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INTRODUCTION
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Do you drag yourself out of bed in the morning, yawn all through the working day and find it hard to concentrate, then collapse in front of the television in the evening, unable to face making a meal, let alone doing the washing up after? Would you like to become one of those people who jogs in the park, goes to the theatre and regularly cooks dinner for friends, but you just don’t have the stamina on top of your other commitments?

 

Lack of energy is a common complaint in the 21st century, partly because modern technology means we are constantly on call to deal with work and family crises in a way that previous generations weren’t. But there are also a number of physical reasons why you might be feeling rundown and lethargic (see Why you may lack energy).

 



 

When we are feeling exhausted, many of us are tempted by energy bars and sports drinks. The trouble with these instant fixers is that they are full of sugar and will only give you a temporary boost. This boost will be followed by a huge drop in energy levels when your pancreas releases insulin to deal with the excess sugar in your blood. Like coffee, another crutch when you are feeling weary, sports drinks also tend to contain caffeine, which increases the release of the stress hormone adrenaline – fine when you need to run the 100 metres but not so good when you’re stuck in a tedious meeting or picking kids up from school.
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This book shows you how to eat yourself to energy by choosing foods that keep blood sugar levels steady and address the causes of low energy. The recipes contain all the vitamins, minerals and trace elements you need to ease niggling health problems and make you feel tip-top and raring to go.

 



 


Why you may lack energy

 



 

•   If you have been worried about low energy for a while, ask your doctor to run blood tests to rule out conditions such as anaemia or an underactive thyroid gland, both of which will undermine your energy levels.

•   It’s easy to be low in essential vitamins and minerals if you eat a diet that contains a lot of processed foods, which have been stripped of their key nutrients. Even slight deficiencies can affect your energy levels.

•   If you lead a very stressful lifestyle and tend to run on adrenaline, your adrenal glands can become exhausted, while vital organs are not getting the nutrition they need because your body is constantly in emergency mode. Women tend to feel more tired than usual in the run-up to their periods and during the menopause. It is important to eat the right foods to balance hormone levels.

•   A candida yeast infection in the digestive system may cause your energy levels to drop. This is often caused by the repeated use of antibiotics. Ask you doctor to run tests if you think you may be suffering from a candida infection.

•   Other factors that affect energy levels include depression, weight-loss diets or being overweight, chronic pain, ME (chronic fatigue syndrome) and digestive disorders such as constipation.



 

How to eat yourself to energy

 

1. Eat lots of good-quality protein

 



 

Protein is required for the production of energy and keeps you going for longer than carbohydrate foods. It is beneficial to eat protein before exercise and it doesn’t cause the blood sugar highs and lows that you can get from refined carbohydrates found in sweet foods and white flour products. That’s why it’s far better to have a boiled egg as a mid-morning snack than a Danish pastry.

 



 

2. Eat plenty of fish

 



 

Fish is a low-fat, concentrated source of protein, full of omega-3 oils which are essential for energy production and also help to balance blood sugar levels. All types of fish are hugely nutritious.

 



 

3. Choose the right carbs

 



 

Choose carbohydrates that are low in the Glycaemic Index, a list that rates foods according to their effect on blood sugar levels. High-GI carbohydrates (such as sugar and sweet-tasting foods, white bread, potatoes) will make blood sugar levels rise rapidly then fall again, causing energy dips. Low-GI carbohydrates (wholegrains, vegetables and pulses) give steadier energy levels.

 

Choose wholemeal bread, rice, pasta and cereals, as well as a variety of pulses (which also happen to be rich in protein). These are all good sources of B vitamins, which help to support the nervous system in times of stress, as well as fibre to keep the digestive system functioning smoothly and your blood sugar levels stable.

 



 

4. Support your liver

 



 

It’s important to support the liver so it can perform its multiple roles of removing toxins from the blood, balancing hormone levels and assisting the digestion of food. Choose plenty of leafy green vegetables, berries, onions and probiotic live yogurt. Tobacco, caffeine and alcohol challenge the liver and deplete energy, so when you are struggling with fatigue it’s best to avoid them altogether.

 



 

5. Get enough iron

 



 

Iron (found in oysters, beef, turkey, dried fruit and leafy green vegetables) should be eaten in combination with vitamin C to improve uptake by the body. It boosts the levels of haemoglobin cells in the blood, which carry the oxygen to muscles and organs, allowing them to convert nutrients into energy.

 



 

6. Include iodine in your diet

 



 

The thyroid gland needs ample iodine for normal function, and even a slight deficiency can slow you down. That’s why you should eat plenty of foods containing iodine (such as seaweed, eggs, shellfish and live yogurt). Avoid overdoing soya products and don’t eat excessive quantities of brassica vegetables (cabbage, broccoli, cauliflower and kale) if you are even slightly deficient because they can block iodine uptake.
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7. Take steps to prevent candida

 



 

Some experts think candida yeast infections in the digestive system can lead to low energy and recurrent headaches. To prevent one taking hold it’s worth following a few ground rules. Cut right back on sugar, avoid alcohol and ease off foods that ferment in the upper gut, such as mushrooms, refined carbohydrates and vinegar. Eat lots of live natural yogurt to replenish the healthy bacteria in your digestive system.

 



 

8. Improve your sleep

 



 

Choose foods that will improve the quality of your sleep. Tryptophan is a key amino acid that aids restful sleep (good sources include turkey, chicken, tuna, tofu and kidney beans), while magnesium (found in nuts and leafy green vegetables) helps to relax the nervous system and allow you to nod off.

 



 

9. Choose foods to lift mood

 



 

Lack of energy is a common symptom of depression, but certain foods (including turkey, salmon and cocoa) promote the release of ‘happy hormones’, such as serotonin, that can lift low moods.

 



 

10. Keep up the fluids

 



 

Drinking plenty of water is essential for good energy levels. Herb teas are also recommended but avoid fruit juice on its own as it pushes up blood sugar levels.

 



 

Getting started

You’ll feel better as soon as you start eating the right foods and cut back on foods that make you sluggish. Follow the two-week plan for a comprehensive approach, or check the problem solver section and focus on foods recommended for the particular causes of your low energy. For advice on how to include the most effective functional foods in your diet, see Superfoods.

 



 

It may sound counter-intuitive, but exercise actually gives you energy, so try to incorporate some into your lifestyle. Regular exercise will reduce your levels of stress hormones and promote the release of feel-good endorphins, as well as stimulating the supply of oxygenated blood to your tissues and promoting restful sleep.

 



 

There are many other benefits to be gained by following the advice in this book. If you’re overweight, you will start to lose the excess weight in a gradual and sustainable fashion. If you’ve been dependent on caffeine, smoking or alcohol, the foods in this diet will help to reduce your cravings for them. You’ll also notice that regular aches and pains, including headaches and stiffness, are a thing of the past, and that your energy levels don’t rise too quickly or slump between meals. You’ll feel healthier all round – and it won’t take long to rediscover your get-up-and-go!
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