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INTRODUCTION
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Principles and Foundations

In this book I will show you how you can become seriously healthy, alert and energetic. The need is urgent; many people are feeling needlessly under the weather, or so tired and foggy-brained that they can’t even remember what good health feels like. But feeling rubbish is not natural or normal or inevitable. There are reasons for it, and there are plenty of simple, effective things we can do to change it. Even though we are all different, there are some principles that apply to all of us, both for becoming well and for staying well. I will explain those principles, and will also show you how to adapt your eating and your living so that it works best for your particular body, at your particular stage of life. 

Why I Had To Write This Book

Let me introduce myself. I entered medical school in 1976, an idealistic young woman with three burning questions in my mind: 

1	What causes illness?

2	How can we prevent illness?

3	How do we heal the sick?

When I qualified in 1982, I had learnt nothing about questions 1 and 2, and remarkably little about question 3. On the wards we were taught to “manage symptoms”, to suppress them using a vast array of drugs. Or surgery. Or radiation. It was taboo to ask why people got ill, and it was taboo to use the words “healing” or “cure”. The names of the main categories of drugs began – begin – with the prefix “anti”: anti-inflammatories, anti-biotics, anti-epileptics, anti-psychotics, anti-hypertensives, anti-histamines, anti-emetics, anti-depressants, and so on ad infinitum. There was a sense of fighting the body’s processes, not getting alongside the body as an ally. There was no concept of strengthening the immune system so it could fight its own battles. There was no wondering, simply, what the body was missing – what it might need. 

As a junior doctor in general medicine, surgery and A&E, my sense was that all the patients we saw were already seriously ill, and that intervention to help them should have happened much, much earlier. It was not until the 1990s that I discovered a society of doctors who were deeply disillusioned with dishing out the “anti” drugs, and who were asking the same questions I had been asking all along. And excitingly, they were finding answers. This was the BSEM, British Society for Ecological Medicine.fn1

I retrained with their two-year post-grad programme, and was lucky enough to sit in on consultations with many of the most senior practitioners of this new kind of medicine. Eventually, I began to practise Ecological Medicine myself, and now I see patients who have been told for years that nothing can be done getting better. When a doctor tells someone, “There’s nothing wrong,” they really mean, “I don’t know what’s wrong. Your symptoms do not fit a pattern in my textbook.”

We were not taught in medical school to say, “I don’t know.” Ever. Now I sometimes have occasion to say to patients: “I don’t know what’s wrong. Yet. But I am going to find out. We, together, are going to find out.” And almost always, we do. 

I have lost count of the number of patients who, recovered or recovering, have pleaded with me to write a book about this approach to medicine. My hope is to empower the general public to learn what I and my colleagues, students and patients have learnt about how to get well and stay well. 

Ecological Medicine: Principles And Foundations

I learnt a lot of valuable skills and science as a medical student and then as a junior doctor, but everything I will be sharing with you in these pages I have learnt in the past 20 years, practising Ecological Medicine. Ecological Medicine is not a speciality, because it does not restrict itself to one part of the body or one type of disease. It is an approach that sees the whole body as a joined-up ecosystem, and also sees it within the ecosystem of the planet we live on. It looks at how your nutrition and environment are affecting your body and mind, and it focuses on the causes and prevention of illness. It doesn’t rely on drugs, and it takes account of the fact that we are all genetically unique, and therefore all biochemically different. 

Ecological Medicine begins with believing the patient; if you don’t feel right, there is a reason. Most of the people whom I help have been told: “all your tests are normal, there is nothing wrong”, or some variant of “it’s all in your mind”. Many of today’s most prevalent symptom patterns – illnesses – are not (yet) in the medical textbooks. But they’re still real. 

In essence, Ecological Medicine has two major aspects: Nutritional Medicine – putting the good stuff back in to the body, and Environmental Medicine – taking the bad stuff out. 

Environmental medicine

Let’s talk about the “bad stuff” briefly first, as it is not mentioned much in most “how to be healthy” books. In the polluted 21st century, we live surrounded by artificial chemicals which our bodies are not evolved to cope with. Some 80,000–100,000 have been synthesised since the Industrial Revolution. They are in common use, and find their way into our air, water, soil and food, and thence into us. Car fumes, industrial waste, pesticides, heavy metals – we are exposed to all these and many more with very little choice. Then there are the toxic chemicals to which we expose ourselves voluntarily, but in blissful ignorance – our perfume or aftershave, deodorant and hair spray, the kitchen cleaning fluids under the sink, the stain remover, the car oil, the air freshener we spray in the toilet. 

All of these substances are alien to the human body, and they accumulate over the years, potentially doing us serious harm.1,2,3 One of the many ways they can harm us is by pushing vital nutrients out of the body; hence the need to put the nutrients back in as well as taking the toxins out. This is what detoxification or “detox” should be about; not just a fast or a cleanse for vague and hopeful reasons, but an education about how to minimise our exposure to the unavoidable poisons (detoxification means unpoisoning), and to replace the ones we may choose to use, like perfume, with safe, natural versions. 

Nutritional medicine

Now: putting the good stuff in. Regarding nutrition, you will have noticed that there is a bewildering array of food fads and fashions out there, shifting rapidly, and with wildly conflicting messages about what to eat and how to live in order to be healthy. The intention of this book is to steer you safely through and past them all, making nutritional science clear and simple, and enabling you to work out what’s needed for you personally to get well and stay well. But first, it is extremely instructive to see why there is such a vast and confusing range of nutritional advice around. The vignette that follows will illustrate this:

Sofia is in her kitchen, cooking up the jumbo oats which she soaked last night. She is sprinkling nuts and seeds and berries into the pot. She will have lentils for lunch, brown rice and a seaweed salad for supper. Whatever I think about this, Sofia is happy. Sofia is thrilled. She has been living like this for two months now and her painful arthritic joints have improved spectacularly. She can walk freely; nothing aches. 

Ben, on the other side of town, is also having breakfast. He is over the moon with his new (two-months-old) regime; instead of the cereal and toast of his previous life, he is having eggs and bacon, tomatoes and mushroom and sausage. A full English fry-up, just like his grandfather used to have. Ben is overjoyed because his crippling fatigue has gone. He can stay awake all day at work, he can concentrate, he’s not reaching for the biscuits at 11.00am or collapsing in a heap at 4.00pm. He’s walking home, not sitting on the bus, because he can. His energy has come back. 

Sofia and Ben have both been on a nutrition course, but not the same one. They don’t know each other. What they have in common is that each of them has found an eating plan that works – for their particular body, for their particular illness and for this particular moment in their life. Sofia and Ben might be so excited about their amazing recoveries that they each publish a book about it, wanting us all to be similarly saved from illness. This is totally understandable, and it is the reason why there is so much confusing advice about what to eat and how to live. It’s all mutually contradictory, but that doesn’t necessarily mean that any of it is actually wrong. Mostly, it is just what has worked for the person who wrote it, at the phase of their life when they wrote it. 

But hold on. What if we revisit Sofia and Ben some years later? Oh dear. Sofia’s body has run out of Vitamin D reserves, and she has ended up with severe depression.4 Ben is having investigations for painful stomach problems; he’s hoping it isn’t cancer. He never did read the ingredients list on his packets of sausages, or check what kind of oil he was cooking his breakfast in. 

This book will make it possible for you to find the right eating pattern for yourself, in whatever life phase and situation you find yourself right now. And it will give you the principles of sane, safe and sensible eating, and supplementing if necessary, that you can sustain for life. Any eating plan that strikes you as extreme probably is extreme. It may be very useful indeed to some people, for a limited period of time. Fasts and “cleanse plans” do have their place, but only as temporary fixes. (Sofia and Ben didn’t realise this.) After such programmes, or indeed instead of them, we have to return to ordinary reality, and find ways of eating and ways of living that are not only healthy but also practical, sustainable and compatible with our everyday lives. 

My aim in this book is two-fold: to enable you to feel better now, with an increased level of physical energy and mental clarity, AND to reduce your chances of getting a serious illness in the future. There are a lot of serious illnesses about but, as we’ll see, there is loads we can do to prevent them. Here are just a few of our modern epidemics: 

Acne

 Addictions

  ADHD

   Allergies

    Anxiety

     Arthritis

     Asthma

      Autism and ASD

       Auto-immune diseases

        Cancer

         Chronic Fatigue Syndrome/ME

          Dementia

           Depression

            Diabetes

             Eczema

              Endometriosis

               Fertility problems

                Fibroids

                 Hay FeHeart disease

                  Hyperactivity

                   Inflammatory Bowel Disease

                    Irritable Bowel Syndrome

                     Lupus 

                      Motor Neurone Disease

                       Multiple Sclerosis

                        Obesity

                         Parkinson’s Disease

                          Period problems and PMS

                           Polycystic ovaries

                            Stroke

                             Thyroid problems

And there are many more. 

These are 21st century plagues, which were rare or unknown before the industrial revolution. They are not inevitable, and they are not primarily about ageing. (Cancer, for example, is increasing fastest among children, not adults.) These diseases have causes, to do with our environment, our nutrition and the way we live. That means they are potentially preventable. 

But with so many diet plans out there, it’s hard not to feel bombarded and bewildered. One of them will tell you to eat no meat, another will tell you to eat loads of meat. One will tell you to live on fruit, another will tell you to avoid fruit like the plague! Among those currently competing for our attention are: Atkins, Cambridge, Dukan, Feingold, Five-two, Fodmaps, Fruitarian, Hay, Ketogenic, Low-histamine, Macrobiotic, Mediterranean, Paleo, Raw food, Sirt, Specific Carbohydrate, South beach, Zone …

Most of them have some really useful elements, but remember: each of them works for somebody, none of them works for everybody, and none of them will work for anybody the whole time! There is no one way of eating that’s right for all of the people all of the time. How to eat depends on your body (your genes, your metabolism, your hormonal status and your age) and on where you live, how you live, your exercise level and the season. There are, however, some key guiding principles that all of us can use, which I outline later in this chapter. By the end of this book, you’ll know what to eat, and how and when, for your own health. You’ll also have a good sense of how that might change as you grow older, and if you’re a parent, you’ll learn a lot about how to keep your children healthy. 

Seasonality: Why It Matters For Your Health

Should we eat the same foods all the year round? The answer, as you may have guessed, is a resounding No. Our bodies are not the same all the year round. Our nutritional needs change with the changing seasons, and in pre-industrial times we would only have eaten what was available locally and in season. That was not perfect, but it did have some nutritional benefits which we have lost in the era of air-freighting, supermarket shopping and always-being-in-a-hurry. 

Firstly, we now expect to have all foods available all year round, and the supermarkets ensure that we keep on expecting this. It is highly profitable for them, but bad for our bodies and bad for the planet. Secondly, we live mostly indoors, with central heating, so that even in winter our bodies may think it is summer. Lastly, climate change means that the seasons have become less clearly defined; often you don’t know what season you’re in till you wake up in the morning. You can no longer predict the weather just by knowing which month it is on the calendar. I believe this is one of the factors making our bodies disorientated, like bees in electro-smog. 

For all these reasons, we have become cut off from the clues in nature that would have told us what we needed to eat. Even to be asking the question, “What should we eat?” would have been unthinkable not so long ago. We ate what grew, when it grew. 

The most glaring example is fruit. In the UK, berries ripen in the summer, and apples and pears ripen in the autumn. That’s when it’s good to eat them. If you are eating all types of fruit, every day, all the year round, then three harmful things are happening: 

1	You are simply eating fruit of poorer quality. Fruit that’s local and in season tastes better because it is better; it is fresh, so it contains all the nutrients and flavours it is meant to contain, especially Vitamin C; it doesn’t just taste of water and sugar.

2	You are putting a continuous dose of sugar into your gut, thus promoting the growth of yeasts and unfriendly bacteria (more on this in Chapter 2).

3	Aeroplanes are flying that fruit across the globe from the southern hemisphere, contributing to climate change and causing much of the pollution which, as I describe in Chapter 7, is making so many of us ill. 

The first four chapters of this book are each about one particular season, and how to stay healthy in that season. Each of these season-based chapters will tell you: 

[image: Image Missing]	What food is in season and good to eat

[image: Image Missing]	What’s out of season and not worth eating

[image: Image Missing]	Which nutrients you might be lacking at this time of year, and what to do about that

[image: Image Missing]	Specific health hazards of that season, and how to prevent them

[image: Image Missing]	Case histories to illustrate the above (all the case histories in this book have been disguised sufficiently to protect the identity of the patient) 

[image: Image Missing]	Take-home tips for staying well in that particular season

I am writing from a UK perspective, although the principles apply wherever in the world you live. However, there is one seasonal issue that applies specifically to temperate zones: the changing rhythms of the day with the different times of the year. This is about light and dark, and it has real implications for our health and well-being. And, unlike the temperature, it won’t change with global warming, so long as the Earth keeps turning. 

Got to get up at 5.00am for work? That’s perfectly fine and natural in June. But having to do it in December can make you ill. Hiding under the duvet at 5.00pm? That makes perfect sense in January. It’s dark. Stay there, guilt-free! But if you’re doing it in mid-summer, something may be wrong. 

The pineal gland in our brain responds to light and dark, and we ignore it at our peril. I know most of us have little choice about the way we live (which is why the term “lifestyle” is so unfair and irritating). But to the extent that it’s possible for you, adjust the rhythm of your day according to the light/dark cycle. We are “designed” to hibernate in winter to a great extent, and to play and party outdoors in summer. Schools and work places ignore this geo-biological rhythm completely, and we all suffer as a result. Changing the clocks twice a year is irrelevant; we need to try and live differently at the different times of the year. 

The evolutionary perspective

In trying to figure out what on earth to eat, and in navigating our way through the maze of contradictory advice, an evolutionary perspective can be very useful. It asks us to consider how our bodies have developed over the long, slow process of evolution, and reminds us that compared to our millions of years living in forests and caves, the past 10,000 years of agriculture are but a fleeting moment, and the most recent 250 years of industrialisation are briefer still. 

The body and its physiological needs and responses have barely changed at all since we were hunter-gatherers living in nomadic tribes, foraging for food in the wild. Biological adaptation to a changing environment (by Darwinian natural selection) is an incredibly slow process, but our environment – and our food – have altered at break neck pace in recent centuries. Our bodies simply haven’t been able to keep up. 

So here we are, feeling ill or worn out, or simply not as well as we know we could be, and the evolutionary perspective comes along and says: “Well, let’s eat the food our bodies were ‘designed’ to eat – the kind of food our hunter-gatherer ancestors ate.”5 It sounds sensible, and I believe it can be a very useful guide. Only a guide, though, not a religion! In working out what’s the healthiest way for YOU to eat, therefore, the evolutionary perspective should have a vote, but not a veto. The veto, the final decision about how to eat, lies with your body. No one else’s body, no one else’s theory. (For more on this see “Suck It And See” here.) 

Shortly, I’ll outline some ways in which the evolutionary perspective can be really helpful. But first, how do we really know what our hunter-gatherer ancestors ate? This is what I call the “Paleo Problem”, as in Paleolithic, Old Stone Age. People talk about the Stone Age diet, but what do they think they mean?

Well, there are two main sorts of evidence. Firstly, archaeology: bits of ancient food preserved, remarkably, inside the remains of our distant ancestors. What the fossil record shows us is that our hunter-gatherer forbears had one major feature in their diet that we lack – namely, huge variety. Wherever they lived, they ate literally thousands of different foods, both plant and animal. There was, of course, much greater biodiversity, and they ate whatever they could pick or catch. In season, naturally. With the advent of farming, the range became narrower, and with industrialised agribusiness, narrower still. 

How many different species of vegetable do you eat in a year? Your ancient ancestors could add two zeroes to that figure. One of the reasons that food allergies have become so common is simply that people are eating the same foods, day in, day out. In China they are developing allergies to rice, in the UK to wheat, in the USA to maize/sweetcorn. “Staple” foods are bad news; your body gets literally sick of eating the same stuff all the time. It’s monocrop farming, so it’s monocrop eating. Bad for the soil, bad for us. Great for unfriendly bugs and pests, both in the fields and in our intestines. 

The second source of evidence for what our ancestors ate comes from the study of surviving hunter-gatherer tribes. This is where the picture becomes rather more complicated. Some people believe that these tribal peoples chase wild animals all day, and then eat them, and live on plants, nuts and very occasional fruits in between the meat-feasts. In other words, that they eat virtually no carbohydrates, and certainly no grains. But let’s look more closely, as this is not always the case. 

The Yanomami people, for example, are a tribe who live deep in the South American rainforest.6 They do hunt game and gather plants, but they also grind cassava roots into flour and make bread from them. Similarly, the Tsimané people who live in the Amazon in Bolivia eat a mixture of sweetcorn, cassava (again), rice and plantain – that’s all carbohydrate – plus the small amount of game and fish that they catch. The Tsimané are among the healthiest people on the planet7 – no heart disease, strokes or diabetes etc. – although sadly this is already starting to change as the relentless progress of Western “civilisation” has begun to encroach on their land and their lives. 

There is a current fashion to eat no carbs, partly because it is thought that this is how tribal peoples live. In fact, tribal peoples eat plenty of carbs, but – here’s the catch – they also walk or run for six to eight hours most days, chasing their preferred dinner. If we did that, we could probably get away with eating loads of carbs too. 

And here’s a caveat; present-day tribal peoples who have survived into the 21st century may not in fact be wholly representative of what most ancient humans ate. This is because they now occupy only the most inhospitable places on the planet,8 the tiny enclaves which have not been colonised. Our ancestors may have had it easier than the Yanomami and Tsimané.

What did your ancient ancestors eat? A seasonally available mixture of meat, fish (if they were near the sea or a lake or river), plants, nuts, seeds and seedlings, roots, tubers and occasional fruit. One thing we can be sure of, though, is that it was not the same as the food that my ancient ancestors ate, because they lived in different places. 

Even today, if you compare the average diet in southern India, say, with the typical diet in Greenland, you’ll find it to be very, very different. Just as you need different food in different seasons, you need different food in different countries. In fact, if you want to know how to eat in a cold winter, study the Inuit peoples. If you want to know how to eat in a hot summer, check out the Indian way. Remember Sofia here? She would have been alright, eating her vegan diet, for rather longer in India than she was in the UK. She would have got all the Vitamin D she needed from the sunshine. 

In hot countries, people tend to save the main meal of the day till evening; it’s simply too hot to be hungry earlier in the day. So, should we do that in a British summer? No. Because in hot countries people (still, mostly) have a siesta; they sleep in the afternoon. That means they can stay up late, hours after their evening meal, without sleep deprivation. They get time to digest. They are not going to bed on a full stomach – a thing one should never do – but in Britain a large meal at 9.00pm is way, way too late. In cold countries people tend to eat their main meal much earlier in the day. Again, it makes sense; they need food to fuel them through the day in a cold climate. 

The most useful aspect of the evolutionary perspective is that it can help us resolve the important how-to-eat dilemmas that are all over the press and plaguing so many of us. Questions like, for my health, should I be:

Vegan? Vegetarian? Pescatarian? Carnivorous? Fruitarian? Eat raw food only?

The answer is, it depends on where you live, the climate, the season, and all the factors that make your own body unique, as mentioned above. So, who was closer to a true Stone Age diet, Sofia or Ben? Both and neither. Stone-age people would have sometimes eaten like Sofia (but without the porridge, rice or lentils) and, when they could, more like Ben (without the artificial additives). But they would never have eaten one way only, repetitively, all year round. So here’s a suggestion for how to eat in the 21st century: 

[image: Image Missing]	December, January, February: Be a carnivore.

[image: Image Missing]	March, April, May: Be a vegetarian.

[image: Image Missing]	June, July, August: Be a vegan. 

[image: Image Missing]	September, October, November: Be a pescatarian (eat fish but not meat).

That’s an idea, not a rigid prescription, but it offers a way to eat, and to think about eating, that provides a good balance for the planet as well as for the individual; usually, what’s good for the planet is good for the person. Now let’s look at the implications of some of these different ways of eating. 

A word about meat-eating:

The higher up the evolutionary ladder an animal is – the closer it is to us – the more “a little goes a long way”, for our bodies and for the planet. In other words, if we’re going to eat mammals (red meat) we should do so infrequently, maybe once a week or once a fortnight rather than several times a week. The studies showing that increased red meat consumption increased cancer rates, by the way, were not done with people eating organically reared meat.9,10 So they were effectively looking at the results of eating pesticides, antibiotics and hormones, rather than meat per se. They also didn’t allow for how many vegetables their subjects were (or weren’t) consuming. 

But hey – those of us who do eat meat are wasting most of the animal! We cut off the fat, thereby losing the vital, fat-soluble vitamins A, D, E and K. We throw out the highly nutritious liver, heart, kidneys and brain, calling it “offal”. We chuck out the adrenal gland, which contains Vitamin C; that’s how the traditional Inuit and other northern peoples got their Vitamin C in the long Arctic winter, by eating the whole seal, adrenal gland and all. If we went back to using the whole animal, we could also eat fewer animals. And please note: carnivores still need to eat vegetables – lots of them. We cannot live by meat alone. 

A word about fish-eating:

We evolved from the sea, and we need what grows in the sea. Fish contain vitamins A, D and B2 (Riboflavin), many minerals including the vital mineral iodine, omega 3 essential fatty acids (good for your brain) and easily digested protein. Fish also, sadly, contain some of the pollution we have put into the sea, which builds up through the food chain, so that bigger fish (like tuna) contain more toxins than little fish (like sardines). On balance, I believe it’s still safer to eat some fish than no fish, especially as by the end of this book you will know how to get the toxins out of your system. But we urgently need to clean up our oceans. 

A word about being vegetarian:

This means that you do eat eggs and dairy produce, but no meat or fish. It’s ok for most people, so long as they eat plenty of eggs (yes I said plenty of eggs; if you are worried about cholesterol, check out Dr Malcolm Kendrick’s book The Great Cholesterol Con or the work of Justin Smith). But not too much dairy produce; good-quality cheese and butter and yogurt are alright for most people, but milk isn’t. Milk is food that nature designed for baby mammals of the same species, not for adult mammals of a different species. Cow’s milk is great for calves, but not for us. Many of my vegetarian patients have developed dairy allergies, by overdoing the dairy products. Why are they craving dairy? Because their body is telling them they need some animal protein. Just a little, from time to time. If they feel able to follow that prompting, and eat just a little fish or free-range, organic meat now and then, their felt need for excess dairy products goes away. 

There is a particular type of vegetarianism that permits dairy products but not eggs. This is usually for cultural/religious reasons, so when patients come to me eating like this, I cannot change it. But what does help is to choose your dairy products with care. For thousands of years, humans have been turning animal milk into something far more digestible for adult humans: cheese, butter, yogurt, curds and whey. If it is raw – unpasteurised – so much the better; less likely to cause all the excess mucus and sinus trouble and general snottiness that too much dairy products can lead to. Please ensure it’s organic, so you are not eating pesticides, antibiotics and synthetic hormones, about which more shortly.

For some people, goat’s or sheep’s “dairy” products are far less allergenic than cow’s dairy. To find out if this is true for you, just Suck it and See – cut out all dairy products for 2 weeks, then try goat’s butter/cheese/yogurt (one per day, not all at once) and see what happens. Then sheep’s. Then buffalo and camel if you want! But don’t waste your pennies on expensive blood tests for food allergy; it’s more scientific to find out for yourself. For more details on how to do it, see “An Elimination Diet” for detecting food allergy, here, in Becky’s case history. 

A word about being vegan:

Vegans eat no animal products at all; no meat, fish, eggs or dairy. The strictest vegans eat no honey (it exploits the bees) and won’t wear leather shoes. It is fine for a while. It is fine for longer in a hot country where you get all your Vitamin D simply from the action of sunlight on bare skin. It is fine as a temporary “cleanse”. But not everyone can live on plants alone indefinitely. Unlike cows and sheep, we humans do not have a ruminant’s gut; we have only one stomach. 

Long-term vegans miss out on iron and Vitamin B12; that much is well-known. They also, as I’ve said, miss out on Vitamin D if they live in a cold and cloudy place like the UK. They may also – this is less well-known – miss out on the amino acids carnitine,11 taurine12 and tryptophan13 and others. Carnitine is vital for transporting fatty acids into mitochondria (organelles within the cell) for energy production, and taurine is vital for the function of the brain and the heart, and for making bile for our digestive systems. Tryptophan gets converted into serotonin, the “happiness hormone”, or more accurately the happiness neurotransmitter. Vegans may also miss out on Vitamin A, which is found only in animal foods. Most vegans will convert beta-carotene from vegetables into Vitamin A, as we all do,14 but not everyone converts at the same rate, and some long-term vegans may not make enough Vitamin A to keep their eyes healthy.

Crucially, and perhaps surprisingly, vegans miss out on some essential minerals which are contained in plant food, but are not well absorbed from plant food. So my vegan patients are often astonished to discover, on nutritional blood-testing, that they are desperately low in the vital minerals zinc and magnesium. “But I eat loads of pumpkin seeds and sunflower seeds!” they exclaim. “Those are full of zinc and magnesium!”

Indeed they are. But – how can I put this delicately? – the sunflower seeds and pumpkin seeds may just come out the other end. Not every human digestive tract can break them down and digest them and extract the minerals from them in sufficient quantity to meet our nutritional needs. Some can. These are the healthy vegans; I don’t see them as patients. What I do see is that among my patients with ME/Chronic Fatigue Syndrome, 80–90% are either vegan, or they are second generation vegetarian, by which I mean a life-long vegetarian born to a mother who was also vegetarian all her adult life.

I work with them to improve their gut function (see Chapter 2), maximising the potential of their small intestine to extract the vital nutrients out of their plant food. It helps. But those who make the most clinical improvement are those who decide to introduce into their diet, now and then, a little bit of sustainably caught fish, or a little bit of free-range, humanely reared, organic poultry. As soup if necessary, if they feel they just cannot chew flesh. 

It has to be said, the vegans’ fierce critique of cruel factory-farming methods is correct; but we don’t need to eat that kind of meat. There are alternatives now, on which more below. 

Even though your soul may be vegan, your body may be a carnivore. At least occasionally. We evolved as omnivores, eating a little bit of everything, but not an overdose of anything. 

Guidelines for 99 per cent of us

Of course we’re all unique, and our food needs will vary according to our genetics, metabolism, hormonal status, age, gender, activity level, where we live and the season. BUT there are a few basic rules, in addition to “Eat what’s naturally in season” that do apply to all of us. Here are my 4 golden rules:

1	Eat your greens

2	Cut out sugar

3	Cut out artificial additives

4	Eat organic and free-range, i.e. real food

Now, to elaborate on each of these, and the reasons for them:

1	Eat your greens! Simple as that. Grandma was right. Green leafy vegetables such as spinach, cabbage, broccoli, pak choi, watercress, lettuce and so on have at least three huge benefits. First, they make a clean sweep through the digestive tract, carrying all before them. They act like a gentle broom, ensuring that your intestines move properly and nothing gets stuck. Sorry to be graphic, but the fact is, if you can poo properly, regularly and comfortably, you can be healthy and think clearly. This has been known forever, but needs repeating.15 

	Second huge benefit: green leaves contain many essential nutrients, including the vital mineral magnesium, one atom of which sits at the heart of each molecule of chlorophyll (the substance that makes plants green). 

	Thirdly, green veg in general and the brassica family in particular (broccoli, cabbage, kale, Brussels sprouts and cauliflower) have been shown to be protective against cancer.16

	Should you have your green leafy veg raw or cooked? Both! Raw means that the Vitamin C and other antioxidants are not destroyed. Cooked means that your gut will be better able to absorb the magnesium and other minerals. Digestion-wise, it’s best to have salad at lunch and cooked veg at dinner. And, of course, seasonally, to have more salad in summer and more cooked veg in winter. Beyond that, people vary widely with regard to what’s the best ratio of raw-to-cooked food for them.

	The raw-food fanatics advocate a diet of only raw foods. Guess what – it worked for them! The macrobiotics people insist that all our food should be cooked. Guess what – (etc.). The Ayurvedic approach (Indian herbal medicine; long and venerable tradition) says that different people need different ratios of raw-to-cooked food. Hallelujah. They have an elaborate diagnostic system for finding out which type you are. It’s pretty reliable actually. But you could just suck it and see – and be guided by the seasons and times of day, as above. 

	There is a recipe for green vegetable juice in Chapter 7 and for salad dressing (for raw greens) in Chapter 3. For cooking your greens, please, please don’t ever boil them. Sauté them in organic coconut oil, with garlic and onion and herbs. Or maybe steam them lightly. But don’t boil them; it kills them, it kills your appetite for them, it stinks the kitchen out, it puts the kids off for life, and the Vitamin C and the taste go down the drain with the water. Promise? Thank you. 

2	Cut out the sugar! Not all carbs. Just sugar. This is not news. Professor John Yudkin wrote Pure, White and Deadly back in 1962. Since that time, sugar hasn’t become any less deadly, even though much of it is now brown. Whatever its colour, it still rots your teeth and gums, feeds the least friendly bugs in your gut (see Chapter 2), and contributes mightily to diabetes, obesity and many more diseases. Sugar uses up your minerals and vitamins too; it is an “anti-nutrient”. 

	Sugar is a major causative factor in heart disease as well, but for over 40 years the margarine manufacturers found it profitable to claim that the big baddie was animal fat. It isn’t – unless you’re a rabbit. 

	John Yudkin’s truth-telling back then was very inconvenient for the sugar industry, and made him very unpopular. When I was a junior doctor back in the early 1980s, the “Sugar Board” regularly sent us promotional material, explaining that sugar was totally safe because it was “natural”. It is well worth examining this claim, because it is still being used to mislead and confuse us today. Sugar is a natural substance, yes. That is, it occurs naturally in plants, particularly in roots, tubers, grains and fruits. Plants manufacture it. So what’s the problem?

	The problem is quantity. Concentration. Again, the evolutionary perspective helps us to understand this. In our original, natural state, as hunter-gatherers, we would have had access only very rarely to sweet foods. Fruit and berries would have been occasional treats, usually in autumn, when they helped us lay down fat for the coming winter, in temperate climates. Perhaps a cave-man or cave-woman would have found honey once in a lifetime, getting badly stung in the process and never trying again (as in Winnie the Pooh). 

	BUT nature has primed us to crave and consume sweet, sugary foods – it’s a survival mechanism adapted for an environment where food of all sorts was scarce. It was very helpful back then to have the occasional fruit-feast, when our most nutritious food was something we had to run 20 miles to catch. Furthermore, breast-milk is sweet, so the sweet taste is associated with safety and love and comfort at a primal level, for all of us. 

	But today this in-built sugar craving has become a liability, in an environment full of tempting, easily available, instant, cheap and highly concentrated sugar. It’s there by the supermarket check-out, and disguised as a protein bar in the health-food shop. It’s in many processed and packaged foods, even savoury ones; any ingredient ending with the suffix “-ose” is a sugar. They sneak it in to make the food addictive. Sugar is ubiquitous. 

	As Professor Robert Lustig points out in his brilliant book Fat Chance, willpower alone will not cure you of craving sugar; it’s programmed in. But there are many things we can do to stop ourselves overdosing on the sweet stuff. 

	The first one is: Stop Feeling Guilty! It’s not your fault. You’re not weak-willed. The problem is not you, it is our sugar-loaded environment. The second thing to do is to start switching your taste buds over “from sweet to green” – introduce the opposite flavours into your diet, and let your taste buds get used to them. So try grapefruits and blackcurrants – sour. Dark green leafy veg like kale and spinach – bitter. At least, they may taste bitter at first if you’re not used to them. Learn to love them. This can help to make sugar taste TOO sweet, and even sickly; you’ll start to notice what an over-the-top flavour it actually is. 

	Then treat withdrawing from sugar as you would withdrawing from any addictive drug; do it according to temperament. If you are an all-or-nothing person, you may choose to go “cold turkey” and just stop. If you are more of a “gently does it” type, you will want to withdraw more gradually. But either way, you will need to identify where sugar is hiding in processed foods, as above.

	Don’t starve yourself; the commonest reason for a sugar binge is simply getting too hungry, forgetting to eat, being too busy to eat. Once hunger goes past a certain point, you will just go straight for the sugar. You can prevent this by remembering to eat regular meals. Lastly, remember it is not just you who is craving sugar, it is the Trillions of Tiny Companions in your gut – lots more on this in Chapter 2. Once you have sorted them out (“How to Spring Clean Your Gut”, here) the craving will be much less intense, and you will even be able to indulge in the sweet stuff occasionally without getting “hooked” again.

3	Cut out all artificial additives – they are not food! If you were dyeing a tee-shirt, you wouldn’t suck the dye, would you? But our kids are eating blue ice-lollies; they’re eating toxic dyes. People who work in the printing-and-dyeing industry are prone to bladder cancer;17 this is well recognised. But manufacturers are allowed to put artificial colours in our food, despite the known dangers.18,19 

	Then there are artificial flavours. Why should a food product need artificial flavouring, if not to disguise the fact that it’s rubbish? And there’s a loophole in the food-labelling laws that allows food producers to just write “flavouring”, without telling you what the chemical actually is. It may well be carcinogenic – but you can’t look it up and find out. 

	Then there’s “natural flavouring”. This is usually a con, and an abuse of the much-abused word “natural”. Arsenic is natural. Petrol is natural – it is made from crude oil which comes from the decay of million-year-old dead trees. But you wouldn’t drink it, and you get sick from inhaling or handling it too much. Ultimately, everything is natural, because even the most synthetic substance created in a factory is made from raw materials found on Planet Earth, because that’s all we have. But factory processes can turn ingredients that were indeed harmless in their original form into something toxic, by the way the molecules are altered, combined, heated and damaged; this is particularly important with respect to fats and oils (see here). 

	“Emulsifiers” are another common type of food additive. They allow oils and water to mix (which they don’t do on their own) to create a smooth, creamy texture that the food industry has decreed we should like, and then claims we “demand”. 

	Artificial sweeteners abound. Aspartame, Acesulfame K, Sucralose and so on are the latest dangerous incarnation; Cyclamates and Saccharin were banned years ago, but have quietly crept back onto the menu, despite their toxic potential.20,21,22,23,24,25 

	When we eat sugar, our pancreas gland produces insulin, to transport the sugar out of our bloodstream and into our cells. We used to think that our blood level of insulin rose just in response to a rise in blood sugar level. But now it seems that insulin secretion also responds directly to a sweet taste on the tongue26 – and these sweeteners are many times sweeter than sugar. So even completely artificial, calorie-free sweeteners may trigger this rise, as the body is anticipating a rush of actual sugar into the blood, and the job of insulin is to lower blood sugar levels. 

	When insulin goes ahead and does its job, in the absence of any actual sugar, you may feel faint and hungry (hypoglycaemia). So you may overeat an hour or two after swallowing the artificial sweetener. This could well be one of the reasons why artificial sweeteners don’t help people to lose weight, and they don’t reverse or prevent diabetes.27 

	“Natural” sweeteners such as Xylitol and Stevia will, I predict, turn out to be problematic too. Similarly with agave syrup, date syrup, rice syrup etc. They Are Just Sugar, extracted from agave, dates and rice respectively. As above, what is unnatural about them is their concentration; more actual sugar in one hit than our forest-dwelling ancestors got in a whole year. There is no substitute for retraining your taste buds!

	Trans fats and hydrogenated fats should count as artificial additives too; their risks to health are well-known (see references 246–251), and some manufacturers are removing them, but not all; read the label carefully. 

	There are hundreds of food additives out there, but you get the gist: avoid them. There are a couple of exceptions, though. “Tocopherol” is Vitamin E, and “Ascorbic Acid” is Vitamin C. They are used as antioxidants to stop food going off, in the same way they prevent toxic oxidation in our own bodies. So they’re ok. But most additives are junk, not food. Best not to feed them to your children, or yourself. 


Keeping a food diary

In regard to eventually eliminating both sugar and artificial additives, you may find it useful to keep a food diary for a week or so. Just five columns: breakfast, lunch, dinner, snacks and drinks. Write down whatever you eat and drink. Don’t beat yourself up about it; this is not a judgement exercise. It’s just for your own information; we can be so busy we don’t actually realise what we’re eating, or not eating, till we look back over a week’s record. Did you miss meals? Is your snacks column full of sugar? We can’t begin to change things till we’ve noticed them. 



4	Eat free-range, organic food. “Free-range” applies to animal food, “organic” applies to both plant and animal food. Let’s talk about free-range first – what it is and why it matters. 

	Free-range animals are free to roam around on the grass. They are not penned in. The cows can graze, the hens can peck. In the case of hens, they have a shelter to go into at night, to be safe from foxes, but it’s not a cramped torture-chamber like the places where battery hens are kept. If it’s not free-range, it’s a battery chicken; it’s factory-farmed. Don’t buy it. This matters equally whether you’re eating the egg or eating the chicken. And with regard to cows, it matters equally whether you’re eating dairy products or beef. 

	So, in so far as it’s possible, those of us who eat meat need to try to be compassionate carnivores. But eating free-range is not only about being more ethical. It’s also better for your health. A free, happy animal is going to be digesting and excreting properly. It’s less likely to have an infection, because happy animals have stronger immune systems. And it’s not full of the stress hormones cortisol and adrenaline. 

	Now, organic. Yes, I know it’s more expensive; I’ll address that in a minute. First, I want to explain what it is and why it really, really matters. 

	Organic food isn’t some kind of weird, different, special food. It’s ORDINARY food, food like our great-grandparents ate. Without pesticides, synthetic hormones or antibiotics in it. What is weird is food that’s full of pesticides, synthetic hormones and antibiotics! That’s artificial food. And it’s everywhere. 

	Organic food is simply food that hasn’t been sprayed with pesticides, hasn’t been injected with synthetic hormones and hasn’t been fed on antibiotics. That’s all. It should, of course, be the norm – as it used to be. But sadly, most plant crops these days are treated with weed-killers and insecticides. Cows and pigs are often injected with synthetic hormones, used as growth promoters; this is not allowed by the EU, but in the UK at least 30% of our meat is imported from countries where it is allowed – and that percentage is about to rise. Furthermore, hens, cows and pigs are often fed on continual antibiotics, creating risky, antibiotic-resistant infections in the animals themselves, and in us if we eat them. 

	This is big, profitable, mass-scale agribusiness: bad for the land, for the animals and for us. Spraying the crops makes life more convenient for farm owners; that’s why they do it. But pesticides are chemicals closely related to nerve gas; they can damage our nervous system, endocrine system, reproductive system, immune system and more. They have made some farmers very ill too28,29,30 – those who do the actual spraying. Similarly with sheep dipping. 

	Putting hormones into cows makes them grow fatter and faster. But these hormones are implicated in the rise of breast cancer, prostate cancer and obesity in humans. If we eat the meat or dairy produce of such animals, we are eating those hormones as well, and they work as growth-promoters in us too, encouraging the excess proliferation of cells in our hormone-sensitive tissues, e.g. breast and prostate. And their effect will be combined with that of the pesticides, which are both carcinogens and EDCs (Endocrine Disrupting Compounds). 

	Why are antibiotics routinely fed to farm animals? Well, they say it’s to prevent infection. But it’s interesting that free-range, organically reared animals very rarely get infections; it is only factory-farmed creatures, their immune systems weakened by distress (and by the poor-quality food they’re given) which succumb en masse to infection. Remember BSE (Mad Cow Disease)? Cows that were reared completely organically from birth didn’t get it; they were never fed on the macerated remains of their fellow-creatures.31 

	In the old days, farmers called the vet if a beast got sick. Now they keep thousands of birds or mammals crowded together in inhumane conditions which make them sick, and use antibiotics daily as prophylaxis. Not safe, not sustainable. 

	Eating free-range, organic food means that you don’t participate in this inhumanity, and you’re not consuming pesticides, synthetic hormones or antibiotics. These chemicals get concentrated up the food chain, so an animal fed on non-organic crops contains even more of whatever-was-sprayed-on-the-crop than the plant crop itself does. Look for the “Soil Association” logo; it means that fruit/veg/grains/beans/nuts are truly organic, and that the cheese/yogurt/butter/eggs/poultry/meat are both organic (i.e. from animals fed only on organic food) and genuinely free-range. 

	But it’s so expensive! Three responses to that. First, what



Suck It And See!
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Health Isn’t Just About Nutrition, And Nutrition Isn’t Just About Food!












Do We Need Nutritional Supplements?
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