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To all who have been told, “You have to take these medicines for the rest of your life,” but kept on searching.

It takes courage!

To anyone approaching surgery or cancer treatment determined to do everything within their power to achieve a better outcome.

Bravo!

To anyone who believes there is a better way to get healthy than what is commonly offered in conventional medical care.

May you find guidance within these pages on your journey to health.





Introduction: You Can Recover

Are you happy with your health? I hope that the answer is a resounding Yes! But, if you are not, I intend to guide you back to robust health. Maybe you have been recently diagnosed with a medical disorder, or perhaps you experience aches and pains that seem to last just a little longer than they once did. Your sense of your body’s “normal” might have shifted over time.

Does your new “normal” include a diagnosis of prediabetes, high blood pressure, or depression? Do you find yourself taking one, two, or even three prescription drugs daily? We’re generally led to believe this is just the way of normal aging. We’re encouraged to adhere to medications rather than to strive to reverse the conditions that necessitate their use. All told, your new normal may not seem very normal at all, but what can you do other than endure it?

In this book I will show you there is in fact quite a lot you can do. It begins with thinking differently about your health. I want you to challenge the notion that illness is your destiny. Consider that we have one of the most advanced and expensive healthcare systems in the world. Doctors can choose from among twenty thousand prescription medications to treat their patients,1 or one of the tens of millions of surgical procedures conducted in the United States each year.2 Despite all these interventions, and despite spending more than 17 percent of our GDP on healthcare3—more than that of any other wealthy country4—we are less healthy and live shorter lives than people in other developed countries.

A 2024 analysis published by the Commonwealth Fund found that among the ten wealthiest countries in the world, the United States has the lowest life expectancy—more than four years less than the ten-country average.5 We also rank last in preventable deaths. Of course, many factors contribute to this poor performance, including inequities, lack of access to care or health insurance, and not enough primary-care doctors. But another reason is our complacency; we have put our trust in medicines and surgeries instead of enlisting our body’s remarkable recovery capacity.

Let me tell you about one of my patients, whom I will call John. (All patient names in this book are pseudonyms, and I have altered details to protect their identities.) A few years ago, John’s physician on the East Coast referred him to me. He was not doing well. Three years earlier, John had a bad case of viral gastroenteritis, or stomach flu. Severely dehydrated, John was given IV fluids at the hospital and sent home the next day. He felt better for a few weeks, but then he experienced tingling in his extremities, which snowballed into partial paralysis. After a lumbar puncture, John was diagnosed with Guillain-Barre syndrome, a disorder in which the immune system attacks the body’s own nerves.

John’s doctors threw the kitchen sink at him. Hoping to “reboot” his immune system, first they tried plasmapheresis, whereby the liquid part of the blood—plasma—is separated from the cells and replaced with saline. John immediately got worse and remained in the hospital for two weeks. Unable to walk, he was sent to a nursing home, where he was administered powerful pain medications, including Dilaudid and Neurontin to treat his nerve pain and intravenous immunoglobulin to treat the Guillain-Barre. None of it worked. By the time he turned sixty, John was effectively bedridden.

Finally, John’s doctor threw up his hands. “I think you should go to Arizona,” he said. “The desert air might help.”

When John showed up for his appointment with me at the Andrew Weil Center for Integrative Medicine in Tucson, Arizona, he calmly explained that he was considering killing himself. He was weak, overweight, and depressed, and just getting out of his wheelchair required herculean effort. He was sick and tired of taking medications and treatments that seemed to only make him worse. I explained to John that as an integrative-medicine physician, I would do my best to partner with him in the healing process.

“Something seems to be preventing your body from healing,” I said. “Let’s work to figure out what it is.” I explained we would explore all the factors that could be influencing his health: mind, body, spirit, and even his relationships. We would harness a wide range of approaches, from conventional to alternative medicine, to jump-start his body’s innate healing response.

Instead of simply prescribing more medication, I asked John to walk me through his day. What time did he wake in the morning and when did he go to sleep at night? What did he usually eat and at what time? What kind of music did he listen to? Anything from the food we eat to the way we breathe can aid the recovery process—or arrest it. When I heard his story, I made a variety of recommendations. At first, John was resistant, balking at my suggestions of a juice fast or the use of guided imagery. But he did agree to an elimination diet, a mainstay of integrative medicine that identifies food intolerances, sensitivities, and allergies by removing one or more items from your diet.

John rolled out of my office in his wheelchair, and six weeks later he walked back in. His crippling morning pain was gone. His depression had lifted. He could move around comfortably with a cane. He had steadily reduced his battery of medications. After diligently removing foods from his diet, John had discovered three pain triggers: garlic, ginger, and, worst of all, black pepper. Black pepper contains a compound called piperine, which in sensitive individuals can cause an inflammatory condition called leaky gut, whereby large molecules that would normally be prevented from crossing the intestinal lining enter the body. Once on the verge of suicide, after eliminating these foods, John was hopeful for the first time in three years.

John’s experience serves as an example of our magnificent ability to recover. In simple terms, recovery means a return to normal after a disturbance, whether it’s a viral infection, type 2 diabetes, or heart surgery. The scientific term for this is homeostasis, from the Greek words for “similar” (homoiós) and “standing still” (stasis). Sometimes, like with a simple paper cut, recovery takes place in just a few hours. Healing from surgery generally takes months, and it can take a year for a broken bone to fully mend. In each circumstance, your body has activated an innate ability to restore a normal state. How quickly—and how completely—your recovery activates, what impedes it, and the remarkable degree of control we have over it are the subjects of this book.

The urge to return to homeostasis is the result of an ancient recovery reflex inside all of us that can heal everything, from the common cold to type 2 diabetes, to a surgical procedure to psychological trauma. Think of your recovery reflex as your body’s built-in reset button—an automatic response system that kicks in to bring you back to homeostasis whenever something throws you off. It’s your body’s internal first responder, always on call to restore equilibrium in real time.

Sometimes this process is obvious, such as when your recovery reflex urges your heart to beat faster and pump more blood as you race up the stairs. Other times it’s invisible, like when your natural killer cells hunt down cancer cells before they multiply. When your blood sugar rises after a meal, your recovery reflex signals the pancreas to secrete insulin to help your cells absorb excess glucose.

Your recovery reflex’s healing ability is miraculous. Consider that even if 70 percent of your liver is removed, it can rebuild itself within a few weeks. Your intestines regenerate their entire lining, called the epithelium, every five to seven days due to the constant wear and tear of digesting food. Your skin sheds and regrows between thirty and forty thousand cells daily. If you’ve been a lifelong smoker, your recovery reflex stimulates the lungs to regrow their tiny hair-like cilia after your last cigarette, significantly improving your blood circulation and reversing chronic cough and shortness of breath. The body’s resilience even extends to emotional wounds. The mind can heal from profound grief and trauma, often emerging stronger and more compassionate.

As we’ll see in this book, your recovery reflex plays a critical role even during surgery. Your body heals a large incision by constricting blood vessels to reduce blood loss, moving platelets into the incision site to form a temporary “plug,” and knitting a mesh that serves as a scaffold for cell migration and tissue repair. Then, your recovery reflex launches an inflammatory response to clear any debris and prevent infection.

Most often, your recovery reflex activates on its own and your body heals completely and uneventfully. Being healthy dramatically enhances your reflex, and lifestyle choices improve—or inhibit—its potency. For instance, a study of ninety-four moderately heavy drinkers reveals that those who abstained from alcohol for a month showed improvements in insulin resistance, blood pressure, and weight compared to a control group that did not give up drinking.6 They also experienced improved sleep and mood, less depression and anxiety, and healthier skin and microbiome. Countless other factors influence your recovery reflex, including genetics, age, how well nourished or hydrated you are, physical activity levels, how many environmental toxins you are exposed to, sleep habits, how much stress are you under, your outlook on life, and even the altitude you live at. We do not have control over all these variables, but you may be surprised to learn in every chapter of this book how many can indeed be altered.

I am frequently struck by how often people are able to activate their recovery reflex and “snap back” from debilitating illnesses. For instance, later in this book you will meet another one of my patients, Vivian, who resolved her debilitating menopausal hot flashes, heavy menstrual bleeding, and painful leg nodules by throwing away her coffee pot, which we discovered was leaching plastic chemicals. Other patients of mine have activated their recovery reflex by using a light box, instituting a fourteen-hour overnight fast, taking a supplement, or practicing guided imagery.

My goal is for you to discover novel approaches to awaken your recovery reflex and restore your health. Consider that nearly 20 percent of Americans suffer from chronic pain that interferes with their daily activities.7 Many people consider this their new normal—but it does not have to be. You have a tremendous untapped ability to control the strength and speed of your recovery, and this book will cover the latest science and medical insights to help you recover from nearly anything that life throws at you. Along the way, we will see that rapid—and just as important, complete—recovery is possible not just from a bout of the flu but also from longstanding illness, surgery, and poor mental health.


An Integrative Approach to Health

This probably sounds familiar: You go to your doctor complaining of a problem, and you are referred to a specialist. Sometimes it can feel like your body is not a unified whole, but rather a collection of isolated parts, each requiring separate attention. Cardiologists focus on the heart, neurologists on the brain, gastroenterologists handle the digestive system, dermatologists specialize in the skin, and so on. While this depth of expertise can be invaluable, too often we fail to see, and therefore fail to treat, the whole person—mind, body, and spirit. Think of Humpty Dumpty: Without taking a step back and examining how the individual pieces fit together, he can never be made whole again.

Conventional medicine, also commonly called Western medicine, is what most people receive at their doctor’s office. When you are ill, your body is evaluated from a biophysical perspective, and physicians rely on treatment methods that have been shown to be effective across large populations. Western medicine excels in certain domains, including trauma (such as treatment after a car accident), surgery, infectious diseases, and some cancers. But if you need to recover from, say, a nagging illness, a sports injury, or a longstanding disease like type 2 diabetes, there are better science-backed approaches. The treatment options you will find in this book apply what I see as the very best and most scientifically sound conventional and alternative approaches. This is called integrative medicine.

Integrative medicine neither rejects conventional medicine nor accepts alternative therapies uncritically. It takes account of the whole person (body, mind, and spirit), including all aspects of lifestyle, and it prioritizes less invasive, more natural interventions whenever possible. It is a pragmatic, larger paradigm, focused on the philosophy of restoring health with the safest, least toxic methods possible.

I have spent close to thirty years as an integrative-medicine physician at the University of Arizona’s Andrew Weil Center. Every day I see patients return to health who have been struggling with both short- and longstanding conditions. Many of them have been told there’s nothing they can do to reverse their heart disease, diabetes, osteoporosis, or arthritis. They accept a long-term condition because “it runs in the family.” In fact, even with a genetic disposition, the vast majority of your health is based on your lifestyle choices. Rather than accepting “there is nothing you can do,” this book will guide you toward healing by revealing how much you actually can do.

Consider the Ornish program,8 founded by the cardiologist Dean Ornish. He enrolled patients with moderate to severe heart disease and had them eat a less-than-10-percent-fat vegetarian diet and engage in regular exercise, stress-reduction practices, and group support. Within a year, the intervention group saw blockages in their arteries decrease by 37 percent, while the control group (who did not make any lifestyle changes) saw blockages increase by over 8 percent. The intervention group also experienced 91 percent less chest pain (angina) after one year, compared to a 186 percent increase for the control group. Integrative nephrologists have even told me about patients with end-stage kidney disease on the verge of dialysis who regained kidney function by adopting plant-forward diets.

Make no mistake: This is not a vegan diet book. While I will often point out the benefits of eating plant-based foods, I will also note when eating more animal protein and fat is the optimal approach. For instance, I observe with awe when a vegetarian diet completely reverses one of my patient’s type 2 diabetes, while another’s diabetes responds to the opposite approach: a ketogenic diet based on eating meat. This is an example of biochemical individuality, or the concept that each person has unique needs and health considerations based on their genetics, lifestyles, heritages, traditions, and preferences. The integrative-medicine philosophy is that recovery is not one-size-fits-all; rather, it should be tailored to your unique circumstances. Thus, in this book I will help you determine what foods, medicine, and treatments are appropriate to activate your recovery reflex.

Integrative medicine also produces what I have termed “side benefits.” Watch any TV commercial for the latest prescription medication, and you’ll hear the narrator breeze through a laundry list of side effects, such as diarrhea, constipation, skin rashes, dizziness, drowsiness, headache, insomnia, and even abnormal heart rhythms. A “cure” for one ailment sometimes causes trouble elsewhere in the body. In contrast, when I prescribe daily walks to treat elevated blood pressure, my patients frequently notice side benefits like reduced stress levels, weight loss, and improved joint function. I practice 4-7-8 breathing to reduce my stress—breathing in for four counts, holding for seven counts, exhaling for eight counts—and my side benefits include sleeping better, being less prone to startling, and having warmer hands and feet.

As I will make clear in this book, integrative medicine sometimes leads with medication and surgery, such as with a cancer diagnosis or a broken hip. In these scenarios, integrative therapies can enhance Western medicine. At other times, an integrative approach will eliminate the need for a surgery or medication by introducing other therapeutic approaches. These can include dietary changes, addressing stress, restoring restful sleep, using appropriate supplements, or acupuncture and body work. The synergism of these gentle treatment approaches can make a profound difference for your health. If you are having uncomfortable side effects from medications, integrative medicine may help you get off those medications. An integrative plan will prioritize options that fit with your preferred treatment course with a goal to activate your recovery reflex and restore your health.



What to Expect in this Book

I will draw from forty years of medical experience as a practicing physician, a medical school professor, and the founding executive director of the Andrew Weil Center for Integrative Medicine, where I train doctors to practice medicine in new ways by emphasizing the body’s vast healing systems. I will encourage you to use these same strategies to recover faster and more completely.

But, first, as I do with my patients, I want you to reflect for a moment on everything you are already doing right. Perhaps it is the way you nourish your relationships, your commitment to eating a healthy diet, the way you attend to your stress, how you prioritize sleep, or your regular exercise routine. Keep up these healthy practices and celebrate all you are doing well!

Now, consider a recent study that analyzed data from two long-term population studies that found participants who followed five specific lifestyle habits9—eating lots of fruits and vegetables and avoiding processed foods; not smoking; getting at least three and a half hours of exercise per week; drinking in moderation; and maintaining a healthy body weight—had much lower incidences of heart disease and cancer. The researchers found that following all five habits from age fifty onward extended life span by more than a decade, compared to following none of those habits.

These are just five lifestyle choices you can make to improve health and enhance your recovery reflex. We are going to explore many more of them in this book. For instance, the latest circadian-medicine research—an emerging field that focuses on how biological rhythms, driven by the body’s internal clock, influence health and disease—reveals the value of when we eat or sleep, not just how much we get of either. I’ve seen patients who follow a time-restricted eating pattern reverse their diabetes, lose weight, and dramatically improve their immune response. We’ll also see how the mind–body connection can be harnessed to heal, including, for example, how hypnosis can treat irritable bowel syndrome or how guided imagery hastens recovery from surgery.

Heal Faster is divided into three parts. Part One addresses rapid recovery from short-lived conditions—everything from the common cold, to UTIs, anxiety, and trouble sleeping. Part Two addresses recovery from stubborn health problems, those longstanding diseases that doctors often tell us are irreversible. We’ll see how rapid recovery methods can arrest or reverse conditions including heart disease, diabetes, and low bone density as well as mental health challenges such as depression and PTSD. Part Three focuses on recovery from surgery. If you are scheduled for surgery, you’ll see how rapid recovery practices can maximize the speed of recovery and help get you feeling your best self. Of course, you likely do not require recovery from many of the ailments in this book, but you may have friends and loved ones who do and will benefit from your knowledge.

Sickness or injury can occur unexpectedly. The secret to a rapid recovery is immediately responding to whatever ails you. This means keeping your house well stocked with what I call “Your Rapid Recovery Toolkit,” which is appendix 1. This includes items that range from the well known—think heating pads and ACE bandages for musculoskeletal injuries—to the less widely known, such as raw garlic and zinc for colds and kava kava for anxiety. I also include items that may not “physically fit” into your toolkit, but that are equally essential tools for any recovery, such as information on the Mediterranean diet and on deep-breathing exercises. Lastly, I provide direction on how to choose dietary supplements.



In this book, I want to challenge any negativity you may experience at your doctor’s office. Sometimes it seems that physicians are so fixated on not creating false hopes that they may actually create false despair. Their busyness and burnout reduce their curiosity about promising new treatments. So many of my patients who have had success with integrative medicine report that their primary-care doctor never asked for detailed information so that other patients could benefit. Take the neuroscientist Jill Bolte Taylor, PhD, for instance, who made a full recovery from a devastating stroke using mindfulness techniques and later wrote a bestselling book, My Stroke of Insight, detailing her experiences. “In twenty-two years, not one doctor has asked how I had a full recovery from my stroke,” she said.10

In Heal Faster, I encourage you to be curious about your body’s incredible ability to heal. I want you to aim high, ask questions, get to the root of what ails you, and ultimately discover therapeutic treatments to restore your health. I firmly believe in the healing potential of the human body. I want you to, as well. You have access to an amazing rapid recovery reflex; now is the time to unlock it and unleash it.






Part One Recovery from Short-Lived Conditions





1 Conquering Colds and Vanquishing Viral Infections

Everyone is familiar with the common cold: runny or stuffy nose, sore throat, coughing, sneezing, perhaps a low-grade fever, and generally feeling bleh. These symptoms result from a viral infection of the upper respiratory tract. Of all the places you can witness the human body’s incredible recovery mechanisms, this may be the most discernible. Your body knows exactly how to vanquish a virus, and integrative medicine can speed up the process.

Colds can be caused by more than two hundred different types of viruses,1 with rhinovirus the most common. As any parent or teacher will know, colds are highly contagious, spreading easily through infected droplets in the air when someone coughs or sneezes, or through contact with contaminated surfaces or an infected person’s hands. The average adult comes down with two to three colds each year.2 While they are less severe than many other conditions in this book—most colds usually resolve within a week—they are unpleasant and disruptive, leading to seventy million missed work days annually and costing the U.S. economy some $40 billion.3 Western medicine does not offer any medications that speed a cold along, but there are many integrative strategies at your disposal that can. They work by supporting your rapid recovery reflex, both preventing colds and accelerating your return to feeling well again.

For example, my thirty-five-year-old patient Lydia is a kindergarten teacher who complained of constantly catching whatever cold was circulating around her classroom; she effectively had one long cold from November through April. “What can I do to give my immune system a boost?” she asked me. I recommended that she chop a clove of fresh garlic every morning and spread it on her toast. (Garlic has potent antiviral and antibacterial qualities, but only when cut or pressed.) I also recommended a mixed-mushroom supplement and a daily Emergen-C supplement in conjunction with frequent handwashing. Lydia was delighted to report in a follow-up visit three months later that she had not had a cold since instituting her antiviral regimen.

The flu, which I will also discuss in this chapter, is a much more severe illness caused by the influenza virus that infects up to forty-one million Americans each year.4 It comes on suddenly and can present with fever, body aches, cough, a sore throat, fatigue, and headaches.5 While fever and body aches are uncomfortable, they signal that the body is amping up its recovery systems to fight the infection. Having a fever means your white blood cells are activating to kill harmful bacteria; the fever also activates other cellular defense mechanisms, including macrophages, natural killer cells, and dendritic cells.6 Indeed, fever is a key component of your recovery reflex, so it is worth skipping the Tylenol or Advil if you are able! Western medicine includes vaccines to prevent the flu and medications to treat symptoms and shorten its duration; integrative medicine delivers further armaments with herbs and supplements that shorten the flu’s duration.

With a few simple strategies, you may ensure your recovery reflex functions optimally, thwarting viral symptoms and speeding your recovery from the cold, flu, and herpes. (In the chapter “Overcoming Long Covid,” I will cover the viral illness that has captured so much of our attention in recent years: Covid-19.)


Cold and Flu

For as long as humans have existed, we have sought remedies for the common cold. In medieval Europe, it was believed that stuffing onions in sleeping socks could ward off illness.7 (The strong smell likely only succeeded in warding off other people!) From the “Gogol Mogul” (a Russian beverage combining egg yolk with sugar, milk, and butter) to traditional Chinese lizard soup, every culture has a cold remedy.8

The flu is a more serious illness. Consider the 1918 Spanish Flu, which infected a staggering one-third of the world’s population and claimed twice the number of lives as World War I.9 A robust integrative approach can help reduce the severity and duration of both cold and flu symptoms. Here is what I recommend.


Nutrition

A balanced diet can help strengthen your immune system, reduce the severity and duration of symptoms, and support overall health. Here is what to put on your plate.


Vegetables and Fruit: Women who consume more vegetables and fruits reduce the risk of respiratory infections, as demonstrated in one study of more than one thousand pregnant North American women.10 But even without a specific supportive study, I recommend everyone eat them! Vegetables and fruits are our major source of antioxidants, including vitamin C, which can help boost the immune system, shorten the duration of cold symptoms, and support the production of infection-fighting white blood cells.

Garlic: When my children were sick, one of my favorite remedies was to press a clove of garlic and mix it into a bit of cream cheese, then spread it on a bagel. To this day, my kids swear by raw garlic! When garlic is chopped, crushed, or pressed, it produces allicin, a sulfur-containing compound.11 Allicin is known for its antibacterial, antiviral, and antifungal properties, which help the immune system combat infections. While it may be yummy roasted or cooked, only raw garlic is an effective antimicrobial. Garlic has been shown to help prevent colds from reoccurring. In one double-blind study,12 146 people were randomized to receive either a garlic supplement or a placebo. After twelve weeks, sixty-five members of the placebo group had colds, compared with just twenty-four in the garlic group. You can easily add garlic to your morning toast, stir it into your salad dressing, or throw it in a stir-fry right before serving; I recommend consuming fresh, pressed garlic over taking supplements.

Honey: Honey has a thick, viscous consistency that coats the throat, providing a soothing effect while reducing irritation and discomfort. It was found by Oxford University researchers to be superior to usual care (such as cough syrup and acetaminophen) for improving symptoms of upper respiratory tract infections.13 Honey is also a yummy and effective cough suppressant.14 Add it to your tea or simply lick it off the spoon before you go to bed. (Just be sure to brush your teeth afterward!)

Chicken Soup: No, your bubbie was not the first person to realize chicken soup is an excellent cold remedy. During the Middle Ages, the Jewish physician and philosopher-scientist Maimonides prescribed chicken soup as a cure for everything from colds to asthma, to weight gain and leprosy.15 While chicken soup may not be quite the panacea Maimonides claimed, its benefits for colds are substantial. The broth keeps you hydrated, helping to thin mucus and keep your throat moist, while adding spices like garlic and pepper can open nasal passages.16 If you are a vegetarian, a hot vegetable soup can provide immune-enhancing vitamins and minerals. While it has not been formally studied, the broth likely helps thin mucus as well. I recommend adding chopped astragalus root to either chicken or vegetable soup early in the onset of the viral infection for an immune boost.17

Medicinal Mushrooms: Mushrooms have been recognized for their medicinal properties for centuries. Many contain polysaccharides, particularly beta-glucans, which enhance the function of the immune system. Reishi, shiitake, maitake, turkey tail, and cordyceps mushrooms are all associated with immune-boosting benefits.18 You can add them to soups, stews, and stir-fries, or brew them into teas. Another easy way to take mushrooms is as an extract or capsule.





Herbal Medicines

An internet search will reveal a plethora of herbal remedies for cold and flu symptoms. Here I will focus on those with the strongest scientific evidence.


Echinacea: A flowering plant in the daisy family, echinacea is also commonly known as coneflower. It has been used as a cold remedy for centuries, particularly by Native Americans.19 Echinacea is believed to inhibit the replication of viruses while stimulating the activity of immune cells, including macrophages, natural killer cells, and T-cells; as a side benefit, it even reduces anxiety. While it is still unclear whether echinacea reduces the overall severity of cold symptoms, one review of fourteen clinical trials found that echinacea reduced the chance of developing a cold by 58 percent and lessened the cold duration by as many as four days.20 There are many ways to consume echinacea, and the dose depends on the particular plant variety. This can be confusing. To keep things clear, when you are at the store, I recommend you purchase one of the following:


	A 1:5 tincture (&gt; 60 percent alcohol) of E. angustifolia root. Take 9 to 15 ml per day.

	E. angustifolia dried root. Take 1 to 3 gm daily.

	E. angustifolia root powder. Take 900 mg daily.

	E. angustifolia root extract (sold under the name Echinaforce). Take 290 mg (or 6 tablets) daily.



The herbalists I work with recommend the following mixture: Steep an echinacea tea bag for 10 minutes along with a bag of black tea. Add lemon juice (to help with swelling in your throat), 1 pressed garlic clove, honey, and a pinch of cayenne pepper. While this may sound like an intense beverage to drink, it is surprisingly smooth and will soothe your sore throat. Note that echinacea is generally considered safe. However, it may inhibit an enzyme called CYP1A2. Speak to your doctor if you are taking medications that are metabolized by this enzyme, including acetaminophen, amitriptyline, diazepam, estradiol, propranolol, and warfarin.

Elderberry: With only three days left before a big international trip, my patient Michael was desperate for fast relief from the flu, which had hit him hard several days earlier. It was too late for an antiviral medication, so I suggested he take elderberry syrup. Michael did, and by the time he arrived at the gate, his symptoms had dramatically improved. Elderberry has been used since ancient Egyptian times to treat fever and rheumatism.21 The berries contain compounds called anthocyanins, which have been shown to inhibit the replication of the cold and influenza viruses. One 2021 study showed that elderberries can reduce the duration of cold symptoms by an impressive two days. In another study,22 sixty adults with influenza were given either three teaspoons of elderberry syrup or a placebo four times daily for five days; those who took the elderberries recovered more quickly—by an average of four days. Finally, elderberries are also excellent for cold prevention, according to one study of 312 people flying overseas from Australia, who were given either elderberry supplements or placebo ten days before the onset of their travel.23 Among those who got sick, the elderberry users experienced a two-day shorter duration of the cold and noticeably milder symptoms. Elderberries are delicious, especially in syrup form. I recommend 3 teaspoons four times daily for cold and flu relief.

Andrographis: Andrographis (Andrographis paniculata) is an herb traditionally used in Ayurvedic and Chinese medicine to treat respiratory infections, along with constipation, digestion, and snake bites. It has been shown in studies to stimulate the immune system by increasing the production and activity of white blood cells.24 One meta-analysis found that compared to typical care, andrographis shortened the duration of cough and sore throat symptoms while reducing the number of sick days taken.25 I recommend taking 3 to 6 grams daily of the powdered herbal extract (containing up to 500 mg of andrographolide constituents) for up to ten days.

Astragalus: Astragalus is a traditional herbal medicine widely used in Chinese medicine. The root of the Astragalus membranaceus plant contains carbohydrates called polysaccharides, which stimulate the immune system by increasing the production of white blood cells.26 Astragalus is an adaptogen, meaning it helps protect the body against physical and emotional stress. It is commonly taken by cancer patients to help strengthen their immune system after chemotherapy, and I recommend it to many of my patients to prevent recurrences of upper respiratory infections. Talk to your healthcare team before taking astragalus. The typical dose is a 500 to 1,000 mg capsule twice daily; alternatively, you can chop astragalus root and add it to winter soups.






Supplements

A number of supplements have been shown to reduce the severity and duration of cold and flu symptoms. Here is what I recommend.


Vitamin C: If you walk into your local drug store, you may see an entire shelf devoted to vitamin C supplements. But do they actually work? The evidence suggests a modest benefit. One study found that adults who take 1 to 2 grams of vitamin C per day have an 8 percent faster recovery from colds.27 While this degree of improvement is not dramatic, vitamin C supplements are inexpensive and rarely cause side effects. I recommend Emergen-C, which is added to water and has a pleasant fizzy taste; or squeeze packets like Vitamin C Max by Coromega; or use supplements by NOW Foods, Vital Nutrients, or Pure Encapsulations.

Probiotics: Probiotics are live microorganisms found in foods such as yogurt, kimchi, sauerkraut, kefir, and kombucha. They support your recovery reflex and alleviate cold symptoms by stimulating the production of antibodies and boosting the activity of immune cells. One randomized trial found that compared to a placebo, people taking probiotics had 30 percent fewer cold recurrences after an infection.28 And a meta-analysis of twenty randomized controlled trials found that probiotics reduce the duration of illness among children and adults.29 Current evidence suggests that probiotic formulations containing Lactobacillus rhamnosus and Lactobacillus casei rhamnosus may be the most effective organisms, depending on the condition being treated and individual patient factors.30 You can find the most up-to-date recommendations at https://usprobioticguide.com.

Zinc: Zinc is an essential mineral that supports the immune system and is thought to interfere with the cold virus’s ability to reproduce and spread. One meta-analysis reported that patients who took zinc got over their colds about a day faster compared to those on a placebo.31 Note that the studies generally show zinc is most effective when started soon after the onset of symptoms. I recommend my patients begin sucking on low-dose 5 to 7 mg zinc lozenges at the very first hint of a cold, as often as every 2 to 3 hours while awake, until symptoms subside. Don’t exceed more than 50 mg per day. I like Zand’s Elderberry Zinc Lozenges and TheraZinc by Quantum Health.






Nasal Decongestion

When a cold or flu virus infects the nasal passages, the body’s rapid recovery system responds by releasing inflammatory compounds, including histamines, cytokines, and leukotrienes, which help fight the infection. Blood flow increases in the nasal passages, delivering more immune cells to the infection site, but also causing swelling of the nasal tissues—in other words, a stuffy nose. I recommend rinsing your nasal passages with saline using either a neti pot, NeilMed Sinus Rinse, or Naväge Saline Nasal Irrigation.32 These nasal-irrigation systems will shrink the swollen nasal passages, dramatically clearing out mucus and making it easier to breath.

You can purchase pre-mixed salt packets buffered with baking soda, or do it yourself by adding 1/4 teaspoon of table salt and a pinch of baking soda to a glass of room-temperature distilled water. (You can make your own distilled water by boiling tap water for up to 5 minutes and letting sit until lukewarm.) Follow the irrigation instructions on the label. After each use, wash the neti pot with soap and water and allow to air-dry. Periodically disinfect the neti pot with a solution of 1 percent sodium hypochlorite (bleach) or by microwaving it. While many of my patients are initially reluctant, they quickly become believers! In one trial involving 143 people with an acute upper-respiratory infection,33 symptoms like nasal congestion and runny nose were significantly reduced among those using a nasal saline spray when compared to usual supportive care.

Other common over-the-counter nasal decongestants include oxymetazoline (Afrin) and phenylephrine (Neo-Synephrine). I typically do not recommend over-the-counter nasal decongestants as they can cause a fierce rebound congestion if used for more than one to two days.


Saunas for Cold Prevention

There is some evidence that regular use of a sauna can halve the incidence of colds.34 In one study of fifty participants, one group used a sauna once or twice a week for six months while a second group avoided all hyperthermic treatments. The sauna users first took a warm shower, then sat or lay down for up to twelve minutes in the 175° to 200°F sauna room; this was followed by fifteen minutes cooling off with cold water and twenty minutes of rest. This cycle was repeated two or three times, followed by a final rest period. Three months into the experiment, the frequency of colds among the sauna users dropped significantly; they had just nine colds compared to twenty-three colds among the abstainers.





Tamiflu

After a long flight, my patient Sandy came down with flu symptoms: fever, runny nose, congestion, and body aches. “I feel like I’ve been hit by a truck,” she told me. Because it had been just sixteen hours since the onset of her symptoms, I prescribed Tamiflu, a neuraminidase inhibitor. Neuraminidase is an enzyme on the surface of the influenza virus that allows the virus to be released from infected cells and spread to new cells. By inhibiting this enzyme, Tamiflu prevents the virus from spreading within the body. Within twenty-four hours, Sandy was feeling significantly better.

When taken within the first forty-eight hours of the onset of symptoms, Tamiflu can reduce the duration of the flu by one to two days while lessening the fever, chills, muscle aches, sore throat, and fatigue. If you come down with a bad case of the flu, I highly recommend Tamiflu; the standard dose is 75 mg twice daily for five days.35 Side effects, which may include nausea, vomiting, and headache, are generally mild and are mitigated by taking the medication with food. While you will need a prescription, your healthcare provider can likely prescribe it using a virtual appointment to prevent you from showing up to the office in person and potentially exposing others.


Boosting the Potency of the Flu Vaccine

Did you know you can increase the potency of your annual flu vaccine by getting it in the morning, after a good night’s rest and after pumping some iron beforehand?

Indeed, the flu vaccine leads to a significantly higher antibody production when injected in the morning compared to later in the day,36 reflecting the importance of circadian rhythms on immune function. Your immune response will also be stronger after a good night’s sleep and if you exercise your biceps and deltoid muscles in the hours prior to injection.37 Lastly, taking probiotics has been shown to improve the uptake of the flu vaccine and may be especially beneficial in anyone who is immunocompromised or elderly.38






Herpes

Perhaps it will seem odd to combine herpes in the same chapter as the common cold, but there is significant overlap when it comes to activating your recovery system. And herpes is very common, affecting some four billion people worldwide.39 There are multiple different herpes viruses, but I will focus on the most common: herpes simplex virus type 1 (HSV-1), which leads to cold sores or fever blisters around the mouth and face, and herpes simplex virus type 2 (HSV-2), which typically causes sores and blisters in the genital area. As we’ll see, dealing with both is straightforward, and I hope to help you let go of any feelings of shame or stigma.

My thirty-year-old patient Roberta reported monthly bouts of soreness around her vulva and pain urinating after contracting genital herpes from her husband. She was also extremely embarrassed. I acknowledged her feelings, but emphasized she had nothing to be ashamed of. What she was experiencing was common, and I reassured her there was a great deal we could do to reduce the frequency and intensity of her outbreaks.

I suggested she increase her intake of lysine, an amino acid that inhibits replication of the herpes virus, by adding a supplement. We discussed the importance of managing stress, which is another common trigger. I prescribed acyclovir (an antiviral medication) to be taken as a preventive medication. Finally, I advised her to begin using propolis, a resin-like material made by bees, to help the sores heal more quickly. With time, Roberta’s outbreaks became rare, and she was able to discontinue daily use of acyclovir, instead taking it only to treat the occasional outbreak.

Herpes is spread primarily through direct contact with an infected person. There are two types: HSV-1, which is spread through saliva (by kissing or even sharing a utensil or glass), and HSV-2, which is contagious through sexual contact. After the initial infection, the virus can remain dormant in the body and reactivate at a later point. These reactivations are often, but not always, triggered by factors within your control. Both types are also much more common than you think: As many as 80 percent of American adults have been infected with HSV-1,40 and about one in six has HSV-2.41 People with HSV-1 generally have less than one outbreak per year, while HSV-2 can cause four or five outbreaks a year.

High stress levels are strongly associated with herpes outbreaks. If you or a loved one carries the virus, I encourage you to read the chapter “Unwinding Anxiety,” where we explore potential strategies to manage anxiety.


Nutrition and the Herpes Virus

Essential amino acids play a significant role in protein synthesis, tissue repair, and nutrient absorption. There are nine “essential” amino acids, meaning your body cannot synthesize them on its own; they must be consumed in your diet. Two are linked to HSV-1 and HSV-2 outbreaks: lysine and arginine. High-lysine foods include cheese, fish (especially cod and sardines), eggs, soybeans, legumes, beef, pork, and poultry. Arginine-rich foods include white rice and white flour, deep-fried foods, processed meats, chocolate, corn, and peanuts. Be aware that many protein powders are rich in arginine as well.

Lysine and arginine compete with each other for absorption and utilization in the body. When lysine levels are high, that inhibits the uptake of arginine, and vice versa. This matters because arginine provides the raw materials the herpes virus needs to reproduce, leading to an increased risk of outbreaks. Effectively, you can reduce the odds of an outbreak by eating foods rich in lysine and low in arginine.




Acyclovir

Acyclovir (brand name Zovirax) is an antiviral medication used to treat oral and genital herpes by inhibiting the replication of the virus. Studies show that it can significantly shorten healing time, reduce pain, and limit the spread of the virus.42 The standard seven- to ten-day regimen is prescribed either as a five-times-daily dose of 200 mg or a three-times-daily dose of 400 mg; begin within seventy-two hours of the onset of symptoms, for best results. Acyclovir is also dosed twice daily (400 mg) to prevent outbreaks.43 Two similar antiviral prescription medications are Famciclovir (Famvir) and Valacyclovir (Valtrex).



Vitamins, Minerals, Supplements, and Herbal Medicines

In addition to the supplements like vitamin C and zinc described earlier in this chapter, several supplements have been proven to shorten the duration and frequency of herpes outbreaks. Here is what I recommend.


Lysine: As noted earlier, eating lysine-rich foods can reduce herpes outbreaks, though a lysine supplement may be the easier route for most people. In one randomized controlled trial,44 participants who took a little over 1,200 mg of lysine daily had significantly fewer herpes outbreaks over twenty-four weeks, compared to those who took half that dose or were on a placebo. Other studies have shown that taking a lysine supplement also reduces the severity and healing time of outbreaks when they do occur.45 I recommend taking 1 gram orally three times daily. (Higher doses may cause stomach discomfort.46)

Lemon Balm: Known for its antiviral properties, lemon balm has long been used to help manage herpes symptoms. It contains the compounds rosmarinic acid, caffeic acid, and eugenol, which inhibit the replication of the herpes simplex virus. In a study of sixty-six patients with recurrent oral herpes, using lemon balm within two days of an outbreak significantly reduced the severity and duration of blisters.47 Another study showed that applying lemon balm two to four times daily for ten days provided the fastest healing. I recommend Cold Sore Relief by Enzymatic Therapy, Urban ReLeaf’s Lemon Balm Anti-Viral Roll-On, or Skin Food Fix’s Lemon Balm Herpes Virus Oil.

Propolis: As we saw earlier with Roberta, propolis has antiviral properties that can help heal herpes lesions. Propolis contains bioactive compounds like flavonoids, phenolic acids, and esters, which have been shown to inhibit the replication of herpes simplex virus.48 Propolis can be applied directly to herpes sores in the form of an ointment, cream, or lip balm. Apply it to the affected area three to four times a day. In one study of 189 people, propolis ointment was found to be more effective than Zovirax (acyclovir) ointment in healing cold sores.49




Self-Hypnosis for Herpes Outbreaks

The mind–body connection can be harnessed to reduce herpes recurrences. In one study,50 people with genital herpes who practiced six weeks of self-hypnosis using an audiotape saw a 40 percent reduction in further herpes outbreaks. I recommend downloading an audio track from Hypnotic World (www.hypnoticworld.com).





Your Rapid Recovery Prescription for Conquering Colds and Vanquishing Viral Infections

Your rapid recovery reflex helps you bounce back from colds and viral infections, and there are things you can do to boost it. Following are ways to help speed up your recovery from a cold, the flu, and herpes viruses. People respond differently to treatments, so please experiment to find one that works best for you.


For Cold and Flu


	Amp up your consumption of vegetables and fruits, medicinal mushrooms, raw garlic, and honey.

	Experiment with herbal medicines, and determine whether echinacea or andrographis is most effective for you. If you get the flu, elderberry can help shorten its duration. I also recommend astragalus.

	Take vitamin C, probiotics, and zinc lozenges at the very first hint of a cold or the flu—all of which can reduce the severity and duration of cold symptoms.

	For nasal decongestion or post-nasal drainage, rinse your nasal passages with saline using a neti pot, NeilMed Sinus Rinse, or Naväge Saline Nasal Irrigation.

	If you have the flu, take elderberry and talk to your doctor about whether to get a prescription for Tamiflu. Take both within the first forty-eight hours of the onset of symptoms.



For Oral and Genital Herpes


	Consider whether stress is a trigger for you. If it is, amp up your centering practices (see the “Unwinding Anxiety” chapter).

	Reduce the odds of an outbreak by eating foods rich in lysine and low in arginine, or by adding a lysine supplement.

	Experiment with supplements that shorten the duration and frequency of herpes outbreaks, including vitamin C, zinc, lemon balm, and propolis.

	Take acyclovir (Zovirax) if needed to treat genital herpes. Begin taking the medication within seventy-two hours of the onset of symptoms. If you have frequent outbreaks, consider a smaller preventative dose. In conjunction with the strategies listed here, you can greatly reduce the frequency of outbreaks.











2 Soothing the Gut

One day, a twenty-nine-year-old man named Mike came to see me complaining of severe acid reflux, also known as heartburn or gastroesophageal reflux disease (GERD), a condition in which stomach acid flows back up into the esophagus, causing a burning sensation. The pain was so bad that he was downing dozens of Tums every day. He knew that there were more powerful meds available, but he had a strong preference to go “natural.”

As I took Mike’s history, I realized he had an erratic eating history, with frequent late-night snacking. “Let’s experiment with keeping your meals in a ten-hour window.” I said, explaining that time-restricted eating can decrease heartburn and regurgitation symptoms. I also asked him to stop eating at least three hours before bedtime, as food consumption in this window increases the risk of GERD sevenfold.1 After following this structured eating plan for two months, Mike’s symptoms vanished entirely. As a side benefit, he lost seven pounds—mostly the stubborn belly fat from around his waist he’d been struggling to get rid of for years. He told me at our follow-up visit that he felt “terrific.”

More than two thousand years ago, the Greek physician and philosopher Hippocrates famously declared that “all disease begins in the gut.”2 Somehow this wisdom got lost, and the link between gut health and overall well-being is only gradually being re-acknowledged today. The gut, which comprises the mouth, esophagus, stomach, small intestine, colon, rectum, and anus, is an incredibly complex “tube” responsible for countless functions, including the digestion and absorption of nutrients; elimination of waste and toxins from the body; and provision of a physical barrier to prevent harmful substances and pathogens from entering the bloodstream. The gut is also host to the trillions of beneficial bacteria, fungi, and viruses that make up our microbiome and keep us healthy.

There are also some six hundred million neurons embedded in the walls of your GI tract,3 which are collectively known as the enteric nervous system (ENS). In fact, there are more neurotransmitters in your ENS than in your brain, including 95 percent of the “feel good” neurotransmitter serotonin.4 The ENS communicates bidirectionally with your brain—and is therefore often called the gut–brain axis—via the vagus nerve, which runs from the brainstem to your abdomen, touching nearly every major organ along the way. Given how critical the gut is to your brain function, it’s no wonder we talk about having a “gut feeling” about something!

In this chapter, we are going to examine two common forms of stubborn tummy trouble: GERD, a digestive disorder in which stomach acid flows back up into the esophagus; and IBS, or irritable bowel syndrome, an uncomfortable condition that causes recurring abdominal symptoms like constipation, diarrhea, gas, and bloating. I will begin by covering an extremely powerful integrative tool—the elimination diet—which can identify and eliminate food triggers that cause symptoms of both conditions. Next, we’ll see how other integrative-medicine strategies, from Egyptian licorice tea to hypnotherapy, can activate your recovery reflex to help relieve GERD or IBS symptoms while preventing flare-ups.


General Upset Stomach

Lots of folks have the occasional upset stomach. If your stomach is feeling off, I recommend Yogi’s Stomach Ease or Egyptian licorice tea. For bloating immediately after meals, I recommend a teaspoon of Angostura bitters with club soda, water, or juice before or after meals to stimulate your digestive enzymes. For a mild case of heartburn due to a rare dietary indiscretion, you can chew deglycyrrhizinated licorice (DGL) tablets. (More about DGL later.)

If you travel and note a bit of diarrhea, a probiotic with lactobacillus can help restore homeostasis. For occasional constipation, you can eat prunes or kiwifruit,5 increase your hydration, and eat more fiber. If, on the other hand, you find tummy trouble frequently plagues you, read on for ways to remove triggers and activate your recovery reflex.




The Elimination Diet

One of the most valuable tools to activate your recovery reflex is an elimination diet. This structured trial helps identify food sensitivities, intolerances, or allergies that may be impeding your recovery reflex from supporting a healthy equilibrium. Elimination diets work by removing potential offenders from your diet and then gradually reintroducing them one at a time, while monitoring symptoms. A well-designed elimination diet is the gold standard for discovering what foods may be impacting your gut health. It is amazing to me how longstanding discomforts can resolve completely when an offending food is removed and equilibrium is restored. Signs that you may want to start an elimination diet are not limited to GI complaints like constipation, diarrhea, bloating, and cramping; they may show up as headache, irritability, fatigue, mood swings, anxiety, joint pain, eczema, inflammation, and more.6

Patients often ask me for a blood test to see what they may be sensitive or allergic to, but with the exception of celiac disease (a true autoimmune disease caused by exposure to gluten), blood tests are not reliable. The most effective method is to eliminate the potential food trigger, watching for a response—Is your skin, mood, or GI tract feeling better?—and then reintroduce the food to see if anything changes. I ask my patients to keep a symptom record so they can tell, for example, whether their migraine headaches have decreased in frequency. (See sample following.) I also ask that they be strict during the initial four-week elimination trial.



Sample Symptom Record


	Date

	Time

	Location

	What I was Doing

	What Happened After

	Severity (1-5)

	What I said to Myself During

	Other





	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 







The most common food sensitivity is lactose, the sugar found in milk products. This intolerance is found in 65 percent of the world population, including the vast majority of people of East Asian descent.7 With the exception of northern Europeans, only 5 percent of whom are intolerant, in adulthood most people lose the ability to digest cow’s milk. This intolerance is often obvious, evidenced by abdominal pain, bloating, flatulence, nausea, and diarrhea between thirty minutes and two hours after eating dairy. For instance, my patient Tanisha followed my recommendation to do a trial of eliminating dairy. Three weeks later she had lost eleven pounds and her longstanding bloating and constipation resolved entirely—a perfect example of how homeostasis can rapidly return after removing an offending trigger!

Other common food intolerances are to wheat, soy, corn, citrus, and eggs. Less common but not rare are tree nuts, peanuts, shellfish, yeast, and alcohol. My twenty-year-old patient Helen reached out to me after returning from a college semester in Italy, where she had gained significant weight. She also felt sluggish, constipated, and irritable. Curiously, she had also developed a bumpy red rash on her upper outer arms, called keratosis pilaris.

“I just feel miserable,” Helen said, explaining that her symptoms, which had been mild in the past, had become progressively worse during her time overseas.

“I have a suggestion,” I said, “It’s called an elimination diet. And the first thing I want you to stop eating is wheat.” When Helen removed wheat from her diet, her rash vanished. Her mood improved markedly, and over the next two years she lost nearly thirty-five pounds. The culprit was gluten, a protein found in wheat that was causing an inflammatory response in her gut.

It’s critical to strictly adhere to the elimination trial during the initial four-to-six-week period. This requires discipline and pragmatism. Choose a convenient time when you have no exciting social engagements or holidays that might tempt you to “cheat.” For detailed instructions on getting started with an elimination diet, see “Your Rapid Recovery Toolkit” (appendix 1).



Gastroesophageal Reflux Disease

Commonly known as GERD, gastroesophageal reflux disease is a digestive disorder in which stomach acid flows back, or refluxes, into the esophagus through a ring of muscles called the lower esophageal sphincter (LES), which normally functions as a one-way valve. This backwash of acid irritates the lining of the esophagus and can cause a burning sensation in the chest known as heartburn; it can also cause acid regurgitation into the mouth, difficulty swallowing, chronic cough, often at night, and wheezing.8

GERD is common, with as many as 30 percent of Americans experiencing symptoms each year.9 Anyone can get it, but certain factors,10 including pregnancy or excess weight (which puts pressure on the abdomen and causes the LES to relax inappropriately) can raise your risk of its symptoms. Eating large meals, smoking, and drinking alcohol can also relax the LES. The good news is that in most cases you can activate your recovery reflex and reverse GERD entirely. As we’ll see, dietary supplements and stress management can help, as well as paying attention to what, how much, and when you eat.


Treating Minor GERD Symptoms

If you’re experiencing GERD symptoms, I highly recommend you begin with an elimination diet, as discussed in the previous section. Fried and fatty foods and alcohol are common triggers, but so are dairy products, spicy seasonings and sauces, tomatoes and tomato-based products, vinegar-based foods, chocolate, caffeinated beverages, and carbonated beverages. I recommend a trial period in which you avoid acidic foods and beverages such as regular or diet soda. One study used a strict acid-free diet in twenty people who had not responded to high doses of medications for laryngopharyngeal reflux, which causes symptoms similar to those caused by GERD.11 The study found that nineteen out of the twenty participants who avoided acidic foods (specifically those with a pH lower than 5) reduced their symptoms by 95 percent.

When you have the occasional GERD symptoms or general tummy ache, the following can help you recover quickly:


Deglycyrrhizinated Licorice (DGL): DGL is a form of licorice root that has had the glycyrrhizin component removed. (Glycyrrhizin is the compound in licorice that increases blood pressure and causes water retention.12) DGL increases the production of mucus in the stomach and esophagus, which acts as a protective barrier that shields the lining of the stomach and esophagus from the damaging effects of stomach acid. A common dosage is one or two 380 mg chewable tablets taken before meals, as needed.13

Egyptian Licorice Tea: A cup of Egyptian licorice tea can also soothe GERD symptoms. I recommend steeping the tea bag in hot water with a lid over the cup for 5 to 10 minutes before drinking.

Eat Smaller, Earlier Meals: Eating a large meal stretches the stomach, exerting pressure on the LES.14 Eating smaller meals can help lower the risk of GERD symptoms. Note also that midnight snacking increases your risk of GERD fivefold, eating quickly increases the risk fourfold, and eating beyond fullness increases the risk almost threefold.15

Adjust Sleep Habits: Wait at least two hours after eating to lie down, allowing ample time for your stomach to empty. If needed, raise the head of your bed by six to eight inches or get a wedge-shaped pillow, which can help prevent stomach acid from flowing back into the esophagus while you’re lying flat.16

Use Antacids as Necessary: Antacids (such as Tums, Rolaids, and Maalox) neutralize stomach acid and provide quick relief for heartburn and indigestion. Bismuth subsalicylate (Pepto-Bismol), a milder antiacid with antimicrobial effects, can also be used, especially if you also have diarrheal symptoms. Pay attention to any dietary choices that make you need an antacid. (For me, it’s gazpacho!)






Tapering off PPIs

Many people take proton pump inhibitors (PPIs) to manage their GERD. PPIs are among the most commonly prescribed medications in the country, with some fifteen million adults taking them.17 (They are also available over the counter.) A recent large-scale study showed that a majority of people on PPIs use them daily, and nearly three-fourths have been using them for more than two years.18

PPIs work by decreasing the production of acid in the stomach. Stomach acid is an important part of your body’s recovery defense mechanism. It initiates the breakdown of food and the release of vitamins from proteins, and it is also a key barrier against harmful microorganisms that may be ingested with food. The most common PPIs are esomeprazole (Nexium), lansoprazole (Prevacid), and omeprazole (Prilosec). While they are effective at reducing GERD symptoms, PPIs have potential long-term side effects, including an increased risk of liver disease, chronic kidney disease, and bone fracture, particularly of the hip, wrist, and spine. Long-term use of PPIs can also affect the absorption of nutrients,19 including magnesium, calcium, and vitamin B12. Reduced stomach acid can also increase the risk of GI infections, most notably Clostridium difficile (C. diff).

While PPIs reduce stomach acid and help heal ulcers or GERD, it can be extremely difficult to stop using them,20 as people often experience a huge rebound of acid production and GERD symptoms. My patient Santosh took PPIs for fifteen years because of severe heartburn. Every time he tried to wean himself off, his reflux returned with a vengeance. Fortunately, a regimen I commonly use with three supplements—D-limonene, deglycyrrhizinated licorice, and Iberogast—made it possible for him to discontinue his Nexium. (More on these supplements soon.) He also discovered and eliminated his dietary triggers: tomato soup and spicy food.

PPIs are usually meant to be taken only for two to eight weeks,21 with the exception of a few rare conditions such as Barrett’s esophagus, where acid reflux has damaged the esophagus lining, increasing the risk for cancer.22 If you experience rebound acid production whenever you attempt to go off a PPI, consider this protocol to help you taper:


	Start Taking D-limonene. D-limonene is derived from the peels of citrus fruits, including oranges, lemons, and grapefruits, coupled with dill and bergamot. It has anti-inflammatory and antioxidant effects and may also help reduce stress.23 I recommend beginning D-limonene before tapering off the PPI. The recommended dose is 1,000 mg every other day.24

	Add Melatonin: Melatonin, a hormone primarily known for regulating sleep–wake cycles, has also been shown to protect the mucosal lining of the stomach, help heal ulcers, and increase the tightness of the LES.25 One study found it was effective in relieving heartburn.26 I recommend 3 mg nightly at bedtime.

	Add Iberogast: Iberogast is an herbal supplement that contains extracts from nine different medicinal plants. It is useful in treating many gastrointestinal disorders, including GERD.27 Several of the herbs in Iberogast, such as chamomile and licorice root, have anti-inflammatory properties that can help soothe the lining of the esophagus and stomach by reducing irritation and inflammation caused by acid reflux.28

	Slowly Reduce PPI Dose: Instead of stopping PPIs abruptly, gradually reduce the dosage over several weeks. For example, if you are taking 40 mg daily, reduce the dose to 20 mg and then to 10 mg. Alternatively, take 20 mg every other day. You can taper into even smaller doses with a pill splitter.

	Use an H2 Blocker for Lingering Symptoms: H2 receptor antagonists, also known as H2 blockers, are a class of medications that reduce stomach acid production by blocking histamine receptors on the cells in the stomach lining. They are less potent—and much safer—than PPIs. These medications can be helpful to combat the rebound effect common with reducing PPI usage. I recommend 300 mg of Tagamet (cimetidine) every 6 hours as needed. Alternatively, take Pepcid (famotidine) or Zantac (ranitidine).

	Take Slippery Elm: Sometimes, when someone is still struggling to taper off a PPI, I recommend slippery elm, which is a powder derived from the inner bark of the slippery elm tree; it contains mucilage, a gel-like substance that becomes slick when mixed with water and can protect the stomach lining.29 A typical dosage is 1 tablespoon of slippery elm powder mixed with cold water, taken up to three times a day. You can also use Sucralfate, a medication that works similarly by coating the lining of the GI tract,30 though it will require a prescription.

	Gradually Taper off Supplements: While your immediate goal is to eliminate PPIs, once you have fully resolved your GERD symptoms and stopped eating the foods that trigger symptoms, the next step is to gradually taper off the supplements. Occasional use of DGL is fine, as is melatonin, which many people use as a sleep aid.






Irritable Bowel Syndrome

Irritable bowel syndrome (IBS) is a common gastrointestinal disorder, affecting as many as 15 percent of American adults.31 IBS is characterized by symptoms including abdominal pain, bloating, diarrhea, constipation, and gas that vary in severity and duration. Generally speaking, people with IBS have one of three variations: IBS with constipation (IBS-C); IBS with diarrhea (IBS-D); and IBS with mixed bowel habits (IBS-M), which can present as either constipation or diarrhea.

There is no specific test for IBS, so most healthcare providers use the “Rome IV Criteria” for diagnosis,32 which includes having belly discomfort averaging at least once per week in the last three months, associated with at least two of the following: defecation, a change in frequency of stool, or a change in appearance of the stool.33 The cause of IBS is not fully understood and may include gut–brain axis communication issues; abnormal sensitivity to the muscle contractions that move food through the digestive tract; or an imbalance in your microbiome. IBS can make activities like road trips or long hikes stressful because you may not be able plan bathroom access. Integrative medicine, in many cases, can restore normal bowel function, provide symptom relief, and improve quality of life.

If you suspect a food is triggering your IBS symptoms, I again recommend you carry out an elimination diet. Maya, the wife of one of my fellows, had terrible IBS for most of her adult life, including six episodes of diarrhea every day for thirty years. When she removed eggs from her diet, her symptoms cleared up entirely. As delighted as I was that she found an answer to her chronic symptoms, I felt sad that she had suffered for decades when the fix was so straightforward.


A More Extensive Elimination: Low-FODMAP Diet

A major advance in the treatment of IBS is the identification of FODMAP foods as a trigger in many people. Fermentable oligosaccharides, disaccharides, monosaccharides, and polyols (FODMAPs) are carbohydrates that are not easily digested and produce excess fluid and gas. As a result, the small intestine draws in extra water to help move FODMAPs into the large intestine, where the fermentation process creates gas and fatty acids, particularly in people with IBS.34

Avoiding FODMAP foods reduces the amount of fermentable carbohydrates in the gut, easing symptoms such as bloating, gas, abdominal pain, and diarrhea. The low-FODMAP diet was developed by a research team at Monash University in Melbourne, Australia. Today, a low-FODMAP diet is recommended for those with IBS by the American College of Gastroenterology, with studies showing it can significantly reduce IBS symptoms in as many as 75 percent of patients.35

I recommend visiting Monash University’s website at www.monashfodmap.com for a comprehensive list of high- and low-FODMAP foods, but in the meantime, here’s a primer:





	 

	High-FODMAP Foods

	Low-FODMAP Alternatives





	Vegetables

	Artichokes, asparagus, cauliflower, garlic, green peas, mushrooms, onions, sugar snap peas

	Eggplant, green beans, bok choy, green peppers, carrots, cucumbers, lettuce, potatoes




	Fruits

	Apples, apple juice, cherries, dried fruits, mangoes, nectarines, peaches, pears, plums, watermelons

	Cantaloupes, kiwifruits, mandarins, oranges, pineapples, blueberries




	Dairy and Alternatives

	Cow&apos;s milk, custard, evaporated milk, ice cream, soy milk (made from whole soybeans), sweetened condensed milk, yogurt

	Almond milk, brie/camembert cheese, feta cheese, hard cheeses, lactose-free milk, soy milk




	Protein

	Most legumes, some marinated meats/poultry/seafood, some processed meats

	Eggs, firm tofu, plain cooked meats/poultry/seafood, tempeh




	Breads and Cereals

	Wheat/rye/barley-based breads, breakfast cereals, biscuits and snack products

	Oats, quinoa flakes, quinoa/rice/corn pasta, rice cakes (plain), sourdough spelt bread, wheat/rye/barley-free breads




	Sweeteners

	High fructose corn syrup, honey, sugar-free confectionery

	Dark chocolate, maple syrup, rice malt syrup, table sugar




	Nuts and Seeds

	Cashews, pistachios

	Macadamias, peanuts, pumpkin seeds/pepitas, walnuts







Implementing a low-FODMAP diet is a form of elimination diet. The process begins by identifying high-FODMAP foods in your diet and swapping them out for low-FODMAP alternatives—for instance, eating steel-cut oats instead of wheat-based breakfast cereal. Continue eating the low-FODMAP diet for four to six weeks. If your IBS symptoms improve, begin reintroducing high-FODMAP foods from one category at a time, which will help you identify specific triggers. Pay close attention to how your body reacts as you reintroduce each food; I recommend keeping a symptom record. Be sure to closely inspect food labels, as processed foods often contain hidden FODMAPs.

After a few months, you will have gained a good understanding of which foods trigger IBS and which you can safely eat.



Hypnosis

In one study, thirty people with IBS were randomly selected to either receive seven sessions of hypnotherapy or seven sessions of psychotherapy plus placebo pills. The hypnotherapy participants were led to envision a normally functioning, healthy digestive system with no cramps, frequency, diarrhea, or constipation. At the end of the study, the psychotherapy group saw a small improvement in symptoms, while the hypnotherapy group saw a dramatic improvement, including zero relapses for three months following the study. This is a beautiful example of a mind–body activation of your innate recovery system.

So how do you get started? Gut directed hypnosis is a structured approach in which a trained hypnotherapist meets with you weekly for up to three months. During these sessions you are guided into a state of deep relaxation by focusing on your breathing and visualizing calming images. Once induced into this deeply relaxed state, the hypnotherapist provides positive suggestions and visualizations aimed at reducing IBS symptoms. If there are no trained hypnotherapists in your area, or if the cost is prohibitive, you can use audio recordings or an app.



Treating IBS Symptoms

Should you have a flare-up, in addition to noting what may have triggered it (and avoiding those foods or better managing the stressor), there are several additional integrative therapies I recommend for relief.


Probiotics: As discussed earlier, people with IBS often have an imbalance of healthy bacteria in their gut. In particular, studies suggest that people with IBS have fewer butyrate-producing bacteria.36 Butyrate produced by bacterial fermentation of dietary fibers has several important functions, including reducing inflammation and reducing gut permeability. While a normal gut allows only water and nutrients to enter the bloodstream, people with IBS may have a “leaky gut” that allows










Your Rapid Recovery Prescription for Soothing the Gut






	Eliminate food triggers and explore the role of stress.

	Eat smaller, earlier meals, and stop eating at least 3 hours prior to going to bed.

	Treat occasional GERD symptoms with DGL, Egyptian licorice tea, and antacids as necessary.

	While PPIs are effective, they can have serious long-term side effects. Taper off them with D-limonene, melatonin, Iberogast, H2 blockers, and slippery elm.





	A low-FODMAP diet can dramatically reduce IBS flare-ups.

	Consulting a hypnotherapist can reduce IBS symptoms.

	When needed, treat IBS symptoms with probiotics, acupuncture, and chamomile. Use carminatives for IBS-C and enteric-coated peppermint oil for IBS-D.
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