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[image: Cover of “Eating Well in Your Prime” by Hélène Mailleux, with subtitle “70 Natural Recipes for Women’s Hormone Health, Midlife, and Menopause.” Credits for photography, illustration, and translation appear on the cover.]
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Preface








I know what some of you are thinking: Am I honestly writing a book about menopause at the age of twenty-eight? It may seem somewhat unusual—I’ll admit that—but although I have yet to experience menopause myself, it is something that will affect every woman at some point. I have also seen firsthand in the lives of my patients and loved ones just how overwhelming it can be. We don’t talk about it very much—it’s almost taboo—but this is a season in a woman’s life when she will face any number of challenges and, at the same time, the very real feeling that no one is able to understand what she is going through.


The silence surrounding menopause is a reflection of a broader reality, which is that the space our society allows women to occupy seems to shrink as they get older. Once a woman turns fifty, her life is supposed to stop and she is meant to make herself as invisible as possible—to disappear—when in reality this is the very moment to celebrate her strength, experience, and resilience. I believe there is something to relish about every chapter in life, and menopause is no exception!


This book is also the fruit of my work as a naturopath. Most of the women I see are going through menopause and come to their appointments with a variety of concerns: hot flashes, sleeping problems, weight gain, vaginal dryness, low energy, etc. We then work together to determine what is causing these symptoms [micronutrient deficiencies, unbalanced gut flora (dysbiosis), hormone imbalance] in order to alleviate them. Naturopathic medicine helps restore balance to the body so that patients can feel well physically and mentally. With that in mind, in this book I wanted to give you the tools to effectively manage menopause through what you eat and pair them with naturopathic strategies (physical activity, stress management, herbal medicine) that will serve you during menopause and well beyond it.


Think of this book as my way of telling you that you are not alone and that you are strong—regardless of your age. In these pages you’ll find advice for relieving menopause symptoms through food and taking care of your health while preserving what is most important: the joy of eating. Because yes, it is possible to do something good for yourself and still savor every bite.


Hélène Mailleux
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Understanding Menopause





Menopause is a natural physiological process that affects all women. It is the result of a series of hormonal changes that mark the end of a woman’s reproductive years. As progesterone and estrogen levels drop, the ovaries gradually stop releasing eggs and the menstrual cycle stops.
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perimenopause, premenopause, and menopause





Premenopause refers to all of the physical and mental changes that take place before the onset of meno-pause. Perimenopause is the period of time before and after your final menstrual cycle. This phase may last several years and includes the year leading up to your last period. When you have not menstruated for twelve consecutive months, perimenopause is over and you have reached menopause.


To best understand menopause, we have to look at the ovarian cycle. This cycle is governed by the follicles located in the ovaries and is divided into the following stages:


[image: A circular diagram shows five stages of the menstrual cycle with labeled sections for follicle development, ovulation, fertilization, and hormone changes. Each stage includes a brief description within its segment.]




The taboo of menopause


Unfortunately, menopause is still somewhat of a taboo subject, particularly in a society where a woman’s worth is often tied to her age and ability to bear children. It is also not something many women look forward to because it can be such a lonely time when many women are ashamed of what is happening to them. This pushes them to keep quiet instead of asking questions to understand what is going on in their bodies.


Menopause is generally believed to be the end of some part of a woman’s life. Yet in other cultures and traditional Chinese medicine, the end of menstruation is known as the “second spring”—not an end, then, but a time of renewal and the beginning of a new season in life.


This is a period of transition that can absolutely be enjoyed and made easier with lifestyle changes that complement medical care. For women who suffer from premenstrual syndrome, endometriosis, adenomyosis, and other problems linked to menstruation, menopause can also be a synonym for liberation, relief, and peace.


Menopause is a chance to rethink your habits and create new ones that will help you transition smoothly into this stage of life. The goal of this book is to approach menopause through food. Adding the essential nutrients and micronutrients you’ll find in these recipes to your plate each day will equip you to manage a variety of symptoms.
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menopause symptoms


Menopause has many symptoms that may appear earlier or later depending on the person. Here are some of them:


[image: A series of colorful bubbles displays common menopause symptoms: hot flashes, night sweats, sleep problems, joint pain, vaginal dryness, irregular or heavier periods, weight gain, fatigue, irritability, and incontinence.]




What you should know about weight gain


An initial drop in hormone levels is often observed around the age of forty: This is what is known as perimenopause. The symptoms are identical to those of premenopause, but are usually milder. To cope with this hormone depletion, the body initiates a completely natural and healthy process: weight gain.


Yes, you read that right. Adipose tissue (fat) can bridge this hormonal gap by contributing to estrogen production. Many of my patients and other women I know resist this weight gain by trying as hard as they can to restrict their food intake, increase their physical activity, and eliminate certain foods from their diet. They end up falling into a vicious cycle in which their menopause symptoms actually become more pronounced. If we allow those pounds onto our bodies, this surplus adipose tissue reduces the drop in our hormone levels and symptoms are milder or, in certain women, completely absent.


It’s important to keep in mind that there may be other factors contributing to weight gain that are not related to menopause. For example, I often observe that women who are having trouble managing weight gain have reduced their consumption of plant and animal proteins and tend to have a sedentary lifestyle.







Menopause can also cause or exacerbate health issues that are linked to hormonal changes like osteoporosis, cardiovascular disease, diabetes, depression, and bladder/urinary tract issues.





In this book, I’ll guide you through all kinds of recipes created specifically for menopause symptoms and their related risks. Every one of these recipes is anti-inflammatory and designed to promote hormonal balance. You’ll learn about the key nutrients and micro-nutrients for a healthy menopause and enjoy eating at the same time.
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managing stress during menopause





Hormonal fluctuations during menopause can affect the nervous system, which for some women will mean an increased sensitivity to stress. The symptoms themselves (hot flashes, sleep problems, mood swings) can also contribute to this stress.


Managing stress needs to be high priority during this stage of your life especially. Here are a few tips to make it easier.




Manage your time and commitments


Don’t be afraid to take time for yourself and say no to commitments that are not important. Knowing what helps you unwind and find rest is key. It doesn’t matter what this looks like for you: It might be a walk outdoors, crafting, gardening, quality time with loved ones, reading, or time spent cooking. Avoiding overload and giving yourself time devoted to some kind of relaxing activity will help reduce stress.







Eat a well-balanced and varied diet


This is what this book is all about. A healthy diet helps reduce stress during menopause whereas certain foods, like those high in sugar and saturated fat, can make symptoms worse. Eating nutritious foods that are rich in micronutrients is a better approach.







Seek out social support


This is so important during menopause. As I mentioned earlier, it can still sometimes feel like a taboo subject. Be proactive and share your concerns, your experiences, your challenges, and your successes with the people around you. The simple act of talking about what you might be feeling will help relieve stress and keep you from feeling like you’re totally alone during this time of transition.





12



Cardiac coherence breathing


This practice relieves anxiety and tension in the body to promote both physical and mental relaxation as well as general well-being. It is an excellent tool for stress management, synchronizing your heartbeat with your breath, dealing with difficult emotions, and can even improve digestion.


Belly breathing—the technique used to stimulate cardiac coherence—stimulates the vagus nerve. The vagus nerve is the major relaxation nerve and influences all of the digestive organs as well. Stimulating this nerve activates the parasympathetic nervous system, which is responsible for digestion. When we are under stress, our stress hormones actually inhibit the parasympathetic nervous system and put us on alert by triggering the sympathetic nervous system.





[image: Diagram showing steps for cardiac coherence: breathe slowly 6 times a minute for 5 minutes, 3 times daily (morning, noon, evening). Inhale 5 seconds, exhale 5 seconds, focusing on abdominal breathing.]




Maintain regular physical activity


Exercise and movement reduce stress by releasing endorphins, which are feel-good hormones that improve your mood. When we talk about physical activity, we have a tendency to think of physically intense or competitive activities. This is why I prefer the term “movement” which hints at a gentler approach. Choose an activity that you enjoy so you can practice it regularly and find pleasure in it.
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movement and physical activity during menopause





Being sedentary makes us sick—all of the scientific studies agree on this. It is a major risk factor for cardiovascular disease, bone density loss, weight gain, obesity, and metabolic disorders. Here are some concrete ways to (re)incorporate regular physical activity into your life to make menopause less challenging.


The benefits of physical activity during menopause


[image: Infographic showing benefits of physical activity during menopause: fewer hot flashes, stronger bones, better weight control, improved mood. Includes exercise tips: cardio, strength training, balance exercises.]
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limiting exposure to endocrine disruptors





The endocrine system regulates hormone production and release in the body and endocrine disruptors are chemicals that can interfere with how it functions. These substances cause problems by mimicking, blocking, or altering the action of your natural hormones.


Several studies have examined the link between exposure to endocrine disruptors and menopause symptoms like hot flashes, joint pain, and vaginal dryness.


A study published in Environmental Health Perspectives1 revealed that women exposed to high levels of endocrine disruptors like phthalates and bisphenols were more likely to suffer from hot flashes and night sweats. In addition, these chemical compounds have been found to affect the health of vaginal tissues and make vaginal dryness worse. These substances—which are found in most traditional cosmetic products, perfumes, and plastic packaging for food and nonfood items—can disrupt hormonal balance and exacerbate the vasomotor symptoms associated with menopause.


Other research2 has shown that the chemicals present in plastics and pesticides may contribute to chronic inflammation and joint pain. Another study published in Environmental Research showed a link between pesticide exposure and an increased risk of joint pain in menopausal women.







My tips for limiting exposure to endocrine disruptors in daily life


[image: A three-column list covers skincare routines, eco-friendly cleaning tips, and ways to avoid BPA plastics. Certain ingredients and key terms appear highlighted in yellow, green, or blue within the text.]




	
1 https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/s0048969721072880.


	
2 https://ehp.niehs.nih.gov/doi/10.1289/isee.2021.p-441.
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[image: A snippet of a health tips infographic lists: avoid aluminum utensils, choose organic foods to lower pesticide intake, and pick non-toxic home products to reduce chemical exposure.]




naturopathic support during menopause





A large portion of my work as a naturopath involves helping women deal with the challenges of menopause. This phase in life can be accompanied by a range of troublesome symptoms that you, my reader, may also be dealing with in your daily life.


Naturopathy offers a holistic, personalized wellness approach to help you move through this season comfortably and peacefully. Together, you and your naturopath can create a plan that will respond to your individual needs while keeping in mind your medical history, symptoms, and lifestyle.


Natural treatment methods can act as a complement to your regular medical care to help balance your hormones. Combining these approaches with healthy and tasty recipes offers even greater support for your hormonal well-being and will ease your transition through menopause.
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Building a Healthy Plate during Menopause







Menopause through Diet


Menopause is much more than the end of your period—it’s an opportunity to rethink your relationship with food and revitalize your body with healthy snacks and meals. I have put together a selection of recipes to help you do just that.


Instead of cutting out certain foods altogether, the naturopathic approach adds raw and living foods to your diet to fill you up with vitamins, minerals, and essential nutrients in order to boost your energy levels, immune system, and hormonal balance.


With this in mind, we need to highlight a few of these key nutrients: protein, fiber, calcium, vitamins D and K, omega-3, and zinc. Foods containing these nutrients help the body synthesize hormones to cope with the drop in estrogen and progesterone that is responsible for menopause symptoms.


As you read through this book, you’ll discover delicious and creative ways to add these important ingredients to your own plate. Whether you’re looking for comfort food, energizing smoothies, or simple everyday meals, I’ve made sure that each recipe not only tastes amazing but is also beneficial for your overall health.
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what kinds of foods should i be putting on my plate?





Make sure you’re getting enough protein


Including the right amount of protein in your diet is important for muscle and bone health, weight management, and hormone regulation. During menopause, eating protein promotes optimal body composition and helps preserve muscle mass and strength. Protein is also critical for bone health because it provides the amino acids that are necessary for bone tissue formation and repair.


Managing your weight can become difficult during menopause because of the metabolic and hormonal changes at work in the body. Getting enough protein stabilizes blood sugar, increases satiety, and also promotes neurotransmitter production. Neurotransmitters are chemical messengers that influence our mood, motivation, sleep, and more.




How much protein should I be eating?





1 or 2 grams for every kilogram you weigh (a kilogram is equal to 2.2 pounds)


Example: A woman who weighs 75 kg (165 lbs) needs:


75 × 1 = 75 g


to


75 × 2 = 150 g


(5.3 ounces) of protein spread out over the day.







Protein content
















	1 egg

	6 g of protein






	3.5oz (100 g) fromage blanc (sheep or goat’s milk)

	7 g of protein






	3.5 oz (100 g) skyr yogurt (sheep or goat’s milk)

	10 g of protein






	3.5 oz (100 g) fatty fish (sardine, mackerel, herring, salmon, etc.)

	13 g of protein






	3.5 oz (100 g) oilseeds

	15 g of protein






	3.5 oz (100 g) white meat (chicken, turkey)

	20 g of protein






	3.5 oz (100 g) cheese

	20 g of protein









You will find a more detailed list of foods on page 38.





Be careful not to confuse the portion size of a particular food with the actual amount of protein you are getting. For example, 100 grams of chicken, lentils, or tofu does not contain 100 grams of protein. In reality, 100 grams of chicken contains 20 to 23 grams of protein, whereas 100 grams of cooked lentils contains 9 grams. All foods are made up of water, fiber, lipids, and other nutrients. This reduces the amount of protein they contain. It is therefore essential to get protein from a variety of different foods to make sure your body is getting what it needs.
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Eat more fiber


Fiber plays an important role in maintaining digestive health: It helps keep bowel movements regular, prevents constipation, and promotes healthy gut bacteria (this is because fiber contains prebiotics that nourish the probiotics in the intestines). Hormonal fluctuations during menopause can slow digestion, and fiber is especially important during this time.


Fiber can also regulate blood sugar levels and increase feelings of satiety, which can be useful if you are trying to manage your weight. If you haven’t already, take a look at “What you should know about weight gain” (page 10).


[image: Line graph with three curves for blood glucose: red (high GI) rises sharply then drops, orange (medium GI) rises moderately, green (low GI) rises slowly and stays stable. A line marks normal blood glucose.]


Soluble fiber


Fiber helps lower the glycemic index (GI) of the foods we eat. Soluble fiber in particular slows down digestion and carbohydrate absorption in the intestine. It is found in foods like oats, legumes, apples, and citrus fruits.
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