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Introduction

I love to eat. I love experiencing different flavours, textures and aromas. But I also love the culture and artistry of food. The stories we tell through food. The beauty of a neat slice of cake…

And, I’ll admit it, I love the science of food. Perhaps it’s because of my job as a health professional, but the science behind nutrition fascinates me. Nutrition is where food, health and exercise – three of my passions – collide. There’s a lot of science behind baking, too, which is perhaps partly what drew me to it in the first place. Well, that and the cake, of course.

Why ‘good to eat’?

I grew up vegetarian, but at the age of 18 I started eating meat. For I while, I went completely the other way and ate anything and everything – mice, rat, duck embryos, snake, goat testicles, you name it. Nowadays, I don’t slap any particular label on my diet. Fish features occasionally, but I haven’t eaten meat for years. (My days of eating goat testicles are long gone.) The overwhelming bulk of my food now comes from plants – fruits, vegetables and whole grains.

Like many people, I’ve gone through evangelically healthy periods in my life. Periods where I’ve researched and thought carefully about the nutritional value of the foods I eat, for my health, and sometimes because I’ve wanted to change the way my body looks. For a lot of my friends, eating healthily has simply meant restricting the amount of food they eat and reducing calories, but that’s never sat well with me. Faddy or strict diets don’t work for me because I hate following a set of food ‘rules’ like it’s a religion, and I think your diet should be sustainable in the long term. I just want food that’s good for me, and plenty of it.

The turning point came a few years ago when I got seriously into cycling and fitness. I’ve always been an active person, but I realised that I needed to eat intelligently to fuel my body. And while I don’t eat lots of sugar and fat, I had to increase the amount of food I consumed, so I thought more carefully about when I was eating. I realised that eating healthily does not have to mean depriving myself of tasty, filling food.

This realisation coincided with increasing research on the microbiome – the trillions of bacteria, fungi and other microbes that live on and in the human body, especially in the gut. We’re learning more and more about the microbiome and its importance to all areas of health, all the time. You can buy prebiotics to feed your friendly gut bacteria, and probiotics that add to them, but the best way to improve the diversity of good micro-organisms in your gut is to eat loads of fruit, veg, whole grains and fermented foods. That’s how I eat and it’s at the heart of this book. In other words, this book feeds you and all your bacterial friends.

It’s been an interesting journey discovering the foods that are good for me and good to cat. I now enjoy my exercise more, I’m much more efficient in my exercise, I maintain a healthy weight without fuss, and I love what I’m eating. I love my food not just because it’s good for me, but also because it tastes great.

So when I made it onto the tenth season of The Great British Bake Off, I was determined to stick to my own style of cooking, one that makes dishes healthier where possible, by substituting sugar and fat for grated root veg and so on. I’m a firm believer that healthier food doesn’t have to mean tasteless food, and if I can substitute a few hundred grams of sugar here, a packet of butter there, and still win a national baking competition, it must be true!

In my kitchen

For all the current focus on speedy food, speed isn’t always best. Sure, it’s good to have some quick recipes under your belt – and you’ll find plenty in this book – but good food is about the whole process, not just quick results. It’s about having fun and being in the moment. In this way, good food can be meditative, and it’s okay if it sometimes takes an hour or two – or, in the case of sourdoughs and fermented foods – days or even weeks.

This is my way of saying that I don’t have a lot of kit and gimmicky gadgets in my kitchen designed to speed up processes. I like to touch the food I’m cooking. I much prefer kneading bread by hand, for example, than letting a stand mixer do the hard work for me. Besides, I like to get my hands dirty.

So rather than having drawers stuffed with items that I only use once a year, I have a few really good pieces of equipment that I use all the time:

• Digital scales – a must for any baker. You can’t always ‘eyeball’ amounts in baking.

• Spatula – a really good spatula is a wonderful thing. I like the type that can withstand high heat and slides round a bowl to leave it looking like it’s been washed clean.

• Microplane grater – great for mincing garlic and ginger, but also for all kinds of grating.

• Flour brush – brilliant for gently brushing flour off your bakes… and your work surface. (If you use a wet cloth, you end up creating a gluey paste that’s so hard to remove.)

• Knife-sharpening steel – you don’t need very fancy knives, but you do need to keep them sharp. Properly sharp knives make chopping, slicing and paring an absolute dream.

• Thermapen digital thermometer – this one’s a bit of a splurge item (saying that, I stole mine from the Bake Off tent!), but it’s extremely useful for measuring temperatures accurately.

• Jars – great for storing spices, pickling veg, fermenting foods and simply shaking up a quick dressing. You can never have too many jars, and I save almost every one that comes my way.

There are also certain ingredients that I always have handy at home. These are what I call my ‘hero ingredients’ – ingredients that pack a huge nutritional punch, that are sorely undervalued, or that add maximum flavour to healthy dishes without loading up on the sugar and fat. You’ll find these hero ingredients highlighted throughout the book, and I strongly recommend you start building up your own stash.

Speaking of stashes, every two months or so I make up a massive jar (seriously, a huge jar) of mixed nuts, seeds and dried fruit, which I use to top porridge, desserts, smoothie bowls, etc. This gives an easy daily boost of fibre, nutrients and indigestible starches to feed your microbiome. Try making up your own mix with whatever nuts, seeds and dried fruit you like. I add cacao nibs, too, for a cheeky chocolatey hit.

In this book

I may be known for healthy bakes but this book contains proper meals as well as baking recipes. It’s structured around the way I cook and eat, and contains the recipes that I turn to time and time again.

There are breakfast and lunch ideas, delicious mix-and-match salads, meals for midweek eating, dishes to impress your friends, bread to bake when you need to slow life down, tasty treats to take into the office or on a bike ride, as well as special- occasion cakes and everyday puddings.

All are simple to make (I don’t know about you, but I’ve got a busy life and a fairly average-sized London kitchen). Most are really inexpensive (using fresh ingredients and cooking from scratch saves me a fortune). And all are designed to nourish and sustain you (without a side order of guilt).

That, then, is the goal of this book: to show how food can be delicious, moreish, comforting and good for you. I know this because the recipes included are the foods I eat all the time. I eat real bread. I tuck into satisfying meals after work. I bake cakes and biscuits. And so should you. When it’s part of a balanced lifestyle, why shouldn’t you enjoy your food?

The recipes in this book aren’t written with health fanatics in mind – although they’ll work brilliantly around exercise if that’s your thing (think healthy pasta bakes for carb loading, energy balls for that pre-workout boost and nutritious food to throw in the oven when you’re ravenous after a run). They’re designed for anyone who loves their food, or wants to love their food but isn’t prepared to sacrifice their waistline and long-term health in the process. You can therefore use this book to support a more active lifestyle – or you can simply enjoy an evening meal and slice of cake that are better for you…
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