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Foreword


DR MICHELLE KOHN


When you are diagnosed with cancer, it can be genuinely hard to work out what and how to eat. You are bombarded with dietary advice and confronted with alarmist and confusing media stories, but given very little concrete information by the busy doctors who treat you.


As a doctor specializing in integrative cancer care, and the emerging field of cancer survivorship, I have long had an interest in cancer and nutrition. I am the director of Living Well, a nonprofit programme based at the cancer treatment centre, Leaders in Oncology Care. Living Well guides patients through the emotional and practical minefield of cancer treatment and beyond. We were lucky enough to have Jane working with us for two years to devise a nutritional programme for patients and their carers and I am thrilled that she has turned this expertise into a book.


There is strong medical evidence that eating well can make a real difference to how patients cope with cancer treatment and its side effects. Good nutrition, combined with exercise, will not only improve your quality of life and help you manage your symptoms, but it may help to stave off a recurrence of cancer. And yet many patients just don’t know where to start with all this. I see many who have adopted wacky, stressful and unwise regimes, perhaps excluding whole food groups, in an attempt to ‘beat the odds’. Others, meanwhile, just throw up their hands and ask, ‘What’s the point?’


Cancer treatment can have a major impact on how and what you eat. It can bring weight gain or weight loss and side effects such as nausea and fatigue, as well as appetite, digestive or taste changes. When life already seems out of control, this can seem like the last straw. That is where Jane comes in.


Jane fully understands the medical side of cancer. She is not just rigorous and scientific, though, she is sympathetic and practical; she understands that food should be healthy, but also enticing, easy to prepare and delicious. Food should not take over your life, but it should certainly enhance it.


Jane understands that no two people have the same nutritional, personal or medical needs. She offers tips, here, for meeting whatever your specific challenges are, from taste changes to fatigue or digestive issues. She demystifies common questions such as the value of supplements, or the soya debate in hormone-sensitive cancers. And she explains how to eat for overall future health, rehabilitation, and to prevent recurrence. This is all rooted in the growing body of scientific evidence. But above all, it is do-able.


During her workshops at Living Well, Jane would often include pictures of herself in her kitchen at home, cooking with her children. She understands the reality of food shopping, preparation, cooking, and eating for pleasure. She offers an astonishing combination of kitchen table wisdom (focusing on the kind of fresh, wholesome food that grandma would have made) and cutting-edge nutritional research. She isn’t dogmatic and doesn’t lay down strict rules, because she understands real life.


At Living Well, people often said to me, after Jane’s workshops, ‘If only I’d known this from the start … but my oncologist said just eat what you like.’ So much distress could be avoided if cancer patients and their carers could see Jane as soon as they were diagnosed. She has already helped hundreds through her work as a specialist oncology dietitian, and through Living Well – and will continue to do so, since she is so generously donating the profits of this book to us. And now you, too, can share her wisdom and expertise in your own kitchen at home.


This book is an invaluable resource. It will help you to enjoy food again and to feel confident and nourished, and I am delighted to recommend it.


Dr Michelle Kohn MB BS BSc FRCP


Director


Living Well Programme


Leaders in Oncology Care (LOC)




Foreword


DR CLARE SHAW


One in four people will be diagnosed with cancer in the Western world. There are also millions of people living ‘with and beyond’ their cancer diagnosis as treatments for cancer have improved significantly in the past few decades.


Being diagnosed with cancer is the beginning of a physical and emotional rollercoaster for the person and their family and carers. There are many challenges along the way, and eating and drinking a good healthy diet is certainly one of them. We are constantly bombarded by the stories in the media relating to food and our health and it can be difficult to decide on the best advice to follow. Good nutrition underpins health and is essential to support the body during rigorous cancer treatment; but achieving the right balance, and maintaining it, can be a huge challenge.


Food impacts enormously on our daily life. Eating is a social occasion; it brings together family and friends and is essential to sustain life. But illness, particularly cancer, can profoundly affect our food intake. In a short period of time turmoil around food preparation and eating may occur – leaving the person with cancer and their carers struggling to keep the right balance.


It is not uncommon for people to lose weight prior to their diagnosis; in fact this may be one of the early symptoms that alert us to the fact that something is wrong. This may easily get overlooked as the process of diagnosis and treatment planning gets under way but it may remain a constant source of worry. People may question whether their diet has contributed to their cancer, be too afraid to eat or may just struggle because the cancer is affecting their appetite, taste and enjoyment of food.


The nature of cancer treatment may make eating even more difficult. A succession or combination of treatments – surgery, chemotherapy, radiotherapy and endocrine therapies – can influence appetite and food intake in many ways. Symptoms from cancer and treatment combine to create a hostile environment for eating well. Taste changes, poor appetite and nausea are just some examples of symptoms that people may experience, suddenly making an enjoyable daily activity something to be dreaded or avoided.


Working with people with cancer for many years has taught me that the best ideas come from those who are struggling and have found what works for them. In How to Eat Well When You Have Cancer those ideas have been brought together with the scientific evidence underpinning good nutrition. This book will help guide people during those difficult times, when thinking of what to eat is overwhelming. At a time when many aspects of life are out of control, it is important to be able to manage this vital part of everyday life. Practical advice to inspire and tempt people is invaluable, particularly when it is based on sound nutritional knowledge. This book also recognizes the emotional component of eating – of preparing food for another person, of nurturing them to withstand the rigours of cancer as a disease and its treatment.


Hopefully this book will provide invaluable support to both the person with cancer and their carer, to ensure that eating remains one of life’s great pleasures.


Dr Clare Shaw


Consultant Dietitian


The Royal Marsden NHS Foundation Trust




Introduction


The other day at work, I was taken by surprise by the daughter of a lovely lady whom I had seen some years ago. She came up to me and said, ‘Aren’t you the nutritionist who got my mother through? Do you remember how you helped her to get her strength back and gave her the energy to get through her treatments?’


While of course I remembered the daughter, with whom I had been in close contact, it was her mother who took me by surprise. Sitting in the waiting room was a radiant lady – smartly dressed, glowing and looking fantastic. This was certainly not the person I had met some years before, whom I had been asked to see quite urgently early on in her treatment.


At the time, I remember she was very frail, her mood and morale were very low, and she had lost her way with food. In addition, she was having specific difficulties absorbing her food because of gut surgery.


I learned that this lady had been an amazing cook and very much the food matriarch of the family. So it was hard for her and her family to cope with the fact that she simply did not want to eat, and certainly cooking was the last thing she could face. We had to spend some time talking through the reasons why good food was so important to her body’s nutritional and energy needs at that time, and we also had to explain to her and the family why she did not feel like eating or wanting to take food.


The next stage, working out some reasonable and realistic options, had to be approached carefully, with constant adjustments. The important point that had to be made to the family was that, at times, all the best intentions in the world cannot manufacture a healthy appetite in the person with cancer. Their efforts to prepare the right food and an inviting eating environment were very understandable, but also needed to be balanced by an awareness that these efforts weren’t always going to work. In short, they needed to respect the times when their mother really did not want to eat or just couldn’t manage it. It can be very hard for families to recognize that pressing a person to eat may imperceptibly turn into nagging. When mealtimes become a food war, it is a horrible situation for all concerned. It is difficult for families to accept that a person with cancer is never refusing food because she does not have the will to go on, but simply because she can’t bring herself to eat.


As this lady did not live locally, we continued to stay in touch during the following months by phone, email and regular texts. Although it was not easy, she was able to work her way forward with a mixture of some simple, soft foods that were easy to take, along with some special milkshake drinks that were put together for her. Her daughter also kept a food diary on her behalf, which I was able to review and add to with ideas that might help. While I had heard she had done very well and had finished her last course of chemotherapy treatments at our clinic some time ago, now, when I actually saw her in for a review appointment, I was very struck by the change in her. The sight of her looking so well showed how a combination of medical treatments and nutritional support had brought this lady from a very low point to where she is today.


Engaging with nutrition


Engaging with nutrition is one of the most important aspects of cancer treatment that individuals and their families can become involved in. While cancer and its treatment may have varying outcomes, treatment options are improving and many people are living well with cancer for many years. Making the effort to eat a good diet is therefore vital.


Enjoying foods which support you before, during and after your treatment will help you feel better, stay stronger, tolerate treatment side effects better, keep up your energy, maintain your weight, reduce the risk of infection and heal and recover as quickly as possible.


During the active stage of treatment, you need what I might call an intense nutritional approach. This isn’t a matter of fad diets or of cramming yourself with special foods, but of good, sound nutrition. Treatment for cancer affects people in many ways, but thinking about it as a kind of marathon event may help you understand what kind of role you play in your nutrition – an active one, I hope. If you were training for a marathon or planning a long trek up a mountain such as Everest, I am sure you would understand the importance of fuelling your body to help you build up your strength and stamina, and as preparation for recovery from the physical and psychological impacts you were about to endure. You would need to organize yourself with extra rations and supplies in case of problems or unforeseen challenges that might arise on your journey.


Beating cancer is never easy, whether you are in the throes of treatment or simply living with it in the best way you can. In any case, understanding the right way to eat can give you a real boost, help you recover, and give you the extra energy and strength you need to fight on. So, taking an active part in your diet and liaising with a healthcare team who can help provide specific guidance is something that I hope you will welcome.


Many people are only too keen to make changes in their diet but aren’t always sure of the best way to go about it. There is a great deal of conflicting advice around and it can all be very confusing. Some people are convinced that certain foods cause cancer, while others advocate very restricted diets in the interests of a ‘cure’. As diet is one area where people with cancer can take control, it is understandable that they are sometimes eager to make the most of the opportunity. Equally, if people aren’t eating well and find it all too difficult, this can be a source of concern and guilt. What I want to say to you right from the start is: relax and take it easy. A top oncologist once told me that his advice to patients asking about nutrition was to ‘eat what you fancy’, and while I would add a little detail to it, this kind of spirit is very much what inspires this book. Food is to be enjoyed and to nourish the body. It’s not some kind of arcane magic that you must get exactly right if you are going to be cured. So I do ask you to try and put negative preconceived ideas out of your head and read this book with an open mind.


This book will help guide you through the possible side effects of the treatments, together with aspects of the cancer itself that may impact on your appetite and ability to tolerate your normal diet.


Throughout the book I will describe how nutritionists like me, along with other cancer health specialists, are involved in your treatment – and why we want to know how you are doing with your diet, how your weight is tracking and whether you are experiencing any problems, and if so, what we can do to help manage them.


I must say how privileged I am to have worked with many people such as this lady, who have shown an enormous amount of strength and courage in the way they have taken on the nutritional advice provided. I have had so much pleasure from witnessing how good nutrition has given them a sense of involvement and control that other aspects of their medical treatment may take from them.


The essence and purpose of this book


My desire to work with food and nutrition stemmed from the deep influence my mother had on me. Although, sadly, I lost her to cancer early in my career, she left an enormous imprint on me in a love of food and cooking, and this has continually fuelled my passion to pursue these interests. Working with individuals with cancer is a constant source of inspiration and challenge.


I particularly wanted to write this book to share how food and nutrition can help feed your soul, can help you get that bit more out of your day and can give you another source of pleasure, or at least a reason to spend more quality time with friends and loved ones. My mother always served up good food, even when she was not well. I witnessed how important it was for her to still seek out the best quality ingredients, and how much pleasure she got bringing friends and family together at our big dining table with a succulent roast, lots of colours of root vegetables, the best potatoes – and always an amazing pudding to finish off with.


Taking this passion for good food with me, I wanted to help guide people to the nutritional approach or support that would make the most difference during their treatment. Diet in cancer is a highly emotive area and one where there is a great deal of myth and misunderstanding. I want to help you cut through the confusion and the nonsense and false promises. I want you to know when to go for a wholesome green bean salad or when you’re much better with Mum’s home-made chicken soup, a warming cottage pie, or a poached egg on a piece of buttered toast.


So I will be giving you some information about nutrition and cancer and suggesting ways to approach your diet, with several ideas for overcoming eating difficulties, backed up with recipes of my own as well as from my patient collection. Above all, I want you to understand that eating the right way when you have cancer and beyond should not be particularly complicated. When you can eat normally, it will be all about good food that nourishes you, and all you need can be brought from supermarkets, farm shops, markets or the local fishmonger, butcher and other speciality stores who can tell you more about where the produce is from. It is about simple recipes, it is often about short cuts, it is about freezing meals ready to go and it can be about eating out and savouring good food experiences. This is especially important if it means spending time with friends and family, or easy options if you are tired or need a lift.


It is not about pills, potions or the latest superfoods. It doesn’t have to be organic, super-green, filled with extra antioxidants or in line with any other food fads. It is certainly not about feeling miserable, about being restricted or about total avoidance; nor is it about seeking out weird foods or excessive juicing. I want this book to help you connect with good food, balance and taste, and to understand the main role for nutrition, both during your treatments and beyond.


While nutrition has a key role to play in supporting people during their cancer treatment, there are no particular foods or food groups which have been shown to be an absolute cause of cancer. Nor are there any special or restricted diets which have been shown to cure or significantly reduce risks of recurrence. Hence what is most important during treatment for cancer is that you temper a healthy, balanced approach to your diet with a flexibility of approach. This means being prepared to adjust or modify aspects of your diet, adding foods as necessary, so that if you are facing challenges you can try to ensure that you are going to meet all your basic nutritional requirements. This simply means eating in whichever way you need to, so that you try not to lose or gain significant amounts of body weight over the treatment period.


Thus the purpose of this book is simply to give reliable, practical information on the role of nutrition in cancer treatments at the key stages. It covers some crucial nutritional recommendations for people with cancer, to help them cope with the treatments and the side effects. But, most importantly, it suggests an approach that combines the best eating for you with sheer enjoyment of food. It is designed to help you look out for new ideas for sourcing great quality produce, and suggests ways to enjoy your regular recipes, to learn to adjust them if needed, or to try out some of my simple recipes. I hope you will find a way to savour good tastes, to be decadent as often as you can and always to focus on the other reasons for the importance of eating occasions, such as their social significance. Having a ritual such as a regular family evening meal can be a very important anchor during the day, and a chance to relax, connect and exchange information. You’re much more likely to enjoy your food in the relaxed context of eating with loved ones. While at times eating can be difficult during treatment for cancer, try not to let these challenges get in the way of spending the time at a table catching up with family and friends and, most important, looking out for lots of special mouthfuls just to treat yourself and your taste buds.


Good nutrition is simply knowing what your priorities are at this moment and knowing what foods agree with you or can best be tolerated. These might be the ones that are easy to digest, the ones you crave, the ones that can give back and that will nourish you and your soul. It is about ensuring you have enough of everything during the day or the week to get you feeling as well as you can, besides giving you the strength to tolerate the treatments advised by your consultant as giving you the best possible chances. It is also about sometimes recognizing the need to be a little novel, inventive and willing to experiment, or being prepared to eat differently from your usual patterns if the going is a little tough. This can be very hard for some people, and I hope this book will be able to guide you and to explain the need for changes in your diet that you might previously have thought of as being unhealthy.


I hope you find my book helpful, nourishing and edible. Bon appetit.


Note on recipes


Measures in recipes are based on the Australian standard cup, which holds 250 ml (8.75 fluid oz). A useful chart of metric and imperial equivalents can be found at <www.taste.com.au/how+to/articles/369/weights+measurement+charts>.
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Nutrition in cancer


When we are well, most of us do not usually spend too much time thinking about the connection between eating and taking in the many food nutrients our body needs daily to keep it all ticking along and functioning well, never mind managing the many extra tasks that take a fair bit of effort and energy, including thinking, breathing, moving, warding off bugs and infections, breaking down the food, converting it into a form the body can use like petrol, rebuilding and repairing cells, getting rid of waste products and so much more!


Most of us also do not really think about how amazing our body is. We may not realize how much work it does each day even before we get out of bed, and we probably won’t think about how our food can affect the body’s ability to do all it needs to do.


That is, we won’t normally think about it until we have to deal with the shock of a diagnosis like cancer, which then quite understandably sends people into a state where they agonize over what they might have eaten or been exposed to in their life. And unless this is quite obvious, they often make nutrition into a kind of quest, exploring diet as a way of trying to explain why they have been struck with cancer. This is especially so when they have lived normal healthy lives or the cancer has presented at an early age.


So while it is true that a poor diet, inactivity and an excessive alcohol intake are key risk factors in around 30 per cent of cancers, it is important to recognize that they are not the only reasons for cancer. Instead of specific dietary causes per se, it is more about how good your genetic hardware is, and then your body’s ability to deal with both the good and bad environmental exposures in your life experiences.


This is so important, as once you are diagnosed the immediate priority is to work with your medical team to decide which treatments are going to give you the best outcome. This also means looking at which approach to diet will give you the most nourishment and the additional support you need to cope.


If you do not have any food problems, it is certainly reasonable to keep eating a normal healthy protective diet. However, in case of difficulties – if weight loss is a problem, say – then alternative dietary strategies will need to be employed. However, now is not the time to embark on some prudish anti-cancer meal plan which restricts your intake of the foods that give you the most support and nourishment to help boost blood counts, give you energy and help you to cope.


It never ceases to amaze me that someone who is about to start treatment for cancer should think that taking on some sort of extreme or greatly restricted dietary approach will help his or her body to do well. I sometimes explain that in many ways a cancer journey and the treatments should be approached as if you were about to take on a long-distance trek through the mountains or, in some cases, an extreme endurance event like the Tour de France.


There is nothing wrong with wanting to use nutrition to support and protect yourself, but before you write out the shopping list or proclaim the merits of the latest diet book you need to be sure that the approach you have researched is in fact the right one for you.


This can be quite confusing, as unlike many other chronic illnesses such as heart disease or diabetes, where diet approaches are reasonably standard, diet for cancer is quite specific to the type and stage of the cancer.


Cancer is quite a heterogeneous disease, and as its causes centre around the complicated processes the billions of cells in our body go through to divide and replicate every second of the day, it is hard to pin down the causes. There are more than 200 different types of cancer, there are different stages of the disease, and there are many options for and combinations of treatment, which can include surgery, chemotherapy, radiotherapy and biological treatments. In addition to the various effects cancer itself has on the body, the treatments themselves often contribute their own set of challenges and side effects.
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