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         DISCLAIMER This book is based on my personal experience of how food and the enjoyment of cooking helped me become happier. However, it is not intended to provide medical advice, and should not replace the guidance of a qualified physician or other healthcare professional. See your healthcare provider before making major dietary changes, especially if you have existing health problems, medical conditions or chronic diseases. The authors and publishers have made every effort to ensure that the information in this book is safe and accurate, but they cannot accept liability for any resulting injury, loss or damage to either property or person, whether direct or consequential, however it arises.
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            INTRODUCTION

         

         I used to think of food as being physical fuel, or a way to celebrate special occasions. Now, I am learning about the power of food, and its role in boosting our mental health. In recent years it has become widely accepted that we need to look after our minds in the same way that we look after our bodies. What is exhilarating is that changing what we eat is something we can do for ourselves.

         In the field of nutrition, new research and evidence is emerging all the time, and I have done my best to report what experts are discovering. The Happy Kitchen also reflects my personal experience and how I have become calmer and more content by changing my diet. It is intended to be a gentle guide. I don’t want any rules to weigh you down. Anxiety and depression are individual experiences; and this means that the way that we respond to treatment differs, too.

         Some of what I share in this book reflects basic biology that I wish I’d learnt at school: for example, how fluctuating blood sugar affects our adrenal glands, which can trigger bouts of anxiety. Other advice addresses the effect of particular foods on our nerves, brain and digestion, which in turn affect our moods.

         There is a degree of truth to Hippocrates’ claim two millennia ago that ‘all disease begins in the gut’. Recently, scientists have advanced our understanding of the gut and its relationship with the rest of our body in fascinating ways. It is responsible for producing a large proportion of our neurotransmitters, the chemicals that communicate information throughout the body and brain. There are eight main neurotransmitters that affect our happiness, including serotonin and dopamine, sleep-inducing melatonin, and oxytocin, which is sometimes referred to as the love hormone. In fact, as much as 90 per cent of serotonin is made in our gut, and around 50 per cent of dopamine. The enteric nervous system, which is the part of the nervous system embedded in our gut, contains as many neurotransmitters as our brain.

         Much of the research on the links between anxiety and the health of our gut bacteria or gut microbiota has been done on mice. Indeed there are quite a few animal studies that find strong links between gut microbiota and anxiety-related behaviours. So cultivating a healthy gut may prove an important way to cheer us up. As well as supporting our immune system, a healthy gut digests vital minerals and nutrients. Without this basic function, you could eat all the Good Mood Food in the world, but still be unable to enjoy its full benefits.

         Our poor, tired brains need nourishing too. I was amazed when I learnt that our brain uses about one quarter of our daily energy supply, consuming around 300 calories during the day and roughly the same number at night. No other animal has quite such a hungry brain. An ape would have to eat for around 20 hours a day to feed a brain of a relative size.

         I have summarised what I have learnt about eating for happiness in my ten Golden Rules at the beginning of this book. These rules underpin the following chapters, in which I explain how to become more energised, more contented, less anxious, clearer thinking, more balanced and a better sleeper by following a happy diet, and I include the recipes which put the theory into practice. For me, this has led to a very happy kitchen. I hope it will make your kitchen happy too.

         

         RACHEL’S STORY

          

         I have always been something of a worrier, and there have been times in the past when my anxiety has tipped me into depression. Trying to combine my working life in the newsroom of a national newspaper with the demands of a young family triggered my first major depressive episode in my thirties, which I wrote about in my memoir Black Rainbow.

         My first breakdown was in 1997, the second in 2003. On both occasions, I was treated mainly with drugs and therapy. This book is not intended as a substitute for either medication or other strategies. Antidepressants, for example, can be a crucial recourse for those suffering from mood disorders, as indeed they were for me many years ago when I was depressed. But ideally our use of them should be short term as they can have adverse side effects, including, ironically, suicidal feelings and weight gain.

         Because I was always hungry when taking antidepressants, I ballooned in size, which didn’t help my morale. My tongue also became furred and my lips cracked. Although the side effects did lessen over time and drugs now cause fewer adverse reactions than they used to, I remember feeling desperately passive, like a powerless insect trapped in amber, unable to take any initiative to improve my own physical and mental wellbeing. At the time, I determined that I would find other ways to stay calm.

         Gradually, I managed to recover from depression, and have continued to get better over the years. I have been able to stop focusing on the heavy stuff and get on with the inevitable ups and downs of daily life. Using small, sanity-saving tools like those featured in my book Walking on Sunshine: 52 Small Steps to Happiness has enabled me to feel much happier, and live more consciously.

         Walking on Sunshine reflected the fact that I had already become interested in nutrition, and included a few dietary tips. Some of them were thanks to my GP. At a routine check-up to see how I was dealing with my anxiety, she told me that there was compelling evidence about the links between mood and food, before proceeding to write down a list of ‘happy foods’ that might keep me calm, including green leafy vegetables, dark chocolate and oily fish.

         Walking on Sunshine also has tips on meditation, a common-sense tactic that has helped to defeat my anxiety. Unsurprisingly, I had worked out the importance of regular exercise, something that many doctors agree may be at least as effective as antidepressants in treating some forms of depression. For years, poetry, too, has been a constant and helpful companion, hence the lines of poetry opening each of our chapters. For me the healing power of words complements the healing power of food. I now rely on all these approaches to staying calm and well. And following a happy diet, in particular, has become a powerful new tool in my toolbox.

         I wasn’t an unhealthy eater. At heart, I was a meat-and-two-veg sort of girl, not unfamiliar with more exotic ingredients like quinoa, though I didn’t know how to pronounce it (keen-wa). I wasn’t averse to the odd avocado, spinach and almond milk smoothie, but was an unadventurous cook, with a few tried-and-tested recipes under my belt. As my friends know, my favourite dish was fish pie and sometimes, whisper it, it was shop-bought and microwaveable. If anyone came for supper, it was my default: I knew that it wouldn’t go wrong. Other than that, I cooked fairly basically for my family, including our dog Sammy, who never complains when I fry a spare bit of meat or fish for him.

         I had begun to change my approach to food and was struck by the difference it was making to how I felt. As I moved to a more mindful approach to cooking and eating, friends remarked that I looked well and seemed jollier. I became convinced that it was time to wind back the harm of too much medicine and prescribe a little more food, and I was eager to learn more. What else should I be eating? Were there foods I could eat for particular symptoms? What were scientists researching in the world of nutrition? Does how you cook and even how you eat make a difference to your mood? In my quest, I got chatting to doctors, therapists, cooks, psychologists, academics, dieticians and people I have worked with when doing happiness workshops and talks for charities: I am an ambassador for Sane, Rethink and Young Minds. Colleagues and friends shared their nutritional tips, I tried them out, and I continued to feel better.

         It was time to further my knowledge and up the pace by getting the help of a nutritionist. I was getting confused with all the advice on offer and felt out of my depth. Eating for happiness was proving difficult and at times bewildering. Sometimes, I wished I were a rabbit, as it seemed that the only thing that was safe was lettuce.

         After a bit of research I got in touch with the nutritional therapist Alice Mackintosh. At the time, she worked for a reputable nutrition clinic on London’s Harley Street, advising people with all sorts of health issues. A friend had recommended her as someone interested in mood and food, and who had helped many people with anxiety.

         When we met, Alice was reassuring, sympathetic and knowledgeable – she has degrees in both Nutritional Therapy and Biomedical Science. She had intended to become a doctor, but as she learnt more about nutrition, she was drawn to a career in which she could develop her knowledge of food’s powerful impact on our bodies. I explained that I was already a believer in the importance of nutrition to my happiness, but I wanted to learn more. What else could I do when I still felt anxious? And could we work on some recipes together to make the process easier? Our resulting conversations led to this book.

         With Alice’s help, the supermarket microwaveable fish pie was no more. Alice and I began to develop recipes for my symptoms and she gave me practical tools in the form of meal planners. I started to keep a food diary and become even more aware of the effects different foods had on me. I even drew up a weekly planner allocating time for meals, exercise and work. Delighted at how certain foods were helping with my symptoms, I started to formulate some golden rules for happier eating, and the more I followed them, the better I felt.

         Over time, I also gained confidence as a cook. I tried Alice’s recipes, which were designed for a kitchen novice rather than a chef. I experimented with the ingredients she suggested, and learnt to cook with globetrotting tahini and harissa paste, lemongrass and coriander. There was no pressure to perform, just to find my feet in the kitchen.

         I realised a joyful kitchen could calm me as much as the food itself. Cooking reawakened my jaded senses, connecting me with nature in a similar way to gardening, something I have always found soothing. The hiss of peppers sizzling in a pan, the scent of ginger and garlic, the sight of rich reds and yellows: all this could, I realised, gladden my soul.

         As I know all too well from my own experience with anxiety, cooking is not always top of the agenda. When I was still feeling low, I found the best way to make progress was to take small steps and tackle one symptom at the time. That is why each chapter in this book offers recipes and meal plans designed to target a particular symptom, so you can turn straight to the one you need. These recipes are not just tasty, but manageable too. Many of them involve putting a few things in a blender. There’s also a quick recipe in each chapter for those times when you feel unable to cook much – our Feeling Fragile recipes.

         We have aimed to use affordable, readily available ingredients as much as possible. Where relevant, we have also included seasonal, cheaper options. Successive UK Low Income Diet and Nutrition Surveys show that many of the people most in need of the nutrients we refer to are those on low incomes. These people also face the challenge of tempting deals on food with a lower nutritional value.

         Making the right decisions in the supermarket or health food shop is crucial to your quest to eat more happily. Our Good Mood Food Index at the back of the book will help you shop with your mood in mind. This index, in which foodstuffs are listed in order from ‘Fab Mood Foods’ to ‘Low Mood Foods’, was devised for me by Alice as a helpful aide-memoire in my own journey towards harnessing the power of food to feel more cheery. Think of it as a handy reminder, something to stick on your fridge and consult when you’re short of time. There’s also a second list of foods divided by season: another handy guide to have in your bag when you go shopping.

         I didn’t just change what I ate. I also changed my relationship with food, from the process of cooking to how I consumed it. Thanks to a mindfulness course, I began to eat in a slower, more mindful way – see our section on Mindful Eating on p184.

         Today, cooking is an important part of what keeps me sane. I am reassured by its rituals: weighing out the ingredients, chopping the vegetables, whisking, beating, folding, slicing, assembling, not to mention the joy of indulging in the end results. Perhaps I am imagining this, but I have even noticed that those who come for supper leave in a lighter mood than before. Maybe that’s because I am better company than I used to be, or they’re relieved not to be eating fish pie again. I used to feel I was both a boring and a bored cook, buying the same ingredients for the same recipes. My kitchen is now a place of creativity and adventure, although I’ve had to learn the hard way which recipes work, which don’t, and which taste awful.

         It hasn’t always been an easy journey. In addition to Alice’s companionship and support, a number of approaches have helped. The first was to include plenty of treats to reward my progress. Using rewards is a well-tried method of helping to change our lifestyle habits. The nibbles featured in the Comfort Food chapter of this book taste better than the shop-bought doughnuts or biscuits I used to turn to when feeling low. Importantly, they lift my mood, rather than hinder it. They are some of my favourite things to make.

         Accepting the power of compromise has also been important. If I have a cooked breakfast, I’ll add tomatoes, herbs and mushrooms, and no longer eat sausages. Instead of cereal, I have porridge, and I use fruit to sweeten natural yoghurt rather than buying flavoured pots.

         In addition, my family have helped me eat more happily. I live in London with my husband Sebastian and have three sons and two daughters, ranging in age from 13 to 21. My family doesn’t always use the same recipes as I do, but they have been involved in my culinary journey and we have enjoyed making the dishes together.

         In particular, I wanted to cook with my children alongside me, something I was fortunate to experience when I was a child, watching my mother chop an onion, or painting a glaze of apricot jam on one of her apple tarts. Hitherto I had rarely done the same with my own children, apart from making the odd cake. Instilling in them the value of Good Mood Food as they set up their own kitchens has been hugely helpful to me in return.

         It is a commonplace that trying to benefit others helps us. Though I could find no psychological research to prove it, I have found one of my most reliable routes to personal happiness is to cook for others. But I have also learnt to savour eating on my own. Whereas I would once eat standing with the fridge door yawning, I now lay a place, even if it is for one. Using china and a placemat makes a difference to how sunny I feel when I am eating, in much the same way that some find that beer, for example, tastes better in a bottle than in a can.

         The appearance of the dish makes a difference too. Many of our recipes are designed to look pretty on the plate. They’re not just pretty, though; they work. Following the Golden Rules, the recipes and my other well-established strategies has enabled me to regain the peace of mind that my illness once stripped away. Like anyone, I still feel anxious on occasion, but I am happy and well and have a busy life working alongside charities and as a journalist and writer on wellbeing. Meanwhile, Alice now runs a thriving nutrition practice of her own.

         Let’s get started!

         
             

         

         Rachel (right) with nutritional therapist Alice Mackintosh, who has transformed her attitude to food.
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         GOLDEN RULES FOR A HAPPY KITCHEN

          

         1. Eat mostly plants

         Like many of you, no doubt, I had often heard this advice before. The links between our health and eating a plant-based diet have been outlined in numerous studies: physically, such diets have been associated with a decreased risk of heart disease and some cancers. What I didn’t realise is how much the positive cycle between the physical and mental means that such a diet could benefit our psychological health too.

         One reason a plant-based diet is so important is that our brains and digestive systems are still adapting to our changing environment. Our hunter-gatherer ancestors ate a large variety of whole, unrefined plants. Huge changes to the human diet over the past 200 years may have run ahead of our ability to adapt. Our modern diet of processed and refined foods is different from the one that, for most of our evolutionary history, we have thrived on. The downside of this new way of life is reflected in soaring obesity rates and physical illnesses such as diabetes, which in turn can exacerbate anxiety and depression.

         A second reason that plants are so important is down to an enzyme – called MAO – which is thought to break down hormones such as serotonin. Fruit and vegetables may help stop this enzyme working. Read our Nutrition Note overleaf for more details on this.

         A final theory is that plants may contribute to our mood because they contain antioxidants which ‘mop up’ or neutralise supposedly dangerous free radicals. These fun-sounding compounds are unstable molecules that can, in excess, damage tissues and vital cell structures. They may play an important role in the development of depression, potentially causing the death of nerve cells in certain emotional areas of the brain. Another more recent view is that the body has its own mechanisms in place to control the balance of these free radicals. While the exact role of antioxidants is uncertain and more complex than we previously thought, they contain beta-carotene, vitamins A, C, and E, flavanoids and selenium, all of which are health-enhancing.

         Yet despite the many benefits of eating plants, only one-third of adults in the UK consume the recommended five portions of fruit and vegetables each day. Many think that this should be increased to seven. Which is what I try and do – with the emphasis on the vegetables, since although fresh fruit is good for you, it contains quite a lot of sugar, and too much of the more sugary sorts (particularly tropical fruits such as pineapple and mangoes) can increase blood sugar levels. The more plants I eat, the happier I feel.

         To ensure I get my daily fix, I divide

         2. Use herbs and spices
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            Nutrition Note: why eating vegetables helps – the role of enzymes

            
         

         3. Go nuts

         
         4. Eat for your gut, ‘the second brain’

         
         
         
         5. Fats are my friends and remember Number 3

         
         
         
         
         
         
            Nutrition Note: omega-3s
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         6. Get the right balance of protein – and fish should be top of your list

         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
            Nutrition Note: fish

            
         

         7. Avoid sweeteners and additives

         
         
         
         
         
            Nutrition Note: aspartame

            
            
         

         8. Keep an eye on blood sugar levels

         
         9. Vary your diet
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         10. Relax and enjoy
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