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Foreword for Mad Diet


Melancholia shows no mercy. If you currently suffer from depression or care about someone who does, or you just have to look at a doughnut and you gain weight, then this book is for you. 


Every so often a book comes along which changes the game and Mad Diet is definitely a game changer. This is not just another diet book. It joins the dots on what is really going on with our food and medicine and is likely to connect with your intuition, an ‘inner knowing’ that goes far deeper than words. It is also a call to action, encouraging Western women to take their power back and make the transition to a healthier, happier life.


The intention of the author shouts even louder than the words on the page. Her message has integrity as it comes from two different, yet powerful, sources. First, the book is a product of her own personal experiences suffering from depression and weight problems, and second it is the product of years of research and her professional insights into the real causes of physical and mental illness. Mental health, food science and nutrition are serious subjects that have been covered by many academics, scientists, researchers and authors but rarely does the life-changing information reach the people those authors are actually writing about – those who so desperately need it. Occasionally a book emerges that can change that and resonate with the people that are actually living the nightmare. I believe Mad Diet is that book!  


There is something about Suzanne Lockhart’s writing that is instantly likeable. She describes her west of Scotland, working-class upbringing in a way that will invoke many childhood memories for those of us who grew up in the 1960s, 1970s and 1980s. Lockhart has taken on huge topics – food, medicine, agriculture and industry – and distilled the scope of work into a book which is easily understood and clearly explains why so many women (and men) are struggling with weight and mental health problems. The reader is also encouraged to do their own research while using the information in the book as an easy step guide to self-healing.


Some information regarding the food industry may come as a revelation to you. It was to me, and has left me wondering how we have come to a place where profit appears to be more important than people, their health or the planet. Many of us take for granted and trust that the food available to us is nutritionally beneficial but it is clear that this may not be the case. Suzanne has researched the work of many eminent scientists and doctors who have inspired her to bring forth this knowledge.  


I have been an independent nutritional researcher for over 30 years and as a newspaper columnist based in Scotland I fully understand the health challenges facing women in the UK. I also understand the importance of natural healthcare and the growing need for us to take more responsibility for our own health.  


This book really grabbed my attention. Not only does it bring together the old clichés of how ‘our psychology becomes our biology’ and ‘we are what we eat’, but goes far deeper to explain in easy-to-understand terms how the food we eat affects both our physical and mental health and how making conscious decisions about what we put in our shopping trolleys can radically change our lives.


Everyone gets the blues from time to time, but depression is a vile condition that rarely comes with much sympathy. Unlike many physical conditions, mental torment is usually invisible and as such is too often ignored or dismissed by society. It often lies hidden, anonymous, undetected, to those looking in as the sufferer puts on the face of the sad clown. Having suffered from a short spell of hormonally related depression and postnatal depression in my twenties I too speak from experience. I wish I had had this information to hand in those dark days, when even as a nutritional researcher I did not have the energy, joie de vivre, nor the concentration to look for a way out of the darkness. Thankfully, I stumbled upon magnesium and vitamin B complex which together with a change in diet helped immensely and I have never looked back. Others have not been so lucky. 


I have tested the teachings in Mad Diet to great effect. The power and simplicity of this book could be life-changing but please don’t take my word for it. Why not find out for yourself and try it.  


And when it works, when you finally feel better than you’ve felt in years – spread the word. 


 


Irene McCabe is an independent nutritional researcher and health writer, Scottish newspaper columnist and complementary medicine practitioner.










Introduction: Reality Check 


‘Tell me what you eat, and I’ll tell you what you are.’


– Anthelme Brillat-Savarin 


So, you’ve just bought a book called Mad Diet which means I can probably make a few reasonably accurate assumptions about you. Most likely you saw the word ‘diet’ and a frisson of hope flashed across your mind. Maybe this one is going to be the one that makes the difference. Whether you’re carrying a few extra pounds or are really struggling with some serious weight issues you probably don’t like what you see in the mirror any more. Most of us know what that feels like – at least anyone who’s ever bought a diet book does! The clothes shopping for a new suit or summer dress for an upcoming wedding – those awful four-way mirrors under spotlights that allow you to see the unwelcome expanding contours in all their high beam, widescreen glory. Chances are you’ve got a dozen or more diet books in your house (probably stuffed under the bed or boxed ready for the next charity shop donation run). Come on, admit it – you’ve tried everything from the cabbage soup diet (windy side effects made this one particularly challenging if you worked in close proximity to other people) to the grapefruit diet, the Atkins diet to the South Beach diet and beyond. It’s likely that a few of these approaches even worked for a while, but they also probably made you miserable so eventually you ‘fell off the wagon’ and put the weight back on. Usually, with a little bit extra just to remind you that you’d failed. And this endless cycle certainly doesn’t help your state of mind. Hence the ‘mad’ part of the title – perhaps you, like millions of women around the world, are struggling with mental health issues. ‘Mental health issues’ is a pretty ‘heavy’ term but actually mental health can range from irritability and trouble sleeping, to anxiety or full-blown panic attacks, through to diagnosable challenges such as depression and bipolar disorder.


So if you’re fat, mad or both – don’t go anywhere, turn off your phone and bolt the door – this book is for you. But, before we begin I want to make a few things crystal clear – I’ve been called both – ‘fat’ and ‘mad’. I don’t look like a supermodel, I enjoy my fizzy plonk and I don’t follow some impossibly difficult or expensive diet, but I am incredibly healthy and I’ve successfully overcome chronic mental health problems by following the steps I’ll share with you in this book. 


I’m an average woman who started life in a council estate in a working-class area of Glasgow in Scotland. Beyond the stereotypes of haggis eating, whisky drinking and kilt wearing, Scots are generally warm, funny and pretty blunt. We call a spade a spade and political correctness is often lost on us – so expect some straight-shooting in this book. If you’re fat – own it, accept it and change it. If you’re mad – own it, accept it and change it. I promise you it’s possible and it won’t require you to find countless extra hours a week, turn into Mary Berry or Julia Child overnight or find a hidden stash of cash – anyone can follow the advice in these pages to help wean themselves off antidepressants, lose weight, and maybe even look and feel ten years younger!


 


Something is Wrong


So why are so many of us fat, mad or both? Something is clearly very wrong.


And the really crazy thing is we all know it. We may not know what the problem is but instinctively we know something isn’t quite what it should be.  


I don’t know about you, but when I was a child I didn’t even know a vegetarian, never mind someone who was lactose intolerant or allergic to soy. There were no kids in my class at school who carried an EpiPen (adrenaline-injecting device) in case they had a close encounter with a peanut. Today you would be hard pressed to find a classroom in the UK or US that didn’t have at least one child who was allergic to peanuts. In 2014 a four-year-old girl went into anaphylactic shock on a flight after a passenger ignored repeated warnings that the girl had a severe nut allergy and opened a packet of mixed nuts. To be clear, he wasn’t sitting next to her, she didn’t eat, touch or even see the nuts, and yet it was enough to almost kill her. 


But it’s not just peanuts, a growing number of people, especially children, are allergic to milk, eggs, wheat, soy, fish and shellfish to name just a few. In the UK each year the number of allergy sufferers increases by 5 per cent. Between 1992 and 2012 there was a 615 per cent increase in hospital admissions because of food allergies and the number of people suffering from food allergies in the UK has doubled in the last decade. In Europe it’s estimated that 150 million people have allergies. In the US 55 per cent of the population test positive for one or more allergen. We now have conditions, diseases and disorders that didn’t even exist in our grandparents’ day – Crohn’s, lupus, IBS, ME – the list is almost endless. In the US there are just under six million children diagnosed with ADHD and in the UK 130,000 children are diagnosed with severe ADHD. These are all relatively new health challenges that are not only costing us billions every year and putting enormous strain on healthcare but they are having a significant impact on our quality of life.


It never ceases to amaze me just how little regard we have for what we eat and drink. We are intelligent human beings, capable of space travel and mind-boggling innovation and invention, and yet we serve junk food in hospitals and consume food laden with ingredients we can’t even pronounce and wonder why we don’t feel like Usain Bolt. And while it may be obvious that we are not eating the right things if we are overweight – so far the link between what we consume and mental health has been completely ignored in the mainstream media. This book is going to set the record straight so you can get the information you need to make better choices, not only for your waistline but for your mental health too. 


Our diet has changed, the way our food is produced, processed and even packaged has changed and these changes are having a profound impact on our physical and mental well-being. But it’s taken me several decades to understand why. 


In the 1980s having a chemical imbalance in your brain was barely understood by doctors and even less so by the average person on the street. Most people knew who shot J. R. Ewing in popular US soap opera Dallas but no one had heard of serotonin. Back then, when you got labelled with depression it was assumed that you had suffered some horrific childhood trauma or it just ‘ran in the family’. At the time, I didn’t know what was wrong but I knew something wasn’t right so, like most of us, I went to my GP. I explained how I felt and within three minutes he handed me a prescription for antidepressants adding, ‘Here, take these and don’t worry, half your colleagues will be on them.’


I was never asked about my diet, no tests were run on the condition of my blood to establish if I had any nutrient deficiencies and I certainly wasn’t asked about my life or the environment I was living in. Instead I was bundled out the door with a prescription for some pills and an appointment card to see a psychiatrist. The following years were a blur of monthly prescriptions, scab-picking sessions at the shrink’s office and regular trips to the slimming club. By my thirties I was a whopping 224 pounds – which would be fine if I was six foot five inches tall. Unfortunately I am the same height as Kylie Minogue or Reese Witherspoon and I was almost as wide as I was tall. Plus, I was bloody miserable – every day was a battle. 


Being depressed was one thing but dealing with obesity exhausted what little self-esteem I had left. The low-fat eating plans, gym memberships and – I’m ashamed to admit – illicit diet pills led me down a path of yo-yo dieting which just made my mental health issues worse. To be honest, I grappled with episodic notions of self-loathing, hopelessness and suicide.


Thankfully I managed to maintain my career during those dark years. Granted, I needed to lean on the occasional imaginary sick relative when the black dog held me captive in bed but like so many of us, I muddled through. And ironically my career became my salvation because I worked in the food industry. Through my work I became increasingly aware of the dangers lurking in our weekly shopping trolley and the potential link between cost-saving initiatives, increased use of additives and mental health problems, obesity and countless other modern-day conditions that simply did not exist 50 years ago. Working across 12 countries with various Fortune 500 food manufacturers, grocery retailers, farming groups and government organisations provided me with unique insight into the way in which our food is farmed, processed and marketed in the UK, Europe and North America. 


As I was cutting my teeth in the industry developing new products and helping to create big brands in various food categories including bakery products, fresh produce, meat, confectionery and desserts, I quickly learned that the need to make a profit was vastly more important than the need to create nutritious or even safe food. Competition for supermarket shelf space meant that even the most honourable product developers, who initially took great pride in creating safe and healthy food for their customers, were being forced to find cost savings. Besides, if the Food and Drug Administration (FDA), United States Department of Agriculture (USDA), Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (DEFRA), Food Standards Agency (FSA) and Canadian Food Inspection Agency (CFIA) approved a substance safe to eat, or a supply chain fit for purpose, nobody questioned the science behind such decisions or the morality of using synthetic or potentially unhealthy ingredients. If the government says it’s OK, then it’s OK – right? 


Only it isn’t OK. I still vividly remember countless sleepless nights after I was instructed to remove 20 per cent cost from a popular children’s sausage brand. I lay there in the darkness, watching my bedside clock pass each hour. Twenty per cent cost saving meant ‘remove the meat’ – and at the very least it meant reduce the quality of the meat and add bulking agents and chemical flavour enhancers. I knew mothers who bought that product for their children. How was I going to look them in the eye knowing the true content of the product? Not long after I left that role and jumped over the fence to help track and measure the quality of our food up and down the supply chain but frankly it’s an endless battle. 


The ‘behind the scenes’ access to the food industry together with my own personal health problems ignited a passion to first heal myself and then use what I discovered to liberate millions of overweight, depressed woman from the living hell caused by crap food and addiction to antidepressants. 


What we are eating is making us fat, mad and ill. And I’m not just talking about the obvious culprits like too much fat, sugar or processed foods. I’m talking about the hidden ingredients in so much of the food we consume and the production techniques that increase quantity but reduce nutritional quality. I’m talking about the loss of essential micronutrients from our food chain that are having a profound effect on global health and mental well-being. ?


We need to shout from the rooftops so that women everywhere understand that the government decisions to endorse certain food groups and products are often the result of corporate lobbying on the behalf of big business, not stringent testing and approval because they are safe and healthy. Even today, in the US for example, millions of dollars are being spent by big food manufacturers to prevent genetically modified (GM) labelling and to avoid country of origin labelling because the major food processors don’t want to admit what is in the food they create or where it’s produced. They know that knowledge will impact sales but we absolutely need that knowledge if we are to make good buying choices for ourselves and our families. Without proper labelling the small traditional farmers who care about what they produce are all at a profound disadvantage to the corporate giants who only care about profit and shareholder return. Plus, many of the worse culprits are cheaper processed, synthetic products masquerading as ‘real food’. And frankly the people making the laws and passing these products fit for public consumption will never eat them and they certainly won’t serve them to their children. Did you know, for example, that the food served in the Houses of Parliament is all GM-free – there isn’t a genetically modified ingredient within half a mile of Westminster! Suffice to say politicians and food policymakers are not eating frozen horsemeat burgers and children’s sausages stuffed with ‘E’-numbers and ‘meat’ you wouldn’t give your dog. But busy mums and lower-income families are and it’s making them sick, sick, sick. 


Part One of this book will be dedicated to defining the problem so we are really clear about just what we are up against. Part Two will then explore the history of the problem so that you can appreciate what happened to bring us to this point. You may not think this is important and may be more interested in getting to the solution so you can start to take some action and feel better. But, change is not always easy – even when we desperately need to change and want to change. Knowing how we got here and all the behind the scenes wheeling and dealing will hopefully fuel your anger and keep you motivated towards your goal of better health. We’ll also look at the history of medicine and how many doctors are as ignorant of the facts as we are. Part Three is the ‘get educated’ section, where we will look at the influence of marketing on our buying choices and how we are being manipulated and hoodwinked, and what we can do about it. It’s only fair to warn you that I do mention various biological systems and you may come across medical or technical words and phrases that are unfamiliar, even if you can still remember some high school biology. Please don’t be put off by this. I’ve deliberately kept this to an absolute minimum because, let’s be honest, it can be excruciatingly boring to read, but some explanation is often necessary to ensure you take this information seriously and don’t simply dismiss it as my opinion. Everything I say in this book is verifiable and a snapshot of the science demonstrating it is listed, by chapter, in the reference section. And finally, Part Four details the action plan which looks at all the food groups and what we need to know for each one, how to be a savvy ‘mood food’ shopper and how to successfully supplement your diet to ensure we get the right micronutrients for optimal physical and mental well-being. This section will also give you a programme for how best to safely wean yourself off antidepressants if you are currently on them. These drugs should never be stopped cold turkey – instead you need to take the dose down slowly with the support of your GP, once you have made some positive changes to your diet. 


I am eternally grateful for my experience in the food industry because it gave me a unique insight into the obscured machinations of our food supply and allowed me to finally connect the dots between what we are putting in our shopping trolleys and our rapidly declining physical and mental health. This book is going to explain why, and most importantly how, you can heal yourself.










Part One


Defining the Problem 


‘If people let the government decide what foods they eat and what medicines they take, their bodies will soon be in as sorry a state as the souls who live under tyranny.’        


– Thomas Jefferson










Chapter 1: Mad Fat Epidemic 


‘Any food that requires enhancing by the use of chemical substances should in no way be considered a food.’ 


– John H. Tobe


Ironically, although it has taken me decades to accumulate the knowledge, experience and information that has allowed me to connect the dots between what we consume and our physical and mental health, my granny knew the truth long before I did.


I adored my granny and I would see her regularly throughout my young life. She was a typical strong, no-nonsense Glaswegian woman who lived in Possilpark. At the time Possilpark was not just one of the poorest places in Glasgow but the whole of the UK. It was, however, also a thriving working-class community built around the Clyde steel industry. It was the women who held the community together, especially after the First World War. If the husbands and sons did return from the war they were understandably changed by their experiences. And in those days there was no counselling or appreciation of post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) and there were certainly no support groups. Before the NHS was created in 1947 everyone had to pay to go to the doctor so women like my granny just didn’t go. They couldn’t afford it. Instead they focused on how to keep the doctor at bay with a few inexpensive supplements. I still remember standing in the kitchen each morning to receive one teaspoon of cod liver oil and if I had an upset tummy I’d also get one teaspoon of Milk of Magnesia. I couldn’t decide which was worse – the fish oil that I’d burp back up throughout the day or the unpleasant chalky texture to the Milk of Magnesia. But we had it every morning without fail – old-school preventative medicine Glasgow-style. 


The medicine cabinet in my granny’s house contained: 


 



	•
	Milk of Magnesia (magnesium)





	•
	Andrews liver salts (bicarbonate of soda and magnesium)





	•
	Cod liver oil (omega-3, vitamins A and D)





	•
	Bronchial cough mixture (active ingredients – aniseed, capsicums, ginger, cloves) 





	•
	Zinc 





	•
	Castor oil 





	•
	Aspirin 





	•
	Epsom salts (poured into the bath the magnesium would be absorbed through the skin) 




 


That was the medicine taken care of. As for the food – there was always a pan of home-made soup on the range and everything was made from scratch. 


Life was tough. Granny would cook with the fruit and vegetables my granddad had grown in the allotment or what was available locally. She made her own bread and the meat would often come from the local farmer. Every year a few families in the neighbourhood would club together and buy a whole cow, butcher it themselves and distribute the meat between the families. But these were not lifestyle choices – they came down to necessity.


They didn’t have a lot of money but they were incredibly healthy and both my grandparents lived until they were well into their eighties – despite my granddad’s 40- 60-a-day Capstan full-strength cigarette habit and his penchant for whisky. 


Granny died when I was in my early teens. I still remember the grief and the huge hole she left in my life. But it took me years to realise that my regular intake of Milk of Magnesia, cod liver oil and home-made food had kept me healthy. Without it, my physical and mental health soon started to decline. As I deteriorated, I put it down to being a teenager, exam stress and strained relationships with other family members. What I now realise is that the micronutrients in my granny’s preventative medicine routine and her wholesome, nutrient-rich home cooking was what saved me from the mental and physical health issues that were to become part of my daily life. And I was not alone…


Today we are slap bang in the middle of the ‘mad fat epidemic’. One in four Western women is taking antidepressants. In Europe 38 per cent of people have a diagnosable mental illness. And one in three Western women are obese despite government healthy eating guidelines and a plethora of diet books published each year teaching us how to lose weight and stay healthy – many of which you and I probably own.


Population data now shows that obesity rates and diagnosis of mental illness began rising in the mid-1980s and have been rising steadily ever since. So what the hell happened in the 80s?


 


Food Production Started to Change


Changes to food production following the Second World War were really having an impact by the 1980s. Small, family-owned, traditionally run farms made way for industrial farming (whether they wanted to or not). It’s worth pointing out here that when it comes to farming, the ‘good guys’ are the remaining small, traditionally run, often family-owned farms that put quality and animal welfare above quantity. If you still have some ‘good guys’ in your community support them, otherwise all we’ll have left are the ‘bad guys’. The ‘bad guys’ are the large-scale commercial farms, often owned by conglomerates where quantity is king – regardless of the quality or animal welfare. 


An over-reliance on pesticides and engineered animal feed used by the ‘bad guys’ started to alter the body fat composition and chemistry of these mass-produced animals. Chicken, by far the most popular meat in the Western diet, is now produced twice as fast as it was 30 years ago. This is achieved by feeding chickens a high-fat diet but high fat in means high fat out. As a result the fat content in chicken, ironically often assumed to be a low-fat alternative to red meat, has increased from 2 per cent to 22 per cent in just 30 years. This has also altered the balance of vital fatty acids in chicken, which means you are almost certainly eating too much omega-6 and not enough omega-3 – especially if chicken is a large part of your diet. The right balance of omega-3 to omega-6 is essential for optimum brain function and the ratio should be 1:3 but people eating a Western diet now consume around 1:16, leading to inflammation and mental dysfunction. Again my granny didn’t eat mass-produced chicken that arrived in plastic trays from the supermarket. My granddad would get his chicken from the local farmer. This imbalance in fatty acids doesn’t occur when chickens are raised naturally (or organically) on a diet of plant matter, insects and other small bugs and grubs. In those days the farmer’s chickens were let out of their ‘hen house’ in the morning and would spend the day scratching through the farmyard and hedgerows, happily laying their eggs with bright yellow yolks. 


Mass production has also depleted the nutrient content of crops. If land is used over and over again to grow the same crop without crop rotation or giving the land a rest then there are fewer minerals in the soil, which means there are fewer nutrients in industrially farmed cereals, fruits and vegetables. If the nutrients are not in the soil, they won’t be in the plants that are grown in the soil and we won’t get the nutrients when we eat those plants. To facilitate this endless growing cycle the land is usually treated with chemical fertilisers but most commercial fertilisers only contain three active ingredients, typically nitrogen, phosphorus and potassium, not the 50 or so minerals that plants need for optimum health and maximum nutritional value. 


Take wheat for example, it is genetically and biologically less nutritious than the wheat my granny used to make a loaf of bread at the weekend. Studies show that modern wheat has 19– 28 per cent lower levels of zinc, copper, iron and magnesium than wheat in 1968.


Plus, of course, pesticide residues are often present on crops after harvesting and a cocktail of chemicals are frequently used to clean and preserve fruits and vegetables during processing before being packaged and sent to supermarkets.


This is very different from my granny’s day. My granddad had his own veggie patch at the community allotment that supplied us with most of our vegetables. If stocks were running low then granny might buy some carrots at the local greengrocer – they were not washed, uniform and wrapped in plastic. They were loose, covered in dirt and came in all shapes and sizes. 


And to top it all off in the 1990s genetically modified (GM) crops entered the food supply chain. While these foods have been approved for human consumption by government agencies, many studies now show the bacterium genetically inserted into crops as an insecticide can colonise the bacteria living in the human digestive tract – killing the good bacteria which modulate serotonin levels in the gut. GM food is ubiquitous in North America and widely used in processed foods and animal feed in the UK (more on that later). I can just imagine what my granny would have said about GM food!


 


Our Diet Started to Change


Obviously, the changes to food production also started to change our diet. The cost of food started to drop dramatically in the 1980s, and I’ll explain why in the next chapter. Technology and innovation also brought us the convenience of the microwave. The traditional range that my granny used to make her delicious pea and ham soup, hearty casseroles and yummy home-made bread and biscuits, as well as keeping the kitchen cosy in winter, was replaced by smaller electric ovens or a short zap in the microwave. Microwave ownership rapidly spread across Britain and the US as did new products to put in them. The first chilled ready meals started to appear in supermarkets. These quick ‘heat and eat’ processed meals became popular with time-poor women struggling to juggle home and work commitments. But these new food products also contained highly processed ingredients and lacked nutritional value. They also contained new additives and preservatives which were not previously part of our diet. Today we eat, on average, 4kg of these food additives every year. 


These new ingredients were included for a variety of reasons but mainly to prolong the shelf life of the product and to make the processed food taste better. The most common flavour enhancer is monosodium glutamate (MSG) and it can be found in all sorts of products including Chinese food, canned vegetables, soups and processed meat. In 1960 we consumed just 12g a year of this artificial flavour enhancer. By 2000 the average person consumed 500g of MSG – that’s a 4000 per cent increase in the space of just four decades. MSG may make your beef and black bean sauce tastier but it’s an excitotoxin – meaning it causes your brain cells to become overexcited and fire uncontrollably, leading to cell death. MSG is therefore a neurotoxin which kills brain cells in the hypothalamus. 


You might be thinking, ‘OK, but we’ve got billions of brain cells so killing off a few with a tasty smoked sausage or convenient bowl of tomato soup every now and again isn’t going to make me mad or fat!’ On its own, probably not – but cumulatively, together with all the other changes to our diet, and our physical and mental health soon begins to deteriorate. The reason MSG is so dangerous, especially for mental health, is that the hypothalamus plays an important role in linking the nervous system to the endocrine system via the pituitary gland and has a profound impact on regulating metabolism and mood – both essential when we want to avoid being fat or mad!


Oh, and if you think you can check the product labelling for MSG so you can avoid it – good luck! MSG has over 40 other names so that food manufacturers can disguise when it’s being added to their products. My granny and millions like her never ate ready meals because they simply didn’t exist. And frankly even if they did she wouldn’t have been able to afford them. So she didn’t have to worry about additives and preservatives and whether she recognised 40 different names for MSG – none of which she would have been able to pronounce!


In my granny’s day a chocolate biscuit was for special occasions only. I still remember ferreting around her house looking for the secret stash of Jaffa cakes – usually to be found in the spin dryer! Today we don’t need to hunt for our sugar fix or wait for special occasions – we consume 44kg of sugar every year. That’s about the weight of an average 12-year-old child – in sugar!


We eat one-third less vegetables and two-thirds less fish (the main source of omega-3) than we did 50 years ago. Organ meat, such as liver and kidneys, are loaded with vitamins and minerals and has the highest concentration of naturally occurring vitamin D of any food group, but organ meats have massively fallen out of fashion. Most British and North American offal is currently exported to mainland Europe and Far Eastern countries as consumers in anglicised nations now prefer steaks, ground beef and chicken breasts. 


The staple diet of meat and two vegetables my grandparents routinely enjoyed have been replaced by quick, convenient but often nutritionally devoid pizza, pasta and processed meats. Pickled and fermented vegetables that are high in probiotics have all but disappeared from our dinner tables – ask a kid today what piccalilli is and they’ll probably think it is a circus in London! And yet pre and probiotics are essential for brain health as they keep the gut healthy and good bacteria helps produce serotonin in the gut.


When my granny wanted a bacon sandwich she knew where the bacon came from, she baked her own bread and slathered it in lashings of butter. Today we have no idea where the bacon comes from – we hope it wasn’t reared in one of those awful metal crates but don’t really give it much thought as it crisps up under the grill. Even if we decide to fry our bacon it almost certainly isn’t in lard and the butter on our sandwich has been replaced by low-fat spread. Vegetable oils have replaced saturated fats for cooking. You might be wondering, ‘But, surely that’s good – right?’ No, not really because soybean, sunflower, corn and canola oils contain very high amounts of omega-6 fatty acids. Studies show that our body fat stores of linoleic acid (the most common omega-6 fat) have increased by over 300 per cent in the past 50 years. The coconut oil and animal fats used to cook our popcorn at the movies and fish ’n’ chips from the local chippie have now been replaced with chemically modified vegetable oils.


Again, you may be tempted to think this isn’t a problem and are wondering why I’m getting my ‘knickers in a twist’ as we say in Scotland. The reason is simple. These new ‘healthier’ oils and spreads were not designed because the companies wanted to make us healthier – they were created because these massive food giants had huge quantities of waste by-product from their primary business that they needed to deal with. They could either get rid of it, which is time consuming and costly, or they could convert it into another product and sell that to us too. Back those products with millions in advertising to convince us they are healthy and voilà – billions more in revenue. 


Take corn as an example; in the US alone they grow something in the region of 333 million tonnes of corn a year. Not only is there an oversupply of corn but its production creates a massive amount of waste product – the stalk of the corn. Thirty-three million tonnes of corn creates A LOT of useless corn stalks to get rid of. In traditional farming, certainly for barley production, the waste stalks are bailed up as straw and used as bedding for the animals in winter. But for massive agri-food businesses that’s time consuming and there is no money in it. So they have found multiple ways to make additional products, not only from the corn itself but from the waste by-product too. High fructose corn syrup (HFCS) is an artificial sweetener made from a highly secret process using the corn stalk. HFCS is used in all sorts of products including soft drinks and yet it has been linked to a wide range of diseases and disorders. 


Research is now proving that my granny’s use of fats and oils was the healthy approach. Everyone knows what’s in butter – milk, a little salt and very little else. Do you know how some of those vegetable, corn or soy oils are made? No – only the scientists in secret laboratories know that. And yet often these products are marketed as ‘natural’ or ‘healthy’. Can we really call a product that is literally resurrected from a waste by-product with zero nutritional value and turned into something else through chemical alchemy natural? No.


We were first warned about our fat intake in the 1970s and again in the 1980s and yet an Anglo-American study concluded that no such advice would have been made based on modern-day clinical trials (which are themselves flawed as I’ll soon explain). The study published in online journal Open Heart concluded, ‘It seems incomprehensible that dietary advice was introduced to 220 million Americans and 56 million UK citizens, given the contrary results from a small number of unhealthy men.’ No wonder none of us are losing weight on a low-fat diet! 


A Harvard study published in Lancet Diabetes & Endocrinology compiling information from 53 previous trials compared the effectiveness of low-fat diets and research data from more than 68,000 adults and concluded that what we have been told as ‘fact’ for nearly 40-plus years is just not true. 


Obviously, I’m not advocating you start adding butter to everything and going ballistic on the chips but between false data and corporations hijacking the narrative so we will buy their ‘Frankenfood’ it’s not really very surprising that so many of us are mad or fat! 


 


Our Medication Started to Change 


In addition to the food production and dietary changes, a new generation of antidepressants hit the market in the 1980s and 1990s, including selective serotonin reuptake inhibitors (SSRIs). SSRIs such as Prozac (fluoxetine), Paxil and Seroxat (paroxetine) and Zoloft (sertraline) all contain high amounts of either fluoride or chlorine, both of which, along with bromine, are what I call ‘bad halogens’ (more on them in chapter 5). Bad halogens are neurotoxins and endocrine disruptors which displace iodine in the body leading to thyroid dysfunction. Plus these bad halogens are now ubiquitous in our life – they can be in our drinking water, our food, the furniture in our homes, the personal care products we use as well as medicine such as antidepressants. 


Let me ask you – what do you consider an acceptable number of side effects for a drug? Ten? Fifty maybe – so long as it works. What about 2,000? How would you feel about medicine if it had 2,000 side effects? The number of listed side effects associated with taking antidepressants is staggering: 


 



	•
	Prozac – 1,817 side effects





	•
	Zoloft – 2,194 side effects 





	•
	Paxil – 2,497 side effects  




 


Weight gain is also a common side effect for SSRIs – causing food cravings, especially for carbohydrates and sugars. SSRIs also impact metabolism. Unsurprisingly, the rise in antidepressant prescriptions is mirrored by the rise in obesity rates. Between 1990 and 2010 there has been a 400 per cent increase in people taking happy pills and antidepressant use and obesity has been intrinsically linked ever since. Of course, the two are inextricably linked. Sure, some people genuinely don’t mind being a bit overweight but I’ve yet to meet anyone who enjoyed being depressed. If on top of being depressed you pile on weight that’s absolutely not going to help you feel better about yourself! 


Today antidepressants are the most common prescription drug in the US. And almost 800,000 Scots take antidepressants – over 518,000 are women. The highest antidepressant usage in Scotland is in the Greater Glasgow and Clyde area – where diet is notoriously poor. Historically this is also where the sugar came off the boats from the Caribbean and it is still where almost all the Scottish sugar refineries are located today. These two factors are not a coincidence and we’ll discuss the negative effect sugar has on the brain in chapter 6.


What makes all this even worse is that the explosion of antidepressant use is based on erroneous data. For example, Prozac worked for some people but only when it was administered with a tranquilliser so that they did not attempt suicide. However that piece of information, which you could argue was pretty crucial, was omitted from the clinical trial data. You don’t have to be Einstein to realise that it could have been the tranquilliser not the drug that was having the positive effect but that was simply ignored and Prozac is now one of the most prescribed drugs on the planet – making billions for the manufacturer. 


Plus SSRI drugs were developed on the premise that depression is caused by a serotonin imbalance in the brain but there is no medical test to prove this. Antidepressants do nothing to solve the root problem of mental illness and a growing body of evidence now shows that depression is a biological disorder caused by micronutrient deficiencies in the diet. While serotonin is a key neurotransmitter in the brain, 90 per cent of serotonin is synthesised in the gut and therefore very susceptible to what we eat (because it ends up in the gut). 


 


The Perfect Mad Fat Storm 


All these various changes have created a ‘perfect storm’ and the mad fat epidemic is the result. 


Some 60 per cent of Western women go on a diet every year. For many this is a soul-destroying few months that doesn’t even work. And it doesn’t work because often the dieter is eating low-fat or low-calorie ready meals – a market worth £2 billion in the UK alone. Time-pressed women who don’t have time for breakfast are reaching instead for the ‘healthy’ low-fat cereal breakfast bar – many of which are endorsed by popular slimming or cereal brands. It doesn’t matter that a skinny girl in a red dress is advertising it – eating a chocolate-coated granola bar loaded with sugar is NOT going to help you lose weight or feel energised. 


Just think about this for a moment…in 2014, the global market for weight loss products was valued at over $586 billion. If those products worked then we would all be happily skipping around in little red dresses and yet we are not. Why? Because those companies don’t really want us to get slim and healthy otherwise it’s goodbye $586 billion – what they want is to sell us hope so we will continue to buy them and keep their massive profits rolling in. So ask yourself, do these companies really want to help us lose weight and feel better or are they simply happy to sell us the illusion? 


The low-fat, low-salt, low-cholesterol diets promoted by Western governments mean that more and more women are buying foods high in carbohydrates and new ‘healthy eating’ products. But, when manufacturers remove fat from processed foods it is substituted with chemically modified additives – refined sugars, starches (which turn to sugar in the body) and other synthetic ingredients which mimic the effects of fat during manufacture. Also, more and more artificial flavour enhancers and preservatives with unpronounceable names are added to counteract the lack of salt – which authorities are now telling us is bad for us too. 


Clever supermarket food marketing often encourages us to buy the wrong foods packaged as the right foods and this is contributing to the mad fat epidemic. These foods are making us fat and foggy while pretending to make us thin and energetic. Even if you buy fresh fruit and vegetables and are genuinely eating the ‘right food’ the mass production of many of our key food groups has led to a radical reduction in micronutrients. Today we simply don’t consume enough vitamins and minerals for optimum brain health. 


Take magnesium, for example, it is essential for mental health and good sleep and yet statistics now show that 80 per cent of people eating a Western diet are chronically deficient in magnesium. Depending on the demographic group studied, anywhere between 40 and 60 per cent of the population are deficient in vitamin D. Between 1971 and 2001 iodine consumption in the US dropped by 50 per cent. Most schoolgirls and pregnant women in the UK are iodine deficient and yet even a mild deficiency in iodine impairs mental function. Thirty per cent of us do not consume enough vitamin C. Forty-four per cent of us are deficient in vitamin A. Our bodies may be fat but our brains are starved of vital nutrients! And it is a lack of these micronutrients that is the real root cause of depression and ill health. 


Instead of nutrient-rich food we are eating way too much sugar and food additives that are harming our brain. Genetic modification of food and junk food is killing off the good bacteria in our gut which helps to modulate serotonin levels. We are also eating too much omega-6 and not enough omega-3. Add the bad halogens and we have created a ‘perfect storm’ of contributing factors that are having a devastating impact on our physical and mental health.


I often wonder what my granny and her friends in the tenement buildings of Possilpark would have made of the pickle we’ve created for ourselves. They were poor and yet ironically their lack of money was instrumental in keeping them incredibly healthy. My granny and her friends didn’t have the plethora of choice and convenience foods we have today. And before you panic, I’m not advocating a move back to the ‘good old days’. You don’t need to be rich, you don’t need a private chef or have your meals delivered to your door, and you don’t need to visit the gym seven days a week. What you need to do is get educated about the food you’re eating and open your eyes to what’s really going on.










Part Two


History of the Problem 


‘We may find in the long run that tinned food is a deadlier weapon than the machine-gun.’


– George Orwell










Chapter 2: The War on Food 


‘About eighty percent of the food on shelves of supermarkets today didn’t exist 100 years ago.’


– Larry McCleary


So how did we create the mad fat epidemic that is now sweeping across North America, the UK, Europe and beyond? Surely, this wasn’t some conspiracy or powerful figures plotting the doom of civilisation. Sometimes I really wonder, but no, it’s probably not that exciting. Many of the changes were instigated for the right or at least understandable reasons. And, like most things in life, many of the changes boil down to cold hard cash. 


In reality, the alterations to food production were a direct result of the Second World War. At the time Britain imported more than 22 million tonnes of food from overseas and was heavily reliant on the boats bringing vital supplies to the UK, usually across the Atlantic.


Part of Rudyard Kipling’s poem ‘Big Steamers’ sets the scene perfectly:


‘Oh, where are you going to, all you Big Steamers,


With England’s own coal, up and down the salt seas?’


‘We are going to fetch you your bread and your butter,


Your beef, pork, and mutton, eggs, apples, and cheese.’


‘And where will you fetch it from, all you Big Steamers,


And where shall I write you when you are away?’


‘We fetch it from Melbourne, Quebec, and Vancouver,


Address us at Hobart, Hong Kong, and Bombay.’


‘But if anything happened to all you Big Steamers,


And suppose you were wrecked up and down the salt sea?’


‘Then you’d have no coffee or bacon for breakfast,


And you’d have no muffins or toast for your tea.’


During the Second World War many of these ‘Big Steamers’ and merchant boats were sunk by the German U-boat fleet. The loss of merchant shipping vessels carrying food and military supplies was often a far greater threat to Britain’s survival than German troops invading the UK. After all, if there wasn’t enough food people would starve – hardly a comforting thought in the middle of war. 


Food rationing was imposed to preserve what little was left or getting through and the Women’s Land Army was enlisted to grow as much as possible. Once the war was over the grimness of food rationing was not forgotten. In 1947, the British government passed the Agriculture Act with the express purpose of lowering the amount of food imported into Britain and to promote maximum agricultural productivity. At least if war did ever break out again, British citizens would never be vulnerable to siege or food shortage again.  


 


Introduction of Food Subsidies 


Food subsidies were introduced to encourage landowners to put as much of their land as possible into food production. This well-intentioned strategy made sense. The UK needed to be more self-sufficient for the future and the best way to ensure that outcome was to incentivise landowners to produce more food. The problem with financial incentives, as we have witnessed more recently in the green energy sector, is that it distorts effort and some people seek to ‘game’ the system. Just like subsidies for erecting wind turbines attracted large business into the green energy sector, some landowners sought to capitalise on the lucrative subsidies on offer by ramping up food production. Smaller, traditionally run family farms were bought up by large corporations and large-scale industrial farming began in the UK. 


The difference in approach was often stark. Smaller, traditionally run farms are often mixed farms, meaning that the farmer rears a variety of animals and grows a variety of crops to feed those animals through the winter months. Any excess grain, hay, silage or straw for bedding is simply sold to other local farmers. The animals are raised on grass pastures and some, including cattle, are usually wintered indoors. Cattle don’t like being wet or cold! The manure collected from the animals during the winter months is then spread on the fields as fertiliser helping to return organic matter to the land as well as the 50 or so minerals needed for healthy soil. Crops are rotated, in other words one field would grow barley one year and potatoes or grass the next. The following year the same field may be used to grow turnips or kale. Growing different crops in successive years reduces soil erosion and increases soil fertility. Because each crop requires a different combination of nutrients to grow, growing different crops also allows the soil to rejuvenate between growing cycles and this is further assisted by the manure from the animals as organic fertiliser. Crop rotation also reduces pathogens and pests that may like one crop but not another. Traditionally the emphasis is on quality not quantity, fields tended to be quite small and hedgerows were intact, further aiding wildlife diversification. 


Subsidies changed all that for vast swathes of the countryside. Large landowners and food production companies removed the hedgerows to make larger fields so that it was easier and quicker to harvest using the new machinery. Although crop rotation can increase yield it also increases workload. However, chemical fertilisers could ensure higher yield without the higher workload.  


In terms of food production – subsidies worked. In 1938–9  the output of British agriculture was valued at £2.5 million, £1.4 million of which was exported. In 1951 output was over £100 million, half of which was exported. Food production in the UK had increased dramatically – Britain was safe. The problem, of course, is that taxpayer-funded subsidies were creating a huge incentive to produce more and more foods, so it wasn’t long before Britain was producing too much food, leading to ‘milk lakes’ and ‘grain or butter mountains’ – vast amounts of food rotting in huge chilled containers, barns or unused aircraft hangars. But this was largely considered an acceptable consequence of preserving food security.  


The same thing also happened in the US where government funding drove overproduction of corn, wheat and soy, ignoring all the other cereals and grains previously produced by farmers. One hundred years ago British and American farmers cultivated over 50 types of cereals and grains; today that has reduced to three main ones. In the US the three are corn, soy and wheat and in the UK they are wheat, rapeseed and barley.


But these changes didn’t just impact milk, butter, grains and cereals, they also had a big impact on meat production. The government also wanted to reduce our reliance on imported meat so farmers were encouraged to utilise new technology. ‘New technology’ included new animal feedstuffs designed to fatten the animal quicker. It was a new feedstuff that, unbeknown to the farmers that used it, contained other animal by-products, that caused the UK BSE or mad cow crisis in the 1990s. Why anyone thought it was a good idea to feed herbivores meat and bonemeal from another animal is beyond me. Like so much of the food we eat today, this raw ingredient was, of course, disguised and added to other ingredients so it looked like regular cattle feed. The other ‘new technology’ that made a big difference was new vaccines and antibiotics. When Scottish scientist Alexander Fleming discovered penicillin it didn’t just revolutionise human health, it had a huge impact on animal health too. These two technologies in combination helped to fuel intensive livestock production. 


 


New foodstuff and increased antibiotic use


Remember the ‘good guys’ and the ‘bad guys’ I referred to earlier – the ‘good guys’ raise their animals outside in summer where they can enjoy lush grass, plenty of open space and sunshine. In winter cattle are brought back into sheds and barns. They still have plenty of room to move around, can go outside if they want but can also bed down at night on clean straw out of the winter elements. For the ‘good guys’ animal welfare is paramount, not because their government tells them it is but because they are genuine farmers and animal caretakers. To people who have lived or grown up in a city their whole life and don’t necessarily appreciate the 24/7 commitment required to be a traditional farmer, the idea of raising an animal to kill it for meat can seem completely bonkers, but to the ‘good guys’ it’s the natural cycle of life. They care about their animals and they bend over backwards to ensure the life an animal has is a healthy and happy one. This is why we need to champion the ‘good guys’ and support them in our own communities. 


The ‘bad guys’ focus instead on factory farming where large numbers of animals are squashed up together in dark barns, they never see the sky and are often caged. For example, pigs were often raised in ‘pig crates’ that restricted their movement. Thankfully, these crates were banned in the UK in 1999 and in 2013 in Europe but they are still used elsewhere. Normally these cramped and poor conditions would cause disease which is why new vaccines made factory farming possible. 


Although this type of intensive farming for pigs and cattle is on the decrease it still happens in mainland Europe, as farmers resist implementing costly changes, and it is still happening in the US. Plus, unfortunately much of the damage has already been done to our food supply. Wider use of vaccines and antibiotics plus extensive use of pesticides and herbicides has already changed the chemistry and nutritional value of our food. If chemicals are in the animal or plant then they will be on our plate and end up inside us. And, elevated chemical, hormones, heavy metal and antibiotic residue in the food we eat is damaging our mental and physical well-being.


Now, you might be thinking, ‘What’s she banging on about? What does it matter if we consume a tiny amount of antibiotic residues in our food, or breathe in the odd particle or two?’ Trust me, it matters. And it matters a great deal if you are currently mad, fat or both!


Although Fleming’s discovery of penicillin in 1928 paved the way for antibiotics, penicillin wasn’t purified and mass-produced until 1944. A year later, while giving his Nobel Prize acceptance speech, Fleming gave a stark warning about the overuse of antibiotics saying: 


 


I would like to sound one note of warning. Although penicillin is to all intents and purposes non-poisonous so there is no need to worry about giving an overdose and poisoning the patient, it is not difficult to make microbes resistant to penicillin in the laboratory by exposing them to concentrations not sufficient to kill them, and the same thing has occasionally happened in the body. The time may come when penicillin can be bought by anyone in the shops. Then there is the danger that the ignorant man may easily underdose himself and by exposing his microbes to the non-lethal quantities of the drug make them resistant.


 


We clearly listened to the ‘non-poisonous’, ‘no fear of overdosing’ part of Fleming’s speech but we universally ignored the ‘overuse leads to resistance’ part. Antibiotics were astonishingly successful for human and animal health but they have been seriously overused. 


Until quite recently intensively reared chicken and pigs had access to water that contained antibiotics – as a precautionary measure against infection. In the US, factory-farmed pigs, cows and chickens are all still reared intensively with a heavy reliance on antibiotics which then ends up in our food. 


Ten million kilograms of antibiotics are used in animal agriculture each year in the US alone. A study published in 2015 by Texas Tech University showed that DNA from antibiotic-resistant bacteria is spreading from cattle feedlots across the US through the air. The Texan scientists looked at more than three-quarters of all cattle on US feedlots – a total of 8.24 million cattle. The scientists extracted DNA from the particle matter bound to the air filters located both upwind and downwind of the feedlots and they detected the presence of nine antibiotic-resistant genes in the filters. Not only was the cattle, and therefore the meat, antibiotic resistant but most of these feedlots were located in the southern High Plains, known for dust storms. So this particle matter was being spread in the wind to further pollute land and water systems. This report suggested that the so-called superbugs threatening humans can be traced back to the overuse of antibiotics in animals.


 


Falling Prices and Failing Health 


Of course, when supply of anything goes up the price usually comes down. This was good news for ordinary people as their weekly food shopping bill started to fall. This certainly helped people like my grandparents who were used to spending a large part of their income on food. Unfortunately, the focus on quantity over quality had a knock-on effect on our health. And for the most part we still don’t actually realise it! 


Although the consumer appeared to benefit from the reduction in food cost we still paid a price – usually in our health. The big winners were the large landowners – the men who sat in the House of Lords, presiding over government policy, while raking in hundreds of thousands of pounds, sometimes millions from the new Acts that they helped pass. 


In the UK most of Britain’s agricultural subsidies fall into the hands of corporations, despite the fact that there are over 221,000 registered farming operations. The prices that small farmers currently get for their produce is also so low that subsidies now form a substantial part of the income of the ‘good guys’. Cheap farm gate prices create a form of corporate welfare with public funds in the form of farm subsidies going straight into the pocket of traders, processors and retailers. The only farming operations reaping the benefit are the major farming operations – like the barley barons in East Anglia, the megadairies and the absentee landlords cashing in from their vast estates. Subsidies are based on volume of production – so the big producers get the most. What so many of us don’t realise is that the people producing our food are usually paid a pittance for it. This is especially true if it is bought by large supermarket chains with a lot of buying muscle. We may see a beef joint on the supermarket shelves and think, ‘Wow that’s a bit pricey’, but the farmer wasn’t paid that price; they were paid a fraction of that price and the retailer takes the lion’s share. 


It is the food processors and retailers that are the big winners – because of subsidies they are able to buy food from the producers at rock-bottom prices and add a considerable margin before selling it on to us. It is the middlemen that are benefiting from farm subsidies not the farmers themselves – at least not unless the farmer owns thousands of acres. Today, through the acquisition of small family-run dairies, three multinational companies dominate British milk production and you can count on one hand the number of corporations who control meat processing. These food processing giants have contracts with the main UK supermarkets – and between them they control what we eat, how it is produced and how much it costs. 


In the US too, subsidies have led to the same consolidation of the agricultural industry by huge agri-food businesses. A handful of multinational corporations now control the American food supply. Just four companies control meat production in the US. Ninety per cent of US soybean crop and 80 per cent of the corn and cotton grown in the US use Monsanto’s genetically modified seeds. We will talk about GM food later. 


Supermarket growth on both sides of the Atlantic has seen the near extinction of local greengrocers. There is nowhere, except perhaps farmers’ markets, where we can buy dirty vege-tables – now they are washed, sprayed with various chemicals and packed in plastic. My granddad bought his meat direct from the farmer but now even traditional butchers are struggling to compete with the supermarkets. And bakers and fishmongers are also struggling to keep their heads above water. Back in the 1970s Tesco was struggling and Walmart was a regional grocer with just 125 stores. In 2016, these grocers dominate the food industry in the UK and US, alongside the agri-food giants. It is them and their direct competitors who carve up the market, control our food and influence our governments. 
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