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About the Book

Each one of us is born with our own individual set of digestive strengths and weaknesses which we can either capitalize on or undermine through eating the wrong foods.

This simple truth forms the cornerstone of The Gut Reaction Eating Plan. Gudrun Jonsson shows that it is possible to enjoy a delicious and broad range of foods against a background of what may seem to be chronic difficulties with digestion – simply by recognising your problem and eating only what is best for you.

Each eating plan is accompanied by a wide range of mouthwatering recipes and there are also healthy ideas for feeding children and quick remedies for overcoming colds and hangovers.


 

[image: title]

[image: logo]


 

In loving memory of Nuala


 

It is in the shelter of each other that the people live

Irish Proverb


 



INTRODUCTION



 

When a sequel to my first book, Gut Reaction, was mooted it seemed logical for me to consider providing a blueprint for the ongoing management of various types of common weakness or susceptibility associated with the digestion. One of the most common questions I am asked at the end of a treatment programme is, ‘Where do I go from here?’ Taking supplements and having a strict regime to follow is easy in comparison with LAG (life after Gudrun), or so I am told. Decisions have to be taken about what food to eat, warning signals have to be looked for and acted upon, one has to begin taking responsibility for one’s own digestion and divining its requirements. This is real life.

When looking at a health problem from the perspective of digestion there is always the danger that you might begin by throwing the baby out with the bath water. Food is not the demon of this piece and the road ahead is not impossibly narrow in dietary terms. There is nothing more irritating, I find, than the ‘one size fits all’ philosophy, and for this reason I was against the idea of this being merely a recipe book, a compilation of ‘prescriptions’ for healthy eating. Far from being useful, such books tend to demoralise people who like food by telling them what they should not eat and chastising them into acquiring a tolerance of the bland and uninteresting.

What you should eat depends on what state your body is in. Unfortunately, most people’s guts are in a pretty poor shape. Half of the book is necessarily given over to explaining why this should be so, because unless we recognise our real selves fundamental change through diet is impossible. This book is about making food work for us. In order to do this we have to understand its effects and learn how to cope with them. Some of my patients have spent their lives struggling with an unhappy digestion. After three months of treatment one woman told me that she felt happy inside for the first time in her life. Since childhood she had been pasty-faced, bloated and always anxious. When she came to me she had a bad skin problem and was chronically constipated. It turned out that she had developed an ‘intolerance’ to wheat which had been fed by her family circumstances – her father was a baker. After 20 or so years of gradual deterioration many people that I treat no longer know what it means to wake up happy. They have got so used to feeling below par that they have no idea what it means to feel really well. When they put their digestion right, after working through one of my eating plans, I am as pleased as they are.

The treatment section of the book centres on three basic eating plans, with accompanying recipes, for those with the most common chronic digestive problems. This is followed by suggestions for keeping your store cupboard well stocked with gut-friendly ingredients, a selection of recipes for what I call ‘maintainance meals’, and, hopefully, a boon for busy mothers – ideas for feeding the young.

I want to show that it is possible to solve chronic difficulties with digestion and eventually go on to eat a delicious, broad range of foods. There is an extensive A–Z of foods (and herbs) at the back of the book to help you make wise choices when it comes to devising recipes for yourself. I have left it to you to use the advice and information on offer creatively, to suit your tastes and situation. Thinking about what you are eating and how you are eating may seem difficult and bothersome in the beginning, but if my patients are anything to go by, it will ultimately be a rewarding experience.

Some of the recipes included have been supplied by my patients. I hope their efforts will encourage you to try your hand at fashioning imaginative meals in the image of your digestion, using ingredients that suit it. Ultimately, The Gut Reaction Eating Plan is a movable feast – your feast.


Chapter One



THE FUNDAMENTALS OF HEALTHY EATING



 

BEFORE WE CAN make sensible decisions about what to eat we need to understand what happens to food when it leaves our plate. The first principles of healthy eating relate to the gut, our in-built waste disposal unit and distributor of nutrients. An understanding of how the digestion works was a cornerstone of Gut Reaction. I will not go into the same detail here, but there are certain key factors about the digestion which need to be reiterated. Unless the intimate relationship between digestion and well-being are appreciated, the reasoning behind much of what follows later, especially the eating plans, will be lost on the reader.

No Mean Machine

Most people seem to regard the digestive system as something that has very little to do with them. It is like the lavatory – necessary but not the sort of thing we want to go into too deeply or ask questions about. However, unlike a lavatory or a car engine, it cannot be replaced successfully when something goes radically wrong with it. When it splutters to a halt, only loving restoration will do, and even this may not always do the trick.

The gut can be likened to the internal combustion engine, its various parts working together to propel us forward. One gut looks very much like another, and if we could look under our own bonnet and compare what is there with what is under our neighbour’s bonnet, it is unlikely that we would notice any differences. The same would go for two new combustion engines. The quality of the components may vary – just as hereditary factors in humans may result in one part of the body being weaker or stronger – but only use over time will reveal the character of the engine and its efficiency. The engine that is routinely driven hard and fast or neglected and rarely serviced will need to be especially robust if it is not to break down. Another engine, perhaps one made of lower quality components, might give reliable service for years in the hands of a careful owner. The quality of the fuel put into the car is of secondary importance to the overall care. Just as the best grade fuel could not be expected to bring a clapped out engine to life, so nutrient-dense food will not revive a troubled digestive system. Such food is wasted when the system processing it is faulty through bad usage.

In order for food to benefit us we need to ensure that the gut is in good order. The first casualties of any problem with digestion are the beneficial bacterial microflora which reside in the lining of the gut. The most important of the 400 or so species of microflora is Lactobacillus acidophilus, which promotes digestion, detoxification (by the Bifido bacterium) and the absorption of nutrients. Other ‘friendly’ bacteria are involved in metabolising vitamins, synthesising saturated fatty acids and protecting us against germs. These bacterial flora are our buffer against disease, our insurance policy for a healthy future. There are other, so-called ‘unfriendly’, bacteria which are opportunistic and cause disease. In the individual whose digestive system is functioning well these bacteria are kept in check. However, when they are allowed to get the upper hand and outnumber the ‘friendly’ bacteria the general health of the body suffers. ‘Unfriendly’ bacteria thrive in toxic conditions and if they are allowed to flourish they will, like some aggressive super-state, invade neighbouring tissue and cause mayhem. The Helicobacter pylori bacterium, for example, an organism which has been identified as the principal culprit in a vast majority of cases of ulcerated or inflamed stomachs, releases a cytotoxin that can damage cells.

The wall of the gut should be regarded as our front line and ‘friendly’ bacteria its defenders. The wall has to be permeable in order to allow the active transport of nutrients. However, it must not become too permeable – or ‘leaky’ – with gaps developing between the cells, as happens when the gut is damaged. Think of your gut wall as a frontier with a few designated crossing places and the rest of it as an impregnable line. If those undesirable ‘unfriendly’ bacteria manage to breach the wall, toxins will pass into the bloodstream. At the same time malabsorption will occur, because of cell damage at the sites where nutrients are carried across the gut wall.

The most harmful aspect of poor absorption resulting from incorrect fermentation is that it forces the body to feed on itself. The body will try to make up for nutritional shortfalls by breaking down tissue. Unfortunately for the stomach the mucosal lining and muscle tissue are often the first casualties of this process: damaged in the first instance by the acidity which has produced malabsorption, it is then asset-stripped further by a body in desperate need of nourishment. The most important of the nutrients required by the body are the essential amino acids, the chemical units that make up proteins which go into our muscles, ligaments, organs, glands, nails, hair and most of our body fluids. If we are not able to absorb sufficient protein to build these units, numerous disorders may occur.

The extent and severity of the damage will depend on the individual’s susceptibility to certain disease states and the strength of the immune system. So-called leaky gut syndrome is associated with a host of disorders, including food allergies such as asthma and eczema, inflammatory joint diseases, auto-immune diseases, chronic fatigue, fibromyalgia, septicaemia and irritable bowel syndrome.

If the cells in your gut are damaged, no amount of balanced eating or taking of vitamins and minerals will keep you healthy. The nutrients we need for good health have to be absorbed and if the mechanism by which this is done is undermined the body will eventually sicken. The damage must be repaired. This can be aided by certain foods, but it may also require additional assistance in the form of L-glutamine, the principal fuel of the gut lining (see here).

Understanding the Mechanics

So what is responsible for creating the toxicity that can cause this damage? The short answer is, we are. The toxicity that gives rise to these ‘unfriendly’ bacteria is manufactured in the body as a consequence of our eating habits. Most people find it hard to believe that the food meant to nourish them and keep them alive should in effect be slowly poisoning them. The point is that it would not become toxic if we played our part in supporting the digestive system. The food we eat does not start its journey along the digestive tract with a ‘Danger – toxic waste’ tag attached to it. It is what we ourselves do to it – also what we omit to do, either through ignorance or wilful neglect – that makes it toxic.

For food truly to nourish us it has to be processed into a form the body can use. The salivary enzymes are the first of the chemical aids the body uses for the purposes of digestion. The act of chewing should then stimulate the release of more salivary enzymes which, in addition to beginning the process of breaking down fats and starches, should also alert the stomach. Here, what we have eaten should be churned and treated with more enzymes and hydrochloric acid to break down protein molecules, sterilise ‘unfriendly’ bacteria and aid the body’s absorption of minerals and iron. The lion’s share of digestion and absorption, however, takes place in the food’s next port of call, the small intestine, where enzymes secreted by the pancreas, Crypts of Lieberkuhn and the liver set to work. The waste then travels on to the large intestine for elimination.

This whole complex process may seem like a miracle of nature, but it will not work efficiently if the body’s acid-alkaline response to food is not activated at the outset. The transformation of food into usable matter should begin as soon as we scent, or see, what we are about to eat. When we are hungry and our senses are aroused by the thought of food, we salivate. Chewing creates more saliva and the more we chew the greater the cocoon of alkalinity which forms round the food. Most of us fail to do this adequately. Incompletely processed food drops into a stomach which is unprepared for its arrival and thus does not release hydrochloric acid. This has a knock-on effect further down the processing chain, because the acid-sensitive cells in the duodenum do not react as they should by sending a message to the pancreas to produce neutralising or alkali-forming enzymes.

Gastric acids play a crucial role in digestion and assimilation, particularly of proteins and minerals; without the right acid, iron cannot be absorbed from meat, for example. Proteins cannot be broken down if there is an insufficient flow of acid into the stomach and will ferment into toxic molecules. The gastric acids are also key in preventing the overgrowth of ‘unfriendly’ bacterial flora in the small intestine.

The role of acids in digestion is often misunderstood. The fact that in some people they seem to be a cause of discomfort signifies a problem with the gut lining, not with the acid. Many people mistakenly believe that an acid-forming food is the same as an acid food. The lemon is often labelled an acid fruit and perceived to be bad because of the effect it has on people. If the gut lining is not in good order – probably as a result of years of bad fermentation – lemon will seem too acid because it will irritate, as will many other foods. The lemon is, in fact, an alkali-forming food and a great digestive aid, but it is not an appropriate food for those whose guts are in need of repair. There are many more acid-forming foods than alkali-forming ones, and learning to cope with them is essential if we are to enjoy a broad diet. I will go into this in more detail in later chapters. For now, just be aware that the acids we should produce when we eat are our natural allies.

A second, inter-related, problem is over-eating. The stomach is reckoned to be about 30 cm (12in) deep and about 10 cm (4in) wide. An old Tibetan master who once taught me used a more telling measure – if the contents of my rice bowl exceeded what would fit into my two cupped hands, I was being greedy. The wise person aims to nourish the body without over-taxing it in the process. This means eating a sensible amount at each sitting. I advise my patients to take a rice bowl in their hands to enable them to gauge the correct amount before making up their meal. I know how easy it is to cheat or delude ourselves. I once had a friend who was a wonderful cook and a foodaholic. He would cook us delicious meals using huge bowls and plates, so that it would look as though we were sticking to the rules. Of course, we would stuff ourselves and end up feeling like a couple of geese being fattened for foie gras.

Every inch of the digestive tract and the pockets of activity attached to it forms part of the process of digestion. If one area of this production line is not working, or is working below par, the effects will be felt. Try to imagine your gut as a vat of wine and yourself as the vintner. In wine-making getting the fermentation right is usually the most difficult part of the process. The same principle applies to your digestive tract – only one small thing need go awry for the whole system to become toxic. Get the fermentation right and you will be a medal winner as far as your digestive system is concerned, get it wrong and the entire contents will turn sour.



The Liver

One of our most hard-working body parts is the liver, our largest gland, which weighs about 1.8kg (41b), and in terms of the digestion is the most important. Without the bile that it secretes, fats would not be broken down, fat-soluble vitamins (A, D, E, F and K) would not be properly absorbed or calcium assimilated, beta-carotene would not be converted to Vitamin A, and peristalsis would be less efficient. Nutrients such as iron and Vitamins A, B12 and D are extracted by the liver and stored so that we may use them to enable us to perform everyday activities and to cope in times of physical stress. The liver plays a major role in regulating blood sugar levels, by activating the thyroid hormone thyroxin, and breaking down hormones such as adrenaline, oestrogen and insulin after they have performed their respective functions. The liver is our in-built detoxification unit, and we rely upon it to eliminate the by-products – ammonia and urea – which eating animal proteins creates. In addition to cleansing us of metabolic waste, it processes drugs, alcohol, and chemical and insecticide residues, by combining them with substances that are less toxic.

With so much to do already it seems unfair to burden the liver further, but that is what most of us do when we over-eat, rely on processed foods and consume too much alcohol. The liver is a bit of a perfectionist and will always try to convert what we give it into something beneficial. Unfortunately, if what it is being given has no nutritional content, the body will become progressively depleted and the liver progressively damaged.



The Cinderella Problem

The third ‘basic’ that needs to be understood concerns the levels of sugar, or glucose, in the blood. Judging from my patients, it would seem to be a major contributory factor to illness. The stability of the blood sugar is crucial if our immune system is to work well and protect us. In low blood sugar types – or hypoglycaemics – the body temperature is one or two degrees lower than in those in whom the blood sugar is balanced, indicating that the immune system is not functioning properly.

When I tell people they are low blood sugar types, their initial reaction is ‘Oh God, am I diabetic?’ The short answer is ‘No’. Hypoglycaemia is not the same as diabetes, although, if it is not checked, it may eventually lead to old-age diabetes with its associated disorders of high blood pressure and heart problems. Basically, hypoglycaemia is about the body’s gluco-chemical response to the foods put into it.

In order for the blood sugar to remain even the foods consumed must not be broken down and absorbed too quickly. The faster and higher the blood sugar rises the more insulin will be released by the body to clear the bloodstream of the glucose and move it into the muscles where it is used as energy. The body does not store insulin, so each time a food or substance that induces high blood sugar is ingested, this hormone has to be manufactured.

If the body is constantly being asked to counteract the effects of high blood sugar – as occurs when highly refined carbohydrates or stimulants such as coffee are consumed – health problems will eventually develop, especially if non-essential fats feature heavily in the diet. These fats hinder the ability of insulin to clear the bloodstream. The body will strive to produce insulin until supplies dry up through sheer exhaustion. It is not a complete glutton for punishment, however, and will eventually present the bill for its efforts to its tormentor – you. Diabetes mellitus, or worse, is not a price worth paying. You can easily avoid the glucose level rising too quickly, even when you eat foods that are high on the glycaemic response index, by chewing and insalivating your food well. (The principal difficulty with low blood sugar is recognising when you are in its grip and realising that what you may be reading as signs of ‘you-ness’ are in fact part of a damaging pattern. See here for additional information.)

Absorbing the Basics

The fundamentals, or basics, of healthy eating are intimately connected, and through them the body is helped to achieve the correct acid-alkaline balance. Unless they are properly understood, the food we eat will not benefit us as it should.

Basic One


• Chew each mouthful of food 50 times. Inadequate chewing is one of the principal causes of bad fermentation. If you do not chew each mouthful of food sufficiently – 50 times – to stimulate the release of enzymes, digestion cannot begin. Regard yourself as a catalyst; without your input, digestion will not happen.



Basic Two


• Do not over-eat. What your body cannot cope with will cling to you as excess weight and your gut as potentially harmful matter. If the gut is persistently over-loaded, the liver will malfunction and not render toxic substances harmless before they enter the bloodstream.



Basic Three


• Pay attention to your blood sugar levels. Keep them as even as possible by feeding the body appropriately (see here) at regular intervals and taking care with your chewing. Saliva alkalises food and also slows the body’s glucose response to it.
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