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  To the wisdom of nature
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  Foreword


  When I was 12 years old, family problems made me very depressed, and I started to have terrible stomach pains. I was diagnosed with the beginnings of a duo-denal ulcer, and I was put on a diet that I have mostly kept to ever since.


  When I was 15, I lost my biological father, my marks at school went down from very good to just average, and then I started to have biliary colic pain, which left me feeling like a wreck. So I have absolutely no doubt that emotion and digestion are very closely related to each other.


  After these colic episodes I was diagnosed with a “lazy” gallbladder, and the doctors told me that I also had a very sluggish liver. These are obviously things that don’t show up on an ultrasound scan and at first sight don’t seem too serious, but it is certainly true that all my life I have suffered from severe headaches, sometimes with such terrible nausea that I can’t eat anything for weeks on end.


  I work in the film business as a script supervisor and love my job, but it is not exactly the best thing for my digestion—irregular hours, filming at night for weeks on end; sometimes it’s too hot, other times it’s too cold; far too much traveling . . . but I’ve always tried to look after myself as best I can. My colleagues joke about me sometimes and say that I’m going to live forever like that, but that’s not my aim. What I want is to live well. By that I mean enjoying my job and my life for as long as I can.


  Perhaps I am aware of the importance of looking after myself because of my mother’s story. She was a marvelous woman, full of energy, but she never took much care of herself and, at the age of 75, she had an intestinal obstruction, the result of chronic constipation, and had to have an emergency operation. She then had to have a second operation two years later, because something had come loose. Before these two operations I remember how she was the very last to leave the reception at my brother’s wedding. Afterwards, she was never the same again.


  Almost everyone has had some sort of problem with eating and food: some people lose their appetite for a time when they fall in love and can’t eat anything; others can’t stop eating when they have a problem, even though they know it won’t agree with them.


  A few years ago I read in a magazine that the legendary Swedish film director Ingmar Bergman always used to have diarrhea before the first day’s filming. I understood him perfectly! The same thing had been happening to me all my life. Sometimes days would go by and I wouldn’t feel like eating anything, and my friends would tell me: “How lucky you are, you’re so slim!” But when I felt like eating again, I was so happy! I think that when you are healthy and full of life you feel hungry, too. It’s a marvelous feeling.


  Many Eastern philosophies talk about the body as the “temple” or the “vehicle”; in both cases they are referring to the importance of looking after our body and keeping it healthy and clean, because if we are not in good health, everything else becomes much more difficult.


  Life is wonderful, but often we don’t appreciate it. We are so busy with what is going on inside our head that we forget how to live and be present. We pay even less attention to what is happening inside our body; it’s as if we are living disconnected from it and only think about it when something hurts. But sometimes that’s already too late.


  I started going to Irina’s clinic quite recently. I had heard that she offered the liver and gall bladder therapy I wanted, which I was afraid to embark on by myself. She seemed splendid, so professionally committed but very kind at the same time, and she explained everything so clearly. She gave me an appointment for colonic hydrotherapy, something I had already had before but which I hadn’t found at all pleasant; but anyhow, I thought, it has to be done. So early one morning I went along. To my surprise, Irina manages to make it all a pleasant experience. Her clinic is wonderful: it’s full of energy and so bright and attractive. You can see that every last detail has been carefully thought out.


  When the hydrotherapy was finished, she offered me a cup of herbal tea, and just that small detail changed everything—not the tea itself, although it was delicious, but the fact that she bothered to make it for me.


  Irina is everything I expect in a doctor: someone who listens and explains things at your level and best of all, doesn’t rush you.


  I had my liver and gallbladder cleaned out, and it turned out to be more like a quarry than a liver: hundreds of stones came out! How could my poor liver possibly work properly with all that inside it? Since then, I’ve been back several times. Stones keep appearing, but at least I know I’m on the right track now, and I feel so much better.


  Now when I have a headache I give myself a coffee enema, and most times it works. What a relief!


  I believe that lots of things that happen to us can be cured by natural means, and this is something Irina does very well. I hope this book helps us all to get to know ourselves better and to understand what is happening to us, and that it encourages us to solve our problems.


  — YUYI BERINGOLA, FILM ACTRESS AND SCRIPTWRITER


  Preface


  The other day my bank branch manager (who also happens to be an obedient patient of mine) remarked: “I could never have been a doctor! You have too much responsibility for the health and life of others: I would feel dreadful. In the bank I can do something wrong, make an error, and nothing happens that I can’t put right, but with the health of a human you can’t make too many mistakes.”


  Modern society demands much of a doctor. We want to have the brilliant Dr. House as our GP and to stay in good health with a minimum of visits to the doctor’s office, without taking pills and without suffering discomfort or pain.


  Working in a bank you comply with financial regulations and the orders you are given, which leaves little room for any doubts; you do what you are asked to do, day after day. A visit to the doctor, however, is optional, not obligatory: you can postpone your checkups and ignore your problems if you want, and you can find fault with your practitioner and not follow her instructions.


  Society doesn’t force you to take care of yourself and to stay in good health. The most it does is to suggest and advise, but nobody makes sure that you are fit and well. It’s not like that with bills and bank statements. To your bank manager, you are transparent and the diagnostic is always clear. To your doctor, you are a tired and secretive person with a series of problems that not even she knows how to begin to deal with. Are you going to listen to her and carry out her orders?


  To stay in good health and prevent the development or advance of disease is your prerogative, but if you don’t choose this course society won’t cast you out. On the contrary, it will look after you as best it can—even if you think the care you are given is not sufficient. In Europe and most other western countries, when you fall ill, medical attention and hospital treatment will be provided. Your bank, on the other hand, will throw you out and close your account. At a medical health centre, though, that is not our way; we are there to help you.


  When you go to your bank, you are prepared and are already informed about the subject in hand. There is no reason why you cannot do the same when you come in for a medical consultation. Experts say that 80 percent of the care that a chronically ill person needs can be provided by himself, if he is given adequate preparation and training. They also estimate that 90 percent of the illnesses and problems that cause people to visit doctors could be prevented by following a healthy diet, doing a minimum of physical activity, and observing basic hygiene.


  For doctors to be precise in their work and able to help their patients, they need enough space in their busy schedules for those 10 percent of cases that really need serious assistance. If the remaining 90 percent could be educated about health and personal care, imagine how helpful that would be.


  Complaining about doctors, the health system and long waiting lists for tests only leads to anxiety and frustration, and in the short term will not improve things. So why not take another approach and get to know yourself?


  Your body is your vehicle. It needs to be checked for roadworthiness; it needs good fuel; and it needs to be properly treated. To know your problems and take care of your health should be as essential as working or having a bank account. We should give the same importance to preventing ill health as we do to preventing bankruptcy.


  Our health can and should be of interest to us. The purpose of this book is to encourage you to rise to the challenge of taking small but constant steps toward a healthy lifestyle—to discover your own “digestive intelligence.”


  The first thing to say is that we all have a second “brain,” one that lies hidden deep inside our gut—a honed and powerful intelligence at our core, in the centre of our bodies. It may seem strange, but it is important that we work with this intelligence, so that we can learn how to decipher the messages it sends us. My aim is to introduce you to the pleasure of recognizing, learning about, and respecting your digestive system—that marvelous and powerful being that occupies almost all the space inside you. Whether you make it a friend who helps and serves you or you mistreat it daily is your decision.


  Treated well, the digestive system knows how to repair itself. It will start showing its appreciation for any positive changes you make within 15 hours, including changing to a better diet or giving it the care it needs. Yes, it’s true that the same system can put up with months and years of mistreatment without complaining much, but if you want to have a good quality of life it is important to have good digestion.


  This book does not replace your doctor or a visit to her surgery, if you really need one. Its aim is to provide you with a basic, up-to-date understanding of your digestive system, so that you can help your doctor to diagnose your problems. If you do this, you will give her the pleasure of communicating with an intelligent patient who knows how to be precise in his complaints and who applies the basic preventive measures in his daily life.


  I favor an integrated, holistic style of medicine, which combines the advances of modern medicine with the wisdom of complementary forms of medicine, along with preventive measures. You have to treat the patient not the illness—to search for the root of the problem, not just patch up the symptoms.


  Holistic medicine involves, primarily, the application of natural and less damaging methods of treatment to correct and coordinate the functions of all the body’s systems. From day one, successful holistic treatment requires introducing changes in nutrition and hygiene and reeducating the patient about how their body works best. At the same time, however, holistic doctors work within the sphere of conventional medicine, and stay up to date on the latest medical knowledge, so that they can make accurate diagnosis of disease and choose the appropriate allopathic treatments involving drugs or equipment, if required. This skilled combination of allopathic and complementary modalities is the medicine of the future.


  Unfortunately, a wide gulf still exists between mainstream medical professionals (those working in a public hospital or health centre, for example) and naturopathic doctors. Frequently one denies the validity of the other—or doesn’t have the time or will to try to understand anything outside the area of her professional interest. I do not take an extreme view on this, as I like to work with both kinds of medicine. This is why I feel that we must change this situation.


  Twenty years ago, it was not my aim to specialize in gut health. I could not have imagined then that my work would one day consist of digging into the digestive problems of my patients and applying holistic principles of detoxification to treat them. As a young and perfectionist doctor, I wanted to save the world and treat the most serious patients, and I did this for some time. Toward the end of that part of my career, I dreamed of becoming a heart surgeon and literally “lived” next to the operating theater in order to gain experience.


  The birth of my son turned everything upside down, however, and I found myself specializing in endocrinology, instead. I was lucky to be taught by specialists in that field who were associated with a leading centre for the treatment of patients with complications arising from diabetes and other hormonal dysfunctions. It was work that never ended; a constant sacrifice and a permanent struggle with the patients. I was passionate about it.


  To work like that 24 hours a day, seven days a week, is a way of not existing. You don’t even notice the needs and requirements of your own body until you are worn out, and your family along with you. I began to feel physically unwell, and my digestive system declared war on me. I had to choose between my health and my career. My son, who was still young at the time, helped me to reach a decision. I switched to a less stressful job seeing outpatients, and it was there that I discovered that the patients we saved in emergencies were subsequently abandoned to their own devices. They did not know how to manage their illnesses or stick to guidelines. To make progress in this work and to help myself grow, I began to study different types of medicine.


  I was fortunate to work in the pharmaceutical industry for many years, which enabled me to participate in clinical trials and attend important conferences, primarily related to oncology. I discovered another world: modern scientific medicine and cancer. For years we discussed the procedures of chemotherapy and radiotherapy, and the details of how to combat cancer. I have seen all sides of this tricky and, unfortunately, “very clever” illness. I have also had direct experience of it through close family members.


  The circumstances of my life meant that I had to travel a great deal, and I took advantage of my visits to other countries to seek out the most authentic sources and the most distinguished teachers so that I could learn about natural and complementary medicines. This balanced my conventional professional work and gave me hope that one day I would be able to combine my experiences and apply my knowledge.


  I believe that day has arrived.


  
    Life teaches me that you feel and think as your digestion decides. To listen to Irina and read her words is an opportunity to think and feel better. Irina knows.


    A lot.

  


  —MIGUEL ANGEL SOLA, ACTOR


  1


  Your Second Brain


  Sometimes people joke about there being two brains: a female one inside the head and a male one inside the trousers. (The same comparisons are made of women’s and men’s hearts, too). If you think that in this chapter I’m going to talk about this supposed second brain—the pride and vanity hidden inside underwear—then you’re mistaken. Although I do understand why that kind of “brain” is famous: its decisionmaking power is so strong that it isn’t affected by the mental filters of cool rationality, common sense, and logic.


  What I’m going to talk about in this book is another brain—the one inside our digestive system. It is not as glamorous and as interesting as our sex drive but can be just as wild and unpredictable—and we use it far more because our “digestive brain” goes into action several times every day.


  It’s fair to say that the intestine, which is divided into the large intestine and small intestine, is not the part of our anatomy we are most passionate about, nor the one that increases our pulse rate. No famous poet has written an ode to it, and normally artists are not inspired by the “beauty” of the digestive system. Quite the opposite, in fact. The most common view of the gut is that it is an ugly body part that looks a bit like a snake, smells bad, and sometimes makes socially unacceptable and embarrassing noises.


  However, I promise you that we have a true second brain in our insides and its neuronal function is very similar to the brain in our heads. Inside our bellies there is an extensive network of neurons located between the two muscular layers of the walls of the digestive system. Moreover, the structure of these digestive neurons is identical to that of neurons in the brain: both produce similar chemical molecules—neurotransmitters and hormones that are mostly necessary for our intercellular communications and the correct functioning of the body.


  Let me introduce you to the enteric nervous system (ENS), our “second brain.” This is not a metaphor; it is the official name accepted by medical professionals. The importance of the ENS was only demonstrated relatively recently with the publication of the work of Professor Michael Gershon, chairman of the Department of Anatomy and Cell Biology at Columbia University, New York, and the forerunner of the new science of neurogastroenterology. This new area of speciality studies the symptoms of psychosomatic upsets that have a gastrointestinal expression and relates them to the central nervous system (CNS). Dr. Gershon has spent 30 years of his scientific career on an in-depth study of the attitude and behavior of the human gut, and he has confirmed that our nervous digestion system has its own cerebral activity and intelligence. His book, The Second Brain: A Groundbreaking New Understanding of Nervous Disorders of the Stomach and Intestine (Gershon, 1999), was a significant step forward in information on the ENS, advancing the existing medical and scientific understanding of the subject.


  According to new data, the total number of neurons found in the small intestine is around a hundred million. This figure represents a considerably higher number of neurons than in the spinal cord, for example. The brain in our gut is the main production line responsible for producing and storing the chemical substances called neurotransmitters, most of which are identical to those found in the central nervous system (CNS), such as acetylcholine, dopamine and serotonin. These substances regulate our moods and our emotional and psychological well-being. They form a group of essential substances ensuring correct communication between the neurons and the body’s warning system. They represent the “words” in the neuronal language. The presence of such a wide variety of neurotransmitters in our intestines is a clear indication of the complexity of the rich digestive language and its ability to carry out neuronal functions and express its own emotions.


  Gershon revealed that 90 percent of serotonin (the famous “happiness” or “feel-good” hormone ) is produced and stored in the intestinal walls, where it regulates peristaltic movements and sensory transmission. Only the remaining 10 percent of the body’s serotonin is synthesized in the neurons of the central nervous system—the brain, or our “higher brain.” The minimum amount of serotonin in the higher brain is, nevertheless, of vital importance for human beings. It performs various functions, including regulating our mood (the calm “feel-good” sensation), appetite, sleep, and muscular contractions, and it intervenes in cognitive functions such as memory and learning. Serotonin is the “messenger of happiness,” and thanks to it the neurons can communicate with each other, releasing it and capturing it again as needed.


  Before this revelation, the scientific world did not pay much attention to this aspect of the intestines and did not appreciate the nerve network that runs through them. The general view was that the decisions made by the higher brain were dominant and that its influence on the digestive system was one way, that is, the process was directed downward from the central nervous system. The scientific observations made by Professor Gershon, however, now lead us to think that influence travels in both directions—that there is constant communication between the two brains: the one inside our skull and its brother down there in our gut.


  I can assure you that the relationship between the two brains, which involves hormonal, metabolic, and emotional levels, is very complex—we could even call it “intellectual”; it is also normally quite democratic and mutually respectful.


  Curious Facts about Evolution


  Evolution is magical. Millions of years ago, when our ancestors were developing their spinal column and the basic structures of the cranial brain were just starting to appear, they already had a nervous system in their gut, which allowed them to survive and evolve.


  This ancient brain was in charge of all the vital visceral functions and was completely independent and well coordinated. Our forebears were already able to spend more time and energy on the important and enjoyable activities of life—building up experience, defending themselves, and indulging in sexual behavior—while their intestinal brain took charge of their nutrition, digestion, absorption, hydration, and elimination of waste matter.


  In the earliest developments of the cerebral cortex, the mental activity of our ancestors was more basic than ours today; it was guided more by instinct and intuition. In other words, our distant relatives listened to their guts and acted on the signals their intestinal brains sent them. For animals, in fact, the voice of the “enteric” brain is still the predominant communicator of information. We are often amazed at the accuracy of a dog, horse, or cat’s intuition. Animals pay attention to the signals coming from their innards. We “higher beings,” in contrast, are now separate from the rest of the animal world (although not completely), and we have suppressed the intuitive capacity associated with a “gut feeling,” in favor of the all-powerful guiding voice of our mind and conscience.


  Nevertheless, each of us from time to time has a “gut feeling,” a warning that comes from deep inside and appears in intense or extreme emotional situations. It presents itself as a whole range of sensations, from a pleasurable thrill to a nervous knot, a hollow feeling, or a pain. This is our intestinal brain talking to us. Poor brain. To attract our attention and goad us into action, it has to shout loudly using its own “language”: bouts of diarrhea, spasms, or nausea.


  The intestinal brain has developed alongside its higher twin, growing in size, and increasing the diversity and quantity of neurochemical substances produced. It has perfected its control of the vital functions and adapted to the new demands and needs of the human body. This evolution continues today. Apart from the tasks mentioned above, its work consists in assimilating information about new chemical substances that pass through its digestive “border control.”


  After prolonged development, the enteric nervous system has been transformed into something much more important than a mere relic of our ancestors: it is now a modern system that performs highly complex vital functions without us having to make any mental effort or control its work.


  Out of Control


  There’s no way we can control our digestive functions with our minds. Imagine if we could dictate: “Today I’m not going to need a laxative to go to the toilet.” Or “the roast lamb I’m going to eat today at my mother-in-law’s is going to agree with me very well.” That’s not how it is. Our powerful mental control stops the moment we start eating and starts again at the end of evacuation. We are aware of the two orifices at either end of the digestive system, which have completely opposed functions. It’s only logical! The mind can be cunning and deceitful, and the decisions we make sometimes don’t make sense. Nature can’t allow us to manipulate our nutritive, digestive, and immunological functions according to our consciences or let them be the victims of our unpredictable moods. We wouldn’t have been able to survive that way.


  It’s strange, isn’t it? With willpower and intelligence we can change the world, yet we can’t change our own digestion—or even influence it—without specialized knowledge. This enrages some people. The power that their own digestive system has over them makes them cross; they just can’t accept this internal rebellion, which doesn’t fit into their day-to-day agenda. But not everything is under our mental control—and that includes our digestion. What we have to do is to sign a pact, to enter into a diplomatic relationship with our gut, so that it collaborates with us and lets us get on with our lives.


  I often see this anger and lack of patience in my patients. They expect to improve their digestion, reduce their bloating, and cure their constipation or their irritable colon by exerting pressure; it’s almost as if they are making a demand on their bodies and on their doctor—something has to be achieved and as soon as possible. If in two weeks’ time it seems like “nothing is working” and they don’t see any “magic” change, then they get frustrated.


  The intestinal brain, however, does not agree to any old compromise. It requires long-term treatment and care until it recovers its health and internal balance. Just as we can’t cure anxiety and depression in a couple of weeks, we can’t treat digestive neurosis in a few days, either.


  People who come looking for alternative help with their digestive system normally bring problems with them that have been dogging them for years, and they are desperate. I often wonder why their reaction to the prospect of a few months’ work on their intestines and their diet is, “Oh no, that’s too much.”


  Caring for Yourself with Complementary Medicine is Back in Fashion


  At last! It doesn’t surprise me in the least that nowadays people are showing a renewed interest in alternative and complementary medications, shamanism, native rituals, meditation techniques, and other ways to reconnect with their own bodies. The ancient idea of mindfulness has come back into fashion. We are attracted by the concepts of Buddhism. Spirituality is becoming increasingly important to us, and we feel the need to recontact nature and withdraw from the stress of everyday life. I consider this new evolutionary twist to be both beautiful and logical.


  It is already becoming clear to many of us that stress, tension, never-ending work, and responsibilities exhaust the body and the mind and cause the systems of the body to start to fail—beginning with the digestive and psychological functions.


  So what can we do? To stop the world and change our lives seems impossible. Medications don’t seem to be the solution to everything, either. Current studies and research in biotechnology and modern neuroscience are very important and hold great promise for the medicine of the future, but it is early days yet in terms of their practical application.


  In spite of everything, now more than ever the search for inner harmony and the use of complementary medicine and spiritual philosophies offer real steps that we can take in our daily lives. And they are within reach of everyone.


  But let’s go back to our two brains. Our brain capacity is much greater than we normally use. (Apparently, we usually only use around 15 percent of our brain’s potential). We have the internal mechanisms we need for recovery and cure. Our body talks to us and warns us. If we could just decode its signals and take notice of them, we would be much stronger and healthier.


  Like a good twin, the intestinal brain shares, takes responsibility for, and assimilates the emotions and problems its higher brother generates, and records in the memory of our entrails those emotional events that have the strongest impact.


  Two–Way Emotional Influence


  Here are some examples of how the upper brain influences our digestion and how our digestive behavior affects our thoughts and moods:


  •  A very tense emotional situation, or a state of terror or a traumatic event may make you vomit, or else provoke diarrhea or cause total indigestion.


  •  When you feel lonely, or frustrated sentimentally, or when your self-esteem has been destroyed, the psychological state you are in can influence your metabolism and the complex processes of digestion. This may cause lack of appetite, disgust, or indifference and a slow and troublesome digestion. More often this “chronic unhappiness” is expressed as a state of anxiety and compulsive behavior, with uncontrollable binge eating at critical moments, usually mid-afternoon and late at night. This compulsive and uncontrolled eating (especially carbohydrates) leads to a rapid release of hormones and chemical substances in both brains which induce a temporary feeling of well-being and overall satisfaction. Shortly afterwards, however, this neuronal mechanism “runs out of steam,” the digestion breaks down and heaviness and bloating develop; the digestive system starts to groan and protest at this food abuse and this is accompanied by a guilty feeling. Your self-esteem reaches its lowest ebb and you begin to regret what you have done. At this point, many women decide to make themselves vomit.


  Let’s follow with some more examples of how the two brains communicate with each other:


  •  A bout of diarrhea with episodes of colic and spasms (which may be the flaring-up of irritable bowel condition or gastroenteritis) prevents you from thinking clearly. It’s as if your irritability and sensitivity are turned up to maximum volume and you feel overcome by tiredness and exhaustion. This makes you bad-tempered and lowers your level of intellectual productivity.


  •  Constipation accompanied by bloating makes you feel that your life is “weighing you down” with its problems (and your stomach feels the same) and you lose all interest in social and physical activities. You may not believe me but chronic constipation can turn a person into a sarcastic pessimist, lowering the libido and limiting his sex life. Whatever the reason for the constipation, it can lead to a lower level of serotonin (or a lower sensitivity to this hormone) produced by the neurons in the intestinal brain. This limits digestive muscular motility (the ability of the intestinal muscles to generate soft and regular movements and contractions, which mix and propel contents in the gastrointestinal tract) and this in turn triggers a lack of positive emotions. On the other hand, slow intestinal transit increases the toxic overload in our organism.


  •  A buildup of emotions in the guts is very common in women who are perfectionists and want to control everything; it’s as if the control centre of their lives were in their intestines. This attitude generates particularly serious constipation that is resistant to classic treatments and remedies.


  •  Some people suppress their emotions and they are unable to express themselves; they do not know how to show affection and so they often experience an internal rebellion: episodes of profuse diarrhea, an irritable bowel, and oversensitized digestion.


  •  A good bowel movement in the morning, which leaves you feeling pleasantly light and clean, is a very good way to start the day. It puts you in a good mood, makes you feel full of energy and everything looks positive. I’m sure you agree.


  •  You wake up with a bad taste in your mouth, with no appetite and you can’t face having breakfast, your insides having been bunged up for days. You are too busy thinking of other things to clear yourself out and you rush out after a quick cup of coffee. The day doesn’t look very promising and certainly won’t leave you feeling good since you are already emotionally prepared for it to be a thoroughly grey day.
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