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Foreword

Ed Victor may have written The Obvious Diet, but – thank God – he isn’t the obvious dieter. I have heard him on the subject of chicken skin, blistering gold and crisp, oozing juices. I have eaten with him in Chinatown and seen the waiter’s look of awe and respect turn, after two tablefuls of food, to panicked disbelief. His claim to be “one of the greediest eaters I know” is no idle one – for which, maximum respect – and consequently when he adds “if I can do it, anyone can” I am prepared to believe him. Who, anyway, would trust a man who found the renouncing of the flesh easy?


 True, I don’t declare myself to be altogether ready to follow him on the path to dietary virtue, but I am convinced – convinced enough to let him do it on my behalf. Just as many people read cookbooks in order to consume food without the calorie intake, I am a believer in the vicarious diet. But the point of Ed is not that he is an evangelist, but an enthusiast. He doesn’t preach; he has just found a way of being as exuberant about resistance as he normally is about indulgence.

Anyway, why should someone lose weight without suffering ? That small, sweet mean-spirited voice inside of me likes it that he hasn’t given up without a struggle. I exult in his mournful comparison of the Sacred Heart Memorial Hospital 7 Day Fat Burning Diet’s Cabbage Soup (of Cabbage Soup Diet fame) to his mother’s borscht, “full of the fatty juices of the flanken beef she used for the stock and … served with a large dollop of sour cream.” I wallow in his confession that giving up cheese, on the advice of the nutritional guru Dr. Ali, is “a blow from which I am still trying to recover.” I smile when I read that giving up bacon and sausages at breakfast was “one of my greatest personal sacrifices.” This, surely, is how it should be.

A diet that works doesn’t have to make sense to everyone, but it has to make sense to the person who follows it.


I don’t say this entirely meanly. The duty of a diet book may well be to inspire, but those of us who resist inspiration need to be rewarded too. I remember once being entirely heartened by an interview with Cindy Crawford in which she outlined her exercise routine and itemized her food intake. It helps to know that in order to look like Cindy Crawford you need to exercise four times a week and live on grilled skinned chicken portions and steamed vegetables. Because if that’s what it takes, no thank you: it’s too high a price. The chapter in The Obvious Diet called How They Do It: The Secrets of Famous People offers more comfort in this vein. A life spent going to restaurants and ordering Dover sole is no life at all, as Anne Robinson dryly notes. That’s not just why I like this chapter, though.

This chapter underlines the strength of Ed’s dietary approach. A diet that works doesn’t have to make sense to everyone, but it has to make sense to the person who follows it.

Most diet books infantilize the reader; they induce nervous dependence rather than confidence. Anyone who knows Ed knows too that inducing confidence is, above all, his strength. And this book shares the giddy virtues of its author: it’s lively, insistently pleasure-seeking, and absurdly encouraging.



 Nigella Lawson





Introduction

When my old friend and sometime literary agent Ed Victor told me that he was writing a book about the diet plan he devised for himself, I was delighted for more than one reason. Ed, like me, grew up in New York in the forties. He was raised in the Bronx, and his Russian-Jewish mother was a world-class cook. He knows good food. We have shared many fine meals together.


 But Ed ventured far from home as a young man. He won a scholarship to Cambridge, got his master’s degree in literature, and forged a distinguished career in publishing. After a brief return to New York in the early seventies, where he met his wife, the lovely lawyer Carol, he returned to Britain for good. He founded the Ed Victor Literary Agency in 1976, and has since flourished as Britain’s most formidable, and most famous, literary agent. His clients include Nigella Lawson, England’s reigning domestic goddess; Anne Robinson, Jack Higgins, Erica Jong, Frederick Forsyth, Erich Segal, and Andrew Lloyd Webber; he also oversees the estates of such writers as Raymond Chandler, Ir ving Wallace, and Iris Murdoch.

Ed is a renowned bon vivant and gourmand in his adopted hometown of London. Ed had always been frank about his love of eating, and let’s face it, literary agents are famous for their long lunches, replete with wine and dessert. His life is a relentless social whirl of cocktail parties, book launches, and business lunches, most often at the world’s finest restaurants. A couple of years ago I ran into Ed, as I periodically do. I was amazed at his noticeable weight loss. He proudly informed me that he had shed more than forty pounds on a plan of his own making. This got my attention. If he could do it, living the lifestyle he did, he assured me anyone could.

If he could do it, living the lifestyle he did, he assu red me anyone could.


His premise grabbed me immediately. Using your common sense, most of us know exactly what it would take to lose a significant amount of weight in a short time. We could do it easily if we had sufficient desire. Anyone over a certain age – say twenty-five – knows exactly what makes them fat and what kind of diet and exercise program keeps them slim. We all know our own bodies intimately; each person is his own best expert. Ed succeeded in losing weight by designing his own diet and policing it himself, not following the dictates of whatever new plan was fashionable. People follow the rules they make themselves. This philosophy is the cornerstone to The Obvious Diet.

I was not the only one to take notice that his plan was effective. His various friends and clients shared personal recipes, diet tips, and strategies learned along the way, as you will see in Chapter Eight. And soon enough the agent decided to become an author. The shoe was on the other foot for Ed this time. Although he is notorious as a fearless and tough negotiator, he was now a vulnerable and insecure author.

I think that besides producing a great book, this has been a valuable learning experience for this master of the game.

I know you’ll enjoy all the recipes and advice in this great book (look out for my special tuna salad!). Forget all the rules you’ve heard about what to eat and get inspired for a whole new you: at last, The Obvious Diet has arrived.



 Larry King





The Obvious Diet is based on my firm belief that it is far easier to ignore an outside authority than rules you create yourself.

Ed Victor

CHAPTER ONE

Why The Obvious Diet Works

Like most people I know, my weight has always been a problem that needs constant attention. The publishing world in which I swim lives as much by its stomach as it does by its brains. Publishing lunches are famous, and so are the launch parties with their endless champagne and canapés. And although we have proclaimed “the death of the dinner party,” evenings dining out in restaurants or eating store-bought prepared meals are now the norm rather than the exception and contribute inevitably to an ever-expanding waistline.


 I didn’t know whether to laugh or cry when a Daily Express reporter caught up with me at my Long Island summer home a couple of years ago to tell me my wife, Carol, and I were number two on the Tatler list of “the most invited people in London.” My profession as literary agent to many famous authors and celebrities inevitably leads me to many highpowered social functions – not to mention business breakfasts and working lunches at some of the finest restaurants and hotels in London, New York, and Los Angeles. But was I really that much of a party animal? The answer was clearly “yes” – since only Elton John was ahead of me on the list! – and I’m afraid my growing paunch was more than ample testimony to the truth about the high life I was leading.

What did I do? Like everybody else, I went on diets. Sometimes it would be the Hay Diet (food combining), sometimes the Atkins Diet (high protein, low carbohydrate). Then there are the various “samizdat” diets, crumpled Xeroxed sheets passed from hand to hand with the details of the Mayo Clinic Diet or the Sacred Heart Memorial Hospital 7 Day Fat Burning Diet (aka the Cabbage Soup Diet). The latest food fetishes come in like clockwork. Every year, more and more diets are published, either as books or in the January editions of Sunday supplements. And the one thing they all have in common is this: people stop observing them almost as soon as they start. Even if dieters do manage to follow these regimens to their conclusions, the weight lost simply flies back on at the end, because “normal” eating and drinking patterns are reestablished all too quickly.

So, diets don’t work. Why? Because, like buses, they are “hop-on, hop-off” experiences.

Diets don’t work. 
Why?
 Because, like buses, they are “hop-on, hop-off” experiences.


When I was in Los Angeles recently, I was struck by the frequency of diet ads on the television and radio. I heard about diets that promised women they would “lose one dress size over the weekend,” or even diets that would guarantee you “lose weight while you sleep!” The fundamental problem with all these “lose-weight-quick” schemes is that they deal more or less exclusively in abstention: avoid this food and that drink for a few days/weeks and all will be well. Not true. In 99.9 percent of cases, all these diets achieve is the familiar spiral of putting on weight and then going back on diets. They focus on short-term prohibitions – what you cannot eat – instead of long-term goals: what you can eat to stay slim, fit, and healthy.

About five years ago, I went on a diet of my own devising (and therefore my own policing!) during the course of which I lost a very noticeable amount of weight. One day, when a publisher friend remarked on my new slim-line look, he asked me what diet I was on. Without thinking, I replied: “The Obvious Diet.” “What’s that?” he asked. I said that everybody over a certain age (let’s say about thirty, though many younger people have plenty of yo-yo dieting experience) knows very well what foods make them fat and what kind of eating regime helps keeps them slim. It’s obvious! Whereupon he offered me a publishing contract, which I politely refused, thinking that I – much more a sinner than a saint when it comes to food – was surely the wrong person to preach publicly about restraint in eating. And sure enough, after about a year of being good and more or less religiously following the eating parameters I had so successfully established for myself, I fell off the wagon – right back into the kind of greedy, thoughtless eating that gave rise to my old weight problems.

Last autumn, during the course of the illness and death of a close family member, my eating actually reached crisis point. I realized that not only was I making my normal, highly sybaritic professional and social rounds, but also indulging in what is called “comfort eating.” At the height (or should I say depth) of my comfort eating phase, I put away more food than I could possibly have needed: “Hmm, that was a good cheeseburger, I think I’ll have another, thank you very much. And, oh, by the way, could you please bring me some more fries while you’re at it?” I couldn’t believe how much food I was gulping down, hating myself for doing it while, at the same time, feeling compelled to just carry on eating. It was, like smoking too many cigarettes or drinking too much alcohol, an addiction run wild. The weight flew on and on, until I decided to return to “The Obvious Diet,” which had served me so well a few years earlier. This time around, however, my Obvious Diet has become a plan for life. The second time a publisher offered me a contract for the diet, I had run out of reasons to refuse. This book is the result of that decision.

You know what makes you fat, just as you know how to lose weight.


The Obvious Diet is based on my firm belief that it is far easier to ignore an outside authority than rules you create yourself and the tenets of your own conscience. As I have said, you know what makes you fat, just as you know how to lose weight.

You know when you are eating for comfort, or when you are succumbing to a craving that has nothing to do with your dietary needs. Nobody knows more about yourself than you do: you are the world’s No. 1 expert. You’re also the one who knows how much you really want to lose weight, and you have the experience of all the ways you have tried over the years to solve your weight problems once and for all. You are unquestionably your own prime motivator. Were I to say to any male friend that he could costar in a movie with Julia Roberts or Michelle Pfeiffer on condition that he lost twenty pounds in four weeks, he would know exactly what to do, what to eat and what not to eat, in order to shed that weight, without consulting a single diet book or article (for women, cast Tom Cruise or Brad Pitt as the hypothetical leading man!). Our system is hardwired with this knowledge; it is just a question of accessing it, and this book will show you exactly how to do that.

There are many roads you can take to arrive at your ideal diet. Once you start thinking about it, it’s obvious – we are all different, we all have our own needs. There is no “one-size-fits-all” diet solution. For example, I know that carbohydrates put weight on me, so therefore I need to avoid bread and pasta. I also know that my lifelong predilection for animal fat (sausage, bacon, and fatty meats in general) adds weight.

The Obvious Diet really works because it is designed to work just for you! I am one of the greediest eaters I know, so if I can do it, anybody can. All it really takes is the setting of a goal that is already in your own mind and within your own capabilities, drawing upon your own experience – not somebody else’s. The rest is obvious!

In Chapter Two, Before Getting Started, I will tell you exactly how to go about finding a nutritionist and obtaining the information you need in order to initiate your own Obvious Diet, specially tailored to your own nutritional needs. When I went to a nutritionist, I was informed (for the first time in my life!) that I was averse to wheat, yeast, and gluten, so pasta and bread (with its animal-fat partner, butter) had to go out of my life. A good friend, the American actress Gayle Hunnicutt, was suffering for years from chronic fatigue, especially after eating. Endless doctors offered her no cure, until finally she went to see a nutritionist, who told her to cut wheat, yeast, sugar, and vinegar out of her diet. Like flicking a switch, Gayle’s health and energy returned overnight as a result of these simple dietary steps. In my case, eating bread or pasta didn’t provoke a violent reaction; far from it. But I had been suffering a feeling of great heaviness after eating a meal containing wheat or gluten. Life has become much more pleasant now that those things have been cut out. Very often a little nutritional self-knowledge can have a hugely beneficial effect on your sense of physical well-being.

One of the advantages of The Obvious Diet is that you can mix and match elements from any other diet regime. For example, I use the Cabbage Soup recipe from the Sacred Heart Memorial Hospital 7 Day Fat Burning Diet for my “Cleansing Day” – about which more later. Diet veterans know which diets are hideous and intolerable torture; conversely, anybody who has dieted has personal experience of what principles have worked in the past at not too much cost in terms of physical and mental well-being. The Obvious Diet provides you with a list of the best-known diets on the market, each with their salient points succinctly outlined.

Very often a little nutritional self- knowledge can have a hugely beneficial effect on your sense of physical well-being.


The idea is for you to choose – and use – what you like about each eating plan, adapt and incorporate information from your nutritional detective work, and then raid your store of cookbooks and recipes to find delicious meals that fit the diet you have devised for yourself.

No scales, please! An important precept of The Obvious Diet for me is the banishing of all scales from the procedure. It is simply too disheartening to watch the numbers nudge down ever so slowly on a dial as the weeks go by. For me, the greatest reinforcement factor is in having your partner recognize, through a hug, how much less of you there seems to be. Not having to suck your gut in when a photograph is about to be taken is a great pleasure! And, day after day, people I haven’t seen for a while comment on how slim I look. Believe me, these are far better rewards than watching a dial move a couple of notches downwards. (Although the no-scales rule is one I strongly recommend, if scale-gazing is an imperative part of how you monitor your eating habits, then there’s no reason not to peek once in a while.)

There is another, immensely satisfying, tangible reward: the vast pleasure you can take in being able to easily button clothes that had been previously impossible to wear. Last New Year’s Eve, unable to wear the suit I had laid out for the fashionable New York party I was attending, I made plans to go to my tailors, Anderson & Sheppard, in defeat to have the trousers let out. Now I have scheduled a visit to Savile Row in order to have them taken in!

Incidentally, at that New Year’s Eve party, one of the guests was Mike Wallace, the 80+-year-old star of 60 Minutes, looking twenty years younger and wonderfully slim and fit. My wife whispered in the ear of his wife: “What’s his secret?” The answer was to the point: “He eats very, very little and exercises every day.”

Exercise is another important factor in The Obvious Diet. This means getting into a program of exercise to complement your eating program and establishing a routine – your routine – for matching your dietary efforts with a minimum regimen of exercise. It can be a mixture of anything: a round of golf, a couple of sets of tennis, a brisk walk in the park, yoga, or whatever physical activity you enjoy and can do – but you must do it at least three times each week. My personal exercise regime is a one-hour mixture of stretching, aerobics, and weight training every Monday, Wednesday, and Friday before breakfast.

Exercise helps in so many ways: expending energy makes you feel better, it helps you tone up, and it provides you with a concrete measure of how much fitter you are becoming – far more reaffirming than those banished scales; it also helps keep your weight in check and makes you feel better about yourself. But, as with everything in The Obvious Diet, your exercise program can be exactly what you want it to be, tailored to fit in with your life, as long as you put in the minimum requirement of three times a week.

A word of warning is due here. People who tend to lead sedentary lives and are not used to taking exercise are always advised to seek advice from their physician or a trainer before beginning an exercise program, as sudden furious physical activity after a long period of inactivity is an almost sure-fire path to injury.

The Obvious Diet will help you listen to your body.


The Obvious Diet will show you how to establish your own individual eating plan and inspire you to keep to it. It will provide many sample recipes drawn from the recipes I use for my own Obvious Dieting. You are welcome to borrow them, but you may well be better off finding your own! There will also be advice about how not to cheat on yourself – as well as advice on when, how, and how often to cheat! One of the best things about The Obvious Diet, in my view, is that absolutely no foods are permanently banned. I will show you how to get ready to launch yourself into Obvious Dieting, how to deal with the “Cleansing Day” each week, and how to keep the weight off over the long run. My hope is to help you break free of the start-stop tyranny of ordinary diet regimens.

The Obvious Diet will help you listen to your body, search your soul, do some basic research to gather together the nutritional information you need, and then mix these ingredients into a coherent and systematic form – your own recipe for eating healthily, feeling good about your eating, and losing weight in the most long-term and effective way possible: YOUR OWN WAY!





Who’s not in favor of living better and living longer?

Ed Victor

CHAPTER TWO

Before Getting Started

When I star ted writing this book, this was the part that filled me with the greatest trepidation. Like you, I am a consumer – not a provider – of scientific information. In short, an absolute layman in these matters. But with all the bad habits we may have picked up, and all the potentially dubious advice that, over the years, we may have garnered from faddish diets, I feel it is important to present here the results of my research into what constitutes a healthy, balanced, life-sustaining nutritional diet. For instance, the surprising fact that 60 percent of the human body by weight is water, around 20 percent is fat, and just 20 percent is a combination of all the things we hear about from nutritionists: protein, carbohydrates, vitamins, and minerals. If this chapter is full of things that you already know, all well and good – much of what follows falls into the category of common sense – you can skip to Chapter Three, Getting Started. I would, however, advise at least a cursory glance through the information I have put together – think of it as the initial blueprint for the edifice you are about to build.


 First, though, some questions. How many times have you heard lectures about eating guidelines for the promotion of good health and weight management offered by nutritionists and dietitians? Or read an article in the newspaper about some new scientific research into eating habits? This is the moment to recap that knowledge. Before we get down to the business of bringing together the various elements that will make up your own personal Obvious Diet, get yourself a pad of paper – you’re going to be using that pad a lot, I warn you right now – and write down the healthy eating principles you already know, things you have been taught, and ideas you may have overheard on television or read about in books – especially those that you feel apply particularly to you. This is a moment to go back to first principles, to build your Obvious Diet from the ground up in order to make it as solid as possible. On the topic of first principles, think about this: the Ancient Greek word from which we get the word diet, diaita, means simply “way of life.”


Official Nutritional Guidelines

The first port of call in my journey of research was the land of officialdom. Obviously enough, as an American living permanently in England, I checked with health departments in both of my countries. It is fascinating to see how very close the two sets of guidelines are.

These guidelines have been issued as a kind of simplified roadmap for people who want to lead a healthy life. They recognize the pitfalls of living in our fast-paced, fast-food-oriented 21st - centur y world, and offer bare-bones advice for eating in such a way as to get at least the minimum nutrition an average adult requires to feel and stay healthy. Note the use of the word “average”: this advice – in fact all general dietary advice – should be leavened with the unique requirements of the individual, which means you. This is why it is always a good idea to seek professional medical counsel when it comes to dietary measures. If you decide to start a new diet – this one or any other! – you should definitely talk to your GP about your plans. You need to make sure that your diet fits in with any special requirements you may have because of medical conditions or medicines you may be taking. You should also ask your physician about seeing a nutritionist or dietitian, about which more later.

British Health Education Authority’s Healthy Living Unit Recommendations:



	Enjoy your food.

	Eat a variety of foods.

	Eat plenty of foods rich in starch and fiber.

	Don’t eat too much fat.

	Don’t eat sugary foods too often.

	Eat foods that provide enough vitamins and minerals.

	If you drink alcohol, drink sensibly.

	Eat the right amount to be a healthy weight.



U.S. Department of Agriculture and U.S. Department of Health and Human Services Dietary Guidelines for Americans:



	Eat a variety of foods.

	Balance the food you eat with physical activity to maintain or improve your weight.

	Choose a diet with plenty of grain products, vegetables, and fruits.

	Choose a diet low in fat, saturated fat, and cholesterol.

	Choose a diet moderate in sugars.

	Choose a diet moderate in salt and sodium.

	If you drink alcoholic beverages, do so in moderation.



The U.S. guidelines also include a sample breakdown of the five different food groups we should all eat within the span of a day. This is where it all starts to get technical, so if figures make you swoon, then turn the page and carry on from there:






	Food Group
	Recommended Servings per Day



	Grains (bread, cereal, pasta, and rice)
	6 – 11



	Vegetables (whole vegetables and vegetable juices)
	3 – 5



	Fruits (whole fruits and fruit juices)
	2 – 4



	Milk products (milk, yogurt, and cheese)
	2 – 3



	Proteins (meat, poultry, fish, dry beans, eggs, and nuts)
	2 – 3





To understand this obviously requires a chart of what constitutes a “serving portion,” which you will find on the overleaf.



 How much you actually need to consume to function well depends on the kind of life you lead. A man who spends his day doing heavy, physical work needs upwards of 3,000 calories a day, in other words the upper number of recommended servings; this is more or less twice the nutritional requirement of an average woman who leads a sedentary life. Incidentally, I was surprised to learn that a calorie is actually a measurement of the heat generated by the body from the food it has ingested, to use as energy. For your information, one gram of protein contains 4 calories, one gram of fat has 9 calories, one gram of carbohydrates is worth 4 calories. Of these, fat and meat maintain a feeling of fullness for longest, because they take longest to digest. This also means that they stave off hunger for longer. Alcohol weighs in at 7 calories per gram. Alcohol, like sugar, is known to nutritionists as an “empty-calorie” food, which means that apart from the calories they provide for conversion to energy, they bring no additional nutrients to help the body thrive.





	Food Group
	Serving Size



	Bread
	1 slice



	Cereal
	1 ounce ready-to-eat or 1 cup cooked cereal



	Pasta and rice
	4 ounces cooked pasta or rice



	Vegetables
	8 ounces raw leafy vegetables or 4 ounces chopped raw or cooked vegetables or 4 tablespoons vegetable juice



	Fruits
	1 piece of fresh fruit or ½ cup cooked or canned fruit or ½ cup fruit juice



	Dairy products
	1 cup milk or 1 cup yogurt or 1 ounce cheese



	Meat
	2 or 3 ounces lean cooked weight



	Poultry
	2 or 3 ounces lean cooked weight



	Fish
	2 or 3 ounces lean cooked weight



	Dry beans
	½ cup cooked



	Eggs
	1



	Nuts
	3 tablespoons



	Fats, oils, and sweets keep to a minimum





What all this preamble boils down to, in the view of the U.S. authorities, is that we should be obtaining up to 60 percent of our daily calorie intake from carbohydrates (grains, legumes, bread, pasta, root vegetables, etc.), no more than 30 percent from fat, and less than 10 percent from protein (dairy products, meat, fish, etc.).

If you have trouble dealing with these figures, an alternative way to take in the general guidelines is through the Food Pyramid shown on the next page, another product of the U.S. Department of Agriculture/U.S. Department of Health and Human Services. This is a visual interpretation of the same nutritional guidelines as above.

Obviously, the larger blocks in the pyramid represent larger quantities. Once again, the suggested servings range from about 1,600 calories per day to over 3,000.

All dietary advice should be leavened with the unique requirements of the individual 
 – you.



The USDA Food Guide Pyramid


[image: e9781611450477_i0004.jpg]

Source: U.S. Department of Agriculture/ U.S. Department of Health and Human Services




The World Health Organization has also published its own Food Pyramid, based upon the Mediterranean Diet (see following page). As you would expect, there is quite a contrast between the U.S. pyramid and the Mediterranean one. The main difference is that, rather than the red meat and dairyheavy U.S. diet, the Mediterranean Food Pyramid gives greater prominence to grains and cereals, olive oil in substitution for butter (a standard practice in my own Obvious Diet, as you will see), relatively low consumption of dairy products, and a preference for fish and white meat. Proponents of this kind of diet point to studies that show the residents of Italy, Greece, and Spain have longer life expectancies than Americans, not to mention a lower incidence of heart disease and certain cancers of the digestive tract. Who’s not in favor of living better and living longer?

One interesting way to work out which foods you should be eating to stay healthy is to build your own Food Pyramid: copy the outline and then fill in actual foods you eat (including some of your favorite foods) for the suggested groups. All very sensible, all very “obvious,” very expert and very useful.

But what counts most here is what you in your bones know to be the right advice for you. For example, it is worth remembering that everyone has a different body shape. As long as your weight is within the range advised by the medical community for your height and age, you are not overweight – even if you might feel that, from an aesthetic point of view, you are not slim enough.

What counts most here is what you in your bones know to be the right advice for you.



The Mediterranean Diet Food Pyramid


[image: e9781611450477_i0005.jpg]

Copyright © 1994 Oldways Preservation & Exchange Trust and the President and Fellows of Harvard College







Advice from Nutritional Scientists

Dietitians on both sides of the Atlantic unanimously advise eating as much fresh fruit and vegetables as possible, and generally steering clear of processed foods. Five portions of fresh fruit and vegetables per day, runs the mantra, and then your body will get its full requirement of vitamins and minerals – without having to resort to supplements.

One key precept above all others – especially if you are set to revamp the types and combinations of foods you consume – is that what you buy is naturally tasty. Even with the best will in the world, if the fruit and vegetables (not to mention the meat and fish) you bring home from the shops are tasteless and watery, you are going to find it very hard to stick to your new regime. My advice is to buy your fresh produce from a specialist outlet, such as a health food store, or one of the many companies that delivers a box of seasonal vegetables every week. Supermarkets are improving all the time, but I still find that in many cases their alluring displays are more about looks than substance.

Five portions of fresh fruit and vegetables per day – that’s the mantra.


Taste is also the best yardstick for gauging how much or how little meddling has been involved in the growing of your vegetables and fruit: if it has seen the sun and not been forced or placed in cold storage for a lengthy period, that apple is likely to burst with apple flavor. It’s not for nothing that both the U.S. and U.K. health authorities preach avoidance of high sugar- and sodium- and fat-content foods, which is, it seems to me, a euphemistic way of saying prepackaged processed items. What’s really wrong with processed foods – those generally brightly colored handy, convenient little packages of sustenance that are so simple to heat in a microwave? Well, lots of things, a lot of the time: too much salt, too much sugar, unidentifiable ingredients, preservatives, and food that has been stripped of all its nutritional goodness. Little wonder, then, that there have been such strong concerns about industrial farming methods and greater public awareness of organic produce.

This is why it’s important to read the labels on the food you buy. There’s little point in making a Herculean effort to eat right only to fill up on heaps of sugar and fats concealed in an outwardly inoffensive little snack bar. These nutritional baddies can lurk in unexpected places: animal fats feature in industrial quantities in many pre-prepared convenience foods, and salt is often present in abundance in foods that are advertised as low-fat. Remember, ingredients are always listed in order, the largest amounts first, so if fats, sugars, and salt are the opening things you see on a list of ingredients, the smart thing to do is to put whatever you are holding back on the shelf and look for a healthier alternative.

As seen on page 23, one of the key general rules suggested by nutritional scientists is that the lion’s share (60 percent) of our calorie intake should come from carbohydrates. There are two types of carbohydrates: sugars (simple carbohydrates) and starches (complex carbohydrates), each of which can be found in two forms, natural or refined. It is the complex carbohydrates that are the good guys. These natural starches are found in whole grain breakfast cereals, whole-grain flour and bread, brown rice, potatoes, oats, lentils, bananas, and root vegetables. The theory behind this – bear with me if you know this already – is that the starches release their sugars into the bloodstream slowly, and therefore keep the body’s energy levels in equilibrium (translation: no sudden peaks of energy and troughs of exhaustion). These plant-based foods are also a great delivery system for vitamins and minerals, and are naturally very low in fat.

On the other hand, refined sugars (in cakes, cookies, soft drinks, etc.) and refined starches (in white flour, sugary processed breakfast cereals, white rice, etc.) are the ones we are advised to avoid. They are absorbed by the body more quickly, so energy levels rise dramatically in the short term. However, the downside (there had to be one) is that the pancreas then produces more insulin in a bid to break down the sugar, which in turn leads to an equally dramatic slump in energy. All obvious stuff, but one of the real advantages of The Obvious Diet is that it should improve your overall health by getting you out of the habit of reaching for quick-fix refinedcarb snacks – see how your energy levels soar as a result.

Most nutritionists – but not most diets I have tried – agree that tea and coffee are highly destabi lizing to digestive functions. Not only are they stimulants, they cause blood sugar levels to fluctuate and, of course, they are addictive. Far better to drink a glass of water when you feel thirsty than automatically flick the switch on the kettle – and the best way to start the day, according to many life-diet practitioners, is with a cup of hot water and lemon to awaken the system gently.

Wolfing something down prevents you from savoring the flavors that made you start eating in the first place.


Other “obvious” nutritional guidelines abound. Those who find it hard to shed excess weight could do worse than follow the advice that so many mothers give their hungry children as they wolf down their evening meal: “eat slowly!” Careful chewing not only aids the whole process of digestion; it also allows the body to start sending signals that the appetite has been satisfied. Wolfing something down prevents you from savoring the flavors that made you start eating in the first place, and prevents the body from naturally recognizing that its hunger has been satisfied.
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