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INTRODUCTION

Winning MasterChef in 2012 was one of the best experiences of my life. I remember John and Gregg describing my food as ‘sunshine on a plate’ and that I was ‘a restaurant waiting to happen’. I called my first cookbook Sunshine on a Plate and I’m working on that restaurant dream!

In the final of the show, they asked me what I wanted my food to ‘do’. I remember saying that I would like them to eat my food and feel transported to their favourite holiday destination, to feel the sun beating down on them and sand between their toes, with the best holiday food in front of them. This is the sort of food I’ve always loved to cook and share with family and friends.

After MasterChef, I was thrown full throttle into the food industry, cooking live on television and touring the country for book signings, private cooking events and food festivals, plus I was flying back to Mauritius every so often for work events. It was a hectic couple of years but I absolutely loved every minute.

When there are so many positives in your life, there is always likely to be a negative, and for me it was weight gain. If you’re anything like me and love food as much as I do, it can be quite easy to get distracted by all the other things going on in life and stop paying attention to what and how much you’re eating. I knew I needed to get a healthy balance back in my life, but I also wanted to find a way of having my cake and eating it!

Getting back to feeling like ‘me’

I remember being involved in a photo shoot in early 2013, and looking in the mirror and feeling that I didn’t look like ‘me’ anymore. Shopping for clothes at the time wasn’t much fun either as it was difficult to find something I liked that also fitted. I knew then that I had to do something to get back to looking healthy and feeling good about myself, so I made some changes:

* I started walking as much as possible, instead of driving or using public transport; this really helped and I enjoyed the time it gave me to think, too.

* I started paying more attention to the way I ate.

* I made sure that I spent more time planning what I was going to eat, so as to avoid snacking on food throughout the day or, worse still, not eating much during the day and then overindulging in the evening.

* I chose food that was packed with goodness as well as tasting delicious.

* I chose low-fat options, bulking up my meals with salads, vegetables and lean protein.

* I enjoyed fruit-based and low-sugar puddings when I fancied something sweet to eat.

* I found that eating four to five small meals throughout the day worked best for me.

Throughout this book, you’ll find all the recipes I created and used to help me get back into shape and look and feel better too. In the process of writing this book, I’ve lost an amazing 20.5kg (45lb), so I now feel great, my skin glows, my hair feels strong and I just have so much energy.

Healthy food not diet food

Thanks to my Mauritian heritage, the food I love most is a fusion of flavours and a wonderful assault on the senses, influenced by French, African, Indian and Chinese cultures. My recipes celebrate the freshest of ingredients, including chillies and peppers, aromatic herbs and spices, vegetables, meat, fish and seafood and, of course, wonderfully tropical fruit, all accompanied by punchy condiments to create dishes offering that mouth-watering combination of tastes in every bite. Use more of these natural ingredients, plus herbs and spices, and you’ll notice that you’ll use fewer flavour enhancers like salt and other processed seasonings.

I am lucky enough to have friends who come from all walks of life, and this has really influenced the type of food I like to cook at home and what you’ll find in this book. I fell in love with the fresh flavours of the food in Thailand, for example, when I visited, and realised how easy it is to cook and enjoy healthy food there. You get that sensation of hot, sour, salty and sweet that leaves you feeling full and satisfied. You’ll find that balance of flavours a lot in my recipes; even the sweet ones were created with the same thought process.

Even though this book is called The Sunshine Diet, it’s important for me to reiterate that this isn’t a diet book in the typical sense. This is my alternative to the restrictive diet books that dictate what you eat! I would like this book to inspire you to cook healthy food that doesn’t compromise at all on flavour, so that you can keep enjoying food, while looking and feeling your best too.

A conventional diet book will give you a structured and almost dictatorial way of eating. But I take a very different approach and feel that good health is about having fun, eating well and living well and, perhaps most importantly of all, it’s about the enjoyment of preparing, cooking and serving delicious and healthy food for yourself, your family and your friends, that won’t leave you feeling guilty. By including these recipes as part of your everyday eating, I am confident that you’ll see the weight gradually drop off. Perhaps the best part is that your confidence will grow and you will hear people say things like ‘you look glowing’ and ‘you seem so happy’, and that’s what great food does to you.

My healthy eating plan is simple

* Eat everything in moderation, choose ingredients that are delicious but won’t impact negatively on your health.
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* Pack flavour into dishes using fresh ingredients like fresh herbs and spices, citrus fruit juices and chillies, and use the natural sugars found in fruit to add sweetness (see here for more information on healthy ingredients).

* Colour is as important as taste – you eat with your eyes, too – so cook with a range of ingredients that make the plate look vibrant and appealing.

* I like to mix and match what I eat during the week; sometimes I have a meat-free day or avoid carbohydrates and fill up on lean protein and vegetables instead. Keeping your diet varied, keeps it interesting.

* Whatever you fancy, aim to fill up on natural, nutritious whole foods. Prepare as much as you can from scratch, including making dishes in advance if you know you have a busy week ahead.

* It’s important that you treat yourself every so often, so don’t hold back on desserts.

* I want you to mix and match the recipes in this book as much as you fancy, so I haven’t included any strict diet plans. However, here are a few examples of how I like to mix up some of the recipes in this book so that I ensure I get a variety of nutrients every day in a way that works for me.

A typical weekday

I think it’s important that I treat every day as different, as my work schedule can vary so much it’s hard to know whether it’s a weekday or the weekend. Whatever day it is, don’t deprive yourself on flavour. If you eat a treat pudding then try to pack in as much fruit and vegetables as possible, and perhaps opt for a lower carb day. A typical weekday menu for me might include:

Breakfast: Beet and Ginger Smoothie (here)

Lunch: Chicken and Green Mango Salad (here)

Dinner: Hake with Wasabi, Soy and Ginger (here)

Dessert: Lemon Verbena & Rose Petal Jellies (here)

A meat-free day

I love fruit and vegetables and tend to have quite a few meat-free days in my typical week. The salad section of this book is full of interesting flavours for lunch while something like okra and beans make a hearty dinner that won’t leave you feeling like you’re missing out. Try the following meat-free menu:

Breakfast: Breakfast Cous Cous with Dried Fruit (here)

Lunch: Caribbean Allspice Salad with Pumpkin and Black Beans (here)

Dinner: Chana Dahl and Curry Leaves (here)

At the weekend

I like to start my day in a more leisurely fashion at the weekends, swapping breakfast for brunch and treating myself in the evening to a tasty pud. An ideal weekend menu for me might include:

Brunch: Baked Moroccan Eggs (here)

Light late lunch: Flaked Mackerel with Lemon and Fennel (here)

Dinner: Beef with Lemon Grass and Sichuan Pepper (here)

Dessert: Halo Halo (here)

I think there is no substitute for water in keeping you hydrated. Keep topping up a small bottle of water and keep it near you. Sometimes we feel hungry when in fact we are just thirsty. Knowing the difference will definitely affect your diet.

Managing weight loss

To help you get that balance right, I’ve included calorie, fat and sugar counts with every recipe in this book, but personally I don’t think calorie counting is the best way to manage weight loss. It’s all too easy to fixate on calories and lose sight of what you’re actually eating and whether it’s really good for your body. Even if you are trying to lose weight, you need to eat nourishing real foods to give you energy throughout the day and keep you healthy from the inside-out. There’s no big secret to how dieting works; in the simplest form it is means cutting down on various things, especially fatty and high carbohydrate foods. Fruits and vegetables are really good for us, and increasing your intake of these will make you feel great.

I really hope you enjoy cooking these fabulous recipes as much as I do, and I am confident that you will! Food is my life; after all, what is the point of eating food if it doesn’t excite and satisfy you?

My favourite healthy ingredients

Simple natural flavourings will add wonderful depth and layers of flavour to your food, as well as a variety of nutrients. I’ve listed other common ingredients you’ll find in this book and explained why I love to cook with them.

Spices

Chillies contain high levels of vitamins and minerals and fresh chillies, in particular, are a good source of vitamin C. I like to use bird’s eye chilli, which are small, thin, red or green chillies and very hot. If you can’t find bird’s eye chillies you can use the larger chillies instead. (See also Recipe Notes, here, on deseeding chillies.) I use sweet, smoky and fragrant cinnamon in both savoury and sweet dishes. Cinnamon has been linked to lowering cholesterol, and some studies have shown that it can lower blood sugar levels by increasing insulin production in the body. Coriander seeds are warm and nutty. You can buy ground coriander or grind the seeds yourself in a spice grinder or using a pestle and mortar. Use toasted cumin and mustard seeds to season dishes and add subtle flavouring to rice and curries (see Recipe Notes on how to toast seeds). Fresh root ginger is probably the spice that I use most often for its health benefits. Not only does it help to combat the common cold, it also aids digestion and can prevent nausea, but the reason I use it so often is because it is high in antioxidants and cleanses the system of toxins. Turmeric, a bright yellow powder, creates colour and imparts an earthy and sharp flavour. Turmeric is thought to be high in antioxidants and therefore is used across the globe as a great way of defending the body and boosting the immune system. When I was growing up my Mum used to boil milk and add ginger, black peppercorns and turmeric, and this was to ward off the common cold, but I also find turmeric helps to make my skin gleam. I still drink milk and turmeric occasionally to give me that wonderful glow!

Herbs

Use fresh coriander leaves and stalks to flavour and garnish dishes. I tend to buy it in bunches and store it in the fridge, wrapped in a damp cloth. Parsley features in quite a few dishes – more typically in those influenced by Mediterranean cuisines. As with fresh coriander, you can buy it in bunches and keep it for several days in a glass of water or in the fridge, wrapped in a damp cloth. Thyme is a classic European herb that’s used a lot in French and Portuguese cooking. It’s often found in stews and curries, and I like to add it to braised meat. Mint is the herb I love to throw in so many dishes – I love its menthol quality and how it can be both subtle and daring in a dish; add as little or as much as you like. Mint is a good digestion aid.

Flavourings

Coconut water is deliciously refreshing and has a unique sweet and sour taste. It’s naturally hydrating because it is rich in electrolytes. Liquidised fresh coconut flesh is brilliant as a dairy substitute for people who are lactose intolerant or avoiding dairy. A lot of my recipes use fresh garlic, and sometimes lots of it. Garlic is a good base flavour but also has a number of associated health benefits, including the strengthening of the blood system and helping to lower cholesterol. For the brave, the health benefits of garlic are increased when it is eaten raw, so my Harissa paste and Nam Pla Prik recipes on here and here are perfect!

I use good-quality vanilla extract or vanilla pods from such producers as Nielsen-Massey or vanilla from Madagascar. Always keep the vanilla pod once you have removed the seeds – you can add it to a jar of caster sugar to make vanilla sugar, or even to a bottle of rum! (See Recipe Notes here for how to remove the seeds.)

Oils, meat, fish and dairy

We need some fat in our diet to stay healthy, and a little oil goes a long way, so don’t avoid it completely. I use olive oil, vegetable oil and sometimes coconut, mustard or sesame oil for cooking. I also use rapeseed and extra virgin olive oil for dressings. When it comes to meat, I choose lean cuts such as chicken, beef sirloin, pork tenderloin, rabbit and turkey. Braising steak and leg of lamb are both good slow-cook crowd pleasers that can stretch to feed a lot of people. I eat many different kinds of fish, enjoying the omega-3 fatty acids in herring, mackerel, salmon and sardines, as well as the lean protein of white fish such as cod, hake, sea bass and sea bream and iron-rich tuna. Low-fat seafood and shellfish, including lobster, mussels, prawns and squid, are all great. In general, I use reduced-fat, 0% fat and low-fat dairy products but occasionally I enjoy one of the treat puddings in this book that contain cream! I crumble full-fat feta or include haloumi in dishes – you don’t need much to add heaps of flavour. I also use reduced-fat coconut milk as an alternative to dairy.

Pulses and beans

Pulses and beans are all great sources of protein and energy-giving carbohydrates. I use yellow split peas, yellow and brown lentils, bulgar wheat, broad beans, black-eyed beans, black beans, red kidney beans and chickpeas to bulk up dishes so I feel fuller for longer.

Shopping Tips

The most important thing to get across is that I would like you to get excited about food again and really enjoy what you eat! Go out to markets and see what you can find; pick up fruit and vegetables and smell them, feel them. Experiment with fresh new flavours and textures. Buy the best quality and freshest ingredients you can afford.

I always find that when I go to the market I save so much money too. My best tip when buying protein is always to buy a bigger piece and then divide it up into portions: buy a whole chicken, then joint it yourself at home. It’s much more economical this way. I use the wings and bones for stock, the breasts for salads and grilling, then the darker meat for stews, curries and braises.

Also, there is no harm in using frozen vegetables or fruit such as mixed berries, which are perfect for freezing, and sweetcorn, peas and hardier herbs such as thyme and rosemary all freeze well too.

Buying Spices

Don’t go for big spice packs just because

Recipe Notes
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