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To Markus, Hanna and Max


Introduction

Dear Reader,

My first book, The Gut Makeover, explains how to help your gut bacteria make you healthy by eating 100 per cent real food for one month. It’s this simple: leave out the junk and load up on delicious, unprocessed food to feed the beneficial bacteria in your digestive system. This will reduce your weight and digestive symptoms, and improve your mood, energy, sleep and skin health.

The Gut Makeover is an eating strategy for people who love food and want to feel great without tiresome calorie counting or going hungry. This practical book opens the door to delicious eating for one month, introducing you to strategies that you can build into your life in the longer term, so the benefits keep coming.

Thousands of readers are already reaping the benefits of The Gut Makeover and now this recipe book makes the lifestyle easier than ever. I’ll help you conjure up quick, easy, delicious meals to nourish your microbes and give you beautiful skin, bags of energy and restful sleep – all that AND you’ll see the pounds melt off.

What are the main principles of The Gut Makeover method?

You’ll eat three hearty meals a day, avoid snacking, and do an easy and manageable 12-hour overnight fast. You’ll include seven plants a day (five vegetables, two fruit), including lots of variety, colour and texture. You’ll be encouraged to sprinkle fresh herbs, pomegranate seeds and spring onions and other colour onto your food at every opportunity. You’ll eat good-quality protein cooked in extra virgin olive oil to keep you feeling full. This oil contains polyphenols (a particular type of plant chemicals) which the beneficial bacteria love to dine out on, and which protect the oil against damage when heated.

In just a few weeks this way of eating will help you build a microbiome full of diversity and balance, with the beneficial bacteria in the majority and the pathogenic ones in the minority. Study after study has shown that you can manipulate your microbiome by feeding it simple, real food. Unprocessed food really is your medicine and this book contains more than 100 recipes designed to nourish your gut bacteria and help you feel and look great.

What are the main benefits and why?

Without doubt, the most talked-about result of The Gut Makeover is the weight loss – with most readers losing about half a stone (3.5 kilos) in a month, though some people have lost much more, or slightly less. This is without counting calories and without going hungry. When our gut bacteria are diverse and in balance, vexing digestive issues tend to subside and, interestingly, mood and anxiety often improve, too. The psychology department at St Mary’s University Twickenham, in London, is currently conducting research on gut and mood symptoms before and after following The Gut Makeover for a month. When lead researcher Dr Kate Lawrence saw the first set of results she said the improvements in digestive and mood scores were dramatic: ‘If these were the results of a drug, it would be front-page news,’ she said. It is exciting work.

So it’s good to hear that gut and mood symptoms can improve by feeding our gut bacteria the right stuff, but why does the weight melt away? When the bacteria are in balance they send signals to our hunger hormones telling us when we are full, and when we are hungry at the right points, so this helps control our weight and avoid overeating. This bacteria also influences calorie extraction from the food we are eating. When it is in balance, there is less aggressive caloric extraction from the food we are eating. Revolutionary. That is why there is no calorie counting on this plan.

This isn’t a traditional ‘diet’ in the usual sense of the word – which so often spells deprivation, hunger and, for many people, failure. The Gut Makeover is an eating strategy, or a plan. You are taking your health in your own hands. Weight reduction is just one part of the benefits spanning your whole quality of life, from increased energy, better sleep, disappeared bloating, constipation, heartburn, IBS, eczema, acne, swollen ankles, headaches, itchy eyes, stuffy nose, sneezing attacks, chronic coughing and dry skin.

Why I’ve written this book

Like many women, I’ve struggled with my weight, energy levels and mental health over the years. Over a decade ago I had a challenging and busy job as a journalist in a newspaper office, while juggling a young family, then I burnt out. I felt as if there wasn’t time to take care of myself and after the crash, when I was looking for answers to my health, I was confused. The only ‘solution’ offered to me by my GP was to take anti-depressants, which made me feel even more lousy. These drugs were offered after seeing several specialists who all told me they couldn’t reach a diagnosis (physically I couldn’t move my neck for several months, as well as feeling low)! I used to read magazine and newspaper articles about nutrition, but everywhere I looked for answers seemed to suggest a different and conflicting approach. I wanted to be able to evaluate research papers and design a diet for myself based on cutting-edge research that works. I took the most thorough route available to becoming a nutritional therapist by doing a four-year BSc honours degree at Westminster University. This book is a culmination of evaluating latest research, what I have learnt from working with hundreds of clients on their diet as a nutritional therapist, and being a working mother who needs to be able to produce nourishing meals for a family in little time.

Plan, plan, plan!

As a working mum myself, I know how important it is that The Gut Makeover fits around a busy family life. It may involve a bit more planning than you may be used to, but once you are up and running it becomes habit. Almost every meal you make, I encourage you to make extra so that you have delicious leftovers the next day. Many of the recipes are also family friendly and easy to knock up after work, and almost all of the ingredients used are available in high-street supermarkets. I’ve also shared my experience of how to make your own fermented milk kefir (cow’s, goat’s or coconut varieties if you are dairy intolerant) in response to numerous emails and online requests. Once you get into the habit of nourishing your gut, thinking colour and fibre will become second nature, but making fermented food may also become an enjoyable and satisfying sideline – it certainly has been for me and many others. I’ve also included some more unusual recipes, too, so you can even do a Gut Makeover dinner party and no one will know they are being Gut Makeovered!

And finally. . .

The Gut Makeover is not about deprivation; it’s about abundance. Just eat real food for one month. Real food is more powerful than any drug or any supplement. Take your health into your own hands, your own cooking hands. Try it – you will be astonished at the results.


How to use this book

This book centres around a four-week plan that I have designed based on the latest research on the microbiome and impaired intestinal permeability (also known as leaky gut, see page 16). The Gut Makeover is not a diet in the popular sense of the word; it is a restoration programme. It’s a whole-health overhaul.

For four weeks we are going to take out of your everyday diet the foods which could be irritating your gut lining or skewing the balance and impacting the diversity of that 1.5kg of bacteria in your intestines, and replace them with foods which will help. Think of it as a personal makeover working from the inside out; using good food to restore your bacteria, to create a knock-on impact on your weight, skin, mood and immune system.

The four-week plan pays a nod to the diets of the indigenous hunter-gatherers of South America and Africa who have wide species of bacteria in their guts that are supported by eating many vegetables, and supplemented with quality meats and fish, eggs, nuts and seeds and, from time to time, a little dairy. The plan involves eating a diverse array of delicious, unprocessed foods which won’t leave you hungry.

Once we have built up your gut to a state of bacterial diversity and abundance on the four-week makeover, we will transition to the maintenance part of this programme, which is a gut-friendly version of the real Mediterranean diet, based on the diet from the pre-1960s in Greece. This consisted of a high intake of plants – vegetables, seasonal fruits and wild herbs – supplemented with fish, nuts and grains, extra virgin olive oil, artisan slow-matured cheeses teeming with friendly bacteria, and moderate amounts of quality meat. This Mediterranean diet is the best way to support a healthy gut. It’s also an enjoyable way to eat for the long term.

By following this plan you will implement a set of habits that you can incorporate into your diet every day. Once you have a strong gut lining and a flourishing, healthy pond of beneficial bacteria, you will go forward with a set of principles to keep it that way. The recommendations in these pages are simple and implementable, so you can attain and maintain a tip-top-condition gut and enjoy good health and weight even after the four weeks are up. You may, from time to time, come back to the four-week plan. It isn’t a rollercoaster of feast and famine, self-denial and rebound hunger, it’s simply a hit of the reset button.

To help make the diet easy, lists of recommended natural and unprocessed foods are included as a starting point for the four-week plan. Use the ingredients on pages 42-50 to create some of your own meals or make a few simple adaptions to any favourite recipes you already have. Real-life case studies are included throughout this section to give a taste of the challenges and successes that other dieters experienced during their own four-week journey as well as a list of frequently asked questions to cover any eventuality.

An entire chapter of delicious recipes follow to keep you inspired throughout the plan and beyond. There are ideas for breakfast, lunch and dinner as well as sensible food substitutions and plenty of sample meal plans to see you through the four-week phase. Useful advice on what to eat if you’re dining out will help you to avoid the common pitfalls that might tempt you back into an unhealthy eating pattern.

A complete list of helpful websites and books for reference appears at the back of the book to support readers through the whole process and favourite ingredients are listed along with recommended suppliers and stockists to make food prep a cinch.


Why The Gut Makeover works

A road map of the gut

To put my ideas into context, let’s have a quick tour of the digestive system. The tube that runs continuously from mouth to anus is a major highway that passes through the body. It is finally beginning to be acknowledged that much of our health is dependent on this highway performing optimally. A problem occurring near the beginning of the journey, such as at the mouth or stomach, can have a big impact on the gut lining and bacteria balance further down the highway. This effect becomes clearer when we can see what happens when it is operating well.

The mouth

The first stage of digestion happens in the mouth itself. This is where the mechanical breakdown of food occurs, as we grind and chew it with our teeth. Digestion is also aided by the release of enzymes; these are like chemical scissors, snipping food into smaller molecules so that they can be absorbed into our bloodstream further down the line. Some of these enzymes are released in our saliva.

The stomach

Once the food has been broken down by the teeth and mixed around with saliva, it goes down the chute (the oesophagus) to the stomach. The stomach is a dynamic organ, which can stretch in size to accommodate larger quantities of food. It produces hydrochloric acid and more enzymes, which work to further break down the arriving food, rather like a washing machine. The mashed-up food is then pumped through to the next chamber gradually. It usually takes about four to four and a half hours for a meal to leave the stomach.

The small intestine

When the food enters your small intestine it should now be sludge, known as ‘chyme’. At this point, bile and more digestive enzymes join the chyme to help break it down into smaller and smaller particles. The food takes three to six hours to pass through this tube, and this is where the big, important action of absorption of fuel and nutrients into our bloodstream happens. The sludge is squeezed along and has quite a way to go. The texture of the inside of this long tube has the appearance of a shag-pile carpet: each strand is dotted with microvilli, which look like the bristles on a brush and are, unsurprisingly, known as the brush border. The shag pile and brush hairs have been designed to provide an enormous surface area for ease of absorption. The nutrients go through the little junctions between the blades of the brush border and shag piles into our bloodstream to fuel us, and the leftovers are transferred to the large intestine.

Our shag-pile carpet gets a huge amount of traffic every day, so it can wear out quickly, and if the junctions between the shags come loose or are torn – or if there is less mucus than normal – our absorption, and consequently our whole health, can be compromised.

The large intestine – and the microbiome

The large intestine is shorter




	They ferment indigestible fibres from plants such as vegetables to release short-chain fatty acids. The short-chain fatty acid from fibre that you will hear most about is called butyrate. This is a fuel that is needed to build the mucus which lines the gut. The mucus protects the gut lining, which is vital for a healthy immune system, mental health and good skin.

	They may determine how aggressively calories are extracted from the food we eat.

	They interact with our hormones – particularly the ones that tell us we are full or hungry.

	They manufacture B vitamins, which are needed for good mental health and to make us feel energised.

	They make vitamin K, which is needed to clot our blood if we have an accident, a cut or a graze.

	They interact with our immune cells.

	They interact with our nervous system.
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WHAT IS INFLAMMATION AND WHY SHOULD I CARE?









	Refined carbohydrates – such as white bread, pasta, rice and breakfast cereals. These are quickly broken down into sugar in the body.

	Sugar – from white sugar in biscuits, cakes and breakfast cereals to high-fructose corn syrup in fizzy drinks. High-sugar diets have been linked with an impoverished microbiome.

	Trans fats – these fats can be found in some commercial and highly processed cakes, biscuits, muffins, etc., and in some margarines and low-fat spreads. Some food outlets use them in deep frying. They come under names such as ‘partially hydrogenated’ fats and can sometimes be hard to spot. Trans fats are the ones that cause most concern in connection to heart disease and brain function; they have been shown to raise inflammation markers, and, as mentioned on page 18, systemic inflammation has now been linked with heart disease and depression. We should look for quality and purity, selecting natural fats such as extra virgin olive oil, butter and coconut oil, as opposed to chemically manufactured fats such as trans fats whose molecular structure has changed.

	Artificial sweeteners – from aspartame to saccharin and sucralose. We think we are only consuming them when we have diet colas and fizzy drinks, but they are creeping into our other foods in the most unexpected places. Having heard that sugar is the spawn of the devil, we now head towards the ‘reduced-sugar’ ketchup, only to find it may be spiked with artificial sweeteners.

	Alcohol – this has been shown to zap our gut flora and cause dysbiosis.


















GLUTEN – TO EAT OR NOT TO EAT?
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