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HOW TO USE THIS EBOOK





Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken to a list of all the recipes covered in that chapter.





Alternatively, jump to the index to browse recipes by ingredient.





Look out for linked text (which is in blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related recipes.





You can double tap images to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.





INTRODUCTION


AMANDA SAYS


Let’s face it, the gut is a hard sell. You can’t see it, you’ve probably never given it much thought… And yet, it is probably the most exciting subject in health right now. We’re seeing so many breakthroughs in our understanding of how the gut works, why it’s important and what it means for the future of medicine. But this book isn’t a dry dissection of all the research. It’s the practical application. What can you do now to start benefitting from the latest findings? It’s all in these pages.


The trillions of microbes in your gut are not only essential for digesting food, they also provide vital enzymes and vitamins, and control the calories you absorb, linking the health of the gut directly to weight issues. Whether you want to lose weight or not, or whether you’re one of the one in four people who struggles with a digestive issue, you can benefit. The evidence is there, as you’ll learn in the following chapters, that good gut health has an impact on your digestion, your day-to-day comfort and energy levels, your immunity, mental wellbeing and your chronic disease risk.


Even more exciting is the fact that you are in charge. What you eat determines your personal pick ’n’ mix of gut bacteria that are then able to help keep you happy, healthy and naturally slim.


I wasn’t always so enamoured with what lay beneath my navel. I took the well-trodden path of irritable bowel syndrome (IBS) and poor skin in my teens. The antibiotics that I took to improve the skin worsened the tummy troubles. My calorie-controlled diet – a rite of passage at that time – was a disaster for my gut and fed my cravings for carbohydrates.


It wasn’t until I began to study nutrition that a change of diet solved the triple whammy of woes and changed my life, body and career forever. Fifteen years later I now understand and appreciate that my personal experience helped carve out what I now call my Rest, Re-wild and Rebalance approach to the gut.


The Rest phase is more like a detox. The D-word is often misconstrued but my meaning is lightening the load on the body, eliminating trigger and troublesome foods, and supporting the organs of detoxification and elimination. I have run detox retreats for more than a decade using a fasting-style approach and the results after a few days alone are often astonishing. The version in this plan is less extreme – there’s plenty of food – but your digestion will still benefit from a well-earned rest.


Then comes Re-wild. It might sound a bit ‘hunter gatherer’ but it requires no survival skills other than some online shopping for diverse and helpful ingredients, none of which are overly obscure or expensive.


Last but certainly not least, Rebalance is about getting to the place where you can easily maintain your well-deserved results, enjoy more freedom around food and, most important of all, feel happy.


So, please ditch the idea that being healthy from the inside out means living with endless restrictions or boring and bland food choices. Once your gut is healthy, a varied and inclusive diet is firmly back on the menu. For me that includes some delicious dark chocolate, a morning coffee or two, an occasional glass of wine with dinner or a gin and tonic with the girls. How very refreshing!


HANNAH SAYS


This is a book for anyone who wants a new approach to eating, to finally shift the excess and find their happy weight. It’s for you if you’re sick of trying diets that feel hard to follow and instinctively unhealthy. If your energy levels and mood are low but you feel powerless to raise them. If you feel your waist measurement is increasing, your shape is changing and you’re not sure why. And if you’d like to be less reliant on processed foods and sugars but you’re not sure how.


It’s been a selfish endeavour, because it’s really a book for me. On my 40th birthday, I resigned myself to never losing that extra half stone. My expanding waist felt like an inevitable consequence of creeping middle age. I love exercise but it no longer changed my shape.


I was a classic example of the busy person who thinks they don’t have time to be healthier. I made sure my kids ate well, but would have their toast-crust leftovers for breakfast. I’d skip lunch or buy a sandwich, far too ‘busy and important’ to stop work and make something nutritious. Then I’d wonder why I could barely keep my eyes open come mid-afternoon. My skin wasn’t great, my focus was lacking and my stomach was bloated. My doctor checked if it was a thyroid problem or peri-menopause. When it wasn’t, I concluded it must be modern life.


As a health writer I’ve seen just about every diet trend come and go. I’ve tried many of them, in the interests of journalism, and I know a fad when I see one. Gut health is definitely a trend but it’s no fad. It’s an area of health that’s here to stay.


So when Amanda and I started working on this book, I immediately volunteered to be its guinea pig. If I could stick to her plan and make it work, it could work for anyone.


In just a few weeks it genuinely changed the way I eat, for good. I’ve lost the taste for sugar, I bypass processed, convenience foods and prepare nearly everything from scratch. I’ve not been hungry. How have I fitted it into my oh-so-busy life? Erm, pretty easily. I can only think I was kidding myself that I didn’t have the time.


By the end of the 21 days I was feeling lighter in weight as well as in mood. My usual 10 days of deranged premenstrual doom didn’t happen. People remarked that I looked well and slimmer. I lost 3.6kg (8lb), at least 2.5cm (1 inch) each from my arms, thighs and hips and 7.5cm (3 inches) from my waist. Delighted is an understatement. As I write this, a couple of months on, I’m still enjoying the G Plan way of eating and I haven’t regained any weight or inches. I really feel great.


And I know that you can, too. If you have any reservations about sticking to an eating plan, put them to one side and just go for it. It’s only 21 days – that’s shorter than any commitment you might make for Lent or ‘Dry January’ or the like. It works because it goes beyond what you can control and starts changing your body on a biological level. It’s 21 days that can transform your eating, your shape and your life.


Gut. It’s not a very attractive word, is it? We tend not to talk much about our gut. We probably don’t think about it enough, either. Until fairly recently, even scientists were in the dark about the gut’s importance in the body. Now they can’t stop talking about it.


Much of the latest research is pointing to digestive health as not only the key to overall health, but the secret to losing weight and feeling fantastic – it’s pretty exciting stuff. So it’s time we all got better acquainted with what goes on down there.
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THE G WORD


You are more bacteria than human


There are 100 trillion microbes, mostly bacteria, living in and on your body. You are a walking bacteria colony. Bacteria outnumber your own body cells by about 10:1. And their genes outnumber your own genes by over 100:1.


Some bacteria reside on your skin, in your mouth and on the genitals. But the majority have set up home in your large intestine, the lower part of your gut, where they weigh a hefty 1.3kg (3lb). The bacteria are known as your microbiota and, collectively, they form your microbiome.


Now this might sound worrying. In the past, we’ve thought of microbes either as harmless parasites or dangerous pathogens. What with antibiotics, antibacterial wipes, cleaning products and hand gels, you’d be forgiven for thinking the goal was to wipe out all traces of bacteria from our lives. But the truth is we’re nothing without them. We’re still identifying all the hundreds, if not thousands, of strains that each have a role in looking after our health.


Where does the microbiome come from?


As babies we are born sterile and pick up our mother’s microbiome as we pass through the birth canal during delivery. Babies who are delivered by caesarean section therefore have a more limited microbiome which is made up of bacteria from their mother’s skin and the hospital, rather than the vaginal and faecal bacteria passed on during natural birth. The next major donor is breast milk and, again, babies fed on formula milk will have a different and more limited microbiome.


By the age of two we have a mature microbiome although it’s always in flux and is moderated by diet – as we shall learn – lifestyle, stress, medication and even factors like owning a pet. Research has found children who grow up with a family dog share some of its microbes and may have a bolstered immunity overall from contact with their pet.


Studies also show people born by caesarean section, raised on formula milk and given antibiotics early in life are more likely to gain weight later on. But forget blaming your mum – or worrying about your kids – if you tick those boxes. That’s in the past, it can’t be changed and was the right choice for you or your parents at the time. You can change what happens to your microbiome in the future, and this book puts that power in your hands.


What does your microbiome do for you?


What doesn’t it do would be a better question. Your healthy bacteria help you to digest food, protect you against pathogens, provide essential nutrients, enzymes and hormones and train your immune system. Your gut has the largest number of immune cells and the largest number of hormonal/endocrine cells in the body.


It’s only been in the past ten years that we have had the knowledge and technology – called rapid gene-sequencing techniques – to enable us to identify different strains of bacteria and what their function might be.


Everyone’s microbiome is unique, like a fingerprint. The interactions between microbes are complex and there’s much we’ve yet to learn. But what the scientific world is increasingly discovering is that if there’s something wrong with your microbiome, there will be something wrong with you.



The brain-gut axis


These days, you’ll often hear the gut talked about in wondrous terms as our ‘hidden brain’, or ‘silent voice’. That’s due to something called the brain-gut axis and the fact that these two organs are far more closely connected than you might imagine. There are 500 million nerve cells in the gut – the largest number outside the brain and spinal cord. Together they’re incredibly powerful.


It explains age-old terms like ‘gut instinct’, ‘gut wrenching’, ‘gut reaction’ or feeling ‘gutted’; all those expressions that convey how our digestive system and our emotions are inextricably linked.


We understand that our feelings can affect our digestion – everything from butterflies in the stomach, to trips to the loo before an exam, to IBS when we’re under stress. But we now know the brain-gut axis works both ways and stimulation of the gut can activate circuits in the brain.


Not just digestion


Think of your microbiome as your greatest health ally. If it’s in balance you’ll experience healthy digestion, high energy, fewer illnesses, good mood and clear thinking. If it’s out of balance then digestive issues, low mood and low immunity can result. But it’s even more important than that.


Research has found links between poor gut flora and IBS, inflammatory bowel disease (IBD), type 2 diabetes, Parkinson’s disease, Alzheimer’s disease, arthritis, cardiovascular disease, colon cancer, depression, anxiety, autism, asthma, allergies and respiratory tract infections.


It’s unlikely to be a straightforward cause-and-effect situation – humans are more complicated than that. But many scientists believe it’s more than an association: a poor microbiome can actually cause disease and influence behaviour and emotions. Germ-free mice (born into and kept in a sterile bubble) grow up exhibiting marked changes in memory, learning and emotions, and have an exaggerated stress response and autistic-like traits. Without bacteria, their brains don’t develop normally.


The missing link when it comes to weight?


One of the key areas of gut research is focusing on weight loss. Studies in obese and lean sets of twins have shown that lean twins have a vibrant and diverse microbe community, while obese twins have far fewer useful microbes.


Gut microbes are involved in metabolism. They can alter the way we store fat, how we balance our blood glucose levels and how we respond to hormones signalling hunger and satiety. Having the wrong mix of microbes might set us along the path to obesity and type 2 diabetes.


Animal studies have shown that when sterile mice had microbes from an obese person or a lean person introduced into their intestines, those who received the obese person’s microbes went on to gain weight and fat, while the mice receiving the lean’s person’s microbes didn’t. This can also be reversed – the researchers transplanted the lean mice’s microbes into the obese mice and they become a normal weight again. The potential for an ‘obesity cure’ in humans here is quite intriguing. Thankfully, we have the know-how to start nourishing the microbiome in a slightly less intrusive way.



FMT, the hard-to-stomach solution


If you’re eating while reading this, you may want to put your food down for a moment.


The treatment these mice received was a version of faecal microbiota transplantation, otherwise known as FMT. And it could be the future of medicine. Essentially, it involves taking a stool sample from a healthy person and transferring the microbes into the gastrointestinal tract of someone who might benefit. Yes, it’s a poo transplant.


In a world where antibiotic resistance is an increasing threat, you might just need to put your squeamishness aside and watch with interest. FMT is already in use and it can be a life-saving intervention. Clostridium difficile (or C.diff) is a potentially fatal hospital infection, picked up by patients who’ve had their microbiome all but wiped out by antibiotics. It can be very hard to treat… unless you transplant a healthy person’s microbes into the patient, when an almost instant recovery can be seen.


So, it has a role in treating infection and it seems to work in mice. Could FMT be the next big slimming solution for us?


It’s not unthinkable that Harley Street clinics will start offering it to the rich, overweight and curious (in the form of pills and suppositories, all very clean and clinical). But it would certainly be a speculative treatment at this stage. Before then, there’s lots you can do to kick-start your weight loss. And it all starts with giving your gut – and those trillions of bacteria – a little more love and respect.



The future


Alongside FMT, probiotics (foods, drinks and supplements that contain live microbe cultures) are likely to become personalized and targeted. If disease can be identified by which microbes are present or missing in our microbiome, it follows that scientists may be able to produce probiotic strains that interact to bring the microbiome back into balance. Rather than broad-spectrum health supplements, we could see specific functional foods or pills designed to reduce or eradicate certain conditions.


There’s also much buzz around the field of ‘psychobiotics’. Not the title of a Hollywood blockbuster, but a term used to describe the potential for probiotics to address mental health conditions. A pill to reduce anxiety or a new form of antidepressant – amazing, yet not too far away perhaps?


Now: your health in your hands


In the meantime, we are far from powerless. The promising news is that the microbiome can change and adapt very quickly. The average lifespan of a microbe is just 20 minutes. Your microbes’ genes change constantly in response to the food you give them. That’s why humans all over the world are able to survive on vastly different diets.


It’s also why people who restrict themselves to foods our prehistoric ancestors ate (‘Paleo dieters’) are ill-informed. Our own genes might take thousands of years to evolve but when it comes to food, our microbes are in charge and they’re very accommodating. Eat a mainly meat diet and you’ll develop the microbes you need to digest meat. Turn vegetarian and you’ll lose them in favour of plant-digesting microbes.


But just because you can eat whatever you like, doesn’t mean you should. The greater the amount of good bacteria you have and the greater its variety, the better. So how do we increase our own diversity?


What your microbiome dislikes


We know our microbiome isn’t keen on the following things, so we should aim to avoid them as much as possible.



STRESS



When our bodies are in a low-level fight or flight response on a long-term basis, it’s almost always felt in our digestion (thanks to that gut-brain axis). Stress has been linked to IBD, IBS, peptic ulcers, reflux, allergies and more. Scientists have shown that being under stress reduces the number and diversity of the microbiota.1 And poor gut health, in turn, can cause or exacerbate mental health symptoms.


It can be hard to avoid, of course, and we often don’t know how much stress is affecting us until we emerge the other side. But given the negative effect it can have on our gut, it’s worth building some anti-stress practices into daily life. Meditation, yoga, exercise and spending time outdoors in nature are all well-tested techniques. Amanda swears by her favourite antidote to stress, her Labrador, Annie. But short of running out and buying a puppy, anything that carves some time out for you – be it reading a novel, singing in a choir, or playing in the shed with power tools – is a worthwhile investment in good gut health.



INACTIVITY



Exercise is a vital part of life and any weight loss efforts. A recent Irish study compared athletes and inactive people and found the former had a much greater variety of gut bacteria.2 Other US studies confirm this, finding that exercise increases levels of butyrate, a compound produced by gut bacteria which supports immunity and may protect against colon cancer. Further research in Spain found a four-fold increase in immune-boosting bacteria strains in those who exercised.3


The World Health Organization suggests we each do 150 minutes of moderate-intensity exercise each week for good health.4 That’s at least five sessions of 30 minutes each, where you’re active enough to be slightly out of breath and breaking a sweat. It also recommends two sessions a week of strength training. If you want the gains to exceed general health and move into increased fitness and better shape, we’d suggest having this as your absolute bare minimum.


What you do when you’re not exercising also counts. Being sedentary all day – which can be hard to avoid if you have a desk-bound or driving job – has been described as a health threat equal to smoking. So we need to move more on a daily, in fact hourly, basis. Just don’t go to extremes. Excessive, high-intensity exercise, for too long or too frequently, can also be a stress on the body and mind. It’s all about balance.


ANTIBIOTICS


Sometimes antibiotics are still vital to treat infections. We’re not suggesting for a moment that you refuse them when needed. But if your illness could be a virus, you’ll be better off without.


Another way to avoid antibiotics is to bolster your immunity so you’re less likely to become ill. And following a gut-healthy diet like the G Plan is a huge leap in that direction. If you do need a course of antibiotics? Pay extra attention to your diet and consider a probiotic supplement during and after, to help repopulate your gut.



A PROCESSED AND LIMITED DIET



It’ll come as no surprise that excess sugar isn’t good for the gut. It suppresses beneficial bacteria and can allow unhealthy microbes to take over. A modern-day demon thanks to its prevalence in today’s diets, sugar is linked with obesity and diabetes as well as poor skin and fluctuating energy levels.


Processed foods do our gut no favours. Very often high in sugar, salt, saturated or trans fats, additives and preservatives, they’re also much lower on the nutritional scale than unprocessed foods. Refined, starchy carbohydrates, such as white flour, bread, pasta and rice, offer much less for the microbiome than their wholegrain alternatives. Avoid them and you automatically avoid foods like pastries, cakes and biscuits. Takeaways and ready meals are usually similarly low in nutrients and high in fat and sugar.
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What your microbiome likes


The G Plan can help you to cut back on the things your microbiome dislikes and focus on those that follow, as it promotes a diet and lifestyle that’s abundant in what your gut loves.
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