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‘We are what we repeatedly do. Excellence therefore, is not an act, but a habit.’
Aristotle
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Introduction

Imagine someone from a hundred years ago travels forward in time and asks you to explain modern life to them. You would tell them that by picking up a small rectangular device you could, in a matter of seconds, speak to anyone in any other part of the world. That by typing a few words into said device, milliseconds later you would have an avalanche of knowledge at your disposal. The time traveller would be completely awestruck at the speed with which we now function.

When we take a step back it is clear that the lightning pace of modern life is nothing short of miraculous. But in a world where everything, including time itself, feels accelerated, the constant flow of information can leave us feeling overloaded and stressed. The perpetual dizziness that this time pressure creates leaves little time or tolerance for slower pursuits – like cooking.

With the demands of work, family, friends, cleaning the house, doing the shopping, not to mention finding any sliver of time for self-care, our lives often pull us in ten different directions at once. And if we do miraculously manage to get on top of all those other pressures, it’s not often that we will use our precious remaining energy hunched over a stove.

As a gastroenterologist and chef, this breaks my heart. Patients tell me the same thing time and time again: ‘I just don’t have time to cook!’ This is nobody’s fault; it’s just how life is these days. In the past, I have been just as guilty of demoting cooking to the ‘maybe tomorrow’ pile. This book is my way of trying to change the status quo, to turn the creation of great food from a time-consuming chore to a fun, express 20-minute activity.

What we choose to eat has such a direct impact on our long-term health (both mental and physical) that it pains me to think that 21st-century life is slowly eroding cooking from our lives in favour of ready meals and takeaways.

SO, HOW DO WE REBRAND COOKING?

I want everyone who reads this book to leave with the knowledge that in this world full of multinational food conglomerates pushing ultra-processed food into our diets, and social media overload making it impossible to separate fact from misinformation, gut-healthy home-cooked food can be slick and sexy.

One big problem we face is that technological advancement has far outpaced social customs and the norms around cooking. Find any cookbook in your kitchen and open it to a random page. How long does the recipe take to cook from start to finish? An hour? Two? More? While some chefs are beginning to recognise that long cook times are just not feasible in today’s busy households, too many published recipes still have multiple steps, excess ingredients and multi-hour preparation and cooking times. These cookbooks are often more about aspiration than practicality.

The key is convenience. For any given mealtime, whether that is breakfast, brunch, lunch, dinner or the snacks in between, this book is here to prove to you that you can get gut-healthy, vibrant, appetising food on your table within minutes of walking into the kitchen. This is the ultimate low effort, high reward outcome: dishes that contribute positively and substantially to the health of you and your family, but that don’t take huge amounts of time or money to create.
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Prioritising the health of your gut bacteria is one of the most important choices a person can make.

Of course, I do recognise the appeal of a slow-cooked pot of deliciousness, and there certainly is a time and place for it. But it’s the recipes that taste great relative to the effort required to make them that have become the beloved staples that I turn to time and again. And when I think of my two boys, it’s definitely the quick recipes that they want to help me cook, and that they ask for again and again and again.

The uniqueness of this book lies in the fact that all the recipes should take no more than 20 minutes to make. I have practised them over and over again, with my husband and children serving as willing judges and eager sous chefs; I can confidently say that they have consistently clocked in under the magic 20-minute mark.

In keeping with my other books, these recipes are based on the principles of gut-healthy eating. This isn’t just a buzzword or a fad; from my knowledge and experience as a gastroenterologist I can tell you that prioritising the health of your gut bacteria is one of the most important choices a person can make. What’s more, gut-friendly food choices can result in tangible improvements in key aspects of your health long into the future. Weight loss, diabetes prevention, reduction of cardiovascular disease risk and better mental health can all be achieved by reconsidering what’s on your plate.

When I wrote my last cookbook, The Kitchen Prescription, I wasn’t sure what sort of reception it would get. Most cookbooks don’t spend time discussing how probiotics can positively impact the frequency and consistency of our poo before launching into a recipe! But my goodness, I have been completely bowled over by the number of positive messages from readers, telling me about real tangible differences to their health outcomes that they have noticed since using my recipes.

With this new collection of recipes I want to continue this journey with you, so that you are levelling up your cooking repertoire in a way that deliberately and intentionally benefits those billions of tireless gut inhabitants that keep you going, day in, day out. However, before we get to any recipes, I want to guide you through some of the core principles of what gut-healthy eating entails, as well as take you through what’s at the opposite end of the scale: ultra-processed foods. We’ll look at why we seem to be so reliant on them, and what we can do to reverse this reliance with minimal effort and inconvenience.

Finally, I’ll be walking you through a guided reflection on your own personal circumstances and eating behaviours, so that any dietary changes that you decide to make after reading these recipes can be focused and sustainable for the long term.

Humans are unique in that we are the only species that has discovered the joy of cooking. Heating our ingredients to change their molecular structure has opened up a whole world of nutrition, taste and texture that literally no other species on earth can access by themselves. Life is about food, living for it and through it. The sights and sounds of the chop, sizzle and roast, the joy of the first bite of something utterly delicious. Sometimes we forget about the pleasure that comes from creating food, but I believe it’s one of the purest forms of mortal happiness there is. So, let’s use this skill that only we possess, and get gut-healthy. Only this time, we have just 20 minutes!




What is Gut Healthy Eating?

Gut-healthy eating is – thankfully – no fleeting trend and so many more of us are now appreciating the importance of gut health to our overall wellbeing. However, while there is currently a lot of hype around gut health, a basic knowledge of what it actually means can be patchy or inadequate for many. This chapter will, I hope, bring you up to speed with the fundamentals.

The gut is a complex system of unimaginable intricacy, able to communicate with virtually every part of the body through the actions of nerves, hormones and the immune system. Our gut is home to the microbiota, a gargantuan mass of around a hundred trillion or more microbes, aka ‘bugs’. These gut bugs began their development when we passed through our mother’s vaginal canal and, in most adults, have a combined weight of over 2kg/4lb.

Our gut bugs possess their own set of genes that are collectively called the microbiome. The genes which make up the gut microbiome are vast, outnumbering our mere 23,000 or so human genes; some estimates put the number of genes in the gut microbiome at 22,000,000. And thanks to the marvels of modern technology, a simple stool test is all it takes to map the gut microbiome.

Each person’s gut microbiome is like their own unique fingerprint: your microbiome will never be like anyone else in the world. In simple terms, we need to cultivate and nurture our gut bugs because the more diverse our population of gut bugs, the better it is for our overall health. Studies have shown that our risk of developing heart disease and stroke, diabetes, Parkinson’s disease, inflammatory bowel disease, obesity and even certain cancers is influenced by the composition of our gut microbiota.

A healthy, diverse gut microbiota is an ecological entity, capable of producing thousands of metabolites, which can influence the levels of inflammation and ‘leakiness’ of the gut wall and can even alter the sensitivity of the gut to insulin, the hormone that controls blood sugar and lipids. Our gut microbes can produce enzymes and vitamins that we can’t make ourselves or get directly from our diet. They can even help us break down otherwise indigestible nutrients from our food.

When you stop to think about this it’s completely astounding: billions of individual organisms working as one inside your body to help you digest and make the most of that Weetabix you had for breakfast. Eighteen years ago, when I started medical school, not a single word was uttered about the impact of gut bugs on health. None of us even knew the word microbiome. But things are changing – slowly.

Contrary to what some companies claim, what we cannot do at this moment in time is look at the composition of an individual’s gut microbiome and give specific advice on what they should be eating to optimise their health. Currently, this is beyond the capabilities of reliable science, so be wary of unscrupulous wellness companies and their big promises. As a gastroenterologist, I have had patients come to me with printouts of their microbiome composition, asking me what it means and what to do; this is advice that I am simply not able to give. Right now, there are still too many unknowns. However, we aren’t that far off; the realm of ‘precision medicine’, where personalised, tailored nutrition advice can be offered to patients is, thanks to cutting-edge science, nearer than we think.




How to Develop a Healthy Internal Eco System

What we can do is use the most up-to-date evidence to guide people on the principles of what foods and eating patterns will help foster a healthy internal ecosystem. I can also share the most delicious recipes to inspire you and keep your gut microbiome ticking over smoothly.

EAT MORE PLANTS

It really is that simple. There is no magic bullet to developing a healthy microbiome. No potion or supplement can achieve what a diet full of plants can. In gut-health circles, a diet where over 30 different plants are eaten on average in the course of a week is probably the most beneficial action we can take to optimise gut health.

Hang on. Did I say 30 different plants a week? I’m not even sure I could name 30 different plants. Worry not, readers. Achieving plant diversity is not actually as daunting as it may sound. By plants, I don’t mean that you need to start nibbling on the shrubs and grasses growing in your back garden, in fact all of the below count as plants.



1. Fruits and Vegetables

2. Wholegrains

3. Legumes and Pulses

4. Nuts and Seeds

5 Spices and Herbs

Before you dismiss this book as just another plant-based cookbook, I would like to clarify that I am neither a vegetarian nor a vegan, nor is this cookbook. What I am is a great advocate of what I refer to as ‘plant-centricity’ or ‘plant-forward eating’, because eating more plants really is the key for us to have any chance of improving our gut health. And remember, it’s not just about eating more plants, it’s about eating a wider, more diverse range of plants. If your diet contains plants of every colour of the rainbow, you’re doing something right. To help you increase the variety of plants in your diet, each recipe in this book contains a ‘diversity score’. This score is simply the number of plant portions the recipe contains, and you can use this to track your progress towards the 30 plants per week target.

The more sceptical among you may be asking, why 30? Why not 25 or 50 plants per week, or some other random number? Great question! It’s based on research that emerged in 2018 as part of the American Gut Project, where an analysis of 10,000 samples of stool showed that the people who ate 30 or more plants a week were far more likely to have certain ‘good bugs’ than those who ate just 10 plants a week.

In practice, I have found that 30 a week, although it sounds daunting, is actually a feasible target for most people to work towards. Notice I said ‘work towards’ and not ‘achieve immediately’. To begin with, you are likely to be making health gains by increasing the number of plant points from your baseline; for example, if you currently eat five different plant foods per week, you might finish the first few weeks on 10 different plant foods, which is a great achievement! The target is an end goal, designed to encourage you to eat more of the good stuff. It’s not meant to be a source of anxiety, stress or feelings of failure.

A big reason why a rainbow of plants is good for our gut health is because plants offer our gut bacteria a variety of dietary fibre and polyphenolic compounds, which they love. Polyphenols are processed and converted by our gut bugs to beneficial ‘bioactive’ compounds, leading to the enhanced proliferation of the ‘good’ bugs and a relative decrease in the number of ‘bad’ bugs that promote inflammation.

The concept of plant-centric eating is not new. What’s new is our deepened understanding of how beneficial plants are to gut health, which has resulted in us packaging the ‘more plants = better’ message in a new way. For example, if you cast your eye over the famous Eatwell Guide, it clearly has a strong emphasis on including more plants in our diets. The ‘5 a day’ campaign is also a direct attempt at promoting plant-centricity in our diets. And the maths savvy among you might have noticed that there’s not that much difference between 30 a week and 5 a day (provided it’s not the same 5 a day every day); after all, the approaches all share a common goal, which is to promote an achievable target for us to aim for when increasing our plant intake.

A benefit of eating more plants is that (relative to fresh meat and poultry) plants are substantially cheaper. Tinned and frozen vegetables, legumes, pulses and dried grains are fantastically inexpensive and have an incredibly long shelf life.

But let’s not beat around the bush: buying fresh produce and a range of different plants is expensive, and for many people unattainable. In 2023, the Broken Plate report showed that for those families on low-income backgrounds, a massive 50 per cent of their disposable income would have to be spent on food to mirror the Eatwell Guide’s recommendations.

And it’s reasons like this that begin to tell us why ultra-processed foods are so prolific; 200g (7oz) of mixed nuts cost around £3.50, which is about the same as 12 packets of crisps. I know what I would be forced to choose if I was on a limited budget. with kids to feed, and it’s not the nuts. At a time when the cost of everything is skyrocketing, from mortgages and rent to utility bills, it is clear that affordability of food and ingredients will be an important consideration for many using this book. I have tried to be mindful of this when designing these recipes.

PORTION SIZE
 
There are no exact serving sizes for plant portions, but as a rule of thumb I would say the following . . .
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1 portion = A handful for fruit and veg, wholegrains, legumes and pulses

[image: An illustration of small, colourful circles falling on a palm.]

1 portion = Half a handful for nuts, seeds and herbs

[image: An illustration of a spoonful of powdered spice.]

1 portion = A teaspoon for spices.
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The Dos of Gut-Healthy Eating

To foster a healthy relationship with food, no one food or food group should be demonised. There is a role for all food in our diets, from the healthiest salad to the gooiest chocolate cake, and labelling entire groups of food as ‘good’ or ‘bad’, attaching some kind of moral value to them and trying to shame people into removing certain foods from their diets is at best unhelpful and at worst dangerous.

DO EAT PREBIOTICS + PROBIOTIC FOODS

Prebiotic and probiotic foods have become synonymous with gut health but while awareness and interest in these foods is expanding, the reality is that most of us don’t actually know the difference between the two. Here’s what you need to know:

• Prebiotic foods

These are the fertilisers that we apply to our gut. These foods are rich in fibre, which encourages the beneficial growth and proliferation of our gut microbes. The fibre in prebiotic foods has to be strong enough to not be broken down by our stomach acids or the digestive enzymes thrown at them in the small intestine. They reach the colon whole where our gut bugs ferment them, producing beneficial compounds that our body needs to stay in tip top health. Some popular proven prebiotics include whole grains, apples, bananas, leeks, asparagus, cauliflower, broccoli, chicory, honey, garlic, seeds nuts, lentils, peas, tomato and rye.

• Probiotic foods

These are the seeds that we plant in our gut in the hope that new species will flourish. Probiotic foods actually contain live bugs and aim to restore bacterial balance; the theory is that a probiotic food will resist the action of acid and enzymes to eventually reach the colon, where it will make its home, have many more bacterial babies, and change the overall gut microbial composition for the better.

Technically speaking, to classify as a probiotic a food item must confer some proven benefit to health, but many foods labelled as probiotics are in actual fact just fermented foods where the health benefit, while likely, remains unproven.

I use probiotic foods like live yoghurt, kefir, kimchi (a personal favourite) and sauerkraut liberally in my cooking, but it’s also fun to use lesser-known probiotics like lacto-fermented turnips, carrots, cucumbers or jalapeños and olives fermented in brine and miso paste. These foods taste slightly ‘funky’, adding a lactic twang and a huge amount of depth to your dishes. I encourage you to experiment with these incredible ingredients because they will almost certainly do a healthy person no harm and may well do you some good.

Most of the evidence suggests that prebiotic and probiotic ingredients work together to create their immense health benefits, and so it’s impossible to decide which one is more important overall. A probiotic is unlikely to be as beneficial in an environment where there are no prebiotic fibres to help them flourish. But if you don’t like the taste of probiotics, don’t sweat. Just get as many prebiotics into the diet as possible and fertilise that gut!

[image: ] The target for adults is 30g of fibre per day [image: ]

EVALUATE YOUR FIBRE INTAKE

While I have never been one to encourage people to obsessively count nutrients, I do think our fibre intake might be the one thing to keep an eye on. Technically, fibre is not considered a nutrient because it isn’t absorbed by the body but fibre really is the forgotten nutritional hero. It’s one of the most powerful health-promoting ingredients we know of, yet one that our classic Western diets have shamefully neglected. When our gut microbes get to work fermenting fibre, the short-chain fatty acids that are produced have proven beneficial effects on our health, such as a reduction of the risk of heart disease and stroke, type 2 diabetes and bowel cancer. There are also short-term benefits to increasing fibre intake; I meet countless patients with chronic constipation and the vast majority see huge improvements in their bowel function when they introduce more fibre in their diets. The target for adults is 30g of fibre per day, but in the UK many people are only getting around one third of that. Think back to what you ate yesterday; if you start counting you may be surprised by how little fibre you actually eat on a daily basis. The recipes in this book have been designed to help you incorporate more fibre into your diet, something that I know from experience can be a significant challenge. To help you out, the fibre content per portion is listed for each recipe, giving you an easy way to keep an eye on how much fibre you are eating per day. Can you hit that magic 30g?

Fibre is divided into soluble and insoluble varieties, and ideally what we are looking for in our diets is a mix of the two. The ideal ratio will differ from person to person, since it appears that different fibre combinations suit different people. As their names suggest, soluble fibres dissolve in water and break down into a gel-like substance, while insoluble fibres don’t dissolve in water. The table opposite is a guide so you can get an idea of the amount of soluble and insoluble fibre various common foods contain.

DO DRINK COFFEE (MAYBE WITH A SQUARE OF DARK CHOCOLATE)

This is good news if, like me, you love a nice cup of coffee in the morning. It might be the effect of vitamins and minerals in the coffee beans, or perhaps the fact that coffee is a mixture of soluble fibres that have some prebiotic properties. Whatever it is, coffee is helpful for our gut microbiota.

Consider this next time you sip your brew:

• Research suggests that the antioxidant properties of coffee may help repair damaged cells and therefore reduce the risk of developing some cancers, Parkinson’s and even Alzheimer’s disease.

• Coffee contains chlorogenic acid, which may have valuable metabolic benefits, helping reduce the risk of diabetes and obesity.

• Coffee directly stimulates the gastrocolic reflex; around a third of us will feel a powerful urge to poo after a strong cup of coffee, which is great for anyone suffering from chronic constipation.

Let’s not forget, though, that despite all these benefits coffee is also a source of caffeine and so it is important to be aware of your body and your personal limits. While coffee is likely to be very beneficial to gut health, those benefits might be reversed if you are up all night and your sleep is impacted.

But what about that square of chocolate? Dark chocolate that has few other ingredients and upwards of 70 per cent cocoa solids can give you 8–9g of fibre per 100g (by contrast, milk chocolate has just 2–3g per 100g). Good-quality dark chocolate is also rich in vitamins, minerals, antioxidants and polyphenols. So basically, what I’m saying is that coffee and dark chocolate together are a match made in gut health heaven.
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A note of caution: If you increase your fibre intake, make sure you do it slowly. Take it from a gastroenterologist who has seen it all; increasing fibre too quickly can lead to excessive bloating, flatulence and abdominal discomfort. Slow and steady wins the fibre race.
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DO TRY TO GET SOME OMEGA-3 FATS INTO YOUR DIET

Doctors and researchers spend a lot of time and energy looking at the impact of fibre on the composition of our gut bugs. But in contrast, we spend very little time looking at the impact that other things like fat have on our gut. This seems like a significant oversight as we know that some fats like omega-3 are anti-inflammatory. These fats have also been linked consistently to better heart health, reduced chronic



DO HAVE AS MUCH PLANT PROTEIN AS POSSIBLE
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FOOD SOURCES OF FIBRE

Food Serving Size Total Fibre Soluble Fibre Insoluble Fibre
(grams) (grams) (grams)

Apple, with skin 1 medium 33 0.4 29
Banana 1 medium 3.1 22 0.9
Pear, with skin 1 medium 5.2 11 a1
Orange 1 medium 32 21 11
Prunes % cup a6 25 2.1
Raspberries Y2 cup 40 12 28
Strawberries 2 cup 17 04 13
VEGETABLES

Asparagus 2 cup 18 03 15
Broccoli, cooked 2 cup 26 03 23
Brussels sprouts, cooked Y2 cup 32 11 2.1
Carrots 1 large 20 09 11
Potato, baked with skin 1 medium a4 11 33
Spinach, cooked 2 cup 22 07 15
Black beans, cooked 2 cup 75 2.1 54
Butter beans, cooked 2 cup 5.4 15 3.9
Chickpeas, cooked 2 cup 53 13 40
Green peas, cooked % cup 5.7 23 34
Kidney beans, cooked 2 cup 5.7 23 34
Lentils, cooked % cup 104 17 87
Pinto beans, cooked 2 cup 7.7 33 3.4
Peanut butter, chunky 2tbsp 26 07 19
Psyllium seeds, ground 1 tbsp 6.0 5.0 10
Barley, cooked 2 cup 68 14 54
Brown rice, cooked % cup 2 cup 18 0.2 16
English muffin (wholewheat) 1 44 13 3.1
Rolled oats, cooked % cup Yacup 42 20 22
Wholewheat bread 1 slice 1slice 28 0.4 24
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