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INTRODUCTION

If there was one simple change you could make to your lifestyle that would offer remarkable benefits for your physical and mental health, reducing your risk of many diseases and boosting your mood and well-being, while also helping the environment, would you like to know more? It is very easy when you know how:

EAT MORE PLANTS
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My name is Gemma and I have been a doctor for 17 years. Like most doctors, I went into my career with the aim of wanting to help people. I chose to become a GP because I love getting to know people, their families, the communities in which they live, and being by their side from cradle to grave. A friend once described Family Medicine to me as the branch of medicine where we get to ‘save lives in slow motion’ and I think this sums it up perfectly. My ten-minute appointment time goes by in a flash; as well as diagnosing and treating illnesses, I aim to use this time to help my patients change their lives for the better. In the modern age, a time when communities and family links are becoming so rare, people come to the doctor for so much more than medical advice. They seek a friend, a confidante, a counsellor, and sometimes everything all at once. People let me into their lives and trust me and for that, I feel hugely privileged.
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Over the years I have grown to understand how wonderful – and yet how limited – the medical model can be. When we have a car accident and need emergency surgery, or when we need a life-saving course of antibiotics for sepsis, the advances we have made in modern medicine are nothing short of extraordinary. But chronic diseases like back pain, depression, diabetes and heart disease? Treating them is much harder. Helping people deal with their diseases without a magic wand is a really difficult thing to do. In my profession, there are many patterns, guidelines, and templates in place to ‘fix’ people and the question of ‘what’ often becomes more important than the ‘why’. For me, the question ‘why is this person suffering?’ is far more important than ‘what is the diagnosis?’

When I first started work as a doctor, I realised that while I had plenty of information and knowledge in my toolbox, it was still half empty. On many occasions, no matter how many packets of tablets or procedures I offered my patients, I was left with the unshakeable feeling that I had not helped them. Side effects and interactions of a variety of medicines – especially in my elderly patients – could sometimes do more harm than good.

I couldn’t help but wonder if there was a better way.

I continued to study. I researched psychology, lifestyle medicine and ideas of holistic medicine. This is a form of medical care that looks at the whole person and how all aspects of their life are balanced, with the aim of not just finding a diagnosis and forming a treatment plan, but also noticing what may have led to that diagnosis. When someone is living with a chronic disease, it’s much trickier to understand why a symptom has arisen but it’s central to true healing. What food does a person eat? Who are they surrounded by? What do they do for a living? What is their social life like? How well do they sleep at night? All these questions are key when fitting the puzzle pieces of the ‘why’ of disease into a picture we can recognise.

Medical training, by necessity, sometimes forces you to close your mind to the unknown. We are taught to be specific, to look for solid outcomes and to follow the evidence base. With all this structure and security, it can make a doctor feel very inadequate when their patient doesn’t fit the box, and if their symptoms don’t go away. So, I have had to look outside the diagnostic boxes I was taught to put people in and I made it my mission to be open to new ideas. I learned more about psychological interventions; ways I could support people change their mindset to facilitate change or growth, or to help them with their mental health, and I always wondered if there was a formula that could allow for true health and healing.

A CHANCE DISCOVERY

My journey to plant-based advocacy came about by chance. Several ago, my husband Richard was training to run the London Marathon and he was getting injury after injury with inflamed hips and ankles. Hobbling home after yet another thwarted training run, he was disappointed and wanted to be well enough to do his best, so he started looking into ways to help himself. He started to read about what ultra-runners do – how did they manage to run for hundreds of miles at a time? He soon found that many of these runners had something in common: they ate a wholefoods plant-based diet.
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‘I’m going to give it a try,’ he said to me one night. I had never looked into plant-based diets before and to be honest, my first instinct was one of horror: ‘What will our friends say? We’ll be social outcasts! How are you supposed to get enough protein?!’ I had a suspicion that these athletes’ successes were more likely rooted in their technique than their food. But more importantly: Who would I share my favourite Friday night steak and chips with now?

Richard started eating more beans, rice, vegetables and fruit, and stopped eating meat, dairy, eggs, refined flour or sugar. He made huge progress with his training and stopped getting injured. He was training less and making better times. His inflamed ankles returned to normal. He could run a marathon before breakfast then look after the kids all day! I figured this must be some sort of coincidence but then I looked into the medical literature. The evidence for increasing the proportion of whole plant foods was compelling and persuasive. I felt quite embarrassed for being so sure that food had nothing to do with it; I could see the changes were really beneficial for him. I began to realise that my husband, who is not a medic, was teaching me something really valuable that I could add to my medical practice.

We grew up knowing that eating vegetables was a good thing, but not how good, or how transformative a plant-based diet could be. Why wasn’t the message being spread more widely? Within six months on a wholefoods plant-based diet, Richard ran the marathon again, 1 hour and 10 minutes faster than his first attempt.

MY OWN HEALTH JOURNEY

As a young doctor in a high-pressure environment, like many new physicians, I often neglected my own health. I ate too much of the wrong kinds of foods, I often felt tired and my BMI was not in the healthy range. I wanted to feel better and have more energy to do my job. And I felt like a hypocrite. How could I tell people how to be healthier if I wasn’t trying to be healthy myself?
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Having never considered the role of nutrition over and above avoiding deficiency, I naively assumed it was a simple case of ‘eat less and move more’. But how? At the time, the advice to ‘cut carbs’ was rife within popular culture and among my colleagues, and so I adopted a low-carb diet in an attempt to lose body fat and feel healthier. I was eating a lot of chicken, fish and salads. I counted every calorie and threw myself into exercise. It worked. I lost a lot of weight and bought myself a new wardrobe. I felt pretty pleased with my efforts and new-found athleticism. From being the girl who would avoid sports at school at all costs, I was now running half marathons for the fun of it!

I felt that I was at my optimal health; surely this would set a benchmark for the rest of my life? It was at this point that I decided to do a health check blood test. This is a laboratory examination used to check for a variety of things, including the functioning of several organs, and gives an overall view of health. As a way of looking at the risk of heart disease, cholesterol and other proteins in the blood that carry fats (LDL, HDL and triglycerides) are also measured. This is known as a lipid panel.

[image: ]
I was shocked to discover that despite reducing my body fat, my blood test showed that my lipids were raised. Lipids are fat-like substances found in your blood and tissues; the main one is cholesterol. Your body needs small amounts of lipids to work normally and make hormones, but excess amounts can cause fatty deposits on the artery walls, increasing the risk of heart disease.

I have a history of heart disease in my family. My grandfather died from a heart attack while playing tennis. My father died of a heart attack at the age of only 59. Neither man was obese. I saw my results and I was dismayed. I chalked it up to my genetic destiny: if that was the hand I had been dealt, then there was nothing more I could do about it.

After my husband had his dramatic improvement with marathon running, I learned more about how to reduce inflammation and oxidative stress through diet. I wondered if there was a way to reverse my fate and take control of my own heart disease risk. I decided to go completely plant based and monitor what this did to my blood results.

I didn’t tell anyone at first, not even my husband. What if I found it too hard or I lost my way? But I did it. And whether it was because I had done so much research already, or just because it felt so good, it was not half as challenging as I thought it would be. However, I recognised that my mini-experiment was not enough evidence by itself. When I turned to the literature, I found that others had achieved similar results time and again when they adopted a wholefoods plant-based diet. Why? Well, in a wholefoods, plant-based diet there is very little saturated fat, no dietary cholesterol, and abundant fibre, phytonutrients and antioxidants – which all work together to help blood vessels become more supple and responsive.

I was delighted and wanted to keep building on my personal evidence that a plant-based diet could get quick and effective results. I had read about it in studies, witnessed its benefits for my husband’s health and fitness and now had seen how it had helped me. These markers for chronic disease tend to increase over time rather than decrease but now, ten years and two children later and with less time for exercise, when I have retested my lipid panel it is still normal, and I continue to be healthier than I was before.

It took that final personal experience to tip me into action. I realised I had some control over my genetic destiny. That although my genes loaded the gun, they did not pull the trigger. I felt I had a second chance at a long and healthy life.
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THE FIRST PATIENT

After months of research and reviewing decades of international data, I decided to take the plunge and share some of the knowledge I had built up.

Richard and I had talked to family and friends about our plant-based discoveries. Many of them had acted as test cases for me and had reaped the benefits: dental abscesses had cleared up, diverticular disease pains had melted away, arthritis aches had disappeared.

But, was I brave enough to suggest plant-based eating in my consulting room?

One day, a middle-aged South African man walked into the office. He looked completely distraught. He sat down, turned to me and said, ‘I’ve been sent home from work and I’ve been told not to come back.’

I had no idea where he was going to go with this, so asked cautiously, ‘What happened?’

He explained that he was a driver at the airport and he had had a random spot medical. His blood pressure was sky high and he was told he couldn’t drive, that his employers would inform the DVLA and his licence would be revoked. He would need a full medical and a normal blood pressure reading before he was allowed to return to work.

What is blood pressure? It is a reading expressed by two numbers, with one number on top (systolic) and the other number on the bottom (diastolic), like a fraction. The top number refers to the amount of pressure on your arteries during the contraction of your heart muscle and the bottom number refers to the pressure on the arteries between beats. High numbers indicate your heart is working too hard to pump blood to the rest of your body. A normal reading is around 120/80mmHg. This man’s reading was 200/100mmHg, so we were talking about the need for major intervention otherwise he was at risk of having a stroke. In time, this extra pressure leads to an increased risk of kidney disease, dementia and erectile dysfunction as well as heart disease.

I described to him how we were likely to need to use three separate tablets, and gradually increase the doses in the hope that these medications may get the problem under control. He was devastated that there was no faster fix and didn’t want to use medication. When I asked what he would like to do, all he said was that he wanted to go back to work.

‘Would you like me to tell you about plant-based nutrition?’ I began.

‘What’s that?’ he asked.

He was not obese and there was no issue with his weight, but he ate a lot of red meat. I explained more and advised him on food groups to enjoy and gave him a few recipe ideas. I asked him to try a wholefoods plant-based diet and a couple of tablespoons of flax seeds crushed into a powder each day because I had read that it could be as effective in some people at reducing blood pressure as medication.

‘OK, I’ll give this plant thing a try,’ he said. ‘I’ll do anything to be able to go back to work.’

He agreed to come back in a week so I could check his results. If there was no improvement, we would have to consider medication. He came back to see me the following week and I took his blood pressure. I couldn’t believe what I was seeing. At 120/80mmHg, it was completely normal. Despite all I had learned, I was stunned at the level of improvement, and I brought him back to the surgery three times to check it wasn’t a one-off. Sure enough, it continued to stay completely normal. I was able to do his medical for him and he went back to the job he loved.

From then on, if patients are interested in hearing more about plant-based nutrition, I share the benefits with them alongside prescribing normal medications, and I continue to see complete transformations. I look after thousands of patients and I want nothing more than to help people to get to grips with their health. In countless cases, eating a wholefood plant-based diet has helped them to do this. From young women suffering from hormone issues such as fibroids and endometriosis to older men with issues such as chronic pain, kidney disease, diabetes and depression, I continue to witness the transformative effects of a wholefoods plant-based lifestyle.

One lifestyle change is never going to be a panacea but what has been fascinating to observe is the unexpected ‘side effects’ of a plant-focused diet. One woman did it to improve her kidney function and her Crohn’s disease improved and another man aimed to improve his arthritis pains and his prostate cancer regressed. These are the kind of side effects I would much prefer to live with!

HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

This book is designed to tell you everything you need to know about wholefoods plant-based living to help you feel empowered to make positive changes with a simple, actionable plan. I believe the information within these pages is life-changing and can help guide you to a life with more happiness, vitality and meaning.

In the first section, I will talk about what a plant-based diet really means, its incredible benefits for health and well-being, and why it is so important now more than ever.

Then I will show you how specific diseases respond to a healthy plant-based diet. You’ll get an understanding of its power, and hopefully feel inspired to give it a try. I’ll talk about how to get started with plant-based nutrition, budgeting, swaps and ensuring you and your family get the right nutrition that you need for your stage of life. In order to inspire you, I have created some recipes to provide some ideas to kick-start your journey.

Well-being is of course about so much more than what we put on our plates. But food is usually the first place that we begin. It can open our eyes to looking after ourselves in other ways. Loving more, stressing less, gratitude, movement, sleep and purpose are all foundational to health too. So, this book will also offer hints and tips throughout that will encourage you towards a complete view of health – the idea that it’s not just what we eat, but how we live every day that can improve our health long term.

The purpose of this book is simple: to show you how you can make changes to your diet and lifestyle so you can heal from the inside out for optimum health. I want to share the tools and knowledge that I have learned.

I want to say a huge thank you for buying this book. Buying any book about changing your life in some way is a leap of faith. I hope this first leap will inspire you to many more strides forward in health, happiness and feeling more alive.

This is your book. So you must take from it what is most important to you. For some, that will be diving into the science and references. For others, it will be taking a feeling of what can fit into their life from within these pages, and applying it. Even taking one nugget of information and sharing it with your loved ones, or easing it into your life every day, will shift something in you. And those you love will notice it too.

What is it that you want? Think about this question before you read the book. You might find after reading it that there is something here that will get you closer to the answer to this question.

I love hearing inspiring stories from my patients. When they share their stories with me, it reminds me how much they have taught me over the years with their resilience, their spirit and their determination to feel better. My patients have found that simple swaps and shifts in daily habits, confidence and perspective have created massive changes for them. In many cases, these changes have given them their lives back.

This is what I hope for you: that you can really understand the power that you have. You are in control. If this book inspires you, please share your story with me. I would love to hear from you.

You can learn more about the work I do at www.plantpowerdoctor.com, where you will find my podcasts, blog posts, social media channels, free email subscription, and online courses and resources to help you continue in your journey. Wherever that leads you.




THE PLANT-POWER LIFESTYLE




‘There comes a point where we need to stop just pulling people out of the river. We need to go upstream and find out why they’re falling in.’



Archbishop Desmond Tutu
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WHAT IS A WHOLEFOODS PLANT-BASED DIET?

Wholefoods are foods that are in their natural form, not heavily processed and with unrefined (or minimally refined) ingredients. Plant-based refers to food that comes from plants, which includes fruits, vegetables, beans and legumes, wholegrains, and nuts and seeds. A wholefoods plant-based diet does not include foods from animal sources, such as meat, dairy and eggs. From now on, if I am talking about a wholefoods, plant-based lifestyle, I will refer to it as a WFPB diet.

When you are eating ‘plant-based’ you simply commit to adding more of these plant-based foods to each meal for a ‘plant-forward’ or ‘plant-heavy’ approach. These plants and wholefoods play a starring role and the more and higher proportion of plants and wholefoods you eat, the more benefits you will see. I think of it as a natural and healthy style of eating.

My hope is that by sharing the plant-power principles, you can choose to follow them and notice how you feel. You may well notice health benefits you had not expected. I encourage you, as I do my patients, to jump in with both feet and see where it leads!

The beauty of a WFPB approach is that there is so much in the way of healthy, nourishing and delicious food choices once you know the basics, and unlike a ‘diet’ there is no need to restrict calories or worry about portion sizes. Many people find they can achieve an instinctive and healthy relationship with food by choosing WFPB eating, and eating when they’re hungry. You won’t feel deprived or go hungry, and the high-fibre content means your digestive system will be as happy as your taste buds.

Remember: this book is not about feeling restricted. With that principle in mind, I do not want you to feel you have failed if you don’t follow a WFPB diet to the letter. There is a certain type of all-or-nothing thinking many people are prone to, where if we make a mistake, we are tempted to pack it all in. Don’t fall victim to this; every step in the right direction is a step to feel proud of. The goal is to feel good in your body and mind.

You can feel confident that the advice is healthy and evidence based. The suggestions I make are based on decades of international research, and the aim is to optimise health, suit any budget – and to consider what is sustainable for our planet.

I am confident that, in sharing this with you, I am following a large body of data and peer-reviewed guidelines to bring you information that your doctor, friend or relative may not have seen, and that could have the power to change your health.

I encourage you to share your results with your own doctor too. They may well find themselves surprised and encouraged by the changes they see in you, and it could even inspire them to talk more about the benefits of nutrition and lifestyle with other patients. There’s a reason I am one of the happiest doctors I know: nothing brings more job satisfaction for a doctor than seeing your patients take control of their lives and their health. Wanting to help people is the reason most doctors go into medicine. My hope is that this book will do exactly that for you, without the need for a prescription pad.

In this book, I will guide you through an exploration of why our bodies respond well to plant-based eating. We will discover examples of some of the most common health issues that face us today, and how they can be improved using plant-based nutrition.

Below is an overview of the principles we will take away and that I hope will help you make a start in your plant-power life:

• Everyone needs to cut down their meat consumption. We eat too much protein and not enough fibre. For adults, the Department of Health recommends no more than 70g red and processed meat a day – the average pork sausage weighs 75g so is already over the daily maximum allowance. Cutting out meat could help with a host of health conditions.

• Dairy is a source of calcium and nutrients but it is not necessary to consume it as part of a balanced diet. The Canadian Dietary Guidelines for 2019 exclude dairy. Some dairy products, such as cheese, are naturally high in fat and consumption of dairy products has also been linked to some health conditions, such as eczema and prostate cancer.

• If you are turning to this book because you have a chronic illness and are seeking health improvements, this does not replace the medical advice of your own doctor. A well-planned WFPB approach is known to be a really healthy choice, and every step in the direction of a plant-forward, plant-strong approach will provide benefits; you will discover what works best for you.

• If you are very ill and/or can’t cook, and want to buy ready-made plant-based options, then look at the labels. You will see the nutritional information per serving on the back or the side of the packaging. It is important to remember that portion sizes on the label may not reflect the amount you are eating. Where colour coded with traffic light labels, you can see at a glance whether they are high, medium or low in fat, saturated fat, sugars and salt. For a healthier choice, pick products with more greens and ambers. Try to avoid foods with any red labels. Pre-packaged foods will also have a list of ingredients and this can help you work out how healthy the product is. Ingredients are listed in order of weight, so the main ingredients will come first. As a rule of thumb, the fewer ingredients the better. Once you are feeling more energised, wholefoods cooked from scratch are fantastic and hopefully you’ll be inspired to cook some of the recipes in this book, as well as the many simple WFPB recipes available in other cookbooks and online.
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A WHOLE HEALTH VIEW

Five blindfolded doctors are asked to describe an elephant standing right in front of them. They get really close and start to touch the body part nearest to them. ‘A tree!’ exclaims the doctor with her hands on the elephant’s trunk. ‘A rope!’ says the doctor who has grabbed the elephant’s tail. ‘A fan!’, ‘A wall!’, ‘A pillar’ they shout. Each is convinced of their assessment, and that they alone are correct.

In medicine, we don’t have five blindfolded doctors, we have thousands of researchers performing studies looking at only one aspect of the elephant, each through a different pair of glasses. That is a good thing because in science we need specific answers to specific questions. But it is only when we piece all the perspectives together that we begin to see the true shape of the elephant in the room.

In health and wellness, that elephant in the room is the fact that our health as a population is affected by the food we eat. In 2017, 11 million deaths worldwide were caused by what we eat, and what we don’t. High intake of salt, low intake of wholegrains and low intake of fruits were the leading dietary risk factors for deaths globally. In environmental science, the elephant in the room is that the ecosystems on which we and all other species depend are deteriorating more rapidly than ever.

The good news is that in finding solutions that can improve our health and our resilience to disease, we can also improve the biodiversity of the planet. With a ‘wholeistic’ view we can see many levels of benefits can be achieved by eating more plants. In 2019, the EAT Lancet Commission was created to think about the two elephants in the room. A group of 37 nutritional scientists from across the globe were tasked with creating food guidelines to include the 2.1 billion people who are overweight and obese and the 821 million people who go hungry. They had to look at the reality of what we actually have right now in terms of global ecology, agricultural systems and increasing overpopulation, and ask ‘what could we do that would avoid the complete collapse of our planet’s ability to support our species?’ The answer – a predominantly plant-based diet. To reach their recommendations, the UK and Ireland would have to make a dramatic reduction in meat and dairy consumption.

Perhaps you have turned to this book because you are battling with some big health issues. Worrying about the planet might feel like too much of a burden in addition to this. That’s OK. Focus on improving your health, safe in the knowledge that by eating a wholefoods plant-based diet, you are tackling both elephants in the room.

WHAT IS A ‘HEALTHY’ DIET?

There is more than one way to eat healthily, just as there is more than one way to eat unhealthily. There has always been a lot of confusion around diets and nutrition. The media, food companies, government and even health professionals give differing advice about our diet and health. We see it on TV and in the newspapers every week: one week coffee causes cancer and the next week it prevents it. Low fat, low carbohydrate, keto, paleo – which diet is the healthy choice when the headlines change so often? I have always found this the most frustrating part of helping patients with lifestyle change – when headlines and fads grab their attention, and ultimately make them feel miserable and think they have failed when they don’t get that ‘bikini body’ or lose those extra pounds.

How do we cut through the noise? I like to look at the findings of large, independent bodies of research to help with this. The ‘True Health Initiative’ brought together over 100 experts from more than 30 countries to create a consensus. This is one example of a reliable source to help us understand how lifestyle can reduce the impact of chronic disease.

What did they agree on? Along with regular exercise and adequate sleep, they agreed that a diet rich in vegetables, fruits, nuts, seeds, wholegrains and water remains the cornerstone of good health. I read this research and felt relieved. Someone was willing to take a step back from the fads and the nutritional tribes and share a wholistic approach to food.

You must decide what feels right for you. Most importantly, you – and only you – can decide what it is you feel you can include and maintain as a habit in your life, rather than a ‘quick-fix’. But by increasing your intake of plant-based wholefoods, the evidence shows you can only do good for your health long term.

WHAT’S HEALTHY FOR YOU?

Many experts have contributed their wisdom and experience to this book, including dieticians, nutritionists and fellow medical doctors, and I am very grateful to them. I could not have compiled this book alone. Rest assured you can trust the information here, which is based on years of research – this is no fad diet. What I do want to make clear though, is this book isn’t the same as you visiting me for a consultation. I don’t know your specific health requirements and history. Use this book as an introduction to understand why what you eat is important to how you feel. For a bespoke plan, please continue the conversation with a dietician, nutritionist or doctor and find a way of eating and living that suits your specific health needs.

IS A WFPB DIET THE SAME AS VEGANISM?

WFPB lifestyles and veganism share many similarities, but there is a difference. Veganism seeks to exclude, as far as is practical, all animal products from all aspects of living. Vegan clothing, cleaning products and make-up also avoid the use of animals in testing or for ingredients. As a vegan, you will benefit from eating more fruits and vegetables and removing animal products, but a vegan diet could also include processed food, such as crisps, sodas and sweets.

As veganism booms in popularity, so does the availability of vegan meat substitutes and ready prepared foods. From ‘no-chicken’ chicken nuggets to vegan desserts, there are now many options, but they may not always be better for your health. Just because these products are labelled plant-based doesn’t mean they won’t contain too much sugar, salt or fat. When thinking about a healthy choice on your own plate, it helps to compare it to what you would otherwise have eaten. A mushroom sausage will be healthier than a pork sausage – more plant nutrients, less fat and salt. But when you compare a meat replacement burger with a vegan cheese and bean burger, the benefits are not so clear-cut – some vegan substitutes are high in salt and/or sugar and may contain artificial ingredients, preservatives and processed oils.

A WFPB diet emphasises fresh, nutritious and minimally processed foods. The closer your food choices are to their natural state, the better.
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WHY IS A WFPB DIET HEALTHY?

An apple a day keeps the doctor away. That’s what Granny used to say. Everyone knows fruit and vegetables are important and crucial to good health. But why exactly is that?

Fruit and vegetables are full of antioxidants, vitamins, minerals, fibre and phytochemicals, which are many thousands of compounds working in synergy to create wellness, and many of which we are yet to discover. Fruit and vegetables, along with wholegrains and beans, are our only sources of dietary fibre, which plays an important role in our health (more on fibre later).

What are phytochemicals? These are naturally occurring chemicals produced by plants, and they are responsible for the colour, flavour and smell of the plant – such as the rich colours of blueberries and tomatoes, the incredible bite of a chilli pepper and the slightly bitter taste of broccoli. Phytochemicals function to protect plants against invasion, the sun’s rays, disease and infection but they can also do us a lot of good too.

As one example, carotenoids are a class of phytochemicals with more than 600 naturally occurring pigments. Carotenoids are found in the most richly coloured yellow, orange and red fruits and vegetables like pumpkin, tomatoes, bell peppers, mangos, tangerines, carrots, squash and watermelons. Alpha-carotene, beta-carotene, lutein, lycopene and zeaxathin are the most common carotenoids in foods. In our bodies, they act as antioxidants and have anti-inflammatory and immune-system benefits. Beta-carotene found in carrots and other fruits and veggies can be converted to vitamin A and is important for maintaining eye health.
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Tens of thousands of phytochemicals have been discovered but there are many we do not know about yet and we are only just beginning to understand what they can do for human health and their far-reaching impact. Most plant foods contain many – carrots, for example, have over 100 – and they all do different things and complement each other.

EATING THE RAINBOW

Nature offers us a vibrant and exciting colour palette and ‘eating the rainbow’ is the best way to ensure that you are eating a wide variety of phytochemicals.

Evidence shows that taking phytochemicals in supplement form may not provide the same benefits. Larger concentrations of phytochemicals are found in all the edible parts of plants, especially in the skin and peel. For example, a raw unpeeled apple contains up to 332 per cent more vitamin K, 142 per cent more vitamin A, 115 per cent more vitamin C, 20 per cent more calcium and up to 19 per cent more potassium than a peeled apple. My patients often talk about how vibrant their plates have become by moving away from beige foods to eating a variety of rainbow-coloured fruit and vegetables.

I’ve listed a host of colourful fruit and veg to help get you started and inspire your next food shop on page 148.
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THE WFPB DIET AND CHRONIC DISEASE

Let’s look in more detail at how plants can help with a range of common health issues and chronic diseases.

If the WFPB was a pill, just how healthy would it be?

Let’s pretend that all its effects could be achieved through a pill. The pharmaceutical company that has developed and patented this drug holds a big press conference and unveils all the therapeutic benefits of their new medication.

It can:


	Reduce inflammation.

	Help slow the ageing process.

	Improve the chances of reaching a healthy weight through diet.

	Reduce the risk of developing heart disease.

	Reduce the risk of developing the vast majority of cancers and help us recover from cancer treatment.

	Prevent us developing Type 2 diabetes and help us reverse it.

	Improve our mental health.

	Maintain a healthy gut, eliminate diverticular disease and IBS.

	Balance our hormones and keep the thyroid healthy.

	Reduce period pains, increase our fertility and reduce menopausal symptoms.

	Improve erectile function and increase sperm count.

	Improve skin health, acne and eczema.

	Strengthen immunity.

	Help alleviate the symptoms of rheumatoid arthritis, lupus and multiple sclerosis.



Imagine all of those health benefits in just one drug – it would be worth millions!

I’m sorry there is no magic pill. But the good news is that anyone can follow a WFPB diet and get these kinds of improvements. Let’s look in more detail to understand why what you put on the end of your fork matters so much.

INFLAMMATION

When doctors talk about inflammation and eating anti-inflammatory foods, what are they talking about? Think of it in terms of your skin. Have you ever been stung by a bee or got a splinter stuck in your finger? Did you notice how it becomes red, warm, inflamed and painful? This is the body’s inflammatory response at work – one of the most brilliantly designed systems we know. It leaps into action when danger is detected to combat bacteria and viruses that might have entered the body and takes emergency measures to remove them. You will notice that when you have finally plucked the splinter or sting out, the inflammation quietens down and the body heals the small wound.

We live in a world where we are overloaded by long-term stressors like anxiety, lack of sleep, poor diet and environmental toxins. As a result, the inflammatory response goes into overdrive and becomes a long-lasting ‘habit’, even when there is no injury or disease. This can lead to chronic low-level inflammation throughout your body.

When I talk about something being ‘chronic’, it refers to a condition that is persistent or long-lasting and is often used to describe any illness that lasts for more than three months. Chronic inflammation is inflammation that sticks around for longer than it’s needed. This means that chronic inflammation initiated by lifestyle factors can then become a starting point for disease. It plays a central role in almost every major disease, including cancer, heart disease, diabetes, Alzheimer’s disease and even depression.

WHAT CAUSES INFLAMMATION?


	Trans fats

	Animal fats

	High-fat diet

	Stress

	Smoking

	Sleep deprivation

	Obesity and weight gain

	Excessive calorie intake

	Sugar-sweetened drinks

	High-salt diet

	Low fibre consumption

	Excessive alcohol



One of the main areas of the body affected by this chronic low-level inflammation is your 100,000 kilometres of blood vessels (if laid out this would be two and a half times around the Earth!).

The well-being of your circulatory system is crucial for many aspects of your health. If the immune response triggers white blood cells but they have nothing to do and nowhere to go, this can cause lasting damage to tissues and organs. For example, inflammatory cells that spend too long in blood vessels promote the build-up of dangerous plaque. As the plaque continues to build, this can cause your arteries to thicken, increasing the risk of heart disease and stroke.

[image: ]
HOW CAN WE COMBAT INFLAMMATION?

How we respond to inflammation varies from person to person because our genetics, our microbiome – the variety of bugs that live within us, especially in our gut – and our immune system are as unique as our fingerprints. But there are various ways you can adopt healthy lifestyle habits to have a positive effect on inflammation. These include regular exercise, keeping our BMI at a healthy level and sleeping well. What about the foods we eat? By loading up on anti-inflammatory foods, such as colourful fruit and vegetables, we are giving our bodies a powerful weapon to fight inflammation. If free radicals in the body are like small fires, imagine the antioxidants in fruit and vegetables as tiny fire engines putting them out.

There are plenty of foods that have been found to reduce inflammation, but many of them have been studied in the lab rather than in people: foods such as turmeric, blueberries, ginger, tea, dark chocolate and various vegetables to name a few!

What do studies of real people show? Two epidemiologists surveyed 1,943 studies and published a Dietary Inflammatory Index with 45 food elements. They created it as a research tool for evaluating diets, and showed that fruit and vegetables, fibre, turmeric, ginger, garlic and omega-3 fatty acids were consistently anti-inflammatory. In contrast, excess calories, protein, iron, trans fats and saturated fats had the opposite effect.

TOP TIPS TO CURB INFLAMMATION


	Eating plenty of fruit and vegetables.

	Enjoying herbs and spices.

	Physical activity.

	Going barefoot outside.

	Not eating too much.

	Drinking plenty of water.

	Eating a high-fibre diet.

	Prioritising good sleep.
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OXIDATIVE STRESS

Oxidative stress can affect all kinds of body systems and is a main cause of inflammation, cardiovascular disease, infection, cancer and even ageing. The process of oxidation happens as our bodies metabolise (or process) the oxygen we breathe, and our cells produce energy from it. These natural body processes cause our mitochondria – the tiny structures in our cells that act like batteries to power them – to release something called free radicals. So, in order to create energy, we cannot avoid also producing free radicals. These are reactive oxygen species that are produced by the body during metabolic processes. They are a bit like pinballs in a pinball machine because they are small and fast moving and as they move, they can cause damage to our cells and tissues. What they need in order to stop damaging us, is the donation of electrons. You see, free radicals are positively charged oxygen, and they need to pair with a negative charge (from electrons) to return balance to the body. We call these electrons antioxidants. In general, the body is able to maintain a balance between antioxidants and free radicals, but not always. An imbalance – where the number of free radicals produced overwhelms the repair process – can cause stress inside our cells and cause us to age prematurely.

Remember, oxidation happens when our cells use glucose to make energy, when the immune system is in action and when our body detoxifies pollutants, such as cigarette smoke. Other reasons for oxidative stress include things you may think of as being ‘unhealthy’: sitting too much, sleeping too little, lack of exercise, stress, eating refined foods and animal products. By eating a WFPB diet, you can think of the compounds in plant foods – or polphenols – as mini electron donators, and in a series of chemical reactions inside our cells, the electrons from plant foods are released and donated to us. So now, when you hear that blueberries are antioxidants, you’ll know why.

[image: ]
THE GREAT FIBRE PROVIDER

It is a sad reality that only 5 per cent of us eat as much fibre as we need, which can lead to all sorts of problems. In fact, most of us get almost half the recommended daily amount (18g when ideally we should be getting 30g). Why is fibre the forgotten dietary essential?

Dietary fibre is probably best known for keeping the digestion system moving and preventing constipation. This is because it is made from complex structures that cannot be broken down by the human digestive system, so fibre passes through it and helps waste flow. But just because we can’t digest this fibre, it doesn’t mean we can’t use it. Having a diet with plenty of fibre offers many health benefits, including maintaining a healthy weight and lowering your risk of diabetes, heart disease and some kinds of cancers. In the 1960s, a surgeon called Denis Burkitt (who discovered Burkitt’s lymphoma) found that Ugandans who ate high-fibre vegetable diets avoided many common diseases of Europeans and Americans, such as diabetes, irritable bowel syndrome (IBS), constipation, diverticular disease, colon cancer and heart disease. After looking at many factors, he concluded that a high amount of fibre is necessary for maintaining good health.

Since then, huge amounts of further research have been done in this area showing the benefits of high-fibre foods. Many of these previously unknown benefits are down to the
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