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Winning MasterChef was undoubtedly a turning point in my career.

In spring 2017 when the MasterChef final aired, I made the dramatic transition from junior doctor – who was also an enthusiastic home cook and mother – to chef. Moments after winning the competition people started asking me whether I would quit practising medicine and concentrate solely on a new-found food career. My answer back then remains the same now: food and medicine are inexorably linked to one another and it is an honour to be a doctor who specialises in digestive health and can both cook and teach others to cook.
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Introduction


I strongly feel that people do not realise that what they choose to eat is the single most important factor affecting their long-term health. I have been a National Health Service doctor for over a decade now and in my role as a Specialist Registrar in Gastroenterology working on the frontline, I have seen all too often the far-reaching health consequences of a poor diet. From obesity to type 2 diabetes, heart disease and many other conditions, the mortality and morbidity incurred because of a lifetime of ‘unhealthy’ eating patterns is utterly astounding.


Like millions of other doctors across the globe, I find myself prescribing a plethora of medications to treat an array of conditions that are fundamentally a direct consequence of poor nutrition. Although there is clearly a role for medications (and I am by no means suggesting that you stop taking them), the reality is that very few medications cure; some medications prevent decline, while others just ease suffering and control symptoms. Sometimes I see medications work wonders, many other times they just do not suffice.


When I stop looking at patients through the microscope lens of a doctor who prescribes pills and instead look at the bigger human context to evaluate the factors that led to an individual becoming my patient in the first place, there is always one key question that springs to mind: how could we have PREVENTED this person getting to the point in their illness that they find themselves in today?


Medication is invariably not the answer and, sadly, the biggest misconception of all is that you can prevent or cure all ill health with the contents of a pharmacist’s cupboard. The answer does, however, lie in what an individual chooses to put on their plate, not just over a week, month or year, but over the course of a lifetime. The potential to influence people’s eating habits and so help to prevent long-term disease was my motivation to write this book.


The Kitchen Prescription functions as much more than a generic ‘healthy eating’ cookbook. It is specifically a manual on how you can cook your way to a healthier gut. The recipes are based on the most up-to-date and robust research in an evolving scientific discipline. After reading this book you will understand how a healthier gut leads in turn to a healthier body and mind, and how if you look after your gut, your gut will look after you.


I feel the same sense of pride offering you this cookbook – with recipes designed to transform your gut health – that a laboratory scientist may feel when they discover a new medication. Food is wonderful, joyous and sensory, an emotion and sustenance all in one. That is why it brings me endless pleasure to prescribe you these joyous recipes rather than a packet of pills.


The premise of this book is that you do not have to deprive yourself, diet or go hungry. It is about improving your gut health with a diverse diet, eating delicious food cooked by a doctor-come-food-fanatic-turned-MasterChef-winner, while learning the key scientific principles of gut-healthy eating.


Through the featured recipes I hope to celebrate the joy that food brings to our lives, while also addressing the pervasive pseudo-science that surrounds the field of gut-healthy nutrition. We do exist in a bizarre food climate. There is just such a vast array of food options and lifestyle choices to choose from. Just try typing #healthyfood or #guthealth into Instagram and look at the sheer array of different options that come up . . . totally mind-boggling. How does one step away from this maelstrom of confusion?


I have found that the way to empower individuals to lead a healthy lifestyle is to firstly ask them to forget everything they know – or think they know – about healthy eating. Approach your diet as if it were a blank canvas and start from the first principles. A few key foundational concepts are fundamental, upon which the rest of our understanding of gut-healthy eating can be based. These include having an understanding of the following: what the gut microbiome is; what nutrition and digestion are; and what makes taste, well ‘taste’.


After spending some time addressing these foundational concepts and before we dive straight into the recipes (if you can resist doing that), I will introduce my three-pillar prescription for how you can revolutionise your gut health and learn to eat to beat illness – from the inside out. I think of this three-pillar prescription as my three commandments of good gut health. They are as follows and will be discussed in detail going forward.
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Once you have read the foundational concepts of nutrition and the three-pillar prescription for glorious gut health, you will approach the recipes in this book with new-found scientific knowledge. Not only are the recipes simple, nutritious, family-friendly and delicious, but they are also living examples of evidence-based science in practice. By the end of the book you’ll be able to cook your way to a healthy gut, with all the benefits for your overall health, without even knowing you’re doing it. Magically, all you will know you are doing is eating utterly delicious food.


You will notice that unlike other books in this genre, this book won’t give you nutritional breakdowns, or calorie counts; I find these old-fashioned and counterproductive for the most part. The Kitchen Prescription will, however, help you rethink your relationship with food so that you are better able to cater to your unique nutritional needs throughout your life, while celebrating the immense joy food brings to our lives, without a calorie count in sight.


You will however find vegetarian (V), vegan (VG) and gluten-free (GF) tags on the recipes. I’m always surprised by how many manufactured foods have gluten listed on the labels – even things like stock cubes, miso and soy sauce. Likewise for items like dark chcolate not always being vegan. It’s worth always double checking the labels of the products you buy.


I have been intentionally cautious to not overstate any gut health claims. As a doctor I feel I have a great responsibility to not present conflated information; where the science is grey, I hope to present it to you as such. As scientists we must acknowledge that there are still gaps in our knowledge of what constitutes optimal gut-healthy eating. Sadly, there are no single superfoods that can change one’s gut health, there is no one recipe that will cure your digestive ailments immediately. Good gut-healthy nutrition does not come in the form of a magic bullet.


However, by the end of this book you will have the tools to understand what gut-healthy eating should look like, and with it a fantastic set of recipes to draw ‘gut-licious’ inspiration from. I view these recipes as a starting point in your journey; they are your launch pad to springboard you into a lifetime of gut-healthy eating. Many a delicious, gut-loving meal awaits.
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How many microbes do you think live in your gut right now?


A million? Ten million?


As an estimate, the human gut hosts around 100 trillion (or more) microbes. For anyone who needs to conceptualise that number it is one followed by fourteen zeroes; more stars than in the entire Milky Way, more fish than in all the oceans on Earth. This gut community, called the microbiota, started to develop inside each of us after we passed through our mother’s vaginal canal at birth.


Each one of these microbes possesses its own individual DNA, and the collection of genes inside all those bugs put together is called the ‘microbiome’. Our gut microbiome contains literally millions of genes, and far outnumbers the 23,000 or so actual human genes inside your body. These genes produce literally thousands of metabolites and can consequently influence our fitness and health.


Every individual’s gut microbiota is unique, like a personal fingerprint, and susceptible to rapid and frequent changes. This is a good thing, because if we start eating a gut-healthy diet full of different plant species (fruits, vegetables, whole grains, nuts and seeds, legumes and pulses) as reflected in the recipes in this book, we observe beneficial changes in the composition of the gut microbes fairly rapidly. If done consistently, we are talking days and short weeks – rather than months and years – for meaningful microbiome changes to be observed.


When undigested food or fibre reaches the colon, it is our microbiota that get to work, fermenting the non-digestible bits so that the body can extract even more energy from our food, energy that could not otherwise have been harvested by the small bowel. It also recycles nitrogen, sugars and fats that escaped digestion in the small bowel, and even helps with the production of vitamins B and K. But the role of our gut microbes in relation to our overall health is not limited to digestion; the microbes of the large bowel have been shown to influence the strength of our immune system, to affect our bodies’ ability to keep inflammation contained, to stimulate the local nervous system, and to increase cell regeneration on the lining of the gut wall.


Scientists and nutrition experts are now in general agreement that the benefits of fostering good gut health and keeping your microbiome in tip-top shape are not restricted to the bowel. We now understand that the gut communicates with the rest of our body through the nervous system, the endocrine (hormone) system and our immune system, which means that taking care of our gut through healthy eating has an impact on virtually every cell and system in our body.


Because of these links, good gut health can allow us to reap innumerable benefits, from preventing type 2 diabetes, heart disease and stroke, to positively impacting mood and lifting clouds of depression, to a heightened sense of mental clarity and alertness – and even fighting COVID-19 infection.


Our gut microbiome has evolved with us over millions of years of human evolution and is now an essential part of our digestive process. To simplify, three main categories of ‘good’ bacteria exist in our guts: Bacteroidetes, Firmicutes and Prevotella actinobacteria. Each individual’s gut contains different strains of these three groups in different ratios, as well as a range of other bacteria, fungi and viruses. You can even get your stool tested to see how diverse your gut microbes are. As a general rule, the more diverse your microbiome is on a scale called the Simpson’s Diversity Index, the better. Astoundingly, when compared with healthy controls, lower bacterial diversity has been reproducibly observed in people suffering with inflammatory bowel disease, type 1 and type 2 diabetes, atopic eczema, coeliac disease and obesity.


Research using the most cutting-edge metagenomics sequencing techniques has identified 15 ‘good’ gut microbes that are linked to indicators of good health, and 15 ‘bad’ gut microbes that are strongly linked to markers of worse health (the PREDICT study). For example, Flavonifractor plautii is considered a naughty microbe, associated with less healthy foods and markers of poor health, including excess belly fat. Whereas Prevotella copri and Blastocystis are associated with steady, controlled blood sugar levels after eating.


With this new-found knowledge what is apparent is that we cannot blame one microbe for poor health and credit another for good health; it is all about the bigger picture and achieving a positive microbial balance. Each individual’s microbiome is unique and their nutritional requirements are therefore also unique. There is no one-size-fits-all when it comes to dietary advice because no two people will ever have the same bugs living in their gut. The future is likely to see the development of a far more personalised approach to nutrition, whereby your optimal diet is tailored to your own gut microbiota. Sadly, we are some way away from seeing personalised nutrition rolled out into clinical practice.


The positive health consequences of having a diverse gut microbiome are completely mind-blowing. To think that it all starts with those bugs in your belly! Not a month goes by without the publication of a new high-profile scientific paper, further highlighting the beneficial impact of a diverse, healthy gut microbiome on some aspect of health. Although we are discovering more every day, it is clear that a healthy gut microbiome will lead to a healthy body and mind, so it is well worth caring for it.
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Nutrition is a fundamental part of living; it is present from cradle to grave and has a role in fuelling all life processes. Sadly, many doctors do not give the science of nutrition the due credence it deserves, a point of great contention for me. I believe that nutrition is the very foundation of preventative medicine, the cornerstone of curative medicine and the fundamental responsibility of every physician.


If you are an obstetrician, you will be concerned with the nutrition of the foetus, as well as the management of the mother’s anaemia. As a paediatrician, balanced nutrition is vital, as without it our children are unable to achieve normal growth and development and reach their full potential. As a hospital medic, I know how essential nutrition is in managing diabetics, hypertension, heart disease, liver disease, the malnourished and more. As a geriatrician you may observe that the outcomes of good and bad eating patterns are all the more evident in the latter years of one’s life. As doctors, we should not just be treating disease, but treating the individual who has the disease. By addressing poor nutrition in our patients, we can make an immense difference to their long-term quality of life.


Well-nourished people have the best chance of fighting disease and this nourishment comes in the form of macronutrients, which are the dietary big guns (carbohydrate, protein and fat) that are vital sources of energy and which we need in relatively large amounts, and micronutrients (various vitamins and minerals), which are vital for many bodily functions, but needed in much smaller amounts. The gut-healthy recipes featured in this book are designed to showcase an array of delightful macro- and micronutrients.


[image: Illustration]



Macronutrients
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What would life be without a bowl of pasta? We need carbohydrates to sustain life, to fuel our tissues, to pump blood through our beating heart, even to power the brain and make us the sentient, thinking being we are. Think back to the last time you avoided carbohydrates, either intentionally or unintentionally. Did it affect your concentration and energy levels? I bet it did. So, what are they?


Carbohydrates can be either simple or complex. Simple carbohydrates are made up of either one or two sugar molecules bonded together e.g. glucose and fructose in fruit and honey, galactose and lactose in dairy products, sucrose in sugar cane or maltose in molasses. On the other hand, complex carbohydrates (otherwise known as starches) are made of hundreds and thousands of monosaccharide units all joined together. These are the carbohydrates you find in beans and whole grains. Fibre is any complex carbohydrate that cannot be broken down in the small bowel and therefore moves down whole in its unmodified state into the colon, where it is the perfect food for our gut bugs.


Lots of people talk about whether carbohydrates are ‘good’ or ‘bad’ for us. This is not a helpful distinction since all foods have their place in our diet and we have to find a balance that works for us as individuals. In fact, you will notice an array of recipes in this book that feature carbohydrates, from Sunshine Tomatoes and Labneh on Toast (here) to Spiced Potato Salad with Tomatoes and Broad Beans (here), Chipotle Chilli Wild Rice (here), Broccoli Spaghetti with Herby Chermoula (here), Kimchi and Garlic Fried Rice (here) and more. The Kitchen Prescription is in no way founded on the carbohydrate restricting ‘keto diet’ principle – which will be some consolation for the spud, rice, toast and pasta lovers among us.


Having said that, it is important to recognise that not all carbohydrates are created equal. The carbohydrates that you get in their natural, nutrient-dense form, for example in whole grains, quinoa, vegetables, barley, oats and beans, are rich in fibre and more nutritious and gut-healthy than the refined carbohydrates found in white bread, or the croissant you have with your cup of coffee.


Excess amounts of refined carbohydrates are also linked with weight gain and metabolic diseases. It is not so much about whether you eat carbohydrates or not, rather which carbohydrates you choose to eat. Around one third of your daily intake should come from carbohydrates, so it is well worth making sure you know which carbohydrates your food contains.


The trick is to consume fewer refined carbohydrates and more complex carbohydrates where possible. Complex carbs resist early digestion in the small bowel and so enter the large bowel, where microbes can then feed on these gut-healthy complex carbohydrates. To get more complex carbs into your diet try bulgur wheat, pearl barley, wild rice, quinoa, rye bread and sourdough. With time you can even start getting experimental with your carbohydrates, enjoying varieties like freekeh and sorghum.



[image: Illustration] Protein:


Our bone, muscles, skin, blood, hair and nails – in fact ALL of our bodies’ cells – contain protein. In fact, after water, protein is the second most abundant compound in the human body.


There are 20 amino acids in total that make protein in our bodies. Of those 20 amino acids, all but nine can be made by the body. Those nine amino acids that our bodies can’t synthesise are called ‘essential’ amino acids.


If a particular food contains all nine essential amino acids, it is called a ‘complete’ protein. Examples include milk, eggs, yoghurt, fish and meat. Plant-based sources of complete proteins are quinoa, soya and hemp. Sources of ‘incomplete’ proteins (foods that contain fewer than the nine essential amino acids) include legumes, pulses, grains, nuts, seeds and many vegetables.


However, these terms can be misleading. The terms ‘complete’ and ‘incomplete’ only reflect the ability of one food to meet all essential amino acid needs, as opposed to considering whether you have met your essential amino acid requirement through the various foods you have eaten through the course of the day. So, rest assured, incomplete proteins are still a vital and healthy part of your diet.


The recipes in The Kitchen Prescription are abundant in essential amino acids and eating a variety of them will ensure that you get enough protein to build body tissues, whether that is in the form of a mouth-watering Berbere Chicken (here) or a Chickpea, Fenugreek and Okra Curry (here).


The amount of protein we need varies across the course of our lives; it changes during pregnancy and lactation, and as we grow older our requirement increases. For those people who take part in very vigorous physical activity, some protein after training sessions can help to rebuild muscles. As a rough guide for those who like counting (not me), the recommended protein intake is approximately 56g a day for men and approximately 45g a day for women (depending on body weight).


For those of us who are not bodybuilders, the most important consideration is not how much protein we are getting but where we are getting that protein from. I am not vegan or vegetarian, but you will notice that the majority of the recipes I have included in this book are plant-based. This is intentional. It is my belief that too much of our protein comes from red or processed meat and that we need to shift this balance back towards plant sources. You will notice that I use no processed meats at all in the recipes and less than a handful of recipes feature red meat. There is some fish and chicken across the chapters, but most lunch and dinner recipes are devised to be vegetarian or vegan. Eating more nuts, legumes or pulses, for instance, or going ‘meat free’ for a few days a week won’t affect your protein status, nor will swapping tofu for chicken in your stir-fry, or choosing a bean burger over a beef burger every so often. What it will do is improve the variety of proteins that your body is able to access, along with all the other goodness that is present in those non-meat sources of protein.


And if you are vegan, rest assured that provided you eat a varied diet, you will get plenty of the various essential amino acids you need from the different foods you eat across the course of the day or week.


Try this useful exercise: reflect back on the meals that you have eaten for dinner in the preceding week. How many of them featured meat as the main source of protein? If you find that the majority of your dinners last week were indeed animal protein-based, then this is something that you can address using inspiration from the recipes featured in this book. How about swapping your regular cottage pie for a lentil-based Gut-healing Masala Cottage Pie (here), switching your traditional meat lasagne to a lighter, brighter, gut-friendly Za’atar Lasagne Verde (here) or exchanging a pepperoni pizza for home-made Primavera Pizza (here)?
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Fat is an incredibly important part of the diet. Instead of vilifying it and blaming it for all our food-related health issues, we need to start seeing it for the macronutrient hero it is. Fats are the most energy-dense nutrient around, but they also carry soluble vitamins like vitamins A, D, E and K around the body and help the body to utilise them.


Fats can be classified into saturated and unsaturated varieties. Saturated fats tend to be solid at room temperature and from animal sources, while unsaturated fats are usually liquid and from plant sources. Unsaturated fats can be further sub-classified into polyunsaturated or monounsaturated fats. These distinctions are important, though confusing even for me as a gastroenterologist and chef.


Although most foods contain a mixture of saturated and unsaturated fats, the dominant type is the one that we tend to stick with in our descriptions. For example, over half of butter is saturated fat and a quarter is monounsaturated, so to make things simple we describe butter as a saturated fat. As mentioned, the fats found in animal products (including cheese and cream) are all sources of saturated fats: think of the most delicious things in the world – the cakes, the potato dauphinoise, the fatty bits of a steak, a cheese and onion puff pastry. Sadly, an excessive intake of saturated fats (particularly in highly processed foods) is generally considered by nutrition experts as something to avoid, as it has been fairly conclusively linked to increases in blood cholesterol and the risk of heart disease.


Unsaturated fats, abundant in plant-based foods like seeds, nuts, olives and avocados as well as olive oil, rapeseed oil, sunflower oil, corn oil, for example, are a different kettle of fish. These fats, split into monounsaturated and polyunsaturated fats, carry out different jobs in the body. Therefore, it’s always recommended to get a good amount of both types of unsaturated fat (mono and poly) into your diet, which you can easily achieve with a varied, plant-based diet.


One type of unsaturated fat, in particular, is worth a specific mention: omega-3 fatty acid. This is found in oily fish, but also flaxseed (linseed) and hemp, and is associated with reduced incidence of neurodegenerative diseases, heart disease and diabetes. Robust data suggests that higher levels of omega-3 fats in the diet lead to a more diverse microbiome. So, pretty useful then. Mackerel Salad Sandwiches (here) are a classic example of how you can utilise a lesser celebrated oily omega-3-rich fish in your culinary repertoire.


Again, the question is not whether or not fat is ‘good’ or ‘bad’, but more what type of fat you eat and from where your fats come from in your diet. The key, as reflected in the recipes in this book, is to try to replace saturated fats with unsaturated fats, wherever possible. My recipe for the Olive, Seed and Pistachio Chermoula (here) is an example of how a simple herby relish can be enriched with gut-loving unsaturated fats; it is delicious tossed into pasta or over a Baked Sweet Potato (here).
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Micronutrients


Micronutrients are vitamins and minerals; they are the nutrients that we only need in small quantities, but the absence of which can have dramatic consequences for our health, energy levels, mental clarity and overall capacity to function.


One example that I see a lot in my clinics is iron deficiency. I have met anaemic patients who are so profoundly tired that they can’t climb stairs, are breathless on minimal exertion, who suffer with excruciating chest pain and even, in extreme cases, who collapse without warning. But how much iron do we need each day to ward off these debilitating effects? It’s just 8 milligrams per day (1 milligram is one thousandth of a gram) or approximately a quarter of the weight of one staple. This unnoticeable little sliver of metal can be the difference between a life free of pain and stress, and one where every day can be agony. This is the same for any of the many micronutrients we need; without 65mg of vitamin C per day we can develop scurvy where our teeth fall out; without 10mg of zinc per day, our bodies can suffer from hair loss, lack of alertness and a reduced sense of taste and smell.


With the exception of vitamin D, micronutrients are not produced by the body and have to be derived from the diet. To get those vital but imperceptible doses of micronutrients you have to opt for a colourful diet, in other words EAT THE RAINBOW. Fruit and vegetables in a range of colours, textures and flavours are nature’s gift to our bellies. Just flicking through the food photographs in this book will give you a sense of the vibrancy of the multicoloured range of vitamin- and mineral-rich ingredients used across the recipes. This is something to emulate in your kitchen so don’t hesitate to add colourful fruit and veg to your plate. My recipes for Green Gut Goddess Salad (here) or Ruby Red Polyphenol Salad (here) illustrate just how delicious the rainbow tastes.


I feel most people I speak to form habitual relationships with vegetables, opting for a small selection that they eat repeatedly. Once in a while buy vegetables from the supermarket that you just don’t normally get. Instead of adding the usual onions, peppers and courgettes to your weekly shop, try kale, fennel and red cabbage for a change. This will allow you to eat a range of different micronutrients and your gut will thank you for the plant-based diversity it is getting – plus you will be forced to cook something new.
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Although a complete summary of micronutrients could be the content of a separate book in itself, let’s look at a few of these micronutrients in some more detail:
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	Vitamin B: There are lots of different types of vitamin B, such as thiamine, riboflavin, niacin, folate, and many others. These varieties are all water soluble and play an important role in keeping the nervous system healthy, in maintaining the eyes and skin, and in helping the body release energy from food. You can get the majority of B vitamins from foods such as peas, bananas, eggs, soya beans, edamame beans, leafy greens and chickpeas, while B12 is only found in animal products like eggs, meat, or fish. Some healthcare professionals suggest that vitamin B12 should be supplemented in vegan diets.
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Vitamin D: This micronutrient helps us to regulate the amount of calcium and phosphate in the body, and therefore helps to keep our bones, teeth and muscles healthy. In children, vitamin D deficiency is called rickets, while in adults it is called osteomalacia. Our bodies can make vitamin D as long as we have exposure to sunlight, but in the UK some of you might have noticed that the sun sometimes doesn’t make an appearance for weeks on end. This is actually a real issue; we don’t get enough sun in the autumn and winter months, which puts many of us at risk of vitamin D deficiency. There is even some emerging evidence that vitamin D deficiency can exacerbate inflammatory bowel disease (Crohn’s and colitis) because of its effects on local intestinal inflammation.

Sources of vitamin D include oily fish, red meat, liver and egg yolks.
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Vitamin E: This fat-soluble vitamin comes in several forms, but the one that is used in the human body is called alpha-tocopherol. Its main role is to act as an antioxidant, a type of compound that works to prevent damage to our bodies’ cells and helps them repair. It is found in almonds, pumpkins, avocados, sunflower seeds, peanuts, peppers, and many more foods. Deficiency in vitamin E can damage the back of the eyes, the nerves of the hands and feet, and can even result in impaired immune responses and a loss of control of body movements.
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Vitamin K: This is another fat-soluble vitamin that comes in two forms. The main type is called phylloquinone, found in green leafy vegetables like kale, spinach, turnip greens, broccoli, Brussels sprouts and rocket – all firm favourites of mine.

The other type is called menaquinones, which are found in fermented foods like nattō as well as in small amounts in meat, cheese and eggs. Vitamin K is needed to make the various proteins required for blood clotting and the building of bones.
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Iodine: This is a trace mineral that our bodies need to optimise the function of our thyroid glands, extremely important organs which control the body’s metabolism. It is also needed for the development of babies’ brains during pregnancy and early life.

The richest sources of iodine are fish, shellfish, dairy products like milk, and seaweed. Many of us can be iodine-deficient without realising it, but severe deficiency results in the development of goitres, another word for swelling in the neck.
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Calcium: An important mineral at all ages due to its effect on bones and teeth, calcium is also needed for healthy muscle and nerve function. The requirement for calcium varies across life, particularly in breastfeeding women. We all know the foods which are rich in calcium: milk, yoghurt, cheese and other dairy products are all full of calcium. Those who cannot (or choose not to) eat dairy, for instance lactose-intolerant people or those opting for a vegan diet, can get their calcium intake from plant milks fortified with extra calcium, or calcium-fortified bread, calcium-set tofu, calcium-fortified cereal, oranges, broccoli, kale and spring greens. Spinach, dried fruits, beans, seeds and nuts also contain calcium, but they also contain compounds called oxalates or phytates, which reduce how much calcium our bodies can extract from these foods. For this reason, the British Dietetic Association recommends that we don’t rely on these foods as our main sources of calcium.












Now that we have had a look at what macronutrients and micronutrients are, the next logical step is to try to understand which foods make up a gut-healthy diet. The concept of gut-healthy eating is shifting, based on evolving knowledge of the microbiome and how it is impacted by food. What we know today is not what we knew ten years ago and what we know in ten years may be different to what we know today.


Nutrition research is notoriously difficult and time-consuming, but we can, however, learn a lot from patterns of eating across different population groups. Certain societies have very specific diets and three successful dietary patterns of eating that we can learn from are the Mediterranean diet, the Nordic diet and the Japanese diet. Data gathered from years (actually decades) of observation shows that that the people who eat these diets typically live long, healthy lives. There must be a reason for this, so the question becomes: what can we learn about their secrets to success?


When you take a trip to southern Italy or Greece, the older people almost radiate health. They might look frail, or a bit wrinkled; no one is suggesting that they’ve discovered the elixir of eternal youth, but internally they are running like well-oiled machines with very low rates of chronic illness. They lead non-sedentary lifestyles, and the core of their diet focuses on plants – seasonal, fresh and delicious. They don’t hold back on their healthy unsaturated fats; olive oil gets drizzled over virtually everything, but animal protein consumption from fish and poultry is traditionally low, as is the intake of red meat and eggs. Carbohydrates are welcomed and celebrated; think of what Italian cuisine would look like without pizza or pasta.


Similarly, the Nordic diet relies heavily on locally sourced, sustainable, plant-based meals. Sea and lake fish, lean game meats and rapeseed oil (a monounsaturated fat similar to olive oil) also feature heavily. The Nordic diet, just like the Mediterranean diet, focuses on whole foods, peas, cabbage and root vegetables; think plates of seared salmon with creamed barley and Savoy cabbage, rye bread, beetroot gravadlax, plenty of turnips and a high-protein yoghurt like Skyr to round it all off. It’s enough to unleash your inner Viking.


Last, but by no means least, of our trio is the Japanese diet. The Japanese have the lowest rates of obesity and the highest life expectancies in the world, so they must be doing something very right. Okinawa, in particular, has the dual distinction of having the highest number of centenarians in the world, and also the lowest risk globally of diabetes, cancer, arthritis and Alzheimer’s disease. The diet is largely fresh and unprocessed with very little in terms of refined foods or sugar. Rice, grains, vegetables like purple sweet potato, Chinese okra, bitter melon and cabbage feature heavily, as do soya beans in the form of tofu, fish and seaweed. The amount of animal products consumed is pretty moderate, and usually acts as an accompaniment to a vegetable in the dish rather than as the main attraction. Another key factor is that the Japanese are taught from childhood to eat hara hachi bu, or until they are 80 per cent full.


Three very different ways of eating, three diverse, rich food cultures, but one common result: healthy and long-living populations. But what is the common thread across these three diets, and what can we learn from them? Better yet, can we isolate some of the good stuff in these diets and introduce them into ours?


The common thread that I can immediately spot is that all three diets focus on consuming a wide range of different plant-based foods as the main bulk of meals, while encouraging a low level of reliance on animal-based foods, particularly red and processed meats. What’s more, if you overlay the diets of these three cultures, you begin notice something rather interesting.


Successful diets are all dominated by five key plant-based food groups, shown opposite


The really good news is that our gut microbes love fruit and vegetables, whole grains, legumes, pulses, nuts and seeds too. The wider diversity of them that you eat, the more diverse your gut microbiome will become. Evidence from epidemiologic and clinical data indicates that if you include these five key food groups (fruit and veg, whole grains, legumes, pulses, and seeds and nuts) in your diet, you reduce the risk of developing a myriad of non-communicable diseases, ranging from heart disease to diabetes; there is even evidence that certain cancers could be avoided by building your diet around these five food groups. How these foods groups do this is not 100 per cent clear, but what is clear is that a large part of it is to do with the way these foods beneficially impact the gut microbiome.


The Kitchen Prescription will teach you how to seamlessly integrate these five key food groups into your daily life in a way that is as stress-free and effortless as possible. Because it is one thing knowing which foods you should be eating, and another actually knowing how to incorporate them into your diet, and yet another to be able to do so with the ingredients available from your local supermarket. By cooking the recipes in this book, you will be able to unlock the health-boosting potential of your gut microbiome, one plate of food at a time.
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You do it subconsciously all the time, but do you really understand what is going on?


In the language of science, digestion is the process of taking in food and converting it to energy for use in growth, metabolism and repair. Digestion takes place in the gut; the gut is a sophisticated piece of tubing, a bit like the engine room of the body that extends from mouth to anus.


Let’s take a look at the main components of your digestive system.



[image: Illustration] The mouth:


The tongue tastes everything it goes past, courtesy of around 10,000 taste buds. Working with the teeth and cheeks, the tongue helps with mechanical and chemical digestion of food and creates a ball of food, which is then swallowed. Swallowing sounds simple but it is actually a complex neuromuscular process that coordinates the passage of food from the mouth to the oesophagus.


Before we swallow, we chew. The production of sufficient amounts of saliva is essential for good chewing. Some estimate that we make 20,000 litres or so in a lifetime, which would fill around a massive 60 bathtubs. Saliva starts the breakdown process of two key macronutrient groups: carbohydrates and proteins. This is due to amylase and protease enzymes, which function in a very similar way to those found in bioactive washing powders.



[image: Illustration] The stomach:


The widest part of the digestive tract with some serious storage capacity, a good thing when you think of the last time you were able to eat an 12-inch pizza, large chips and chicken wings all by yourself in one sitting.


The cells that line the stomach secrete incredibly powerful acids, which aid digestion and are the first line of antimicrobial defence for the body. Anyone who has suffered with acid reflux will testify just how powerful these acids are.


The stomach churns our food under subconscious control, macerating it and mixing it with a host of enzymes to form a mushy liquid called chyme. The stomach also triggers the release of an orchestra of hormones, some of which help to control our appetite, while others manage the secretions of enzymes. Luckily for us, the stomach is designed to not digest itself, as it is lined by a thick layer of mucus, which protects its rapidly regenerating lining.


Incredibly, our emotions can influence movements of the stomach. Although the extent of this varies from individual to individual, evidence suggests that sadness and fear may decrease stomach motility, while and anger and aggression may increase it. Intense pain in any part of the body will inhibit movement throughout the digestive tract, while extreme stress has been observed to have an effect on the mucus lining of the stomach too (hence why we often associate heartburn with stress).



[image: Illustration] The small intestine:


Also known as the small bowel, this is the main processing centre of the digestive tract. It is made up of about 6 metres or so of snake-like coiled-up tubing and is where the majority of the body’s digestion and absorption of nutrients take place. It’s ironic that we call it the ‘small’ intestine, given that it is longer than the large intestine.


The small intestine is lined with tiny hair-like projections known as villi, which under a microscope look finger-like, creating the appearance of a shag-pile rug. The villi help to maximise the surface area available in the small bowel for nutrient and water absorption; laid flat the surface of the small bowel could spectacularly almost cover a tennis court. The blood supply connected to each villi carries the absorbed nutrients away, via the liver, to the rest of the body.



[image: Illustration] The large intestine (colon):


The undigested contents of the small intestine enter the large intestine through a one-way valve called the ileocecal valve. From here, there’s only one way out. The first part of the colon is called the caecum, which is connected to the appendix. Previously thought to be useless, we now know that the appendix acts as a reservoir for beneficial microbes, keeping the colon teeming with the living organisms that live symbiotically within the gut (more on this later). When we take antibiotics, or have a colonic, or even have a bad case of diarrhoea, this colony of microbes (called the microbiome) can be destroyed; the appendix gives us the vital seed microbes that we use to repopulate our gut.


The colon is a glorified fermentation tank, working on all the undigested bits the small bowel is unable to break down. The colon is also responsible for absorption of water, and for processing a variety of vitamins (mainly B and K) and bile salts. The colon rises up the right side of the body, across the top of the abdomen and then down the left, where it eventually transitions to the rectum and anus. The fermentation that takes place in the colon also creates a variety of gaseous by-products in the process.
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For a sense that you have had since you were a baby, you probably don’t know much about how you taste your food. The way I think about taste is that it is equal parts science and emotion; what makes this food taste the way it does? And why does it make me feel so good?


Understanding the workings of taste and the building blocks of flavour is a vital step on the journey to seeking good gut health. This is because one of the critical steps to achieving good gut health is allowing yourself to cook the most delicious, tongue-tantalising food, which excites the emotions and senses in equal measure. Gut-healthy food is not, and should not be, bland and boring; it MUST excite the taste buds.


The ability to taste has contributed a huge amount to human evolution, as it allowed early humans to know which foods were safe, which were not, which were full of calories etc. This therefore allowed them to feed their growing bodies and brains.
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From the 4th century BC we know that humans were able to discern a selection of basic tastes as follows:
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Sweet: Creatures are evolutionarily designed to crave sweet things for sugar and calories; it’s why hummingbirds search for sweet nectar to fuel their bodies, and why toddlers search for gummy bears to fuel theirs. This taste receptor, therefore, is essential to recognise food that we can derive energy from. For more on this taste see the desserts chapter (here).
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Salty: Our bodies need salt and other minerals to function and maintain the fluid balance of our cells. Bizarrely, the specific receptor mechanisms that are involved in tasting salty food are yet to be fully understood; we know they work, but we don’t quite know how.
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Sour: Scientists still aren’t quite sure why we’ve developed taste buds for this taste since, in many ways, knowing if a food is sour doesn’t tell us anything particularly useful in evolutionary terms; other flavours can, for instance, tell us if a food is going to give us energy, or if it’s going to poison us. Sour foods like citrus fruits are a good source of vitamin C, but that’s probably just a small part of the whole picture of why we developed the ability to taste sour.
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Bitter: A sensitivity to bitter was very handy for early humans because it was quite common for bitter foods to kill, or at least make them feel very ill. So, knowing which foods to avoid, or which foods to stop eating after taking a bite, was a very useful evolutionary skill. Modern cuisine often celebrates this divisive taste, and I find subtle bitter tastes highly complex and exciting. For example, I use the bitter notes of radicchio or dark chocolate, or the bitter bite of a grapefruit as featured in Grapefruit and Lentils with Thai-style Dressing (here) or Radicchio, Plum and Seared Steak Salad (here).
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Umami: This is the meaty savouriness that we get from condiments like Marmite, brown sauce and fish sauce, and which is also present in lamb, tomatoes, peas, asparagus, cheese, anchovies and more. Scientists have found evidence to suggest that this taste sensation is related to animals needing to be nourished with protein, as umami may be a good indicator that the food being eaten is protein-rich.
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