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To my teachers and patients from all cultures who have shown me that nature is our ultimate teacher.




Introduction

Improving our health is something that every one of us can do. Small, simple changes in how we eat, sleep and live can transform our minds and bodies. By shaping our diet and lifestyle to be more in tune with our body’s design, we move closer to the natural world and rediscover the daily and seasonal rhythms that govern all of life.

Root to Stem is a seasonal and holistic approach to health that puts plants, herbs and nature at the heart of how we live and eat. It is a new kind of guide that links individual health to our communities and the planet’s health to sustain us all.

The root to stem philosophy – health as a whole

The root to stem philosophy is firstly about the benefits of eating ‘whole food’ in its natural state. This means eating the edible skin, pith and seeds of vegetables and fruit. Why? Because this is where most of the plant’s defence chemicals lie, which we and other animals use as medicine. This is what real food is – in its whole form, it is much more than just fuel, and it comes with many therapeutic compounds that are vital for supporting our bodily functions. If you want a healthy gut and strong immunity, rethink and relish those fibrous fruit and vegetable skins; they reduce inflammatory hormones and give your gut microbes something to chew on to make many of your body’s essential chemicals.

Root to Stem is also about using whole herbs or whole parts of herbs, like the flowering parts, stems and leaves, seeds and roots. And herbs grow everywhere – under our very feet! Supermarkets sell parsley, sage, rosemary and thyme, and together with wild nettles and dandelions, which are abundant and free, these are among the most effective herbs in a kitchen pharmacy. They’re not just packed with minerals, vitamins and fibre, but their therapeutic compounds can treat common ailments from allergies to infections. Using plants as medicine is handy, saves money, and used wisely is safe. They’re easy to grow and fun to forage. This book will show you how we can use them effectively to treat seasonal health problems and reduce disease.

Eating whole foods is how our ancestors ate for millennia. Using nature’s free medicines – light, food and herbs – is the fast track to building our resilience to illness. And by eating as much of the plant as we can, not throwing parts away, we reduce food waste and the damage that we are causing our planet in the process.

Variety is the spice of life

We are made of complex systems and it’s the very complexity and variety of plants we eat that enables our bodies to function fully. But since the industrial era, our diet has narrowed dramatically. Much of our disease is now nutrition related: worldwide, poor diet is the second leading cause of death after smoking – and we must change this. We eat too little variety and too many processed carbohydrates, rather than a range of whole foods. Polished white rice, refined wheat and other carb-rich grains are really only semi-food. Refining them down from the original whole grain removes most of the nutrients and fibre that are vital for our health. We, not machines, are designed to be the food processor. It also leaves little for us to digest and so raises our blood sugar too fast, which becomes inflammatory and contributes to chronic conditions such as diabetes, heart disease and cancer. But we can prevent and may even treat these conditions by expanding what and how we eat – and feel better in the process too.

A huge number of plants are edible, maybe as many as 100,000 species, but 75% of our foods come from just twelve species. We should consider fast food and refined carbs as a luxury, a treat, while whole colourful fibrous food sustains us long-term.

Eating root to stem

The beauty of eating whole plants in line with the root to stem approach is that they give us medicine as well as food. They contain the macronutrients of carbohydrate, fibre, protein and fat for our body’s structure and energy, along with the micronutrients of minerals and vitamins. They also contain an array of phytonutrients (or phytochemicals – phyto- means plant in Greek) that we absorb best through eating. These phytonutrients benefit us in a host of ways. They enable our eyes to function, regulate our hormones, prevent damage to our genes’ DNA, help our liver to detoxify, and support our immune responses and heart muscle function among many others.

Plants are unique and keep us alive in other ways too. As the Earth’s biggest plants, trees are the main lungs of the planet, giving us oxygen and clean air. They also give us wood, fuel, shade, cool air, carbon storage and shelter for wildlife. For our own survival, we need to protect and encourage their growth.

Why eat seasonally?

Life is all about rhythm. Every day our master body clock drives our bodies on a rough 24-hour cycle known as our circadian rhythm (circa = about, dia = day) – to rise with the light and sleep in the dark. All of this reminds us that we are part of nature. Our master clock syncs with our many other body clocks, including those in our heart, gut and lungs, to tell them when to wake and digest and when to sleep and repair.

Plants, too, are part of our natural rhythms, marking the annual change in seasons. In the north, our four seasons link us to nature, give meaning and structure to our lives and make us feel part of what is a vast and complex universe. Each season has its own characteristic climate and light. The guide includes how to get the most from the light of each season, as this resets our rhythms to make a big difference to how we feel and act. Taking our cue from nature and plants helps us adapt to the changes in climate and minimize the stress we put on our system.

We can get the most from our food too by eating in line with the seasons – and save on waste in the process. Root to Stem lists the cultivated and wild foods that peak in each season and are at their most delicious. There’s something satisfying eating food of the moment, and especially if we’ve grown it ourselves or it’s local produce. Eating locally and seasonally is an immediate way to connect with our food and how it’s grown. Literally every little action will have a beneficial effect. The food itself is fresher and more nutritious, and we save food miles and resources so it is more affordable for all.

What’s good for us is good for the planet

Following a root to stem approach to living is not only good for us but good for the planet too, because we are all interdependent. We are part of one unique and complex ecosystem. Everything we do, no matter how small the action, has an effect elsewhere, though we may not see it. Each living thing, including us, relies on many others in a continual cycle of breakdown, transformation and reuse of limited resources for food and energy. By widening the variety of the plants we eat, we contribute to the cycle of life. We promote the biodiversity not only of plant species themselves, but also of the variety of living creatures that thrive on them.

As humans, we are now the dominant species on the Earth and have changed it dramatically, especially over the past 200 years with the mass extinction of wild species. Our use of plastic and its devastating effect on sea life is just one example, as we saw in Sir David Attenborough’s Blue Planet. Another is the loss of pollinating insects, not only bees, but also butterflies, wasps, flies, beetles, and other pollinators such as bats and birds. We’ve cut down so many hedges and wildlife areas to make way for large-scale farming that insects are less able to feed and move. This and pesticide use have reduced their pollination of fruit trees, and so growers must now tackle some of this vast task by hand. A shocking 75% of all flying insects have been lost in Germany over the past twenty-five years, and if numbers continue to decline, this will be a major threat to our food sources.

Simply by planting wildflower seeds in the right places we can increase the population of pollinating insects. Using alternatives to plastic straws, bags and cotton buds can make a big reduction to our polluting waste. The buzzwords ‘zero waste’ and ‘sustainability’ are concepts that we can actually apply through our connection to food. It’s these easy actions that help to safeguard our food supply for future generations.

Our health also depends crucially on the impact of food production on our environment. This is where meat production is both inefficient and damaging. Animal farming takes up 83% of the world’s agricultural land, but delivers only 18% of our calories. In contrast, a plant-based diet cuts the use of land by 76% and halves the greenhouse gases and other pollution that are caused by food production. So there is a real urgency for us to eat more plants and cut down meat-eating. We also waste a scandalous amount of food (about a third of all food in the UK). That’s about £15 billion a year alone, not counting the food miles of energy and transport costs. Most of our food waste goes to landfill, giving off greenhouse gases as it rots, which heats the atmosphere and adds to global warming. Throwing food away costs each of us £230 a year. So we can actually save £20 a month, or £80 for a family of four, if we just buy and eat less food, use all its parts, store it better, or even grow some of our own and recycle it as compost.

How to use this book

This pocket guide aims to help you make the most of the seasons for your health. It shows what foods and herbs are the best to eat or grow in each season and how they act as medicine in us. Recipes and remedies detail how you can use them for common ailments and to boost immunity. The guide also offers simple steps to eat and live in sync with natural rhythms, to make a real difference to your health and in a way that supports the planet. These include examples of social activities and annual events that reconnect us to nature and food. Such connections reinforce our natural rhythms and bring us pleasure and health in ways that are less obvious.

This is intended to be a companion for you to dip in and out of as the days go by and the seasons change; it aims to inspire you with the intriguing ways in which our bodies and nature function. As you work your way through the book, these key principles of the root to stem philosophy will help you to maximize the benefits you receive.

How to eat for health and to feel good

There is no one diet for all. Simpler is to apply those basic principles that support our body’s design, with its rhythms and functions, to reinforce our health:



	Mostly plants, with edible skin, pith, seeds

	Not too much

	Mostly during the day, ideally within 10 hours

	Many colours, the darker the better

	Some raw

	From a variety of plant families

	A new vegetable or fruit regularly

	Something wild every day





Living lightly and more in rhythm with the seasons is what our bodies want to do naturally if we allow them. And flexibility is built into this. There is no one right way for all, as each of us is unique, with differing make-up, tastes and needs. But we now know a great deal about our design, body clocks and the effects of our food and environment on us. The secret is to take time to notice and follow those rhythms most of the time. We’re designed to feel better this way, as a prompt to continue.

As a species, we are beginning to recognize our huge impact on the planet and that our survival rests on conserving its resources, which the rest of nature does so elegantly. Just taking some of the small steps in this guide can transform our environment. Everything we
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Warning
Care should be taken when foraging or using wild ingredients as some plants are poisonous and it is not always easy to differentiate between toxic and non-toxic species. Do not eat any wild plant until you are 100% sure of its identification. If you are unsure whether a plant is edible, it is important that you first check with an expert that the plant is safe to eat, and whether it can be eaten raw or should be cooked. Some plants should never be eaten raw as they are toxic when raw. With any wild edible plant, first try a very small portion to ensure that you do not experience any allergic or negative reactions to the plant.

Disclaimer: the information in this book has been compiled by way of general guidance in relation to the specific subjects addressed. It is not a substitute and not to be relied on for medical, healthcare, pharmaceutical or other professional advice on specific circumstances and in specific locations. Please consult your GP before changing, stopping or starting any medical treatment. For the safe use of plant medicine, consult a professional medical herbalist at either www.thecpp.uk or www.nimh.org.uk and see more information at www.herbalist.org.uk. So far as the author is aware the information given is correct and up to date as at 28 March 2019. Practice, laws and regulations all change, and the reader should obtain up-to-date professional advice on any such issues. The author and publishers disclaim, as far as the law allows, any liability arising directly or indirectly from the use, or misuse, of the information contained in this book.
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This ebook is copyright material and must not be copied, reproduced, transferred, distributed, leased, licensed or publicly performed or used in any way except as specifically permitted in writing by the publishers, as allowed under the terms and conditions under which it was purchased or as strictly permitted by applicable copyright law. Any unauthorized distribution or use of this text may be a direct infringement of the author’s and publisher’s rights and those responsible may be liable in law accordingly.
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