
  [image: ]


  More praise for

  Happy Healthy Gut

  “Happy Healthy Gut is a necessary read for all. Jennifer Browne not only provides effective solutions for those suffering from digestive disorders, but provides the link between gut health and optimal health, encouraging everyone to feel their absolute best! Browne filters through all the crap (pun intended) and provides insight and education in a way that’s approachable, direct and fun to read!”

  —Peggy Kotsopoulos, Registered Holistic Nutritionist

  and author of Must Have Been Something I Ate

  “Happy Healthy Gut is an immensely important read for people who love food, but struggle with IBS and other gastrointestinal sensitivities. Browne offers a well thought out argument for adopting a plant-based diet as a step towards improved quality of life. This book engenders a sense of control in those trying to negotiate medical systems not well set up for managing complex symptoms where medication and surgical interventions fall short.”

  —Dr. Jesse Sidhu BSc MD FRCP(C) MPH Acute and Consultant Liaison

  Psychiatrist Clinical Instructor Department of Psychiatry;

  UBC, Vancouver

  “Inspiring and informative; Jennifer takes you through her digestive journey, while educating her readers about the digestive system and the impact a plant-based diet can have on it. I love finding a book such as this one, that brings a true recovery story into the spotlight. The masses need to know that we can become responsible for our health, natural remedies do work, and reversing disease is possible! Thanks for sharing your experiences with us, Jen!”

  —Stephanie Ablett, CNP

  Certified Holistic Nutritionist and Vegan Food Enthusiast

  www.naturalginger.ca
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  Preface

  “The food you eat can either be the safest and most powerful form of medicine, or the slowest form of poison.”1

  —Dr. Ann Wigmore, pioneer for natural health

  How many times have your feet been sore, yet you continue to stand? What about feeling exhausted all the time? Do you make more time for quality sleep, or just make another pot of coffee? That new mother who is still tender from delivery—is she taking the time to rest, or is she doing housework and entertaining within hours of welcoming her new baby? When you have consistent heartburn when you eat pizza, do you stop eating it, or do you simply treat your symptoms with a handful of antacids?

  What about cheese, a processed bun, or a steak? Does your stomach scream at you after eating these things? If so, do you listen?

  The floor is not your friend, and you shouldn’t have to cling to it every time your bowel feels like escaping the rest of your body. It’s amazing how you can live for decades before becoming aware that the direction in which your life is headed is just not good enough for you. You simply decide one day that you want your life to change, need it to change, and you suddenly feel that you must begin this transformation immediately.

  And so you do.

  I want to be clear about my objective for writing this book. After nearly ten years of moderate stomach pain due to irritable bowel syndrome (IBS), which I was diagnosed with in my early twenties, I finally discovered what makes it stop, and it took little time and almost no effort. It also worked for a handful of other digestive disorder sufferers that I was in communication with throughout the duration of writing this book. I’m not talking about drugs, radical treatments, or experimental surgeries. I’m talking about diet: specifically, a whole food, plant-based diet. By fully integrating this type of dietary platform into my daily regimen, I have improved my quality of life in ways I never even thought possible, and so have others. Together we have transformed from robots, who put up with daily digestive discomfort, to men and women who have refused a mediocre life and so began a new one, full of endless possibilities in the Land of Great Digestive Ease.

  Who knew such a place existed?!

  If you are living with a digestive disorder, then you already know that symptoms change, and that the individual situations that can set off bowel reactions can be unexpectedly altered, too. I know many people living with IBS, and although I’m sure what we experience is similar, it is never exactly the same, and even the triggers can change from person to person, day to day. The simple idea of food having the ability to cure all of these variations in digestive discomfort can spark considerable skepticism. However, when you consider all that entails in introducing a whole, varied, earthy, plant-based plan into your life, it only makes perfect sense that it should work.

  And it does.

  A key component to attaining digestive success with this plan is to acknowledge the slight, yet important distinction between the terms “vegetarian” and “plant-based.” Although both descriptions imply the ridding of animal products from your diet, one can certainly be an unhealthy vegetarian. Just because you don’t eat ground beef, doesn’t mean you don’t eat high-fat, low-nutrient food. You can’t just simply eliminate animal products to jump on this bandwagon headed to Digestive Bliss Town; you must forgo the insanely ridiculous amount of fake products that surround us, and introduce many new foods into your life. Expand your vegetable base, discover new grains, and learn techniques for fermenting, sprouting, and juicing your food.

  Adopting a new and amazing way to think about food shows that you have an active opinion about your health, and that you refuse to let digestive discomfort rule your life. It’s also about purging your poor body of all those bad foods you’ve been feeding it for years. I’m not blaming you! We live in an age of incredible convenience, variety, and availability, while also being deprived of basic knowledge regarding the subject of what our food is really composed of.

  You can go to your local grocer and buy a pineapple in January. Do you know where that pineapple is from or how it got here? That chicken you might be having for dinner has come from an average of 1500 miles away, and is full of all things genetically modified, which can hardly be recognized as food. The process of getting that poultry to your plate is a procedure few of us are aware of, and, because of that, we have no idea how it might be hurting us.

  This book is about teaching you, the Intestinally Distressed, how to make amazing nutritional choices that will help your whole self glow while your tummy celebrates, shouting “free at last!” We only get one body, and we must live with it for close to a century. By learning how to treat it like the temple it is, it will thank you in numerous and glorious ways, including giving you the gift of cessation of digestive pain.

  What I want to do throughout the course of this book, is simply share all that I have learned as it pertains to diet and detriment, and hope that it appeals to others who have experienced, or are currently experiencing, chronic pain and/or disease, as well as those who are simply looking to make a positive change in their diet and spirit. I want to introduce to you the facts about our “western diet” so that you can make your own choice as to whether or not you need to make a lifestyle change.

  Whole food, plant-based eating is not about making it difficult to grocery shop, and the goal is definitely not to stir up frustration, so that you run straight to the closest burger joint. It’s a journey that opens your mind, changes your opinions, coyly introduces you to your own body, demands that you more closely examine how you want to live your life, and educates you how to accomplish doing this pain free. This lifestyle decision began as a quest to stop my stomach pain, but it has turned out to be an incredible force that continues to heal me in countless ways, with the absence of chronic pain being a small part of the entire mosaic. I am by no means an expert in any medical field, but I do know firsthand what this platform for better health has the power to do, and for that I am so grateful.

  As a fabulous by-product of adopting a whole food, plant-based diet, you’ll learn how changing your eating habits will help you not only greatly improve your own quality of life, but also effortlessly contribute to many other causes, such as saving some animals, helping direct food back to the hungry, and improving the current condition of our suffering planet. The blatant disregard for human health that has become synonymous with farmed animal welfare is astonishing, and it is my desire to pass along important knowledge to you about food issues that are rarely discussed and/or thought about, and why these matters have plenty to do with today’s enormous influx of digestive despair.

  While there is plenty of information available to the public regarding the anatomy of the human digestive tract and its tendency to be unpredictable and confusing, there isn’t enough attainable research that questions why certain components of our food might be the leading cause of digestive disorders. Issues such as genetic modification, food irradiation, chemical additives, and mass-scale factory-farmed livestock products are a few of the topics that are discussed in this book. Doesn’t it make sense to consider altered food as a major player in the game of digestive roulette? I decided to step outside of the box in my own quest to discover what contributed to my own digestive malfunction, and was surprised by the results. Though research may be close to nil regarding the safety and long-term effects that such foodstuffs may have on our bodies, this doesn’t mean that we can’t investigate for ourselves, and start discovering now if something seemingly innocent is messing with our digestive tracts.

  We need to take it upon ourselves to start thinking “food-forward”—to critically recognize whether or not any given food will contribute to our overall growth and escalating health, or if it will simply satisfy our immediate caloric needs, and promote disease and digestive malfunction.

  This book is the compilation all of the knowledge I have accumulated, and encompasses absolutely everything I have found personally constructive and useful in my journey to good digestive health. It is about aiding you to find out why the food you are choosing to consume may be the root cause of the digestive discomfort and other health issues that you may be enduring and how, by taking the proverbial bull by its horns, you can take huge steps towards improving your own digestive health without the need for medications and surgeries, while simultaneously bypassing general affliction and impairment. A whole food, plant-based plan can change your entire life. If you feel that your time for a tune-up has come, whether for better health, a clearer mind, or in order to take responsibility for today’s heady ethical or environmental issues, then you’ve come to the right place.

  I hope your journey is enlightening, positive and, with little effort, pain free. Let me show you how to get your life back quickly, because you’ve already spent too much time feeling like crap.

  Let your journey to great digestive health begin . . .


  Part 1

  The Why (The Problem)

  The first section of this book is all about problems. The issues we’re facing as a nation with inadequate digestion, the obstacles our digestive systems have with attempting to process foods that our bodies can’t handle, and the dilemmas that arise when we try and force ourselves to ignore an ongoing issue that can (and will) only get worse.

  It will provide an accurate description of the digestive process, introduce you to a handful of common digestive diseases, and discuss inflammation, the health concerns associated with consuming animal products, reductionism, food-borne disease, genetic modification, food irradiation, and more. It was written with education in mind, and with the intention of convincing you why adopting a whole food, plant-based platform provides a clear path to good digestive health. By knowing what you’re up against in terms of the quality of food that is being made available to you, you can then proceed to implement better decision making in regards to your grocery list. The following is the low-down on what is happening with our food to which we might not be paying attention, and items that you may be consuming on a daily basis that are probable contributors to your digestive unease.


  Chapter 1

  To Tame a Tummy . . .

  “Nothing’s changed my life more. I feel better about myself as a person, being conscious and responsible for my actions and I lost weight and my skin cleared up and I got bright eyes and I just became stronger and healthier and happier. Can’t think of anything better in the world to be but be vegan.”2

  —Alicia Silverstone, actress, activist, and vegan foodie

  As it was, I became used to missing birthdays, parties, weddings, and work. I was so deep into feeling unwell that I completely forgot what it was like to feel normal. You just get used to feeling terrible, and then once you experience the normalcy of a perfectly working digestive system again, after nine years, it’s akin to the feeling of waking up one day forty pounds lighter, after attempting to lose it for nearly a decade. For me, it was as simple as a clicking sound that resonated throughout my brain one random day, like any other, at my mother’s house.

  Luckily for me (and not so much my husband), I’m like a crow: I like shiny things. It’s weird how sometimes all it takes is something very small and unassuming to get your internal pendulum swinging in a different direction. One of the most important life decisions I have ever made for myself began by catching a glimpse of a sparkly bracelet (the shiny thing) lying on top of a book I saw on my mom’s kitchen counter in October of 2010. After trying to convince myself that I owned many bracelets, that I didn’t need this particular one, and that I should probably check into some sort of shopping rehab, my attention turned to the book. It immediately had me curious because it had Alicia Silverstone’s name listed as the author, and I didn’t know she was a writer. I flipped through it for five minutes, and even though it was clear that my mom was only half way through reading it, I “asked” her to lend it to me, and I whisked it home.

  Silverstone’s The Kind Diet was the first of several books on plant-based eating that I ended up reading that month, and by November, I had completely changed my mind about food and food animals. These books marked the beginning of my love affair with healthy food, and the end of my decade-long problem with (and I’m putting this nicely) inadequate digestion.

  Here’s how it all went down:

  Growing up, I always considered my family to be pretty healthy eaters. My mom (who’s totally embarrassed by this) does admit to orchestrating tea parties with my sister and I that consisted of artificially flavored drinks and candy, but she also went through the trouble of making all of our meals, and we never ate out. During those tea party days, I even remember being force-fed tablespoons of cod liver oil. You know, along with the candy. We had a balanced diet . . .

  When I was twenty, I was diagnosed (after several invasive exploratory procedures including laparoscopies, colonoscopies, and one very unpleasant and predictably shocking barium enema), with irritable bowel syndrome, otherwise known as IBS.

  My symptoms were bloating, gas, chronic constipation, stomach pain, and chronic back pain. By-products of these symptoms were hemorrhoids, insomnia, weight gain, and occasional depression. Sounds super fun, right? Sometimes my symptoms were so bad that I would only be able to walk hunched over, and occasionally the episodes would last for days or even weeks.

  IBS is a diagnosis of exclusion, which doctors like to give to people when they can’t figure out why their digestive tracts aren’t working properly. Approximately seventy million Americans suffer from digestive disorders like IBS,3 with almost twenty percent of the U.S. population exhibiting IBS-like symptoms.4 Canada’s number? 20 million.5 That’s pretty prevalent! Basically, we are told that there is always medication and steroids to help with the pain and symptoms if they get out of control. I’m very certain that this sounds familiar to many of you. When you consider that there are currently about 315 million people living in the United States,6 then that means that one out of four and a half people suffer from a debilitating disease that I now know is completely repairable and reversible.

  I thought nothing of my diagnosis at the time. I was young and relieved that the exploratory procedure portion of my early twenties was finally over. It didn’t occur to me to persistently ask any of the doctors I had seen any questions about IBS, or what it meant for my future, and they didn’t offer up very much information. The name sounded innocent enough: irritable bowel syndrome. Like my stomach was cranky, but similar to anyone who is going through a particularly moody or self-proclaimed depressed period in their life, my abdomen would eventually get over it and carry on as if nothing happened. You know, like immature teenage angst.

  Well, that didn’t happen, and so I waded through the next nine and a half years trying to hide my pain and bloating, while desperately searched for anything that made me feel more human and less zombie. It was very scary. At one point, I actually remember telling my mom that I was convinced I would end up with colon cancer. Although I never considered trying any of the available medication prescribed for IBS (because I’ve always been a holistic kind of girl), I did find some things helpful like peppermint and fennel essential oils. I used to rub them all over my stomach when I could feel an episode coming, and sometimes that would help to mellow my symptoms. Hot towels placed directly over my lower abdomen would work sometimes, too. I also discovered that if I laid flat on my back on a hard floor it would assist in decreasing the bloating and pain, as long as I wasn’t too far gone. (And as long I was at home, of course!) Things like sitting for hours (particularly flying) would guarantee to commence stomach pain. My husband knew that when we landed at our destination, I would have to walk hunched over to our hotel room with my pants unbuttoned because of the incredible bloating, and then would have to lie down as soon as possible. Just for the record, this was not just any old bloating. I totally looked like I was five months pregnant when this would happen. It was embarrassing and very stressful, which made my symptoms even worse. I remember teaching English as a Second Language (ESL) for a particularly precocious group of children one year, and a couple of the girls constantly asking me if I was expecting a baby. (Seven and eight-year-olds have no boundaries, and certainly no tact.) Needless to say, I was extremely self-conscious.

  Did I mention that I was a complete laxative addict? I knew that it wasn’t healthy to take laxatives all the time, and that it would be bad for me to become addicted to them, so in my warped way of thinking, I thought it would be better to incorporate different brands and types into my routine. I rotated between Senna tablets, Metamucil, and Dieter’s Green Tea in the hopes that I wouldn’t become dependent on one or all of them permanently. (The logic was not sound.) I did the laxative dance for about eight years, and it was common for me to not move my bowels for five to seven days at a stretch, which I now know was so incredibly bad for me.

  In my early twenties, my diet consisted of lots of creamy white pastas, bagels with cream cheese, cheese sandwiches, and crackers and cheese. (As you’ve probably already noted, I love cheese. It’s my crack.) I was in university, and those were my comfort foods. I also drank a lot of wine, and ate huge portions at every mealtime. Even though I thought I was pretty healthy, my diet was a disaster waiting to happen. I would habitually work out five days a week (for years), and not drop a pound.

  Around the age of twenty-three (still relatively early in my IBS days), I accidentally stumbled upon the fact that, much to my severe disappointment, wheat products made me feel generally inflamed. When I abstained from them, I did not have as many IBS symptoms. In fact, for my wedding at the age of twenty-four, I didn’t eat any breads or pasta for three months before the big day for fear that I would get bloated in my very tight wedding dress. I pretty much gave up bagels, pasta, and pizza, in their entirety, until I was twenty-nine. On the odd time when I did eat those things, I paid for it dearly and swiftly. The initial discovery about the wheat products was my first inclination that food going in played a pretty big role in how I felt, as did what came out. When I stopped eating wheat for my wedding, I effortlessly dropped close to ten pounds within a span of three or four months. No wonder Dr. Atkins had so many followers! The thing is, as soon as I went back to eating wheat, my stomach resumed its daily rant, and I gained back the weight. If I tried to go completely carb-free, I got completely exhausted and very moody. It sucked, and I was getting depressed.

  My paternal grandfather died of complications due to celiac disease (an autoimmune disease characterized by the inability to tolerate gluten), so I started to think that maybe I had inherited that; but celiac disease was ruled out through a blood test and a small biopsy of my colon. Twice. I was also paying more attention to the fact that my symptoms were not just wheat-related. In fact, for lack of a more refined description, I noticed that they completely correlated with the frequency of my bowel movements! If I was regular, like when I abstained from wheat, I felt good and lost weight. If I was constipated, like I was most of the time, I felt terrible and I gained weight. In other words, I realized that in order to ward off symptoms, I needed to remain consistent in the bathroom. Ditching the wheat helped, but not enough for me to stop investigating and call it a day. By now, I had three children, and I was sick and tired of being sick and tired. I needed energy, stamina, and a real fix for my stupid IBS, and I needed it right away.

  When I started reading about what a plant-based diet had to offer, and it was explained to me that meat is very heavy, tough to digest, acidic, inflammatory and disease provoking, a light went on in my head. I’m so happy for the existence of that light! About a week after cutting out beef, pork, and poultry, I felt like a different person. I felt light, energized, and . . . regular! The laxatives were no longer part of my life after only one week, and the essential oils and random floor flops were gone too. And it didn’t stop there. The longer I abstained from meat, the better I felt. In fact, I was able to reintroduce wheat-based foods to my meals with very few consequences. There was definitely something amazing about my new plant-strong diet.

  
    Premature Evaluation: Some initial observances were predictable, but there were many that were rather surprising! For the first four or five days, I felt terrible. I thought that perhaps I had made a huge mistake. I had low energy, my skin started to break out, and my stomach actually felt more bloated than before. But overnight, around day six or seven, something shifted in my body and my stomach stopped hurting and bloating. I felt lighter, I had way more energy, I became totally regular, and I felt calmer than ever. In the next few months, I also noticed that my skin got better and brighter, I lost weight, and my menstrual cycle regulated, the result being lighter and shorter periods. That last one was a huge bonus that I did not expect. Talk about motivation!

  

  It’s unfathomable how many millions of people put up with digestive trouble. Your digestive system is something that you use every single day, something that has the power to eradicate harmful bacteria, and absorb helpful nutrients. This system is complex and amazing, and given the right foods, it can be your closest ally. However, when you mistreat it by eating a typical western diet full of preserved, diseased, and overly processed ingredients, that same system has the ability to turn your entire world upside-down.

  The craziest thing about our bodies is the ability we have to adapt. We are constantly changing within our environment, and our bodies do their best to adapt comfortably for us. When we push too much for too long, however, we are given signs to slow down or stop, though in our crazy, busy western world, we rarely listen. We are just not as in tune with ourselves as we should be, and we’re paying for it by not taking a minute every now and then to listen to our bodies respond to us, whether to protest or to approve our actions.

  We need to start honoring our bodies, listening to its protests, and adjusting our actions accordingly. I know it’s hard. It took me a very long time to get to the point where I decided to listen (especially where cheese is concerned), but I’m so thankful I got here. I want you to get here, too. When you do, maybe you could congratulate yourself by springing for something shiny . . .

  Question: Do you really listen to your body, or do you tune it out because you’re just tired of hearing it complain? By finding a new entry point to solving your digestive issue, such as adopting a healthy platform for building better digestion, perhaps you can get it to stop screaming, and just calmly tell you what’s wrong. Then, take the opportunity to fix the actual problem, not just deal with isolated symptoms.


  Chapter 2

  Digestion 101

  Although most people don’t consciously think about digestion on a regular basis (unless you have a digestive disorder, and therefore are aware of it constantly), this process affects our entire body every minute of every day. If anything interrupts this very intricate process, it can become disastrous for us on an immediate level (like food poisoning), or on a slower, more gradual, but potentially more serious level (like chronic disease). When I first began researching the digestive process and what it entailed, I was very surprised by my lack of even rudimentary knowledge on the subject. This incredibly important, key aspect to everyday living was so much more complex than I had originally thought. So, in an effort to pass on some basic digestion education, this chapter is dedicated to helping you understand your digestive system, and why the food we eat can affect so much of our internal, delicate balance.

  Most people assume (like I did) that digestion begins in the stomach, but it actually commences the second food or drink enters your mouth, or even before that, if you get a good enough whiff of something tasty. The saliva that is produced when you smell good food or begin to eat is designed to produce two essential enzymes, used for breaking down carbohydrates (amylase), and fat (lipase). These enzymes need to be thoroughly mixed with food in order to be effective, so that means you have to chew your food really well. Just by chewing better, you can help your body digest more easily.

  When you swallow, the food travels down your esophagus. The esophageal sphincter is like a trap door that opens to allow food into your stomach, and then closes to prevent food from going back up. Those who have trouble with GERD (chronic acid reflux) often have problems with this muscle opening too easily and allowing food back up into the throat. Babies may also have a little trouble with this in the first few months, which is why it seems that they love to spit their food up.

  Once your food has reached your stomach (which is probably higher up than you think), it is combined with hydrochloric acid and pepsinogen, which help to break down the proteins in your food into amino acids, and also help with the absorption of certain minerals. While all this is happening, your stomach is producing mucous (yeah, I said mucous) to help coat its lining, which prevents it from being eaten raw by the highly concentrated hydrochloric acid, which can lead to ulcers. This acid is extremely important to the digestive process, because while it’s helping to break down proteins, it’s also killing harmful bacteria that may have entered your body via the food that you just swallowed. An example of one such bacterium that everyone has heard of is E. coli.

  Too little acid can result in an overgrowth of dangerous bacteria, which can flourish in the gut. Small children and elderly people are often at greater risk of more serious complications due to food-borne disease, because they don’t produce as much of this substance as older children and adults do.

  Once the food in your stomach has been properly broken down and ready for transport, it’s released from the stomach into the small intestine through another trap door. A series of contractions and relaxations is what pushes the food throughout the length of your small intestine, which is approximately twenty-three feet long. While your food is making its way through your small intestine, nutrients are being absorbed.

  There are three main parts to the small intestine, each with its own important function. They are called the duodenum, jejunum and ileum.7 (Whoever came up with these names clearly thought it would be funny to hear people say them.) The villi in the duodenum produce different enzymes to help break down sugar. Bile, which is made in the liver but stored in the gallbladder, is added to the liquefied food and helps to break down fats. Other enzymes created in the pancreas help break down carbohydrates, proteins, and fats even further. During the last ten feet of the small intestine (the ileum), proteins, carbohydrates, fats, vitamins, and minerals are absorbed as much as possible.

  From the small intestine, a valve (another trap door!) opens up and allows the food to filter into the large intestine, or colon, and then closes. It also makes sure that the (now) fecal matter cannot flow backwards, back into the small intestine. IBS-like symptoms can occur if this valve malfunctions and allows the backwards flow of fecal matter, or if the mucosal layer has been damaged and permits the intestinal wall to become permeable. (This is commonly called “leaky gut syndrome.”)8

  Once our food is in the large intestine, water and more minerals are absorbed and the fecal matter gains bulk. There should be a large amount of “friendly” bacteria in the colon, which aids in the digestion of soluble fiber and produces various vitamins. The fecal matter hangs out in the rectum, and then we eliminate it through the . . . you know. Have I painted a pretty picture?

  Ideally, your food should spend less than one day in your digestive tract. When the millions of bacteria that make up a portion of your stool are not removed through quick elimination, they create a lot of gas caused by the overabundance of growth in the short term, and can contribute to other health problems in the long term. Regular elimination is vital, and should not be under-estimated or under-appreciated. In the western world, we seem to have this bad habit of sitting on the toilet for a long time during defecation. (Thank God I have children. Otherwise I would never be able to write words like this without turning bright red and emitting strange sounds of nervous laughter.) This situation creates a stressed bowel, and the emergence of new BFFs (best friends forever) called hemorrhoids.

  These friends suck. It is not a reciprocal relationship.

  Elimination should take us no longer than a couple of minutes, and ideally, less than one. You should not be straining. If you are, then you need to rethink your current diet, while you sip warm water with lemon and a pinch of cayenne pepper, in an effort to stimulate your bowels.

  Our digestive system serves one major purpose—to absorb the nutrients in the food we eat, in order to keep us alive and not dying of malnutrition. Without food, there would be no need for digestion. The two (food and digestion) go hand-in-hand. So, wouldn’t it be reasonable to assume that what we eat directly affects our digestive systems, and therefore us in our entirety?

  
    Because there is a well-known brain-gut connection (it has been documented that we have approximately as many nerve endings in our stomachs as we do in our spinal cords), it is safe to conclude that stress plays an important role in digestion. In fact, the gut is thought to possess its own brain—this is called the enteric nervous system. It’s theorized that during fetal development, the central nervous system (brain and spinal cord) and the enteric nervous system share the same clump of tissue, until that tissue divides and becomes two separate systems. It explains why anxiety, stress, and other emotions are so often felt in our stomachs.9

  

  We also all know that there are many things that are bad for us to try and ingest, like poisonous plants, mouldy nuts and wormy apples. So, we leave those items alone and instead eat things that we presume our bodies can handle—things that we have been taught by our country’s leading nutritionists to eat in order to stay healthy. But what if some of those things were actually really hurting us? We know that it can be lethal to eat a peanut if you have a peanut allergy, but what about food allergies or sensitivities that don’t create such an extreme reaction? A fabulous example of this is lactose intolerance. There are millions of people out there who possess this intolerance and don’t even know it. They think they have a digestive issue, such as IBS, or perhaps they think that they are just naturally extremely gassy. By eliminating dairy, they would eliminate their symptoms.

  Another example is celiac disease, the inability to process gluten products properly. Products containing gluten (and there are a lot of them) can cause major discomfort for people with this intolerance, but again, it is often misdiagnosed or completely overlooked. Gluten goes in, inflammation occurs, digestion is incomplete, and pain is the result. By eliminating wheat, and other gluten products, symptoms subside.

  What about meat? When I take a bite of steak, a reaction occurs, and my digestive system stops cold. Nobody talks about a “meat allergy,” or “meat intolerance,” but that’s exactly what I would describe this as. Animal products go in, my gut screams with a sudden inflammatory reaction, I bloat, I feel pain, and I skip a week’s worth of bowel movements. So, in a reasonable response to this cycle, I finally just stopped eating meat. Voila! No pain.

  Eliminating heavy meats can also work wonders for digestive disorder sufferers because many of us produce much less stomach acid than we should, particularly as we get older.10 With not as much acid to help break down the hard-to-digest animal tissue, the meal just sits in your stomach for longer, waiting until it can be pushed on to the next stage of digestion. You know if you have low stomach acidity if your stool contains undigested food. If you are regularly noticing this, then take it as a sign to start aiding your digestive tract. It is obviously not doing the job it could or should be doing.

  Question: Do you eliminate foods from your diet that you know bother your stomach? If not, why? Have you forgotten what it’s like to consistently feel good, or are you taking a purposeful, defiant stance against this force that you feel you have no control over? You do have control. You also have willpower. You and your body are not separate entities. Help it, and you will be helped in return.


  Chapter 3

  The D.D. No One Wants Around

  “In 2004, there were more than 236,000 deaths in the United States with a digestive disease as the underlying cause.”11

  —The Burden of Digestive Diseases in the United States

  “To go or not to go?” is not the question. It’s “can I go, or am I constipated?” Or, “I don’t want to go, please make it stop!” Let’s examine and define some of the more common digestive diseases that plague us here in the United States and Canada. I specify these two countries, because our ailments, although they sometimes overlap, are different from those in other areas of the world, particularly developing countries. In many developing countries, digestive problems are generally caused by such things as parasitic disease, tuberculosis, contaminated water, and malnutrition.12 In North America, we suffer from what Dr. T. Colin Campbell, PhD and co-author of The China Study, calls “diseases of affluence,”13 which are brought on usually by poor dietary choices, caused in most part by the high level of miscommunication and terrible nutrition education that we who live in North America are privy to.

  Lucky us!

  Although many of these diseases include diabetes, cancers, hypertension, obesity and coronary heart disease, I personally believe that digestive diseases could be added to this list of diseases of affluence as well. A somewhat comprehensive list of digestive diseases that are common in our region of the world include, in alphabetical order, “Barrett’s esophagus, celiac disease, colon cancer, constipation, Crohn’s disease, diarrhea, diverticular disease, dyspepsia, esophogeal cancer, GERD, gastric ulcers, inflammatory bowel disease, irritable bowel syndrome, lactose intolerance, pancreatitis, peptic ulcer, and ulcerative colitis.”14 (Whew!) I bet if you thought hard for a few minutes, you could identify quite a few people in your life that have been diagnosed with these diseases and disorders. It’s just that widespread.

  The following is a list and explanation of six common digestive afflictions, most of which have presented themselves in my own family. Maybe you will identify with one or more of them, or have already been diagnosed as having one. Please keep in mind that this is how prevalent digestive disease is. I personally have nine family members (out of twenty-two) who have been formally diagnosed with one or more of these diseases.

  Irritable Bowel Syndrome

  Irritable bowel syndrome (IBS) is a bowel disorder that is usually characterized by chronic abdominal pain, bloating, gas, and generally inconsistent bowel habits. Unfortunately for sufferers, IBS has no single, concrete cause, but we do have some pretty good clues into what might ignite this intestinal fight. Some ideas include brain-to-gut signal problems, GI motor issues, intestinal hypersensitivity, mental health problems (this one I’m not so thrilled with), bacterial infections and/or overgrowth, chemical imbalances, food sensitivity, and genetic predisposition.15

  Because lactose intolerance and IBS have such similar symptoms,16 a trial of a lactose-free diet should probably be recommended by your doctor. If your doctor has not recommended ditching the dairy, and your symptoms have not gotten better, I completely recommend just going ahead and doing this yourself. It won’t hurt you at all to do your own investigation and eliminate dairy. An IBS diagnosis has also been commonly given to patients who eventually discover that they are hosting various pathogens, and/or parasites. If you think that you may have IBS, ask your doctor to be tested for these things, as well as lactose intolerance and celiac disease, in order to rule them out first. This move could save you a lot of time and unnecessary gut ache.

  With IBS, diarrhea or constipation may predominate, or they may alternate, and are classified as IBS-D (diarrhea), IBS-C (constipation), IBS-M (mixed), or IBS-U (un-subtyped).17 I would be an example of someone who had IBS-C. The diagnosis of IBS is one of exclusion, but the symptoms alone are generally pretty tell-tale, especially when other possibilities are ruled out.

  Interestingly, there seems to be a consensus about a few different situations in which sufferers can look back on and recall their symptoms correlating with. These include a stressful life event, (personally, I can definitely trace the commencement of my IBS back to a not-so-hot relationship) a bowel infection or parasite, or the onset of adolescence. People suffering from IBS are more likely to also have acid reflux, chronic fatigue syndrome, fibromyalgia, headaches, and backaches.18

  Although there is no cure for IBS, there are treatments that attempt to relieve symptoms, including recommended dietary adjustments and surgery.19 IBS has no effect on life expectancy, but it is definitely a source of chronic, constant pain, fatigue, and other symptoms. This is a fabulous reason to change your diet and get better holistically. Mother Nature’s remedies are free and fabulous! Here are some startling facts about IBS, the first three of which were taken directly from The National Digestive Diseases Information Clearinghouse (NDDIC):20

  
    	“Up to twenty percent of the American population suffers from IBS.

    	IBS affects almost twice as many women as men.

    	IBS is most often diagnosed in people under the age of forty-five.”21


  

  These last four statistics are from the Canadian Digestive Health Foundation (CDHF):22

  
    	“Patients with IBS miss an average of thirteen work days a year. This represents an annual figure of $8 million of lost productivity.

    	About 40% of IBS sufferers seek medical attention.

    	Acute care inpatient costs for IBS are ranked as the fourth most expensive digestive disease in Canada.

    	Obesity enhances the severity of IBS symptoms.”23


  

  People suffering from IBS usually respond well to whole, easy-to-digest foods. Foods that contain no chemicals and highly absorbable nutrients are key here. For this reason, I personally consume a lot of liquids. I blend or juice fruits and vegetables several times each day, because I now understand that my body needs a break from foods that are more difficult to process. Also, by eliminating highly processed and altered foods, you can lighten the toxin load that is so difficult for your gut to deal with.

  Diverticular Disease

  Diverticular disease is the result of having diverticulosis (the formation of small pouches the bulge outward in your intestinal wall), and diverticulitis (the abscesses and subsequent infections that result from it).24

  There are usually no signs that an individual has diverticulosis, but symptoms associated with diverticulitis are lower-left side stomach pain, fever, and chills. Sufferers might also complain of diarrhea or nausea, while others might report constipation. The severity of symptoms is largely dependent on the extent of the likely infection and subsequent complications. Diverticulitis may get worse as the day goes on, beginning as small pains and/or diarrhea, and gradually developing into vomiting and more pain.25

  The development of this disease is thought to be caused by (drum-roll please!) chronic constipation. A lack of dietary fiber, particularly non-soluble fiber (such as whole grains), may contribute largely to individuals developing diverticular disease.26

  “Americans spend $1,300,069.00 a day on laxatives.”27

  —Paul Chek, holistic health practitioner

  In most cases of uncomplicated diverticulitis accompanied by moderate acute infection, the sufferer can rest at home, limiting food consumption to liquids and repairing their weak intestinal tract with antibiotics.28

  However, recurring episodes or complications may require surgery. Emergency surgery is often inescapable for people whose intestine has ruptured, because a rupture of this nature almost certainly results in an infected abdominal cavity.29 During surgery, a colon-resection may be performed.30

  
    Side note: Mild cases of diverticulitis do not necessarily require treatment of antibiotics. Antibiotics are far too over-prescribed and are mostly unnecessary for mild infection. Antibiotics kill all bacteria in the gut, even friendly bacteria. Without the friendly stuff, the cycle keeps perpetuating. Under the advice of a doctor, sufferers should make sure that their diverticulitis flare-up warrants the use of antibiotics, and try to use preventative measures with this disease instead of post-flare-up medications.
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