
A simple recipe 
Good food and regular physical exercise: they won't 
cure all ailments, nor can they prevent accidents; but 
together they can predispose us all to a healthier life 

by Andrea Hutchinson 

"§' ~ reventing physical deterio-
• ration is the key to positive 

health. Every individual can 
achieve optimum health through ad
equate nutrition and exercise, that is, 
by combining ·a balanced diet with 
regular physical activity. Both are 
important factors contributing to 
good health, and they are neither 
mutually exclusive nor independent 
of each other. 

However, an exercise and nutrition 
regimen will differ from one culture to 
another. Family, religious and cultural 
traditions play a large part in deter
mining our way of life. Ideally, the 
local pattern of traditions will lend 
themselves to being adapted to bodily 
needs. Under most circumstances, 
even in the poorest countries, good 
nutrition can be assured by consuming 
what is locally available, and it should 
not be difficult to make exercise a part 
of daily life. Knowledge of just what 
constitutes a well-balanced diet and 
what are the limits of physical acti
vity would enable everyone to make 
decisions that lead to positive 
health practices. 

Well-balanced diet 
All foods have nutrients, and we 

need a variety of them as the basis for 
a well-balanced diet. Meals should 
include a wide range of different 
foods, including staples (cereals and 
root crops), peas and beans, food of 
animal origin (fish, eggs, meat and 
milk), vegetables (especially dark 
green leafy and orange or yellow veg
etables), fats and oils. Sugars and 
sweets provide energy without adding 
other nutrients. They also rot the 
teeth! This is why nutritionists do not 
encourage using a lot of sugar or 
sweets in the diet. 
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People who do heavy manual 
labour, whether in agriculture or 
heavy industry, need more nourish
ment than those who work on jobs 
where they are sitting for a good 
portion of the day. 

A system of food groups makes a 
helpful guide when planning healthy 
meals which contain a good variety of 
nutrients. The following system is just 
one out of many possibilities. 

Leafy green vegetables: The darker the 
better. 
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Staple foods 
Every culture has its own staples; 

they are eaten with almost every 
meal. Staples form the staff of life. 
They come in two main groups : cereal 
grains and starchy roots, tubers and 
fruits. Cereal grains such as rice, corn
meal, wheat and oats are nutritionally 
well-balanced. Whole grain cereals 
have not had as much of the nutrient 
value removed, and provide more 
fibre and vitamins than highly process
ed cereals. 

Roots, tubers and starchy fruits 
such as bananas are low in protein. 

Whenever possible they should be 
eaten with foods that do contain plen
ty of protein. The staples provide the 
main source of energy in the diet and 
are important sources of protein, 
vitamins and minerals as well. 

Peas, beans and nuts 
Mature peas and beans and nuts are 

the best and most concentrated source 
of protein among the foods from plant 
sources. They also contain vitamins 
and iron and other minerals. They are 
usually good value for money or as 
plants to grow in the garden. 

Dark green leafy 
or orange vegetables 

These foods are important because 
they contain a substance which can be 
changed by the body to vitamin A. 
The dark green leafy vegetables also 
contain other vitamins, minerals and 
fibre. The darker they are, the more 
nutritious they are. It is important 
to eat these vegetables every day. 
Examples of orange vegetables are 
pumpkins or carrots. 

Food from animal sources 
These foods are important for their 

high-quality protein and minerals and 
include meat and fish, milk and milk 
products such as cheese, and eggs. 
They are all rich sources of protein, 
vitamins and minerals along with 
energy, although they tend to be ex
pensive. Even small quantities can 
enhance a meal significantly; they are 
not needed in great quantity. 

Fruits 
Most fruits are good sources of 

vitamin C, especially if they are eaten 
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fresh . The dark yellow fleshy fruits 
(such as pawpaw or mango) also con
tain good amounts of a substance that 
the body changes into vitamin A. 
Fruits make excellent snacks and also 
go well with meals. 

Oils and fats 
These foods are highly concentrated 

sources of energy in the form of 
calories. They also contain various 
vitamins. Although we do not need 
fats in large amounts, small amounts 
improve the palatability of foods 
and help us to absorb certain other 
nutrients . Small active children and 
people who live physically energetic 
lives need added oil or fat. On the 
other hand, the overweight or sed
entary often eat too much fat; they 
should cut it out! 

Water 
Without water we cannot live; it is 

vital because it is responsible for carry
ing the other nutrients to the cells and 
for removing the waste products of 
digestion from the body. Because the 
body may lose up to two and half litres 
of water a day through sweat, urine, 
faeces and vapour from the lungs, it is 
important to take plenty of clean wa
ter every day. Fortunately many foods 
contain large amounts of water. 

The multimix principles 
Most of our everyday meals will 

contain more than one food; ideally 
we should choose our diet systemati
cally from the different food groups 
mentioned above. Using this multimix 
principle of food planning helps to 
improve our nutritional intake. All 
meals are based on the staple. 
- Four Mix-The best quality or more 
nutritious meals will also include foods 
from each of the following food 
groups: peas and beans plus dark 
green leafy or yellow vegetables plus 
food from animal sources. 
- Three Mix-A good quality meal 
may include foods from the staple plus 
two more of the groups. This can be a 
little cheaper to make. The food 
groups which should be added are: 
peas and beans plus food from animal 
sources ; or peas and beans plus dark 
green leafy or yellow vegetables ; or 
food from animal sources plus dark 
green leafy or yellow vegetables. 
- Two Mix-The most economical 
meals may be made with foods from 
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Nutritious foods: Differ from culture to 
culture, but always available locally. 
Photo WHO/Paul Almasy 

only two groups. For a two mix meal, 
one of these is always the staple. It can 
be eaten with peas and beans or foods 
from animal sources. 
- Other Foods-In most meals, a fresh 
fruit drink or a piece of fresh fruit may 
also be included. 

Physical activity 
Exercise makes an indispensable 

contribution to good health. But 
elaborate methods of body-building 
with expensive equipment need not be 
employed to achieve maximum physi
cal fitness. A regular five-mile walk 
constitutes as much exercise as a 
course of body-building or aerobics. 
Ideally, we should think of physical 
activity as an integral part of daily life. 

Physical fitness is a relative concept, 
varying widely between individuals. 
Minimal fitness will mean that the 
body is more predisposed to disease 
and has a low recovery ability and 

little capacity to perform physical 
tasks. An optimal level indicates bet
ter resistance to disease and a better 
capacity to function well. Of course 
we cannot all perform at the level of 
athletes, but not everybody makes the 
most of our potential. Regular exercise 
prevents physical deterioration and 
helps us to engage in activity without 
undue fatigue . 

One important effect of vigorous 
physical activity is to improve the 
body's capacity to oxidise fat for ener
gy. Other benefits include inc~eased 
muscle and bone strength, better coor
dination and usually a delay in the 
onset of fatigue . A lack of activity 
means that energy expenditure may 
be less than the caloric intake, and the 
surplus may lead to obesity. So exer
cise helps to maintain a balance of 
calories, and to avoid overweight 
and fatigue. 

Everyone can derive the maximum 
benefit from being healthy by com
bining good nutrition with regular 
exercise. This is not only "life
enhancing" : it predisposes us to a 
healthy interrelation of body, mind 
and spirit. • 
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