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MY FOOD NEUROSIS
A life of fad dieting left Paulette Crowley overweight and miserable. She took ‘drastic action’ to break the cycle.

Bring full fat back. Sugar demon driving obesity 
epidemic. Low-carb diets make you depressed. 
Red meat leads to bowel cancer. People who  

eat wholegrains have smaller waists.
These are all headlines I have written as a health 

editor and journalist. The headline for my own 
experience with food and dieting could read ‘‘The 
more I know, the fatter and unhealthier I get’’.

I know a hell of a lot about nutrition – I could easily 
write a book or two – with no formal training. My 
body of knowledge has been nurtured by an endless 
obsession with food and dieting.

I was put on a strict diet by a naturopath at the 
age of nine to control debilitating hayfever. It did 
more damage than good: the sneezing continued 
and I lost unnecessary weight at a crucial stage of my 
growth and development. It sowed the seeds of an 
eating disorder that would define my life. I dreamed 
of McDonald’s and stuffed my face with a Mars Bar at 
every opportunity.

My next diet was at the age of 14, with my mother. 
Boiled eggs, salad, scraps of chicken and hunger were 
involved. I lost a chunk of weight in the first week  

lost my deprivation and exercise mojo, I was scoffing 
biccies, chocolate, icecream and chips. I was bingeing 
in secret. Food was my friend and my foe. It comforted 
me when I was sad but also made me overweight and 
depressed.

Despite suspecting I was on a losing streak, I read 
everything I could get my hands on and in my job 
I interviewed doctors, nutritionists, natural health 
experts and weight loss champions.

I pursued all the usual avenues – weight loss 
programmes such as Weight Watchers and Jenny 
Craig; diet pills and fat-blockers from the doctor; and 
Ayurveda food combining (for about a week). I lived off 
cabbage soup and cayenne pepper teas and forced 
myself to drink toxic-tasting herbal concoctions. I tried 
not eating before lunch and never eating after lunch.  

CARB PHOBIA 
Then there was the Atkins diet (I loved the steak  
and bacon for the first three days), not eating red 
meat at all (everyone gave it up in the early 90s) and 
eating truckloads of pasta, sans cream, and focaccia 

‘IN BETWEEN THESE FADS 
AND OBSESSIONS I WOULD 

BINGE, USUALLY ON THE 
FOODS I HAD DEMONISED. 
AFTER A LOW-CARB PHASE,  

YOU COULD FIND ME 
TROUGHING INTO SPUDS 

AND BREAD. AFTER A 
LOW-FAT STAGE, I’D STOCK 

UP ON BUTTER, CHEESE 
AND CREAM.’

and became hooked on the euphoric sensation of 
watching numbers drop on the scale and my clothes 
feeling looser.

But as we know, diets don’t work long term. Once I 
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bread, sans butter. Low-fat everything was easy to find 
and tasted so sweet... because of the sugar. That, of 
course, led to the demonisation of sugar, one of the 
first incarnations of carb phobia. 

Before long I was studying the molecular structure  
of sucrose and its supposedly devastating effect 
on every system in the body. I became a ruthless 
detective in uncovering it in everything from low-fat 
yoghurt to jars of pasta sauce. I bought biscuits with 
saccharin (eeewww) and wouldn’t go near a banana 
(high in sugar).  
Diabetes be damned: you’re not getting me. I was 
bloody miserable and ironically, pre-diabetic.

In between these fads and obsessions I would binge, 
usually on the foods I had demonised. After a low-carb 
phase, you could find me troughing into spuds and 
bread. After a low-fat stage, I’d stock up on butter, 
cheese and cream.

I knew I was behaving like a crazy woman but the 
circle of addiction, to food and trying to control it had  
ensnared me. The fatter I got, the more I wanted and 
needed to lose weight. And the only way I could do 
that was to diet. Any choice of moderation or listening 
to my body was taken away from me because I had 
become powerless over food, and over my own mind. 

DRASTIC ACTION
For me, drastic action in breaking the dieting cycle 
was needed. After years of research, I had weight loss 
surgery – a gastric sleevectomy. I have maintained a 
35kg loss for three years. I bet he didn’t realise it but 

the surgeon not only carved up my digestive system, 
he also performed a radical reconfiguration on my 
relationship with food. 

Although the addiction will always exist, I now have 
a surgical muzzle on my Labrador-type instincts. Any 
weight I put on these days is manageable: it’s much 
easier to deal with shedding a couple of kilograms 
instead of 40.

Best of all, I’m not scared of food anymore. I can 
still overeat and choose to eat chips and chocolate 
but increasingly, my ageing body is putting up a fight 
against anything except modest amounts of fresh, 
simple and healthy food. 

Now, I watch the circus of nutrition and food from 

the sidelines with the distinct feeling that I’ve walked 
away relatively unscathed from a train wreck.

The gluten-free, raw food, clean eating and paleo 
crazes have left me for dead – they’re all just more 
examples of weight loss madness dressed up as being 
‘‘healthy’’.

I gape in disbelief at the space junk flying around 
the internet, with nutrition ‘‘rock stars’’ peddling 
pseudoscience promising weight loss, happiness and 
cures for cancer. Most of them have no qualifications 
and are zealots. And in our desperation to control food 
and our weight, we flock to them like a cult.

I’m forever grateful that I’m finally off the crazy 
dieting and nutrition bandwagon. n
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