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      About the Author
      
      Passionate about food and cycling, Nell Nelson has cycled and eaten in every country she has visited from Mexico’s cactus-studded
         deserts to Pakistan’s snow-topped mountains. Her hobby has led to a fascinating career in nutrition, food and travel writing
         and TV. Nell presented the eight-part TV series The Woman Who Ate Scotland which was shown on STV and UKTV Food, showcasing Scottish produce and cycling in Scotland. She currently writes for the Daily Telegraph and Best among others. As a fully qualified nutritionist, Nell is fascinated by harnessing the power of food so you can get the most
         out of life whether it’s cycling hundreds of miles or just preparing a meal that puts you in a thoroughly good mood.
      

   
      
      Introduction

      
      Food Writing, Television Presenting and Nutrition

      
      I love food, and everything associated with food: foraging in shops, farmers’ markets and supermarkets, reading recipe books,
         cooking, writing, talking and tasting food, and of course eating. So on reflection, my stomach has definitely influenced the
         path of my life.
      

      
      I remember when I was seven, entering swimming competitions at the local outdoor pool; not for the joy of winning or having
         my name in the newspaper, but for the greedy delight in winning a whole box of chocolates. I was very lucky and my parents
         loved food; they encouraged my brother and me to cook. I’ve found menu plans written in my ten-year-old hand for dinner parties
       using a mix of Delia Smith’s original 1970s How to Cheat at Cooking and The World’s Best Soufflés. The only way I can explain
         the subsequent diversity and range of my cooking, is that these two cookbooks must both have been on the lowest accessible bookshelf.
      

      
      As long as I can remember I have kept a diary in which I have recorded every day what I ate, not as some kind of food diary
         which I now ask my clients to keep – to help them work out whether they have any allergies – but as a trigger to remind me
         of events. ‘Strawberry mousse for school dinner today’ takes me back to being eleven years old, sitting at a long trestle
         table in sheer heaven with a huge bowl of synthetic pink e numbers in front of me.
      

      
      At university I joined the Arabic Society, not to discover more about the Seven Pillars of Islam but to be a member of its
         supper club, make gorgeous Middle Eastern dishes and experiment with sesame seeds, rosewater, tahini and gallons of olive
         oil, ingredients which our student flat kitty wasn’t up to subsidising.
      

      
      Attracted by the bright lights and long lunches of advertising, I went to London to work as a copywriter, dreaming up ads
         for Mercedes trucks and jelly babies. To liven up a long and cold London winter, I took Afro-Caribbean cooking evening classes.
         Every week we would arrive with our shopping list of exotica: bags of chopped up goat, large green unwieldy plantains and
         even a bottle of rum. I learned to make a mean goat curry and mix a strong rum punch. Based on my newly acquired knowledge
         of the cuisine, I became a restaurant reviewer for the Afro-Caribbean section of Time Out London Eating and Drinking Guide. I cycled all over London and during that time must have eaten a flock of goat, fields of rice and beans, washed down with
         copious amounts of rum punch.
      

      
      The Lure of the East

      
      A friend was working in Hong Kong as a journalist and said ‘come out for a holiday’. I did and loved it – and stayed for ten
         years. In Hong Kong, being a reviewer of Afro-Caribbean food was not the most obvious credential for writing about Asian food,
         but I had business cards printed with ‘Nell Nelson, Food and Travel Writer’ and launched myself into the Hong Kong food world.
         I had been told about the ‘Hong Kong handshake’ where, in any social situation before a ‘hello, pleased to meet you’ is even
         uttered, a name card is thrust towards you with both hands. At restaurant press parties, I would present people with a newly
         minted Nell Nelson business card and they would look at my job title of food and travel writer and say, ‘I would love to do
         that’ and I would mutter under my breath ‘So would I.’
      

      
      When the supportive food editor on Hong Kong’s English language newspaper The South China Morning Post gave me a break and asked me to write a food review of a new Ethiopian restaurant, I was off, with a keen appetite and large
         notebook. For the next ten years I ate for Hong Kong; I wrote food articles in which my mission was to discover the ten best
         carrot cakes, dim sum, Singapore Slings etc. in the Territory. Invariably I left my research to the last moment and ended
         up eating ten baskets of barbecued pork buns or drinking pints of bright red Slings three hours before deadline. I also took
         a Young Women’s Christian Association (YWCA) course in dim sum making and made the largest prawn dumplings my Cantonese classmates
         had ever seen, prompting them to say to me, using typical Cantonese directness, ‘If you opened a restaurant, it would go out of business.’

      
      I then found myself editing the glossy food magazine Asian Home Gourmet and I loved commissioning and organising gorgeous food shoots; and eating the props. I also wrote a weekly column for The South China Morning Post called Nosh which was my public food diary, and my licence to roam and eat. The column expanded to include recipes which
         I then included in a book called Eat Cook Hong Kong which was based on what I had in fact done – eaten, then found out the recipes and learned how to cook them.
      

      
      Hong Kong is also a wonderful base for cycling around Asia and, over the years, eating and pedalling complemented each other
         perfectly. I thought ‘I’ve cracked it; I can eat as much as I like and not get fat.’ And indeed I had.
      

      
      Travelling on Two Wheels

      
      I first cycled from Hong Kong to Hanoi in Vietnam and discovered the joy of choosing my own vegetables for a bespoke stir-fry
         on a Guangzhou back street and the time of day when fresh spring roll sellers hit the Vietnamese streets to roll unruly beansprouts,
         minced pork and tiny freshwater shrimps into tight transparent bundles. A harder pedal was the one we did from China to Pakistan
         on the Karakoram Highway across the Kunjerab Pass on rough roads ravaged by avalanches with a backdrop of snow-topped mountains.
         I ate lamb and cumin kebabs cooked over hot coals on massive metal skewers, and apricots dried by the hot Hunza valley sun.
         In Myanmar I discovered a caffeine-hit salad made with fermented green tea leaves, fresh soya bean snacks, and learned that
         the British tradition of tea and cakes at 4pm is still part of the everyday culture.
      

      
      After ten years, like some kind of giant locust, I had eaten and cycled my way through most of Asia and I was ready to leave
         Hong Kong for grazing on pastures new. I had been to Australia and had been struck by the quality and variety of the food available. Thanks to strict laws on importing food, immigrants
         from all over the world had learned to grow and produce their favourite ingredients on the rich Australian soil – olive oil,
         wine, cheeses etc. – and so I decided to cycle to this food Mecca and collect recipes along the way for a cookbook which I
         would call Out of the Wok onto the Barbie. I intended to cycle on my own from Hong Kong to Australia, through Vietnam, Cambodia, Thailand, Malaysia, Singapore, across
         the Indonesian archipelago, then down the east coast of Australia from Cairns to Sydney.
      

      
      The whole trip affirmed my love of eating, cycling, meeting people and writing. I wrote a weekly food column for The South China Morning Post with restaurant tips on the various capitals of south-east Asia I cycled through. I filed my copy from hot, fan-whirred internet
         cafes; sipped fresh orange juice and coffee sweetened with condensed milk; took readers from Vietnamese French colonial shuttered
         restaurants which served elegant crème brûlée, to cocktails at the Phnom Penh Foreign Correspondents Club; introduced them
         to a sophisticated watermelon, basil and feta salad in an über-cool Bangkok bar to Singapore Slings and chicken satays under
         palm trees in the Lion City. I wrote of Balinese spicy fruit salads which simultaneously bring tears of pain and pleasure;
         of the joy of discovering creamy egg Portuguese egg tarts in Dili, East Timor; of the long straight sugar-cane and banana
         palm-lined of roads of Queensland, Australia; of the promise of huge steaks which overhang the plate, and of banana bread
         and jam from the banana plantations of Australia.
      

      
      It wasn’t all easy. Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome (SARS) broke out just before I left, so while there was never any trouble finding a room for the night, it meant there were few travellers to meet. I did meet some cyclists – usually going
         in the opposite direction. People were extraordinarily friendly to me, and a bicycle is a real leveller; in Asia everyone
         cycles. Children go to school, three on a bike; women cycle to work with long gloves on their arms to protect themselves from
         the sun and farmers cycle to market with pigs strapped over the back wheel. I learned a little of each language, and the first
         word was ‘delicious’. ‘Delicious’ is the best opening line in the world. Forget ‘Where’s the toilet?’ ‘Two beers please’ or
         ‘Do you have a light?’ ‘Delicious’ doesn’t just open oven doors it opens all doors, and I met lots of people and tasted amazing
         market foods that I might not have done.
      

      
      I caught a cold in Vietnam after getting soaked in the monsoon rain and couldn’t get dry again. Then I got food poisoning
         in West Timor, Indonesia and it was while recovering that, for the first time in my life, it dawned on me that food is necessary
         to live on, but not in a Bridget Jones-like way to be monitored and agonised over. No, now I needed food as fuel, and the
         only way out of Kefa, a remote mountain village to which I had cycled, was on my bicycle. The public transport I had seen
         on the twisting well-tarmaced road to Kefa consisted of tiny blue minibuses packed full of people, chickens and sacks of rice;
         I had even seen a live cow covered with banana leaves on the roof of a bus! Just the thought of an over-packed, over-heated
         bus with live chickens and clove-scented cigarettes made me nauseous. I remember ransacking my brain trying to think which
         foods had given me the most energy. I had never run out of ‘steam’ while eating the southeast Asian diet which is naturally
         very healthy – lots of carbohydrates; rice and noodles, vegetables, and a little meat and fruit, together with sweet treats
         such as banana fritters for instant energy, when faced by a hill – so I forced myself to eat bony fish, rice and bananas.
      

      
      Also, I have to admit, retail therapy can never be ignored in times of hardship and lack of food. There were few shops in
         Timor, but on my way to Dili I stopped by a small stall selling woven sarongs. I bought a small pretty orange and red strip
         of material and the pleasure was so great, I instantly felt better. I still have it and it makes me smile.
      

      
      Seven months, nine countries, five thousand miles and five punctures later, I arrived in Sydney. I had planned to look for
         food-writing work in Sydney as I was attracted by Sydney-siders’ totally international yet very Australian food culture, but
         while cycling in New South Wales I had one of those moments where a life-changing thought suddenly hits you, and mine was
         about food. I had been cycling for about four hours in the morning and was ready for my morning break. There were few places
         to stop on this remote stretch of road and I spotted a caravan park which had a café. There were two choices of cake: Rocky
         Road, a marshmallow, nut and chocolate confection, or Millionaire toffee shortbread – a great Scottish staple – which my mother
         makes. While weighing up Rocky Road against toffee shortbread I had a blinding flash: I’d have the toffee shortbread, and
         I would end my journey in Sydney and fly back to Scotland – to the ‘land of toffee shortbread’.
      

      
      Home So Sweet Home

      
      My cycling trip made a huge impact on my life in so many ways. I would recommend anyone to take the plunge and follow their
         dream, not just for the anticipation, pleasure and satisfaction from doing what you have always wanted to do, but for the
         positive knock-on effects. After having experienced the importance of food in relationship to physical exercise and mood, I wanted to learn more about how food affects all our
         actions. So I studied for a Diploma in Nutritional Therapy with the College of Naturopathic Medicine, which has a college
         in Edinburgh.
      

      
      Meanwhile, I had been so impressed by the passion people in Asia had for their food, and their pride in locally produced ingredients,
         that I hoped my own country might too have a similarly rich seam. While cycling in Bali a friend studying at Sydney film school
         had flown out to meet me, and we had made a seven-minute film of me tracking down the recipe for fish baked in banana leaves
         which we called The Woman Who Ate Asia. I wrote a proposal for a television programme called The Woman Who Ate Scotland in which I proposed to cycle and eat my way round Scotland. I sent my proposal off to production company Tern Television
         with my promo video from Bali. I was incredibly lucky; STV were looking for a food travel programme and they liked the idea
         and said yes, ‘start filming now’ – in darkest December in Scotland. Clad in Gore-Tex from head to toe, cycling up and down
         the same deep snow track shouting through the snowflakes to a moving camera was a far cry from weaving down brilliant green
         paddy field-lined roads in flip-flops, but I loved making the series and learning more about the local produce from traditional
         Arbroath Smokies to the latest Scottish crop, garlic.
      

      
      We made an eight-part series of The Woman Who Ate Scotland for STV in which I cycled and ate all over Scotland from Edinburgh to Inverness. The most exciting discovery was the realisation
         that my own country has an incredible history, is the source of wonderful foods and also contains people who are passionate
         about food. Some of them and their recipes are featured in this book. The first series of The Woman Who Ate Scotland was well received and another eight-part series was commissioned which took me from New Zealand bakers in Glasgow to the
         remote north-west coast of Scotland; from the joys of preparing and eating salmon sushi by the sea, to Shetland for seaweed-fed
         lamb. Even after making sixteen programmes, there is still so much more of Scotland left to eat and cycle.
      

      
      It’s Not All Mung Beans and Wheatgrass

      
      After graduating with a diploma in Nutritional Therapy I started working as a nutritionist with Neal’s Yard Remedies in Edinburgh,
         and through my practice have learned so much more about nutrition and about helping people eat better. You know you need to
         eat more vegetables, oily fish and wholegrains, but the hard thing is knowing how to – clients need inspiring recipes such
         as sweet potato and coconut soup or trout stuffed with pearl barley, dates and ginger. Creating personalised recipe books
         for my clients sparked off the idea for this book, Eat Well with Nell.
      

      
      Mung beans and wheatgrass have their place – I do like mung beans, though I feel wheatgrass is an acquired taste – but this
         book is about discovering the pleasure and enjoyment of healthy eating. This book is for anyone who wants a pointer towards
         eating their way to good health, but it is not meant to be so hard-core healthy that you buy the book, use it for a week,
         find it too antisocial and hard to stick to, and pack it straight off to Oxfam. The recipes are designed to inspire you to
         cook and to enjoy eating – there is sugar, there is chocolate, there is cheese, even wine, but enjoy them in moderation. If
         you have serious health concerns, then it is worth seeking specialist advice from a nutritionist or doctor.
      

      
      But I don’t want you to eat something just because it is good for you – eat it because it is delicious – in whatever language.
      

      
      My Mission

      
      My big cycle trip was the start of many journeys – physically through nine countries – but it also sparked a major food discovery:
         that food is for life, yes, but for a better life. Of course it should taste good and be a means of cementing friendships,
         but also it can enhance your life – offering you boundless energy, good health, the weight you want to be, restful sleep,
         good skin, hair, strong bones and a happy outlook. This is the journey I want to take you on – don’t worry, I won’t suggest
         you cycle a hundred miles a day. I simply hope I can make you feel the best you have ever felt and encourage you to learn
         to love food as your friend, and take life on and love it – so start now and read on to find out how.
      

      
      

       “But I don’t want you to eat something just because it is good for you – eat it because it is delicious – in whatever language”
         
      

   
      
      Book Tools

      
      This is the key to eating well – if you read nothing else, read this:
      

      
      Blood Sugar Balance

      
      Balancing the amount of sugar or glucose in your blood is the key to good health and the principal message of Eat Well with Nell. Get this right and the rest will follow – in fact the remainder of the book is basically all about helping you fine-tune
         this simple advice:
      

      
      Make sure you have a balanced level of sugar in your blood at all times and you will have limitless energy, concentration
         and enthusiasm for life.
      

      
      The main source of energy is carbohydrate; your body can use protein and fat for energy, but it takes a lot longer for the
         body to digest and release their energy, so it prefers carbs. Carbohydrates are broken down into glucose which your body can use and store for energy. The best way to manage your blood sugar is to eat small and regular amounts of a mixture of
         complex carbohydrates, which means it takes longer for the carbohydrates in your food to get broken down into glucose which
         is then released into your bloodstream gradually.
      

      
      Glycemic Index and Load

      
      This blood sugar process has been turned into a science and you may have read about it as the Glycemic Index (GI). The GI
         is a numerical scale which measures the rate at which carbohydrate in food is broken down in the digestive tract and the rate
         that sugars are absorbed into the bloodstream, on a scale from 1 to 100. Foods that release their sugars more slowly have
         fewer points than those that are released quickly. Here is a table listing the GI of some of the most common carbohydrate
         foods.
      

       
         High GI Foods (GI 60–100)

      
                    
         
            
            	Food
            
            	GI
            
         

         
         
            
            	Baguette
            
            	95
            
         

         
         
            
            	Banana
            
            	65
            
         

         
         
            
            	Beetroot (cooked)
            
            	64
            
         

         
         
            
            	Cantaloupe melon
            
            	65
            
         

         
         
            
            	Couscous (cooked)
            
            	65
            
         

         
         
            
            	Chocolate chip muffin
            
            	65
            
         

         
         
            
            	Jelly beans
            
            	80
            
         

         
         
            
            	Mars Bar
            
            	68
            
         

         
         
            
            	Parsnips (boiled)
            
            	97
            
         

         
         
            
            	Pineapple
            
            	66
            
         

         
         
            
            	Potatoes (cooked)
            
            	70
            


            	Raisins
            
            	64
            
         

         
         
            
            	Pumpkin
            
            
            	75
            
         

         
         
            
            	Rice cakes
            
            	82
            
         

         
         
            
            	Watermelon
            
            	72
            
         

         
         
         
      

     Medium GI Foods (40–59)

         
      
      
         
         
         
         
         
         
            
            	Food
            
            	GI
            
         

         
         
            
            	 Banana cake
            
            	47
            
         

         
         
            
            	Basmati rice
            
            	58
            
         

         
         
            
            	Buckwheat (cooked)
            
            	40
            
         

         
         
            
            	Brown rice (not quick cook)
            
            	50
            
         

         
         
            
            	Bulghur wheat (cooked)
            
            	48
            
         

         
         
            
            	Carrots (cooked)
            
            	49
            
         

         
         
            
            	Chickpeas (canned)
            
            	42
            
         

         
         
            
            	Digestive biscuit
            
            	59
            
         

         
         
            
            	Kidney beans (tinned)
            
            	52
            
         

         
         
            
            	Mango
            
            	55
            
         

         
         
            
            	Muesli
            
            	56
            
         

         
         
            
            	Peas
            
            	48
            
         

         
         
            
            	Porridge (cooked with water)
            
            	42
            
         

         
         
            
            	Orange
            
            	44
            
         

         
         
            
            	Sweetcorn (canned)
            
            	55
            
         

         
         
            
            	Sourdough rye bread
            
            	55
            
         

         
         
            
            	Spaghetti (white cooked)
            
            	41
            
         

         
         
            
            	Sweet potatoes
            
            	54
            
         

         
         
         
      

      
         Low GI Foods (1–39)
         
      
         
     
         
         
         
            
            	Food
            
            	GI
            
         

         
         
            
            	Apple
            
            	38
            
         

         
         
            
            	Apricots (dried)
            
            	31
            
         

         
         
            
            	Cherries
            
            	22
            
         

         
         
            
            	Lentils (cooked)
            
            	30
            
         

         
         
            
            	Pear
            
            
            	38
            
         

         
         
            
            	Pearl barley (boiled )
            
            	25
            
         

         
         
            
            	Peanuts
            
            	14
            
         

         
         
            
            	Vegetables: asparagus, aubergine, cauliflower, tomato, greens
            
            	10
            
         

         
         
            
            	Yoghurt (low fat)
            
            	33
            
         

         
         
            
            	Spaghetti (wholewheat)
            
            	37
            
         

         
         
            
            	Soya beans
            
            	18
            
         

         
         
         
      

      
      Figures courtesy of the University of Sydney, please see their website 
http://www.glycemicindex.com/ for more details.

      
      You’ll see that there are some anomalies in the GI tables – pineapples, parsnips and watermelon are in the high GI food category
         because they are high in easily accessed sugar, but they have other health benefits, so you can’t compare a slice of watermelon
         to a Mars Bar. Cooking vegetables such as carrots raises their GI. Cooking allows the sugar to be released more quickly into
         the body so raw foods tend to have a lower GI. Cooking, however, while raising the GI also sometimes raises the uptake of
         vital antioxidants, so don’t get too hung up with this table.
      

      
      High GI foods tend to be the foods that people reach for when they need a quick energy fix, so not surprisingly muffins, along
         with chocolate chip muffins, baguettes and Mars Bars are all high GI foods (61–100) as they are quickly broken down to sugar.
      

      
      Medium GI foods (40–59) are foods with a bit more ‘bite’ to them, i.e. it takes your body longer to break them down into sugar.
         They include foods such as rye bread, brown rice, sweet potato and wholewheat pasta, and some fruits such as oranges and mango.
      

      
      Low GI foods (1–39) comprise the majority of vegetables, except for very sweet ones like carrots, peas and potatoes, so enjoy
         them as part of a meal. These can all be eaten more freely: artichokes, asparagus, aubergine, avocado, beetroot, broccoli,
         Brussels sprouts, bok choy, cauliflower, celeriac, celery, Chinese cabbage, courgette, onions, pepper, squash, tomato, turnip,
         watercress and yam. Leafy green vegetables are also good low GI foods: chicory, iceberg lettuce, kale, loose-leaf lettuce,
         mustard greens, rocket, sorrel, spinach and watercress. Some fruits such as pears and apples are low GI as are nuts, pulses
         and yoghurt. As long as you eat a balanced range of protein, good fats, complex carbohydrates and fruits and vegetables, it
         does not matter if they are low to middle GI.
      

      
      Meat, fish and dairy have a more complicated structure of fat and protein, so they automatically fall into the low GI section
         as it takes your body longer to digest and release their energy.
      

      
      Glycemic Load

      
      You eat foods together so they are not isolated. Jumbo oats are good GI foods – you can almost see the fibres and endosperms
         etc. that will take time to be digested, but combine them with some raisins, which are a simple sugar, and ‘heavens above’
         some golden syrup – which would normally go straight to the bloodstream – then you have a flapjack which is half good and
         half bad. The scientists add up the figures of the ingredients and divide to get an average and they call this the Glycemic
         Load (GL). You should be averaging a GL of around 80 per day, but most people’s GL will be 120 and upwards.
      

      
      But once you start involving tables, sums and scientists it gets complicated so it’s not worth going too far down this route; it takes any fun out of food. But it is useful when it comes to blood sugar balance to try at all times to include
         a complex carbohydrate and protein, and some fibre and some unsaturated fat in any meal, so if you feel like a snack of say
         a raisin, have a few nuts (protein and fat) to slow down the speed at which the raisin’s glucose content hits the bloodstream.
         Low GI foods tend to fill you up and keep you satisfied for longer, so you will feel less need to return to the stock of nuts
         and raisins.
      

      
      Essential Food Groups

      
      Carbohydrates

      
      Some carbohydrates are better than others. Sugar or glucose comes from all the foods you eat – your body can turn carbohydrates,
         protein and fat into fuel, i.e. sugar – but the easiest source is from carbohydrates. All carbohydrate, which is the main
         source of energy for the body, gets broken down into sugar, but not all carbohydrates are equal. Even your epitome of dieting,
         a crispbread, will get broken down by the body into sugar, but the key to the whole blood sugar business is the speed with
         which the body breaks the food down into sugar. And the way to slow down the breakdown is by eating complex carbohydrate –
         i.e. foods which take the body longer to break down into sugar. These more complex carbohydrates are broken down into glucose
         slowly and stored as glycogen in the muscle cells and in the liver, until needed.
      

      
      If glucose gradually enters your bloodstream, insulin levels will remain relatively constant to deal with this slow trickle.
         This means that glucose gradually enters the bloodstream, providing constant energy – sorry to make you sound like a battery, but that is quite a good analogy – so you won’t suddenly feel tired, or faint, or crave a muffin, but
         enjoy longer lasting energy until eventually the glucose runs out and you need to stock up again. But it is a gradual descent
         – a green ski slope as opposed to the black killer run. Simple carbohydrates are easy for the body to break down too quickly
         into simple sugars. Naturally they’re found in fruit and vegetables. Refined sugars are found in foods such as cakes, biscuits
         and pastries and some breakfast cereals. The more refined the carbohydrate, the faster the glucose is released into your blood.
      

      
      Complex carbohydrates require more effort for the body to break down, so the glucose is released slowly. A good rule of thumb
         is that the more processed a food, the more likely that it will be broken down into sugar more quickly. Brown is good as brown
         means more of the grain has been left intact and is less processed. Examples of good slow-release carbohydrates are some of
         the more complex wholegrains which are readily available such as
      

      
      
         	Brown rice

         	Barley

         	Oats

         	Millet

         	Spelt

         	Rye

         	Couscous

         	Buckwheat and its pasta

         	Wholewheat pasta

         	Wholewheat pitta

         	Oatcakes

      

      
      You should be aiming for about six portions a day, spread throughout the day. A portion is quite small – 50g of uncooked grains
         or muesli, or one slice of wholemeal bread.
      

      
      Proteins

      
      Protein is the body’s building and repair material. Protein in the form of amino acids is found in most foods, even vegetables.
         The body needs the amino acids it gets from animal and vegetable products to make protein. Meat and fish contain all eight
         essential amino acids.
      

      
      It is best to opt for less saturated fat meats and also if possible to eat organic and free-range chicken, turkey and eggs.
         Organic free-range meat is thought to contain less saturated fat as the animals are able to exercise more, so are leaner and
         not artificially fattened up. Fish is also a good source of low-fat protein as are the vegetarian-friendly grain quinoa and
         soya products.
      

      
      But there are also many more incredibly versatile protein choices which are often cheaper and carry greater health benefits.
         Pulses and legumes are a source of carbohydrate, but they also have some amino acids. Not as many as meat or fish, but if
         you combine a pulse such as chickpeas or beans with a grain such as rice, you can get all the essential amino acids your body
         needs to make protein. In many parts of the world where meat is scarce or the people subsist on a vegetarian diet, the combination
         of pulse and grain is a major source of protein – think of Mexican corn tortillas (grain) with refried beans (pulse) or an
         Indian chickpea curry with rice (pulse and grain). Indian stores tend to have a great range of pulses.
      

      
      The body needs small and regular amounts of amino acids. If you consume excess amounts of protein, you make your body very acidic which is harmful to your tissues. Processing excess protein makes extra work for your body and what protein
         isn’t needed will get stored as fat – ready to be broken down when the body needs it – so all those half-pound steaks are
         not turning into muscle but heading for the hips or other parts of the body with hungry fat-receptor cells.
      

      
      The recommended amount of protein is two to three portions a day – about fifteen to twenty per cent of food on your plate
         should be proteins, and they should be quite easy to integrate. The Department of Health says the recommended daily intake
         of protein for adult men is 55.5g and 45g for women; 100g of chicken breast yields about 25g of protein so that is more than
         half a woman’s quota.
      

      
      Try to have a good variety in order to get a wide range of amino acids. Be wary of too much meat high in saturated fats.

      
      One portion of protein is:

      
      
         	A big spoonful of yoghurt with porridge

         	A spread of nut butter on a piece of oatcake

         	100g serving of chicken or turkey

         	125g oily fish, white fish

         	2 eggs

         	3 tablespoons of nuts or seeds

         	4 tablespoons of cooked grains with 4 tablespoons pulses

      

      
      Fats

      
      The body loves fat – it harks back to the days when we were never sure where our next meal was coming from, so it was useful
         to be able to lay down fat for future use. Our body stores fat, whereas its first inclination with carbohydrates is to burn
         them, so if carbohydrate consumption is low, it may annoyingly decide to burn fewer calories (calories are the measure of fuel you need per day to live) during the day, rather
         than burn up the ‘precious’ supply of fat it has laid down.
      

      
      Like everything in the food world there are good fats and bad fats. Good fats are the polyunsaturated fats found in nuts,
         seeds and oily fish; they contain omega 3 essential fatty acids which have myriad benefits. Bad fats are the saturated ones
         found in dairy products and meat, and should not be consumed to excess. The body does not like turning carbohydrates into
         body fat; it takes up more energy so it is not economic. It finds it easier therefore to turn fat to fat, as it can always
         make a home for more fat.
      

      
      The recommended amount from the Department of Health is two to four portions of fat a day, and most of it should be unsaturated.
         This is pure fat, but lots of foods such as nuts, seeds, meat and dairy contain fat, so it’s hard to isolate, but when it
         comes to pure fat, you don’t need much. One portion is:
      

      
      

       “The body loves fat”

         
      

      
      
         	1 teaspoon butter

         	1 teaspoon cooking oil

         	1 tablespoon cream

      

      
      Fibre

      
      Fibre is wonderful as it slows down the speed at which sugar is absorbed into the bloodstream. It is found in most of the
         grain-based carbohydrates and all fruits and vegetables. For blood sugar management you should try to have some fibre with
         each meal. Fibre is also very good for maintaining a healthy intestine as it helps remove toxins and excess hormones from the body and speeds up the time it takes for food to
         pass through the body – you don’t want digested food lingering in the intestines as it can ferment and the toxins and water
         get re-absorbed. Complex carbohydrates, as well as fruit and vegetables, especially with their skins, are all good sources
         of fibre.
      

      
      These, together with nuts and seeds, all contribute to your fibre intake, so if you are taking the appropriate quantities
         of these you should be getting enough fibre. The Department of Health suggests 18g of fibre in food per day, but really you
         should be going for almost double that amount for good blood sugar management and a healthy bowel.
      

      
      Good sources of insoluble and soluble fibre are:

      
      
         	Pulses – beans and lentils and chickpeas

         	Seeds and nuts

         	Wholegrain foods such as wholewheat, spelt, buckwheat, millet, brown rice, barley, oats, rye

         	Soybeans

         	Fruit, especially with skin on like apples and pears

         	Vegetables such as green beans, sweetcorn, cauliflower, celery and vegetables with skins like peas and broad beans

      

      
      A 100g portion of muesli has 7.6g of fibre, whereas 100g of wholemeal bread (3 slices) has 8.1g and 100g of wholemeal pasta
         has 9g so you can see that if you go for lots of complex carbs and veggies you will easily consume more than the recommended
         minimum amount of fibre in a day without having to get out the scales.
      

      
       

      Water

      
      Your body is sixty to seventy per cent water, so it makes sense to ensure you are hydrated. Water is needed for every single
         bodily function. Just breathing uses up about 500ml a day, so try and make sure you are taking in about 1.5–2 litres a day.
         There is also water in food, so if you are eating lots of fruit and veggies, then your water levels should be quite high.
         If your urine is dark yellow, then you need to take in more water, until it becomes pale yellow.
      

      
      Five-a-day

      
      The Food Standards Agency is running a campaign called ‘Five-a-day’ which some food producers and supermarkets have embraced.
         It recommends you should eat five portions of fruit and vegetables a day. Fruit and vegetables should make up about a third
         of your daily diet. It is helpful to look at your diet to see if you are managing to meet this target, but I recommend you
         try for more than five portions, especially of vegetables. Fruit is quite high in sugar and could upset blood sugar balance,
         whereas vegetables – ideally green leafy and non-starchy – will if anything slow down blood sugar conversion due to their
         fibrous content, so perhaps you should try for three to four portions of fruit, and five portions or more of vegetables.
      

      
      Here is a quick guide to the quantities and types of fruit and vegetables you should be aiming for in order to ‘eat to feel
         well’. I have used cups as they are an easy measure and won’t turn you into a weight watcher obsessed with scales. If you
         don’t have a cup measure, which is equal to about 300ml or half a pint in terms of volume, use a mug – not filled to the brim
         – to give you an idea of what sort of amounts you should be eating.
      

      
      Vegetables The word vegetable comes from the Latin verb ‘vegetare’ to enliven or to animate – an emotion not normally associated with
         a potato or a carrot. But it is important to realise that vegetables provide the broadest range of nutrients in any food class:
         they are a source of vitamins, minerals, cancer-fighting phytochemicals, water, carbohydrates and some protein. It is worth
         experimenting with different vegetables to find ones you like. Try to have more green leafy ones, and fewer starchy vegetables
         such as courgettes, tomatoes and onions. Limit yourself to one to two servings of starchy vegetables such as beetroot, potatoes,
         parsnips, sweet potato and pumpkin.
      

      
      Fresh is usually best, then frozen, then canned. Eating more vegetable portions a day can be quite daunting, so don’t be discouraged.
         Vegetable soup is a good way to achieve your daily intake: made with an onion, spinach and/or leek, for example, it can easily
         amount to three vegetable portions. Have carrot sticks and some hummus as a morning or afternoon snack. Then have vegetables
         with your evening meal; one cup of leafy greens, and a salad could easily account for two to three portions. You’ll find you
         won’t be hungry, and rather than thinking about what you can’t have, think of what you can have and you’ll soon find you won’t have room at the end of the day for that bar of chocolate. Aim for: five portions
      

      
      One portion equals:

      
      1 cup raw leafy vegetables

      
      or

      
      1⁄2 cup non-leafy cooked vegetables
      

      
      Fruit Fruit is a source of simple sugar, fructose, which the liver has to convert to glucose, so try to stick to a limited amount. Go for a range of coloured fruits to take advantage of all the vitamins and phytonutrients available. Again fresh
         is best as cooking may destroy some vitamins. Fruit is a useful snack and dessert. Aim for: three to four portions a day
      

      
      One portion equals:

      
      1 medium fruit

      
      or

      
      1⁄2 cup of cut-up fruit
      

      
      or

      
      1⁄4 cup of dried fruit
      

      
      Also eat in season; seek out fruit and veggies from local food shops and farmers’ markets. Fresh, locally produced fruit and
         vegetables, plucked out of the ground down the road, taste better than those flown from half way round the world – think how
         you feel after a long flight.
      

      
      Caffeine and Alcohol Try to limit alcohol – women to no more than two units a day and men to three units – and spread alcohol consumption out
         over the week. The calories in alcohol have no nutritional value – i.e. no vitamins, minerals, fibre, fat or amino acids,
         just sugar. Processing alcohol puts a strain on the liver, interferes with sleep and damages brain cells. Caffeine plays havoc
         with blood sugar levels, making you crave sweet foods, interferes with sleep and stresses the adrenal glands. Both caffeine
         and alcohol can cause mood fluctuations and deplete vitamins, especially the B vitamins.
      

      
      Have a Nice Healthy Day!

      
      Breakfast: 100g oat-based muesli, soaked in orange juice with a portion of fresh fruit such as a slice of pineapple, chopped
         cherries, grated apple, topped with natural yoghurt and pumpkin and sunflower seeds.
      

      
      Benefit: lots of complex carbs with the muesli as well as fibre, plus fructose from the fruit, protein from the nuts, seeds
         and yoghurt, and some good fats in the seeds and nuts.
      

      
      Snack: roasted soya beans – these taste like and are even nicer than peanuts to nibble on.

      
      Benefit: great source of protein and fibre and carbohydrate all rolled into one.

      
      Lunch: big bowl of spinach, coconut and lemon soup with an oatcake.

      
      Square of chocolate.

      
      Benefit: the soup is an easy way to get about two to three servings of vegetables, plus a source of iron and vitamin C. You
         could add nut butter or some cottage cheese to your oatcake for extra protein – there is some in the coconut. It’s nice to
         end on something sweet at the end of a meal and dark chocolate will not have too high a GI to send your blood sugar rocketing,
         especially as it will be consumed with a meal.
      

      
      Snack: carrot sticks and hummus.

      
      Benefit: a good way to increase your vegetable consumption, as well as enjoy the benefits of chickpeas and tahini, both of
         which are good protein and carbohydrate sources.
      

      
      Evening meal: chicken, coriander and peanut rice noodles. Apple and blackberry crumble.

      
      Benefit: lots of protein, carbohydrate and flavours in this spicy dish. The almonds and oats in the crumble add some protein
         and complex carbohydrate to this fibre-rich fruit-based pud.
      

      
      Drink: 1.5 litres of water throughout the day – herbal teas count.

      
      Exercise: at least twenty minutes to get your heartbeat up enough so as to feel it thumping – hoovering, hanging out the washing and getting off the bus a stop early count as well as
         time spent at the gym.
      

      
      Bonuses: enough energy to get you through the day; you won’t feel tired, you will be less likely to hit the biscuit tin, in
         a better mood, and better equipped to deal with stressful situations – better outlook, happier and you will sleep better.
      

      
      Eat Well Is User-friendly

      
      Dip in – you have permission to read the chapters that interest you the most or are most relevant – losing weight perhaps,
         or eating for a marathon, or good mood food. The last chapter is about foods that are worth getting fat for. I love food,
         but a little bit of saturated fat won’t hurt most people, so don’t live a life of denial. Enjoy a little ginger and mascarpone
         cheese-cake then run/cycle it off or have a healthy day the next, and don’t beat yourself up about it – just handle the recipes
         at the back with care, but the rest are suitable for everyday eating, so mix and match.
      

      
      Feeds How Many?

      
      I have tried to use manageable amounts of ingredients in recipes, i.e. whole tins or whole vegetables and whole fruits so
         you are not left with half a pepper or a whole bunch of celery minus one stalk sitting in the fridge. The recipes are geared
         for one person to four-ish, so if you have cooked food left over, freeze it and you will have your own supply of ‘ready meals’.
      

      
      Quantities and Measurements

      
      For spices and herbs, these can only be a rough guide – they lose their pungency over time. They are also dependent on the
         ground they are grown in and even the strength of the sun. When we were filming The Woman Who Ate Scotland, we featured The Really Garlicky Company, based near Nairn in the north-east of Scotland. I learned that Scottish garlic
         has a lovely soft flavour as it ripens gradually under the long, but not intense Scottish sun, whereas garlic from nearer
         the equator will be sharper as it has been blasted by a more unforgiving sun. New garlic in the spring is gorgeously soft,
         juicy and strong but as the year progresses it gets drier and less powerful. I don’t want to make cooking even more complicated
         – factoring in how much sun your clove of garlic has or its age – but experiment with quantities. Add more

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      

       
         
      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
         	Food processor. This is my favourite. They are not hugely expensive and are so good for grating, slicing and chopping vegetables
               that could take ages by hand and involve injury. Vegetables are important to healthy eating as they are a very rich source
               of fibre, antioxidants and vitamins and minerals. You are more likely to enjoy them if some of the hard work chopping them
               up has been done for you.
            

         	Hand-held blender. Less washing up is required as you can stick the blender – which looks like a big wand – straight into
               cooked vegetables to turn to soup. Also great for whizzing up hummus in an instant.
            

         	Pestle and mortar. Spices really jazz up dishes but need to be bashed about a bit to release their aroma and flavours. In
               some cases, spices have therapeutic qualities; cinnamon, for example, can steady blood sugar.
            

         	Measures, scales, spoons and jugs – all can be bought cheaply and just make life easier.

         	Muffin tins (non stick) are great for portion control; don’t just make muffins, but use them to speed up the baking process of bakes and cakes.

  
         	Bamboo or metal steamer. Steaming is a great way to cook without losing the valuable nutrients to the cooking water. I have
               just borrowed an electric steamer for food demos, and it is a great new toy – it steams food so quickly and easily and collects
               the juice from the steamed food in a tray which you could use as stock. It has several compartments so you could steam a whole
               meal.
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