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Important Note


This book is intended to provide helpful information. It should not be taken as medical advice. Neither the author nor the publisher accepts liability for readers who choose to self-prescribe. If you have a specific medical condition or are on any medication consult your GP before beginning the diet.


Guide to Abbreviations and Measures


1 gram (g) = 1,000 milligrams (mg) = 1,000,000 micrograms (mcg or μg). Most vitamins are measured in milligrams or micrograms. Vitamins A, D and E are also measured in International Units (iu) – a measurement designed to standardise the different forms of these vitamins, which have different potencies.




1mcg of retinol (mcg RE) = 3.3iu of vitamin A (RE = retinol equivalents)


1mcg RE of beta-carotene = 6mcg


100iu of vitamin D = 2.5mcg


100iu of vitamin E = 67mg


1 pound (lb) = 16 ounces (oz)


2.2lb = 1 kilogram (kg)





In this book, for simplicity, I use ‘calories’ in place of kilocalories (kcal). There are 9 calories in 1g of fat, and 4 calories in 1g of protein or carbohydrate.





Introduction – Five Days to a New You



A discovery of massive importance has been made: how to reset, reboot and renew your cells in five days while, at the same time, kick-starting a weight-loss diet and losing extra pounds easily. It is based on the fact that the body under certain circumstances of lower calories and protein (but no animal protein) triggers a self-healing process called ‘autophagy’, which literally means ‘self-eating’. Autophagy repairs and replaces damaged cell parts, including the energy-generating factories, which are called mitochondria. This is especially important if you have experienced a gradual reduction in energy or have health issues niggling away at your full experience of life.


In addition, you’ll find that this 5-Day Diet normalises blood sugar levels, reducing cravings for both sugar and alcohol, normalises blood pressure, cholesterol and blood fats (triglycerides), and reduces pain and inflammation. This makes it excellent for those with diabetes (with some provisos explained on page 7), heart disease or arthritis wishing to make a quantum leap towards health.


All this adds up to a potentially profound anti-ageing effect, with better production of stem cells, the foundation cells from which we develop all new cells, from skin cells to brain cells.


It is not a diet for life, but specifically for five days, after which I recommend that you follow my low-GL, or slow-carb, way of eating to continue with weight loss and then to adopt it as a lifestyle maintenance diet. The low-GL diet is easy to do anywhere, even in restaurants, if you order wisely. This should become your way of life, with the 5-Day Diet used as a reboot every now and again in much the same way that you put your car in for a service. It’s also a great way to kick-start weight loss if you’ve been gradually gaining weight or need to trim down for the summer, after Christmas, or to fit into all those clothes you used to wear. Generally, I recommend that healthy people follow my 5-Day Diet four times a year, and that people who have specific health issues that they wish to reverse do it once a month for at least four months, as this has been shown to reset health to a higher level; for example, animals with autoimmune disease have reversed their condition with four cycles (more on this in Chapter 1).


In Part 1 I explain the theory: why the diet works and how to trigger autophagy without fasting completely; what ketones are and how ketosis works (see opposite for a brief description); the process of detoxifying your body; and supporting healthy digestion and elimination when a low calorie intake inevitably means eating less fibre.


In Part 2 I’ll explain how to do it: the drinks, foods, recommended supplements, exercises and also how to monitor your progress, including ‘bio-hacking’ (measuring how your body is responding via ketones in your breath or a pinprick blood test for your glucose and ketone levels), for those who choose to.


In Part 3 I explain how to transition to the low-GL lifestyle diet.




Ketones and ketosis


For fuel, your cells can either burn glucose or ketones made from fat. When you switch from primarily running on glucose to running on ketones your blood, urine and breath levels of ketones will go up. This is called ketosis. (I explain this crucial element of the diet in detail on pages 18–19.)





The discovery of the health benefits of autophagy was originally made by studying what happens in total fasting, but now we know that you can get an even better result by not completely fasting, but by following a strict and very precise diet, plus taking supplements that are high in autophagy triggers. What these are and how they work, as well as the inner workings of my 5-Day Diet, will all be explained in this book so that you can follow it and experience the immediate rewards for yourself.


I became fascinated by this topic when I was researching The Hybrid Diet, co-authored with award-winning medical journalist Jerome Burne, and the tales of transformation achieved in animals and humans, including the reversal of both type-2 diabetes and autoimmune type-1 diabetes (in animals), as well as rapid weight loss, energy gain and reduction in pain with all hard measures of vital statistics (from cholesterol to inflammatory markers) in humans. I’ll explain how autophagy works in Chapter 2, as well outlining the foods and nutrients that act as autophagy triggers, which are all included in the 5-Day Diet, and how to exclude all the foods and lifestyle elements that act as autophagy blockers.


As I will explain in Chapter 1, this diet is based on my trial run in 2019. I took 14 volunteers aged from 34 to 74 on a retreat in Wales for seven days, giving them the last two days to ‘transition’ to my slow-carb maintenance diet explained in Part 3, and it is the inspiration for this book. The volunteers started with a variety of aches, pains and conditions such as diabetes, and I wanted to see how they would respond to my 5-Day Diet followed by my slow-carb lifestyle diet and whether their health benefited. I also followed the diet with them. I was delighted to find that there was a weight loss of 34.2kg (75lb) across 14 people – an average of 5lb (2.5kg) – and their health markers improved. Furthermore, people were able to follow the very low-calorie part of the diet comfortably and reported that they did not feel excessively hungry but soon enjoyed the benefits from the diet, which continued to grow as they followed the low-carb phase that followed.


Supercharge your energy


Something I also experienced after the retreat, as did many others, was an undeniable supercharge of energy and clarity of mind in the weeks after the 5-Day Diet. Here’s what the volunteers reported: ‘Energy now better than normal, mental acuity – brighter’, ‘In all honesty I feel 100 per cent better’, ‘But I feel tighter and pretty irresistible !’ ‘I haven’t experienced any sugar temptation, which I would usually find diﬃcult to resist’, ‘I am very focused and find my mind is very clear and organised’, ‘Sleep is great since retreat’, ‘I am feeling extra-good: mood great, energy great’, ‘I feel in control and very relaxed about my food. I haven’t felt like snacking in the evenings, which is new for me.’ In all, you really feel as if your whole energy metabolism has been given a reboot – a supercharge.


This is, of course, really exciting, with maximum benefit for minimum effort, but there is another side to this, which is now being explored in a number of research studies relating to ‘irreversible’ autoimmune diseases, from type-1 diabetes to rheumatoid arthritis, neurological disorders from Parkinson’s to dementia, and also certain cancers, especially glioblastoma brain cancers. Dr Thomas Seyfried at Harvard Medical School is using ketogenic diets with great results for these kinds of brain cancers.1 (It’s too early to say if this approach is beneficial for all cancers in all stages, but certainly to starve cancer cells of sugar seems to be a universally good idea.) The lifetime risk of cancer has quickly escalated from less than one in ten to one in three in the past 40 years, and that means that a set of factors (not genes, since they haven’t changed) is forcing our cells to tip into a diseased cancer state. The idea that we could reset our cells and immune system to tip back to a healthy metabolic state is perhaps the most exciting new frontier in nutritional medicine today. By following the 5-Day Diet with my low-GL diet as your baseline way of eating you’ll be making some important steps towards protecting yourself from disease.


I’ll fill you in on the latest findings in Chapter 1 so that you can see who is more likely to benefit from this approach, the most researched version of which is called the fastingmimicking diet, devised by Professor Valter Longo of the University of Southern California. My 5-Day Diet goes two steps further, pulling out all the stops to trigger autophagy and also to support detoxification. It is also easier in terms of the level of hunger and withdrawal effects and tastier with our tailor-made recipes.



Going hybrid


I’m also going to show you what to eat before and after the five days, which involves switching from burning fat for fuel to eating slow carbs. The 5-Day Diet is ‘hybrid’ because it involves five days on very low-carb, high-fat foods, triggering ketosis, whereby your energy cells switch from burning glucose to ketones derived from fat, followed by going on to my low-GL diet, which means that your body will switch back to running on slow carbs. This low-GL diet has a weight-loss element and a lifestyle element, so you can move easily from one to the other when you have reached your weight-loss goal. This becomes your baseline diet for life. Those who have read The Hybrid Diet will understand the value of switching, from time to time, from a low-GL/slow-carb diet to a high-fat, very low-carb ketogenic diet. It seems that doing this 5-Day Diet once a month if you’re overweight or not that healthy, or once a quarter if you are, is the fastest way to improve your health and to protect yourself against future ill-health.


A modified fast


The 5-Day Diet is a modified fast because you’ll be eating about 800 calories a day, which is the lowest you can go without feeling really hungry, but it is low enough to trigger autophagy, your cellular system reboot. This low-calorie phase is supplemented with specific nutrients. I’ll be explaining exactly how you can boost this important process in your body by using specific calorie-free nutrients in supplements that trigger autophagy.


Total fasting leads to loss of muscle mass and that’s something you don’t want, especially if you are older. By doing a small amount of aerobic exercise, as explained in Chapter 6, you’ll maintain your muscle mass. The beneficial results, including weight loss, are also surprisingly fast. You will be amazed at how much better you feel in a very short space of time.


Rapid detox


When you go into ketosis, burning off excess body fat, you also release stored toxins, because the body dumps toxins that it can’t get rid of fast enough into storage in body fat. As a consequence, you can feel worse after a couple of days when you fast. It’s called the ‘healing crisis’, but I think it’s just a crisis because, on a total fast, you are not taking in any nutrients to support the liver, which has to work hard to process released toxins for elimination in the urine; however, by including specific nutrients, especially antioxidants that support liver detoxification (as explained in Chapter 8) you won’t suffer at all. This is all taken care of in the 5-Day Diet.


Who shouldn’t do the diet?


The diet is fine for people with type-2 diabetes who are either drug-free or who control their diabetes with metformin alone, but not for those people who need medical supervision and dosage adjustment of other drugs that they are taking – the danger being blood sugar dips.


I’d caution against this approach for anyone significantly underweight, where losing a few extra pounds would be a concern. For those who don’t need to lose weight, you might lose 2–3kg (4 to 7lb), mainly from belly fat. This diet is designed to preserve lean body mass, if followed together with the specified exercises in Chapter 6.


If you suffer from a specific disease, check with your doctor as to whether there would be any contraindications with the medication you’re on. I am not claiming that this diet prevents, reverses or treats any disease as such.


If you do experience any adverse symptoms check the Troubleshooting section in Chapter 10. I also have a private group on Facebook, as part of my 100% Health Club, which I check almost every day (see Resources), where you can seek help with basic practical questions and suggestions if you get stuck or suffer minor symptoms, but this does not constitute medical supervision. If in doubt, please speak to your doctor or primary healthcare provider.


Wishing you the best of health,


Patrick Holford





Part 1



The Theory – Why the 5-Day Diet Works


The 5-Day Diet is not just a low-calorie diet to lose weight. It is specifically designed to trigger a self-repair process, called autophagy, which renews and rejuvenates your cells, reboots your metabolism and detoxifies your body. This part explains why it works.





Chapter 1



The 5-Day Benefits of Fasting, without Fasting


The benefits of complete water-fasts, where nothing is eaten for several days, are well established in scientific studies, with minimum risk of significant adverse effects.1 The trouble is that only the brave are willing to do it. Yet now we have a growing body of proof that you don’t have to completely fast to get the same benefits, and you might even get more by a fiveconsecutive-day low-calorie fast designed to trigger autophagy, the body’s cellular repair process (which I will explain in the next chapter).


Some people fast for one day a week, others eat fewer calories twice a week on a 5:2 diet and others do 18:6, meaning 18 hours without eating, usually by having an early dinner, skipping breakfast, and then eating a late lunch. There are many other variations of intermittent fasting. All these have their merits and reasonable evidence, or at least logic, to support them. All will have the potential to briefly trigger autophagy and nudge your metabolism away from glucose, made from carbs, towards ketones, made from fat, including burning your own body fat.


Yet I do not believe that they are nearly as effective as five consecutive days of fewer calories, with not too much protein, and consuming food and drink that is specifically designed to trigger autophagy, which is the key to the ability of fasting to transform your health, rejuvenate your cells and switch you out of a disease process.


A leader in the pioneering edge of the five-day diet approach, as I explained in the Introduction, is Professor Valter Longo, a biochemist and gerontologist at the University of Southern California. It was Longo’s research that inspired Michael Mosley to try a basic version of the 5:2 diet for his TV programme Eat, Fast and Live Longer. The rest is diet-book history. But Professor Longo himself much prefers five consecutive days, perhaps once a month for the less well, or once a quarter for the healthy. His research, and that by others, suggests that this five-day fastingmimicking diet has the potential to:




• Reverse autoimmune disease.


• Reduce cancer risk, and possibly help to shrink tumours for some cancers (but not all).


• Repair cells and generate new, healthy mitochondria, which means more energy.


• Burn fat fast.


• Reduce inflammation.


• Enhance brain function, and help to prevent, arrest and possibly reverse some neurodegenerative diseases.


• Reverse diabetes and cardiovascular disease.





You can think of this five-day process much like a system reboot. By taking your foot off the carb accelerator, your body will slow down your metabolism and switch to burning ketones, then go into self-repair mode. It’s like putting your body in for a full service.


Longo’s research has shown that this five-day approach improves many biomarkers for ageing, diabetes, heart disease and cancer, with no adverse effects. One study involving 71 people found a broad range of health improvements illustrated by changes in significant markers such as weight, blood pressure, blood glucose levels and total cholesterol.2 However, ‘What was remarkable’, says Longo, ‘was that those who were well – with low blood pressure, low triglycerides and low-glucose – saw no change. That’s very different from what happens with simple calorie restriction, which just keeps driving your markers down, whatever they are.’


He says that his diet also ‘may help people to become more metabolically flexible. First, they switch to fat burning and start oxidising fatty acids for energy and then they switch back to more carbohydrates and glucose. So, you get accustomed to using both glucose and fatty acids as sources of energy.’


Longo’s fasting-mimicking diet is a five-day fast, during which participants eat between 800 and 1,000 calories per day, but with the same ratio of carbs, protein and fat (5–10, 20–25 and 70–80 per cent, respectively) as they would on a ketogenic diet.


It even has the potential to regrow parts of damaged organs and bring defunct insulin-producing beta-cells back to life. Some of the most interesting studies, hinting at reversal of autoimmune disease and cell renewal, have only been carried out in cell and animal subjects at this point, but there are human studies underway, which will be published in the next few years.


My 5-Day Diet is a low-carb, low-calorie, fasting-mimicking diet that pulls out all the stops in order to trigger autophagy, burn fat and detoxify the body. It is ketogenic, meaning that your body switches from burning glucose (carbs) to burning ketones, made from fat, including your own body fat. While other popular high-fat low-carb ketogenic diets, the original being Atkins, have posted great weight loss results, they are too high in protein, especially animal protein, and calories to trigger the benefits of fasting or ‘fasting-mimicking diets’.


The 5-Day Diet trial


To test the 5-Day Diet I took 14 volunteers on a retreat in Wales. Some had diabetes and some had autoimmune disease. Most were overweight with a variety of common health problems ranging from arthritic aches and pains, to poor sleep, low energy, mood dips, asthma, depression, anxiety and stress. In other words, they were a good cross-section of people from 34 to 74 years old, 3 men and 11 women. They all trialled this 5-Day Diet followed by two days eating the low-GL (low-glycaemic load) diet. I also followed it myself.


Exercise was restricted to mild cardio exercise: a short walk to raise one’s heartbeat just enough to activate the major muscles. The reason for this will become clear, but briefly, full-on resistance or muscle-building exercise switches off autophagy.


We measured weight, body fat, ketones, glucose and various health measures, from energy levels to pain, as well as hunger. I wanted to know what was happening close up.


I had three main concerns that could scupper the success of this experimental diet. The first was how long it would take to get people’s metabolism to switch from primarily burning glucose (our body’s preferred fuel) to burning ketones and to go into ketosis, the stage that precipitates autophagy, and switches your body into fat-burning mode. The convention is that it takes two to seven days to switch into ketosis, and the less healthy you are the longer it would take. That could be a problem because I wanted my volunteers to be in ketosis for five days. To achieve this, everyone had a low-carb lunch the day before, with dinner at 7pm, followed by effectively an 18-hour carb fast, with lunch at 1pm on Day 1. In the morning, however, they had my special Hybrid Fast Latté (see page 61), containing C8 oil, which is the oil, derived from coconut, from which the body can make ketones quickly (see pages 21–23). The blood and breath tests showed that everyone was in ketosis within 24 hours. It had worked.


My second concern was that people would have the oftenreported keto flu: feeling achy, groggy and irritable after a day or two as the body’s metabolism switches to running on ketones. I know from experience with clients that many people quit a ketogenic diet because of this initial suffering. I had some ideas about how to avoid this and what to do if you do experience specific sugar withdrawal symptoms, and I explain these on page 109, and it, too, worked. No one reported keto-flu symptoms or felt like giving up. One woman, Emmanuelle from France, had a mild headache on Day 2, and felt weak for a couple of hours but that soon resolved and she started to feel fabulous, with much more mental clarity, by the next day. Most people were reporting better energy, a calmer mood and better sleep by Days 2 and 3. I asked people to rate their health concerns out of ten with, for example, ten out of ten for energy being the best and zero out of ten being the worst. Emmanuelle’s brain fog went from 3/10 to 8/10. For the group, overall energy went from 5/10 to 7.5/10. Many people reported having better sleep, from 5/10 to 9/10 as a group average, and better mental health, memory and reduced anxiety, with the average score going from 4/10 to 8/10. Aches and pains also reduced dramatically for some people. Jodie found that she could ‘move and walk more’ and is on her way to being ‘pain-free’. Tina’s asthma almost disappeared. Blood sugar levels for the group normalised quickly, even among the diabetics, to levels they had never recorded since being diagnosed.


My other concern was hunger. After all, 800 calories is not much to eat in a day, but the exact sequence of foods, and the special fibres added to prevent constipation, meant that no one reported hunger. ‘You don’t feel as if you’re being deprived in any shape or form, and you come away feeling a million bucks,’ said Lynn from South Africa.


In terms of weight, if you believe that it’s all about calories, five days on 800 calories should have caused about 10kg (22lb) weight loss for the group as a whole. In other words, a little under 1kg (2lb) each.


Now, there’s a bit of a cheat when people report weight loss in the first week of a no-carb diet, because you first have to burn off all the stored glucose, which is held in the liver and muscles as glycogen: glucose plus water. You can easily lose 2kg (4lb) just in water as you go into ketosis. That’s why people impressively lose weight in the first week of the Atkins diet. But that water weight loss will come back as the body restores glycogen reserves, which is what it does as soon as you come out of ketosis and back to a diet with carbs.


We were careful, therefore, to measure the final weight loss not after five days in ketosis but after reloading with carbs on the sixth and seventh days of eating the low-GL diet, containing slow carbs, and no longer 800 calories. This is the kind of diet you can live on as your maintenance diet: a lifestyle choice.


The total weight loss for the group was 34.2kg (75lb) across 14 people – an average of 5lb (2.5kg). That’s more than double what you’d expect from the calorie reduction. People were burning fat, not muscle, and something magical was happening to their metabolism. I’ve never seen results like it, both in the short term and one month later. Most people who needed to lose weight had lost 7kg (14lb) a month later.


I lost over 2 stone (14kg/31lb) and all my belly fat, with my body-fat percentage going from 30 per cent down to 16 per cent, which is ideal, over the three months that I have been following this 5-Day Diet, once a month. Now in my sixties I have found it increasingly easy to gain weight, and harder to lose it, but now I know how to rapidly get back to my ideal weight and body-fat percentage with ease. It’s as if my metabolism has reset itself.
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