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How To Use This Ebook

Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken straight to that chapter.

Look out for linked text (which is in blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related recipes.

You can double tap images and tables to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.
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introduction

Sat Bains

It was March 2020. Lockdown was easing a little, prior to this I was enjoying a life filled with fun, laughter, love, great food, great wine and hard work, and believed I had achieved a really good work–life balance. Then, out of nowhere, I had a heart attack.

I had just turned 50.

I’m a fit guy, have done weight training since I was 14, and have held a gym membership for as long as I can remember, so it was a shock to find myself in an ambulance being taken to A&E. I’m here to tell you, though, that it is possible to make a recovery. I am a heart attack survivor.

On the day it happened, I was home doing a fitness routine in the garden with Nick Warren – my trainer for the last several years – when, 20 minutes in, I felt a pain in my left pectoral. I thought it was muscular, as I was doing some heavy weights, and said to Nick, ‘Bloody hell, it’s a hard one today!’ I pushed through until I finished the session, thinking nothing more of it apart from my deep hatred towards Nick at the end of each session ha ha ha . . . Check him out on Insta @n_gymstarr. I showered, ate, then headed to the supermarket with Amanda, my wife, an outing we followed with a walk in the park. Our regular lockdown routine, in fact. But at the park I lacked energy and felt tired, not like me at all.

I like to monitor my fitness progress and wear a WHOOP strap. One of its functions is to register your heart rate. Worryingly, it was sporadic. The pain was becoming more intense and I was increasingly irritable. Pain was creeping along my left jawline, behind my eye socket and slowly working down my shoulder. Classic signs, I now realize, of a heart attack. By the time I got home I was aware that something definitely wasn’t right, so I called 999. An ambulance arrived, blue lights flashing – the full works – quickly followed by more paramedics. There were more people in the house than we’d seen in the whole of lockdown!

Anyone who has had a heart attack will be familiar with what happened next. I was attached to an ECG and given a squirt of nitroglycerine under my tongue to open up my capillaries and allow my blood to flow more freely. On arrival at Nottingham City Hospital, I was given an angiogram – a tube that passes through an artery in the wrist to get to the heart, through which dye is injected into the coronary arteries, allowing doctors to identify the blockage causing the heart attack. Mine showed that I had a massive blood clot preventing the normal flow of blood to the heart.

After the angiogram I was given blood thinners, to dilute the clot. With blood clots, though, you’ve got to be super careful. When being dissolved, pieces can break off and get carried to the brain, resulting in a stroke. In my naivety, I thought that would be it, and I’d be back home after a couple days.

Once the thinners had done their job, though, there were more tests. A second angiogram, X-rays, an MRI and another ECG. By now doctors realized that I had severe narrowing at the top of my left coronary artery just as it divided into its two main branches, something that could not be easily fixed by stents. It would require major surgery to put it right. I clearly wasn’t going home anytime soon.

Initially, we considered three options. I could travel to London for keyhole surgery, something that was quickly discounted as I was too ill to move. Alternatively, I could have open-heart surgery. The third option I can’t remember, to be honest with you. Once I was settled in a bed, I met the doctors and surgeons, all of whom said the same thing, which was that they were quite surprised I was still alive. The severity of the heart attack and the size of the clot ‘should have killed me that morning’. Not surprisingly, it was decided an operation couldn’t wait.

I was fit and otherwise healthy so the best option was for me to have an open-heart triple bypass, the beating heart method, where your heart continues to function and you don’t go on a ventilator as it allows for a better recovery. The anaesthetist talked me through what would happen. An artery would be taken from my arm to use reuse in my chest. My chest plate would be cut open, my ribs broken, and I’d be sliced straight down the middle. Quite a shock to hear someone say that to you!

We were still in the midst of COVID so I was surprised when they asked if Amanda was coming to see me. They suggested I call her. It was then that I knew how serious it all was. Amanda came, we chatted, we cried. I was trying to be upbeat, and to see her so upset definitely tested my mental resolve, but I felt strong. I went into theatre at 10.30am and regained consciousness around 9pm. Amanda had been calling and checking throughout so when I came round and was able to speak to her, it was probably the most relieved both of us have ever felt. The surgeon, Mr Naik, is probably one of the best in the country and I feel truly blessed. He saved my life.

There’s no getting away, though, from the fact that it was major surgery, and to say I was quite ill afterward is an understatement. For a guy who has spent most of his life being strong, both mentally and physically, I found the weeks and months that followed really testing. I was unable to take even a few steps and was in a lot of pain. I couldn’t sleep on my sides as my chest was wired and stitched closed. I was exhausted.

Hospital was hard for me, and I was very much out of my comfort zone. I am someone who normally has control of his day-to-day life and having to relinquish this was very difficult. My days were spent watching motivational videos, listening to podcasts, trying to keep my mind occupied. It was the first time in my life I could do nothing! The food wasn’t great, either, mainly processed foods, chips and toast, and as a result I had no appetite. The hospital staff, though, from the surgeons to the nurses, were incredible; they helped me daily to understand what was going on and I will be forever grateful to them for that.
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Coming out of hospital was a relief but also very difficult. I had to be monitored at home and couldn’t be left alone. Amanda had to juggle the business during a global pandemic and at the same time care for me. I will never know where she got the strength from, but she did, and I love her the more for it. She has been the most incredible person in my life and one of the major factors in my speedy recovery.

I had family and friends on a rota system. Being waited on hand and foot really didn’t suit me, and I hated every minute, but I shut up and worked on my recovery. I had to wear compression socks for the first six weeks after surgery. If you’ve ever had to wear them, you will know that they are incredibly difficult to put on. If I’d had to do it myself it probably would have given me another heart attack. So, every day, twice a day, Amanda would take them off and cream my feet and put them back on, we had so much fun. Ha ha. Not.

Just walking upstairs was a major event, it took me ages. Fortunately, we have a toilet downstairs (sit down wees only!), which meant I didn’t have to go far when I got up off the sofa. Even so, I would feel dizzy from the rush of blood as I stood up, and the medication took some time to get used to. But I persevered and got up every two hours to walk around the table as advised by my surgeon.

I was kept strong mentally by my daily chats with my good friend Michael Mason. A machine of a man, he kept me focused and I could share my inner thoughts and motivation with him. I thank him so much for being there for me. Check him out on Insta @masonsurvival.

From talking to Michael I knew I had to put my time at home to good use if I was to recover from this very invasive surgery. My appetite was gone, and all I wanted to eat were very small portions of bland, boring but ‘healthy’ food around five times a day. I’d lost 17kg and looked gaunt. I had to improve – and vary – my nutrition. My thoughts went straight to Mediterranean and Japanese diets. I already knew the health benefits of lots of fish, lean meats, vegetables, yams, dashi, seaweed and green teas and thought this could be the way forward.

So, I spoke to Dr Neil Williams, Senior Lecturer in Exercise Physiology and Nutrition at Nottingham Trent University. He was someone who had helped me in the past when I went to Everest base camp – he’d even allowed me to use the altitude chamber at the university for my training. But that’s a story for another time.

With Neil’s guidance, I began to devise weekly heart-healthy menus, measuring all my foods down to the last gram, that suited my needs for recovery and strength, but still put the onus on flavour. Flavour has been an obsession for my entire career and I was determined not to sacrifice it. It’s why I decided to write this book, as I realized there was a lack of resource for anyone who wants flavoursome, heart-healthy, accessible food that makes you feel good and strong.

My diet now consists of lean protein and a mix of legumes, vegetables and fruits, as well as good fats such as avocado, nuts and olive oil. It’s a diet that anyone can follow as there’s lots of room to manoeuvre, where you can change the main protein source to one that suits you.

I have had several check-ups, including ones at three and nine months since my heart attack, and I’ve passed them all with flying colours. My consultant, Dr Varcoe, has been hugely impressed by my recovery and has taken me off a few meds along the way. The saving factor for me was my fitness. It was the only reason I am still standing. I still train most days, take regular 5k walks, do Krav Maga every Saturday morning and do functional training, spin classes and stretching. I am probably a little less intense in my training now, though, and I make sure it is more varied.

I wanted to share this journey with you so you understand the history of what happened to me. I wanted, also, to emphasize that eating decent, healthy food doesn’t mean you need to compromise on flavour. I’ve used the experience I’ve gained over more than three decades of being a chef to create the recipes in this book – all of which use normal, accessible ingredients – and to make them exciting by incorporating spices, a splash of soy, a drizzle of fruity olive oil, fresh herbs and seasonings.

The recipes are accompanied by Dr Neil Williams’s incredibly valuable nutritional tips, which will help to guide you in your choices. Insightful and succinct, his words explain the science without being too technical. His Top 10 Heart-healthy Foods should be on every fridge as guidance for us all.

What I didn’t want to do was write a preachy, unattainable ‘diet’ book that would end up gathering dust on a shelf. I still enjoy the odd fish and chips, a juicy steak, red wine and a pizza. We all, on occasion, need to indulge, but always with – the key word I have learned since my operation – moderation.

Since my heart attack, I have researched healthy eating and listened to hundreds of hours of podcasts. I am by no means an expert on the subject, but I do love food and I know how important it is to us all. The overwhelming evidence points to wholefoods – the ones that have been the least-handled, manipulated or ultra-processed – being better for us. Basically, the kind of diet we all would have been eating 40 or 60 years ago. In particular, the Mediterranean diet seems to have the most health benefits – think of the many colourful ingredients we enjoy on holiday, such as fresh fish, olive oil, sun-ripened fruit, nuts and moderate (ahem) consumption of wine.

I have learned to ‘eat the rainbow’ – which essentially means including as many different colours of fruits and vegetables as you can in your diet – while still retaining a focus on flavour. I have used my team at the restaurant as guinea pigs for all the recipes – mainly the front of house team as they don’t have the same skills as the pro team in the kitchen, and their feedback has been invaluable in creating recipes that hopefully are as foolproof as possible.

I hope this book will allow you to Eat to Your Heart’s Content!

Sat Bains

Heart Attack Survivor


getting started

Umami – the fifth taste

Flavour has always been incredibly important to me, but it wasn’t until I was invited to go to Japan in 2007 for an umami workshop with four other Western chefs from the UK, America and France that I really understood the importance of this fifth taste.

Umami was first identified by Japanese scientist Dr Kikunae Ikeda in 1907. Dr Ikeda found umami was made of glutamate, an amino acid that is one of the building blocks of protein. He also discovered that it was found in lots of foods, including meat, fish, fermented food and, more importantly, in mothers’ breast milk, which means that as babies many of us are introduced to this rich, mouth-filling flavour very early on. Nature’s very own MSG.

As a chef I found working with master chefs in Kyoto fascinating. We spent the time making dashi, preparing fish and visiting the artisans who make kombu (dried kelp) and katsuobushi (dried tuna), the building blocks of the super-savoury, high in umami stock dashi. I took so much back with me and understood that by adding ingredients rich in natural MSG to my cooking I could reduce the amount of salt I used and give my food a much cleaner flavour. I began adding anchovies to dressings, Parmesan to warm vegetables and a splash of soy here and there, which is why you will see these little hits throughout the recipes in this book.

How the chapters are organized

Eggs

Eggs, for me, are the complete wholefood. I eat them most days and love how easy they are to cook and how versatile they are. In fact, I class them as a superfood. In the past, they’ve had bad press. Should you eat them? How many should you eat? The truth is they are a brilliant source of protein and are both easily digestible and filling. There is nothing better than a six-egg omelette in the morning to get you going.

The recipes in this chapter are all about showcasing the many ways eggs can be cooked and encouraging you, once you’ve built up your cooking confidence, to go off on your own riff and start experimenting too.
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Salads

Tomato and onion, Caesar, Greek . . . I have loved salads for as long as I can remember. The diversity of textures, the fact that they can be cooling and refreshing or earthy, and that there is so much going on it is impossible to get the same ingredients in each mouthful. You will find some interesting ones in this book, which, once you are familiar with them, I hope you will be inspired to adapt to incorporate your favourite ingredients.

Vegetables

Vegetables are very versatile, but they can also be sooo boring. What I have tried to do in this chapter is showcase the diversity that the humble vegetable can bring, from the Raw cauliflower salad and the Oven-baked carrots, to Momma Bains’ chickpea curry. When Amanda and I eat at home the first thing we discuss is the vegetables we are having, as we love a table full of small pots of lots of different veggies. It really is our favourite way of eating.
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Fish

Fish, in particular oily fish, is important for heart health. Sadly, good fish can be difficult to get hold of. It’s not always super fresh, but I have noticed a resurgence of local fish markets and fishmongers still providing local neighbourhoods with pristine, restaurant-quality produce. Seek out the best you can, as the results will speak for themselves. The recipes I have chosen are all easy to prepare but they do rely on quality ingredients.

Meat

I follow a high-protein diet, and meat features in it most days. As you will see in the recipes that follow, I love chicken and could eat it every day (and sometimes I do!), but I also like nothing better than a juicy 450g (1lb) medium–rare ribeye steak, although now I eat these only in moderation. I love game in season, too. It’s possibly the best, healthiest meat you can eat, accompanied by a fat glass of well-aged Burgundy or Bordeaux. The following super-tasty meat dishes have all been tried and tested and don’t require a professional chef’s skill to cook, so I hope you will give them a go.

Smoothies, snacks and breads

I love this chapter, as these are my go-tos when I am pushed for time but still want something nutritious and filling. You can make a lot of these recipes in
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