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About the Book



Food For a Happy Gut will show you how easy it is to calm and nourish your gut while also delighting your taste buds.


 


Naomi Devlin, bestselling author and River Cottage teacher, has distilled everything she knows about keeping your gut healthy into 100 everyday recipes. For a troubled gut, there are recipes to calm digestion, focusing on low FODMAP ingredients and anti-inflammatories. For healthy guts, there are nourishing recipes full of prebiotic foods, while healing pickles and teas will enhance your meals and stimulate your system.


 


From Happy Tummy Granola to Lick-Your-Fingers Chicken and Honeyed Peach and Dandelion Salad to Chocolate and Cherry Torte, Naomi Devlin will help you to maintain a happy gut and inspire you to cook delicious, straightforward meals.





HOW TO HAVE A HAPPY GUT



Pretty much every morning I wake up, clap my hands and wonder what I might eat for breakfast. I am a foodie, in love with the changing seasons that bring rhubarb in February, asparagus in May and plums in August, and I’m endlessly fascinated by the diverse flavours of food from around the world. I am not a trained chef and yet I have always cooked, devouring recipe books greedily as soon as I could read. From my teenage years in a rural commune, where I learnt to make great pots of spicy dal and bake show-stopping birthday cakes, to more recent holidays in Italy where the vegetables were so good they only needed a slick of olive oil to sing, cooking and eating have been at the centre of my life.


Food took on a different meaning for me for a while when I was diagnosed with coeliac disease, becoming a source of anxiety and often disappointment; restaurants were fraught with danger, and old favourites, like crusty bread, were off the menu. I could have sulked and pined for what I was missing, but I chose instead to embrace the new challenge and celebrate the wonderful things that I could still safely and joyfully eat. I learnt about the mysterious business of what goes on in the gut, and that what I ate, how I lived and my emotional state all had a profound influence on my health.


Eating is such an integral part of our lives and an opportunity for each of us to comfort, delight and nourish, that I have made it my mission to help others discover how delicious it can be to take care of your gut. These recipes encourage everyone to diversify their diet, including those who have no digestive issues but want to improve their microbiome and support their immune system, thus enjoying greater energy and wellbeing.


This book offers you over a hundred opportunities to expand your repertoire and feed your microbes interesting foods that allow them to flourish. Variety truly is the spice of life where your gut is concerned, so embrace your desire to try new things, knowing that this will make you more vital.


The key to eating well while leading our busy lives is to take a little time out each week to prepare food in advance. Soak and cook grains and pulses, slow cook some hard-working cuts of meat, make Bone Broth (see page 53), and get the family involved in some simple kitchen work to make a busy week fly by in a stream of delicious suppers.


Everything in this book is bursting with flavour and nothing is difficult to prepare; from Broad Bean Hummus (see page 120) to Lick-Your-Fingers Chicken (see page 86), a few choice ingredients can make any meal sing with flavour. By using wonderful fresh produce and filling your larder with pickles, sprinkles and sauces from the Heal section, your meals will reward you throughout the year, keeping both your taste buds and microbes interested. Try making a jar of spicy Dukkah (see page 218) or some Sunshine Sauerkraut (see page 202) to add instant zing to the simplest of plates.


I also encourage you to listen to the murmuring of your body as it guides you to what it needs. During busy times, it might tell you that it is really craving restorative Miso Soup (see page 57) and soothing Jelly Sweets (see page 100), or after an exhilarating run it would really like a refreshing glass of Water Kefir (see page 239). When your body gets the nourishment it craves, you will feel properly satisfied by your food, and when your microbes are happy, they will help you thrive in what promises to be a wonderful lifelong partnership. It doesn’t matter who you are, absolutely everyone can benefit from giving their gut a little TLC.





HOW TO USE THIS BOOK



The three sections of the book, Calm, Nourish and Heal, represent a progression from meals that soothe and restore a troubled gut, to the inclusion of more challenging foods that really improve resilience and microbial diversity. No need to cook special meals for different family members, because everybody can benefit from the recipes whether their gut needs extra care or not.


CALM


The Calm section contains recipes that are low in FODMAPs (see page 12) and high in gut-soothing ingredients, such as Bone Broth (see page 53), omega-3 fats, probiotics and anti-inflammatories. This is the place to start if you have sensitive digestion or a stressful life that affects your gut. If you have coeliac disease or Irritable Bowel Syndrome (IBS), this section allows you to calm the inflammation that causes discomfort before you begin to feed up your microbes.


You may find that you need to adapt the recipes if you are following one of the other therapeutic diets (see Acid Reflux on page 12, IBS on page 12, Leaky Gut Syndrome on page 13, and Raised Histamine on page 14), or if you know that you have an intolerance to something specific. Wherever possible I have given alternatives, but you will know what suits you best.


As your gut heals and symptoms recede, start introducing the more advanced foods suggested in this section, for example, more onion, a little garlic, dandelion greens or broccoli, before moving on to try the less challenging recipes in the Nourish section. Start with moong dal (see Soothing Dal, page 180) when introducing pulses, and try the Coconut and Cauliflower Soup with Mussels (see page 132), or a recipe featuring cabbage when introducing brassicas. If you are unsure, try a half portion and serve it with something you know you can digest with ease. As you introduce new foods, your gut will get used to them in time.


NOURISH


Prebiotic food is the stuff that feeds the friendly bacteria in your gut. The Nourish section is full of prebiotic treats that will supply your microbes with an array of new things to munch. Although sometimes this might mean you are a little windy later in the day, this tends to decrease as your microbes find a contented and harmonious balance. If your digestion is untroubled, then these recipes are a great addition to your diet and can be made more diverse by, for example, changing the beans you use or adding a seasonal ingredient that arrived in the veg box that morning.


The recipes in this section also include probiotic fermented vegetables, anti-inflammatories and nourishing broths, but you can go heavy on the garlic, shave raw Jerusalem artichoke over your plate and feature brassicas in every meal, if your heart desires. Your reward will be increased vitality, resistance to infection and no trouble from passing vampires.


HEAL


The Heal section features all the crunchy, spicy, pickled bits that make life a little more interesting, and happily have a therapeutic value, too. From probiotic pickled vegetables and water kefir, to anti-inflammatory dressings, and sprinkles or bitters that tone your liver and stimulate digestive enzymes, everything here will enhance your meals, make your mouth water and get your digestive system ready for work.


If you are eating from the Calm section of the book, then make pickles with low FODMAP vegetables, such as Ribbon Pickle (see page 209), Probiotic Ketchup (see page 228) and Pickled Baby Courgettes (see page 201), plus some Water Kefir (see page 239) and a jar of digestive bitters (see page 246). Wherever possible, I have suggested ways to make the recipes in the Heal section more or less challenging for your digestion, according to what is suitable for you.


These are mostly recipes to make on a lazy Sunday and stock the pantry, so that the simplest of meals can be brought to life with a spoonful of this and a sprinkle of that. If you keep a jar of Kimchi (see page 198) and some leafy greens in the fridge, plus some cooked rice and beans in the freezer, then you’ll soon be sitting down to a delicious gut-friendly meal that will keep you satisfied all evening.


GLUTEN-FREE INGREDIENTS


All of the recipes in this book are either inherently gluten free, or can easily be made so. That is not to say there is anything wrong with gluten, far from it, but if you need to eat gluten free, you can easily tailor the book to your own needs.


The key to good health is a diverse diet, so if you can tolerate gluten, choose from a variety of flours and don’t just stick to the same bag of wheat flour, because you may find that you love the flavour of buckwheat or teff and have a soft spot for black rice noodles, just as I do.


Of the ingredients in the book, if you do need to follow a gluten-free diet, make sure you pay attention to the following and check that what you choose is safe for you to use: Worcestershire sauce, tamari, miso, baking powder, mustard (mustard powder may contain wheat, but Dijon, whole grain and pure mustard powder should be ok), ground spices, flours (choose the gluten-free options in the book; note that rye and spelt contain gluten), noodles (shirataki, rice and buckwheat are fine).


Where I have suggested sourdough bread, either make your own gluten-free sourdough if you cannot buy it easily (find recipes in my book, River Cottage Gluten Free), make Teff and Sesame Pancakes (see page 122), or use gluten-free oatcakes, if appropriate. I urge you not to eat the commercial gluten-free breads that contain lots of starch and emulsifiers, as these are likely to undermine some of the benefits of the recipes.
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INTRODUCTION



DIGESTION FROM TOP TO BOTTOM


Digestion starts in the mouth as we chew our food and mix it with enzyme-rich saliva, which begins the long process of breaking it down into small molecules that can be absorbed in the small intestine. Feeling hungry, making supper and contentedly chewing your way through it, also helps your body get in the mood for digestion.


After your food has been chewed, it travels down the oesophagus (1) to the stomach. Food is slapped against the sides of the stomach (2) walls for a couple of hours and mixed with a potent solution of gastric juices (hydrochloric acid, salts and pepsin) that puts most harmful bacteria out of action and starts to unfold proteins, making them easier to break down.


Once the stomach is done squishing, the pulpy mixture moves to the small intestine (6), where the liver (3), gall bladder (4) and pancreas (5) deliver bile and digestive enzymes to help break down food into even smaller parts. This is where we absorb most of the nutrients from the food we eat. Anything not broken down becomes food for microbes that live in the large intestine (8). The small intestine twists and turns through the abdominal cavity for many metres; it is lined with velvety mucous tissue and tiny finger-like projections called villi that extend the surface area available to absorb nutrients.


Food spends an average of 3 hours winding its way through this part of the gut, after which the small intestine likes to tidy up, so the villi sweep any remaining particles along until everything is pristine again. The small intestine contains relatively few bacteria and needs to clean up regularly to stay that way, so if you constantly snack through the day and there’s no time to clean up afterwards, bacteria can move in to squat where they are not wanted.


Now that most of the nutrients have been extracted, the remaining fibre, soluble carbohydrates and other indigestible bits move onto the relative calm of the large intestine, a very different place from the velvety, bustling small intestine. At the junction where the two meet is the appendix (7), made of the same immune tissue as your tonsils, which acts as nightclub bouncer for the large intestine by detecting any rogue bacteria trying to sneak past. If it senses anything untoward, the appendix marshals the immune system to mount an attack and the intruders are despatched. Although harmful bacteria can sometimes cause the appendix to overreact, leading to a bout of appendicitis, it is also a repository for many of the beneficial bacteria that make up our gut flora, enabling us to repopulate after gastroenteritis or a course of antibiotics has wiped out many of the good guys.


Past the appendix and into the horseshoe-shaped large intestine, with walls rich with immune cells, everything slows down to a stately pace and the parts of our food that cannot be broken down and absorbed in the small intestine become food for the millions of bacteria that live there. These bacteria feed us back by breaking down soluble fibre and indigestible carbohydrate to produce many beneficial substances, such as anti-inflammatory fatty acids, B vitamins and vitamin K. They also help us to regulate blood cholesterol and excrete hormones and waste products from metabolism. Food spends about 16 hours on this last part of its journey, as the bacteria need lots of time to work. The rectum (9) is the last stop on the long journey through the digestive system.


We don’t tend to talk very much about what goes on in any part of our gut, but especially not about what happens at the very end. Yet it can be an excellent indicator of good or poor gut health. For information on whether your poo is healthy or not, I refer you to the Bristol Stool Chart which you can find online.
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WHEN THINGS GO WRONG IN YOUR GUT


The bacteria that live on both the inside and outside of your body are called your microbiome. They are as unique to each of us as our fingerprints and are influenced by all sorts of things, good and bad. A period of intense stress might have a negative effect on your gut, while a sunny summer spent eating lots of fresh veg and working outside can have a positive effect. This effect is not just because anxiety may cause your muscles to tense; your emotions can actually change the behaviour of your microbes in your gut. Everything you eat, inhale, touch and feel has the potential to influence your microbiome. When harmful bacteria outnumber the beneficial bacteria this is called dysbiosis.


The things that could cause dysbiosis are: eating processed food, damaged fats, too much meat or sugar, drinking too much alcohol, taking medications (especially antibiotics, oral contraceptives, antacids and proton pump inhibitors) and using anti-bacterial products. By starving beneficial microbes of the food and environment they need to thrive, we allow harmful bacteria to take their place.


ACID REFLUX AND THE GORD DIET


Your stomach is full of acid that is corked in place by a valve called the oesophageal sphincter that opens just long enough to accept a bit of food and then shuts quickly. Although we all swallow many times a day without a thought, the nerves that govern the junction between the oesophagus and stomach are performing acrobatic feats each time we do so and sometimes they misfire, allowing acid to leak upwards and cause heartburn or reflux (GORD). This can be exacerbated by a period of stress, dysbiosis and certain foods that cause the oesophageal sphincter to relax and leak acid. Although antacids and proton pump inhibitors will help in the short term, long term, you need that acid to break down food and inhibit harmful bacteria and viruses.


The plan: to heal GORD you must temporarily remove everything that relaxes the oesophageal sphincter while improving your gut flora. Look for a good probiotic supplement containing Lactobacillus plantarum and bifidobacteria, such as Bifidobacterium infantis, B. longum or B. breve, but avoid those with a high FOS (fructo oligosaccharide) content as this can cause bloating. Healing broths and anti-inflammatory fats will help to restore the integrity of the digestive tract. Follow the diet below for 4–5 weeks and then start to include restricted foods, one at a time, to see if they are problematic, but continue to nourish your gut and take probiotics for 3 months. Finding ways to de-stress will help you avoid those misfiring oesophageal nerves. Eat from the Calm section of the book until you feel better.


Avoid the following for about a month: fruit, milk, cream, spices, sugar, alcohol, honey, maple syrup, agave syrup, tomatoes, cocoa, coffee, garlic, mint.


Healing broth: make or buy meat or fish Bone Broth (see page 53) and drink a small glass of this with each meal to encourage your digestive juices, or make soup, if you prefer. Vegetarians can make vegetable stock with a 10cm (4in) piece of kombu added to it after it has been taken off the heat, but this is not nearly as effective as animal-based broths.


IBS, BLOATING AND FODMAPS


If you have IBS (Irritable Bowel Syndrome), you will be familiar with the painful abdominal bloating, cramps and unpredictable bowel habits that characterise this condition. The small intestine is often irritated in IBS sufferers and many struggle to break down certain carbohydrates. This is particularly the case if you have dysbiosis, because harmful bacteria may cause inflammation. While diet can help with the symptoms of IBS, stress relief is an important part of managing the condition.


The plan: FODMAP is the acronym for Fermentable Oligosaccharides, Disaccharides, Monosaccharides and Polyols – complex sugars to you and me. Foods that contain these sugars could also be referred to as flatulent foods, because they are notorious for causing wind in those who can’t break them down, so some people must follow a low FODMAP diet to manage their symptoms. Some people are more sensitive to fructose, while others have issues with one of the other saccharides or with polyols, so the range of problem foods will vary. The low FODMAP diet is only a temporary measure to adopt while you heal your gut, otherwise beneficial microbes will start to suffer from the lack of food that they like. Eat from the Calm section of the book until you feel better.


Below is a list of foods that contain significant quantities of FODMAPs. Rather than treating this like an allergy list of foods to avoid, you may find that small amounts or one or two of them are fine, but a meal composed entirely of these foods leaves you in pain. Foods in italics are best avoided if you are sensitive, and everything else be cautious with.


Vegetables: asparagus, artichoke (globe and Jerusalem), beetroot, broad bean, cabbage, cauliflower, celery, dandelion greens, garlic, kale, leek (except green parts), mangetout, onion (except the green part of spring onions), pulses, salsify.


Fruit: apple, apricot, avocado, blackberry, blackcurrant, cherry, date, fig, grapefruit, lychee, mango, nectarine, peach, pear, plum, pomegranate, prune, raisin, watermelon.


Grains: amaranth, barley, farro, kamut, rye, spelt, triticale, wheat.


Nuts: almond (small quantities are ok), cashew, peanut, pistachio.


Dairy: cream, milk, soft cheese, yoghurt (may be ok in small quantities). When you start reintroducing FODMAPs, do so slowly, gradually increasing the quantity you eat of problem foods, but focusing on diversity rather than eating large quantities of any one thing. If you start to experience symptoms again, reduce your intake and focus on gut healing a little longer.


Digestive enzymes: in order to help break down FODMAPs more effectively, it can be helpful to take a digestive enzyme (available from health food shops). Take one with each meal for a month or so and then stop for a week and assess whether you want to continue. When you start adding in more challenging foods, you may want to start taking them again, but your pancreas and liver should start to get the message after a little while and ramp up production of natural enzymes and bile.


FOOD INTOLERANCE AND LEAKY GUT SYNDROME


As food is broken down into its constituent parts on its journey through the small intestine, the cells of the mucosa part imperceptibly to allow particles access to the blood stream. Some foods (especially those containing gluten or plant lectins) cause the cells to stay open a little longer and may allow larger, unbroken down particles to enter the blood stream. This is called having a leaky gut or intestinal permeability and can be exacerbated by: certain antibiotics, some medications (including oral contraceptives), food additives (particularly emulsifiers), alcohol, emotional stress, and bacteria which have no business being in the small intestine.


The most common symptoms are food intolerance, seasonal allergies, joint pain, chronic fatigue, inflamed sinuses, hives, rashes, rosacea and IBS.


The plan: to heal a leaky gut, you need to deal with the reasons that your gut is more permeable, and also repair the gut lining. Slow-cooked cuts of meat on the bone and any fish cooked on the bone will help, as will a regular intake of meals containing Bone Broth (see page 53), because amino acids contained in the connective tissue can soothe the gut lining and aid cell repair. You may also take powdered (hydrolysed) collagen as a supplement, added to soups, smoothies and porridges at a rate of 2–4 heaped tablespoons per day.


Lecithin is also good to include in your diet, initially in the form of egg yolks, oily fish, meat, tofu and leafy vegetables, and later add in brassicas, tempeh and pulses as your digestion improves. Try the Calm section of the book first.


Avoid: for the first month, avoid gluten-containing grains, alcohol, caffeine, unfermented dairy, sugar, refined foods and emulsifiers, such as carrageenan. Be cautious with FODMAPs (see page 12) and raw food during this time and, wherever possible, limit your intake of medication, although you should always discuss this with your prescriber.


RAISED HISTAMINE AND HISTAMINE INTOLERANCE


Mast cells in our tissues release histamine in response to foreign proteins, allowing white blood cells greater access to fight off the invader. We then produce an enzyme (diamine oxidase) to deactivate any circulating histamine that is no longer needed, but some people do not produce as much of this enzyme and some foods block it too, leading to raised histamine levels and chronic problems like sinusitis, itching, hives, tinnitus, headaches, loose stools or constipation, low blood pressure, irregular heart beat and dizziness. Histamine is also produced and degraded by different bacteria in the gut, so your microbiome can influence histamine levels, too. Some of the foods you eat every day also contain histamine, and others release stored histamine into your tissues, causing a bout of itching, sneezing or flushing. By reducing foods that contain histamine and histamine releasers, symptoms are reduced.


The plan: for a couple of weeks, completely eliminate foods containing significant amounts of histamine, histamine releasers and diamine oxidase blockers, and then relax a little bit, until you find the level that you can tolerate. Follow the diet below for at least 3 months and then you should be able to include more foods that contain histamine.


High histamine foods: alcohol, aged meat, cured meat, all fish and shellfish (especially tinned or cured), hard cheese, fermented food, vinegar and pickled food, walnut, cashew, peanut, soya bean, tempeh, chickpea, cocoa powder and chocolate.


Histamine releasers: citrus fruit (lemon and lime are ok), kiwi, pineapple, plum, strawberry, avocado, papaya, tomato, nuts, cocoa powder and chocolate, wheat germ, beans, pulses, food additives (such as sulphites, sulphur dioxide and nitrites).


Diamine oxidase blockers: alcohol, black and green tea, rooibos tea, mate tea.


Supplements and medicine foods: there are several supplements and some foods that you can add to your diet to reduce your histamine levels naturally:


• Quercetin is a naturally occurring flavonoid that can reduce histamine levels. You can take a supplement or include the following foods in your diet: caper (salted), lovage, sorrel, radish top, carob, dill, coriander leaf, red pepper, fennel top, red onion, radicchio, watercress, buckwheat, kale, apple.


• Vitamin C is known to reduce histamine, so try these foods and food-based supplements (in descending order of potency), many of which can be bought powdered to add to food: acerola berry, sea buckthorn, Indian gooseberry, rosehip, blackcurrant, red pepper, parsley, broccoli, redcurrant, goji berry.


• The Lactobacillus strains, Lactobacillus plantarum, L. salivarius, L. rhamnosus, Bifidobacterium infantis and B. longum are known to reduce histamine levels. Avoid supplements containing Lactobacillus casei, L. delbrueckii and L. bulgaricus, and be cautious with yoghurts that list these in the culture.


• Your gut lining is where the histamine-reducing enzymes are formed, so support this with bone broths and head to the Heal section of the book for bitters and teas to soothe and support your liver.


PROBIOTICS


Probiotic is the term used for any food, drink or supplement that contains beneficial bacteria. Can you believe that we carry more than ten times as many bacterial cells on our skin and in our gut than we have human cells in the rest of our body? We are, in fact, more genetically bacterial than anything else, and these microbial communities who live on and in us are called our microbiome. Our gut flora, or more correctly, gut microbiota, act like an extra organ because they perform so many metabolic duties for us, metabolising substances that we can’t break down ourselves and fermenting undigested carbohydrates to produce beneficial fatty acids, vitamin K and B complex vitamins. They help us to excrete unwanted cholesterol and maintain a good blood lipid balance. By interacting positively with our immune system, bacteria can even help us produce happy hormones and influence our mood.


Rather than focusing on specific types of microbes being more beneficial than others, the current wisdom is that diversity of species is the most important factor in health. Microbes will colonise our gut according to where and how we live and what food we give them, not just which supplements we take, so it is important to try and get your microbes from a wide variety of sources and not just out of a bottle.


Not all bacteria are beneficial and some can be very harmful indeed in large numbers (MRSA, E. coli and Salmonella for example) and many people now get rid of all the bacteria in their homes by using antibacterial products. However small amounts of harmful bacteria have been shown in studies to prime the immune system and keep it fighting fit, reducing overreactions like anaphylaxis. These micro-exposures happen when we garden or stroke a dog, for example. It is still very important to take sensible precautions to prevent food spoiling and take care not to spread infection, but you do not need to sanitise everything.


SOURCES OF PROBIOTICS


Fermented vegetables and beans: lacto fermented vegetables, such as sauerkraut and kimchi, and fermented bean dishes, such as miso, tempeh and natto, are enjoyed for their sour, savoury, umami flavours and probiotic benefits. Fermenting breaks down some of the fibre into a form that is less likely to induce wind and allows beneficial bacteria to grow, transforming humble beans and vegetables into superfoods with more available nutrients and enhanced vitamin content. They are saltier than ordinary foods, and eaten more as a relish or pickle. Those who suffer from high histamine levels should be cautious about adding fermented food to their diets. See Raised Histamine (page 14).


SCOBYs: an acronym for Symbiotic Communities of Bacteria and Yeast, used to describe cultures for fermenting milk or sugar water or grains into kefir, kombucha and sourdough.


Cultured dairy: fermented dairy contains lots of beneficial bacteria and sometimes fungi or yeasts that contribute to the diversity of the microbiome. Raw (unpasteurised) dairy products contain beneficial enzymes and probiotics that are damaged during pasteurisation. Avoid raw dairy products if you have immunodeficiency (during chemotherapy for example), are pregnant or for children under three.


Preserved meat: dry-cured salami and ham use controlled fermentation to preserve the meat, creating probiotic delicacies when made without the use of lactose, dextrose and various preservatives. Look for products that contain just meat, fat, salt, garlic or spices.


Animals: owning a pet (especially a dog) and living or working on a farm are associated with greater diversity of gut bacteria. Although we don’t yet know why, it does appear that this diversity helps to support immune function, damp down allergies and reduce food intolerance. If you don’t have your own animals, try to say hello to any that you meet if it seems appropriate. You don’t have to kiss them to take some of the bacteria home with you. The exception to this is cat litter trays, as cats carry toxoplasmas that are not beneficial. Always wash your hands thoroughly after changing a litter tray and avoid completely if pregnant or immunocompromised.


Gardening: the soil contains bacteria and fungi that we just don’t have in our diets any more due to the sanitisation of everything from vegetables to water. Even if you don’t have a garden, you can get your hands dirty and grow something in a window box, allotment or community gardening scheme. Other benefits are improved vitamin D levels from exposure to sunlight, and breathing more deeply as you focus on some mentally undemanding work.


Eating with your hands: you may have been told off for eating with your hands once you graduated from the high chair, but it can be a wonderful way to connect with your food and get a little micro-exposure to some dirt. I’m not suggesting that you don’t wash your hands first – just make sure that you do it only with soap and water and nothing anti-bacterial. If you have been gardening, maybe just rinse off the dirt and sit on the grass to eat. When you eat with your hands, you can become more aware of food as a sensual pleasure and are less likely to wolf down your meal.


PREBIOTICS AND FIBRE


Prebiotics are the foods that our gut bacteria like to munch on. It is important that you give your microbial passengers the sort of meals they like, as they will keep you healthy and happy in return. So try to include as many foods as you can tolerate from the lists below – remember that variety is super important here.


Insoluble plant fibre: the tough stuff that gives plants their structure can’t be digested, but travels through the digestive system, giving bulk to your poo and helping the gut to move faster. As it makes its way through the gut, it takes dead cells, hormonal by-products, heavy metals and toxins with it, easing the eliminative burden on the organs. Found in chewy foods like whole grains, pulses, vegetables (especially their skins), nuts, seeds and fruit (especially berries).


Soluble plant fibre: inulin, pectin, beta-glucans and oligosaccharides represent some of the fibres that dissolve in water to make a gelatinous substance that slows the transit of food through the gut, soothes inflammation and is fermented by the gut microbiota. Aim to eat a wide variety of soluble fibre rather than taking supplements.


Be aware that some of this fibre can cause a lot of fermentation, so start gently if you aren’t used to eating it. Good sources are: whole grains (especially wheat, oats, rye, barley, teff and buckwheat), pulses, all types of cabbage, cauliflower and broccoli, globe artichoke, Jerusalem artichoke, asparagus, celeriac, turnip, radish, salsify, dandelion greens, beetroot, onion, leek, garlic, plum, fig, date, apricot, apple, raw honey, molasses, linseed and psyllium husk.


Resistant starch: not all starch is created equal, some is easily digested and converted into glucose to fuel our body, and some (resistant starch) cannot be converted to glucose, but travels through the digestive system to feed the microbes in the large intestine. Resistant starch does not raise blood sugar and feeds the good microbes, so it is highly beneficial. The starch in rice, potatoes and wheat becomes fully digestible when freshly cooked, but if the cooked food is chilled, much of the starch becomes resistant again, even if heated briefly. To increase your starch intake, you just need to change the way that you prepare potatoes, pasta and rice to maximise the resistant starch they contain.


• Rice: cook rice in your usual way. Spread out on a tray to cool quickly and then transfer to the fridge for at least 3 hours. Eat within 36 hours either cold, as fried rice, or briefly reheat in a covered pan with a couple of tablespoons of water, allowing it to steam through. Alternatively, put into freezer bags, smooth flat and stack up in the freezer, so that you can have retrograded rice whenever you need it. Tap the bag with a rolling pin to loosen the grains if using straight from frozen and reheat as above, or put straight into a salad and allow to defrost completely.


• Potatoes and pasta: cook however you like and then chill for several hours or overnight. Eat cold as a salad, or reheat briefly.


Animal prebiotics: connective tissues (tendons, cartilage and skin) all contain fibre that may be almost as effective as soluble plant fibre at feeding the friendly microbes in your gut. While slow-cooked meat contains lots of gut-soothing collagen, you will get your animal fibre by gnawing on the soft ends of slow-cooked bones, eating the cartilaginous bits on the end of chicken wings and thighs, or eating tinned fish with bones. There may also be a small amount of prebiotic fibre in dry cured meats, such as prosciutto and salami, in addition to the probiotic qualities of cured meat.


Raw honey: raw honey is a source of prebiotic oligosaccharides and also contains beneficial enzymes that are mostly destroyed by heating, so look for raw or cold filtered honey and try to get something local.


NOURISHING FATS


Are some fats good and some fats bad? Yes, but probably not in the way you have been encouraged to think. Beneficial fats occur naturally in the food we eat, yet if they are processed in a way that damages them they become inflammatory because the chemical structure has been denatured. A good example of this would be a clear, flavourless vegetable oil, such as sunflower oil, which is processed using solvents and heat to extract the maximum amount of fat and ensure a long shelf life. The process works well for the manufacturer, but unfortunately damages the delicate polyunsaturated fats in the oil. Because the oil is also neutralised, bleached and deodorised during processing, you are unaware that anything is amiss. Anything made with this fat, such as margarine, mayonnaise, biscuits, salad dressings and ready meals, will contribute to inflammation in your cells and require you to consume more anti-inflammatory fat.


Polyunsaturated fats are most stable in the foods they naturally occur in; they soothe our immune system, nerves and skin, and we should aim to eat them every day in dark leafy greens, seeds, nuts, oily fish, seafood and wild meat. The essential fatty acid, omega-3, is particularly soothing and found in all the foods just mentioned.


Monounsaturated fats found in olive oil, avocado, nuts, grass-fed meat and game also have a soothing effect on gut mucosa, help to counter harmful bacteria, provide food for beneficial bacteria, and improve the ratio of good to bad cholesterol in your blood. Because monounsaturated oils, such as olive, rapeseed and avocado, are only moderately stable, it is ideal to eat them uncooked or only gently heated, so that they do not start to break down chemically. When fats are contained in a food, such as in meat or in a seed, they are partially protected from damage, so don’t worry about roasting meat or toasting your seeds, just don’t stir-fry in olive oil.


Saturated fats often get a bad press, but our bodies expect to find them in food and get disappointed if they are not there. We repair our cells with saturated fats and make vitamin D with it, so not having enough can be as bad as having too much. Despite what you might think, cholesterol in egg yolks, seafood, dairy products and meat can be beneficial in moderate amounts, helping to form the myelin sheath that surrounds every nerve in your body and supporting cell repair.


Duck fat, goose fat, chicken fat, lard and dripping all contain palmitoleic acid which helps reduce numbers of harmful bacteria in the gut, supporting immune function. Even butter can be a hero fat and not just because it makes crumpets taste so darned good! Butter contains butyric acid that can help restore the integrity of the gut mucosa, reduce inflammation and normalise cell function.


Make sure that you include fat in your diet because it will satisfy you, soothe you and help you thrive. To help you eat your fat in its most stable state, I have included a table of what to cook with below.






	COOKING METHOD


	TYPE OF FAT


	THINGS TO AVOID







	Deep-frying


	Dripping, lard, coconut oil


	Vegetable oils, vegetable shortening







	Stir-frying, roasting meat, fish, potatoes or vegetables (over 140°C), searing meat, cooking steak or chops, sautéing over a higher heat, frying eggs


	Beef dripping, lamb fat, coconut oil, lard, goose fat, duck fat, chicken fat, bacon fat. In moderation: cold-pressed sesame oil, peanut oil (groundnut oil)


	Cooking sprays, vegetable shortening, vegetable oils







	Slow-roasting vegetables, meat or fish (up to 140°C), softening onions or soffrito without colour, cooking pancakes or blinis, omelettes and scrambled eggs


	Virgin olive oil, ghee, clarified butter, unsalted butter


	Cooking sprays, clear vegetable oils, virgin rapeseed oil, margarine, spreadable butter







	Avoid cooking. Good for dressing salads and vegetables, aïoli, dipping bread or drizzling over toast


	The following cold-pressed (virgin) oils: almond, hazelnut, avocado, rapeseed, sunflower, macadamia, argan, hemp, borage, walnut


	Margarine, shop-bought mayonnaise and salad dressings, unrefrigerated cold-pressed oils, refined vegetable oils









ANTI-INFLAMMATORY FOODS


There are two types of inflammation. General inflammation is what happens when you sprain your ankle or get stung by a wasp, and is characterised by local swelling, heat and redness. The cure is rest and ice and it is short lived and self-limiting. Systemic inflammation is what happens within the cells of our body when the most primitive part of our immune system (the innate immune system) releases pro-inflammatory cytokines (hormone-like substances) that ramp up the inflammatory activity of immune cells, and can result in cells not functioning as they should, or even in cell death, tissue damage or tumour formation. Many of the chronic diseases of modern life can be attributed to this.
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