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         DISCLAIMER This book is based on my personal experience of how food and the enjoyment of cooking helped me become happier. However, it is not intended to provide medical advice, and should not replace the guidance of a qualified physician or other healthcare professional. See your healthcare provider before making major dietary changes, especially if you have existing health problems, medical conditions or chronic diseases. The authors and publishers have made every effort to ensure that the information in this book is safe and accurate, but they cannot accept liability for any resulting injury, loss or damage to either property or person, whether direct or consequential, however it arises.
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            INTRODUCTION

         

         I used to think of food as being physical fuel, or a way to celebrate special occasions. Now, I am learning about the power of food, and its role in boosting our mental health. In recent years it has become widely accepted that we need to look after our minds in the same way that we look after our bodies. What is exhilarating is that changing what we eat is something we can do for ourselves.

         In the field of nutrition, new research and evidence is emerging all the time, and I have done my best to report what experts are discovering. The Happy Kitchen also reflects my personal experience and how I have become calmer and more content by changing my diet. It is intended to be a gentle guide. I don’t want any rules to weigh you down. Anxiety and depression are individual experiences; and this means that the way that we respond to treatment differs, too.

         Some of what I share in this book reflects basic biology that I wish I’d learnt at school: for example, how fluctuating blood sugar affects our adrenal glands, which can trigger bouts of anxiety. Other advice addresses the effect of particular foods on our nerves, brain and digestion, which in turn affect our moods.

         There is a degree of truth to Hippocrates’ claim two millennia ago that ‘all disease begins in the gut’. Recently, scientists have advanced our understanding of the gut and its relationship with the rest of our body in fascinating ways. It is responsible for producing a large proportion of our neurotransmitters, the chemicals that communicate information throughout the body and brain. There are eight main neurotransmitters that affect our happiness, including serotonin and dopamine, sleep-inducing melatonin, and oxytocin, which is sometimes referred to as the love hormone. In fact, as much as 90 per cent of serotonin is made in our gut, and around 50 per cent of dopamine. The enteric nervous system, which is the part of the nervous system embedded in our gut, contains as many neurotransmitters as our brain.

         Much of the research on the links between anxiety and the health of our gut bacteria or gut microbiota has been done on mice. Indeed there are quite a few animal studies that find strong links between gut microbiota and anxiety-related behaviours. So cultivating a healthy gut may prove an important way to cheer us up. As well as supporting our immune system, a healthy gut digests vital minerals and nutrients. Without this basic function, you could eat all the Good Mood Food in the world, but still be unable to enjoy its full benefits.

         Our poor, tired brains need nourishing too. I was amazed when I learnt that our brain uses about one quarter of our daily energy supply, consuming around 300 calories during the day and roughly the same number at night. No other animal has quite such a hungry brain. An ape would have to eat for around 20 hours a day to feed a brain of a relative size.

         I have summarised what I have learnt about eating for happiness in my ten Golden Rules at the beginning of this book. These rules underpin the following chapters, in which I explain how to become more energised, more contented, less anxious, clearer thinking, more balanced and a better sleeper by following a happy diet, and I include the recipes which put the theory into practice. For me, this has led to a very happy kitchen. I hope it will make your kitchen happy too.

         

         RACHEL’S STORY

          

         I have always been something of a worrier, and there have been times in the past when my anxiety has tipped me into depression. Trying to combine my working life in the newsroom of a national newspaper with the demands of a young family triggered my first major depressive episode in my thirties, which I wrote about in my memoir Black Rainbow.

         My first breakdown was in 1997, the second in 2003. On both occasions, I was treated mainly with drugs and therapy. This book is not intended as a substitute for either medication or other strategies. Antidepressants, for example, can be a crucial recourse for those suffering from mood disorders, as indeed they were for me many years ago when I was depressed. But ideally our use of them should be short term as they can have adverse side effects, including, ironically, suicidal feelings and weight gain.

         Because I was always hungry when taking antidepressants, I ballooned in size, which didn’t help my morale. My tongue also became furred and my lips cracked. Although the side effects did lessen over time and drugs now cause fewer adverse reactions than they used to, I remember feeling desperately passive, like a powerless insect trapped in amber, unable to take any initiative to improve my own physical and mental wellbeing. At the time, I determined that I would find other ways to stay calm.

         Gradually, I managed to recover from depression, and have continued to get better over the years. I have been able to stop focusing on the heavy stuff and get on with the inevitable ups and downs of daily life. Using small, sanity-saving tools like those featured in my book Walking on Sunshine: 52 Small Steps to Happiness has enabled me to feel much happier, and live more consciously.

         Walking on Sunshine reflected the fact that I had already become interested in nutrition, and included a few dietary tips. Some of them were thanks to my GP. At a routine check-up to see how I was dealing with my anxiety, she told me that there was compelling evidence about the links between mood and food, before proceeding to write down a list of ‘happy foods’ that might keep me calm, including green leafy vegetables, dark chocolate and oily fish.

         Walking on Sunshine also has tips on meditation, a common-sense tactic that has helped to defeat my anxiety. Unsurprisingly, I had worked out the importance of regular exercise, something that many doctors agree may be at least as effective as antidepressants in treating some forms of depression. For years, poetry, too, has been a constant and helpful companion, hence the lines of poetry opening each of our chapters. For me the healing power of words complements the healing power of food. I now rely on all these approaches to staying calm and well. And following a happy diet, in particular, has become a powerful new tool in my toolbox.

         I wasn’t an unhealthy eater. At heart, I was a meat-and-two-veg sort of girl, not unfamiliar with more exotic ingredients like quinoa, though I didn’t know how to pronounce it (keen-wa). I wasn’t averse to the odd avocado, spinach and almond milk smoothie, but was an unadventurous cook, with a few tried-and-tested recipes under my belt. As my friends know, my favourite dish was fish pie and sometimes, whisper it, it was shop-bought and microwaveable. If anyone came for supper, it was my default: I knew that it wouldn’t go wrong. Other than that, I cooked fairly basically for my family, including our dog Sammy, who never complains when I fry a spare bit of meat or fish for him.

         I had begun to change my approach to food and was struck by the difference it was making to how I felt. As I moved to a more mindful approach to cooking and eating, friends remarked that I looked well and seemed jollier. I became convinced that it was time to wind back the harm of too much medicine and prescribe a little more food, and I was eager to learn more. What else should I be eating? Were there foods I could eat for particular symptoms? What were scientists researching in the world of nutrition? Does how you cook and even how you eat make a difference to your mood? In my quest, I got chatting to doctors, therapists, cooks, psychologists, academics, dieticians and people I have worked with when doing happiness workshops and talks for charities: I am an ambassador for Sane, Rethink and Young Minds. Colleagues and friends shared their nutritional tips, I tried them out, and I continued to feel better.

         It was time to further my knowledge and up the pace by getting the help of a nutritionist. I was getting confused with all the advice on offer and felt out of my depth. Eating for happiness was proving difficult and at times bewildering. Sometimes, I wished I were a rabbit, as it seemed that the only thing that was safe was lettuce.

         After a bit of research I got in touch with the nutritional therapist Alice Mackintosh. At the time, she worked for a reputable nutrition clinic on London’s Harley Street, advising people with all sorts of health issues. A friend had recommended her as someone interested in mood and food, and who had helped many people with anxiety.

         When we met, Alice was reassuring, sympathetic and knowledgeable – she has degrees in both Nutritional Therapy and Biomedical Science. She had intended to become a doctor, but as she learnt more about nutrition, she was drawn to a career in which she could develop her knowledge of food’s powerful impact on our bodies. I explained that I was already a believer in the importance of nutrition to my happiness, but I wanted to learn more. What else could I do when I still felt anxious? And could we work on some recipes together to make the process easier? Our resulting conversations led to this book.

         With Alice’s help, the supermarket microwaveable fish pie was no more. Alice and I began to develop recipes for my symptoms and she gave me practical tools in the form of meal planners. I started to keep a food diary and become even more aware of the effects different foods had on me. I even drew up a weekly planner allocating time for meals, exercise and work. Delighted at how certain foods were helping with my symptoms, I started to formulate some golden rules for happier eating, and the more I followed them, the better I felt.

         Over time, I also gained confidence as a cook. I tried Alice’s recipes, which were designed for a kitchen novice rather than a chef. I experimented with the ingredients she suggested, and learnt to cook with globetrotting tahini and harissa paste, lemongrass and coriander. There was no pressure to perform, just to find my feet in the kitchen.

         I realised a joyful kitchen could calm me as much as the food itself. Cooking reawakened my jaded senses, connecting me with nature in a similar way to gardening, something I have always found soothing. The hiss of peppers sizzling in a pan, the scent of ginger and garlic, the sight of rich reds and yellows: all this could, I realised, gladden my soul.

         As I know all too well from my own experience with anxiety, cooking is not always top of the agenda. When I was still feeling low, I found the best way to make progress was to take small steps and tackle one symptom at the time. That is why each chapter in this book offers recipes and meal plans designed to target a particular symptom, so you can turn straight to the one you need. These recipes are not just tasty, but manageable too. Many of them involve putting a few things in a blender. There’s also a quick recipe in each chapter for those times when you feel unable to cook much – our Feeling Fragile recipes.

         We have aimed to use affordable, readily available ingredients as much as possible. Where relevant, we have also included seasonal, cheaper options. Successive UK Low Income Diet and Nutrition Surveys show that many of the people most in need of the nutrients we refer to are those on low incomes. These people also face the challenge of tempting deals on food with a lower nutritional value.

         Making the right decisions in the supermarket or health food shop is crucial to your quest to eat more happily. Our Good Mood Food Index at the back of the book will help you shop with your mood in mind. This index, in which foodstuffs are listed in order from ‘Fab Mood Foods’ to ‘Low Mood Foods’, was devised for me by Alice as a helpful aide-memoire in my own journey towards harnessing the power of food to feel more cheery. Think of it as a handy reminder, something to stick on your fridge and consult when you’re short of time. There’s also a second list of foods divided by season: another handy guide to have in your bag when you go shopping.

         I didn’t just change what I ate. I also changed my relationship with food, from the process of cooking to how I consumed it. Thanks to a mindfulness course, I began to eat in a slower, more mindful way – see our section on Mindful Eating on p184.

         Today, cooking is an important part of what keeps me sane. I am reassured by its rituals: weighing out the ingredients, chopping the vegetables, whisking, beating, folding, slicing, assembling, not to mention the joy of indulging in the end results. Perhaps I am imagining this, but I have even noticed that those who come for supper leave in a lighter mood than before. Maybe that’s because I am better company than I used to be, or they’re relieved not to be eating fish pie again. I used to feel I was both a boring and a bored cook, buying the same ingredients for the same recipes. My kitchen is now a place of creativity and adventure, although I’ve had to learn the hard way which recipes work, which don’t, and which taste awful.

         It hasn’t always been an easy journey. In addition to Alice’s companionship and support, a number of approaches have helped. The first was to include plenty of treats to reward my progress. Using rewards is a well-tried method of helping to change our lifestyle habits. The nibbles featured in the Comfort Food chapter of this book taste better than the shop-bought doughnuts or biscuits I used to turn to when feeling low. Importantly, they lift my mood, rather than hinder it. They are some of my favourite things to make.

         Accepting the power of compromise has also been important. If I have a cooked breakfast, I’ll add tomatoes, herbs and mushrooms, and no longer eat sausages. Instead of cereal, I have porridge, and I use fruit to sweeten natural yoghurt rather than buying flavoured pots.

         In addition, my family have helped me eat more happily. I live in London with my husband Sebastian and have three sons and two daughters, ranging in age from 13 to 21. My family doesn’t always use the same recipes as I do, but they have been involved in my culinary journey and we have enjoyed making the dishes together.

         In particular, I wanted to cook with my children alongside me, something I was fortunate to experience when I was a child, watching my mother chop an onion, or painting a glaze of apricot jam on one of her apple tarts. Hitherto I had rarely done the same with my own children, apart from making the odd cake. Instilling in them the value of Good Mood Food as they set up their own kitchens has been hugely helpful to me in return.

         It is a commonplace that trying to benefit others helps us. Though I could find no psychological research to prove it, I have found one of my most reliable routes to personal happiness is to cook for others. But I have also learnt to savour eating on my own. Whereas I would once eat standing with the fridge door yawning, I now lay a place, even if it is for one. Using china and a placemat makes a difference to how sunny I feel when I am eating, in much the same way that some find that beer, for example, tastes better in a bottle than in a can.

         The appearance of the dish makes a difference too. Many of our recipes are designed to look pretty on the plate. They’re not just pretty, though; they work. Following the Golden Rules, the recipes and my other well-established strategies has enabled me to regain the peace of mind that my illness once stripped away. Like anyone, I still feel anxious on occasion, but I am happy and well and have a busy life working alongside charities and as a journalist and writer on wellbeing. Meanwhile, Alice now runs a thriving nutrition practice of her own.

         Let’s get started!

         
             

         

         Rachel (right) with nutritional therapist Alice Mackintosh, who has transformed her attitude to food.
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         GOLDEN RULES FOR A HAPPY KITCHEN

          

         1. Eat mostly plants

         Like many of you, no doubt, I had often heard this advice before. The links between our health and eating a plant-based diet have been outlined in numerous studies: physically, such diets have been associated with a decreased risk of heart disease and some cancers. What I didn’t realise is how much the positive cycle between the physical and mental means that such a diet could benefit our psychological health too.

         One reason a plant-based diet is so important is that our brains and digestive systems are still adapting to our changing environment. Our hunter-gatherer ancestors ate a large variety of whole, unrefined plants. Huge changes to the human diet over the past 200 years may have run ahead of our ability to adapt. Our modern diet of processed and refined foods is different from the one that, for most of our evolutionary history, we have thrived on. The downside of this new way of life is reflected in soaring obesity rates and physical illnesses such as diabetes, which in turn can exacerbate anxiety and depression.

         A second reason that plants are so important is down to an enzyme – called MAO – which is thought to break down hormones such as serotonin. Fruit and vegetables may help stop this enzyme working. Read our Nutrition Note overleaf for more details on this.

         A final theory is that plants may contribute to our mood because they contain antioxidants which ‘mop up’ or neutralise supposedly dangerous free radicals. These fun-sounding compounds are unstable molecules that can, in excess, damage tissues and vital cell structures. They may play an important role in the development of depression, potentially causing the death of nerve cells in certain emotional areas of the brain. Another more recent view is that the body has its own mechanisms in place to control the balance of these free radicals. While the exact role of antioxidants is uncertain and more complex than we previously thought, they contain beta-carotene, vitamins A, C, and E, flavanoids and selenium, all of which are health-enhancing.

         Yet despite the many benefits of eating plants, only one-third of adults in the UK consume the recommended five portions of fruit and vegetables each day. Many think that this should be increased to seven. Which is what I try and do – with the emphasis on the vegetables, since although fresh fruit is good for you, it contains quite a lot of sugar, and too much of the more sugary sorts (particularly tropical fruits such as pineapple and mangoes) can increase blood sugar levels. The more plants I eat, the happier I feel.

         To ensure I get my daily fix, I divide my main course plate at lunch and supper as follows: half vegetables, a quarter wholegrain carbohydrates and a quarter protein. A plate following this formula will by default normally also contain most of the fats you need, whether in the form of an olive oil dressing or in the oily fish or nuts or other protein sources you choose. I also try and make sure I eat a rainbow of coloured vegetables, to ensure I get the full range of phytonutrients. Remembering rainbows is an easy way to remember what to eat.

         2. Use herbs and spices

         This Golden Rule sits next to the need to eat mostly plants. Herbs and spices are my friends because cooking with them has helped me to up the amount of vegetables I eat, as they add natural and enticing flavours. I used to think of vegetables as a side rather than a main dish, but now that I know how to make them delicious, they take pride of place. As well as being tasty, some herbs and spices might trigger digestive processes that can help our body benefit from our meals.

         We have used both saffron and turmeric, a bright yellow root found in Indian cooking, a lot in our recipes, as they may help alleviate depression.

         Saffron has been used in healing for thousands of years; it was first mentioned as a medicine in the Ancient Greek city of Thera. And scientists have recently concluded that it might be an option in the treatment of low mood: when compared to Prozac, it was found to have a similar effect on symptoms. We still have a long way to go before these findings can be confirmed, and larger-scale trials need to be carried out before anyone replaces their tablets with this most vibrant of spices. But I love it. Saffron is expensive, so cook with as much as you can afford. If nothing else, the scent of it can be soothing: another small study found that its scent had some beneficial effects on symptoms associated with menstruation.
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            Nutrition Note: why eating vegetables helps – the role of enzymes

            Several studies have found a correlation between diets high in vegetables, fruits, meats and wholegrains and lower levels of depressive and anxiety disorders when compared to a western diet high in red meat, sugary desserts, high fat foods and refined grains (sometimes dubbed the ‘meat-sweet’ diet). A 2012 study of elderly Taiwanese men and women found that a more frequent consumption of vegetables was associated with reduced depressive symptoms. The reasons why eating fruit and vegetables might impact mental health are wide-ranging, but one might involve their capacity to inhibit an enzyme called MAO, which can break down both serotonin and dopamine. Fruit and vegetables high in phytonutrients, such as apples, berries, grapes and onions, may help to regulate MAO activity. This means that, in turn, fewer beneficial neurotransmitters get broken down, and hence we may feel better.

         

         3. Go nuts

         Sprinkling seeds on everything from soups to salads has been another useful way of making vegetables more appealing. Now and then I toast a selection of sunflower, pumpkin, butternut squash and any other seeds and pop them in a jar ready to be used. Seeds are the eggs of the plant world. They contain all the genetic instructions and nutrients to produce life. These include magnesium, B vitamins, selenium and calcium, along with protein and healthy fats. Some seeds are also a source of tryptophan, the amino acid that is the building block of serotonin. We cannot make tryptophan ourselves, so we have to get it from our diets, a recurring theme in this book. Seeds are a plant source so find your inner squirrel.

         4. Eat for your gut, ‘the second brain’

         The gut or gastrointestinal tract is the long tube that starts at our mouth and ends at our back passage. It is controlled by the autonomous nervous system, which also controls our breathing, body temperature and blood pressure, acting mostly without our conscious effort. Consequently, Michael Gershon, a Professor of Anatomy and Cell Biology at Columbia University, has referred to this extraordinary system as ‘the second brain’. I was riveted when I learnt that it is not solely our brains that control our bodies. No wonder we talk about ‘gut feelings’.

         Not only is the gut home to 90 per cent of our serotonin, as mentioned in the introduction, it is also one of the first lines of defence against bacteria and viruses. The lining of the intestine acts as a barrier, allowing nutrients to pass through but preventing most large molecules and germs from getting into the bloodstream. If we are stressed, our digestive system may work ineffectively and even become inflamed. This in turn may affect our mood.

         To feel calm we need to nourish our guts by encouraging healthy bacteria to flourish, and so help avoid inflammation. Our Nice and Calm chapter gives details about how to nourish a healthy gut, but in summary, we need to avoid resorting to antibiotics unless absolutely needed, as well as alcohol, fatty cuts of meat, gluten, burnt food and processed foods, and eat more anti-inflammatory omega-3s, herbs, spices and colourful fruit and vegetables.

         5. Fats are my friends and remember Number 3

         Our brain is made up of about 60 per cent fat. I have never seen a brain, but I am told it looks rather like a pat of pale butter. So the brain needs some fats, and it is important to consume the right types. The main fats to remember are the omegas. These healthy fats are named after the last letter of the Greek alphabet: they contain a long chain of carbon atoms, with one end referred to as the alpha end, and the other the omega end. There are three main types of omegas – omega-3s, omega-6s and omega-9s – with omega-3s being the most important to a happy diet and the lucky number to remember. As you will see in our Nutrition Note below, there’s evidence that omega-3s can improve our mood.

         I now eat oily fish, algae known as spirulina, walnuts and various seeds to boost my omega-3 supplies, and we have lots of recipes with these ingredients so you can do the same. While prioritising omega-3, we do need some omega-6s and omega-9s. I aim for healthier, less processed forms from avocado, nuts, seeds, sesame and rapeseed oil.

         Dairy products also contain important nutrients for our health and I haven’t found it necessary, as is fashionable, to eliminate them completely. Our diets are about balance: I have reduced my intake of foods that are high in saturated fat such as fatty meats, cream, hard cheese and, I’m afraid, my beloved pork scratchings because, while scientists are researching the precise links between saturated fats and cholesterol, what is clear is that too much saturated fat is not good for our hearts. However, eggs and – hooray! – dairy products, including butter and milk, as well as the fats in moderate amounts of unprocessed meat, nurture our brains, while the microbes found in natural yoghurt contribute to the diversity of our gut flora.

         How much is a moderate amount? A rough rule is twice a day. Animal products, including pork, chicken and full-fat dairy products, contain arachidonic acid, which is a potentially inflammatory compound. Some arachidonic acid is beneficial, particularly in the development of the brain and nervous system in foetuses and infants. But, as is so often the nutritional case, we need this acid in moderation – too much of this type of animal fat may contribute to low mood, one more reason why researchers think those on more plant-based diets seem to be more cheerful.

         Meanwhile, I do my best to avoid trans fats. Trans fats are different from saturated fats and no one has a good word to say about them. While trans fats can be found naturally at low levels in some foods, such as meat and dairy products, most are man-made. They are created when vegetable oils are converted into solid or semi-solid fats in a process called ‘hydrogenation’. Biscuit, cake and fast-food manufacturers love hydrogenation because it stops food going rancid, but such has been the outcry against trans fats recently that many food manufacturers have removed them from their products. Keep an eye out for any remaining labels with the dread words ‘contains partially hydrogenated fat or oil’. However difficult it might be to turn down that cake or resist that ready meal it is worth it as some studies have shown a link between intake of trans fats and the risk of depression.

         
            Nutrition Note: omega-3s

            Omega-3s appear to be the most crucial fatty acids for our brains. There are two main types, both of which we have to get from our diets: eicosapentaenoic acid (EPA) and docosahexaenoic acid (DHA). EPA makes neurotransmitters, enabling them to be detected by our cell membranes, whereas DHA is an important part of the cell-building process.

            Both work to reduce inflammatory reactions. And combined evidence from a number of recent studies found that, in general, omega-3s were effective in improving depressive symptoms in both patients diagnosed with depression and depressed patients with undiagnosed depression.
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         6. Get the right balance of protein – and fish should be top of your list

         We are omnivores, with teeth, jawbones and digestive systems that are different from those of fruit-eating monkeys, for example. Meat, fish, eggs and dairy provide many important nutrients such as zinc, iron, B vitamins and iodine. I found that whenever I abandoned meat and fish during bouts of vegetarianism I had to work doubly hard to ensure that I consumed enough of these nutrients.

         As a general rule, I make sure a little less than a quarter of my plate is protein. Variety is good, and you can choose from the above foods, or vegetable sources, such as beans, lentils or seeds, but you will need to eat more of these as they have a lower protein content. Some livestock are given antibiotics and other medication, so it is worth buying organic meat if you can afford it. In addition, grass-fed is better than grain-fed meat as it is thought to contain more nutrients and more balanced and healthier fat.

         But if you have a choice, go for fish, ideally oily fish. It is a source of our friends the omega-3s as well as many other nutrients. All fish, though, is good. Find out more in our Nutrition Note below.

         I know there are concerns that oily fish can be contaminated with toxic chemicals called dioxins, as well as mercury, which is certainly nasty stuff and can impact our moods and the fragile architecture of our brains, as well as our cardiovascular systems.

         According to the World Health Organisation, mercury may have a negative effect on the nervous, digestive and immune systems, as well as the lungs, kidneys, skin and eyes. It can impair our concentration and our memory, and should be avoided by pregnant women because it can also be damaging to foetuses.

         The most common sources of mercury are cigarette smoke, preservatives, dental amalgam and car emissions. It is also present in some fish and dairy products, as well as corn and wheat. For this reason the NHS recommends we eat no more than four portions of oily fish a week. There are no limits regarding white fish, except for sea bream, sea bass, halibut, turbot and rock salmon, which should be treated as oily fish.

         The older and bigger the fish, the higher the mercury content, so you may wish to choose smaller oily fish such as anchovies, herring and salmon, over larger varieties such as tuna and swordfish, which tend to accumulate more mercury, as they live longer. That said, and while no one would advocate eating something that is dangerous, some scientists are now arguing that the dangers of mercury in fish have been exaggerated. They point to the longevity of children born to Japanese women who consumed large amounts of seafood. They also highlight the huge benefits seafood brings. In view of this, and given how important oily fish is to our happiness, I cannot resist offering here a full list: anchovies, carp, herring (plus kipper and hilsa), jack (also known as scad, horse mackerel and trevally) mackerel, pilchards, salmon, sardines, sprats, trout, tuna and whitebait.

         
            Nutrition Note: fish

            A study in Finland in 2001 found that a higher fish consumption was associated with a lower incidence of depressive symptoms. However, the study reflected correlation rather than causation: that is, the types of people who eat fish are less likely to experience depressive symptoms but the differences could be due to their affluence, education or awareness of fish’s health benefits. A second study from New Zealand in 2002 found that fish consumption was associated with 'higher self-reported mental health status' – an individual’s personal perception of their mood, outlook and depression scores.

         

         7. Avoid sweeteners and additives

         There has been much debate over the years about the effects of aspartame, an artificial sweetener often found in soft drinks and processed and ‘diet’ foods. Some organisations, such as the European Food Safety Authority (EFSA), consider it to be safe for consumption; however, there is some evidence that it has a negative effect on mood.

         Look out for additives such as aspartame and MSG on food labels, as they can be hidden in the most unexpected of places (cereals, jams and ‘nutrition bars’, to name but a few).

         It has been helpful for me to keep a food diary, as it enables me to track the decisions I am making, and alerts me to any potentially less healthy habits, such as the occasional diet cola. I have found that cutting down on soft drinks not only benefits my teeth, but can also stop me from feeling jittery, as many of them contain large amounts of caffeine and sugar.

         A note, too, on salt: many of us consume more salt than is good for us, so we have left it out of our recipes. Of course feel free to season with salt and pepper as you see fit.

         
            Nutrition Note: aspartame

            Aspartame contains phenylalanine, an amino acid that we need only in moderation. It is thought that it may hinder the production of serotonin, which can make some people feel flatter. Meanwhile, there has also been research into how artificial sweeteners like saccharin might change our intestinal bacteria in an unhelpful way.

            In an experiment in America in 2014, healthy individuals were split into two groups. Half were given a higher dose of aspartame. The other half received a lower dose. Then the groups swapped. After only eight days, those on the higher dose showed more signs of depression and irritability and performed worse on certain brain tests.

         

         8. Keep an eye on blood sugar levels

         As a quick Golden Rule – I will be returning to this topic in our first chapter – the steadier your blood sugar levels, the more stable and balanced you will feel. Cutting out added sugar, combining protein with unrefined carbohydrates and not snacking are all useful habits I have adopted in order to improve my mood. While the odd healthy snack can help to keep my blood sugar steady, there is now quite a well-rehearsed argument against grazing through the day and plenty of evidence that keeping fasting windows between meals helps fight type 2 diabetes. I have found that adding a bit of protein to something sugary like dried fruit is a handy way of managing my blood sugar levels, though I do not want to give the impression that adding protein makes too much sugar acceptable. There is always the same amount of sugar in dried fruit whatever you eat it with.

         9. Vary your diet

         This rule is one of my favourites. Eating a wide variety of foods makes for a merry diet. Once you become more aware of what you have been eating, you’ll probably begin to notice that the same types of food come up again and again. I know that that was the case for me – yes, eating that fish pie again and again. Adding new ingredients not only introduces a new element to your cooking, but is both physically and mentally beneficial. Foods work better combined than in isolation, which is why the notion of single ‘super foods’ can be misleading.

         Simple tricks I use to add variety include always trying to order something different if I am lucky enough to be eating out, and finding the confidence to experiment with recipes and ingredients at home rather than rolling out the same dish. (You know what it is by now.) Feel free to be as imaginative as you want with our recipes. Throw in some other ingredients, or add a few of your personal favourites. We’d love to hear about what you’ve been inspired to create. You’ll find details about how to join The Happy Kitchen conversation on social media at the end of this book. Eating what’s in season is another good way to achieve a more varied diet. Sadly, the idea of a friendly neighbourhood greengrocer who will recommend what’s in season is from yesteryear, hence our guide at the end of the book.
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         10. Relax and enjoy

         This most important of ‘rules’ isn’t a rule at all. When I was feeling low, I was unable to appreciate the pleasure of preparing, cooking and eating food. As I have recovered, I have been able to rid myself of damaging old habits and now find the whole process hugely enjoyable – but it has taken time and I have had lots of help.

         Be kind to yourself. While I’d like to stick to my Golden Rules all the time, sometimes it is difficult. I try to aim for an 80:20 balance: most of the time I eat nutritiously, but I allow myself a few treats here and there, and they are treats that I eat consciously and with enjoyment rather than with guilt. Eating less healthily is less damaging than beating yourself up about it, a habit I used to have. Eating more slowly and consciously is at the heart of my happy kitchen. I always used to finish meals first in our family and hardly noticed what I had eaten. Adopting a more mindful approach means I now enjoy the pleasures of the table. Head to the back of this book to learn more about how mindfulness helped me relax and enjoy my food.

      

   


   
      
         

         
            From ‘Keep Right on to the End of the Road’

            
               Keep right on to the end of the road,

               Keep right on to the end,

               Tho’ the way be long,

               Let your heart be strong,

               Keep right on round the bend.

            

            Sir Harry Lauder

         

      

   


   
      

         
            balanced energy

         

         Tropical Vitamin C Smoothie page 26… Nutritiously Nutty Granola page 28… Almond and Toasted Pecan Spread page 31… Spelt and Spinach Crêpes with Avocado page 32… Sweet Roasted Chinese Cashews page 34… Walnut and Rocket Pesto with Edamame Beans page 35… Creamy Sweet Potato and Red Pepper Soup page 36… Prosciutto Wrapped Salmon with Roasted Red Cabbage and Sweet Potato page 38… Satisfying Prawn Penne with Broccoli page 40… Iron-Rich Steak Salad page 42

         
             

         

         Fatigue can be one of the most potent side effects of antidepressants. At the height of my depressive episodes, I would wake up feeling exhausted and spend the rest of the day longing for the moment when I could crawl back into bed. I used to recite the traditional Scottish song ‘Keep Right on to the End of the Road’ on my worst days… if it works for Birmingham City fans, it could work for me.

         When I met Alice, I was no longer exhausted in the same way. But like anyone managing a busy life, I was often tired. There were days when I struggled to find the force to cook properly or have regular meals. The effort was too much.

         Working on a routine

         Of course I would love to feel perkier, I told Alice. But shouldn’t we deal with my anxiety first? Actually, she explained that it made more sense to boost my energy levels before we addressed feeling anxious. Once I felt more energetic, I would in turn exercise more and sleep better.

         The best way to change was to establish a routine, planning when I would wake up and go to sleep, how much exercise I would do, when I would work as much as when and what I would eat. Our bodies appreciate routine, and of all the steps I have taken to eat more happily, this is among the most important.

         I was struck by how planning my meals and my days made me feel better, because it felt like I was taking control. When we eat doesn’t work in isolation from everything else we do. By boosting my energy levels through regular meals, I found that, as Alice predicted, I had more strength to exercise, which in turn boosted my energy levels. A day when I ate regularly and exercised was a day on which I tended to sleep well.

         While I now find cooking fun, it is a habit that at first I needed to reinforce, otherwise on some days even the prospect of warming up some soup could seem insurmountable. Alice’s support and my timetable were steps to finding the self-discipline to cook regularly. I printed out copies of my timetable and stuck them to my bathroom mirror and other places around the house to remind myself of what I was trying to achieve. To begin with, the changes were about me. Gradually they became about the whole family.

         Balancing blood sugar

         Having planned when I would eat, the next step was what to eat. Balancing my blood sugar was the principle I needed to adopt to become more energetic. I got to grips with the glycaemic index (known as GI). ‘Glycaemic’ means the presence of sugar in the blood.

         The GI ranks foods based on the speed at which they boost our blood sugar after we eat them, from 1 to 100, with 100 being pure sugar. White refined carbohydrates, as found in white bread, pasta and rice, have a higher GI. Their wholegrain counterparts, such as rye bread, spelt pasta and brown rice, all have a lower GI due to their high fibre levels. This means they release sugar more slowly into the blood stream, preventing the sharp fluctuations in blood sugar that can make us tired and jittery. For this reason, we use wholegrains throughout this book. Try our Satisfying Prawn Penne. Other foods that are rich in fibre include chickpeas, sweet potatoes and avocados. See our recipe for Spelt and Spinach Crêpes with Avocado, a recipe I am particularly fond of since it is one of the first I made under my new regime. Gosh, I felt proud when I served up the pancakes to my family for the first time.
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