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COOK, EAT & ENJOY!

Since we wrote our first ‘Hairy Dieters’ book, twelve years ago, we’ve done our best to stay in control of our weight and our health while still enjoying great food. OK, we continue to love our pies, our cakes and a full English occasionally, but we focus on keeping to the 80:20 rule – making sure that 80 per cent of what we eat is healthy.

The easiest route to healthy eating is to cook most of our meals from scratch, using good fresh ingredients. That way you really can’t go wrong. Cooking from scratch doesn’t have to take lots of time and effort. There are plenty of meals in this book that can be put together in half an hour or so and reward you with bags of great flavour. Dishes such as pasta with chilli and lentils, Mediterranean chicken stir-fry, loads of quick and tasty soups, salads and snacks and even a few reasonably guilt-free sweet treats.

One of our main sources of inspiration for this book has been all the information you hear about the huge benefits of following the Mediterranean way of eating. Over and over again, scientific research shows that the Mediterranean diet is the way to a long and healthy life. It’s said to reduce the risk of heart attacks, strokes, diabetes and many other conditions and to improve overall health. In various studies it has also proved to be a diet people find it easier to stick to than other regimes, such as low-fat and low-carb diets.

But don’t think that eating the Mediterranean way means stuffing yourself with lots of pizza, lasagne and moussaka. That’s not the answer. Key factors are focusing on eating plenty of vegetables, beans and lentils, fruit, nuts and whole grains as well as seafood, small amounts of meat and chicken and some dairy, such as cheese and plain yoghurt. Another essential is olive oil, preferably extra virgin olive oil.

Experts have identified certain areas of the world – not all in the Mediterranean but sharing a similar diet and way of life – where an unusually high number of people live to 100 and beyond. The recipes in this book are not all classic Med dishes but they use the same principles and are rich in fresh vegetables, pulses and whole grains. They are inspired by food from all over the Middle East, North Africa and even Asia and Mexico, as well as Italy, Greece, France and Spain. That doesn’t mean it’s all about aubergines and red peppers – traditional British favourite veggies like leeks, carrots, cabbage and cauliflower are just as good for us and delicious to eat.

As always, we’ve made these recipes as simple and straightforward as possible. Most don’t take long to prepare – although a few do need a bit of time in the oven or to marinate – but then we believe that making dinner shouldn’t always be a race against time. This is not an ultra-low-cal book as such, but we have reduced the amount of butter, sugar and other high-calorie ingredients as far as possible without compromising on flavour. And many of the dishes are under 500 calories per serving.

An important thing to bear in mind is that research has also revealed that the success of the Mediterranean diet for good health is not only down to the food. It’s also about having an active lifestyle, cooking your own food and enjoying meals together round the table. Food is not just fuel, it should be a pleasure, an important part of your day, so take the chance to relax and really savour a meal as often as you can. And we’re well up for that – hope you’ll join us!
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NUTRITIONAL INFO

Full nutritional info is given for each recipe in the book. Unless otherwise noted, the figures are per serving, without any optional extras.


	Calories measure the amount of energy in the food. It can be tedious and not necessary to count calories every day, but it’s useful to know the dangerous calorie-bomb foods. Everyone should know the approximate number of calories in the food they eat.

	Protein helps you feel satisfied, and we need protein to maintain our body’s processes. Nuts and pulses, as well as meat, fish, eggs and dairy, are all good sources.

	Carbohydrates are made up of lots of sugar molecules bound together. Your digestion will turn them into sugar. But some are digested faster than others – and slowly digested carbs, like wholegrain foods, are easier for your body to handle. The huge problem is added sugar in highly processed foods, such as ready meals and takeaways. By avoiding processed foods, you’ll benefit more than by worrying about different types of carbs.

	Sugar – figures listed are for the total sugar in a dish, which includes the natural sugars in fruit, vegetables and dairy. It is the added sugar or free sugar, like the sugar added to tea or used in puddings, that we need to limit for weight loss and good health.

	Fat – this figure is the total fat contained in a serving (monounsaturated, polyunsaturated and saturated). Monounsaturated fat – in foods such as nuts, seeds and olive oil – and polyunsaturated fats in oily fish are better for you than saturated fat but they are still high in calories. Fats are made up of strings of carbon atoms with lots of energy stored in the links between them. Gram for gram they are the most calorie-dense food.

	Saturated fats have different links between the carbon atoms (they are ‘saturated’ with hydrogen atoms). They are less healthy inside the body, but most people – even experts – don’t realise that any excess carbohydrate is turned into 100 per cent saturated fat in the body, whereas butter is only around 50 per cent saturated fat. The total amount of food eaten matters more than the type of fat in food.

	Fibre is not digested and so does not add calories. It is contained in plant foods, such as fruit, vegetables, nuts and seeds, as well as in grains and we need a good amount of fibre in the diet to help digestion. Wholegrain bread, brown rice and brown pasta contain more fibre than refined varieties.

	Salt – the figures given are for the salt content in the ingredients, not any extra added to taste.



A FEW NOTES FROM US


	Follow the recipes carefully so you don’t change the calorie count or nutritional details. Weigh your ingredients and use measuring spoons and a measuring jug.

	Use free-range eggs whenever possible. We generally use large eggs unless otherwise specified.

	We’ve made oven temperatures as accurate as possible, but all ovens are different, so keep an eye on your dish and cook it for a longer or shorter time if necessary.

	Peel vegetables, onions and garlic unless otherwise specified in the recipe.
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