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  INTRODUCTION
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  Ten years ago, if you had told me that I would become a healthy, gluten-free cook, I would have told you that you had the wrong person. For starters, I didn’t even know what gluten-free meant back then. With deep Southern roots and a love for all things gourmet, healthy and cooking weren’t two words that I associated with each other. Ever. If it wasn’t fit for the pages of Southern Living or Bon Appétit then it just wasn’t for me.

  I’ve never been good at sacrifices. I often joke to my readers that I just don’t do deprivation . . . and I don’t. Life’s too short.

  My road to healthy eating has been long and winding with lots of detours along the way. It probably would have never happened if I hadn’t stumbled on the fact that real, healthy food actually tasted better than the processed packaged junk that I grew up on.

  I became gluten-free because I feel better gluten-free. Like a lot of you, I don’t have celiac or any real “disease” that demands I follow a gluten-free diet. My system just doesn’t deal well with today’s wheat and so I made the lifestyle choice to eliminate gluten from my diet. (More on that later.)

  At the center of my gluten-free diet is quinoa. It’s helped me lose weight and find health after thirty-five . . . and it can do the same thing for you!

  Quinoa, Gluten & Your Health

  Those of you who know me via my website (CookingQuinoa.net) know that, while I love quinoa, I’m not such an advocate that I believe it is the solution to all of your health problems.

  I love quinoa, I think you should eat quinoa, but let’s get real.

  A healthy (gluten-free) diet demands variety and balance.

  I encourage you to try quinoa and see if it can work for you in the same way it has worked for me, but I would never suggest that you need to eat quinoa every day to be healthy.

  What I do encourage you to do is find healthy meals that you actually like and make them a regular part of your diet. Going gluten-free can be challenging and at times a bit discouraging. Rather than thinking about all the things you can’t have, focus on adding the right foods to your diet.

  Of course, I think quinoa is one of those foods. It is one of the healthiest foods that you can eat and, done right, it can also fill your need for comfort food.

  I’m not a nutritionist and I’m not qualified to tell you what your diet should be. But I am someone who has lost a good deal of weight and someone for whom eating gluten-free has made a tremendous difference, so I will share with you what has worked for me.

  Keep It Clean & Simple

  Simplicity is critical on your journey to health, but simplicity and eating gluten-free don’t always go hand in hand.

  If you are transitioning to a gluten-free diet, now is a great time to focus on real whole foods that are naturally gluten-free. So many people use becoming glutenfree as an excuse to rely on packaged foods. I get the convenience factor, but for most of us the very reason that we follow a gluten-free diet is to improve our health. It just doesn’t make sense to make processed gluten-free foods—many of which are packed with GMOs (genetically modified organisms)—the cornerstone of your diet.

  Real foods will energize you and can also be quite simple. This is where quinoa really comes in hand! You can make a big batch over the weekend and it will last all week in the refrigerator. This means that you are never more than 15 minutes away from a simple salad or wrap.

  If you are gluten intolerant and haven’t been following a whole foods diet, you will be amazed at the difference eating right will make in your life.

  My Story

  I’ve made quinoa a key component in my real food diet and because of this it has made a significant difference in my road back to health. Although I’m nowhere near perfect, I can honestly say that I’m healthier in my forties than I was in my early thirties.

  When I met my husband, I was twenty-six years old and there is no denying it: I was buff. I ran almost daily, lifted weights with the guys, and did kickboxing back when you had to go to a martial arts studio to find a class. I used to joke that if I didn’t get bruises it wasn’t a workout. Health was at the core of who I was—at least I thought so.

  The problem is that I really didn’t see the relationship between what I ate and my health. I thought that as long as I was working out five or six days a week, I was healthy.

  I love food and we were lucky enough to be young and single, with both of us making good money. This coupled with our love for gourmet food and wine meant that one of our favorite things in the world to do was go out to nice dinners. And we did—often four or more nights a week. I never worried about calories and instead enjoyed the moment. In my mind I was young enough that it shouldn’t matter.

  When we weren’t eating out, I was cooking gourmet meals at home. Bon Appétit was my best friend and back in those days the richer a dish was the better!

  Flash forward six years.

  I’m sitting in the doctor’s office. It’s a routine visit and I’m annoyed to be there. I’m thinking to myself “get the prescription for your birth control pills refilled and get out of here as soon as you can.” (After all, we had dinner reservations that night!)

  The nurse is taking my blood pressure and looks puzzled. She stops and looks at me in disbelief and doesn’t say anything. She takes my blood pressure again. She leaves the room, still not saying anything. When she comes back she has another cuff and takes it for a third time. Finally she says, “Your blood pressure is really high.”

  Ok, I think. How high could it be? I’m thirty-two years old and while I wouldn’t qualify as buff anymore, I’m still reasonably trim. I still get to the gym. Occasionally.

  I then hear the number that will haunt me forever: 168/129.

  I later find out that what this means as that the ripe old age of thirty-two, I was the proud owner of stage 3 hypertension.

  This is long before I developed a mistrust of modern medicine, so I did what most people do. I blindly start popping pills twice a day. Pills that seem to drain my energy and make my brain fuzzy. I start to feel old.

  Did I mention I was only thirty-two?

  My weight started to creep up and despite this or the fact that I had such serious hypertension in the first place, not once did anyone mention my diet. No one suggested that I start exercising again. The only thing I ever heard was that I needed to take medicine. When pressed, my doctor told me that I should plan on needing medication to regulate my blood pressure for the rest of my life.

  It wasn’t until I got pregnant with my son and endured the joys of that high risk pregnancy that I even started to question this. I was on medication for my blood pressure for the entire pregnancy with my oldest. When he was five months old, I found out I was pregnant again.

  Determined to NOT go through all the additional testing and screening I’d endured the first time, I did something that in hindsight was pretty stupid.

  Luckily it worked out for me.

  I started eating healthier and took myself off the medication. (Don’t do this, by the way.)

  I promised my OB that I’d take my blood pressure every day and if it was ever high I would go back on the drugs. Fortunately, it always hovered at just above normal—around 130/85—which wasn’t considered to be high enough to warrant medication during pregnancy.

  This pregnancy ended uneventfully and now I was the proud mommy of two boys, just fourteen months apart. I was in love with my babies, ecstatic, and exhausted—things that I’m sure all moms feel.

  Two and a half years later everything in my life felt heavy.

  The challenge of having two- and three-year-old boys was made even more stressful by the mortgage and real estate meltdown. The very industries that had paid for all those nice dinners out years before had all but vanished before our eyes and all that was left to do was pick up the pieces and try to move on.

  At first, I ate my emotions and washed them down with wine after the boys were in bed. My weight ballooned up to 200 pounds. My high blood pressure returned, though I never went to the doctor for it. I was overwhelmed on every level and though I was only thirty-six years old, I honestly couldn’t see the future.

  It would be years before I would lose this feeling of being lost and sometimes it still haunts me. The truth is that poor health for many of us can be tied to how we feel about the rest of our lives.

  You have to feel like you are worth the effort to eat healthy.

  One of the things that helped me the most was finding Tosca Reno’s Eat-Clean Diet series. At the time, I wasn’t ready to really eat clean or even to figure out what worked for me. I still didn’t feel that I was worth it. After all, I had two small boys who required my full attention and I allowed myself to believe that I was doing the best thing to put all of my energy into them. But it was the first time that it really sunk in that it was food that was at the core of my health. I made some small steps and it was here that I discovered quinoa.

  It was love at first bite and over the next couple of years, the way I felt about food began to evolve. I started thinking about real food versus processed food. I stopped taking the boys to fast food restaurants and renewed my passion for cooking. Slowly, I was beginning to realize that I needed to question everything I’d been brought up to believe about food and find my own truths. I was still obsessed with gourmet food, but I was always thinking: how can I make this healthier?

  My weight loss was very slow because I refused to follow any program that I couldn’t follow for the rest of my life. I wasn’t following a program, I was evolving as a person.

  At first it was about a pound a month. Hardly impressive to those around you when you are starting off as heavy as I was! But I felt better and I was better for my boys. At thirtynine I went vegetarian and it was with this move that I believe I said good-bye to high blood pressure forever. In the next year, without counting calories, consistent exercise, or ever depriving myself, I lost about two pounds a month. It was slow, it was steady, and it felt good!

  I firmly believe that a plant-based diet can go a long way toward restoring health, but that isn’t why I did it. I’ve never liked meat and for the first time I respected myself enough to start eating how I wanted rather than how I had been taught to eat. I think that when you start being true to yourself everything just starts to work. (I don’t, by the way, feel that everyone should be a vegetarian. This is what works for me. Eating is a personal thing and I encourage you to figure out what works for you.)

  As I write this, I am forty-one years old and expecting my first little girl to make her appearance in less than two months. My blood pressure these days hovers around 104/68 with no medication.

  Not bad for a girl who was told nine years ago that she’d be on medicine for the rest of her life!

  Don’t underestimate the power of real food!

  So Where Does Eating Gluten-free Fit In?

  My road to becoming gluten-free was an unusual one. As I said earlier, I don’t have celiac and I’ve never had a doctor tell me that I needed to be gluten-free.

  CookingQuinoa.net was about two years old and I was constantly getting requests for gluten-free recipes. (This was after I’d written my first book, and to be honest I thought at the time that adding “OR gluten-free flour blend” to a gluten-free recipe was enough to make it work. It’s not.)

  I’d been having stomach problems for years, despite the fact that I ate fairly healthy. After hearing about the book Wheat Belly: Lose the Wheat, Lose the Weight, and Find Your Path Back to Health, by William Davis, I decided it was worth a read. I read it on a road trip from Arizona to visit family in Texas, and was struck by the fact that the modern wheat that we eat today barely resembles what my great-grandmother ate. This, thanks to major genetic modifications that happened in the 1960s and 1970s. According to author William Davis, M.D., “You cannot change the basic characteristics of a plant without changing its genetics, biochemistry and its effects on humans who consume it.” Davis believes that today’s wheat is causing all sorts of health problems in those that eat it—and not just those that suffer from the serious disease celiac. Some of these health problems include acid reflux, inflammatory bowel disease, skin disorders, asthma, and obesity.

  Could this be the issue with my stomach? Or why my weight loss had finally stalled?

  After talking it over with my husband, we agreed that the best thing for me to do was to remove wheat from my diet and see if I felt better.

  It took me a couple of months to do this because for me, going gluten-free meant I also had to start blogging gluten-free. It kind of felt like a very public display of an entirely new way of eating—and one I wasn’t all that confident in.

  A few weeks in, I felt a little bit better, but I wasn’t yet convinced that gluten-free was going to become a way of life for me.

  It took a little more to convince me…

  One day I was baking cookies for the boys. The recipe I was using was my own and it called for almond meal. I was short by ¼ cup and the easy solution was to substitute wheat flour. The kitchen was a mess at the time because I’d been cooking half the day and I ended up knocking the open bag of flour onto the counter, spilling it everywhere. Luckily it was right next to the sink, so I just used my hand to scoop the flour into the sink. About that time, I started sneezing so my flour-covered hand went up to my face in a natural reaction. I thought nothing of it.

  About thirty minutes later, I was sitting outside with my husband and he asked me if I was feeling okay. At first I wasn’t sure why he was asking, but then I noticed my face was hot and my hand was itchy. Both my face and the hand I used to clean up the flour were bright red, a little swollen, and itchy.

  At first I was worried that my blood pressure was high again. It wasn’t. Could it be a reaction to wheat?

  I didn’t want to believe it. Call it pride, call it fear of hypochondria, call it….whatever. I couldn’t believe that I was one of those people who was impacted by wheat. It was fine that so many of my readers were gluten-free. I loved the challenge of gluten-free baking and I even planned on continuing to develop recipes that were gluten-free.

  I just didn’t want to have to BE gluten-free.

  It took a little more convincing. There were several times after having been off gluten that I unknowingly had something with gluten in it and found myself sick. Although I knew that there was something to it for me, I still found myself wondering just how long I’d stick with it.

  One day, after about two months off gluten I found my husband staring at me as if he was seeing me for the first time in a long while. I asked him what he was looking at and his reply shocked me. “I think there may be something to the whole gluten-free thing for you. You’ve lost more size around your middle than you did the entire time you were doing P90x.”

  This struck me for two reasons.

  One, hubby isn’t big on the fake compliments. I am someone who can go weeks without really looking at myself and his comment caused me to stop and look. Strangely, I could see what he was talking about. I weighed myself and discovered that I’d unknowingly dropped eight pounds—all of them seemingly from my middle.

  And secondly, he is the world’s biggest skeptic on diet trends. Though he saw merit in the whole wheat is not what it used to be argument, he was also very fearful that I was “creating” a condition for myself. If he was convinced there was something to it for me, I had to examine why it was that I was struggling so hard to accept that this was, like eating real food, what was best for me.

  I wish I could say that this was the end of me “testing” gluten in my diet, but sadly I’m just too stubborn. At the end of the first trimester of this pregnancy I found myself too tired to cook. Slowly, gluten began to creep into my diet. My weight quickly shot up (prior to this point I hadn’t gained any), my energy levels were at an all-time low and I was hopelessly miserable. Dense as I am, I failed to connect the dots.

  Early in my third trimester my family members decided they wanted to go on a juice fast. Of course I couldn’t participate, but I did want to do something to make an effort to be healthier. I decided that something would be getting back on the gluten-free bandwagon.

  After about five days, it was as if a fog began to lift. Again, I didn’t want to admit it but the truth was that my energy levels were up during a time in pregnancy when they should have been falling. For the first time in months, I was able to work again. My rapid weight gain stalled though baby has continued to grow. With my productivity soaring, I began to think and dream about the future—one I then knew would not include gluten.

  Quinoa Nutrition

  People who try quinoa for the first time often do so because they have been told that it is a nutritious (and gluten-free!) food that they should be including in their diets. Let’s take a look at just what makes quinoa a “super food”.

  The Perfect Protein

  Most people know that quinoa is rich in protein, but what is important to understand when you are talking about quinoa is that it isn’t the quantity of protein that matters. (Although eight grams of protein per serving for a plant-based food is strong.) There are plenty of vegetarian foods that are rich in protein. Both wheat and oats have almost as much protein as quinoa.

  Quinoa’s nutritional significance is more about the quality of the protein than the quantity.

  The reason that quinoa is so important is because it is a perfect protein—often called “complete.” It contains all nine of the amino acids that we need for health. This is especially important to vegetarians and vegans, who in the past were encouraged to combine foods to meet their nutritional needs (a practice we now know is not necessary).

  According to the Food and Agriculture Organization of the UN, the protein content of quinoa is equivalent in quality to that found in dehydrated whole milk. The UN states that quinoa is “the only plant food that contains all the essential amino acids, trace elements and vitamins and contains no gluten.”

  More than Just Protein

  The health benefits of quinoa go way beyond just the exceptional protein content. It is rich in enzymes, phytonutrients, antioxidants, fiber, vitamins, and minerals. When you compare quinoa to corn, wheat, or barley, it is higher in calcium, manganese, phosphorous, zinc, potassium, copper, magnesium, and iron. Here are a few other things to know about quinoa nutrition.
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