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This book is dedicated to all the gluten-free people who have ever felt less than happy in their relationship with food.

[image: ]



INTRODUCTION

Welcome to Feel Good Gluten Free – home to over 100 flavour-packed, simpler, healthier recipes to fuel your body, mood and weeknight meals, that all the family can enjoy. It celebrates what we can still eat on a gluten-free diet, while taking big inspiration from what we can’t. You’ll find recipes that prioritize healthy fats, high-protein ingredients to keep you fuller for longer, and good gluten-free sources of fibre, avoiding ultra-processed foods wherever possible; yet without demonizing absolutely everything that doesn’t fall within those boundaries. For me, these recipes mark the beginning of a positive, maintainable shift in lifestyle and mindset, built around prioritizing happiness, enjoyment and a healthier, kinder relationship with food in general.

If you’re unsure a gluten-free life could ever feel truly joyful, you’re definitely not alone. For a long time, I wasn’t sure either. On the one hand, I’m grateful for how eating gluten-free restored my physical wellbeing and rid me of those unpleasant episodes where I felt like a balloon about to burst. On the other, it never felt easy to be truly happy on a life-long diet I didn’t choose – one that erased my favourite foods from the menu, cut spontaneity and convenience, and left me reliant on products that lean towards being pricey and ultra-processed. So even after seventeen years of being gluten-free, whenever I’m asked whether I’m happier on a gluten-free diet or not, my answer is still: erm … maybe ask me again later!

It’s that internal battle (with a generous dash of wishing I could just be normal again) which, for me, made the thought of being truly happy on a gluten-free diet feel like an impossibility for a long time. And like it or not, that feeling can sneakily affect our relationship with food.

After all, when so many of our favourite gluten-containing foods are suddenly off limits, they very often become all we can think about – a forbidden fruit effect – and seeing other people flippantly enjoying them right in front of us only amplifies the effect. Think takeaways, pizza, burgers, sausage rolls, 99% of cakes or desserts – I could go on. And while I’m a big believer that all the foods I just listed are completely fine and healthy in moderation as a part of a balanced diet, there’s no doubt that being bogged down in a state of hyperfixating on fast food, takeaways, pastries and cake isn’t at all productive for anyone’s happiness or anyone wanting to (or has been advised to) try and eat more healthily.

But it’s not solely the act of putting these types of foods on a pedestal which makes maintaining a positive relationship with food and a healthy diet prospectively a little more complicated on a gluten-free diet. For starters, it’s not like we can find gluten-free versions of those foods often enough for them to have much of an impact on our daily diets, and we don’t always have time to make them ourselves from scratch, so what’s the big deal?

Well, with those foods elevated on a pedestal out of our reach, everything else can suddenly pale in comparison. To make matters worse, who could forget how we’re so often served the default ‘naturally gluten-free’ swaps when eating out – soup without bread, salad without croutons, bun-less burgers, grilled fish instead of battered, baked potatoes instead of chips or fries. While they’re better than nothing, they always feel like second best to us. And why wouldn’t they? That’s the context we constantly encounter them in. And from that point onwards, it then becomes incredibly easy to lump all naturally gluten-free food into the ‘bland and boring’ bucket, and anything that closely resembles them gets tarred with the same brush.

That’s when I realized: one of the biggest shifts in our relationship with food isn’t just how we crave our ‘forbidden fruit’ foods more than any ‘normal’ person ever would, it’s how healthy, naturally gluten-free food can persistently get thrown under the bus in the process. Then when you try to factor in all the often confusing yet conventional rules of ‘healthy eating’ on top of that, it feels like we’re set up to fail.

This book is my answer to that complex conundrum. Instead of fighting cravings or pretending they don’t exist, we’ll satisfy them by borrowing from the familiar flavours and textures we miss, using ingredients and cooking methods that support how we’d like to feel tomorrow. At the same time, we’ll showcase healthier, naturally gluten-free food how it’s meant to be served: genuinely craveable, with bold flavours and lots of familiar favourites and exciting new dishes to choose from. The goal isn’t perfection through counting calories or restriction (heaven knows we’re restricted enough already!) – it’s simply to be able to finally feel good about what’s on our plate.
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If you’d like to understand the ‘how’ and ‘why’ of how I came to shift my relationship with food, turn to the ‘About Me’ section. And as I feel that the phrase ‘healthy eating’ is far too open to interpretation, you can read all about what it means to me and how I define it over on page 8.




ABOUT ME

Hello, I’m Becky. I’m a gluten-free food writer, a #1 Sunday Times best-selling author and – somehow – over a million of you now follow me online. You also might have seen me on TV or at food festivals across the UK, politely correcting myths and misconceptions about Coeliac disease and gluten-free food. I’ve been on a gluten-free diet for seventeen years and here’s a sentence I never thought I’d say: this is my eighth recipe book.
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Oh, and don’t forget to check out my blog (glutenfreecuppatea.co.uk) and my social media channels (@beckyexcell) for tons more recipes, with no doubt many more to come in the future.

Becky x



But given this is my eighth book, some of you might be left wondering … how on earth did it take me so long to finally publish a healthier recipe book?!

Well, to put it bluntly, my relationship with food hasn’t always been a walk in the park. Early on, ‘healthy food’ was presented to me as a series of numbers, ever-changing rules and flavour-of-the-month fad diets, expressed as calories to count while demonizing certain foods, yet hailing others as ‘superfoods’. Then there was the whole ‘clean’ eating obsession and ‘guilt-free’ food fads, complete with thigh gaps and ‘cheat day’ culture. Not forgetting that back then, I was still adapting to a gluten-free life I hadn’t chosen, aged eighteen at university and living alone for the first time. Spoiler alert: it was a recipe for disaster.

The collision of all these ‘rules’ is part of what I believe led to my eating disorder diagnosis a few years later, and the subsequent years where eating anything at all felt like walking a tightrope. How many calories is it? Is it sugar-free? Low-fat enough? Low-carb enough? And then factoring in being gluten-free further reduced my options. This impossible process of elimination only made it easier to not eat at all and, sadly, that’s what I often did. When that tightrope inevitably became too difficult to walk anymore, I’d end up uncontrollably bingeing on huge quantities of food and over-exercising for hours and hours to ‘cancel it out’, on repeat. Over and over again for years. I hid this vicious cycle (and the toxic mentality that went along with it) from loved ones for just as long. Looking back, I’m so grateful that my mum and dad pushed me to seek out professional help. Recovery took time, support and a lot of unlearning to make eating feel safer again, and it’s still something I’m working on even well over a decade later. If you ever feel like you’re struggling to cope with your feelings surrounding food, I say this from a place of experience: never be afraid to seek help with it.

If anything, that period of my life left me with a lot of resentment and fear surrounding what most people still think of as ‘healthy eating’. After what I’d been through, the most common definitions of ‘healthy food’ often still felt too close to what led me astray in the first place; that’s largely why I didn’t want any part of it in my personal life or in my recipes. But in recent years, my relationship with food has slowly and stubbornly changed for the better, allowing me to form my own definition of ‘healthy food’ that I can truly live by.

It was on a recent trip to the Greek island of Kos where everything changed for me. Eating the way people there eat – mostly naturally gluten-free Mediterranean food built on fresh veg, olive oil, herbs, pulses, fresh fish and simple grilled meats – yet never ever sold as ‘healthy’, just food. There was no missing out, no compromise and zero FOMO; how could there be when everyone else was eating the same way? It was super chill; I could share food with my boyfriend, Mark, and every meal was satisfying in a way I forgot was possible – I felt good before, during and after every meal.

That week proved what I’d always hoped: a healthier, happier gluten-free life can be abundant, joyful and sustainable without rules, numbers or restriction. I came home wanting to bottle that feeling and began to apply that Mediterranean spirit to all my cooking, whether I was making a Greek salad or rustling up a Chinese fakeaway. And that’s why this book finally exists! That experience formed the spark behind this book and how I was finally able to form my own definition of ‘healthy eating’, which you can read all about below. It has not only allowed me to eat better, feel better and feel more ‘normal’ (at home and when eating out) but perhaps, best of all, I don’t even feel like I’m trying to eat more ‘healthily’. I’m just eating what makes me happiest, which is why these recipes collectively could only ever be called Feel Good Gluten Free.




ABOUT THIS BOOK

My definition of healthy eating

If there’s one thing that my rollercoaster experience with healthy eating has taught me, it’s that everyone’s belief of what truly constitutes ‘healthy eating’ can not only be wildly different, but also ever-changing and conflicting. Is it low-calorie? Low-fat? No fat? No carbs? Zero processed foods? Carnivore? Vegan? All of them all at once … somehow?!

If you’ve read the ‘About Me’ section on the previous page, you’ll already know how I’ve struggled with confusing, overly restrictive and demonizing aspects of popular diet culture. And I always knew that, if I was ever going to write a book like this, I absolutely had to define what healthy eating means to me first. But if healthy eating wasn’t all or any of the above, then what was it? That’s the question that I was left without an answer for until I finally found it in Mediterranean cuisine.

My definition was initially shaped by a week of eating in Kos but, more broadly, by the Mediterranean way of eating and enjoying food as a whole. Over there, ‘healthy’ isn’t a label – it’s just how people cook and live: choosing olive oil instead of fearing it, a celebration of fresh veg and whole ingredients, legumes and fish in regular rotation; herbs and citrus for big flavour punches and meals eaten unhurried and without drama. Satisfying, flavour-forward bliss that way more often than not was naturally gluten-free.

It’s not surprising that countries like Spain, Italy, Greece and Cyprus routinely sit near the top for life expectancy in Europe, where people tend to enjoy healthier, as well as longer, lives on average. I’m certainly not saying the credit goes purely to what they eat, but it’s consistent for many countries with food cultures that are veg-abundant, olive-oil-rich, and light on ultra-processed ingredients. And even with my personal enjoyment of it aside, that’s a huge part of why it forms the core of my definition of a ‘healthy’ recipe.

But don’t worry, that doesn’t mean this entire book is a crash course in Med-style food – far from it! Developing my own definition of healthy eating might have started there, but what makes it truly work for me is how I apply it to everything and anything I whip up in the kitchen. So, here’s the hymn that each recipe sings from in this book:


	Favour healthier, less-processed oils and fats (hello, olive oil)

	Build meals from single-ingredient foods as much as possible and keep ultra-processed to a minimum

	Ensure good high-protein sources as much as possible to keep you fuller for longer

	Choose higher-fibre gluten-free flours and carbs for similar reasons as above, and especially since easily accessible sources of high-fibre are often not gluten-free

	Make use of reduced-fat or lighter cheese and yoghurt for the same protein and calcium benefits, while keeping things a little leaner

	Do not stick to all of the above religiously or rigidly, otherwise it can’t truly be maintainable.



And I’m sure that now you’ve read my definition, you can easily see how it can apply to absolutely any dish you can think of, not just Med-style food – and that’s exactly the thinking behind every recipe in this book. Do I think that any food that doesn’t conform to my definition must therefore be unhealthy? Of course not! ‘Healthy eating’ to me is simply a way of eating that feels good before, during and after you’ve eaten. Something that’s maintainable, realistic and achievable on a Wednesday night. No numbers, no ‘good’ and ‘bad’ food and no perfectionism. Just genuine satisfaction and positive changes you can actually live with long term. And for any foods that don’t conform to my definition, please refer to the last bullet point one more time.

About nutritional information

My past history with popular diet culture is also why you won’t find numbers shouted from these pages. For a long time, I was obsessed with them – the calorie on the label, the total on the app, the figure on the scale – all of which were persistent triggers for me to not eat anything at all. Yet I completely understand that numbers can be useful for some people, so you will find complete nutritional information at the back of the book, quietly presented and easy to avoid if you prefer not to venture back there. Use it if it helps you, but absolutely skip it if it doesn’t. Either way, you’re safe and welcome here without judgement!

One of the main reasons I decided to include nutritional information at all is so I could provide carbohydrate counts. Over the years, many people have asked for them, as Coeliac disease can overlap with other autoimmune conditions, including type 1 diabetes, and accurate carbs can help some readers manage their health. If that’s you, I hope the information is helpful.

About ultra-processed foods (UPFs)

Aiming for as many single-ingredient foods and minimizing the use of UPFs throughout this book is simply down to two things: because the Med-style diet just so happens to be like this anyway, and because it reflects how I prefer to eat these days – especially as gluten-free products tend to lean towards needing UPFs to aid the replacement of gluten, which I totally understand. Again, please see the last bullet point of my definition for my stance on what degree I aim to limit the use of UPFs in my personal life! Regardless, the recipes in this book were written to avoid them unless necessary.

About weight loss

While this is a book that focuses on eating more healthily to feel good, I completely understand that some of us would like to, or have been advised to, lose weight or eat a healthier diet for medical reasons. Of course, this can open a huge can of worms depending on who you ask about the ‘best’ way to do this, and you might imagine that such change can only come from an extreme stint of ‘dieting’, many hours at the gym and counting every number your eyes can possibly focus on.

Though this book doesn’t have an ‘in your face’ promise about weight loss, just like the Med diet itself, it exists to quietly and subtly remind you that weight loss doesn’t need to look like that. Quick case study: shortly before writing this book, my boyfriend Mark (who won’t mind me saying this!) was told his cholesterol was higher than normal and that he also needed to lose a decent amount of weight to help his cause. As I was writing this book, we were testing and enjoying all the recipes, and as it was spring/summer, he was outside gardening a lot. He wasn’t overly strict about anything, he didn’t stick to it every day, he didn’t embark on a new exercise regime. That’s the complete story of what his weight-loss journey looked like.

And that’s partly because the Med-style elements baked into my definition of ‘healthy’ naturally aid any weight-loss journey: lean, high-protein sources that help to keep you fuller for longer, and an abundance of veg and olive oil keep meals flavour-packed and you happy and satisfied. I can’t take full credit for that part! Then, including elements not being specifically associated with the Med-style diet – more fibrous carbohydrates (brown rice, brown rice pasta, gluten-free oats) to keep you fuller for longer, reduced-fat or lighter dairy products (to make room for the use of olive oil) – became the final pillars in my definition of ‘healthy eating’.

Does that mean I also lost weight as drastically as he did? Not as far as I noticed, nor was I trying to! But that’s probably because my diet was a little closer to how we started eating anyway, plus everyone is different in terms of genetics, age, how much they exercise and many other factors. So, while this book isn’t written as a ‘weight loss book’, and I am not making any claims about weight loss in these recipes, small changes can make a big difference, and no part of it has to feel extreme, restrictive or like a punishment.

Closing thoughts

Needless to say, perfection, guilt and over-restriction have no place in my definition of healthy eating and I’m truly feeling good because I’ve finally learned that they’re simply not necessary in the quest to live a happier, healthier life. My goal with this book is simply to bridge the gap between how you probably want to eat and what actually happens at 6pm. Start wherever makes you hungry, use what you’ve got, and let these pages make gluten-free cooking feel abundant, joyful and achievable on any weeknight. Whatever you choose, the aim is the same – satisfying gluten-free food that fits real life and leaves you feeling good. That’s what healthy means here.
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ESSENTIAL INGREDIENTS

Meet the cast of gluten-free ingredients that make recurring guest appearances throughout this book, each one earning its regular use for all of the reasons I outlined in my definition of healthy eating on page 8. I’ve chosen them specifically for their naturally gluten-free nature, nutritional benefits and mostly single-ingredient existence, always favouring ingredients that are processed as little as possible.

Calling them ‘essential’ is an understatement, as far as I’m concerned, as I now can’t imagine not having a decent stock of all of them – they’re easy to find, easy to use, and genuinely good for you. These are the stars that make everything tick. Of course, this isn’t every essential ingredient for a gluten-free diet in general, more just essential for this book.

A note on salt and sodium

This book provides suggestions of measurements of salt, but these are by no means mandatory! Of course, use less if you’d prefer and feel free to use low-sodium salt and low-sodium equivalents of gluten-free stock cubes or gluten-free soy sauce, if you prefer to or need to.

Storecupboard

Extra virgin olive oil

My go-to cooking oil for everyday flavour and health, largely because of my love of the Mediterranean diet and all its health benefits. It’s mostly made of ‘good’ fats that are beneficial for your heart, and it has natural antioxidants that help it stay stable when you cook at normal home temperatures. I also keep some in a separate, refillable spray bottle to coat pans and food lightly so that a little goes a long way. For baking, I usually switch to regular olive oil that isn’t extra virgin, for a milder taste that lets the other ingredients shine flavour-wise.

Gluten-free soy sauce

Though most of us call it gluten-free soy sauce, what we’re usually referring to is tamari, which is traditionally brewed without wheat, so is naturally gluten-free. Perfect for dressings, marinades, stir-fries and dips.

Gluten-free buckwheat flour

Naturally gluten-free and richer than white rice flour or cornflour (cornstarch) in protein and minerals, buckwheat brings a gentle nuttiness and higher fibre content. It isn’t wheat and is gluten-free despite the name, but you’ll still need to ensure it truly is gluten-free and not cross-contaminated during manufacturing processes. I use it in flatbreads, waffles and pizza bases for all the nutritional benefits and an amazing wholegrain-like flavour boost.

Brown rice ramen noodles

I now religiously buy these (I tend to find them online) because they cook, hold and spring just like classic wheat packet ramen noodles, and are much closer to the real deal than if using regular rice noodles. After years of missing proper ramen, these bring back the tangle and bite in a bowl of ramen broth or in my homemade instant pot noodles (see page 131). Trust me on this one; you have to try them!

Brown rice pasta

A single-ingredient pantry hero that appears throughout this book and has been our pasta of choice at home for years. It’s easy to find and offers more fibre and micronutrients than pasta made from refined white rice or maize blends, with a clean flavour that works well with everything. Plus, it’s much harder to overcook and less likely to disintegrate. You’ll see it in almost all of my pasta dishes throughout this book.
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Gluten-free orzo

A newer product to appear on supermarket shelves that cooks into tiny, rice-shaped awesomeness and that is perfect for soups, salads or in place of the likes of penne, fusilli and spaghetti. I use it for Greek-style chopped salads and also in my sloppy-Giuseppe-style one-pot on page 200.

Yellow-lentil pasta sheets

Single-ingredient lentil sheets pack more protein and fibre than rice or maize sheets and keep a pleasant bite when cooked in the oven. They make higher-protein lasagnes and don’t affect the result of the finished dish, keeping portions satisfying without heaviness, and simultaneously nutritious.

Brown rice breadcrumbs

Another one-ingredient-wonder (usually with a little added salt) that I source from my local health-food shop or online. They add fibre, crisp up beautifully with a few sprays of oil and help bind mixtures together without any mystery additives required. I use them on my lemon-pepper escalopes, in falafel, in my cheesy bean fritters (see pages 147, 56 and 128) and whenever I pan-fry breadcrumbs.

Canned beans, lentils, legumes

Think canned kidney, black, haricot (navy) and cannellini beans, canned green or brown lentils and canned chickpeas. Convenient, affordable and full of protein, fibre, iron
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