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Introduction

This book was started in a fit of exasperation. Newly diagnosed with Type 2 diabetes, my husband was constantly asking if the things he fancied were okay to eat. In supermarkets, cafés and restaurants he would enquire, ‘Can I eat that?’ and when the answer was no, the supplementary question was, ‘Why not?’ He read the leaflets and books but switched off – the technical bits were boring, he said – and I found myself getting annoyed. So I started to write it all down for him. These notes turned into a book and when it was finished it seemed a good idea to include some recipes.

Husband Peter had suddenly started to drink and pee a lot so we knew that something was wrong. Sure enough, a few days later he came back from the doctor with the diagnosis of Type 2 diabetes. ‘It could have been something much worse,’ I told him, but he was very upset and went into a state of shock for a week. He told everyone he was dying and was too frightened to eat anything. This was understandable as he was a man who had been fit, healthy and active for six decades. He walked four dogs regularly and visits to the doctor’s surgery had been infrequent. During the next three weeks Peter, an enthusiastic follower of the pork pie and pizza diet, lived largely on fruit. Everything else frightened him and because he had cut out all the foods he loved we anticipated a greatly improved blood-glucose-level reading at his next appointment. So it was a shock when it was found to be little changed and the diabetes nurse shook her head and explained that a diet containing large amounts of fruit was almost as bad for him as his previous diet had been. ‘Eat more vegetables,’ she said.

That sounded straightforward enough. We liked vegetables so I thought that most of the meals we enjoyed could remain on the menu. Cottage pie with its potato topping, tomato pizzas with a little cheese on top, baked potatoes with a healthy prawn or coleslaw topping, these would all be fine. However, a few days later, after reading information sheets and a book on diabetes, I had to revise my opinions. I had learnt that Type 2 diabetes always has the potential to turn into something ‘much worse’ and that things called GI values are of particular importance to people with the condition.

The initials GI stand for glycaemic index. This measurement is the rate at which, after eating, carbohydrates in food are turned into bloodstream glucose. People with diabetes need to eat foods that have a ‘slow burn’ and this means foods with a low GI value. The foods which featured regularly in our diet included potatoes, pizza, parsnips and pastry. These, I discovered, all have high GI values and now had to be avoided.

This was worrying and confusing. I no longer knew what to cook, or how to cook it. GI values were a puzzle and an approach based on common sense just did not work. Surely mashed potatoes would be a healthier option than chips? Not necessarily so.

For the first month or so after Peter was diagnosed I cooked meals using ingredients that had a low GI value without any real understanding of what I was doing. But I knew that the return of a healthy husband depended upon a different style of cooking. So sugar and refined white flour were banned from the kitchen and for a while there was no more cake or biscuit making, no more pastry-based meals and no potatoes. Rice, pasta, pizzas and white bread became a hazy memory. Allowed were (to us) freaky things like beans, pulses and lentils and boring but wholesome things like broccoli and granary bread. Living on food like this was not an appealing prospect and I slightly resented this change in our shopping and eating habits. But there seemed no alternative and a little book containing the GI values of hundreds of foods became my constant companion. It was consulted in the kitchen when cooking, in the supermarket when shopping and in the café or restaurant on the few occasions that we dared to eat out.

And so began our new life as shopping and cooking styles underwent a revolution. Supermarket trolley jams were caused as we struggled with the microscopic print on food labels. Many items previously tossed light-heartedly into the trolley were excluded. Alternative recipes for favourite meals were discovered, many sourced online (indeed the internet has low-GI alternatives for almost every dish imaginable. I tested many of them. Some tasted good; quite a lot were offered to the dog and rejected.)

Cooking now takes longer. More vegetables have to be prepared. Beans and pulses tend to be bland so a greater variety and quantity of herbs and spices are needed. And, of course, the GI value of a food or a meal is not its full story. Crisps, cream and chocolate all have low GIs!

Learning to cope with a diagnosis of diabetes is not easy. It is an insidious condition – often there are no definitive answers to questions concerning diet and a person can continue to eat foods that he or she shouldn’t, without any immediate effect. The food does not make them feel unwell and the danger exists of a slow shift back to unhealthy eating habits. We have talked with health professionals, read books and researched the internet. Conflicting advice has frequently puzzled us but has also been the motivation to dig deeper into the subject, and the result has been the rediscovery of some of the things we probably learnt at school but have long forgotten. We hope that sharing this knowledge will help others.

An important discovery is that food that is good for people with diabetes is food that is good for everyone. A diet that is restricted (the pessimistic view) or different but better (the optimistic view) will become a necessity, but people with Type 2 diabetes can still enjoy wining and dining.

This book starts with the basic facts of nutrition. This is because books and leaflets about diabetes all use words like carbohydrates, sugars, glucose and digestion. Most people have some idea of what these words mean, but a deeper knowledge will help them to understand the diabetic condition. Sections on food and diet follow and these may reveal surprising facts about our everyday food. A recipe section follows.

Cup measures are US cup size (8 fluid ounces). A Tala Cook’s Measure will help you calculate the correct quantity if you don’t have US cups.

We hope that the references to research and competing theories about food, nutrition and health will interest readers and encourage them to read further. Like us, they may discover some interesting discrepancies between what we know about our food and the advice we receive.
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