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introduction

OK, SO I CONFESS, I’m a bit of a mad-keen foodie. I genuinely don’t think there is anything more fulfilling than enjoying a plate of good, honest, delicious food with great company and usually a decent drop of natural red on the side. I’m passionate about how eating well can make such a big difference to our health and wellbeing. And as a nutritional therapist who has a particular interest in gut health, I love sharing my enthusiasm for all things tasty and how food affects us from the inside out. However, my passion for food wasn’t always so geared towards the more wholesome options. Before learning about what good food really means, I was often a slave to some of the boxed, bagged and convenience ‘ding-when-it’s-done’ stuff.

Indeed I grew up as part of the generation whose diet was somewhat lacking in natural foods and was instead generously peppered with garish-coloured concoctions, packet desserts and artificial ingredients. I remember being mesmerised by the likes of blue icy beverages or skipping to the local shop for a treat of pick ’n’ mix sweets. Of course, many of us were none the wiser about the long-term impact that a lack of fresh produce and regular consumption of nutritionally devoid and chemically enhanced foods could have on the trillions of microbes that reside in the gut – and on our health in general.

I think it’s fair to say that, all things considered, we stamped an altogether abysmal mark on the health of our gut. And yet, despite greater awareness of the vital role that eating well plays in good health, many people still find themselves woefully disassociated from the food on the plate in front of them. I put a lot of blame for this disconnection on the rapidly changing face of modern life, which has particular ramifications for the gut. One of these changes is our over-zealous habit of pill popping. Gone are the days of our grandmother’s natural remedies – if there’s a pill for it, we take it. For anyone who has their head buried in the sand on this one, it’s widely recognised that things like excessive use of painkillers can really mess with the gut. And, as if that isn’t enough for our poor beleaguered digestive systems to handle, we are also under more stress than ever. Greater work and financial responsibilities – and the ridiculously long working hours inherent in our 24/7 online world – leave us practically zero time to ‘rest and digest’.

The real work on getting your gut to the best place possible naturally starts with what you feed it. And no, you don’t need to buy expensive powders and supplements or follow some unsustainable regime.

Given all these pressures, is it really any wonder that digestive problems are ubiquitous and that the number of sufferers seems to be rising? The fact that symptoms such as bloating, gas and even debilitating pain are seen as ‘normal’ is just plain wrong. It seems that many of us have become so far removed from listening and tuning into our gut that we simply choose to look the other way and ignore it. Or we might be coming up against a brick wall time and time again and are unable to find answers or clues to symptoms that may have been going on for years.

my story

My story is not an unusual one and indeed it might sound familiar to a lot of you. I was actually a pretty robust child. That might have had something to do with having a father of Polish descent who was forever fermenting things (his bigos – sauerkraut and meat stew – is still the best you will ever taste). My mother was also a proficient pickler, who invariably cooked everything from scratch and in the most traditional way possible. So despite being a typical teenager and having the odd junk food blowout now and then, I had a fairly balanced diet that gave my gut an excellent grounding. Things took a turn for the worse, however, following a trip abroad, where I picked up a pretty nasty parasite. What followed were years of digestive symptoms that I just kind of ‘managed’. Some days were good but most were bad.

At the end of my time at university I started to suffer from recurrent kidney infections that resulted in prescription after prescription for antibiotics. At one point I was taking them on a daily basis prophylactically to prevent yet another infection. To say my gut was unhappy doesn’t begin to describe the miserable state I was in. I was constantly bloated, constipated and often in a lot of pain, but with no other option than to dutifully swallow my daily dose of antibiotics. Little did I know that in attempting to wipe out the kidney infections I was haphazardly killing all the bacteria in my gut – including the beneficial ones. Moreover, this left my gut like an open playing field for more pathogenic species to grow and, unbeknown to me, slowly destroy my immune system. The more antibiotics I took, the worse it got. At the time, I had a full-on career in fashion. I was at the top of my game – or should have been – but dealing with the pressures of a high-profile job while trying desperately to manage my symptoms left me near breaking point. In short, my gut was a mess – and so was I.
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to your gut

The ultimate guide to gut health —
with 80 delicious recipes to feed
your body and mind
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