

ADVANCE PRAISE FOR FIBRE FUELLED

“Will is Dr. Fibre! Get on the fibre train and transform your health from the inside out, literally …. Poop like a champ, build an immune system that is a fortress, and feed your brain premium-grade fuel. Pick up a copy of Fibre Fuelled today!”

—Rip Esselstyn, New York Times bestselling author of The Engine 2 Diet

“This book is a timely and authoritative discussion of the overwhelming scientific evidence supporting the health benefits of a largely plant based diet. It focuses on the role of fibre, a key element of plant-based diets, and presents this ancient wisdom from the perspective of modern microbiome science. A must-read for everybody still unconvinced about the best diet to stay healthy.”

—Emeran A. Mayer, MD, PhD, author of The Mind-Gut Connection and Distinguished Professor of Medicine, Physiology and Psychiatry, David Geffen School of Medicine at UCLA

“The gut microbiome is the engine that drives the body to health and today’s diet is deficient in its preferred fuel: fibre, the elixir of life. Instead, we are overfed, undernourished, and overmedicated. Fibre Fuelled is a must-have owner’s manual revealing the secrets for gut and total body health. Read Dr. Will Bulsiewicz’s groundbreaking book today!”

—Gerard E. Mullin, MD, MS, author of The Gut Balance Revolution and Director of Integrative GI Nutrition Services, Johns Hopkins Medicine

“Like the microbes in our gut, Dr. Bulsiewicz helps us digest a large quantity of complex material. Fibre Fuelled translates the latest cutting-edge science of the gut microbiome into accessible and practical information. This is required reading whether you are interested in a heathier gut and body or learning about one of the most transformational fields in biomedicine.”

—Justin Sonnenburg, PhD, author of The Good Gut and Associate Professor, Stanford University

“If ‘all disease begins in the gut’ as Hippocrates said, then all health begins there too. Dr. Bulsiewicz and the Fibre Fuelled 4 Week Plan are the natural jumpstart to feeding our gut its preferred and premium fuel. This book is the answer for so many of my patients searching for a higher level of wellness.”

—Joel Kahn, MD, FACC, author of The Plant-Based Solution and Clinical Professor, Wayne State University School of Medicine

“Drawing on his vast experience as a practicing gastroenterologist, Dr. Bulsiewicz illuminates a path to optimal gut health using ‘food as medicine’ to unleash the incredibly powerful, absolutely fascinating, and wildly underrated postbiotics called short-chain fatty acids. It’s worked for him, it’s worked for his patients, and it can work for you too.”

—Mahmoud A. Ghannoum, PhD, MBA, author of Total Gut Balance and Director of the Center for Medical Mycology, Case Western Reserve University

“Although I’ve actively investigated intestinal bacterial functions my entire career, I found Dr. B’s Fibre Fuelled book both highly informative and inspiring. It brings fresh perspectives and very practical solutions to vexing clinical problems that can be reversed and prevented by incorporating the lifelong healthy eating patterns described in this transformative book.”

—R. Balfour Sartor, MD, Co-Director, Center for Gastrointestinal Biology and Disease, Midget Distinguished Professor of Medicine, Microbiology & Immunology, University of North Carolina School of Medicine

“Fibre Fuelled is what happens when you combine almost two decades of medical training, an unrivaled passion for helping people live healthier, and an incredible ability to break down complex science into easy-to-digest information for everyone to access. Far more than a diet book—a true master class in gut health that will be hard to put down.”

—Simon Hill, master’s of nutrition, host of the Plant Proof Podcast, and author of The Proof Is in the Plants

“At a time when many ‘experts’ are peddling the latest fad diets, Americans are justifiably confused about what to eat. Will has used his considerable skills to provide an engaging, evidence-based guide that makes it clear that when you optimize your gut microbiota through diet and lifestyle, you also improve your health.”

—Nicholas J. Shaheen, MD, MPH, Chief of Gastroenterology & Hepatology, Bozymski-Heizer Distinguished Professor of Medicine, University of North Carolina School of Medicine

“Gastroenterologists should focus on diet and lifestyle to prevent and reverse disease and only use pills and procedures when these less invasive interventions fail. Dr. Bulsiewicz provides an excellent blueprint in his book, Fibre Fuelled, for a more patient-centered approach to improve overall health.”

—John Pandolfino, MD, MSCI, Chief of Gastroenterology & Hepatology, Hans Popper Professor of Medicine, Northwestern University

“After many decades of physiological studies evaluating how the GI system works in health and disease, it is only in the last decade that food, fibre, diet, and the microbiome has found its proper scientific place. Using his extensive experience, Dr. Bulsiewicz has compiled this new knowledge into a clear and concise book so that readers having GI illness or who are in health can truly benefit.”

—Douglas A. Drossman, MD, Drossman Gastroenterology, President Emeritus and COO of the Rome Foundation, and Professor Emeritus of Medicine and Psychiatry, University of North Carolina School of Medicine

“We live in a country where most people eat twice the recommended daily allowance of protein and almost no one is eating the recommended fibre. Many think that because we do not absorb fibre it cannot be important. Dr. Bulsiewicz combines his firsthand knowledge with the available science to teach the reader the importance of eating varied forms of fibre to feed our varied forms of bacteria residing in our gut, and in turn improve and prevent both systemic diseases and gut pathology. And if you think your gut just can’t tolerate fibre, do not fear. The good doctor has a whole chapter dedicated to helping you get over bloating and other symptoms commonly associated with high-fibre diets.”

—Garth Davis, MD, author of Proteinaholic and bariatric surgeon and Medical Director of Weight Management, Mission Hospital, Asheville, North Carolina

“In a world where most people are obsessed about consuming a lot of protein, this book will revolutionize the way you think about nutrition. In this evidence-based book, Dr. B delineates the importance of fibre for great gut health. I recommend for everyone to read this book as great health begins in your gut.”

—Angie Sadeghi, MD, author of The Trifecta of Health




I lost my dad during the preparation of this book. It was sudden and completely unexpected.

I couldn’t wait to share this book with him. It would have been easy to just send an electronic copy, but I really wanted his first read to be a physical book, with the hardcover, all the pages, and his son’s name on the front.

Over the past few months, my dad repeatedly told me how proud he was of me. He told me that my grandparents John and Helen Bulsiewicz would have been so proud of the work I was doing in the name of our family. I can’t tell you how much it means to me that he said all that.

It breaks my heart that he’s not here anymore. I am who I am because of him. But I will forever be grateful for the special times that we shared.

Love you, Dad. Will always be thinking of you. This book is for you.




Author’s Note

Dear Friends,

My goal with this book is to send you off on a journey that transforms your life. I want you healthier and happier, and I truly believe that the words on these pages will guide you to that better place.

There was only one way to accomplish my goal, and that was to make this book a celebration of scientific discovery. We want the laws of nature working for us, not against us. Science becomes the compass that guides us to that better place. I share this because you will read this book and hopefully find it lighthearted and entertaining, but just know that if you pulled back the curtain you’d discover more than six hundred studies backing up those words. Legitimate, valid science is the reason accomplished scientists and doctors are unified in support of this book. You can review all of my references plus more details about my evidence-based approach at www.theplantfedgut.com/research.

With that said, being Fibre Fuelled isn’t a quick fix or a diet; it’s a lifestyle trajectory that heals. In some cases, those lifestyle choices are optimal when personalized to your needs and bio-individuality. Therefore, the implementation of the practices in this book should be done under the guidance of a qualified health professional to ensure that your specific needs are being met.

Additionally, some of you may want to continue the conversation with me after reading this book or seek additional resources, and I welcome and celebrate that. I’m always sharing new podcasts, blog posts, recipes, and ways to go beyond this book on Instagram at @theguthealthmd and I’ve put together a collection of resources to support your Fibre Fuelled journey at www.theplantfedgut.com/resources.

Onward to health and happiness together!
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Introduction

Leslie came into my office worn out and exasperated. She was thirty-six years old, but she felt like she was pushing eighty. She was overweight, a trend that started in her late twenties while taking the antibiotic minocycline for her acne. She struggled daily with fatigue, sluggishness, insomnia, and lack of motivation. Her skin was broken out, her hair was thinning, and she had persistent loose stools. On top of all this was her extensive list of medical ailments: irritable bowel, type 2 diabetes, hyperlipidaemia, autoimmune thyroiditis, depression, and anxiety.

After seeing several other GI doctors, a chiropractor, a hormone specialist, and an expensive cash-only functional doctor, she was confused and frustrated by the conflicting recommendations. Here she was at thirty-six, on four different medications with ten supplements to boot. “This isn’t the life I envisioned for myself,” she told me on that first visit. “I’m way too young to be feeling this old.”

Much of her frustration stemmed from not knowing what to eat. What should have been simple had become so complicated. She had gone Paleo in her late twenties to combat weight gain and she soon progressed to the Whole 30. She felt better for a short time on those diets, but when the weight gain and fatigue slowly started to creep back in, she desperately searched for a new diet solution and tried eliminating phytates and lectins. She’d been gluten-free for almost ten years and by the time I saw her in my office, she had completely eliminated grains, legumes, dairy, and nightshades. Her diet now consisted mostly of arugula, avocado, grass-fed meat, and bone broth, with very little variation. At times she’d test herself with some beans or whole-wheat bread, but she’d experience wind and bloating, which the diet gurus she was following warned was proof of inflammation.

“It is maddening to follow all the experts’ recommendations religiously and do exactly as I’m told, only to feel worse than ever and see my weight fluctuate like a yo-yo!” she exclaimed. With each progressive elimination, she’d see at most short-term improvement, only to slide back into the same exhaustive pattern. The last straw came when she tried the ketogenic diet to lose weight, but it just made her diarrhoea worse and it was now a bigger problem than ever.

At this point in our conversation, she was physically slumped forward, elbows on her knees, staring at the ground, eyes welled up with tears. I pulled my chair closer to hers and leaned in so we were on the same eye level.

“Leslie, it’s going to be all right. We’re going to get you better.” She looked up, a glimmer of hope in her eye. “I totally get your frustration. This is the most confusing time in human history for people who just want to get better. Too many experts saying too many different things. I need you to trust me. If you’re with me, then this is rock bottom right here, right now. Today is a fresh start for you with a new approach that makes you feel better and restores the real version of yourself that has been missing these last few years.”

Over the following months, Leslie and I worked closely together to make some major changes. We took her off most of her supplements and slowly reintroduced diversity back into her diet. Foods that she had been told were off limits were brought back at the right time, in the right amount. She began to really enjoy her food for the first time in years. The restrictive diet had been challenging, boring, and futile for her. She got rid of her bone broth and tapered down on her animal product consumption while increasing fruits, veggies, and even wholegrains. Artificial sweeteners and processed foods stayed on the sideline. Beans and pulses came back on the menu! And while the process wasn’t always easy, we worked through it together.

Front and centre in her new way of eating were fibre-rich plants—fruit, veggies, wholegrains, beans, and legumes. Why fibre? Because as you’re about to learn in this book, fibre is the heart and soul of true gut healing, and true gut healing leads to better health in everything from your cardiovascular system to your brain health to your hormonal health. It’s really that powerful.

When Leslie emerged on the other side and settled into her new approach, she was beaming with energy. She was having fun experimenting with all the new foods that she’d previously eliminated. She now knew exactly which foods she was sensitive to and was able to include them in her diet on a regular basis by simply being careful with portion size. Just under 5.5 kilograms had melted away. Meanwhile, getting Fibre Fuelled reversed Leslie’s diabetes and dramatically dropped her cholesterol. She was able to reduce the dosage of her thyroid medication, and she was back to having normal bowel movements. Best of all, she felt like herself again: alive, optimistic, and excited for the possibilities ahead of her.

Getting Fibre Fuelled can help you with whatever you’re struggling with, too, whether it’s weight gain, hormone imbalances, digestive issues, or you just want to feel better in your own skin. I know this because I’ve seen it in Leslie and in hundreds of my own patients. Now it’s your turn.

The Fibre Fuelled programme

Perhaps you’re one of the many Westerners suffering with digestive issues: heartburn, abdominal pain, wind and bloating, diarrhoea or constipation. I know there are at least seventy million Americans out there because I personally published that statistic in Gastroenterology, the top American journal in my field, just a few years ago. Without question, gut health starts with the foods that you eat. Unfortunately much of the advice being offered by popular “experts” is dead wrong. I’ve grown tired of watching bone broth and grass-fed meat be touted as gut healing. There’s not a single study to support that, not even a crappy one. Instead of offering recommendations based on trends and pseudoscience, my programme offers you a scientifically validated approach that will truly heal your gut by restoring order to your gut microbiome.

Do you have a sensitive stomach? Do you have trouble processing certain foods, like beans, broccoli, and gluten-containing grains? Food sensitivity has become a major issue worldwide, with an estimated 20 per cent of the world’s population suffering from some form of food intolerance. I see it every single day in my clinic, and I’m going to share with you the strategy I’ve devised for my own patients to help identify exactly which foods they are sensitive to. I’ll also share my easy, step-by-step plan for how to reintroduce those foods to eliminate the sensitivity and get back to enjoying them again.

If you’re one of the millions of Westerners who have an autoimmune disease, then this book is for you, too. Seventy per cent of the immune system resides in the gut, literally just a single layer of cells separating it from the microbiota. It’s hard to separate the two—they rise and fall together. By optimizing your gut microbes, we can help get your immune system back on track.

Do you or someone you love have heart disease, cancer, a history of stroke, or Alzheimer’s disease? These are just a few of the dangerous and all-too-common conditions that can improve with this plan. The Fibre Fuelled approach doesn’t just benefit digestive disorders. In fact, this is literally the only diet plan that’s been scientifically proven to actually reverse heart disease.

Maybe you consider yourself pretty healthy and just want to stay that way. That’s the situation I’m in as well. I haven’t always been in great shape, but right now, by practising what I preach, I feel fantastic. I’ve lost nearly 22 kilos, I’m back to my college weight, and I feel like I’ve actually reversed the ageing process. There’s real science to support that. This is the only dietary approach shown to lengthen telomeres, which is the part of our cells that cause ageing as they get shorter. Longer telomeres have been suggested to indicate slow ageing and reduced risk of heart disease, cancer, Alzheimer’s, and Parkinson’s.

You’re going to learn in this book that you are one of a kind with a gut microbiome as unique as a fingerprint. So there is no one-size-fits-all when it comes to diet. Something that works for another person may not work for you, and that’s driven by the individual nature of your gut microbiome. But if you’ll treat me like your doctor, mentor, and lifestyle coach, I’ll walk you through a programme that will be personalized and tailored to your unique needs and ultimately guide you to the vibrant health that you deserve.

This book is the culmination of everything I’ve learned about gut health during the two decades that I’ve been grinding to become the best doctor I can possibly be. With the Fibre Fuelled 4 Weeks (see Chapter 10), I’ll show you how to use a healthy diet, lifestyle, and high-quality supplements to address the root cause of your problems. This isn’t just a treatment plan; it’s a way of life that will help you discover your healthiest self. Your symptoms will dissipate, your doctor will be shocked when your medicine ends up in the rubbish, and you’ll enjoy the vibrant health you’ve always wanted.

Sadly, I must admit that the US healthcare system has failed

When I was younger, it drove me nuts when people would say that healthcare in America sucks. I definitely took it personally. You have to understand, for sixteen years I toiled, sacrificed, and committed every last ounce of energy that I had to that “sucky” healthcare system. I took out huge loans so that I could go to Vanderbilt for undergrad and Georgetown for medical school. I worked six days a week, at work before sunrise and home after sunset, for what I calculated was less than minimum wage after medical school. My family would be off on holiday together, and I’d be on call in the hospital wearing the same boxer shorts I wore yesterday because I was too tired to do my laundry. (For the record, I don’t do that anymore!)

But now I get it. There’s a reason why the United States is ranked forty-third in the world in life expectancy (the UK at the moment is ranked at twenty-ninth). We have a healthcare system that’s great at identifying problems once they exist and then trying to manage them with a combination of pills and procedures. Sure, we can improve symptoms or slow disease progression in some cases, but it always comes at a cost. It’s sick care, not healthcare. There is little to no focus on prevention.

What we’re missing is an acknowledgement that a couple of milligrams of medicine will never be able to overcome the effect of what we eat. Each of us consumes an average of 1.3 kilos of food per day. Keeping the maths simple, that’s 475 kilos of food per year, meaning we’ll each consume about 36,300 kilos of food during our lifetimes. Somehow, our medical system doesn’t want to acknowledge that these huge amounts of food matter, but I’m telling you right now: a few milligrams of medicine will never be more important than the 36,300 kilos of food you eat. When we wait for disease to manifest, we’ve already missed our greatest opportunity. As Benjamin Franklin said, “An ounce of prevention is worth a pound of cure.”

Simply put, the greatest determinant of your health during your lifetime is the food that you choose to eat. As it turns out, your diet is also the greatest determinant of the health of your microbiome. In other words, you could nourish your body with life-giving food and reap the rewards of better health. Or you can punish your body with poisons disguised as food that actually take health away with every bite.

Unfortunately, our healthcare system simply ignores the role of nutrition in health and disease. Consider medical education in the United States. Medical students spend months learning the nuances of drug pharmacology, but formal nutrition training can be just two weeks or less (this is similar to medical training in the UK). For me, that training occurred during my second year of medical school. It would be more than ten years later that I would finally complete all of my training to be a licensed gastroenterologist. And during that entire ten years, it was never mentioned again.

And did you know that even if I provide nutritional counselling, there’s no way for me as a gastroenterologist in the US to bill for the time that I use to do that? Look, I’m not telling you this to say, “Pay me more!” I’m telling you this to say that our system actually penalizes doctors for taking the time to discuss nutrition. I’ll use my office as an example. We currently have three doctors and about fifteen employees. That means that I am personally responsible for covering the salaries of five individuals before I see even a dime. So uncompensated time becomes rather costly. Sadly, this creates a major deterrent to most doctors incorporating nutrition into their practice. (In the UK, healthcare is delivered free at the point of service as a public service and so does not have this particular issue.)

For me, I’ve built a successful career by forgetting the money and the rules and just doing what’s best for my patients. When I finished my training and went into practice for the first time, my patients would ask me fairly intuitive questions. “Dr. B., what should I eat so I don’t get so much wind?” “Hey, Doc, what’s the best food to prevent diarrhoea?” “So I was wondering, can diet help me control my ulcerative colitis?” I have a strong, intrinsic motivation to provide the very best care for each person who walks through my office door, and I just couldn’t stand having a patient ask me something like this and not be able to provide an answer.

While I was searching for answers to these questions in my medical texts, a series of events in my personal life were leading me to conclusions about the role diet plays in our health that frankly shocked me. What I discovered was eye opening—and as a result I was motivated to completely change my approach to medicine and break free from the status quo, setting me on a mission to spread this message of truth. I will not stop. It’s too important, and people urgently need to hear this.

My personal path to better health

I’m the guy who always has a five- and a ten-year plan and believes that it’s all going to come to fruition. But never in a million years did I think that I’d one day be an advocate for plant-based gut health. To understand why, you have to understand my background.

I was raised on the standard American diet. Nothing against my parents: I think this is how most kids were raised in the early 1980s. It was normal in our house to eat Doritos and drink Purplesaurus Rex Kool-Aid every single day. Convenience reigned supreme. There were a lot of SpaghettiOs with Meatballs, Chef Boyardee Ravioli, and frozen burritos.

In high school, my parents were divorced and my mum worked full-time. My brothers and I would come home from school, fire up the propane grill, and have a few hot dogs. I became a hot dog connoisseur. Nathan’s Famous and Hebrew National were the top brands, although if you could get your hands on the local Hofmann brand hot dogs, that was next level.

Now, before I go any further, I’d like to take a step back and honour my mum, who was an incredible parent and worked tirelessly to provide for our family. To her credit, she was pretty diligent about reminding us to eat more fruits and vegetables. Being the typical teenage boy, I not only rejected this notion but actually prided myself on pushing the limits of what my body was capable of consuming on the opposite end of the spectrum. I had that sense of invincibility that most of us have at that age. I felt like I could eat anything I wanted and was immune to any consequences.

My poor eating continued. My college diet at Vanderbilt was predominantly cold-cut sandwiches from Jersey Mike’s and Jimmy John’s with a late-night sprinkling of Wendy’s, Sonic, and Waffle House. I started drinking massive quantities of fizzy drinks to the point where it became a two-litre-per-day habit. During medical school at Georgetown I was obsessed with Wisemiller’s Deli, which was a short walk from campus. These two subs were the ultimate back then:


Chicken madness: Mounds of grilled chicken breast, onions, sweet peppers, garlic, hot pepper, provolone cheese, bacon, lettuce, tomato, and mayonnaise. Wowza!

Burger madness: Two quarter pounders with American cheese, bacon, grilled onions, lettuce, tomato, and mayonnaise. Make sure the bathroom’s close!



Honestly, it’s incredible that I never had a heart attack. I had those two sandwiches at least three times a week.

This pattern of unapologetically eating poorly may seem cheeky or cute, but it was taking a toll on my body. As I became busier with work, took less time for exercise, and started to inch closer to age thirty, I began gaining weight, leaned heavily on coffee to get me through the day, and generally felt unwell.

Things came to a head during my year as chief medical resident at Northwestern. All of my dreams were coming true professionally. Beyond being selected as the chief medical resident, which is a huge honour, I had received all the other major awards in our residency programme. I was already the author of eight scientific papers in the top gastroenterology journals and my mentors, two of the most famous GI doctors in the country, Drs. John Pandolfino and Peter Kahrilas, were touting me as the next great clinical investigator. Northwestern was paying all of my expenses so that I could get a master’s degree in clinical research, which I was doing in night school in addition to all my other responsibilities.

Everything from the outside seemed like it was going great, like off the charts better than my wildest expectations. But on the inside I was miserable. I was completely exhausted, overworked, and the invincible feeling of my younger years was gone as my body started to change. My weight crept higher and higher until I was nearly 23 kilos overweight. I didn’t like the way I looked or felt, but I was too busy to do anything about it.

It never crossed my mind that having dry-aged steaks at the Chicago chophouses twice a week with the hospital bigwigs or grabbing chili cheese dogs and Italian beef sandwiches on the way home wasn’t doing me any good. I was a celebrated doctor at one of America’s elite medical institutions, and I had such little awareness about nutrition that I was completely incapable of advising my patients, let alone myself. In hindsight, of course, it’s obvious how unhealthy my diet was. It’s not that I thought I was eating healthy. It’s more that this was normal for me. I’d been eating this way for years, so why should I change things now?

The following year I moved to Chapel Hill for my gastroenterology fellowship at the University of North Carolina, the top GI division in the country. I stopped seeing patients for eighteen months and was completely immersed in the world of clinical research as a cancer epidemiologist. During this time I presented more than forty times at national meetings; I published more than twenty papers in the top peer-reviewed journals in my field; I was even selected to give the Presidential Plenary on the biggest stage at the biggest international GI meeting of the year, Digestive Disease Week. With the help of my amazing mentor, Dr. Nick Shaheen, we were shifting paradigms.

While in Chapel Hill, I met my future wife, Valarie, and that’s when things really changed. The way she ate was completely different from the way of anyone I’d ever met. We’d go out to dinner at a nice restaurant, and there’d be a menu filled with a myriad of steaks, chops, poultry, and seafood, but she would get the vegetable plate. Huh? I kept it to myself, but on the inside I had an eyebrow raised. Honestly, I didn’t have any friends who were vegan or vegetarian. This was a mind-boggling experience for me.

But I couldn’t contend with the results. Val ate without restriction. She never worried about portion size and yet never seemed to have issues controlling her weight. She was smoking hot! (And still is.) Meanwhile I was over here sweating out thirty-minute workouts plus a forty-five-minute run every day, and physically strong but still carrying far more weight than I was comfortable with. The way she ate made me curious, so I started to experiment at home without telling her. At first it was making big smoothies with kale and berries that I would do as a replacement for fast food. Immediately, I noticed that I didn’t have that post-meal hangover where you’re just completely exhausted for two or three hours. I loved the way I felt on those days—lighter, more energized, stronger. I also noticed changes with my body—glowing skin, thicker hair, thinner face. My clothes started to fit me differently. My mind had more stamina for work. My mood was lifted and optimistic.

I was feeling so good that I began to wonder why I’d never heard anything about the benefits of a plant-based diet in my medical training. My assumption was that there must not be any studies, that it must be empiricism. The advantage of having a master’s degree in clinical investigation, doing an epidemiology fellowship at the number two school of public health, and publishing more than twenty scientific papers is that you don’t need someone else to interpret the research for you. You do it yourself. So when I went to the medical literature, I was absolutely shocked by what I found. There was a mountain of evidence to support the way I was feeling. We’re not talking a few bad studies where the truth was stretched or there were hyperbolic claims. I’m talking about study after study providing a uniform, consistent result. Plants are good for our health.

There’s so much to love about eating plants. They’re nutrient dense and calorie poor, the ideal weight-loss combination. They have vitamins, minerals, antioxidant compounds called polyphenols, and unique medicinal chemicals only found in plant food called phytonutrients. But there’s one particular part of the plant that absolutely stole my heart—FIBRE. Everything I thought I knew about fibre has been turned on its head, and I now legitimately believe that this is the single most important missing piece in the American (and Western) diet. As you’ll see in this book, this isn’t your grandma’s fibre. This is the true gut health game changer.

As time went on I continued to make changes in my own life. It wasn’t an overnight or radical change. These were small choices over the course of time that were adding up—eliminating fizzy drinks; cutting out fast food; adding in plant-based smoothies, soups, and salads. Exploring different flavours of ethnic foods that I hadn’t tried before—Indian, Thai, Vietnamese, and Ethiopian. I’m drooling just thinking about them. As I was going through this exploratory phase and making these changes, my body was changing, too. I couldn’t lose weight on hour-long workouts when I ate poorly, but I was now so busy both professionally and personally that I didn’t have time for exercise and the weight was melting off. As I brought myself closer and closer to a fully plant-based diet, I saw progress and improvements in my health and body. I was pescatarian for several years, and when I gave up the fish, eggs, and dairy I lost another 7 kilos within a few months. I wasn’t restricting myself; I mean I was crushing some serious food—diving face-first into delicious plant-based meals and barely coming up for air. Meanwhile I was down to my college weight. Jeans that for several years I had to jump off the bed to fit into needed a belt. And the belt needed new holes. People were saying to me everywhere I went, “Have you lost weight?” I was getting older in years, but apparently younger in appearance because I increasingly was being questioned if I was really old enough to be a doctor.

When I (finally) went into practice for the first time after sixteen years as a trainee, I was armed with a clinical skill set that had garnered me the top awards in both residency and fellowship, elite research training that empowered me to interpret the studies myself, and the wholehearted belief based upon the studies I’d read and my own personal experience that diet and lifestyle were at the root of all health and disease. Add to that my innate drive to provide my patients with the best care regardless of the money or the rules, and what came from that is a formula that blends the best of Western medicine with a scientifically validated nutrition and lifestyle approach.

The most shocking part for me was how well it worked. I shouldn’t have been so surprised, since I’d experienced the benefits firsthand and seen the powerful science in the studies. I truly believed that if I could have just one patient make these lifestyle changes, then I’d done more good than if I treated an entire month’s worth of patients with medicine. But the crazy part is, hundreds of my patients were making lifestyle modifications. Even by just making small adjustments, they were seeing a difference. But the ones who made me truly excited were those who made radical changes. I was as excited as they were as I watched them transform into the healthy, vibrant people they had always wanted to be.

As I witnessed this happen time and again, I began to feel an increasing sense of urgency to share this message of plant-based gut health. It wasn’t enough to share this story with my patients behind closed doors. Everyone deserved to hear this truth and to be given the opportunity to transform their life for the better. The world needs this healing!

I’d witnessed the confusion that the internet and so-called gut experts had created by promoting messages that were on trend but completely lacking any scientific basis. I’d seen far too many patients harm their bodies with the latest fad diet. These were well-intentioned people who were motivated to improve their health and willing to make lifestyle changes to make it happen. But unfortunately the advice they were being fed by the system was failing them. They were told, “Do this and you’ll be better,” only they weren’t better. They were worse. The philosophy of “eliminate the symptoms by eliminating the food” was not only failing them, it was giving many of them an eating disorder. Some just orthorexia, but I’ve seen numerous cases of full-blown anorexia nervosa start with commitment to a restrictive diet. And as I watched, the entire popular conversation on gut health was building momentum yet missing the most important point—that it’s the plants in your diet that fuel a healthy gut.

So I decided to create an Instagram account, which I titled @theguthealthmd, to share my message on a broader scale. Completely new to social media, I had no idea what to expect. Through word of mouth, a few podcast appearances, and a profile piece by our local newspaper, I began to get a steady stream of new followers to my account. Messages began pouring in from people all over the world, telling me about the improvements they were seeing in their lives through making the adjustments I recommended. I heard stories of people who were losing weight, able to come off medications, and feeling better than they had in years.

I soon realized that it wasn’t enough. In order to give people the opportunity to really make lasting change and transform their lives, I needed to share the entire step-by-step plant-based gut health programme that I was using with my patients in my clinic. That became the book you are holding in your hands right now.

I want to welcome you to the start of an exciting, transformative journey. I’ve seen the results from this programme time and time again in my own patients, and now you can experience those results for yourself. As you follow this programme, you will optimize your microbiome, eliminate cravings, strengthen your immune system, improve energy levels, and resolve digestive issues. This is not a fad or a diet; this is a lifestyle that empowers you to better health. With a “health mindset,” you will effortlessly level up with healthy habits and your gut microbes will rejoice as they thrive on being Fibre Fuelled.

To view the 4 scientific references cited in this chapter, please visit me online at www.theplantfedgut.com/research/.




[image: Penguin walking logo]

Part I



KNOWLEDGE IS POWER




1

The Engine that Drives Human Health Isn’t Even Human

You’ve got friends in low places—trillions of them!

When I graduated from medical school in 2006, we knew next to nothing about the gut microbiota. At that time 60 per cent of gut microbes did not grow on a traditional culture plate, so we really didn’t have a way to study them. We knew they existed but didn’t have a way to extract any intel on them. And honestly, we weren’t losing any sleep over it. I mean, we’re talking about the bacteria in our poo! Butt bugs! From our perspective, those scalawags were just along for the ride and not necessarily playing an important role in our health.

But things changed dramatically with a laboratory breakthrough in 2006 that moved us past the culture plate and allowed us to peel apart the complex layers of our gut microbiome and study them. Up to this point we only knew of about two hundred species of bacteria that inhabited the human gut. Very quickly, we identified fifteen thousand species and there are estimates now that there may be as many as thirty-six thousand. Our barrier to research had been removed and the floodgates opened. Since then there’s been an absolute explosion of science, with 12,900 papers on the topic in the last five years alone. To put that number into perspective, this represents a full 80 per cent of the papers on the topic in the last forty years.

Maybe you’ve heard something about the importance of the gut microbiome, but trust me, whatever you’ve read is just scratching the surface. All of this science is coming at us incredibly fast, and admittedly it is a challenge for our healthcare system to manage. It takes an average of seventeen years for new findings to go from publication to being in the clinic or in the consciousness of doctors, so most doctors are still functioning in the culture plate era. All have heard of the microbiome, but for most they haven’t figured out how to include this information in their clinical practice. But why wait? I’ve monitored the emerging research with wide eyes and a gaping jaw and I’m ready to share it with you right now. No seventeen-year wait.

What we discovered when we learned to study gut bacteria is a shockingly broad, expansive community of microorganisms that live inside us in harmony, in balance, and with a purpose. We call this community the “gut microbiota.” If we’re referring specifically to the genetic code of this community, then we use the expression “microbiome.” There are five types of microorganisms residing within you. They include bacteria, yeasts, parasites, viruses, and archaea.

Bacteria are living single-celled organisms that most of us grew up fearing. Believe it or not, our fears are strongly misplaced. Yes, there are some like E. coli or Pseudomonas that are bad and create issues for us. But most are actually good and are trying to help us. They’re like dogs. Most are man’s best friend, but some you’d rather not reach out to pet. For those, you need a dog whisperer. But if we’re talking about the gut microbiota, then you need someone like me, the Poo Whisperer.

Fungi are multicellular organisms that, similar to animals and plants, have a nucleus and other organelles. They’re more sophisticated than bacteria but, similar to bacteria, they are often thought to be bad even though many are trying to help us. They also compete with bacteria, which means that there’s a zero-sum game: if one is flourishing, then the other is withering.

Viruses are tiny particles made up of DNA (or RNA) that don’t have a cell at all and aren’t even considered to be living, even though they share some qualities with us animate folk. Illnesses like influenza, HIV, and hepatitis B are often the first to come to mind when we think of viruses, but not all viruses are trying to hurt humans. In fact, most are an important part of the balanced gut microbial community and are necessary to keep our bacteria in harmony.

Parasites are nature’s thieves. They steal energy from the host and try to remain undetected without offering any benefit. There are many types, ranging from giardia to the “trich” (pronounced “trick,” a sexually transmitted infection) to the terrifying worms that can be up to eighty feet long and give me the heebie-jeebies. Thankfully, most parasites (such as those worms) are rare in the Western world, although there are some that are more common than you’d expect. For example, sixty million Americans are chronically infected with Toxoplasma gondii and don’t know it because they are asymptomatic.

And then there’s archaea, my personal favourite. These ancient organisms were on our planet before oxygen even existed four billion years ago, and you’ll find them miles deep in the ocean in rift vents or inside a volcano. You’ll also find them chilling in the friendly comforts of your colon. The point here is that these are resilient organisms. We’re just starting to learn about them, but, for what it’s worth, they don’t seem to compete with the bacteria and fungi for energy so they don’t appear to be manipulated by diet quite as easily as the other parts of our microbiota.

The depth of the gut microbiota is hard to fathom. It’s like trying to wrap your mind around the Battle of Stalingrad in the Second World War where there were nearly two million casualties in a single battle. The numbers are so astronomical that you’re forced to ignore that each one was an individual, a real person. In this case, we carry thirty-nine trillion microorganisms in our colons. Thirty-nine trillion! Most of them bacteria.

But don’t feel ashamed or grossed out by that—I mean, okay, it is kind of gross, but I’m here to tell you that the bacteria in your gut and, as you’ll soon see, in your bowel movements, too, are a wondrous, magical community with amazing healing power. After all, even Ryan Gosling has bacteria in his colon. How bad could they possibly be?

So how many microbes is thirty-nine trillion? Imagine you are up in the northern parts of Canada on a very clear night, and you can look up and see literally every single star in the Milky Way. Take that number of stars and multiply it by a hundred and that’s how many microorganisms are in your colon. That number clearly outpaces the number of human cells in your body. Depending on how you look at it, some would say you are only 10 per cent human—and 90 per cent bacteria! You’re not just human, you’re a superorganism that serves as an ecosystem for four of the six kingdoms of life: Eubacteria, Fungi, Archaebacteria, and Protista. The other two are Animalia (us) and plantae (what we eat). We are more than just human. We are the circle of life.

The human gut is all interconnected in a way that draws direct comparisons to planet Earth. Your gut microbiome is just as much of an ecosystem as the Amazon rain forest. It thrives on balance and harmony. In the jungle, all animals, plants, and microbes exist with a purpose, even the mosquitoes and snakes. They all bring something to that harmonious balance, and as much as I hate mosquitoes and snakes, their loss would have unintended consequences and diminish



















The awesome power of our gut microbiota for total body health





	
SYMPTOMS ASSOCIATED WITH DAMAGE TO THE GUT MICROBIOTA (DYSBIOSIS)



	INTESTINAL

	
EXTRAINTESTINAL



	











	













Insights into the immune system from a toddler’s nappy









	
IMMUNE-MEDIATED CONDITIONS ASSOCIATED WITH DYSBIOSIS



	Type 1 diabetes mellitus 
Coeliac disease 
Multiple sclerosis 
Asthma 
Food allergies 
Eczema 
Seasonal allergies 
Eosinophilic oesophagitis 
Dermatitis herpetiformis 
Psoriasis/psoriatic arthritis 
Scleroderma 
Chronic fatigue syndrome 
Antiphospholipid syndrome 
Restless leg syndrome 
Sjögren’s syndrome
	Rheumatoid arthritis 
Ulcerative colitis 
Crohn’s disease 
Microscopic colitis 
Ankylosing spondylitis 
Lupus 
Interstitial cystitis 
Autoimmune hepatitis 
Primary biliary cholangitis 
Primary sclerosing cholangitis 
Sarcoidosis 
Fibromyalgia 
Guillain-Barré syndrome 
Behçet’s disease 
Kawasaki disease 
ANCA-associated vasculitis


The Microbiome Code for personalized food processing







Cancer stinks. Literally







	
METABOLIC CONDITIONS ASSOCIATED WITH DYSBIOSIS



	Obesity 
Type 2 diabetes 
Coronary artery disease 
Hyperlipidaemia 
Chronic kidney disease 
Gout
	Non-alcoholic fatty liver disease 
Alcoholic steatohepatitis 
Acute alcoholic hepatitis 
Alcoholic cirrhosis 
Acute pancreatitis 
Chronic pancreatitis




It’s not your fault you’re hormonal!









	
ENDOCRINE AND HORMONAL CONDITIONS ASSOCIATED WITH DYSBIOSIS



	Endometriosis 
Polycystic ovary syndrome (PCOS) 
Endometrial hyperplasia 
Female infertility 
Sexual dysfunction
	Hypothyroid 
Breast cancer 
Endometrial cancer 
Prostate cancer 
Erectile dysfunction


The second brain’s power over the first brain











	
NEUROPSYCHIATRIC CONDITIONS ASSOCIATED WITH DYSBIOSIS



	Alzheimer’s disease 
Parkinson’s disease 
Schizophrenia 
ADHD 
Amyotrophic lateral sclerosis 
Chronic fatigue syndrome 
Restless legs syndrome
	Anxiety 
Depression 
Autism spectrum disorders 
Bipolar disorder 
Migraine headaches 
Fibromyalgia 
Hepatic encephalopathy


How the genetic game was turned on its head by microbes








It’s time to transform your health from the inside out!
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