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Chapter 1

THE KEY TO WEIGHT LOSS
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Wouldn’t it be wonderful if our bodies worked as they should? We’d feel so healthy, we’d sleep so peacefully. We would be able to eat whenever we felt hungry, but never gain weight. And we wouldn’t have to worry about life-threatening obesity-related disorders such as diabetes, heart disease or Alzheimer’s.

But there’s no getting away from the fact that we have all started to expand alarmingly in size.

When I was a schoolboy in the 1950s, there was usually one overweight child in every class, most often a boy – a kind of Billy Bunter figure. But since the mid-1970s, almost everyone seems to have expanded and I’ve noticed a rapid and steady increase in the size of the people around me.

Primary public health concerns always used to focus on conditions like bronchitis, smoking, heart disease, colds and flu, childhood vaccinations and the avoidance of major diseases such as polio and TB. When I was a young pharmacist in the 1960s, we mostly sold painkillers, cough mixtures, antacids and laxatives. But in the 1970s, that began to change. From 1975 onwards, weight control became a leading topic of public and media attention. The word ‘diet’ entered the vocabulary and new diets became an almost daily media focus. We were selling saccharin tablets and issuing prescriptions for appetite-suppressing amphetamines. By the 1980s, Slimfast had arrived from the USA and was taking the country by storm.

But still waistlines continued to expand.

Diabetes went from being a rare metabolic condition, to something extremely common – even among young children. Then, more slowly, but just as ominously, a new word entered our vocabulary – Alzheimer’s. We knew about dementia, but it wasn’t something we worried about. But by the end of the twentieth century, Alzheimer’s was everywhere. We all knew of someone who was living with a hideously gradual deterioration of their mind and many of us (rightly so) feared for the long-term future of our own sanity.

Millions of pounds of public funds are continually being pumped into devising a coherent public health message that could bring us back from the bad-health brink, and avert what looks like an impending obesity epidemic.

The message has always been simple: you can avoid being fat by balancing calories in and calories out. The problem, the authorities persistently say, is human fallibility. We’re all too greedy and lazy. We eat too much and we exercise too little.

Over the last few decades, millions of us have heeded the Government’s advice, pulling out our trainers and jogging to work, or signing up at a shiny new health club and sweating our way through interminable exercise classes.

We have also become obsessed with diets and a whole new diet-food industry has evolved, with big food manufacturers cashing in on our national obsession with cutting fat and calories.

Diets and diet foods have become a massive multi-million-pound international business. Slimming books regularly and consistently top the bestseller lists and so desperate is the public quest for the diet holy grail – effortless weight loss – that the circulation figures of national newspapers can be significantly boosted by a tasty diet serialization.

But despite this gargantuan investment, nothing seems to be working and we are STILL getting fatter. The latest UK figures show that 65 per cent of men and 58 per cent of women are now classed as overweight or obese, and the figures continue to rise.

So what on earth has been happening? Where have we been going so very, very wrong?

FAT IS BAD – OR IS IT?

There is no doubt that being overweight puts you at risk of a plethora of potentially fatal illnesses. But specialists still can’t agree on which aspect of the way we eat is causing us to gain weight, and triggering disease.

The link between diet and heart disease dates back to the 1950s when saturated fat came under the spotlight as the big dietary evil. This type of fat, found in meat and dairy products, was believed to directly increase levels of heart-clogging cholesterol in the blood.

A scientist called Dr Norman Jolliffe came up with a theory that Americans were getting fat and becoming increasingly prone to heart disease because they ate too many high-fat hamburgers. He worked with the New York Health Department to devise a low-fat diet he called ‘the Prudent Diet’.

Dr Jolliffe set up a long-term study whereby he fed one group of businessmen a low-fat diet (margarine instead of butter, breakfast cereal instead of eggs, and fish instead of beef) and another group stayed on a ‘normal’ higher fat diet (meat three times a day). After 5 years, the men on the lower fat diet DID show improved cholesterol levels, which was (and to a large extent still is) believed to be a good thing because it was thought to indicate that they had a lower risk of heart disease.

However, 8 men (out of 814) on the low-fat diet actually DIED of heart disease during the study, whereas none of the men on the high-fat diet died. Dr Jolliffe couldn’t explain this and the New York Health Department focussed instead on the small reduction in cholesterol their diet had produced. They concluded, irrefutably, that a low-fat diet was a really useful means of reducing heart disease risk and weight.

This thinking still feeds into the ‘fat is bad for you’ debate today.

In 1972, a British scientist called John Yudkin wrote a ground-breaking book called Pure, White and Deadly, which argued that refined sugar, and NOT fat, was the decisive factor in triggering heart disease. This was highly contentious stuff.

Meanwhile, a famous American physiologist, Ancel Keys (who was at that time a bit of a dietetics hero for his sterling work in nutrition and starvation during WW2), set out his stall in opposition to Yudkin, perpetuating the old ‘fat is bad’ theory.

Keys’ seminal Seven Countries Study, published in the 1980s, demonized fat – particularly saturated fat – by highlighting those nations where a high intake of dietary fats was linked to high levels of heart disease. It was compelling evidence but, increasingly, scientists have questioned the validity of his findings. It turns out Keys’ study excluded results from certain countries where high-fat diets (such as those of Inuits – natives of the most northern regions of North America, Canada, Greenland and Russia – whose diets are up to 75 per cent fat) did not create a heart attack epidemic.

Also, Keys’ research did not consider the separate impact of sugar on the nations he studied.

The authorities of the time, backed by a multi-million-dollar food industry that had a significant interest in encouraging us to continue consuming sugar in large quantities, decided to favour Keys’ fat theory over Yudkin’s sugar theory, and Yudkin’s work was marginalized and discredited.

Having invested their reputations in their fat theory, the denizens of the scientific establishment rubbished the views of anyone who dared to oppose it, and did everything they could to discredit them.

By the 1980s, LOW FAT was the key health message and the big obesity-busting drive worldwide.

The ‘ideal’ diet, we were told (and are still being told), is low in fat. We should, they say, be filling up on carbohydrates. The food industry helpfully altered its recipes. Fats were removed from all sorts of processed foods and, in an effort to make low-fat food edible, sugar was added to almost everything (both sweet and savoury).

Now, after decades of low-fat, high-sugar consumption, our tastes and eating habits have gradually changed. We have become carbohydrate-driven. Wherever you are in the world, there’s a strong chance you’ll eat a carbohydrate-heavy breakfast (cereal, toast, muffins), lunch (sandwiches) and dinner (chips, pasta, rice) and snack on volumes of white flour and sugar (biscuits, cakes, pastries, sweets) in-between. You’ll find fast-food outlets in every city and growing populations worldwide inadvertently hooked on easy-to-eat high-sugar foods.

Americans now consume 40kg of added sugars a year and we Brits are little better, getting through a shocking 29kg – some 4½ stone – of the white stuff every year. Even China, which you’d think had enough of a cultural heritage to steer around the surge towards processed food, looks set to become the world’s largest consumer of sugar by 2020. Its demand doubles every 20 years, and all the predictions are that personal consumption will rapidly exceed that of the West.

But obesity figures continue to rise, and heart disease remains the number one killer.

It is quite clear that something is going wrong.

Could it be that, through relentless advertising and ubiquitous availability – not to mention funding and support of government bodies and the scientific community – the food industry is steering us in the wrong direction?

THE KETONE COPS: A PLOT AGAINST ATKINS

Dr Robert Atkins was, in my opinion, a man ahead of his time. In the 1970s, the US cardiologist suspected the low-fat diet message might not be right, and devised his now famous Atkins Diet.

His solution to the obesity crisis was to create a diet that dramatically reduced carbohydrates (cutting out potatoes, bread, pasta, rice and even starchy vegetables like carrots and sweet corn) and replaced them with fats (even saturated fat) and large quantities of protein (meat, fish etc).

It was shocking, and counterintuitive, but his diet worked. Millions followed it and many lost significant amounts of weight. They found it easy, and were very happy.

Dr Atkins was even able to show that the high-fat diet did NOT increase heart disease risk.

That’s a good thing, right?

Apparently not. The medical and scientific establishments were outraged and many pilloried Atkins.

I was a practising pharmacist at the height of the Atkins phenomenon and quizzed countless professionals about the regime. Without exception, they condemned it as dangerous. If further pressed to explain, the universal response was, ‘Too much protein is bad for you.’

After a few years, the Atkins regime fell out of favour, to the point that when Robert Atkins died (of brain trauma following a fall) his company eventually sued for bankruptcy. What went wrong?

Recent science shows that the Atkins Diet faded from public support for one very simple reason: a no-carbohydrate diet is almost impossible to sustain for any length of time.

The problem is we really do need SOME carbohydrates in our diet. Not only is it very difficult to survive in a modern world without carbohydrates (or at least, resist their relentlessly ubiquitous availability), but man did not evolve to eat like this long term.

However, there is plenty of evidence to suggest that Atkins was on the right track (see notes here), and I have incorporated some elements of his thinking into the Honey Diet. The Honey Diet is not an Atkins-type diet – I definitely do not advocate banning carbohydrates – but it works by reducing the intake of sugar and refined carbohydrates, which, I am absolutely convinced, are the driving force of modern weight gain.

SUGAR – THE TRUE EVIL 

For most of our evolutionary history, sugars and carbohydrate foods have been in short supply. We may have foraged for fruits and berries, but we had no access to the high-energy grains and rice that have been introduced relatively recently into the human diet.

After WW2, sugar became available to everyone in increasing amounts, prices came right down and new processed foods were created to tempt us. Gradually the consumption of sugars rose.

The UK Government-recommended food pyramid has carbohydrates at the base, therefore advocating that bread, pasta, rice and potatoes should form the bulk of our food intake.

But whenever we eat refined breads, pasta, rice, sweets, dried fruits, biscuits, cakes, pies, spreads, jams, cereals and other high-calorie foods and snacks, the sugar levels in our blood escalate. The body responds by pumping out the hormone insulin, which very cleverly clears the sugar out of the blood and stores it as fat.

The problem is that we have been misled by 50 years of poor nutritional advice into believing that carbohydrate foods are good for us. We get fat not just from too much fat in food, but from sugar in the diet that the body converts to fat.

GLUTTONY AND GREED?

It is a very common misconception that if you get fat, you must be greedy. But I really don’t believe humans are greedy. Unlike most animals, we share food with family, friends and others on a daily basis, and especially on festive occasions.

Yet suddenly we are eating far more food than we need – what’s going on?

Clearly, one reason we over-consume is because, unlike previous generations, we have unlimited access to low-cost, high-calorie food. Snacks can be bought at every filling station and 24-hour corner shop. At any moment, day or night, we are never more than a few metres from a readily accessible source of high-sugar food. Gone are the days of three solid home-cooked meals a day eaten at the kitchen table such as existed when I was a boy. Now we eat all day long.

US anti-sugar campaigner Professor Robert Lustig blames what he calls ‘Big Food’ – the major global producers of processed, high-sugar, high-fat food, which, he says, are no better than tobacco manufacturers, pumping out unhealthy, addictive products at a hefty profit, unwilling to change.

He’s right. Yes, we are consuming more food than at any time in our history. But I believe the problem is not greediness, it is hunger. Not body hunger (we eat far too much for many of us to even remember what that feels like), but BRAIN hunger. 

WHY OUR BRAINS ARE HUNGRY
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THE iPUMP
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ARE CRAVINGS ALL IN THE MIND?
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Mike McInnes was born in Edinburgh in 1943, he attended Holy Cross Academy and then went on to study pharmacy at Heriot-Watt College, qualifying as a pharmacist in 1969. After working as a pharmacist for Boots and in private practice, he finally opened his own pharmacy in the Craigentinny/Lochend area of Edinburgh in 1983. In the 1990s, Mike commissioned John Dewar of the architects Dignan Read and Dewar to build a radical new modernist pharmacy in steel and glass. In 1994 this new pharmacy won first prize in the most prestigious Scottish architectural award, The Regeneration of Scotland Award, and became one of the most successful community pharmacies in Scotland. In 1997, Mike sold his pharmacy to The Boots Company.

From this point Mike then focussed his attention on sports nutrition, researching the specifics of energy partition and selection during exercise. 

His research led him to believe that honey could be the Gold Standard fuel for forward provisioning the brain, via the liver, during exercise and stocking up for recovery. Further research resulted in the discovery that sleep is a high-energy system with respect to the brain, and that failure to forward provision the brain prior to sleep leads to chronic nocturnal metabolic stress and aborted recovery.

He continues his studies into the health benefits of honey, and is passionately convinced that the Honey Diet could be the most significant and cost-effective contribution to public health and learning in several generations.

Mike lives in Edinburgh with his wife Theresa. They have four children: Christine, Stuart, Graham and Janet and three grandchildren: Oskar, Rob and Isla, all of whom love honey.

If you have any questions about the science behind the diet that you would like to discuss with Mike, please email mikepmcinnes@gmail.com
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