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rom a very young 
age Teresa Cutter 
exper ienced  the 
paradox of food: what 
can sustain you can also 
make you unwell. “I 

have a very traditional Polish family,” 
she told me. “I remember my mum 
and dad having lots of parties, drinking 
vodka and many late nights. My father 
was a fast-food junkie. Fridays were 
fish and chips dinners. Saturdays were 
Kentucky Fried Chicken.”    
    
As a child Cutter was often sick and 
spent a lot of time in hospital, suffering 
from slow transit constipation and a 
compromised immune system. But it 
wasn’t until the age of nine – when 
her class was weighed – that Cutter 
experienced a moment of clarity that 
changed her life.    
    
“I was shocked to discover that I was 
the heaviest in the class,” she said. “I 
knew I had to do something. It wasn’t 
rocket science. The very next day I 
reduced the food portions my mother 
put in front of me and I refused to eat 
takeaway any more. I also began to 
walk to school instead of catching the 
bus.”    
    
Cutter quickly began to experience the 

benefits of her new healthier way of 
living. She had more energy and was 
able to focus better at school. But the 
pride she felt each time she weighed 
herself became addictive, and it wasn’t 
long before she was taking dieting too 
far. “I would stop eating or survive on 
two apples a day because I wanted to 
look like the models in magazines,” 
she said. 

Her weight loss drew the attention 
of her parents, who had grown up 
during the German occupation of 
Poland during World War 2 and seen 
the effects of full-scale starvation. 
As a result they believed that a bit 
of excess body fat was both healthy 
and desirable. “I remember all of us 
sitting around the dinner table and 
I would only eat a little bit, and then 
the arguments would start, with Mum 
yelling that I had to eat something. 
But the more they pushed, the more I 
resisted.”    
    
Cutter’s eating disorder persisted into 
her early teenage years. “I was really 
self-conscious and struggling with a 
low self-esteem,” she said. “I wanted 
to look good and be accepted, and I 
would compare myself to girls who 
were naturally thin.”

The Healthy Chef founding director Teresa Cutter 
has dedicated her life to improving the health 
of others. She talks to Suvi Mahonen about 
overcoming her own food issues, and how we 
can maximise our own health by falling in love with 
eating.
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The Simple Cook

TERESA CUTTER

Back to basics    
    
Cutter grew up in Bunbury, Western 
Australia, where her father worked 
long hours as a crane driver and her 
mother worked as a hotel cleaner 
by day and kitchen-hand by night. 
Consequently, Cutter and her older 
sister were often looked after by their 
great aunt and uncle who had a large 
kitchen garden at the back of their 
property complete with a chicken 
coop.   

“My great uncle would re-use a tea 
bag several times before he threw it 
out,” Cutter recalled. “The day-old rye 
bread in the pantry was used to make a 
rye porridge for breakfast and it was as 
simple as breaking up chunks of bread 
into a bowl and pouring steaming hot 
milk-coffee over it. It tasted amazing! 
I still get inspired by their simplicity. 

A few ingredients can become 
something spectacular.”   
    
Cutter began to learn how to cook by 
helping her great aunt in the kitchen. 
Everything was made from scratch and 
was both simple and nourishing. “She 
would get me to sift flour, prepare all 
the ingredients and shape piroshki,” 
Cutter writes in her cookbook, Purely 

Delicious, which she dedicated to her 
great aunt and uncle.

Saved by sports  
    
When Cutter was 14 she started a part-
time job at a bakery. Using the money 
she earned, she bought a racer bike 
and took up racing. It didn’t take long 
before she realised that in order to 
compete, she needed to eat. “Sport 
focused me into eating better,” she 
said. “Instead of surrounding myself 
with girls that were all about fashion 
and makeup, I focused on sports and 
health and wellbeing.”    

Inspired by her great aunt’s ability 
to create delicious meals from raw 
ingredients, it felt like a natural 
progression for Cutter to move into 
the hospitality industry when she 

finished high school. She started 
as a waitress and bar attendant but 
quickly gained an apprenticeship with 
executive chef Neil Jackson in his five-
star kitchen. Cutter spent the next 
few years slaving over the proverbial 
stove – creating hot and cold entrees, 
designing desserts and cooking rich, 
French-style sauces and pastries. With 
her zeal and determination, she was 

promoted to assistant pastry chef in the 
hotel kitchen and won a gold medal in 
the prestigious cooking competition, 
Salon Culinaire. 

But while her career soared, her health 
began to dip. Too tired to exercise after 
16-hour days in the kitchen, Cutter 
gained excess weight. Eventually her 
husband Paul encouraged her to work 
out at the gym with him, an interest 
which, for Cutter, grew into a passion 
for Fitness Figure competition. 

“I went to an exercise physiologist who 
changed the way I ate and trained,” 
Cutter said. “He got rid of the packets 
of cereal and Special K and put me on 
fresh fruits, vegetables, tuna and egg-
white omelettes.” The diet worked and 
Cutter not only dropped her excess 
weight but went on to win second 
place in the Australian National 
Fitness Figure Championships in 
Melbourne.     
     
To her husband’s surprise, she threw 
her trophy in the bin. “I didn’t come 
all this way to be second,” Cutter said. 
“It’s either first or nothing for me.”

Breaking out on her own

Six years after qualifying as a chef 
Cutter broke away from the constraints 
of being an employee and started up 
her own catering business, providing 
food for film and TV production 
companies in Perth.“Being my own 
boss gave me the chance to develop 

I was really self-conscious and struggling with 
a low self-esteem,” she said. “I wanted to look 
good and be accepted, and I would compare 
myself to girls who were naturally thin."

CLOCKWISE FROM TOP: Teresa's family - (l-r) uncle, great aunt, older sister Carole, mum, dad and Teresa (in her dad's arms); Teresa 

(sitting) and Carole; Weight loss struggle as a kid; Year 12 graduation photo (centre); Healthy Chef book cover; Photo promoting the 

business; Teresa at the 1998 Australian National Fitness Figure Championships in Melbourne; Keeping active doing kick boxing.
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my recipes and menus and give them 
out to my clients,” she said. She used 
mainly lean meats, fresh vegetables, 
raw salads and muffins made from 
organic oats and was surprised by the 
overwhelmingly positive feedback she 
received. In 2006, she opened her first 
café with her husband in Sydney which 
they named “The Healthy Chef”. 
    
Her aim was to emulate the feeling 
that she experienced at her great aunt’s 
home. She played French music on 
the iPod while she cooked, creating 
her own homemade granolas, cookies 
and bread. “Cooking to me is all about 
feeling. The touch, the texture, the 
aroma and taste,” Cutter said. “All 
your senses come into play to create 
something magical and delicious. It’s 

important for me to put the positive 
energy back into the food other people 
eat.”    
    
Utilising the techniques she learned 
as a chef, Cutter put her natural 
skills into play to create a blend of 
wholesome, natural meals that saw her 
customer base steadily increase. “I was 
one of the first cafes in Sydney to offer 
healthy, plant-based, delicious food,” 
she says. 

The café’s reputation spread, and it 
soon attracted celebrity clientele such 
as Elle McPherson, Megan Gale and 
Kelly Slater. But once again, Cutter’s 
career success came at a cost. The self-

described workaholic was spending 
almost every waking hour in the 
kitchen and ignoring what her own 
body needed to stay healthy. 
“I was getting really sick and I knew 
that if I didn’t do something fast, then 
I wouldn’t be around for too much 
longer,” she said.  

Finding a balance 

Cutter sold her café in 2012, and used 
the money she made to start a range of 
organic, wholefood products including 
proteins, green smoothie powders 
and drinking chocolate that she now 
distributes through her Healthy Chef 
website, a site which now attracts more 
than fifteen thousand visits per day.

“The benefit of being predominantly 
online is that I am able to share my 
recipes with a huge audience,” she 
said.

Cutter, who is now 50, says she is a lot 
wiser than her younger self and is able 
to better prioritise her own health. She 
begins each morning with meditation 
and exercise. “Paul and I are out the 
door pretty early for a nice long walk, 
followed by a café stop for my filter 
coffee or almond-milk latte,” Cutter 
said. “It’s an awesome way to start 
the day and it sets me up for what’s 
ahead.” 

Cutter’s career centres around making 
nutrition less complicated. She 

educates the public through many 
different platforms including through 
her healthy cookbooks including 
Purely Delicious, which won a silver 
medal for nutritional cookbooks in the 
Independent Publisher Book Awards. 
She also runs cooking masterclasses, 
and designs menus and recipes for 
hotels and spas, as well as participating 
in Australian Government initiatives 
including the Western Australian 
Health Department’s “Go for 2 
& 5” campaign. She makes regular 
appearances on TV shows such as The 
Today Show, Sunrise, The Morning 
Show, A Current Affair, The Living 
Room, The Daily Addiction and 
The Biggest Loser, as well as writing 
a weekly recipe column for Time 
magazine. In 2017, she was inducted 
into the Businesswomen’s Hall of 
Fame.

A healthier future

With her latest project, a cooking 
show, currently in production, Cutter’s 
vision is about showing people how 
simple it is to both cook and eat well. 
“I get a lot of emails from people who 
are so confused about their diet,” 
Cutter said. “There’s a sense of ‘food 
anxiety’ amongst people who are 
trying their best to do the right thing 
but they don’t know if they should go 
sugar-free, or paleo, or gluten-free, or 
dairy-free. I think it’s a complete waste 
of time to argue about what the perfect 
diet is because we are all so different 
and it is not a one-size-fits-all scenario. 
What works for you may not work for 
the next person.”

Cutter believes we need to strip things 
back to the basics. “I look back at my 
great aunt and uncle. They had it right. 
There’s fresh fruit and vegetables, 
there’s protein, and there’s healthy 
fats. Don’t overcomplicate things. 

The Simple Cook

TERESA CUTTER

The best recipes are often the easiest and 
quickest to make. My great aunt ingrained that 
whole simplicity concept into me and I continue 
to be inspired by the idea that food needs to be 
simple, fresh, economical and doable in a short 
space of time.
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On my 10th birthday I found a yoga 
book in my mother’s cupboard. It was 
December 1974.  As I was discovering 
yoga, the Ramamani Iyengar Memorial 
Institute was about to open in Pune 
India.  Many of the senior teachers in 
the Iyengar tradition were embarking 
on their journey with BKS Iyengar and 
these teachers were to have a profound 
impact on my life.  

I was the eighth of ninth children in a 
working-class family living in regional 
Queensland. We lived in a three- 
bedroom house but no one in my 
family knew about my yoga practice. 
I secreted myself away in the tree 
house, in the bush up the hill behind 
our house; behind the garage or where 
ever I could escape the multitude of 
others who filled our small home. I 
became very ill around the age of 15 
and was placed on steroid medication. 
I lost the hair on my head and at the 
same time grew facial hair.  My trunk 
ballooned in size along with my face.  
I was unrecognisable to friends and 
my grades at school suffered. Feeling 
insecure in the chaos of a busy family 
meant my retreat to practice from my 
book grew exponentially as my health 
worsened. 

The secreting away of yoga continued 
until the mid 1990’s when I was living 
in Darwin. A friend commented on 
how well I was looking and I ‘bravely’ 
declared that I was practising my yoga 
twice a day.  My friend casually said, 
“yoga is great for our health isn’t it” 
and casually continued by asking "why 
don’t you come to the yoga school?" I 
was in complete shock.  Not only were 
other people aware of yoga, there was 
such a thing as a yoga school.   I joined 
the Darwin yoga school that week. 
Three months later a senior Iyengar 

teacher, Peter Thompson came and ran 
a workshop.  

The practice from my little yoga book 
had supported me through primary and 
high school, serious illness, university 
and the first years of professional social 
work practice.  Meeting the Iyengar 
method through the hands of someone 
like Peter Thompson was revolutionary.   
The affect Iyengar Yoga had on my 
health was astonishing.  What I had 
been doing from my little book had kept 
me alive (this is how it felt to me) but this 
practice gave me the courage to live.  

I knew from that very first workshop 
with Peter that I wanted to become an 
Iyengar Yoga teacher.  It was not my 
nature to be patient but to meet the 
‘three year practitioner’ rule I would 
have to wait at least another two years 
before I was eligible to commence 
teacher training. After a year or so I 
began to live a bit like a nomad.  So 
that  I didn’t need to pay rent I became 
a ‘house sitter’.  I used all of the money I 
didn’t have to pay in rent, to flying South 
(a favourite Darwinite phrase) to attend 
Iyengar yoga classes with Alan Goode.  
At that time Alan was possibly the 
only Iyengar teacher who would take 
trainees ‘from out of town’.  Iyengar 
yoga teacher training is classically 
undertaken via an apprenticeship 
system that requires trainees to be part 
of the day-to-day running of schools. 

I did eventually move my family to 
Canberra in 2003 so that I could 
become an apprentice with Alan. It took 
me five years from enrolling in teacher 
training to reach the assessment phase.   
This is a pretty average timeframe in 
our method. I passed assessment and 
gave up working as a social worker to 
teach full time. I worked with Alan at 

yoga Mandir in Canberra for nearly 10 
years.  It has never felt like a job, ever.  
It is a vocation.

In 2013, I opened a yoga school in 
Hervey Bay. Bringing Iyengar yoga to 
regional Queensland has allowed my 
devotion and love of the practice to 
bubble up with vigour. People want 
to feel something real, something 
enduring. The practice challenges us 
to be intensely present and to check 
and re-check that we are available to 
the power of our own presence.  This 
is how I understand Guruiji’s method 
of practice and teaching: Authentic 
Presence.  This year on December 14 
Guruji would have turned 100. I am 
blessed to have lived in his life-time.

Notes from the Classroom

Polly Realf is a  senior Iyengar yoga 
teacher (Intermediate Junior level 3) 
from Hervey Bay.

Being her own boss - Promoting Healthy Chef

Suvi Mahonen is a freelance writer 
living on the Gold Coast. She and 
her husband run an eco-friendly art 
shop offering a great range of gifts, 
clothes, homewares and stationery 
online at: redbubble.com/people/
suvimahonen 

We should all take the time to think 
about what foods make us feel great 
and what foods don’t,” she said. “I 
find that a lot of people stress over 
finicky nutritional details rather than 
focusing on the broader picture. If you 
eat garbage you will feel like garbage, 
but if you eat well you’ll feel amazing.”

Eating well is usually easier if you 
cook the food yourself. According to 
a 2014 study conducted by the Johns 
Hopkins Bloomberg School of Public 
Health, people who frequently cook 
at home tend to eat healthier food 
and consume less calories than people 
who don’t1. And a 2012 University 
of Arizona study found that children 
who helped prepare meals at home 
were more likely to enjoy fresh fruit 
and vegetables than children who 
didn’t2. 

“The excuse that people often use 
for not cooking is that they ‘don’t 
have time’,” Cutter said. “But the 
best recipes are often the easiest 
and quickest to make. My great 
aunt ingrained that whole simplicity 
concept into me and I continue to be 
inspired by the idea that food needs 
to be simple, fresh, economical and 
doable in a short space of time.”

Some of Cutter’s favourite recipes 
are comprised of a mere handful of 
ingredients, like her breakfast made 
from blending a punnet of strawberries 
with a few spoonfuls of yoghurt, and 
her pumpkin soup made by roasting 
pumpkin with olive oil and sea salt. 

“I eat as cleanly as I can because I 
believe my body deserves the best 
nourishment it can get,” Cutter said. 
“Eating well is the foundation to 
good health and the most powerful 
preventative medicine we have to treat 
chronic disease as well as fight obesity. 
Forget all the weight-loss shakes and 

diets and takeaways, and really get to 
know your food and how to prepare it. 
That’s the way to eat your vegetables. 
That’s the way to eat well. Because it’s 
about falling in love with food. And 
not seeing food as the enemy.”
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