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introduction

OK, SO I CONFESS, I’m a bit of a madkeen foodie. I genuinely don’t think there is anything more fulfilling than enjoying a plate of good, honest, delicious food with great company and usually a decent drop of natural red on the side. I’m passionate about how eating well can make such a big difference to our health and wellbeing. And as a nutritional therapist who has a particular interest in gut health, I love sharing my enthusiasm for all things tasty and how food affects us from the inside out. However, my passion for food wasn’t always so geared towards the more wholesome options. Before learning about what good food really means, I was often a slave to some of the boxed, bagged and convenience ‘ding-when-it’s-done’ stuff.

Indeed I grew up as part of the generation whose diet was somewhat lacking in natural foods and was instead generously peppered with garish-coloured concoctions, packet desserts and artificial ingredients. I remember being mesmerised by the likes of blue icy beverages or skipping to the local shop for a treat of pick ’n’ mix sweets. Of course, many of us were none the wiser about the long-term impact that a lack of fresh produce and regular consumption of nutritionally devoid and chemically enhanced foods could have on the trillions of microbes that reside in the gut – and on our health in general.

I think it’s fair to say that, all things considered, we stamped an altogether abysmal mark on the health of our gut. And yet, despite greater awareness of the vital role that eating well plays in good health, many people still find themselves woefully disassociated from the food on the plate in front of them. I put a lot of blame for this disconnection on the rapidly changing face of modern life, which has particular ramifications for the gut. One of these changes is our over-zealous habit of pill popping. Gone are the days of our grandmother’s natural remedies – if there’s a pill for it, we take it. For anyone who has their head buried in the sand on this one, it’s widely recognised that things like excessive use of painkillers can really mess with the gut. And, as if that isn’t enough for our poor beleaguered digestive systems to handle, we are also under more stress than ever. Greater work and financial responsibilities – and the ridiculously long working hours inherent in our 24/7 online world – leave us practically zero time to ‘rest and digest’.

The real work on getting your gut to the best place possible naturally starts with what you feed it. And no, you don’t need to buy expensive powders and supplements or follow some unsustainable regime.

Given all these pressures, is it really any wonder that digestive problems are ubiquitous and that the number of sufferers seems to be rising? The fact that symptoms such as bloating, gas and even debilitating pain are seen as ‘normal’ is just plain wrong. It seems that many of us have become so far removed from listening and tuning into our gut that we simply choose to look the other way and ignore it. Or we might be coming up against a brick wall time and time again and are unable to find answers or clues to symptoms that may have been going on for years.

my story

My story is not an unusual one and indeed it might sound familiar to a lot of you. I was actually a pretty robust child. That might have had something to do with having a father of Polish descent who was forever fermenting things (his bigos – sauerkraut and meat stew – is still the best you will ever taste). My mother was also a proficient pickler, who invariably cooked everything from scratch and in the most traditional way possible. So despite being a typical teenager and having the odd junk food blowout now and then, I had a fairly balanced diet that gave my gut an excellent grounding. Things took a turn for the worse, however, following a trip abroad, where I picked up a pretty nasty parasite. What followed were years of digestive symptoms that I just kind of ‘managed’. Some days were good but most were bad.

At the end of my time at university I started to suffer from recurrent kidney infections that resulted in prescription after prescription for antibiotics. At one point I was taking them on a daily basis prophylactically to prevent yet another infection. To say my gut was unhappy doesn’t begin to describe the miserable state I was in. I was constantly bloated, constipated and often in a lot of pain, but with no other option than to dutifully swallow my daily dose of antibiotics. Little did I know that in attempting to wipe out the kidney infections I was haphazardly killing all the bacteria in my gut – including the beneficial ones. Moreover, this left my gut like an open playing field for more pathogenic species to grow and, unbeknown to me, slowly destroy my immune system. The more antibiotics I took, the worse it got. At the time, I had a full-on career in fashion. I was at the top of my game – or should have been – but dealing with the pressures of a high-profile job while trying desperately to manage my symptoms left me near breaking point. In short, my gut was a mess – and so was I.

The fact that symptoms such as bloating, gas and even debilitating pain are seen as ‘normal’ is just plain wrong.

I knew deep down that how I was feeling wasn’t right. There had to be a solution. So, taking what little knowledge I had at the time and with a huge amount of determination, I set out on a mission to find it. Countless medical, holistic and off-the-wall specialists later (and a whole lot poorer to boot), I ended up back where I’d begun with the same symptoms. It was soul destroying.

It was at this low point that I started reading more about nutrition, food and, most importantly, the gut. And something quite magical began to happen. With small changes to my diet, my digestive symptoms improved, and little by little I weaned myself off antibiotics. The changes were small but had a profound effect. I was shocked at just how important a role food had to play in my health. Feeling empowered but still a long way from where I wanted to be, I went to see a nutritionist who, after running some tests, confirmed that my gut had indeed suffered a battering and my gut bacteria were totally out of balance and dominated by some pretty nasty microbes. It was time to take real action. Armed with tailored guidance on my diet, I began eating fermented, probiotic and gut-supportive foods, some of which I had previously considered ‘unhealthy’, such as unpasteurised full fat cheese. Just as importantly, I began removing some seemingly ‘healthy’ foods that I thought had been helping, such as low calorie cereals.

With the addition of a couple of targeted supplements, I managed to regain my health and, crucially, that of my gut. The problems I’d suffered over the years had started there after all and giving my gut the support that it so desperately needed got me back on track. It may sound a little clichéd but food really had become my medicine. Fast forward a few more months that were packed with relentless travelling and stressful events and I was beginning to feel that it was time to hang up my hat in the fashion game. Inspired by how my own health had been dramatically transformed, I decided that I wanted to help people improve their health in the same way, so I began training to be a nutritional therapist.

understanding your inside story

Nutritional therapy, for those of you who are not familiar with it, means using food and natural supplementation to bring the body into homeostasis, or balance. For me, that fundamentally starts with the gut. My personal journey aside, I have not met one person in my clinic, workshops or events who can honestly say they have perfect digestion. I genuinely don’t think it exists in this day and age. The good news is that by working with our inner ecosystem, and tending it as we would a garden, we can get one that is pretty damn close to perfect. Indeed, the gut is one of the most fascinating ecosystems you could ever imagine, with its very own rolling landscapes, rich soil and diversity of species. Unsurprisingly, as more is uncovered about its central role in health, the gut has become a massive area of research in recent years.

We are only beginning to gain some understanding of the true complexity of the gut and why it is of such paramount importance in our overall health. That vital, underpinning role kind of makes sense really, given that there are more bacteria than human cells in the body. Recent figures put it at a 1.5:1 ratio, and when you consider that most of these bacteria reside in the gut it provides more than a little food for thought. That fact alone should inspire you to get more up close and personal with your gut. And that’s why I wrote this book: to help you reconnect with your gut and all that it can do for your health, and to empower you to be able to make the necessary changes, as I once did.

how this book can help you

The real work on getting your gut to the best place possible naturally starts with what you feed it. And no, you don’t need to buy expensive powders and supplements or follow some unsustainable regime. It’s all about understanding and nourishing your body with the foods that really count. These are the ones that will truly nourish your gut and allow all those trillions of microbes to flourish. Throughout the book I’ll be guiding you through the foods that will best support your gut and, of course, providing lots of delicious, digestion-friendly recipes. I’ll also be encouraging you to reintroduce some foods that you probably thought you needed to banish for good. Foods such as cheese, milk and bread, made the traditional way, can all support you on the way to a blissfully happy gut. And I hope to inspire you to become a fellow fermenter by demonstrating how easy it is to make foods like sauerkraut and kefir, which you can have every day and that give so much back to your gut. I’ll also explain why nothing can take the place of an enriched and plentiful diet, and look at the many pitfalls and saboteurs that can stand in your way. There are a lot of strange concepts out there concerning nutrition – and a lot of confusion – so I’ll help demystify a lot of that, too.

I hope this book will give you a deeper and more practical understanding of why having a strong and healthy gut doesn’t simply improve digestion – it has a profound effect on almost every aspect of our health and wellbeing. Some of the information will really surprise you, but I think most of it will inspire you and help you to take your health into your own hands.

Each chapter deals with the significant role that the gut has to play in areas such as our mental health, immune system, hormones and stress. It doesn’t matter who you are, how you live, your age ... everyone has something to gain from learning how to support their gut. Whether you simply want to optimise your health, address certain areas of personal concern or make sense of some of the issues that may have been affecting you for years, I want to help you tread that path a little more smoothly and with the honest facts to hand.

One thing is for sure, this isn’t a diet book. There is nothing extreme or quick fix here. This book is designed to give you the know-how to make long-term changes, so there are no punishing regimes that will cause you to fall at the first hurdle. It is about balance and having a healthy mindset, so by all means indulge in the odd glass of good quality wine or piece of freshly baked cake when you fancy it. Having a healthy gut isn’t about being saintly with your choices all the time but about becoming more informed and basing your diet on foods that nourish you. Even if you start with one simple thing, that’s a huge achievement, and a big step forwards in the health of your gut. So come back to this book time and time again, trying different recipes and foods and incorporating healthier habits into your routine gradually and consistently. That’s what will have the most significant impact, after all.

It is about understanding and nourishing your body with the foods that really count. These are the ones that will truly nourish your gut and allow all those trillions of microbes to flourish.

You’ll be relieved to hear that you don’t need to have a Michelin star or be a whizz kid in the kitchen to follow my recipes. They are simple to make, lip-smackingly good and, best of all, brilliant for your gut. The recipes complement the subject of each chapter and will help you to put all of the knowledge you gain throughout the book into practice. They’ll also prove wholeheartedly that healthy, great tasting food isn’t an oxymoron.

Making your own meals from scratch will soon become second nature and will help you rediscover a sense of respect and appreciation for food, which is so important for good gut health and the process of digestion. We can all benefit from having a better emotional relationship with our food and for me that fundamentally means eating at a table with real gratitude, joy and our taste buds firing.

With the knowledge on how to help rebalance and support the gut, and a newfound spark of inspiration in the kitchen, you can begin to make real, lasting changes. When it comes to the gut, I like to use the analogy of a garden: you need the right soil for the flowers to bloom and regular weeding to enable them to thrive. Think of it as weeding out hindering factors, such as pests, and using the right nutrients and the proverbial watering can to encourage the good stuff to flourish. Tend your gut well, give it the care and attention it truly deserves and you can build a strong, happy and lifelong partnership.

With that in mind, let’s start this journey together, sitting and eating our food with anticipation and glee and giving a hearty toast to the gut and its many microbes – you are wonderful!


On the following pages you’ll find some guidance on the most important staple ingredients that I use in the recipes. Please read this before getting those creative juices flowing in the kitchen.



my must-have basic ingredients

As far as possible, ingredients should be organic or from local farmers’ markets. In particular eggs, meat and poultry should be non-negotiably organic, free range or grass fed. Dairy milk should be organic, full fat unhomogenised or raw, and cheese unpasteurised. You can read more about unpasteurised dairy foods in Chapter 6, and more about choosing organic in Chapter 10.

milk – you should always opt for full fat, organic and unhomogenised dairy milk. As this is closest to its natural state, it is easier on digestion and provides all the benefits of the fat-soluble vitamins. Raw (unpasteurised) milk is my preferred choice as you reap all of the probiotic and digestive enzyme benefits. See my shopping guide (page 264) on where to source raw milk. If you are vegan, have a go at making your own plant-based milks (see Chapter 6); if you are buying vegan milk, ensure that you go for the unsweetened versions.

water – I recommend always using filtered water when preparing recipes. This is because clean pure water is a crucial part of good nutrition and filtering removes many of the substances that can be present in tap water. You can use natural mineral water if it is in glass bottles, but avoid plastic bottles as these may contain unwanted chemicals and they suck for the environment, too. Investing in a good filtration system is better for your health and more cost effective in the long run. Have a look at my shopping guide (page 266) for a recommended filtration system. Water is also discussed in Chapter 10.


I often use ingredients that you won’t find in the average cookbook. Don’t panic! Turn to my shopping guide on page 260 to find out more about these.



oils – When choosing oils, always go for organic, cold pressed versions and extra virgin when it comes to olive oil. Cold pressed means that no heat is used in the extraction process and so the oils retain more of their nutritional value and flavour. They are also not subject to oxidisation from light or heat, which can change their chemical structure. This is why a good rule of thumb is to invest in good quality oils that are sold in dark glass bottles to protect them from the light. The cheap vegetable-based cooking oils in clear plastic bottles won’t be cold pressed, so avoid these like the plague. But as with any unrefined cold pressed oils, as a general rule of thumb, use them for drizzling instead of cooking at high temperatures. You can use pure olive oil, which is different to extra virgin. However, heating many of these unrefined cold pressed oils can alter their chemical structure, which diminishes their nutrition and flavour benefits.

The oils that are generally better for cooking at high heat are the ones that are solid at room temperature; these healthy saturated fats have a high smoke point so can be used for cooking at high temperatures. I often use coconut oil, which has natural anti-fungal, anti-microbial and anti-parasitic properties. They are also excellent for keeping the microbiome – the body’s bacterial population, the majority of which is found in the gut – in good order.

Other healthy saturated fats include organic unsalted butter (ideally raw or cultured), ghee (clarified butter, meaning most of the milk proteins have been removed) or pork lard from pasture-raised animal. These pastured animal fats provide a wealth of nutritional benefits. Read more about butter in Chapter 9.

mineral-rich salt – Buying salt that is unrefined and rich with minerals, such as natural sea salt, rather than the free-flowing table salt that has been stripped of all its nutritional value, is really important. Read more about salt in Chapter 8. You can find unrefined salt in most supermarkets; look for brands such as Maldon or Halen Môn.

sweetening – I have chosen not to use refined sugar in the book as we all know excessive consumption is not great for your health. Read more on this in Chapter 7.

My preferred sweetener is raw honey as it contains bountiful amounts of enzymes and antioxidants that give our gut microbial army a boost (read about this in Chapter 4). However, it is important to get raw honey and not the processed, heat-treated and filtered honey you find in most food shops; this processing removes all of the nutritional benefits that you find in the raw stuff. Your local health food store or farm shop is a good place to look.

nut butters – Where possible, opt for the organic versions, and definitely those without any added sugar or sweeteners – really you just want nuts and possibly a bit of salt, that’s it! You can also buy sprouted and activated versions of cashew and almond butter, which are even more nutritious and gut friendly. Have a look at my shopping guide for some recommended brands.

storage and cooking

When storing your food opt for glass and ceramic containers over plastic as much as possible for environmental, nutritional and flavour benefits. Some plastic containers potentially harbour chemical substances. Don’t worry if that’s all you have, but definitely avoid putting piping hot food in them and gradually replace them with ceramic and glass alternatives.

For cooking, invest in pans that are not coated with chemicals – see my kitchen kit list on page 265 for some recommendations.
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activating nuts and seeds

You will see that many of the recipes call for ‘activated’ nuts and seeds. This means soaking and drying them, and depending on the nut or seed they will require different soaking times (see chart). Why is this necessary? Well, soaking is important to help remove or reduce ‘anti-nutrients’ such as phytic acid and other substances that can impair our absorption of nutrients and may also cause irritation to the gut. To learn more about this, see page 98. Soaking also gives a smoother texture when you come to blend nuts and seeds.

To soak, you need to just about cover your nuts or seeds in filtered water with a teaspoon of mineral-rich salt and leave for the time specified in the chart. After that nuts or seeds need to be thoroughly drained and rinsed. If you are not using them immediately for a cream, dressing or something similar they also need to be dried.

To dry them you can either use a dehydrator at 42°C or an oven set to its lowest temperature (usually around 50°C). You will need to dry them for around 12 hours in the dehydrator and 5–10 hours in the oven (depending on how low your oven goes), but check to make sure they are fully dried before you store them away. I would advise that you do a big batch across all your nuts and seeds and store in sealable glass jars ready for use in other recipes or just to eat as a snack. Voila – activated nuts and seeds!

You will have to do this prep in advance and although it takes time, it doesn’t demand a lot of your attention. And it’s worth it.



food soaking time (hours)







	Adzuki beans

	8–12



	Almonds*

	8–12



	Amaranth

	8



	Barley

	6



	Black beans

	8–12



	Brazil nuts*

	3–4



	Buckwheat

	6



	Butterbeans

	7–8



	Cashews*

	2–4



	Chickpeas

	8



	Flaxseeds*

	½



	Hazelnuts*

	8–12



	Lentils

	7



	Macadamia*

	2



	Millet

	5



	Mung beans

	8–12



	Oats

	6



	Pecans*

	6



	Pine nuts*

	2–4



	Pistachios (shelled)*

	2–4



	Pumpkin seeds*

	8



	Sesame seeds*

	8



	Sunflower seeds*

	8



	Quinoa

	4



	Walnuts*

	4



	Wild rice

	9




* After soaking, these foods usually need to be dried – see the instructions on the left.
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	CHAPTER

	1





how to eat

EATING A MEAL may seem like a pretty average thing for most of us and we rarely think about what happens to the food after it leaves our fork. We take it for granted that our body will simply do what it needs to do to take care of that daily ‘in and out’ scenario. However, the process of digestion is far from average. In fact, it’s pretty spectacular. Like a finely tuned orchestra, the gut plays a complex blend of roles: for example, activating hormones that manage our appetite and kick-start muscular movements; deploying substances such as enzymes to break down our food; and working diligently to absorb and assimilate nutrients that will be passed to other areas of the body. And let’s not forget the trillions of microbes in the gut that get to work on the remnants, turning this veritable feast (well, to them at least) into essential anti-inflammatory substances and vitamins, among others. Suffice to say that what happens in the gut doesn’t stay in the gut and the way our digestion functions has a much greater impact on our overall health than you might imagine.

a road map through digestion

In this chapter I will take you through all the twists and turns of our digestive system and explain how all these miraculous-sounding processes come together in perfect harmony. It’s a fascinating process and should give you a newfound respect for your wondrous gut and its pivotal role in your health. Of course that respect should extend to the food on the plate in front of you, so at the end of the chapter you’ll find some of my favourite recipes that support these processes and that will simultaneously have you heartily enjoying each and every bite. Buckle your seat belt and let’s start our journey.

chew, chew, chew

Believe it or not, digestion starts in the mouth. We often forget this when we are furiously gobbling down food and barely chewing it, but this first step is critical. The act of mastication – the official term for chewing – activates saliva that, alongside other components, contains crucial digestive enzymes that help to break down our food. The combination of chewing and enzymes working on the food morsels breaks them down further so that digestion in the next part of the chain is easier. Breaking down food is a pretty demanding task for the body so taking the time and effort to chew enables enzymes to do their job properly, and allows the rest of the system to work much more efficiently.

If you have ever chewed a piece of bread thoroughly you will have noticed that it begins to taste very sweet. This is a result of the action of one of the main enzymes in saliva, salivary amylase, which has a pivotal role in breaking down carbohydrates into simple sugars. Some fat digestion also takes place in the mouth, via the enzyme lingual lipase, but this first part of the digestive process is mostly focused on dealing with the complex sugars and starches in carbohydrates. Depending on the type of carbohydrate, it may need to undergo a few rounds of ‘dismantling’, which is why proper mastication is so important.

Surprising as it may seem, you can alleviate some pretty unpleasant digestive symptoms simply by chewing properly. If large food particles move into the stomach and then enter the small intestine, this alone can result in bloating, cramping and gas, as a result of the resident bacteria getting to work on food that should have already been ‘pre-prepared’.

When food is broken down adequately, it also makes it much easier for the body to absorb nutrients. This means it is not only what you eat that is important but how you eat. In fact, I would say it is better to eat a less nutritious meal and chew it properly than to scoff down a virtuous salad. If this isn’t enough to encourage you to up the jaw action at meal times, spending longer over your meals also means you are likely to feel more satisfied because it allows time for the hormones that tell you ‘enough is enough’ to kick in. And that will make it less likely that you’ll overeat or reach for that dessert.

eat well

Eating our food properly doesn’t simply involve chewing and tasting it. To really connect with our food – and the process of digestion – we need to use all of our senses, which means fully immersing ourselves in the smell, texture and visual stimulation. And I don’t mean from a tablet, computer or mobile screen! Our addiction to constant and multiple distractions has meant that meal times are often seen as an inconvenient necessity and are rushed through, when they should act as meaningful pockets of recovery in the day. Ubiquitous fast-food outlets and our high-speed lifestyles have led to us becoming a society of rapid eaters when really we need to backtrack a little and remind ourselves that meal times should be respected and enjoyed. Time spent over meals is still very much part of the culture in countries such as Spain, Italy and France. Perhaps that’s one of the reasons why the Mediterranean diet has such positive health correlations.


tongue twister

Since digestion starts in the mouth and the tongue is an important part of that process, could it reveal more than you think about your digestive health? According to Traditional Chinese Medicine (TCM), the tongue can give clues to imbalances in the body. The theory is that the tongue acts as a mirror of the digestive system, reflecting such things as toxicity in the gut, malabsorption of nutrients or simply a weaker system overall. Modern medicine might not recognise the diagnostic usefulness of the tongue to the same extent but, nevertheless, a doctor will often look into the mouth for certain clues that may lead to further investigation. For example, a bright red tongue can be associated with B12 or iron deficiency.

So what does the perfect tongue look like? Think pink with a light white coating. According to TCM, a tongue colour that leans towards red or purple can indicate ‘heat’ in the body, possibly caused by hormonal changes, circulatory issues or inflammation. White, in contrast, is seen as a sign of deficiency, often of certain nutrients, particularly iron. A thick or very thin coating isn’t ideal either as this can signal poor gut health. Yellow, grey or thick white are indicative of some kind of infection. And if the tongue is puffy with scalloped edges this can suggest nutrient deficiencies or poor detoxification.

Tongue scraping is considered an important part of oral hygiene in TCM. Advocates of this practice believe that daily tongue scraping gets rid of residual gunk and removes a lot of the bacteria hanging around in the mouth: there are 800 or so species in there, after all. The tongue should ideally be scraped every morning (copper or stainless steel tongue scrapers apparently give the best results). I’ve tried tongue scraping and found it left me with a much cleaner and fresher palate. Although there is no scientific backing for the practice, poor oral hygiene can be linked directly to other digestive issues, so perhaps adopting the morning mantra of ‘wake and scrape’ might not be such a bad idea.



Here are a few simple steps you can take to drop the ‘inhale and go’ approach to eating and adopt better habits. Putting this into practice is one of the most fundamental things you can do for better gut health, and it will allow you to really appreciate the delicious recipes in this book. You will soon notice that eating intuitively makes such a positive difference.

•   Respect your food. Eat it on a plate, with cutlery, sitting down (not standing by the fridge, your phone in one hand so that whatever you are eating is gone before you know it).

•   Before you launch into your meal, pause and engage with what you are doing. Be present with the food that is in front of you. Too many of us mindlessly shovel it in while writing an email/sending a text/listening to a podcast ... You get the picture.

•   Take the time to really immerse all your senses in the food you are about to eat – the smell, the look and even the way it makes you feel.

•   Taste your food. That means savouring the flavours and textures and noticing how they are released.

•   Chew, chew, chew. Get those teeth and that jaw working. Aim for 30 chews per bite. You might find this tough to start with but practice makes perfect.

•   Swallow and enjoy your food for a brief moment before taking your next bite.

•   Stop eating when you are full, not when you have cleared all the food that’s in front of you. Listen to your body.

the churner

When your food is ready to be swallowed, it is the job of a very clever organ called the oesophagus to send the chewed ball of food – the bolus – from the mouth to the stomach (or, as I like to think of it, the churner), where it meets a pool of gastric juices.

Unlike the mouth, which houses a huge diversity of bacteria, the stomach needs to sterilise a lot of potential pathogens to stop them moving further down your gut (think of it as the gatekeeper to the rest of the digestive system). It does this by releasing gastric juices – primarily hydrochloric acid – from parietal cells in the stomach. This creates a highly acidic environment with a very low pH. Think of battery acid and you get the picture.

The stomach needs to be highly acidic to stop disruptive microbes in their tracks and prevent them from migrating into areas lower down the gut, where they could create a whole host of nasty symptoms and potentially serious infections. Adequate levels of acidity in the stomach are also necessary to begin the process of digestion, especially of proteins, as this is where they are principally digested. Protein digestion is assisted by an enzyme called pepsin, which is secreted by cells in the stomach and starts to be activated upon mixing with the acidic gastric juices. The result of all this action is that proteins are broken down into smaller components, amino acids, that we can utilise for lots of vital processes around the body.

Unlike the mouth, the stomach needs to sterilise a lot of potential pathogens to stop them moving further down your gut (think of it as the gatekeeper to the rest of the digestive system).

Well that’s how it should work. The problem is that in many cases the pH of the stomach is not acidic enough due to a deficiency in acid production. This can create just as much disruption to the gut as when acidity is too high – reflux and heartburn being the most common conditions at either end of the spectrum. Inadequate acid production can also lead to an overgrowth of bacteria in the small intestine, resulting in small intestinal bacterial overgrowth, or SIBO, which can then cause other gastrointestinal disorders. (We look at these issues in more detail in Chapter 3.)

Digestion in the stomach is further assisted by the contraction and relaxation of smooth muscles, guided by a number of hormones such as GIP (gastric inhibitory peptide), PYY and secretin, which work together to give a gradual and consistent movement. The resulting mush of what was the bolus now turns into chyme and is passed on, bit by bit, to the next part of the gut: the small intestine or, as I like to call it, the ‘transporter’.

the transporter

This is where the process of digestion gets really serious. Having been chewed and churned thoroughly by the mouth and stomach, our ‘morsel mush’, now in the form of chyme, finds its way into the small intestine. This is where most digestive absorption takes place, and it is here that we assimilate the greatest amount of nutrients from our food. With its multi-folded surface, the small intestine does this with the help of tiny finger-like structures called intestinal villi. Each villi has multiple microvilli attached to it, and these project into the intestinal cavity. The microvilli are lined with cells that allow nutrients to be absorbed directly into the bloodstream, where they are transported to various parts of the body. The structure of the villi means that the surface area of the small intestine through which absorption can take place is vast, allowing a more efficient uptake of nutrients. Absorption in the small intestine is supported by a number of chemical substances, including digestive enzymes and bile acids, secreted by the pancreas, gall bladder and liver.

However, this entire absorption process relies upon the assistance of multitudes of microbes that reside in the small intestine. These microbes serve very important purposes. Firstly, they act like a checkpoint, managing and protecting the intestinal barrier to make sure that only substances that should be moving into the bloodstream get through. This is crucial for optimum uptake of nutrients and to avoid any potential inflammatory responses. In this protective function, these microorganisms also serve as the commanding force of the immune system. On top of all that, they support the muscular movement of the gut to ensure the chyme moves through the small intestine as smoothly and efficiently as possible (this is why chronic constipation can be indicative of a gut lacking in these helpful microorganisms).

Therefore, in a smoothly running digestive system, the small intestine should be the primary site of absorption – but things don’t always stay on track. If there are imbalances, such as bacterial overgrowth or low reserves of digestive enzymes, they can compromise the ability of the small intestine to function optimally and, among other issues, affect the uptake of nutrients. (These are all crucial processes that we’ll look at in more detail in later chapters.)

the transformers

By now I’m sure you’re beginning to realise that absorption isn’t just about what we eat but the many processes that are necessary in order to utilise the nutrients from our food. Certain substances manufactured by the body, such as the digestive enzymes mentioned above, are central to this, so let’s look at where these guys come from.

To put it simply digestive enzymes work to break food down into smaller molecules so we can absorb them. They are found throughout the gut and in the form of amylase in the mouth and pepsin in the stomach. There are also enzymes embedded in the microvilli of the small intestine called ‘brush border enzymes’ that break down types of sugars and starches, including sucrose and lactase. And then you have the pancreas, which produces many more digestive enzymes found in pancreatic juice such as lipase for fat digestion and trypsin to support protein digestion. The pancreas is a highly skilled organ: it not only produces these enzymes but its juice also helps to reduce the high acidity of the chyme as it arrives in the small intestine. This is vital, as the small intestine prefers a more alkaline environment to do its work.

The pancreas is not alone in its crucially supportive role here; the liver and the gall bladder also have important parts to play in breaking down our food and absorbing nutrients. The actions of these three musketeers are in part managed and regulated by specific hormones, such as secretin and cholecystokinin (CCK). In addition to producing chemical substances such as digestive enzymes and acid-reducing sodium bicarbonate, the pancreas, liver and gall bladder all work to stimulate the secretion and release of bile.

Bile works almost like a detergent to break down fats which, in turn, allows for absorption of the fat-soluble vitamins from our food. Its other important function is to get rid of old red blood cells and excess cholesterol, which it dumps into the gut to be removed along with other ‘waste’ we don’t need. The liver is the main organ in charge of the production of bile but it has a wingman in the form of the gall bladder, which helpfully stashes bile away for when these hormones kick in and tell it to release it into the gut. Low levels of bile can result in poor fat metabolism, indicated by light coloured stools. The causes of this can be structural, such as blocked bile ducts (which requires medical intervention), or it could be that the flow of bile is simply on the sluggish side. Bitter foods such as artichoke have been shown to help stimulate the production of bile and some people swear by hot water with lemon juice first thing on waking. There’s no research on this that I’m aware of, but getting into the habit of having water first thing is generally good for the gut, as it has thirsty work to do.

The role of the liver is paramount for digestion. As well as being key to the production of bile, it converts nutrients in our food into readily available materials and detoxifies harmful substances that we may have ingested. It stores glucose, the body’s preferred energy source, as glycogen, so it is ready to be used when needed. It also has a ‘bank’ of vitamins and minerals that include vitamins A, D, E, K and B12, as well as iron and copper minerals, so that the body has access to a constant supply. Moreover, the liver produces many of the chemical substances we need to function. And in any given second it is orchestrating hundreds of processes, including managing nutrients, toxins, enzymes, hormones, amino acids, drugs, energy production and metabolic compounds. You name it and the liver is working on it! It also has an incredible ability to regenerate and repair itself, which is reassuring, given all the responsibilities it has.

the terminator

Once the broken-down chyme leaves the small intestine it enters the large intestine, or colon, with very little ‘food’ left other than what cannot be absorbed. You could think of the large intestine as the waste disposal unit of the gut (I think of it as the terminator). It’s certainly where we get rid of stuff that we don’t need.

But amid this trash is treasure. While our body cannot break down food sources such as fibre, these leftovers provide a welcome meal for our microbes, so the colon is where bacteria really have a party.

In this part of the gut we can expect to find numbers of microorganisms into the trillions. This is their predominant turf and they are largely responsible for many of the digestive processes that happen in the colon. Eagerly awaiting fibrous food sources, these bacteria in turn feed cells in the colon with their waste products, having fully digested what they need. For example, short-chain fatty acids such as butyrate are essential energy givers for the cells in our colon and we depend largely on bacteria to make them. The colon is also where bacteria make many of the nutrients that are necessary for our bodies to function. We’ll look at the roles these microorganisms play in more detail in the next chapter but suffice to say that without these multitudes of bacteria we would be in big trouble.

While the stomach and small intestine work intensively so that food passes through fairly quickly, in anything between six and eight hours for most people, the colon is slower because the bacteria need time to work on the undigested leftovers. That’s why it’s been suggested that having adequate breaks between our meals, essentially fasting periods, is probably a good idea to allow these microbes to get busy. Studies show that some methods of fasting are linked to an improvement in the balance of bacteria in the gut, and a number of other health markers (more on this in Chapter 10).

At this point in its journey our food has been subjected to chewing, churning, mixing, manufacturing and eventually to the final part of the journey, ready for its merry end in the toilet bowl. All being well, this should involve a daily visit, but don’t panic if you are not that regular. It doesn’t mean your body is more ‘toxic’, it may simply be that your bowel is a bit more relaxed when it comes to elimination. (We’ll look at this topic in Chapter 3.)

the finale

So, having gone through all the nooks and crannies and a final bacterial swansong, our road trip of the mechanics of digestion is at an end. I’m sure that you now have much more respect for the multitude of processes that happen every time you dig into the plate of food in front of you. However, this chapter has simply set the scene, as there are many factors that influence how effectively we absorb our food and the way in which this magic happens. We’ll look at these in the forthcoming chapters.

This chapter wouldn’t be complete without a selection of tasty recipes containing some of the foods that can help the gut perform at its best. These are the ones that you should start to add to your diet more regularly, and I hope these recipes will inspire you to do that. Try my moreish Broccoli, Almond and Artichoke Dip (page 29) or my go-with-everything Watercress Pesto (page 28). Or, if you’re looking for something sweet for breakfast that has bountiful digestive benefits, you’ll love my Baklava Breakfast Parfait (page 27).

And of course, once you have made these delicious dishes, don’t forget to savour and appreciate them wholeheartedly, taking time over your meal and chewing well. Your gut and the trillions of microbes that nourish and support you will certainly appreciate it.



baklava breakfast parfait

I love baklava with a fresh mint tea, so I wanted to create the same flavours in this breakfast parfait. What’s really great about this is that most of it is prepared in advance. You will need to ‘activate’ your pistachios and almonds by soaking them (see page 16) and this must be done at least 24 hours in advance, but you can make bigger batches and store them ready to use in other recipes or to eat as a snack. You can also prepare the ‘phyllo’ layer and the yogurt in advance. If these three elements are to hand then you only need to make the baklava filling in the morning and that takes all of about 10 minutes flat.

This moreish brekkie has gut friendly stamped all over it, right from the prebiotic pistachios through to the raw honey that help to feed and support our beneficial bacteria, along with myriad digestively soothing spices. Most importantly it’s delicious and satiating and will see you through until lunchtime.







	serves 2

	 




	‘phyllo’ layer

45g flaked almonds, toasted

20g coconut chips

1 tablespoon coconut oil, melted

½ teaspoon ground cardamom

½ teaspoon ground ginger

1 teaspoon ground cinnamon

	First, make the phyllo layer. Preheat the oven to 150°C/ Gas 2. Line a baking tray with baking parchment. In a bowl, combine the flaked almonds and coconut chips with the coconut oil, cardamom, ginger and cinnamon. Place on the lined baking tray and bake for 15 minutes. Leave to cool for around 10 minutes. If making this in advance, transfer to a sealable jar or pot and store in the fridge.




	baklava filling

20g ground flaxseed

1 tablespoon coconut flour

50g activated shelled pistachio nuts (page 16)

30g activated almonds (page 16)

1 teaspoon rose water

2 tablespoons raw honey

20g desiccated coconut

Pinch mineral-rich salt

Seeds from 1 vanilla pod


	To make the baklava filling, put the flaxseed, coconut flour, pistachios, almonds, rose water, honey, coconut, salt and vanilla into a food processor. Pulse briefly to break down into smaller sticky chunks.

To assemble, put 2 tablespoons of Pistachio Probiotic ‘Yogurt’ into two glass tumblers, then add 4 tablespoons of the baklava filling, then cover with a layer of the phyllo mix. Repeat to make another layer.




	pistachio probiotic ‘yogurt’ (page 54)

	 







[image: Illustration]



watercress pesto

This pesto is a firm fave of mine as it goes with everything! Spread on sourdough, mix through warm vegetables or serve as a side to some grilled organic grass-fed meat. It’s also perfect in my Green Eggs and Ham recipe (page 132). Watercress is excellent for helping support natural detoxification and garlic could almost be considered a natural antibiotic. Also, like many bitter foods, watercress helps to stimulate gastric juices for better digestion. Soaking the nuts helps your body to absorb all their nutritional benefits (see page 16), and also improves the texture of the pesto.







	makes 200ml (serves 4–5)

	 




	30g pine nuts, soaked for 2 hours

65g cashews, soaked for 2 hours

50ml extra virgin olive oil

1 garlic clove, peeled

Generous pinch mineral-rich salt

Generous squeeze fresh lemon juice

2 generous handfuls watercress (chuck in the stalks as well)

	Drain the nuts and rinse thoroughly with filtered water. Put all of the ingredients into a food processor and blend until evenly mixed; this shouldn’t be too smooth. Transfer to a sealable glass or ceramic container and place in the fridge. This will keep for up to 3 weeks.

tip

You can always sub in rocket for the watercress – it’ll provide similar digestive benefits.







broccoli, almond and artichoke dip

Broccoli and artichoke are a fantastic pairing, taste and nutrition wise. In this partnership broccoli provides specific compounds that support natural detoxification, and artichokes, being bitter, can help stimulate bile for better digestion. The particular compounds in broccoli also assist our microbes in their metabolic activity as well as helping fight against pathogenic bacteria in the gut, keeping it a harmonious and happy environment. This dip is delicious on my Super Seed Bread (page 157) as a side to a soup, or with scrambled eggs in the morning. Buying artichokes precooked in a glass jar is ideal: you avoid the chemicals that can be present in some canned foods and it saves a lot of time too.







	makes approx. 300g (4–5 servings)

	 




	1 medium head broccoli

1 garlic clove, peeled

120g cooked and drained artichoke hearts from a glass jar

½ teaspoon dried rosemary

4 tablespoons fresh lemon juice

½ teaspoon mild yellow mustard powder

50ml extra virgin olive oil

1 tablespoon almond nut butter

¼ teaspoon mineral-rich salt

Generous pinch black pepper

	Preheat the oven to 200°C/Gas 6. Line a baking tray with baking parchment. Cut the broccoli into small florets and place on the lined tray, along with the garlic. Roast for 15 minutes.

Transfer the broccoli and garlic to a food processor and add all of the other ingredients. Process for a few minutes until you get a smoothish texture. Transfer to a sealable glass or ceramic container and place in the fridge. This will keep fresh for up to 3–4 days.







beetroot and goats’ cheese stacks with hemp pesto and butterbean mash

Unpasteurised goats’ cheese is packed with natural probiotics; it goes beautifully with the sweet taste of beetroot, which is an excellent source of fibre and antioxidants that support the beneficial bacteria in the gut. In a twist on classic pesto I’ve used hemp seeds instead of pine nuts. These creamy seeds have a perfect ratio







	
	



	



















	















courgette, thyme and goats’ cheese fritters








	
	



	












	








trout, mint and pea rocket salad with almond tartare sauce








	
	



	

















	










miso cod with wasabi broccoli
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