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introduction

Between 2015 and 2020, Google searches for gut health increased by over 400%. Far from being a flying fad, the microbiome market is skyrocketing, so why is everyone still so bloomin’ confused? And, more importantly, why are ‘gut health’ conversations still only happening in health food stores and hot yoga queues? Why hasn’t the message reached the wider population, and especially the people who suffer the most?

We interviewed scientists across the world – we even wrote a book with them! – to try and squeeze out some lifestyle tips for us to share with people until the science and industry caught up. We were expecting futuristic toilets seats that scan our poos, a pill filled with all our digestive hopes and dreams and maybe even a miracle cure. But what did they tell us? Simple stuff, like eat more fibre, cut down on ultra-processed foods, look at how you’re sleeping and managing your stress levels. Drink water, for goodness’ sake! Everything our granny used to tell us! Gut health is brilliantly complex – because it’s so brilliantly important – but how we speak about it doesn’t have to be. Everyone deserves to know their gut – they’ve got it for life, after all.

Disclaimer: This book isn’t going to make you a gourmet chef with impeccable culinary prowess. It isn’t going to have you scouring the supermarkets for the newest, most unusual ingredients to impress your dinner guests, nor is it going to transform your plates into the envy of the Instagram #foodie. It goes way deeper than that – to explore what is there inside you, literally. Welcome to The Gut Stuff dinner table, COME sit with us. We’re laying out the table of misconceptions, pouring a smooth glass of ‘why’ and serving a plentiful helping of ‘how’.

[image: Authors Lisa and Alana MacFarlane]

Think of this as snacking at the back of a biology lesson; dip in and out, try and read the juicy bits and make sure you pass along your favourite parts to your classmates. We peer into the wonderful world of food through the magnificent lens of gut health, but we’d like you to add on ‘your health’ at the end of the telescope – this is your toolkit, not a rulebook.

We were both kinda fed up of cookbooks that needed ingredients we couldn’t find, so we’ve made sure there is absolutely something in here for everyone – if Alana can do it, anyone can! Lisa, on the other hand, really enjoys cooking and is the hostess with the mostest at dinner parties. Whichever camp you fall into, or somewhere in between, we hope you get a lot of use out of this book and it gets suitably marked with stains and your own little notes.

So, let’s gut started…








where’s the science at?

Your gut is a bit like an avocado – you can’t tell what it’s like just from looking at it from the outside.

Don’t be put off by the word ‘science’. We used to think it was all high-school chemistry classes and Bunsen burners, but it really just means the study of nature and how natural things behave and the knowledge we gain from this.


Nutrition is actually the science of nourishment.



Before we jump into the recipes, we want to take you on a date – a date with your gut – so you can get to know each other better. Light the candles, get comfortable and pay attention; you’re about to get up close and personal with your insides. For starters, we are going to talk you through how your gut works, where our knowledge is at right now (and this changes quickly – so always keep an open mind) and learn how to use food (and other tactics, see here) to keep your new relationship with your gut blossoming and thriving.

‘Gut health’ is a vague term and isn’t as clear-cut as other areas of health, such as heart health, as there is still so much we are discovering.

When we talk about gut health, we are referring to the health of two different things:


	The gastrointestinal tract (your gut), which is nearly 5 metres (over 16 feet) long! When people hear the term gut, they often just think of their stomachs. However, the stomach is part of your upper digestive tract, along with your mouth and oesophagus, and your lower digestive tract contains your small and large intestines – upstairs and downstairs.

	Gut microbiota (the trillions of microbes living [mostly] in your large intestine).



These both work in harmony with the rest of your body and have a profound impact on your health. This book will focus mostly on your gut microbes and the recipes included are not a ‘fix’, ‘cure’ or magic pill, but aim to nurture these microbes with some simple, easy and affordable ideas.
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digestion: a tale of two parts

We talk about this ALL the time, but what do we actually mean?

Part 1 – Chemical

We know you want to get to the making bit, but we think it’s important to understand how your body digests and absorbs food and the role of your gut microbes as this is the ‘why’ that helps you fundamentally change your behaviour – it was the light-bulb moment for us!

First of all, why are we bothered? Well, food contains important nutrients and digestion breaks food down into smaller pieces so the nutrients can be absorbed for use in your body and for your microbes to ferment.

So, where do chemicals break down the food in the body then? It turns out – lots of places!

Step 1: The mouth – Enzymes in your saliva break down carbohydrates.

SNACK FACT: Enzymes in saliva (salivary amylase) primarily help break down starch. Another enzyme (lingual lipase if you’re curious) supports the digestion of fat (this enzyme can decrease as we get older).

SNACK FACT: An enzyme is just a fancy word for a protein that can change something into another thing or speeds up a reaction.

Step 2: The stomach – Stomach acid (hydrochloric acid – not the stuff you put on your face!) and bile work to supercharge the enzymes (and those in the small intestine) to break down proteins.

Step 3: The pancreas – Enzymes break down carbohydrates, proteins and fats.


myth bust

Hydrochloric acid does many things (and no, you can’t neutralize it with alkaline water!): it activates enzymes, helps break down proteins, releases nutrients from food and kills some ingested bacteria.



Step 4: The small intestine – The membrane of the small intestine releases enzymes to further break down fats. Proteins and carbohydrates are mostly broken down in the small intestine.

How long does all this take? Sounds like a lot to be done. Well, digestion typically takes 24–72 hours.

Part 2 – Mechnical (happening alongside the above – busy body!)

Step 1: Before food even reaches your mouth, digestion can kick in. This is called cephalic digestion (a bit of lingo there if you want to impress your pals!). This is where your body secretes digestive fluids in response to a thought (like looking at a menu), sight (imagine a colourful platter of fruit), smell (your favourite meal) or taste (a lick of your cooking spoon).


Your vagus nerve (the physical connection between your gut and brain, not a restaurant in Las Vegas) controls this process.



SNACK FACT: Around 25% of the enzymes and other substances produced by your pancreas happen in this phase.

If you think about it, if you are mindlessly eating as you work, walk or scroll on your phone, this important part of digestion might not be kicking in as well as it could be.

[image: Image of]

Step 2: The Mouth Next up, your mouth, which has its own ecosystem of bacteria (oral microbiota) living within it. Your pearly whites aren’t just for selfies and Instagram smiles, they serve a very important role in the process of digestion: chewing. Teeth mechanically break down your food into smaller pieces, creating a larger surface area for saliva (containing enzymes, like we’ve just learned) to work upon, plus the time spent chewing allows those enzymes to get to work.


tip!

Don’t eat standing up – you digest food more efficiently when sitting. If you are standing, you might not be giving your food the focus it needs to optimize digestion.



Treat each meal as a date with your gut and its microbes Tools down, screens away and focus on what you are about to eat. Importantly, look forward to it and don’t force yourself to eat something you don’t enjoy. You wouldn’t be scrolling the Gram while looking at the menu on a date, would you?! (Don’t answer that!) So, we suggest that you:


	Put your knife and fork down between mouthfuls.

	Put away distractions.

	Chew, chew and chew again – you need to chew your food much more than you think. If you are guilty of a couple of chomps and swallowing (we used to be vacuums!), chances are you need to think more about how much you chew your food. It should be semi-liquid before swallowing.




Your saliva is 99.5% water!



Where does it travel to next?

FOOD PIPE (OESOPHAGUS) – Food mixed with saliva in your mouth forms a ball called a bolus, which travels past the pharynx down into the food pipe, a 25cm- (10 in-) long fast-track to your stomach (wheeeee!). It takes around ten seconds for a wave-like movement to propel food to your stomach, technically called peristalsis. Your stomach produces gastric juices and holds the food that you swallow and acts as a mixer (up, down, around and around) to combine food with gastric juices and enzymes to form a runny liquid called chyme.


The pH of gastric juice is the same as lemon juice (pH 2). Water, alcohol, some medication and a few minerals are absorbed in the stomach.

‘Motility’ is the ability of your GI tract to move by itself – like a wave (moving and shaking in your stomach isn’t necessarily a bad thing). Contractions in your stomach happen around 3 times per minute, 8–12 per minute in your small intestine and around 7 times per minute in your large intestine. These wave-like movements help move food along to the next stage of digestion… and on we go.




Your stomach’s volume is around 50ml (2 fl oz) when empty and can expand to around 1–1.5 litres (1¾–2½ pints) !




Takeaway

The rate at which food leaves your stomach (in the form of chyme) depends on what you’ve eaten. Fibre, fats and proteins slow down how quickly food leaves your stomach – it takes around 2–6 hours for it to empty.



SMALL INTESTINE – Into the small intestine we go; cue chyme entering from the stomach. Here is where the magic of nutrient digestion and absorption happens. It’s split into three parts:


	Duodenum

	Jejunum

	Ileum



It has a HUGE surface area of around 300m2 (think three football pitches in length and nearly 1m-/3 feet-wide). How? The small intestine is full of folds of mucosa, villi (like fingers protruding into the lumen – the middle bit – and microvilli, similar to the villi but much smaller, like hairs). Enzymes are produced here to help digest food further. Antimicrobial substances are also secreted here to fight the unwanted guys – it’s like an organizing, clearing out and getting rid of junk operation all at once. Clever guts.

SNACK FACT: Fats and carbohydrates are typically absorbed within 30 minutes of reaching the small intestine.

The small intestine receives bile from the gallbladder and pancreatic juices to neutralize hydrochloric acid coming from the stomach. Think of your pancreas, liver and gallbladder as the best pals to your gut. For more info on what they do, check out our first book.

LARGE INTESTINE – This is where the microbe magic happens. What doesn’t get absorbed in the small intestine gets passed through to the large intestine, which is called ‘large’ not because it is longer but because the middle bit (lumen) is bigger.


Salts and water get absorbed here (around 90–95%).



You have a lovely mucus lining in your large intestine, which is protective, lubricating and provides a damp environment for your microbes to thrive (they love it!). Bicarbonate, a by-product of metabolism, helps keep an alkaline environment and neutralizes acidic by-products produced by anaerobic bacteria (without air) in your large intestine.

TAKEAWAY: The absorption process takes 12–70 hours from the moment chyme enters until it plops into the toilet bowl. To give you an idea of the amount absorbed, for 1 litre (1¾ pints) of chyme at the start, it ends up as around 200g (7 oz – the weight of 2 small bananas), including dead cells, water, undigested food (including fibre) and bacteria.

GUT MICROBES – We cannot forget our dear microbes. If you’re on a date with your gut, your microbes are the team of friends or family that stand behind you, making you who you are. OK, maybe that’s a bit too conceptual. Let’s try another analogy…

CLOSE YOUR EYES – you’ve got your wellies on in a field, you’re filled with happiness, surrounded by music tents blaring various different tunes. There’s a waft of food in the air and there’s a helluva lot of people. You’ve guessed it, you’re at a festival. We want you to liken all the different people at the festival to your gut microbes – some love a chip van, others prefer a veggie buddha bowl, some like heavy-metal mosh pits, others prefer a singalong to 90s pop and some might be there to cause trouble if given the right opportunity. Everyone’s there together, but there’s lots going on. How do we keep them all happy at the festival? (The technical term being ferment.) What do they like to eat?

Carbohydrates (mostly fibre, the bits of plants we can’t digest) but they’ll also munch on undigested protein (and broken-down protein in the form of amino acids). Some bacteria help to break down alcohol (thanks pals!) and lactose from dairy. All this fermentation produces acids (yep, really), the key ones being lactic acid (similar to what happens with kefir, which we’ll get on to later) and short-chain fatty acids.


An example of a type of short-chain fatty acid, butyrate, is used as fuel for your gut cells (super clever right?!). Our gut microbes also produce different gasses, like methane, hydrogen, hydrogen sulphide
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