ones can take as long as 1½ hours. As you are eating them cold you can cook the beetroots well in advance, so the cooking time won’t be a problem.

	Put the onion into a saucepan with the vinegar and sugar. Bring gently to the boil, then pull off the heat and leave for 30 minutes. The onions will lightly pickle. Drain.

	Top and tail the radishes – only take off the very longest bit of the tail – then cut them, lengthways, into thin slices.

	To make the dressing, mix everything well with 2 tbsp of water.

	When the beetroots are tender and cool enough to handle, carefully peel them. Either cut them into rounds or wedges. Toss the lamb’s lettuce, mint and radishes with the extra virgin oil, lemon and seasoning, then divide between six plates. Spoon on the pickled onions and arrange the beetroot and goat’s cheese on top. Drizzle with the dressing and serve immediately.





artichoke and ricotta salad with honeyed preserved lemon dressing

You can vary this by adding cooked and skinned broad beans, peas, asparagus or roasted peppers. They would all work well with the artichokes and ricotta. You can use canned instead of the more expensive jarred artichokes; they will need to be marinated first (see Sicilian artichoke and broad bean salad with saffron dressing).

SERVES 4

FOR THE DRESSING


	2 shop-bought preserved lemons (1 if home-made, as they will be larger)

	1 tbsp white wine vinegar, or to taste

	1 tbsp runny honey, or to taste

	1½ tsp juice from the jar of preserved lemons

	leaves from 4 sprigs of mint, torn

	4 tbsp extra virgin olive oil

	salt and pepper



FOR THE SALAD


	400g (14oz) artichoke hearts from a jar, drained of oil (about 6 per person)

	50g (1¾oz) salad leaves (lamb’s lettuce or watercress, or a mixture)

	150g (5½oz) cherry tomatoes, halved

	250g (9oz) ricotta, fresh if possible, crumbled into chunks

	2 red chillies, deseeded and cut into slivers

	35g (1¼oz) blanched almonds, toasted and roughly chopped

	40g (1½oz) good-quality green or black olives

	leaves from 15g (½oz) mint




	Make the dressing first. Remove the flesh from the preserved lemons and discard it. Cut the skin into slivers. Mix the rest of the dressing ingredients together, season to taste and add the preserved lemon. Taste for seasoning and sweet-sour balance, adding more vinegar or honey to correct it to your taste.

	Put the artichokes into a bowl and pour the dressing over them (this helps their flavour and texture). Cover and set aside until you want to serve (ideally leave them for at least an hour).

	Lift the artichokes out of the dressing and shake off the excess. Arrange them on four plates with the other ingredients. Spoon the dressing over the top. Grind on some black pepper and serve.





pure and white

We go through a kilo of yogurt a week in our house. I love its cleanness, its snowy whiteness, its gentle sourness. It’s not just for breakfast but is also a dipper or a sauce with mint, garlic or olive oil stirred in. I add my own fruit; that way I know how much sugar I’m adding. But is yogurt really ‘good’ for us? Like milk, yogurt is filling, a good source of protein and calcium and is associated with anti-inflammatory effects, immune system support and a lower prevalence of bowel cancer. Fruit yogurts are trickier. Read the label: you may be surprised how much sugar is added, especially to low-fat varieties. Natural yogurt isn’t that high in fat anyway. Whole cow’s milk yogurt contains a meagre 3.7% fat. I buy full-fat yogurt: it’s filling, contains all the nutrients of the milk and has a good flavour. And what about ‘live’ and ‘probiotic’? All yogurt is ‘live’ and has probiotics unless it’s pasteurized. According to the World Health Organization, probiotics are live micro-organisms that can confer health benefits. They can increase bacteria that aid digestion, boosting our natural defences. But there are thousands of probiotics and only a handful have been shown to benefit us when eaten regularly. So yogurt is a good food (but read the label on low-fat pots), which may have extra perks. It’s staying in my shopping basket.



middle eastern leeks with yogurt, dill and sumac

Somehow, for us, leeks don’t quite fit the image of sun and blue skies, but leeks are much loved in the Middle East. Delicious either warm or at room temperature.

SERVES 4


	6 leeks

	6 tbsp extra virgin olive oil

	really good squeeze of lemon juice (not quite ½ lemon)

	salt and pepper

	75g (2½oz) Greek yogurt

	2 garlic cloves, crushed

	1 tbsp chopped dill fronds

	2 tsp Dijon mustard

	ground sumac, to serve




	Remove the tough outer leaves from the leeks and discard. Trim and cut into 4cm (1½in) lengths. Wash really well, then steam over boiling water for four to six minutes. They should be completely tender to the middle; test with the tip of a sharp knife.

	Tip them on to a clean tea towel and gently pat them to soak up excess water. Immediately put them into a bowl and, while they are still hot, add half the olive oil and all the lemon juice. Season.

	Mix the yogurt with the garlic, the rest of the oil, the dill, mustard, salt and pepper. You can thin this sauce further by adding water or milk (I love buttermilk in it, if I have any in the fridge). Either pour the sauce on to the leeks and leave it, or gently toss the leeks in the sauce. Either way, sprinkle with sumac just before serving.
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spring menu clean and hot

rice paper rolls with nuoc cham | japanese rice bowl | fruits with mint and rose



This is a particularly good menu for serving to friends who fret about their weight. It’s light and bright but still filling, and has all those ‘front-of-mouth’ zingy flavours that you really need if you are watching what you eat (the thrill comes from strong flavours, rather than the satisfaction you get from rich, starch-heavy dishes). The rice bowl has filling raw fish and ‘good’ carbs and the whole meal is beautiful to look at. For an alternative pudding, serve Citrus compote with ginger snow.




rice paper rolls with nuoc cham

The Vietnamese dipping sauce, nuoc cham, is addictive. These look lovely but are a bit of a fiddle; worth it if you have friends for dinner, though. Be patient as you put them together. I often eat the filling on its own as a main course, with the dipping sauce and warm brown rice or rice noodles.

SERVES 6 (MAKES 18)

FOR THE ROLLS


	18 rice paper wrappers

	150g (5½oz) cooked, shelled and deveined prawns (ideally organic)

	100g (3½oz) Iceberg lettuce, shredded

	75g (2¾oz) carrot, in matchsticks

	1 cheek of peeled green mango, cut in batons (optional but lovely)

	40g (1½oz) beansprouts

	leaves from 10g (¼oz) each of mint, basil and coriander



FOR THE NUOC CHAM


	4 garlic cloves, chopped

	1 red chilli, deseeded, chopped

	6 tsp caster sugar

	juice of 2 limes, or as needed

	6 tbsp fish sauce




	Put the rice papers, two or three at a time, into a bowl of water and let them soften for a few seconds. Don’t leave them soaking or they will become too sticky to handle. Lift them out on to a damp tea towel. Leave them to dry a little and become flexible; they should look dimpled. If you try to roll them before they are ready, they will split.

	Everything else for the rolls is their filling. Making sure each roll gets some of all the components, lay some filling down the centre of each roll. Wet your hands so they don’t stick to the paper, then roll the paper tightly round the filling, tucking in the sides as you go. Put them on a plate as you finish them, seam-side down, and cover with damp kitchen paper. If you’re not going to serve them immediately, they will sit fine for about 12 hours in the fridge.

	To make the nuoc cham, put the garlic and chilli into a mortar and pound them with the pestle. Gradually add the sugar, lime juice and fish sauce, pounding as you do so.

	Serve the rice paper rolls with the dipping sauce.
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japanese rice bowl

Rice bowls are common dishes in Japan. Generally they have warm, simmered ingredients spooned over the top, such as braised beef. They are called ‘donburi’, which is both the name of the bowl in which they are served and also of the dish. This is a modern interpretation and a perfect recipe if you are watching both weight and health, with its whole grain rice, vegetables and raw fish. And the flavour is satisfyingly strong, because of the dressing. It also seems, perhaps because it is a beautiful dish, very centring to eat. There’s nothing to cut or wrestle with. It’s just you, simple food, a bowl and some chopsticks.

Make it spicy by adding chilli to the dressing, or serving wasabi on the side.

SERVES 6

FOR THE DRESSING


	juice of 3 limes

	3 tbsp rice vinegar

	3 tbsp caster sugar

	1½ tbsp tamari soy sauce



FOR THE RICE BOWL


	375g (13oz) brown rice

	150g (5½oz) edamame beans

	150g (5½oz) sugar snap peas

	½ ridge cucumber (ideally a thin one), or regular cucumber

	525g (1lb 3oz) very fresh sushi-grade tuna

	40g (1¼oz) pea shoots

	6 spring onions, trimmed and chopped on the diagonal

	4½ tbsp pickled ginger slices

	2 tbsp black sesame seeds




	Make the dressing by mixing all the ingredients together.

	Cook the brown rice in plenty of boiling water until it is tender (it will still have a little bite in the centre of each grain), then drain and immediately stir in half the dressing. Cook the edamame and sugar snaps in boiling water for about two minutes, then drain and run cold water through them. Halve the sugar snaps lengthways.

	Half-peel the cucumber (so it has stripes down it), halve and scoop out the seeds. Cut the flesh into slices about ½cm (¼in) thick.

	Cut the tuna into slices about 3mm (⅛in) thick. Divide the rice between six bowls and top with the beans and sugar snaps, the cucumber, tuna, pea shoots and spring onions. Spoon the rest of the dressing over the top and add the ginger and sesame seeds. Serve immediately.
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