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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”
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