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About the Book

Most doctors now accept that diet has a profound effect on our overall health and wellbeing. Gudrun Jonsson takes this one step further with her belief that the best diet in the world counts for nothing if you don’t digest the food properly. Apparently thousands of us suffer from a range of ailments – from minor bloating after meals to chronic overweight, migraine and stress – because we have poor digestion. Using her training as a biopath she passes on her knowledge of the body and explains how to analyse our digestive systems and plan a regime that will improve the overall wellbeing of all of us.


‘This regime is easy to stick to because it not only makes perfect sense but it works. You feel better, you look better, you are better.’

Sally Burton

‘In 1986, traditional medicine tried for six months – and failed – to sort out the after-effects of salmonella. Gudrun helped me to heal within a fortnight, as well as teaching me to strengthen my immune system and maintain a healthy metabolism.’

Nickolas Grace

‘I shall be eternally grateful to Nickolas Grace who gave me his appointment with Gudrun when I was in a state of crisis in my personal and professional life. Gudrun pulled me back to “normal” with amazing speed and I always look forward to my regular maintenance visits.’

Sîan Philips

‘Gudrun, you are the best plumber I know!’

Alex Kingston
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In love and gratitude to the three ‘mothers’ in my life:

Nan Beecham Moore, who made me understand the links between well-being and upbringing.

Yvonne Trubere, who opened my eyes to the spiritual dimension and the value of leaving a trail of light.

Kate Lomax, who taught me how the ‘puzzle’ works and sees a glimmer of hope in every situation.

To my village in Sweden, which gave me the freedom of being me without fear throughout my childhood.


 

‘Eating is human but digestion is divine.’

(Iranian saying)





PREFACE




This book is about making your health and life simpler to manage. Health can be a complicated business, but my experience as a practitioner in the field has taught me that it need not be.

When I started out as a therapist I quickly became bound up in the minutiae of prescribing vitamins, minerals and all kinds of remedies. Eventually I realized that I was losing sight of the fundamentals of health, such as diet, lifestyle, temperament, genetic blueprint. Good or better health does not come ready labelled in a bottle. To my way of thinking it is a distillation of our real selves, and it can be distilled by us to an easy recipe.

I want to show you how to become sensitive to who you are and what physical, emotional and spiritual needs you can cope with. If you find you cannot cope, I will show you what sort of help you need to ensure that you can cope in future.

We need take only a few gentle steps to change our lives for the better. Solutions can be simple and yet effective. I want to share these solutions with you.





WHAT IS A HEALTHY PERSON?




In clinical terms a healthy person is one in whom disease is not detectable. The majority of us would fit this description. When someone is found to have something wrong with them they will often be said to have been ‘struck down by an illness’. The tendency is to disassociate ourselves from the problem, as though it flew in through the window uninvited. To a large extent, however, we make our own health bed, and the minor ailment afflicting us today is a warning sign that worse is almost certainly lurking round the corner if we do not take steps to avoid it. Health is a continuum.

To me a healthy person is like a child: bright-eyed, busy, looking forward to what each day will bring. Many adults get up each morning with that sinking feeling of ‘Oh God, I’ve got to go to work’ or ‘I wish I didn’t have to do that’. When we are healthy, it is as though the sun is always shining, even on rainy days. Life in general, too, seems to run more smoothly and we are able to take any difficulties that arise in our stride. So, how can this Nirvana be achieved?

The answer lies in an area of our anatomy that is often completely overlooked: the digestive system. My work has shown me that the seeds of illness are sown in faulty digestion. When I was training to be a biopath1 I was taught that illness could be turned around by the use of vitamins and minerals. Most of my colleagues belonged to one faction or another: one group would push Vitamin E as a cure-all, another Vitamin C, and so on. The more I studied the greater became my conviction that a barrowload of any vitamin will count for nothing if the body is unable to absorb it because of poor digestion. Malabsorption sounds like something that occurs only when someone is very ill or elderly. Unfortunately, it is happening to most of us most of the time, even to those who pride themselves on buying only high quality meat, fish, fruit, vegetables and wholefoods. In addition, these same foods are building up in the digestive system as toxins, undermining our vitality, our immunity to disease and ultimately our health. Very few people realize that how we eat has as much effect on the body as what we eat.

I have been trying to get this message across to the people who come to my practice. Whatever problem a patient brings to me, we start by working on the digestion and putting that right before considering any additional form of treatment. A poorly functioning digestive system is like a polluted garden pond. Poisoning leads to stagnation and the gradual death of the organisms on which the whole system relies. If toxicity continues to build up in our system, eventually it will incapacitate us through serious diseases such as arthritis, heart disease and cancer. If we could learn to look after the digestive system as diligently as we do other parts of the body, we would be well on the way to curing many of the industrialized world’s major diseases.

The principal aim of this book is to show how healthiness can be attained by reducing toxicity in the body, and then maintained by keeping the body free of impurities. For reasons that will become obvious as you read the book, not just the body benefits from cleansing. A clear system has a wonderfully beneficial effect on the mind, the emotions and the spirit. When the digestive system is working efficiently and is not over-loaded, we become aware of ourselves in a totally new way. Suddenly, we have more energy at our command, and we are stronger than any external irritation or problem confronting us. We are quiet, calm and confident. We are clear-headed. Concentration comes easily because our body is uncluttered by debris. If this book has a gift to bestow, it is the knowledge that by taking a few simple measures we can feel so much better about ourselves in all respects, and fulfil our potential as human beings.

1 Biopathy was founded by Danish author and therapist Kurt Nielsen and is based on the German system of complex homeopathy.


Chapter One




UNDERSTANDING THE GUT




THE DIGESTION FORMS the basis of our immune system, and if we want to be healthy – and stay that way – we must make sure our digestion is sound. It is a common misconception to identify the immune system as the white blood cells (leukocytes) that defend the body against invading organisms. In truth the immune system has no separate identity – it is the totality of our organs and tissues working synergistically. How well it functions is a measure of our internal strength. In this chapter we will be looking at how the digestive system is meant to work and the principal reasons why it so often does not.

The Weak Link

The gut is potentially the weakest point in the body. Skin has layers of cells to protect it against toxins. Most organs, like the lungs and the liver, have an enormous capacity to be over-worked. The gut has only one layer of protection.

Given its vulnerability, which is essentially ours too, it is ironic that this should be the most under-valued and abused part of our anatomy, our own Cinderella. In the case of the gut, out of sight really is out of mind – breasts, buttocks and biceps are far more alluring to the imagination and pleasing to the eye than a maze of slimy, palpitating piping. Its workings are about as interesting to the majority of us as the average low-flush cistern. If the ball-cock plays up in the cistern, we call a plumber or tinker with it ourselves. If we have indigestion, we go to the doctor or take an antacid tablet. Life goes on.

With the gut we know that if we put something in at one end, eventually out it will pop at the other. Sometimes we will be aware of how eventful that journey was, sometimes not. Unless we are unfortunate enough to suffer with our digestion or have to watch what we eat, we do not give it a thought until it gives us cause. Usually that cause announces itself in middle age, by which time we have been conditioned into thinking that we cannot expect anything else. Having crested the rise, we are now beginning the descent to decrepitude. We shrug, then have another drink, piece of cake, cigarette or whatever else helps us to forget about ourselves.

Whatever the official name given to the affliction we may be experiencing at this point in our lives, the likelihood is that the gut will have been its port of entry into the system. The fundamental role the gut plays in our emotional and physical well-being is only just beginning to be understood by scientists. The gut, they now realize, has a mind of its own.

The Intelligence Below

Until relatively recently conventional wisdom held that the central nervous system controlled the gut and that the gut itself was merely a tube with simple responses. In fact, the gut has its own brain called the enteric nervous system, which is situated in the sheaths of tissue lining the oesophagus, stomach, small intestine and colon. This brain is composed of 100 million nerve cells (neurons), more than are found in the spinal cord, as well as neurotransmitters and proteins. Almost every chemical substance known to be involved in controlling the brain in the head – including serotonin, two dozen brain proteins (neuropeptides), a class of the body’s natural opiates and some psychoactive chemicals – is a component of this enteric nervous system, as are major cells of the immune system.

Through its two networks of nerves (called the myenteric plexus and the submucosal plexus), the brain in the gut controls the rate of digestion, the movement and secretions of the mucous lining the intestines, and the contractions of the various muscles in the gut wall. In this lower brain there are mast cells involved in immune responses, cells that nourish nerve cells and a blood-brain barrier that keeps harmful substances away from important nerve cells. There are also sensors for sugar, protein, acidity and other factors that determine how the gut mixes and moves its contents.

The mucosa of the small intestine is composed of finger-like projections called villi within which reside white blood cells called enterocytes. These are the fastest-growing cells in the body, with renewal occurring every 72 hours. The growth of the enterocytes relies on the presence of digesting food inside the tube (lumen) of the digestive tract. The enterocytes take the nutrients they absorb from digested food to tiny blood vessels inside the villi which lead to the circulatory system by way of the liver. Also residing in the mucosal lining are special white blood cells called lymphocytes, the brains of the immune system, which protect us against anything that should not be there. All of the white cells work together, relaying messages to each other and receiving them from the outside world.

The principal fuel of the mucosal lining is an amino acid called glutamine. This contains two atoms which deposit nitrogen where it is needed in the body and pick it up from where it is not needed; these atoms will, for example, deliver nitrogen to build up muscle or remove it from where there is too much acid, thus helping to keep the body clear of toxins. Glutamine contributes to the production of glutathione peroxidase, one of the body’s most important antioxident enzymes and one of the main scavengers against free radicals (see here); glutathione is the principal chemical used by the liver, the body’s major detoxifying organ.

The brain in the gut will try to deal with whatever we put into our bodies. However, its cells can be deactivated or misfire if they are not properly programmed by us, causing infections to arise from undigested or toxic matter. Malfunctioning within the gut’s brain is now thought to be responsible for many gastro-intestinal disorders, including most ulcers, colitis and irritable bowel syndrome, and it may allow life-threatening diseases to develop.

The brain above and the brain below derive from the same clump of tissue called the neural crest, and are connected by the two thousand or so nerve fibres of the vagus nerve. However, the two function independently, and the relationship between them seems to be complementary. The degree to which the enteric nervous system works independently and yet in harmony with its counterpart is startling. Research has shown how the two brains can influence and upset each other. Researchers in the United States estimate that a quarter of the people taking anti-depressants such as Prozac suffer from diarrhoea, constipation or nausea because these drugs act on the serotonin in the gut. Similarly, drugs like morphine and heroin attach to the gut’s opiate receptors, causing constipation.

At night the brain in our head sets a pattern of 90-minute cycles of slow wave sleep interspersed with periods of rapid eye movement sleep (when we dream). Meanwhile, as we sleep, the gut’s brain produces 90-minute cycles of slow wave muscle contractions interspersed with short bursts of rapid muscle movements. Patients with bowel problems are known to have abnormal rapid eye movement sleep. One explanation for this is that the two brains influence each other during this phase. This idea is not so far-fetched if we recall that certain foods can cause us to have nightmares or bad quality sleep.

Interestingly, the sensations that come from the gut are not all bad. The gut, it is thought, can produce its own feel-good factor, in a series of compounds identical to benzodiazepine, a drug that relieves anxiety.
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THE DIGESTIVE SYSTEM



Close-up of the Digestive System

One of the least understood facts about the digestive system is the key role it plays in the body’s immune system. The skin is the first protective barrier we possess, the second is the intestines, and the third the cells. In effect only the protective buffer offered by the intestines stands between us and illness. Let us take a closer look at the front-line troops of the intestines’ defence system.

The surface area of the digestive tract is equal to that of two tennis courts. Gel lines this tract from its starting point, the mouth, to its end, the anus. Everyone knows that between these two points are situated several organs central to the digestive process – for example, stomach, liver and pancreas. Less well known, but critical to an understanding of how the body may remain healthy, are the microflora that live in the gut lining. This biologically active mass has a profound effect on our physiological processes, and is as important to the body as the major organs.

The normal person is composed of over 1014 cells. Ninety per cent of these cells are microbial, and most of these live in the gut. In short, the gut holds more bacteria than the human body does cells. There are about 400 to 500 different species of these bacteria or microflora. Some of them have a symbiotic relationship with the body, the gastro-intestinal tract and the mucosa and play a role in metabolizing nutrients, vitamins, drugs, the body’s hormones and carcinogens, synthesizing short chain or saturated fatty acids, giving protection against germs and activating the immune system. Others cause disease or are opportunistic. A large quantity of microflora have yet to be classified.

The number of microflora remains more or less stable over time. What can change is the nature of the flora and their condition. The most important species of microflora is Lactobacillus acidophilus, which keeps the digestive tract healthy by promoting absorption and digestion, and, vitally, enabling the Bifido bacterium bifidum to thrive; the Bifido bacterium is the body’s army of detoxifiers and defenders against bacterial and viral infection. If this micro-biological state becomes unbalanced, and the number of opportunistic or disease-causing bacteria overwhelms the number of beneficial bacteria, the absorption walls in the small intestine will become ulcerated (what are called ‘leaky’) and allow toxins to pass into the lymphatic system. Immune deficiencies will result from this process, even if the individual’s diet is good.

Before 1979 no known organism could withstand stomach acid. In that year the bacterium Helicobacter pylori was discovered. This organism was found to be the causative agent in a vast majority of cases of ulcerated or inflamed stomachs. The bacterium, which grows in the cells of the stomach lining, is protected from stomach acid by an alkaline cloak. Once established in the stomach wall the bacterium releases a cytotoxin that causes cell damage unless the body’s immune response is sufficiently robust.

How the Digestion Works

The nature of our digestive problems becomes clearer if we look at how the digestive system works. Put crudely the digestive system is our own personal power plant. It is a common fallacy that the body takes only what it needs and eliminates the rest. If this were true, no one would have bad digestion and far fewer people would develop illnesses. It is more accurate to say that when it is working as it should, it takes what we put in and converts it into energy for us to use for repair or growth. Before considering the problems that commonly arise because of this yawning gap between hope and experience, let us first briefly look at the mechanics of digestion and the roles different parts of the digestive system play in that process.

Mouth

This is where digestion begins, and usually goes wrong (but more of that later). Saliva plays a crucial role in digestion and absorption. As we chew so enzymes are released which begin the process of breaking down fats and starches and messaging the stomach that proteins are on their way.

Stomach

Food is mechnically churned in the stomach and treated with more enzymes. One to two litres (two to three and a half pints) of gastric juices – including hydrochloric acid and miscellaneous enzymes – are secreted by cells in the stomach wall to break down protein molecules, help kill bacteria in food and make some minerals (for example, calcium) and iron more absorbable. The stomach emulsifies fat, and fat globules are dispersed for pancreatic enzymes to split triglycerides into fatty acids and monoglycerides, as well as to break down various polyesters. The gastric enzymes have weak fat-splitting ability.

Small intestine

About 25 mm (1 inch) in diameter and six metres (20 feet) long, the small intestine is made up of the duodenum, the jejenum (Latin for ‘empty’) and the ileum (from the Greek ‘eileos’, meaning ‘twisted’). It is arranged as folds and projections which, if laid out flat, would cover an area the size of a football pitch. The greater part of digestion and absorption of all nutrients – that is, the products of digestion of dietary carbohydrate, protein and fat, the remains of the digestive juices, and minerals and vitamins – takes place at this point in the system, through enzymes secreted by the pancreas, Crypts of Lieberkuhn, and the liver.

Duodenum

This is the first 300 mm (12 inches) of intestine nearest the stomach and is the entry port through which juices flow into the intestines. The hormone secretin is released as partly digested food enters the duodenum from the stomach. Fat and acid pulp (food converted by gastric secretions) stimulate the production of secretin, which is carried in the blood to the pancreas.

Pancreas

The pancreas secretes juices at the rate of 2.5 litres (4½ pints) per day under the control of the vagus nerve and the duodenal hormone secretin. This alkaline juice neutralizes the acid mixture from the stomach. Among the enzymes contained in this juice are trypsin, amylase and lipase, which act respectively on protein, starch and fat. The pancreas also produces the hormone insulin, which flows into the bloodstream to be used around the body to assist the entry of glucose to cells.

Crypts of Lieberkuhn

Found in the mucosa of the small intestine, these produce small amounts of digestive enzymes and immunoglobins (proteins that act on antibodies).

Liver

This organ secretes 700 ml (1¼ pints) of bile each day which is stored in the gall bladder, a sac-like structure about the size of a purse. Bile emulsifies fat, breaking it down into smaller and smaller globules so that it can be chemically split by the pancreatic digestive juices before entry into the bloodstream through the wall of the small intestine. Poisonous substances in the body go directly from the intestines to the liver via the portal vein where they are removed from the blood.

Large intestine

About one and a half metres (5 feet) long and 50 mm (2 inches) in diameter the large intestine is principally the exit route for the body’s waste, including toxins. The first part of the large intestine, the ascending colon, is on the right side of the body. The portion crossing the body from left to right is the transverse colon. The portion on the left side of the body, where the waste travels down and out via the anus, is the descending colon. The main role of the large intestine is to absorb about 1 litre (1¾ pints) of water daily to assist the passage of waste.

What the Body Takes

The absorption of individual components from the nutrients we ingest takes place throughout the system – in theory.

Mouth

Very little is absorbed here, but saliva re-mineralizes the teeth with calcium salts.

Stomach

Alcohol, sugar, soluble mineral salts (for example, sodium and potassium), water-soluble vitamins (for example, B group vitamins and Vitamin C) are absorbed here.

Small intestine

Most dietary protein is absorbed in the upper jejenum, in the form of amino acids. These acids enter the bloodstream via the intestinal wall and are then carried to the liver and other tissues, where they are used in a number of chemical reactions, including the synthesis of body proteins, nucleic acids and some hormones. The majority of amino acids are processed for use in the production of energy; in the liver, one of their four components, nitrogen, is removed and eliminated as urea by the kidneys, leaving the other three (carbon, hydrogen and oxygen) to be used as fuel.

Carbohydrates are split into monosaccharides in the small intestine before passing into the blood. Any indigestible cellulose or similar material passes into the large intestine.

Fats are absorbed into the lymph via the intestinal wall and then carried to the bloodstream. They are deposited in depots from which they may be drawn as required by the body, and also used in the liver and muscles for the production of energy.

Soluble salts, calcium, iron, water-soluble vitamins














	Bloating, belching, burning and flatulence just after meals

	A feeling of fullness after eating

	Indigestion, diarrhoea or constipation

	Reactions after eating

	Nausea after taking supplements

	Itchiness around the rectum

	Weak, peeling or cracked fingernails

	Dilated veins in the cheeks and nose (in someone without a drink problem)

	Acne (after adolescence)

	Iron deficiency

	Chronic intestinal infections – eg, parasites, bacteria, yeast

	Undigested food in stools





































	Do you feel tired even after a night’s sleep?

	Do you find it difficult to relax?

	Do you never have a thirst?

	Are you ravenously hungry before meals?

	Do you experience dips in your energy levels between meals?

	Do you experience a sense of fullness after eating a meal?

	Do you frequently suffer from indigestion, heartburn, burping, wind, constipation or diarrhoea?

	Do you have dry, itchy or greasy skin?

	Do you get headaches?

	Are you overweight?

	Do you often feel gloomy for no apparent reason?
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