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List of illustrations


Day 1 Yogurt and fruit with oat and nut crunch (here), Gut-happy platter (here), Veggie bolognese with spaghetti (here) and large mixed salad


Day 2 Overnight muesli with berries (here), Green pea and spinach soup (here), Pan-fried pesto chicken (here), large mixed salad, new potatoes and red wine


Day 3 Boiled eggs with smoked salmon and asparagus soldiers (here), Leftover potato salad (here), Smoky bean chilli (here), Zingy avocado salsa (here), Fresh tomato salsa (here)


Day 4 Yogurt and fruit with oat and nut crunch (here), Pear, barley, blue cheese and pecan salad (here), Simple soy and ginger salmon (here), Simple vegetable stir-fry (here)


Day 5 Hot or cold oats (here), Lunchbox salad (here), Mixed vegetable and lentil curry (here), Fresh tomato salsa (here), Minted yogurt with cucumber (here)


Day 6 Apple pancakes with blueberries and bananas (here), Minestrone soup (here), Steak and sweet potato wedges with blue cheese sauce (here), Simple gut-happy salad (here)


Day 7 Mediterranean brunch eggs (here), Chicken with 30 cloves of garlic (here), Spinach and potato mash (here), Five-plus mixed veg (here), Weekend cheese platter (here)


Some of my favourite gut-happy foods


Potatoes, wholegrain rice, leeks, Jerusalem artichokes, globe artichoke, red onions, olives, coffee, garlic, bananas, apples, extra virgin olive oil, red wine, asparagus, beans, oats, grapes, dark chocolate, unpasteurised cheeses, pulses, nuts, seeds, natural live yogurt.




Foreword


by Professor Tim Spector


While on holiday a few years ago, I was struck down with a rare illness that suddenly left me with double vision, dizziness and high blood pressure. The symptoms resolved over the following months, but I was left needing a daily dosage of tablets and, crucially, was forced to re-evaluate my diet. As a practising doctor for over thirty years and the author of hundreds of research papers, many on obesity and weight, I considered myself well versed on nutrition and dieting. However, once I began to pick apart my seemingly healthy diet I realised that it was high in sugar, low in fat and – most startlingly – lacking in diversity. And I began a journey to discover the health repercussions that this lack of diversity can lead to.


Diets don’t work


We have in the last two generations become obsessed with dieting, but it’s increasingly clear that faddish regimes and strict calorie counting don’t work. Most people will have dipped their toe in and tried a diet at some point, but after an initial weight loss or burst of enthusiasm, the inevitable happens and the diet falls by the wayside. Despite doctors’ advice over the last thirty years to eat less and exercise more, our waistlines are increasing, obesity is rising fast across the globe and weight-related diseases are more prevalent. But this is not simply a collective failure of willpower, as babies and infants have also been getting bigger. At the same time food allergy has become an epidemic and, despite the first modern case only being reported in 1969, it now affects nearly one in ten children. What research has shown is that our health, and in particular our weight, is governed by the key role of an until recently overlooked and outwardly invisible component: our microbiome.


The importance of our microbiome


Microbes describe any living creature that you need a powerful lens or microscope to see. We are surrounded by them in the air we breathe and the soil we garden with and play in; they are on our skin and in the food we eat. But we actually carry most of them around inside us in our intestines.


The four to five feet of the adult colon contains around 100 trillion microbes; these weigh as much as our liver and should be thought of as a newly discovered organ. Our microbes outnumber our own human cells ten to one (if you discount our borning non-replicating red blood cells) and have over 150 times more genes than we do.


We share about a third of our genes with our microbes, the original inhabitants of our planet from whom we slowly evolved millions of years ago. Since then we have provided them with a safe place to live plus a steady source of food. In return they have kept us healthy by controlling our immune systems, protecting us from invading aggressive microbes and helping us digest our food by extracting key chemicals and vitamins we require.




What do microbes do?







• Control our immune systems


• Protect us from invading aggressive microbes


• Help us digest food by extracting key chemicals and vitamins


• Produce chemicals altering our mood and appetite





The traditional view of microbes is based on stories of extreme food poisoning (such as salmonella), infections like pneumonia or potentially lethal diseases like gangrene. More recently so-called ‘superbugs’ (like MRSA or C. difficile) have hit the headlines because they have acquired resistance to antibiotics. By decimating the normal microbe community in the blood or bowel they dominate with fatal consequences. Yet these potentially ‘bad’ microbes make up less than 1 per cent of our microbiome (the combined set of our individual microbes) and usually exist in small numbers without harm to us.


Over the past fifty or so years we have been systematically destroying our microbiome by eating an increasingly processed and limited diet, becoming obsessed with cleanliness and hygiene and by the high instances of caesarean sections. Another major factor is antibiotic use which our ancestors and their microbes never experienced. Fewer than 1 in 500 people are spared antibiotics during their lifetime with the vast majority of adults in the UK and USA having an average of nearly one course for every year of life. Although they can be life-saving, most courses are unnecessary and regular courses of antibiotics can harm your microbiome permanently and increase your risk of obesity and allergy.


Did you know...




Regular courses of antibiotics can wipe out gut microbes and could make it harder for you to lose weight.





Sadly, antibiotics are widely used in farming and many meat products now contain small amounts of antibiotics which we end up ingesting. In short, we have been systematically decimating our microbiome and consequently increasing our susceptibility to illness, allergies and obesity by failing to embrace and care for this vital organ in our bodies.


Simply put, the greater the diversity of microbes you have, the healthier you are. Almost every study into common and chronic diseases has shown that people with poor gut health are at increased risk of illness and, moreover, are unable to fight back effectively against disease. The good news is, though, that you can improve your gut diversity and this is what these recipes are designed to help you do.


Did you know...




The greater the diversity of microbes you have, the healthier you are.





How to eat for a healthy microbiome


Our microbiome is crucial to our wellbeing and we need to feed it well. The processed food that is widely consumed, even if it purports to be ‘healthy’, is generally very low in crucial fibre which our microbes need in order to thrive and reproduce. Not only do processed foods lack fibre but they also contain chemicals which have a detrimental effect on our microbiome. For example, recent studies of emulsifiers (binding agents found commonly in sauces such as mayonnaise and ketchup as well as soya and meat products) have shown that they have the side effect of clumping together gut microbes, thus reducing their diversity and making them produce abnormal-fat producing chemicals. Another study looked at a range of common artificial sweeteners like aspartame, sucralose and saccharine and their effect on rodents and humans. Again, the results were very worrying. They all caused abnormal microbial profiles in humans with a loss of diversity and produced chemicals likely to increase the risk of diabetes. These studies show there is no such thing as a free lunch. By eating processed foods or going for zero-sugar or zero-fat products to reduce calories you will be adding many unwanted chemicals to your microbes’ menu and making them less healthy. A similar pattern is emerging with pesticides in food.


The clear message by now is that you should say goodbye to processed foods. These include most ready meals which have many added chemicals designed to increase shelf life. What you need to be feeding your microbiome is a diverse diet high in fibre and rich in unprocessed vegetables, fruits, grains, unpasteurised cheeses and limited fish and meat, and you should aim to introduce as many new and different ingredients as possible. By eating a varied diet your gut will host a broader range of microbe species. This allows them to keep rogue microbes at bay, to recycle all your nutrients, and to have optimal numbers of genes and chemicals at your disposal to keep your immune system in balance.




How to eat for optimal health







Avoid processed foods and foods and drinks containing artificial sweeteners and eat a diverse diet high in fibre and rich in unprocessed vegetables, fruits, grains, unpasteurised cheeses, limited fish and meat, introducing as many new and different ingredients as possible.


The fruit and vegetables that you eat are made up of hundreds of different components and chemicals. Some provide the taste and others energy, which is released via glucose, whilst others still are not immediately beneficial to you but are crucial for your microbes. These are termed prebiotics. Just like the bits of wood that get broken down by microbes in your garden soil, so the hard-to-digest pieces of food (as in all mammals) can only be digested by enzymes secreted by your gut microbes. There are many hard-to-digest forms of fibre – the most well known is inulin. This is found in very high levels only in certain vegetables including chicory roots and Jerusalem artichokes, and in high levels in globe artichokes, leeks, celery, onions, garlic, asparagus and yams, as well as in lower levels in some fruits including bananas. Inulin is also found in wheat. Beans and other pulses are excellent sources of microbe-friendly fibre too.





The importance of fibre


With modern diet debates focusing on sugar and fat, we have ignored fibre. Most people in this country now eat less than half the amount of fibre needed to keep their microbes happy. Our microbes depend on undigested fibre reaching them in the colon to survive and reproduce. In return for fermenting our fibre and recycling our waste, our microbes liberate many key nutrients and a third of our vitamins and produce brain chemicals like serotonin which can alter our mood and appetite. They also produce chemicals called short-chain fatty acids (such as butyrate) which provide us with 6 per cent of our calories, but more importantly are key signallers to dampen down our immune system in the gut lining communicating with our blood. The more butyrate produced, the happier they (and you) are and the less likely you are to develop allergies or autoimmune diseases.


Our microbes also use as a fuel source chemicals called polyphenols which are released when certain foods are fermented in the colon. Polyphenols have been known generally as antioxidants for a while but their mechanism was, until recently, unclear. The list of healthy foods that have high polyphenol counts includes some surprises. As well as a range of brightly coloured fruit and vegetables such as apples, grapes, berries, red peppers and beans, there are lots of food types that have in the past been perceived as unhealthy. Recent large epidemiological studies have shown that not only are these foods not harmful, they offer protection from common diseases like heart disease and cancer. This previously ‘naughty’ but now nice list includes coffee beans, dark chocolate (70 per cent or more cocoa), peanuts and other nuts and seeds, olive oil (only if good-quality extra virgin) and – breathe a sigh of relief – wine (red being slightly better than white).




Load up on polyphenols







• Eat more brightly coloured vegetables and fruit.


• Enjoy drinking coffee and eating dark chocolate.


• Tuck into nuts and seeds.


• Use extra virgin olive oil.


• Drink red wine.





The benefits of eating more dairy


Other foods that our microbes embrace but that we have recently been told to avoid are dairy products high in saturated fats. While yogurt has always had a reasonable press, cheese high in fat has been much maligned because of spurious associations with cholesterol, despite the fact that the French eat twice as much as Anglo-Saxons do but have less heart disease.


Studies have shown that eating ‘real’ (unprocessed) cheese regularly is associated with a consistently lower risk of heart problems, while the evidence for milk and butter is less clear-cut. However, studies do indicate that milk may have protective properties while butter is certainly much better for heart health than artificial margarines.


The reason dairy products such as yogurt and cheese are healthy for most of us is that they are a form of probiotic. They are packed with microbes which feed off the lactose and produce lactic acid that keeps other potentially harmful microbes away. There are billions of bacteria and fungi in a crumb of cheese and many make it past your acidic stomach and settle briefly in your colon where they mingle happily with the long-term residents, improving their wellbeing and your metabolism.


Most microbes from dairy and probiotics are transient, meaning they don’t hang around in your gut for long, and therefore need to be ingested regularly.


How fermented foods help


Fermented foods (foods produced by the action of microbes) work in a similar way to dairy and can have a range of bacteria and fungi. Kefir is a fermented milk that can contain hundreds of different microbes and there are many fermented soya-based foods used in Asian cooking like miso, natto, tempeh and tofu. Fermented cabbage (sauerkraut and kimchi) and pickles have been eaten for centuries and as well as being packed with microbes, they act as a combined pre- and probiotic as the cabbage fibre provides food for gut microbes. There is a whole range of fermented foods being rediscovered, including some like sourdough bread that you may not have thought about. Kombucha, fermented tea, is another that is becoming popular; it is made using a starter pack of a gooey blob of hundreds of different microbes including both lactic and acetic acid-producing bacteria and a variety of yeasts (see here). There is, of course, now a huge industry producing dietary supplements, including probiotics, but the diversity of bacteria found in commercial probiotic supplements is very limited. I favour embracing pre- and probiotics in synergy – eating foods that are high in pre- and probiotics together (banana or berries with yogurt, for example).


Diversity is the key


It’s key to remember that our gut microbes can reproduce every thirty minutes and, given the right food and environment, can produce millions of generations in just a year of our lives. In order to show this at the extreme, my university student son Tom agreed to go on a fast food only diet for ten days. He could only eat burgers, chicken nuggets and soft drinks. After the ten days he had lost 40 per cent of his microbe species and felt lethargic and sick. Other such studies have shown very swift changes in the microbiome when adopting a diet that is concentrated on a narrow range of food types. The lack of fibre in most processed food (in Tom’s case only found in the sliver of gherkin in the burger) is a major culprit but so too were the added chemicals that are now commonplace. With narrowed diets and diminished microbiomes, hygienic zeal and antibiotic overuse we are becoming more and more susceptible to disease, obesity and allergies. The good news is that armed with the latest scientific and medical knowledge, you can rebuild your gut microbe community.


So, as well as increasing the breadth of your daily diet, you may also want to try something else – namely intermittent fasting (best known as the 5:2 diet championed by Michael Mosley). Other than losing a few extra pounds, recent data suggests that microbes enjoy fasting and that this further kick-starts your gut microbiome into action, enhancing your beneficial microbes.


The recipes that Justine has created embrace diversity and, as well as being delicious, will boost your gut flora and help to ward off illness and improve your immune system. It’s helpful to remember that with trillions of microbes inside you, you never have to eat alone. Hopefully with this knowledge and use of this book you will change your relationship with food for ever. Good luck.


Professor Tim Spector




Introduction


Over two years ago I read The Diet Myth, Professor Tim Spector’s brilliant book on food, nutrition and microbes. I was so blown away by what I read that I was desperate to write a recipe book to partner his research. The research into good gut health is so new, and the field so lively and varied, that I’ve read hundreds of reports, articles, features and studies in order to understand just how clever our digestive systems are.


With such a lot of misinformation around, getting to the bottom of the subject (no pun intended) has been a time-consuming, occasionally frustrating but ultimately eye-opening experience. Who would have thought that the tiny organisms living within us could have such a massive impact on our health? There is still so much to learn, but scientists are making progress slowly but surely. Open-source academic studies like the American and British Gut Projects are helping enormously by studying the microbes of real people, by analysing their poo, to find out exactly which bacteria colonise our guts and how they could affect our health. Studies like MapMyGut commercial project are now aiming to personalise healthy diets based on your individual microbiomes (read more about this research here.)


While scientists continue to make discoveries about the body’s least glamorous but most fascinating organ, we should be guided by the strongest current findings. As Tim says, those point in no uncertain terms to a diverse diet rich in vegetables and fruit, beans, pulses and wholegrains, with some dairy, a moderate amount of poultry and fish and occasional red meat. Those ingredients are what the recipes in this book focus on.


This book


I’m not the only writer who’s been excited by the possibilities of eating for good gut health. There are plenty of books out there, but I wanted to write this one, which is aimed mainly at people wanting to lose a few pounds while improving their overall health. You might not have loads of time on your hands, or unlimited funds for fancy ingredients. But, like me, you may want to boost your health as painlessly as possible. If you’ve read a bit about the importance of good gut health, and need a helping hand to discover more, you’ll find it here. This is a book packed with recipes, tips and information and a simple meal plan that’s easy to follow and useful enough to help anyone get on track with as little fuss as possible. There’s no avoidance of food groups, no miracle cleanses, no week-long detoxes, just straightforward advice and a real-life approach to good, gut-healthy eating. If you have digestive issues, such as IBS, coeliac disease or other health problems to overcome, you will need specialised advice.


Writing this book involved trial, error and lots of onions, but the finished plan strikes a good balance.


My guiding principles were that it had to avoid:


• strange ingredients


• lengthy preparation


• too much cooking


• dull and worthy dishes


And it had to be:


• gut-happy


• simple


• easy to follow


• flexible


• delicious!


It’s worked for me, so I’m pretty sure it will work for you too.


Eating well


To eat well, I need to plan ahead – but not so much that it interferes with my day-to-day life. I read somewhere about a method that involves cooking the whole week’s vegetables on a Sunday, then putting them in jars to eat during the week. No thanks! I like my food to be freshly cooked (or frozen, then quickly reheated when the mood takes me). It not only tastes better, but it will contain a more plentiful supply of nutrients and it definitely doesn’t need to be difficult or time-consuming. Luckily, for this plan diversity is the key. It’s about eating different foods and treating your gut microbes to a variety of nutrients and fibre.


The plan


The 28-day plan is designed for two people but can easily be doubled up if you have a family to feed. On some days you will be cooking enough for four or six servings as I’ve created several dishes you can make ahead and freeze to save time later in the plan. In many ways, my recipes are pretty similar to what you might be cooking already. OK, there are probably a lot more vegetables than you are used to eating – and I’ll be introducing extra beans and lentils. But there’s nothing too scary, and you’ll find the recipes so delicious that you’ll want to cook them again and again. They don’t call for any wacky ingredients, and only use stuff that you can buy in the supermarket. If you are under pressure and don’t have time to cook, I’ve also given ideas for alternatives that you can buy from shops or eat in a restaurant.


You’re likely to find that you’re spending more on fresh fruit and vegetables, but a lot less on meat and chicken. That’s because I want you to go meat-free three nights a week and as many lunchtimes as possible. I found that the easiest way to cut down on meat and chicken – and we were big meat-eaters in our family – was to make all Mondays, Wednesdays and Fridays meat-free. That made it a whole lot easier to plan weekly meals. My 28-day plan does the thinking for you, but try and stick to the principles when you’re off-plan, because eating less meat is good for your health, especially your gut health.


Ideally, stick to the plan for 28 days to get the best of the balanced, nutritionally varied selection of recipes. If there is something you really don’t fancy, though, swap it for something else you’ve already tried and liked or one of the other recipes in the book.


Eat just enough


We all eat far too much, and it’s easily done. With an overriding fear of ever being hungry, so many of us overfeed ourselves. We suffer the consequences, with weight gain, heart disease, diabetes and cancer jostling for position at the top of the list.


The Mediterranean diet, which this plan is based on, was first identified as beneficial to health in the 1950s following studies in seven countries around the world. The communities that were living so well on the Mediterranean diet in Greece and Italy were mainly rural, and would not have enjoyed the abundance – or portion sizes – we do now. Food is so plentiful for most of us these days, we can eat a huge amount without really noticing. My plan is portion controlled – the recipes are designed to serve a certain number of people. Try not to be greedy and override the portion sizes. Get used to eating just enough, eating slowly and without distractions so that you notice when you’re full. If your work is very physical or you exercise a lot, you may need to eat more – but try and stick to the good stuff and top up with extra vegetables and wholegrains rather than snacking.


You should find that by eating well, you will supply your body with all the nutrients it needs and any food cravings will diminish or disappear altogether (I’ve stopped craving great big hunks of cheddar, for instance). It sounds strange, but it really does make sense. If we fuel our bodies with what they need instead of highly processed, high-sugar, high-fat rubbish, our brains – often guided by our guts – won’t be desperately driving us to consume more food to make up for the nutrient deficit. We will feel nourished and content. It sounds a bit new-agey but it’s true.


One of the best ways to learn what your gut needs is to find out exactly how it works. I’ve explained the workings of the gut in the simplest way possible. If it makes sense to me, it should make sense to you too. So, read on and discover your gut.


Justine Pattison
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1| What happens in the gut?


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 








A brief introduction to your gut


Probably the easiest way to understand the workings of the gut is to imagine a long tube that travels from your mouth right through to your bottom. Food goes in at one end and is then digested by being broken down into smaller and smaller particles on its journey through your body. All the nutrients are absorbed, and what’s left is excreted at the end as poo. Three-quarters of each poo is water, and the remaining waste consists of indigestible fibre, millions of dead and live bacteria, and a collection of other substances your body needs to get rid of (which could be cholesterol, food dye or the last bits of any medicine you’ve taken). Despite all the bacteria that exits your body in a poo, many trillions more are left happily colonising the gut.


An incredible journey


Imagine holding a crisp apple in your hand. Just looking at a soon-to-be snack will start your mouth watering, and your stomach will anticipate its arrival by producing digestive juices. Now imagine you’re taking a big bite of the apple, forcing your teeth through the shiny skin and into the sweet, juicy flesh. Once it’s in your mouth, your jaws bear down on their bite of apple, grinding and chewing, bursting the juice-filled cells and breaking it into smaller pieces ready for swallowing. As your jaws and tongue work together to round up the pieces of apple for their onward journey, your mouth continues to produce saliva. As well as keeping our mouths comfortable and helping us swallow, saliva does other, less obvious jobs. It helps protect our teeth, and the enzymes it contains start the digestion process.


Did you know...




Spit contains natural painkillers which help protect the many nerve endings in our mouths from the everyday rough and tumble of eating.





Down the hatch


Once swallowed, the small pieces of apple mush, bound with saliva, travel down your oesophagus (also known as the gullet) and into your stomach. This stretchy, lopsided muscular pouch churns your food to break it down into small pieces. At the same time, the food is being combined with all sorts of enzymes and acids, known collectively as the gastric juices. These break down the food chemically even further. Only when most of the pieces are less than 2mm small are they ready to be welcomed by the small intestine.




What are enzymes?







Enzymes are proteins which act as enablers in our bodies, speeding up chemical reactions. They’re involved in respiration as well as digestion, and outside the human body they’re used in biological washing powder and food and drink manufacture. Some fruits contain an enzyme that breaks down gelatine, which is why you’ll never see a kiwi or pineapple jelly.







A shapely stomach







Stomachs are an uneven, saggy, sideways shape, folded into two parts and joined at the side by the oesophagus. One side of your stomach is much longer than the other. The short side, which empties directly into the small intestine, deals mainly with liquids. These travel relatively quickly through the stomach, while solid food is broken down for much longer in the larger left side.





Did you know...




Different foods spend differing amounts of time in the stomach. Like food scraps being pushed down the kitchen plughole by the lazy washer-upper, some are broken down and disappear into the next tube more readily than others. Simple carbs like white bread, rice or pasta are broken down relatively quickly, but it can be a few hours before protein-rich meat is ready for the small intestine. That’s why steak keeps us feeling full for longer than pasta.





The small intestine


Our intestines’ names refer to their width, rather than their length. The small intestine has a 2.5cm opening from the bottom of the stomach, but it has between three and six metres of coils and folds, like a long and untidy loop of butcher’s sausages. Inside the tube and under a microscope, it actually looks more like a pink bathroom towel. The surface is made up of villi and microvilli, tiny fingers which maximise the surface area that comes into contact with our partly digested food. As particles of our apple are squeezed, mixed and moved through the small intestine, nutrients are absorbed through its walls and into the bloodstream via tiny blood vessels in the villi. From here, the nutrient-rich blood goes to the liver, where any toxins are destroyed, and then onwards to wherever it might be needed. The last, tougher bits of food travel on to the large intestine.


Did you know...




An hour after the stomach and small intestine have finished digesting a piece of food, strong contractions sweep any remaining indigestible particles out of both areas and on into the large intestine. This cleaning process can only happen between meals. It’s now thought to be crucial to efficient digestion, and could explain why frequent snacking with few breaks could have a detrimental effect on the body.







How useful is our appendix?







We might have put a man on the moon, but nobody knows exactly why we have an appendix. This small, thin pouch is connected to the large intestine, and has long been considered disposable. If you have appendicitis, your appendix will be removed. But research in the late noughties discovered that the healthy appendix is a warehouse for good bacteria. If a severe stomach upset strips the large intestine of friendly bacteria, the appendix supplies replacements.





The large intestine


By the time it leaves the small intestine, there isn’t much left of our apple, just indigestible fibres, perhaps a seed or a bit of core swallowed as part of an enthusiastic bite. But there are still benefits to be had from the remnants, and this last bit of extraction happens in the large intestine.


Also known as the colon or bowel, the large intestine frames our small intestine on three sides. As well as hosting the absorption of the last remaining nutrients, it’s also the home of our gut flora, or microbiome. The colon works at a much slower pace than the small intestine. By doing its job steadily, the large intestine has time to absorb minerals such as calcium and work with gut microbes to help convert food into fuel, make extra fatty acids and vitamins K, B12, B1 and B2. These help blood clot, strengthen the nervous system and are vital for a healthy brain and immune system.


The large intestine is also where water used in the digestion process is absorbed back into the body. The waste left behind solidifies into poo. If something disrupts the process (like anxiety or an infection), waste is released without any hanging around, resulting in loose, watery diarrhoea.


Your microbiome


The complex community of tiny microorganisms in your gut is called the microbiome. It contains hundreds of different types of microbes and these include bacteria, fungi and viruses. The great majority are bacteria. Most of the gut bacteria is found in the colon, or large intestine (bowel), the last part of the digestive tract where around 100 trillion bacteria are in residence.


The friendly gut bacteria perform many functions that are important for our health. They manufacture vitamins, including vitamin K and some B vitamins. They also turn fibre into short-chain fatty acids, which feed the gut wall and perform many other metabolic functions.


Obese people have different gut bacteria to lean people. Animal studies have shown that transplanting poo from lean mice can make fat mice lose weight. For this reason, many scientists now believe that our gut bacteria are important in determining our weight.


Because our overall health is governed to a surprising degree by these organisms, it’s important to care for them. The study of gut microbes is in its infancy, but recent work has shown that diverse and abundant gut flora – which Tim advocates and my plan encourages – could have an impact on the following:


• Obesity and our likelihood to gain weight


• Heart disease and high cholesterol


• Inflammatory diseases, especially those connected to the bowel


• Blood sugar control


• Brain function and mental health


• Immunity against disease




Your microbiome







Microbes consist of bacteria, fungi, viruses and other types of tiny organisms.


The complex community of microorganisms in your gut is called the gut flora or gut microbiome (or microbiota).


The composition of gut flora can change over time and according to diet.


The balance of microbes in your gut depends on your diet. Certain microbes adapt according to what you eat, so someone who has a high-sugar diet is more likely to have a larger number of one bacteria, whereas a person who eats a lot of meat is more likely have a larger number of another. Scientists are just beginning to work out the impact that this balance has on our health.


It is believed that a diverse variety of microbes in your gut can hold the key to a range of health benefits.





Did you know...




• There are relatively few bacteria found in the stomach and small intestine, with the majority living in the large intestine (colon).


• Between 300 and 1,000 different species of bacteria can be found in the gut.


• Many species of bacteria from the gut cannot be studied outside the human body as they cannot be grown in laboratory conditions.


• There are a small number of core species that most of us carry but populations can vary widely between different people.





The bigger picture


Grasping the gut isn’t always straightforward, especially as there’s still so much research to be done. One of the easiest ways, I think, is to imagine you’re in charge of a gorgeous garden and you want to encourage a variety of vigorous, healthy plants to grow there. The better the growing conditions, the bigger and stronger those plants will be, and the fewer aggressive weeds can break through and take over, depleting the soil and causing disease and decay. This is similar to looking after your internal microbial garden. You need to keep the good microbes flourishing so they’ll outnumber any unwanted bacteria and viruses. You want to encourage them to multiply by feeding them all the foods they like best, a bit like giving a real garden fertiliser. Luckily, feeding a healthy gut means feeding yourself a rich variety of delicious food. What’s more, it doesn’t take long for the changes in your gut to start taking place, with gut microbes soon adjusting to the new diet while you reap the benefits.




Three steps to a healthy microbiome







For a healthy microbiome, you’ll be eating more fermentable fibre and polyphenol-rich foods, supplemented by a regular intake of probiotics.
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