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Introduction


All living things rely on receiving the right nutrients from their environment to allow them to survive and flourish. Humans are no different. Our incredible bodies evolved over millennia to consume and absorb foods that are found in nature, and despite our species’ incredible ability to progress and innovate, we will always need nature to provide the nutrients our bodies require for life and good health.


Often, these days, we hear science and nature spoken or written about as different things. The ‘natural approach’ is placed in opposition to ‘the scientific approach’ as if they are opposing forces. But I believe that a natural approach and a scientific approach are often one and the same thing. Nature has been our greatest scientist from the beginning of time; what we call science is simply the study of that which is all around us, with the aim of understanding nature’s processes and optimising them for our use.


Ideally, we would get all of the nutrients we need for strong bodies and minds through a healthy, balanced diet – just as humans have been doing since the beginning of history, as we evolved in nature. But for many reasons, which I will go on to discuss, this is challenging in our modern world.


Eating wholesome, high-quality and nutrient-rich food is the primary way to support good health. We are empowered to make daily choices that impact our wellbeing and, if we are also shopping or cooking for others, those around us too. But more than this, the benefit of a wholesome diet goes beyond the nutrients it provides by offering a means to commune, share, celebrate, connect with others – a higher purpose for food that is valued in traditional cultures and one we need to be reminded of in a modern, often less connected lifestyle, in which food has become more functional than soulful, more reductive than whole.


But on the plus side, many of us are increasingly seeing our health as something to be actively supported and maintained, rather than taken for granted until it becomes a problem. In the last decade, there has been a resurgence of interest in nutritional therapy, as more people have started to understand that health niggles are so often the body telling us it does not have some essential vitamin or mineral that it needs.


For over two decades, I have worked with food supplements, within the industry as a formulator and also as a nutritional practitioner. During this time, I have seen the tremendous results that can come from supplements when they are used as part of a programme for wellbeing. These days, I find that I am asked similar questions about natural nutrition more and more often:
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∗ Why do I need to take supplements?


∗ How can I sleep better?


∗ What is the best way of dealing with fatigue and lack of energy?


∗ How can I improve my digestion?


∗ How should I be supporting my immune system?


∗ How can a ensure I am getting the right nutrients to support my life stage?


∗ What are the benefits of natural supplements?


The reality is that while many of us are taking a more proactive approach to our own health, the information available can be confusing or contradictory, and the conversation often feels dominated by big companies with products to sell. I have seen first-hand how many people are looking for sound information in a myth-saturated and often overwhelming sea. If you have picked up this book it is likely that you also feel the same. You may be starting from zero knowledge or you may have a good understanding of nutrition or supplements but still feel confused. In this book, I will offer advice and information that will help you to feel clearer on some of these questions. It aims to provide solution-based approaches to health, offering accessible, practical and curated advice for everyday wellbeing.


I first became interested in nutrition specifically in my mid-twenties because of my own health issues, though in many ways I have always felt drawn to holistic wellbeing and particularly our relationship with food and nature. I worked as a formulator within the supplement industry for a number of years, which gave me an insight into what goes into commercially made supplements and how synthetic nutrients are created. This was illuminating, as it was so far removed from how we know nutrients work in food and, importantly, how bodies have been designed to receive and process them. These things just didn’t seem to add up and I felt strongly that we needed to find a way of retaining the natural nutrients found in food in supplement form. I found it uncomfortable that the synthetic nutrient market was misleading customers into thinking their products were natural but, more than this, I knew that natural nutrients had health advantages over synthetic forms, which we were missing out on. I became committed, both as a nutritional practitioner and a regular supplement taker, to using only the most naturally sourced nutrients. It is also where my company Wild Nutrition began, with the aim of creating natural nutrients and products backed by science, which would bring the benefits that synthetic supplements simply weren’t able to provide, as well as respecting our innate relationship with food for deep nourishment and health. My background in working as a nutritional therapist also allowed me to see how ‘real’ people need and use supplements, what works and what doesn’t. This is important, as many supplements are created by scientists behind desks or in labs without a connection to real needs.


It is not an exaggeration to say that natural nutrition, along with natural supplementation, has been life-changing for my family and me. On a day-to-day basis in supporting energy, tolerance of stress, digestion and defences against seasonal bugs, but also through life stages such as early childhood and teenage ages for our children and fertility, pregnancy and now menopause for me. It has also been powerful enough to turn around my diagnosis of endometriosis where I was given a prognosis of being on prescription drugs long term, with a very slim chance of being able to conceive. By harnessing the power of nutrition and supplementation, I went on to have three healthy pregnancies and children.


Even the very best quality natural supplements can never be a magic cure for all that ails us, and nor can they replace our foundational relationship with wholesome food. What I hope to show you in the course of this book is how both our diet and supplementation work in synergy to build good health. I also feel strongly that no guru or health expert can replace your own relationship with your body. Sometimes we may need support with the knowledge of what is happening in our bodies and an understanding of how to respond to their needs, but it is always down to us to listen, engage with and take ownership of our health. The more we engage with our nutrition and become consciously aware of the needs of our bodies and how we are supplying these needs, the better, and my hope is that this book will support this process.


Health is holistic and so we will also explore the important influence that sleep and rest, stress, exercise and emotional and spiritual balance have on our overall health too.
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How to use the book


This book is designed both as an introduction to the principles of natural nutrition and a guide that can be kept on the bookshelf and used as a point of reference throughout the years. The information is here to inform and empower you – and should be enough to give you the confidence to embark on or continue your journey into nutrition-focused wellbeing. It is not a scientific guide to nutrition nor indeed supplements, but it may be the foundation on which you build an interest to know more. If you do feel you would like to go deeper, I have made some recommendations for further reading on various topics at the end of the book.



PART ONE:


However you wish to use this book and whatever has brought you here, I recommend that you start by reading Part One from start to finish. This section of the book explains the foundational principles of developing a conscious relationship with nutrition as well as outlining some simple, sustainable methods you can adopt to create change straight away. Here you will find an in-depth look at what supplements are, why and when we should take them, and why natural is key. There is also information on how to cook vegetables to best preserve their nutrients, seasonality, and what we mean when we say ‘eating with a nourishing mindset’.


PART TWO:


Here we will look at the different life stages – birth to puberty, teens to twenties, young adulthood to middle years and middle years to the wiser years – and the changing nutritional needs we experience within each phase. I will explain the key factors to be aware of to help you to eat and supplement your diet to best support your needs at that time.


PART THREE:


This section has been written as a handy reference guide for you to dip into as and when you need. It seeks to offer natural solutions for specific health niggles or concerns at any age, ranging from acne and digestive issues to hormonal or memory concerns.


Above all, I hope that the principles and information within this book offer you encouragement and empowerment to use food and natural approaches for good health throughout your life, and that our relationship with food and natural world will help and inspire you to look after yourself in body, mind and soul.






PART ONE


Understanding Nutrition
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Why aren’t we getting the right nutrients?



I often hear it said that we don’t need to take supplements if we are eating a balanced diet. But while it is true that wholesome food is the foundation on which we build our health, food supplements can have a fundamental part to play in living well, protecting against stress, and bridging the gap between feeling OK and feeling well. In our modern world, there are several factors that are muddying a once simple and still crucial relationship with good food.




	What are vitamins and minerals?



	
Vitamins and minerals belong to a group of nutrients called micronutrients, so called because they are needed in comparatively small amounts compared to another group called macronutrients, which include protein, fat and carbohydrates. Although vitamins and minerals are nutrients your body needs in small amounts, they are essential if you are to stay healthy. In the early twentieth century, the Polish biochemist Casimir Funk discovered the first set of ‘micronutrient structures’ within food. He termed these compounds vitamins (vita for life and amines as the term used to describe organic compounds that are organised around nitrogen). These special molecules were isolated from foods and became the new heroes of health, providing cures for diseases known to be caused by nutritional deficiencies, such as scurvy or beriberi.


Within food, vitamins are created by the plant itself, whereas minerals are drawn into the plant from the soil and water. When found in their natural environments, vitamins and minerals are made up of interconnected parts, like those in a jigsaw puzzle, that work as a ‘team’ to nourish and protect the plant (and therefore us when we consume them). All pieces are needed to achieve the full benefit of a particular vitamin or mineral.







1. Our food doesn’t contain the nutrients it once did


Findings show that we can no longer rely on our food to supply us with the full range and quantity of the vital nutrients we require for optimum health. Over a decade ago, a report from the Department of Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (DEFRA) stated that the trace minerals in UK fruit and vegetables had fallen by over 76 per cent over the last 50 years.


Even as long ago as 1936, the US Senate recognised the growing depletion of nutrients in our soils worldwide and published a report stating that: ‘The alarming fact is that foods (fruit, vegetables and grains) are now being raised on millions of acres of land that no longer contain enough of certain minerals and are therefore starving us – no matter how much of them we eat. No man of today can eat enough fruit and vegetables to supply his system with the minerals he requires for perfect health.’


We know that many of the foods we eat have been grown on exhausted, nutrient-depleted soil, caused by a monoculture system, use of chemical sprays and poor crop rotation. Industrial farming practices have narrowed the biodiversity of the land our food grows or grazes on, and therefore the health of the soil, and then, ultimately, us. If the key minerals that are used by plants as building blocks to make the vitamins and minerals that we require are not present in the soil, then they will not be found in the food we eat.


In addition to this, we know that – especially in the UK but in many other places too – we eat a lot of imported ‘fresh’ foods. In reality, they are picked before they are ripe and transported in refrigerated containers for many miles to reach us. We have all experienced the difference in taste between a fruit or vegetable picked ripe from the source and those from packets – and it’s not just the taste that is affected. It may look good on the supermarket shelves but this produce lacks much-needed vitamins and minerals, along with flavour. This way of producing food is causing a strain on our human health as well as the planet’s. So even a ‘healthy’ or organic diet can fall short of providing the full nutrition we need. This is often a large part of the reason why even those of us who try our best to proactively eat well are still suffering health niggles and issues that we can’t seem to shake.
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2. We follow a Western diet


In the West, our diet can be generally characterised by a high proportion of energy-dense foods. We have easy access to ultra-processed food, often with high amounts of sugars, salt and trans fats. This is made worse by a limited amount and diversity of vegetables, fruits, wholegrains and therefore fibre and nutrients. There’s strong scientific evidence that shows a causative relationship between these foods and the development of chronic diseases, including diabetes, cancer and depression (Srour et al., 2021). In the West, we have a population with increased access to food but one that is, on the whole, both overfed and malnourished.


The National Diet and Nutrition Survey carried out by Public Health England and the Food Standards Agency in 2019 found that:


∗ 19 per cent of children and 13 per cent of adults were deficient in vitamin D


∗ 17 per cent of children and 19 per cent of women of childbearing age were deficient in folate, a key nutrient for healthy foetal development, the normal function of the immune system and psychological wellbeing


∗ 8 out of 10 adults were deficient in omega 3 – linked to many health conditions, including depression, learning difficulties and cardiovascular problems


∗ the average intake of saturated fat was 13.1 per cent per capita, compared to the recommended less than 10 per cent


∗ the average intake of free sugars was 9.4 per cent of daily energy intake, versus the recommendation of less than 5 per cent


What is galling is that many of us will be consuming these health-sapping foods unknowingly. Food processing techniques have progressed at a rapid rate in the last century, placing the onus on convenience, low cost (to the manufacturer, at least) and palatability. Lack of taste and substance is masked by highly refined sugars and flavourings, while the use of synthetically generated stabilisers increases shelf life. This industrial approach to food production has had a big impact on our relationship with food, which is now a profit-making commodity for the manufacturers. It has changed our expectations of what food should taste and look like, and has altered our taste buds to expect foods higher in sugar and salt to initiate enjoyment.



3. Our diets are not sufficiently diverse


As in plant life, diversity is key when it comes to a wholesome diet. Even when we make an effort to eat healthily, we may be consuming a narrower range of nutrients than we realise. The nature of our busy lives means that we often fall back on the same dinners week in, week out, eat leftovers for multiple meals and stick to our favourite snacks. We can be ticking off five-plus portions of veg a day, but these are often the same ones, meaning our diets can end up excessively heavy in some vitamins and minerals but deficient in others.


4. Our nutrient needs are changing


As we get older, our need for vitamins and minerals will change, as will the amount of nutrients our body can synthesise itself or absorb. In addition, life stages such as pregnancy, menopause or illness can increase or change our need for certain nutrients, as can exposure to stress and environmental pollutants. The growth of research into nutrigenomics (how our genetics responds to nutrition) has shown a need for greater consideration for the distinct nutritional needs of different stages of life and different genders.


5. Prescription medicines are on the rise


The UK government initiated an independent review of national overprescribing in 2021, which found that 15 per cent of the population is taking five or more medicines a day. We know that pharmaceutical medication, including the contraceptive pill, anti-inflammatory medication and antacids, can impact how we absorb or break down nutrients needed for good health, but they can also increase the body’s need for important nutrients. An example of this is protein pump inhibitor (PPI) medication, taken for acid reflux, often by those who have stomach ulcers. PPI medication can increase the risk of vitamin B12 deficiency, a member of the B vitamin family needed for cognitive function and energy.


As a nation, we are taking a lot of medication, and yet the study found that 10 per cent of the volume of prescription items dispensed through primary care in England is either inappropriate for that patient’s circumstances and wishes, or the patient’s needs could be better served with alternative treatments. One in five hospital admissions over the age of 65 are caused by the adverse effects of medicines. In all, 1.1 billion prescriptions were dispensed last year – a rise of 47 per cent in a decade.
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Why do we take supplements?



All of these factors taken together means that there is so often a gap between the nutrients we require and what we are getting through our food. Supplements can help to bridge this increasing gap, even when eating a healthy diet. This is especially true during times of illness, regular intense exercise and during pregnancy and breastfeeding, as examples. If you follow a vegetarian or vegan diet, you may also find it harder to access all required nutrients, especially iron and vitamin B12. In these cases, supplements are also recommended.


I have found that many of us have had marginally sufficient levels of nutrients in order to ‘tick over’ throughout our lives so far. However, there is a vast difference between ticking over and feeling your best. It can be easy to accept regular colds, bloating or hormonal imbalances as just something that happens to you, but really, if your body is working well, these experiences should and could be few and far between.


So, for many of us, supplements can play a functional role in our everyday wellbeing, helping us to feel well in our daily lives, along with preventing or reducing our chances of developing longer term, more chronic conditions. However, not all supplements are the same, and with so many on the market, it can be hard to know which are right for you. To complicate matters further, nutrients are manufactured differently. Broadly, these different approaches fall into two categories: the natural way or the highly processed way. Just as with ultra-processed (synthetic) foods and more natural whole foods, the benefits of these two processes can be very different. It is my hope, therefore, that the information provided in this chapter will empower you to make the right choice for you and your body.



Why do supplements need to be natural?



While the discoveries of scientists such as Casimir Funk offered pioneering treatment of some nasty conditions, the unintended consequence was that it marked a shift in our relationship with food. As popularity for supplementation rose, in part due to food shortages caused by the Second World War, there was increased demand to make vitamin supplements cheaper and production more scalable. By the mid-twentieth century, these natural compounds were no longer being extracted from food, but synthetically created within a laboratory. The problem with this highly processed or synthetic method is that it misses many of the components found in a ‘natural’ nutrient. As a result, the nutrients it creates bear little resemblance to the structure of a nutrient as we would find it in food. It also strips out many of the other components, or pieces of the jigsaw puzzle, that help us absorb the nutritional benefits. This is why prominent researchers have continually championed for nutrients to be found in their natural form in order to be most effective. Dr Albert Szent-Györgyi, who was awarded the Nobel prize for the extraction of vitamin C from paprika, stated, ‘When I had crystalline ascorbic acid, we tried it on patients with scurvy, expecting a strong action. It did nothing.’ In other words, despite scurvy being the result of vitamin C deficiency, and ascorbic acid being chemically the same as vitamin C, the isolated nutrient did not provide the same result, regardless of increasing the dose.


The best way for humans to obtain vitamin C, therefore, is through diet, and plant foods represent the best primary source.


What are highly processed or synthetic nutrients?


Both vitamins and minerals can be manufactured synthetically to recreate the chemical structure of any given vitamin or mineral found in food. Indeed, this is the most common production method, thanks to its low cost and scalability. Production is dominated by three large pharmaceutical companies – La Roche, AEC and BASF – all of whom can produce on a vast scale.


As we have seen, a good example of the synthetic approach is vitamin C. The structure of vitamin C in its natural state includes over 20 different compounds, the majority of which are a group of plant chemicals called ascorbates. One of these, known as ascorbic acid, has been identified as one of the most ‘active’ parts of the vitamin C jigsaw. For this reason, manufacturers of these highly processed nutrients focus on reproducing ascorbic acid alone, by mixing corn starch with sorbitol, and frequently label it, misleadingly, as vitamin C.


But what of the other components in the jigsaw puzzle? Where are they at the end of this highly processed method? There are many who believe that there is no difference between the natural nutrient and the synthetic version, that the body does not know the difference. However, an increasing number of professionals and consumers, encouraged by research, are challenging this approach and seeking a more natural production method.
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	Bioavailability



	
Bioavailability and absorption are often used to describe the same thing, but there is a slight difference between the two. Bioavailability refers to the amount and speed at which a substance is broken down (or metabolised), absorbed and then transported to the cells in the body that require it, where it is therefore available to initiate a cellular change. Absorption refers only to the stage where a substance is metabolised and absorbed, and not to the all-important transportation stage.


What this means in practice is that a nutrient may be shown in scientific studies to be well ‘absorbed’ but this doesn’t necessarily mean that it has good ‘bioavailability’ (i.e. is effectively transported to the cells that require it). The best way to tell whether most nutrients are both better absorbed and bioavailable is to measure the amount of a nutrient in the bloodstream over time – preferably 72 hours or more. A longer period of time is preferable because it can separate those forms that might be absorbed quickly but do not sustain their effect, from those that absorb more steadily and sustainably (the latter being preferable to initiate cellular change and, ultimately, benefit our health).


Sometimes the two terms can be misused within the supplement industry, with claims that their product is more ‘bioavailable’ when the data is actually only looking at the rate of absorption. This is another consideration that should inform your choices.








What are natural nutrients?


In contrast to highly processed synthetic nutrients, natural nutrients reflect the more comprehensive structure of a nutrient as it is found in nature – i.e., the full jigsaw – and therefore offer an advantage over synthetic forms. Not only in terms of the health benefits but also as a way of respecting the innate relationship that our bodies have with natural food and its connection to our wellbeing, which can never be superseded, despite our scientific advances.


A good example of the co-dependent relationship between our health and nature is seen by looking at how plants process nutrients on our behalf. The root system of a plant draws minerals from the soil – calcium carbonate, for example – into the plant’s cells. These minerals are then metabolised by the plant, converting them into plant-bound forms that we can then process easily once we eat them. Crucially, this clever natural process within plant life removes unwanted material (like the carbonate in calcium carbonate, for example) that we would not be able to process effectively.


Humans and (most) animals can’t, obviously, eat soil and transform nutrients within it into a form that our bodies can use – hence the historic need to obtain our vitamins and minerals through food. This is a very basic but powerful and awe-inspiring example of our reliance on nature.


Natural nutrients – as opposed to highly processed, synthetic recreations of chemicals found in plants – are created by replicating this plant process within a controlled laboratory setting. This generates nutrients in a form that our bodies can recognise and use with ease. Not only is this approach intuitive and respectful to our relationship with nature, but it has also been shown in scientific literature to have health advantages too. Perhaps you can understand why I am so committed to this way and why we use only natural nutrients at Wild Nutrition.


When I started my business, over 99 per cent of the supplement market comprised highly processed products and I was tentative (but not put off!) about how our approach would be received by both consumers and the industry. Our vision, which we labelled our Food-Grown® philosophy, was born of the belief that the best form of nutrition is the food nature provides. Essentially, the Food-Grown® philosophy is ultimately one of reverence for our innate connection to nature. To our surprise, the message we wanted to deliver about the value of natural nutrients seemed to make immediate intuitive sense to many, and increasingly so. I suppose it’s not that much more challenging to understand than the fact that ultra-processed foods and ready meals have a different health value to wholefoods.
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