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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 and tables to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.




INTRODUCTION


LEON is all about happy tummies. When we opened our first restaurant, back in 2004, our mission was to provide everyone with naturally fast food – food that majored on rainbow-coloured, fibre-filled plants. While we might not have known quite as much about gut health then as we do now, our food has always been the kind of food that can contribute to a happy gut. A happy gut can mean a longer, healthier, life. And who doesn’t want that?


Over the years, we’ve learned a lot about the gut and what it needs, which is why we decided to put this book together. The recipes are, as ever, from all over the world, and we had a lot of fun looking for the best high-fibre dishes, for the most colourful recipes and for the simplest ways to eat gut-supporting omega-3 fatty acids. We won’t insist you give anything up or change your diet completely. Instead, we hope that inside this book you will find things so tasty and so irresistible that eating in a gut-healthy way turns out to be both easy and unmissably delicious.


Rebecca and John x
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HOW TO KEEP YOUR GUT HAPPY


We are as individual on the inside as we are on the outside. The science of gut health is new and evolving, but what we do know for sure is that we all need a happy, healthy and diverse community of good gut bacteria. They work with both our immune system and the gut itself, help our brains to function and look after our long-term health, as well as how we feel day-to-day. (Of course, some branches of traditional medicine, like Ayurveda, have been saying similar things for rather longer. In some ways, the science is simply catching up with what many have practised for centuries.)


Sadly, the modern ‘Western’ diet in general, with its focus on refined carbs, processed meat and lots of (often hidden) sugars, means that our good gut bacteria are nowhere near as diverse or numerous as they need to be. As diets worldwide become more Westernized, gut diversity is decreasing everywhere, and health outcomes are getting worse.


Fortunately, there are some very simple ways we can all make our gut microbiome happier – which is why we’ve written this book.


You can just follow our recipes, and the guidelines on the next page – making whatever swaps and switches you need – but if you want to know a bit more about the science of gut health and exactly what ingredients to eat more of and why, read the next few pages, too.


We want to make eating for a happy gut delicious, easy and, most importantly, joyful – because a joyful diet means a happy body.
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THE KEYS TO GUT HEALTH


EAT THE RAINBOW Good gut bacteria not only feed off the polyphenols (a category of plant compounds with significant health benefits) that we deliver them by eating colourful food, but also turn them into nutrients we need, and can’t get anywhere else. We don’t just mean nuts, berries and greens – polyphenols also exist in dark chocolate, red wine, good-quality olive oil, coffee and tea.


EAT MORE FIBRE Good gut bacteria thrive on fibre, so we need to eat a range of whole grains, legumes and vegetables to keep them happy. Many fibre-rich foods are considered ‘prebiotic’ and create the right environment for ‘probiotic’ good bacteria. Eating more fibre also means there will be less space in your diet for highly refined carbs – think swapping white rice for red or black rice, or breakfast cereals for multigrain-and-seed granola.


EAT FOODS CONTAINING LIVE MICROBES These foods will contain the very bacteria we want to help thrive in our guts. While you can take these bacteria as tablets or powders, they are also found in particularly tasty foods, especially fermented goodies which generally contain a wide variety of different types of bacteria. Try unpasteurized cheeses, live yoghurts, kimchi, pickles, miso, kefir, kombucha and sauerkraut.


OMEGA-3 The connection between omega-3 fatty acids and gut health is a new one, but studies show omega-3 increases diversity in the gut and also enables gut bacteria to release very beneficial natural anti-inflammatory compounds. Omega-3 is found in oily fish, flaxseeds/linseeds and their oil, some nuts and tofu.


EAT LESS SUGAR & SALT A sugar-rich diet can displace other nutritious foods, and of course, keeping sugar levels low and steady is good for the rest of the body, too. It has been suggested that a high-salt diet may impact the health of the gut microbiome after a recent study found that reducing salt in the diet possibly helped to improve heart health by reducing blood pressure through the gut.


EAT SLOWLY & CONSCIOUSLY Eating is a complex set of actions for the body, which it needs enough time to do. Eating quickly and thoughtlessly means we miss the signals telling us when we are full.


EAT LESS MEAT By eating less meat and choosing pastured, grass-fed meat when we do, we naturally make more room for plants (and maybe fish) on our plates.


DON’T EAT AT ALL A recipe book might be a strange place to talk about fasting, but the science is clear: occasional fasts, even as short as 16 hours, give our gut bacteria time to recover and grow. John and Rebecca both fast regularly – for Rebecca, this just means an early evening meal followed by a late breakfast, two or three times a week.


EXERCISE, RELAX & SLEEP Studies show that exercise can help keep our gut microbes happy, as can taking time to de-stress, and getting enough sleep. Tired, stressed-out people often have tired, stressed-out guts, as well.






WHAT IS IT ABOUT THE MODERN WESTERN DIET?


When we talk about the ‘Western’ diet, it is no longer a geographic description. Instead, it describes a diet that has spread worldwide, one that relies heavily on highly processed foods full of very refined white carbs (meaning the fibre has been removed), lots of additives and not much in the way of naturally occurring micronutrients. It’s a diet high in processed versions of meat and dairy and very high in sugars, often hidden in unexpected products, like readymeals, bread products, hot drinks and packet sauces. It’s also low in oily fish, healthy fats, whole grains, nuts, seeds, fresh fruit, vegetables and fibre.


As diets go, it couldn’t really be worse for gut health, since it doesn’t usually contain a wide enough range of the nutrients a diverse gut microbiome needs to survive, and is full of the sugars that allow some microbes to grow and overwhelm other important but less sturdy ones. There’s even some evidence to suggest that added ingredients such as emulsifiers and artificial sweeteners can upset our microbial balance.


In contrast, traditional diets that depend heavily on whole foods, relatively unrefined carbohydrates and plants, and that contain a certain amount of fish and meat, tend to result in diverse gut bacteria. The so-called Mediterranean diet is, of course, a Western diet (and Mediterranean countries are not immune to the pull of the hyper-modern, highly processed diet) but those who eat a true Mediterranean diet still tend to eat lots of fresh produce, whole grains, legumes, oily fish and olive oil – hence its reputation from several huge meta studies for resulting in good health and a long life, as well as from more recent research into better mental health. The same may be true, though, for many other plant-rich traditional diets, whether from India, Scandinavia, Japan or southern America – which is why we collect recipes from all over the world.






WHAT DO OUR MICROBES DO?


A good way to understand gut microbes is to think about cows. Have you ever wondered how a cow can possibly make milk, and potentially be turned into such rich and flavourful meat, when it only eats leaves? The answer is microbes. Like all mammals, cows have a symbiotic relationship with their gut microbes, which evolved over millions of years alongside cows, to the extent that they can liberate nutrients from grass that the cow’s gut alone cannot.


The same is true for humans: our trillions of symbiotic microbes do jobs that our guts are not equipped to do. Some of them synthesize essential vitamins, like B vitamins and vitamin K, and amino acids for us; others ferment or co-metabolize foods to help our bodies get at their nutrients; still others fight off pathogens. They are also involved in maintaining our immune system and they impact on other organs of the body, as well as protecting the structures of the gut itself. Having too many or too few of certain microbes even seems to predispose us to obesity, and the kinds of behaviours that give rise to it. Given all this, it makes sense that if the thousand or so species of microbes that live in our guts become unbalanced, by poor diet, stress, lack of exercise or sleep, or by over-use of medications such as antibiotics, all sorts of things can go wrong.


To find out more about our microbes, we recommend Tim Spector’s books, The Diet Myth and Spoon Fed – Why Almost Everything We’ve been Told About Food Is Wrong. Also, 10% Human by Allana Collen – the title refers to the number of microbes living in or on our bodies, compared to the number of cells we are made up of.
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THE GUT–BRAIN AXIS


There is no doubt that our guts and brains are tightly connected, nor that mood and food are closely linked – think about the butterflies we feel when we’re nervous or excited, or the churning in our stomachs when stressed. The gut has its own nervous system, the enteric nervous system, which has more neurones and nerves than many small animal brains do. However, detailed examination of the implications of all this has only been going on for a couple of decades. What we know is that the vagus nerve connects the brain and the gut (it also connects to other organs), mostly sending necessary messages to and from the gut to the brain about things like fullness or digestion.


We also know that the vagus nerve, like all nerves, carries neurotransmitter chemicals – little blurts of serotonin, dopamine, adrenaline or oxytocin – from the gut to the brain. The intriguing thing is that we now know microbes can generate their own feel-good neurotransmitters too, which also whizz up the vagus nerve to the brain. Work is on-going to discover more, but it’s another way in which microbes play a critical role in our well-being. It’s early days, but initial research has looked at things such as sleep improving due to probiotic consumption, as well as examining the role of dysbiosis (a microbial imbalance in the gut) in apparently unrelated conditions, such as autism, Parkinson’s disease and depression. It even appears that over-growth of less helpful bacteria can affect our behaviour – having too much of the wrong kind of microbes has even been suggested to impact upon our food cravings, for example.




WHAT THIS BOOK IS NOT


This is not a diet book. It is not a weight-loss book. We like you just the way you are. Instead, it’s about eating in a way that might just keep us all healthy and happy for longer.


It is also not a FODMAP (Fermentable Oligo-, Di-, Mono-saccharides And Polyols) book. For some people who have IBS or other gut disorders, following a low-FODMAP diet leads to a reduction in their symptoms. It’s a complicated and quite restrictive diet, that should only be attempted with support from a specialist dietitian, as it involves avoiding a lot of the ingredients that those without gut disorders usually need to eat more of: legumes, fruits and grains, among other things. If you follow your own version of a FODMAP diet, you will already know how to adapt our recipes. However, where onions and garlic are optional – since avoiding alliums is something many FODMAPers find an easy win – we have noted it. For the rest of us, garlic and onions tend to be good for gut health.









KEY INGREDIENTS


GENERAL whole grains (oats, quinoa, freekeh, bulghur wheat berries) • tofu • legumes • lentils • nuts (including ground and nut butters) • seeds, including sesame and flaxseeds/linseeds • extra virgin olive oil, sesame oil, coconut oil, flax oil • uncooked and unpasteurized cheeses • brown, red and black rice • raw vinegars • kimchi, sauerkraut, fermented pickles • oily fish (including traditionally smoked), tinned fish, shellfish and seafood • dark chocolate • live crème fraîche, live full-fat yoghurt (or live non-dairy alternative), labneh • cocoa • gram flour, buckwheat, rye flour • couscous (cold) • potatoes (cold) • tahini • kefir


VEGETABLES beetroot • beans • asparagus • fennel • garlic • carrots • leeks • white and red cabbage • leaves (especially bitter) • herbs • sweet potatoes • artichokes • olives • chicory • black beans • spinach • red onions • white beans • mushrooms • tomatoes • Brussels sprouts • seaweed • kale • broccoli • celeriac • peppers • courgette • squash • cauliflower • Asian greens • radishes • mooli/daikon


FRUITS stone fruits • berries • pomegranates • melons • dried fruit • apples • pears • bananas • citrus FLAVOURINGS capers • ginger • cinnamon • cloves • anise • chilli • turmeric • cumin • paprika • miso paste • tamari/fermented soy sauce • live fermented hot sauces • fermented pickles


INGREDIENT TIPS


• Use extra virgin olive oil with abandon (for its polyphenols), along with rapeseed oil, which is great for cooking, as well as walnut oil, flax oil and avocado oil in dressings. These give us a range of good, healthy fats, which – along with our brains and bodies – our gut microbes also need.


• Use unpasteurized cheeses and live yoghurts (look for the word ‘bio’ on the label), including those made without dairy, with no added sugar or sweeteners. While chilling them doesn’t affect their probiotic nature (you can even freeze them), cooking them kills the good bacteria. Fermented milks, kefir and kombucha are also great sources of gut-friendly bacteria.


• Keep the skin on your fruit and veg wherever possible, as it’s where most of the gut-friendly fibre is. Give them a quick scrub under running water to remove any dirt.


• Serve potatoes, rice, pasta, bulgur, freekeh and couscous in cold dishes, rather than hot – cooling the starch changes it, turning it into resistant starch, which our microbes love. You don’t have to give up refined carbs for a gut-healthy lifestyle.


• Choose sourdough-based wholegrain breads where you can. While cooking sourdough kills the live microbes that are beneficial for gut health, they’ve already done much of their gut-friendly work during rising and proving, releasing nutrients that our stomachs alone would struggle to access and, for some people, making the bread as a whole easier to digest, too.


• Take joy in the fact that red wine, coffee, green tea and dark chocolate all contain phytochemicals (a.k.a. antioxidants), a wide range of micronutrients that our gut microbes thrive on, breaking them down into useful metabolites, which our bodies then use.






SOME GOOD NEWS ABOUT WINE & CHEESE (& SOME BEERS)


For years, the Mediterranean diet confounded experts – because, along with all the good stuff, its adherents also seem to get away with eating an awful lot of cheese (the average French person eats 500g per week), washed down with lots of red wine. More recently, data suggests that these two things may actually be part of what makes the Mediterranean lifestyle so successful.


First, unpasteurized cheese – the kind mostly eaten in Mediterranean countries – tends to be absolutely teeming with beneficial live bacteria. We used to think that these were destroyed by stomach acid, but it now seems that they may in fact survive well into the gut. It’s not hard to get unpasteurized cheeses, as many given a label of Protected Designation of Origin, such as Brie, Camembert, Parmigiano Reggiano or Roquefort, have to be made in the old-fashioned, unpasteurized way. Where possible, don’t cook them, though (see Ideas for Cheese for more on that).


Secondly, red wine is a fantastic source of polyphenols (see Polyphenols & Why Eating Colourfully Is Good For Us for more on why polyphenols are great). And certain bottle-conditioned beers have also been shown to be as lively as yoghurt.


Obviously, you should both drink and consume cheese in moderation. You can have too much of a very good thing.
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HOW TO GET MORE FIBRE INTO YOUR DIET


In the 1980s, when Rebecca was little, high-fibre diets were all the rage, and her mum used to sprinkle a spoonful of bran fibre onto her morning Readybrek, which tasted like sawdust. Today, our understanding of fibre is a little better (although, like all nutritional science, there’s plenty more to unravel).


Ideally, we need to eat about 30g of fibre a day. Many fibre-rich foods (as well as some foods not rich in fibre, such as dark chocolate and coffee) are also rich in useful antioxidant polyphenols, especially those which are dark or red in colour, such as dark leafy greens or beetroot. In this book, we have deliberately used lots of high-fibre ingredients – from oats and chickpeas, to almonds and artichokes. An easy way to eat more fibre is to slowly decrease your intake of low-fibre foods – things made from refined white wheat flour, skinless white potatoes, white rice and fruit juices – and gradually fill the gaps with higher-fibre alternatives.
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HOW TO GET STARTED


Humans are great at thinking big, but when it comes to acting on our ideas, we quickly get overwhelmed and revert to our usual ways. With gut health, start with one or two small steps first – this is good for your willpower, as well as your body.


It could be changing your breakfast to Bircher Muesli or granola, with lots of fresh or dried fruit, making life easy by batch-making what you need for a week of breakfasts on a Sunday evening. It could be giving up ham sandwiches and making a range of rainbow sandwiches and salads for lunch (see How to Build a Rainbow Salad and How to Build a Rainbow Sandwich). It could be swapping your regular boiled potatoes for a different vegetable side dish every night. Or, it could be as simple as having a bottle of homemade Water Kefir in the fridge, or giving up on sliced white and choosing wholemeal sourdough bread, instead.


TAKE IT SLOW


One thing that is becoming more and more clear, as nutritional science develops, is that people do best with a personalized diet. What works for you may not work for someone else. Some of us do well on lactose; others feel sluggish after eating wheat. There is no one-size-fits-all diet, and you should pay close attention to how the food you eat really makes you feel, getting to know your body and its needs. (We don’t recommend cutting out whole food groups without professional support.)


However, if there’s one piece of advice that truly does fit everyone, it’s this: don’t rush into a new gut-healthy lifestyle too quickly. Give your gut time to adapt. Rapidly increasing the amount of fibre you eat – especially if you don’t eat much to start with – means your gut won’t be prepared and will potentially lead to un-fun symptoms that will stop you wanting to carry on. The same goes for live microbe-rich foods such as kefir and kombucha – even if it’s love at first taste, start with small servings over several days, allowing your gut to adjust to its change in occupants.
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POLYPHENOLS & WHY EATING COLOURFULLY IS GOOD FOR US


Polyphenols are found in all sorts of plant foods, and eating a wide range of them has been shown to be good for general health. Some have strong antioxidant and anti-inflammatory effects, such as flavanoids, which – hurrah! – are found in highest concentrations in cocoa. (This is why we’ve created a comparatively low-sugar, cocoa-rich cake – see Chocolate Beetroot Cake.) In fact, part of the long-running UK Twins Study recently found that people who had high blood-flavanoid levels, coming from chocolate, berries and wine, also had lower blood pressure, stronger bones and a lower risk of diabetes1.


We have known for a while that diets rich in things such as blueberries and broccoli seem to be especially good for us, but it’s only recently that scientists have discovered how our gut microbes use various polyphenols to create other valuable chemicals, which our bodies then absorb and use – things like butyrate (a type of short-chain fatty acid), which nourishes the vital cells lining the walls of our gut (lower levels of butyrate may even be associated with certain bowel diseases).




WHY SO MANY NUTS?


You will notice that this book contains a lot of nuts. This is because nuts are a great source of a range of polyphenols – in fact, Americans get up to two-thirds of their entire polyphenol intake from peanuts – and some nuts, such as walnuts, are excellent sources of omega-3, as well. All nuts contain valuable bundles of other nutrients, such as vitamin E (almonds), selenium (Brazil nuts) and magnesium (cashews), as well zinc, calcium and B vitamins.
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_____________


1 The Diet Myth, Tim Spector, W&N, 2015, page 208.
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BUCKWHEAT PANCAKES


UTTERLY NUTTERLY


BIRCHER MUESLI


CLASSIC WHOLEMEAL LOAF


SPICY CHICKPEAS ON TOAST


LABLABI


IRANIAN-STYLE EGGS WITH GARLICKY BEANS & DILL


EGG, CHICORY, FENNEL & POTATO SALAD


SOBA NOODLE, TOFU & KIMCHI SOUP


GRAM FLOUR PASTA


WALNUT & PARSLEY LINGUINE


PASTA E CECI


PEA SHOOT & PISTACHIO PESTO


VINCISGRASSI


CRISPY FRIED ALMOST-RAW VEGETABLES


CAULIFLOWER FRITTERS


CRISPY SWEET POTATO FRITTERS


SPICY SQUASH WITH CREAMY POLENTA


ARTICHOKES WITH GARLIC, ALMONDS & ANCHOVIES


COCONUT, JACKFRUIT & LIME CURRY


KALE, PAK CHOI & BROCCOLI WITH GARLIC FRIED RICE


CAULIFLOWER RICE CHICKEN BIRYANI


RINKU’S PANCHRATAN 5-PULSE DHAL


ZAKKOKU MAI


BIBIMBAP WITH MARINATED BEEF & VEGETABLES


RYE CRACKERS


CANNELLINI BEAN MASH


CHARRED GEM LETTUCE


HERBED FREEKEH


RADISH, POTATO & DILL SALAD


PICKLED SHIITAKE






BUCKWHEAT PANCAKES


Buckwheat has nothing to do with wheat, despite its name – it is known as a pseudocereal, since it’s like one, but isn’t. Its seeds have been used in cooking for thousands of years. We use it to make light, fluffy, slightly nutty breakfast pancakes, which can easily be made gluten-free with a quick swap of the plain flour and baking powder for GF alternatives.




SERVES 4 (makes about 12)


PREP TIME: 4 MINS * COOK TIME: 20–30 MINS, depending on how many pancakes you can cook at a time


V | NF | SoF





75g buckwheat flour


75g plain flour


1½ teaspoons baking powder 1 tablespoon sugar


a pinch of salt


125ml milk (any kind)


1 egg


1 tablespoon flavourless oil, plus extra for cooking


½ teaspoon vanilla bean paste


zest of ¼ lemon


TO SERVE:


fresh berries or defrosted frozen fruit


thick plain live yoghurt (any kind)


a drizzle of maple syrup


Mix the dry ingredients together in a large bowl. In a separate bowl, beat together the milk, egg, 1 tablespoon of oil, vanilla bean paste and lemon zest. Pour the wet mixture into the dry bowl and stir to combine, making sure no lumps remain. Because this has no gluten, there’s no need to let the batter rest – it’s best to cook it immediately while the baking powder is most active.


Place a large frying pan over a medium heat. Add as little oil as possible, just enough to barely coat the base. When the pan and oil are hot, use a large spoon to portion out the batter into the pan, making thick pancakes around 8cm across. Cook until small bubbles appear on top and the bottom is golden brown, then flip and cook the other side. Set aside somewhere warm, like a low oven, or wrap in a clean tea towel while you cook the rest.


Eat immediately, while hot, with fruit, yoghurt and a little maple syrup.
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Experiment with other fruits: homemade apple purée, sliced banana, fresh peaches...
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