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About the Book

‘My aim is to make changing the way you eat easy with simple, healthy plant-based recipes full of unprocessed natural ingredients that taste great.’ SASKIA

Be fit not skinny, happy not guilty with 100 healthy recipes for every day that are all deliciously free from meat, dairy, wheat and refined sugar.

Recipes are quick and simple, ingredients are easy to find and affordable, and you don’t need lots of expensive equipment. As a ballet dancer, Saskia’s recipes give her all the energy and nourishment she needs to train, recover and perform. Her recipes will make you glow with vitality and feel amazing – energised to live life to the full.
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INTRODUCTION

I’m on a mission to show people that the food that does you the most good can be the most delicious and, better still, effortless to prepare. Yes, you heard me right: no more slaving away in the kitchen, running around from shop to shop for ‘specialist’ health ingredients you’ve never even heard of, or forking out all your earnings on superfoods! This is the book I so desperately needed not so long ago when the ‘how to’ of healthy eating was a mystery to me. Sure, I had a few recipe books, but none that told me how I could eat well in a way that would not only be easy and affordable but realistic, something I could do every day of the week. As a ballerina, I have discovered the hard way that food is as important to the body as the training is, and I have had to learn how to make being healthy simple enough to fit into my everyday routine.

How I Learned about food

The demands of a career as a ballet dancer forced me to grow up quickly. At the age of thirteen, I took my GCSEs so that I could focus exclusively on ballet for the next few crucial years. I moved out of home at a really young age, which brings with it its responsibilities, the biggest being cooking for myself. Like most teenaged girls, I didn’t really have any idea about nutrition. I knew my carbs from my protein, but hadn’t a clue about what those foods actually did. From my thirteen-year-old perspective, carbs made me fat and protein made me strong.

With image such a vital part of ballet, I found myself counting calories to stay skinny and filling myself with low-fat, low-calorie foods. But my body couldn’t take it: I experienced burnout; chronic muscle fatigue; numerous serious injuries, followed by months of rehabilitation; acute inflammation in my joints and muscles, resulting in (far too) many steroid injections; chronic eczema from constant stress; and, to cap it all, campylobacter – a type of food poisoning – which kept me in bed for weeks. At the time, it just seemed like one unfortunate event after the other, but now, in hindsight, it is strikingly clear that my diet was at the root of all of these problems. The type of fuel we use is reflected in the power of the engine, and as you can see, mine had just enough to let me crawl along in first gear!

When I recovered from the food poisoning, after half a year of taking antibiotics, lying in bed watching TV and gorging on chocolate, I came to see that I simply had to do something about what I was eating. I started to understand the relationship between inflammation and illness – that they are closely linked (see ‘My Food Philosophy’ here for more on this). So the huge issue I faced during this time was how to get rid of excess inflammation, which I believed to be the root cause and main factor behind all the problems I had encountered that year.

The next revelation was how directly the diet can affect the body and its role in inflammation and subsequent illness. I learned how certain acidic foods encourage inflammation while alkaline foods promote all-round health (for more on this, see here). The way forward became clear, and I made it my goal to reclaim my health. I studied nutrition, read every scientific and nutritional report related to inflammation I could lay my hands on and started having a go in the kitchen, cooking up healthy recipes I found on blogs, in books and magazines. In six months, I went from living in a sugar coma – utterly depressed and keeping myself going on low-calorie, sugar-loaded protein bars and energy drinks – to being high on health, and loving every aspect of my life. I cut out meat, dairy products and anything containing gluten or sugar, and ate more vegetables, fruit, nuts, seeds and gluten-free grains. I found that these swaps completely changed my life, improving my performance as an athlete tenfold.

At first it wasn’t that easy – cutting out all these foods at the same time inevitably made me feel lethargic and groggy. Could I eat in this new way and feel my best? It took some fine-tuning to establish a proper balance and make sure I included all the nutrients I needed. But perseverance paid off and all the changes, little and big, came together to transform my outlook on food.

I started experimenting in the kitchen, and discovered a passion for cooking, developing recipes that not only tasted good but targeted the problem I was facing on any particular day, from sore muscles and fatigue to inflamed skin. You name it, I was in the kitchen concocting a remedy! My family and friends were intrigued and began to take an interest, implementing this new approach to food within their own lives and reaping the benefits. It soon became clear that, though this approach was being tested in pretty extreme conditions – as a dancer, I train for eight hours a day – the principles could work for anyone, regardless of their lifestyle. Following a plant-based diet gives you a feeling of greater clarity and alertness. You’ll have more energy and sleep better; your skin will be clearer, you’ll lose excess weight and have a better digestion, with no bloating.

Seeing the transformation that this way of eating has made in my life and the lives of people close to me, I wanted to make what I have learned available to everyone, which is why I started my blog Naturally Sassy – and now written a book. I aim to make changing the way you eat easy, attainable and completely undaunting. I want to take food back to basics: simple, healthy, plant-based recipes, full of unprocessed natural ingredients that taste great. While ‘delicious’ is the bottom line for all my recipes, I hope to show that what we eat has so much more to it than basic refuelling.

My Food Philosophy

I often get asked: ‘What’s your thing? Is it carb-/gluten-free, vegan?’ Healthwise, labelling the way you eat doesn’t mean a thing, as while you can be ‘everything-free’ and appear to lead a very healthy lifestyle, you can actually be filling yourself with rubbish. My philosophy is to eat only unrefined, plant-based, natural food that does your body nothing but good. Purposeful eating is something I base all my recipes and meals around, using ingredients that heal, strengthen, reduce inflammation and increase energy – or target any other problems I may be facing on a particular day.

Acidic Foods and Inflammation

For most of us, the sad fact is that what we eat doesn’t give us the best chance of feeling the best we can. The processed foods that make up the majority of the western diet leave us feeling lethargic, groggy, bloated and constantly on the edge of getting ill. Meat, dairy products and foods containing gluten or sugar are all ‘acidic foods’ – that is, they have an acidic effect on the body when they are digested, triggering inflammation, the body’s response to harmful stimuli. This makes us more prone to disease, for inflammation is at the root of nearly every physical ailment. Acne, flu, headaches, cramp, bloating, cardiovascular disease, cancer, you name it – inflammation is the cause or a big contributing factor. Why would I choose to eat food that made me feel groggy or weakened my immune system? When a close family member contracted breast cancer and, in recovery, was told to completely cut out acidic dairy products and red meat, as well as limiting any meat or fish intake, it really hit home. Why wait for something to happen when you could prevent it, by simply eating well? This example is taken from the extreme end of the spectrum, but if simply by eating natural food you gain a better perspective and outlook on life as well as a stronger immune system and more energy – then why wouldn’t you go for it?

Power of Plants

‘Alkaline foods’, by contrast, do the opposite – they have ‘alkalising’ effect when they are digested, creating a balanced environment in the body. These include vegetables, fruits, nuts, seeds and gluten-free grains – all ingredients that I use in this book. Unrefined, plant-based foods are easier for the body to digest and hence provide the best source of energy, enabling us to feel focused and alert and banishing those energy rollercoasters that refined foods take us on. As well as being delicious, they contain vital vitamins and minerals that can help the body in many different ways. Each has a number of key nutrients that act as natural remedies to help nourish, strengthen and protect you. It’s important that, when you’re planning a meal, you take into account what your body really needs. With this in mind, I’ve included a section at the back of the book, ‘Foods for Health’, to help guide you through the properties of various plant-based foods I’ve used in the recipes here. That way, you can be your own pharmacist, and prescribe yourself the recipe that is best suited to you. You may also like to look through my pantry essentials here for a list of basic store-cupboard items that I use every day.

Foods to Eliminate

While I always prefer to think about the foods I’ll be adding to my diet, eating naturally does mean we have to get rid of a few too. Meat, dairy products and foods containing gluten or refined sugar all generally make us feel less than our best and should be phased out. While it may sound pretty daunting to have to reduce and eventually cut out all these foods, over time you’ll find that it is nowhere near as limiting as it might appear at first. But before you start to implement any changes, it’s really important you know why you are doing this.

Meat

One of the chief reasons we think eating lots of meat is beneficial to our bodies is because of its abundance of protein. Protein is needed to build, repair and aid muscle growth. It’s known to be the main food group dieters focus on because it is broken down and digested slowly, which gives you the feeling of being fuller for longer, staving off hunger pangs. The downside is that meat requires a lot of hard work by your body to break down into energy. Plant-based protein is broken down far more easily, and there are many rich sources, including brown rice, quinoa, nuts, seeds, pulses and legumes. Eating these will leave you feeling much less lethargic, as the body, instead of having to expend energy on lengthy digestion, is able to function far more efficiently. You will still be supplying your body with all the protein it needs and it will benefit you far, far more. If you must eat meat, have it as a treat, not a staple, and buy the best quality. This ideally means free range, organic and locally sourced.

Dairy

I grew up with chronic eczema all over my body, and only when I cut out dairy foods did it disappear, showing the huge intolerance I had to them. This is in fact one of the most common food groups to cause intolerances. Much non-organic dairy produce is also loaded with hormones and antibiotics that were given to the cow, or simply added to the milk to preserve it – additives that are absorbed into your bloodstream with adverse effects on your health, from acne and bloating to eczema and stomach cramps. If you love the taste of milk and cheese, there are fortunately lots of dairy-free alternatives. I substitute cow’s milk with almond, oat or rice milk, cream and ice cream with delicious blends of cashews and coconut milk or oil, and cheese with a creamy fusion of nuts and nutritional yeast.

Gluten

A mixture of two proteins, gluten is present in cereal grains, especially wheat. Gluten is a common cause of abdominal pain, bloating, gas, anaemia, depression, joint pain and muscle cramps. Because of the wide range of symptoms, it is easy to be gluten-intolerant without realising it, and blame the symptoms on another cause. For me, a gluten-free diet has completely changed the way my body feels, relieving muscle tightness and boosting energy levels. Grains containing gluten include wheat-based pastas, flours and breads, breakfast cereals, couscous, bulgur wheat and (if to a lesser degree) rolled oats. But there are tons of delicious alternatives that are gluten-free, from grains like quinoa, buckwheat, brown rice and millet to flours made from rice, coconut and buckwheat. Gluten-free rolled oats are available too. Much easier to digest, these foodstuffs are all far healthier than their gluten-full counterparts!

Refined Sugar

I could rant all day about sugar, and while the media are only just cottoning on to the negative effects of this legal drug, its addictive properties continue to lure us, with sugary products saturating our supermarkets. Unlike other ‘drugs’, no one speaks about overdosing on sugar, but these grains of sweetness cause a host of health problems from weight gain and skin conditions to high cholesterol. In the long term, this sweet poison weakens your immune system, paving the way for serious disease. It’s no secret that I have a huge sweet tooth and to keep it happy I use unrefined sweeteners such as agave and pure maple syrup, Medjool dates or raw honey. These are unrefined sugars with a lower GI that deliver a more steady flow of energy. They’re not supplying empty calories but fibre, vitamins and minerals that are beneficial to the body. In my sweet recipes, I try to offset these sweeteners with sufficient protein and fibre from other ingredients to balance sugar levels in the body to stave off a post-indulgence sugar crash.

Using This Book

The aim of this book, and the recipes in it, is to encourage you to eat purposefully, preparing food that is the best for you. I want to show you how to make a breakfast that starts you off properly; easy lunches you can eat in or pack for work; speedy weekday dinners or meals to linger over with friends and family; energising snacks to eat before a workout or to carry with you for a healthy boost. Your body needs different fuel to do different things: whether that’s to increase your stamina, fight injury or infection. If you have a job interview, a big date or any other occasion you want to look fantastic for, you should eat the right things for that too. Every recipe you make should have a nutritional benefit for your body and be tailored to what you need for that day.

Although designed so that anybody can start to make the tiny steps they need to make their diet healthier, this book aims to completely change the way you view what’s on your plate, and the relationship you have with your food. It’s not about counting calories or denying yourself the pleasure of eating delicious dishes; it’s about being fit rather than thin for the sake of it, strong rather than skinny, and happy rather than guilty. This way of eating gives you the best platform for a toned athletic body. But it will also make everyone who tries it look and feel better, even if they only dip their toe in.

The book contains around 120 plant-based recipes that are designed to support you through every step of the day. Whether you’re at home or on the go, relaxed or in a rush, I hope to make this way of eating affordable and effortless. The recipe chapters are interspersed with ‘How To’ sections to show you the basic principles for making some of the recipes, from porridge to a ‘balance’ bowl (see here and here), so that, in time, you’ll be able to make them without thinking and using a whole range of different ingredients. With these sections, I want you to put on your chef hat and get experimenting!

You’ll also find each chapter has an array of recipes suited to different days. In ‘Breakfast’ you’ll find recipes you can make in 5 minutes the night before and grab before you leave in the morning, dishes that will take no more than 15 minutes to prepare but leave you feeling ready for the day ahead, and weekend brunch recipes – healthy twists on the classic more indulgent type of breakfast.

In ‘Soups and Salads’ you’ll not only find quick and easy lunch recipes, but a guide on how to make healthy lunches ‘to go’. This section shows you the foods you can prep up to a week ahead, and how simple it can be to compile a health-tastic lunch every day.

In ‘Mains’ I’ve really tried to make every recipe as affordable and simple to make as possible, dividing them into sections – ‘One-Pot Wonders’, ‘15-minute Meals’, ‘45-minute or Less’ and ‘Dressed to Impress’ – to give a realistic idea of how quick they are to prepare, and what sort of occasion they are best suited to. For those times when you need a little extra something to see you through the day, there is ‘Savoury Snacks and Sweet Treats’, while ‘Desserts’ contains a whole range of healthy yet delicious puddings.

Throughout the book, I’ve included notes and tips to help you prepare a particular recipe. I’ve also made sure, where possible, to mention a few simple ingredient swaps you might like to make, to give you a bit of artistic licence to pick and choose your favourites/whatever you may have in the fridge.

How to Get Started in 5, 4, 3, 2, 1!

When you’re so used to eating certain foods, but want to wean yourself off them, it’s not only your tastebuds you have to contend with, but your routine – the hardest thing to break. When I overhauled my diet, I cut out everything overnight. It was a big challenge as I battled with massive cravings, headaches, lethargy and grogginess. My body went into serious detox mode – testament to all the rubbish I had been eating! While I have always been very impatient and want everything to happen yesterday, this really isn’t the best way to make a lifelong change. Little steps each day are key, and before you know it, those small changes will result in that one big transformation you’ve been wanting – stress- and craving-free! If I could tell the Sassy I was four years ago what I know now – I would tell her that the best way to get started is in five steps. While I can’t go back and save myself those struggles, hopefully I can spare you:

1. Pimp Your Kitchen

The hardest thing when you’re removing processed foods from your diet is to have them still lurking around your kitchen. The first step to eating well is to prepare to eat well.

~ Kit your fridge out with healthy ingredients: fresh vegetables, dairy-free milks, coconut yoghurt, fresh berries – the list of what you can munch on is endless. Get rid of all the sugary snacks and refined carbs so there is nothing left to tempt you.

~ I love buying lots of jars (or recycling old ones) and using them to hold all my nuts, seeds, oats and grains. Visually it’s so much more exciting, and also means you can always see how much food you have in the cupboard – so you don’t over-buy and, equally, so you’ll know when you need more.

~ The final thing you can do is invest in a few kitchen tools and pieces of equipment to make your healthy eating that much more delicious. My top three have to be my spiraliser, food processor and blender. You don’t need these but they make life so much easier. A good food processor and high-powered blender can be a little expensive, but there are some reasonably priced brands that work wonders too (see my website, www.naturallysassy.co.uk for more details). A juicer is lovely to have, but not essential, while a nut-milk bag comes in very handy if you’re making your own dairy-free milk (see here). If you don’t want to invest in a spiraliser just yet, a vegetable peeler makes a good substitute. You won’t get the same spaghetti strands but you can create wide pappardelle ribbons. There are now quite a few different spiralisers on the market and some are pretty affordable. Once you start spiralising, you will use this tool constantly, I can assure you! It makes vegetables into spaghetti – see my Courgette noodles with a sun-dried pasta sauce here for an example!

2. Simple Swaps

It all starts with a few simple swaps that can take your diet from C class to A in a matter of bites! While some of these may be obvious, they’re all so important.
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