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sounds like a plan
Between the obesity epidemic, organics revolution, low-carb crazes and detox 
diets, these days adults are as fussy as kids about what they put in their mouths. 
Melinda Williams chews the fat with three Kiwis with extraordinary ways of eating

What we won’t eat may be the first decision any of us makes: 
spitting out a vegetable in distaste or shoving away a spoonful  
of baby mash. As we get older, it’s not just taste that influences 
our eating habits. The experts tell us we are what we eat, our body 
is a temple, we get out what we put in. Some of us eat for vanity, 
choosing a diet that will keep us trim or make our skin glow. For 
others, it’s more serious than that. For them, food choice is as 
fundamental as whether they can get out of bed in the morning. 

Tall, blonde and slim, with a striking resemblance to Gwyneth 
Paltrow (another famously strict eater), Renata Holicova is the picture 
of good health. Even though her food plan is 
one most people could never imagine being 
able to stick to, she swears she’ll never go back 
to the way she used to eat. Seeing her standing 
in front of 35 students, demonstrating how to 
prepare raw apple crumble, it’s hard to believe 
that just three years ago she was in such chronic 
pain that she would often lie in bed all day. 

“I was in terrible pain… muscle pain, body pain, back pain, joint 
pain,” says Holicova, a beauty therapist by trade, who moved here 
from her native Slovakia with her husband and son seven years ago. 
After visiting a host of specialists, none of whom was able to give  
a specific verdict, she began to suspect she had chronic fatigue 
syndrome and decided she could fix her health by changing her diet. 

“When I started to observe my past, what I had been eating, I could 
see that I was mineral-deprived,” she says. At the time she was 
eating “like everybody else. Lots of bread, lots of sugar, coffee every 

day, meat, dairy products. Then one day I discovered on the internet: 
Raw Food Can Change Your Life. I didn’t know what is ‘raw’, so I took 
my dictionary to find the meaning. I was reading about it all day in 
bed, because that was all I was able to do. And I said to my husband, 
‘I have found the answer, how to heal myself!’ And he said, ‘Oh my 
God, I wish you would find the answer.’ He was sceptical.” 

The next day, Holicova threw out everything in her kitchen that wasn’t 
raw, and embarked on an extreme 90-day “juice fast” – nothing but  
fruit and vegetable juices, and smoothies. “After three weeks, I felt 
completely healthy. I lost all my pain, my thinking changed. I am the 

sort of person who needs to eat, but because  
I was feeling so good, I wanted to keep going 
to see what would happen.” 

To say a raw vegan diet – reportedly practised  
by Demi Moore, Woody Harrelson and Alicia 
Silverstone – is strict is an understatement.  
It involves eating nothing but raw fruit, 
vegetables, seeds, nuts, fungi, seaweed and  

a few sprouted legumes. To make the foods more digestible, they 
may be soaked in water, blended, or dehydrated at a very low  
heat over a period of many hours. Every day, Holicova drinks juice 
extracted from up to a kilogram of leafy greens like rocket, spinach, 
mesclun or wheatgrass, sweetened with juiced celery, cucumber  
and apple. “Also, I have things like ‘sushi’ [made using pulverised 
parsnip ‘rice’], crackers with pâté made from sunflower seeds,  
and sprouted chickpeas.” 

Although she says her tastes have changed and a simple green P
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“I said to my husband, 
‘I’ve found the answer, 
how to heal myself!’ He 
said, ‘I wish you would.’ 
He was sceptical”

Renata Holicova 
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she says she assumed not eating meat would be 
healthier, but didn’t find that to be the case. “Some 
of my health problems got worse – everything 
linked to inflammation. Going to the gym or 
exercising, I felt really wiped out afterwards.  
I realised I was probably not having enough protein. 
I don’t think we’re designed to cope with large 
amounts of grains and legumes, which is what 
most vegetarians eat. Some of the nutrients you 
get out of meat, it’s very hard to get from a strict 
vegetarian diet.” 

The strictest Paleolithic diets dictate minimal 
processing of food. Ideally, everything should be 
consumed as it’s found in the wild: raw or close to 
it in many cases, including meat. The philosophy 
also encourages followers to spend time outdoors 
as our ancestors did, to get vitamin D from the sun 
(something many new Zealanders are deficient in). 

Taylor, who describes herself as a “lazy cook”, 
favours one-pot cooking, and doesn’t focus on the 
raw elements as much as avoiding grains. For 
breakfast, she might have a piece of salmon or  
a chicken breast, and a cup of mixed fruit salad, 
while her kids often have eggs and bacon, or  
a frittata. Lunch is usually leftover meat with salad 
and a monounsaturated oil dressing. Dinner’s often 
a roast or casserole, without the starchy vegetables. 
Fruit and nuts are her main snacks. She tries to buy 
organic, but admits that with a family to feed, the 
cost often makes that unfeasible.

Taylor says she’s seen astounding changes in  
her body since starting on the diet. A knee prone  
to inflammation has caused no further trouble.  
A ganglion cyst she’d had on her wrist for 10 years 
disappeared. Her PMT, which had been bad enough 
to put her in bed, vanished without trace, and her 
energy levels amaze her friends. 

The diet helps regulate her blood-sugar levels, 
too. “The crashes disappeared. I lost weight 
without losing energy, which had never been  

salad makes her happiest, Holicova’s husband and 
teenage son were understandably less enthralled  
at adopting a raw vegan diet. So she threw herself 
into learning how to make gourmet raw food, 
travelling to California for a five-week ‘cooking’ 
course. “We learned to make raw ‘lasagne’, ‘pasta’, 
‘sushi’, ‘hamburger’ – everything you can imagine. 
It was mind-blowing,” she says.

Of course, while nobody’s going to be tricked 
into thinking ribbons of zucchini are really fettuccine 
or a blend of almond pulp and bell peppers is 
cheddar cheese, the food Holicova serves up is 
surprisingly tasty and satisfying. 

“My son’s friend came over for dinner and we 
had ‘burritos’ [made with flaxseed wrappers, 
tomato salsa and mash from sprouted legumes] 
and he didn’t even know it was raw,” she boasts. 

As Holicova has a sweet tooth, almost every 
night she’ll have a raw dessert – ‘cheesecake’ 
made from almond pulp and fresh berries, or  
nut- and date-based slices with layers of fruit.

She admits many friends thought she was crazy 
when she started out. “They still do,” she laughs. 
She attributes it to fear of the unknown. “What my 
friends struggle with most is ideas what to make. 
Because they know they should eat this way.” 

To save money, Holicova grows many of her own 
greens, but admits she and her husband sold one 
of their cars in order to buy the expensive blenders 
and the dehydrator needed in a comprehensive  
raw kitchen. She sees it as the price you pay for 
good health. “A nice car is really not necessary if 
your health is your priority.”

Julianne Taylor, a registered nurse and nutritional 
advisor, has spent most of her adult life trying out 
different ways of eating. now, at 50 years of age, 
she reckons she’s found the best food plan of all: 
eating like a caveman. Taylor follows (and teaches) 
the Paleolithic Diet, a type of ‘evolution-based 
eating’ structured around what our ancestors might 
have eaten 10,000 years ago. “If you can pick it or 
kill it, you can eat it,” she says with a laugh. “It’s  
about going back to a very natural way of eating  
for humans.”

Taylor’s been eating ‘Paleo’ for over a year  
now, after being on The Zone Diet for a decade.  
A vegetarian for ethical reasons in her 20s and 30s, P
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“If you can pick it or  
kill it, you can eat it.  
It’s about going back  
to a very natural way  
of eating for humans”

>>
Julianne Taylor 
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my experience in the past. It was always ‘cut 
down food, lose energy, feel revolting’. You can’t 
sustain it. But this, I could sustain.” 

She doesn’t see herself changing her diet 
again. “I never believed 20 years ago, even as  
a registered nurse, that I’d be able to get rid of 
PMT, dodgy joints, have so much energy and 
mental focus, sleep so well. It’s worth it for me 
to keep on it. I’m 50 and I see most people my 
age not looking or feeling as great as I do.”

Vannessa Joyce, a Waikato café worker, also 
found dropping processed foods made a stunning 
difference to her health, but she did it following  
a different kind of diet. 

For most of her life, joyce, who raises and 
shows Staffordshire terriers and French bulldogs 
in her spare time, has 
suffered from allergies and 
asthma, often popping an 
antihistamine pill every 
day. Toward the end of 
last year she also started 
having episodes in which 
she developed a dry mouth 
and restricted breathing. 
After visits to the doctor and blood tests failed 
to find a cure, joyce talked to a dog-show friend, 
who suggested she try the Blood Type Diet. This 
eating plan, developed in the mid-’90s by Dr Peter 
D’Adamo, is based on the premise that different 
blood types evolved different tolerances to certain 
foods. While the diet is regarded with scepticism 
by mainstream science, joyce and another Blood 
Type dieter spoken to for this story were adamant 
it had cured their allergies and gout, respectively. 

Within two months of starting the diet, joyce, 
whose blood type is O, says her need for 
antihistamines fell away almost entirely, her 
breathing difficulties diminished and she shed 
15kg without trying. “Type O’s can eat quite a lot 
of meat, so for me the plan was pretty easy to 
follow because I eat a lot of meat anyway,” she 
says. “The only meat I had to cut out was pork. 
The funny thing is, I had some the other weekend 
when we were out to dinner and afterwards  
I could feel it in my chest.” 

As a Type O – the ‘original’ or earliest blood 
type, which emerged before wide-scale 
agriculture existed – joyce is encouraged to  
eat lots of protein (especially wild game), sea 
vegetables and leafy greens. Grains are out, as 
are legumes like kidney beans and lentils, along 
with avocados, corn, mushrooms, Brussels 
sprouts, oranges, strawberries, melons, eggplant 
and all caffeine-based drinks. 

Significant changes to joyce’s diet started in 
the morning – she used to have a BLAT sandwich 
for breakfast almost every day. “I’m not meant to 
have bacon, I’m not supposed to have grain bread 
and I’m supposed to avoid avocado,” she says, so 
now she starts the day with fresh or tinned fruit.

Giving up avocado wasn’t easy, says joyce, as 
she loves it, but the hardest thing to forsake was 

fizzy drinks. “I was a big 
Coke drinker. I could drink 
a 1.5 litre bottle of Coke  
a day. That was my 
biggest addiction – soft 
drinks and energy drinks.  
I occasionally have one 
now if I’m at a function, 
but I don’t have them 

every day like I used to.” 
What keeps her going, she says, is remembering 

how awful she used to feel. “I don’t want to go 
back to feeling the way I did. And if you’ve been 
quite a big person, losing 15 kilos makes you feel 
good in other ways too.” 

As a café worker, she’s used to preparing 
multiple meals at once, so cooking different 
dishes for her and her husband isn’t too tiresome. 
“If he’s having pork chops, I’ll just throw in  
a couple of lamb chops for myself instead.” 

Although she hasn’t been on the Blood Type 
Diet long, she says she can see herself eating 
this way for the rest of her life. “I’ll stay with it.  
It gets the thumbs up from me.”

If there’s one belief all three of these picky 
eaters share, it’s do whatever it takes, and ignore 
the naysayers. The rest of us might keep in mind 
the words of voltaire: “nothing would be more 
tiresome than eating and drinking if God had not 
made them a pleasure as well as a necessity.” 
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“The only meat I had  
to cut out was pork. The 
funny thing is, I had 
some the other weekend 
and afterwards I could 
feel it in my chest”


