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‘I have had the great pleasure of hearing Delia 
McCabe speak on numerous occasions. Her 

extensive knowledge of the importance of feed-
ing and nourishing the brain is not only inspir-

ing, but has taught me so much about taking 
care of my own health. The information Delia 

shares is fuelled by her passion for healthy living 
and backed with solid research and facts. This 
book is a must read for anyone serious about 

taking care of their health!’
— Jane Kerr

‘I’m the lowest weight I’ve been in twenty years 
and it’s been so easy. I eat more and enjoy food 
more, and never count calories because I know 

that feeding my brain has helped my body 
become balanced! And I have no cravings! My 
brain is more focused and sharp, and my mem-
ory — which was always good — is now super 
sharp! I’ve got loads of energy again and even 
my sleep has improved. Every day I’m grateful 
for what Delia has taught me — it has trans-

formed my life!’
— Rae Antony

‘Delia’s warm approach and clear communica-
tion skills have left guests mesmerized by her 
knowledge and ability to convert solid science 

into practical day-to-day advice. To see her 
healthy glow is a testament and a reflection of 
all the sayings — “Practice what you preach”, 

“You are what you eat” — Delia “talks the talk 
and walks the walk”! It shows in every facet 

of her being. She is truly captivating! A highly 
intelligent, motivated woman, Delia’s approach 
is simple: keep it real and apply knowledge in 

practical ways.’
— Gregg Cave, Director and General Manager, 

Gaia Retreat and Spa

‘Learning from Delia is a true privilege. By 
applying what I learned from Delia my think-
ing is sharper, I am more focused, creative and 

enthusiastic, and my emotions are far more 
stable than ever before … it is TRULY amazing! 

For the first time in a long time, I have more 
control over how I feel — both physically and 
emotionally — and that, on its own, has been 
powerful as I live a super-busy life filled with 

continual challenges. ’
— Emily Gowor, author, speaker and entrepreneur

‘Watching my mother deteriorate after a diag-
nosis of Early Onset Dementia has motivated 
me to engage in healthier lifestyle choices as 
a means of prolonging onset (or better still) 

PREVENTING the development of Dementia in 
the future. I therefore felt privileged to be able 
to attend Delia’s “Feed Your Brain” Workshop 
with an aim of nurturing my brain with more 

valuable (and scientifically driven) knowl-
edge of brain health. Delia’s focus is centred 

on proactive (preventable) actions rather than 
medically driven reactive solutions to chronic 
illness and disease. I am not a scientist, doc-

tor, researcher or academic but I now feel like I 

have the understanding and skills to further my 
knowledge of brain health and to use a holistic 
approach to preventative health that my family 

and I deserve.’
— Jennifer Chastre

‘Delia’s insight into what the brain needs to 
be fed — and what it’s not getting anymore 
— explains the energy, weight, fatigue and 

memory woes that are plaguing the modern 
brain! Using a unique mix of psychology and 
neurology, Delia’s genius around the stressed 
brain, sugar addictions, caffeine cravings and 
the ever-expanding muffin-top waistline, are 

unsurpassed! Delia provides hope, answers and 
solutions!’

— Tanya Targett 

‘I will always remember the first day I saw Delia 
speak. I felt she was speaking directly to me 

and I had quiet tears rolling down my face as 
I realized there may be help for the way I was 
feeling. I can’t imagine what my health would 
be like now if I hadn’t heard Delia speak and 
subsequently made the changes that she rec-
ommended. Delia summarizes complex sci-

ence beautifully, and enabled me to implement 
changes at home which resulted in positive out-
comes for us all, including my young son whose 
concentration and approach to school work has 

improved.’
— K. Guthrie

‘Delia’s extensive knowledge and research, which 
covers a range of complimentary topics related 
to brain health — including fats and oils — is 

delivered with an authentic passion and personal 
humility that always makes her listeners want 
to learn more! Delia has mastered her delivery 
of scientific and sometimes complicated brain-
focused content, so that it’s easily understood 

and appreciated, and can be applied to our daily 
lives. Delia is one of the most trusted health 

advocates I know. I am always inspired to follow 
her guidance after watching her speak. Always!’

— Jenni Madison, Coconut Magic

‘Delia has an insatiable knowledge of the rela-
tionship between food, mental health and exer-
cise. Working as a dentist, in community health, 

I am aware of the complex issues surrounding 
mental health, but it has been Delia who has 
been an important reference for information 

about the impact of food on the mind and the 
body with the necessary focus on prevention.’

— Dr Susan Stagg BDSC

‘Attending a talk given by Delia, I was com-
pletely amazed at her knowledge and insight. I’m 

not sure how she crammed so much amazing 
and thought-provoking information into that 
hour and a half — it must have taken years of 

research to condense and present the life-chang-
ing information Delia shared in such a concise 

and simple way! I wanted more at the end, as did 
everyone else in the audience!’
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To my husband — my best friend — and my 
children, who have patiently listened to my 

excited explanations of why feeding the brain is so 
important, and encouraged me to share this message 

with others who want to feel the fabulous  
benefits too.

Delia McCabe has a Master’s degree in Psychology but lost 
her enthusiasm for the ‘talking cure’ when she discovered that 

what you eat affects your brain function directly, and that 
until the brain is properly nourished, no amount of talking 

will get it working optimally. Instead, Delia decided to devote 
her time to extensively researching what the brain needs 

to function at its highest potential. The result is her unique 
seven-step plan that helps people to modify their eating habits 

without adding stress to their lives. She has seen time and 
again that the right diet can have a dramatic influence on 

one’s memory, mood, ability to focus and stress levels. Apart 
from presenting workshops and conducting seminars, Delia is 
also presently completing her PhD, focused on the effects that 
specific nutrients have on female stress levels. Find out more 

about Delia and her work at www.lighterbrighteryou.life.
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Disclaimer
This book is a general guide only and should never be a substitute for the skill, 
knowledge and experience of a qualified medical professional dealing with the 
facts, circumstances and symptoms of a particular case. The nutritional, medical 
and health information presented in this book is based on the research, training 
and professional experience of the author, and is true and complete to the best 
of their knowledge. However, this book is intended only as an informative guide; 
it is not intended to replace or countermand the advice given by the reader’s 
personal physician. Because each person and situation is unique, the author 
and the publisher urge the reader to check with a qualified healthcare profes-
sional before using any procedure where there is a question as to its appropri-
ateness. The author, publisher and their distributors are not responsible for any 
adverse effects or consequences resulting from the use of the information in this 
book. It is the responsibility of the reader to consult a physician or other quali-
fied healthcare professional regarding their personal care. This book contains 
references to products that may not be available everywhere. The intent of the 
information provided is to be helpful; however, there is no guarantee of results 
associated with the information provided. 
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Preface

‘If I could just follow one thought about a task that needs doing, and get that task done, I’d 
be fine,’ Mary* confided in me. She had been under a lot of stress lately and was battling 

to complete tasks efficiently. ‘It’s as if I start a task and another thought gets in the way, and 
then I start that task and another jumps out at me. I really don’t know what to do about it!’ 
She mentioned that if she carried on like this her family would think she was losing her 
mind. I could see she was anxious and distressed, scared that her thoughts were too scat-
tered for her to be able to function effectively.

‘I just can’t seem to think straight anymore,’ Tom* said to me. He had explained that he 
was feeling quite down, and was lacking energy. He had tried a detox diet and it had only 
left him feeling worse. He told me that he felt he was losing his edge. ‘The younger guys in 
the office are gaining on me, and if I don’t get my act together, I’m sure I’ll end up losing 
my job!’ As he shakily reached for another swallow of his large cup of coffee, I knew he 
was feeling pretty desperate. 

‘Ever since I came down with the flu, I’ve felt really depressed. Although I’m well now, 
I just can’t seem to shake this blue feeling. I was already feeling overwhelmed at work, and 
with my teenage sons, but now I feel much worse. I always used to have so much energy 
and could just keep going, but that’s also changed. And I’m putting on weight!’ Kathy* 
spoke quickly, and laughed, trying to make light of how she felt, and I could see that she 
was feeling guilty about what she saw as complaining. 

More alarmingly, a young teenage girl, overhearing my discussion with a family mem-
ber, said that she also needed some ‘brain food’! She said she felt as if her memory was 
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A real interest in and fascination with the brain has been growing rapidly in recent dec-
ades, parallel to the astonishing advances science has made in looking inside our living 

brains. ‘Seeing’ inside a living brain gives us a glimpse of this magnificent organ in action. 
We now understand that, like the body, the brain is made up of flesh and blood and can be 
influenced by the same things that affect our body. 

Using sophisticated technology, we can now see where activity is taking place in the 
brain and how much energy is being used in those specific areas. We can even get a very 
good idea of the health of the brain by using specific imaging techniques that tell us where 
damage has occurred and where tumours are hiding.

Without these forms of technology, the brain would have remained a mystery to us, 
just as it was up until the early twentieth century. Prior to these advancements, the only 
way people could study the brain was to look at it after death had arrived. 

The first technique used in 1918 to investigate the brain was dangerous and painful. A 
technique called pneumoencephalography, pioneered by American neurosurgeon Dr Walter 
Dandy, drained cerebrospinal fluid (CSF) from around the brain and replaced it with air, ena-
bling the subsequent change in the density of the brain relative to its surroundings to provide 
clear x-ray images of the organ. This was obviously a risky undertaking, with bleeding and 
infection as possible outcomes, but it was also dangerous because it increased the pressure 
inside the brain and was intensely painful! However, it allowed us to see both the surface 
of the brain and its ventricles, which was a huge breakthrough. The development of pain-
less scanning techniques took us out of the dark ages and into a new world of possibilities, 

failing her and worried about whether it was going to get worse. She thought she was too 
young to be experiencing memory challenges, but felt that her memory had been better 
when she was younger.

When I asked each of these people whether they thought food could help them feel 
better, they looked at me in astonishment. ‘How can food help me think sharper?’ ‘Keep 
my thoughts in order?’ ‘And not be depressed?’, they all asked individually. Countless oth-
ers have replied in a similar way to the same question.

Fortunately for them (and for you), I’ve been thinking about and researching those 
exact questions for many years, and wrote this book to show you how food can help your 
brain (and the rest of you) stay happy, healthy and young for as long as possible. You see, 
this book will show you that when you feed your brain, you can change your life. 

These people’s challenges are examples of the many experiences I regularly hear about. 
Unfortunately, many people also contact me online and discuss their emotional distress 
with me, citing anxiety and depression as the two biggest burdens that they bear, day in 
and day out. They fear they are alone with these challenges, not realizing that there are 
millions of people who feel the same way, and who are suffering real distress because they 
can’t find relief in anything but a tablet, which is short-lived anyway, and which comes 
with horrid side effects.

When you give your brain the nutrients it needs to function optimally, you naturally 
improve your mood, your weight stabilizes and you start losing weight if you need to. Your 
brain works more efficiently, improving learning potential, focus and memory and you 
become lighter in mood and weight, and brighter in outlook and cognitive capacity. Due 
to the brain being the ‘greediest’ organ in the body, when it is satisfied it sets off a wonder-
ful ‘domino effect’ or cascade of improved health on every level.  

* Names have been changed to protect the individual’s identity.
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autism and severely challenging learning disorders are also on the rise among our youth. 
Data collected from 187 countries, reported in the 2010 Global Burden of Diseases, 

Injuries and Risk Factors Study, highlighted that mental disorders and substance abuse 
combined were the leading cause of non-fatal illness, contributing to nearly 23 per cent 
of the total global disease burden. Another alarming statistic is that 11 per cent of the US 
population over the age of twelve is using antidepressant medication. Americans alone 
spent more than US$11 billion on antidepressants in 2010. 

Almost half of the Australian population will experience a mental illness in their life-
time and between 2008 and 2009, AU$743 million was spent on mental health medica-
tions in this country. The cost of mental illness in the UK is £77 billion, greater than heart 
disease and cancer combined. These are alarming figures, even more so when you consider 
that it is not just middle-aged patients who are visiting their doctor to get prescriptions 
filled for mind-altering medications. 

Millions of children are also being diagnosed with mental health challenges too, often 
starting with ADHD medication and then moving on to other varieties of potent phar-
maceuticals. In fact, there is startling research that reveals that people who are treated for 
an initial mental illness episode are significantly more susceptible to increased episodes of 
more severe mental challenges. So the child treated for ADHD with Ritalin is more likely 
to experience more severe psychological distress over time than the child who was not 
treated with any type of medication at all. Millions of children are also being treated with 
antidepressants, something that was quite unheard of a few decades ago.

It would be a very naïve and simplistic explanation to suggest that the dramatic change 
in diet over the past few decades is the only reason speople are suffering from increased 
mental health challenges. There are, of course, a multitude of converging reasons for 
a mental health problem to occur. The environment, which includes the toxins we are 
exposed to, as well as the stress that we experience, and our genetic predisposition, all 
influence mental health. However, the brain, being made from the same flesh and blood 
as the rest of the body, requires specific nutrients to operate optimally. It will become less 
capable of managing effectively in the overwhelming world we find ourselves in today if it 

although it was only in 1977 that we actually got to see what the brain had been hiding with 
the development of human magnetic resonance imaging (MRI). Since then, the technology 
that is allowing us to investigate the last frontier of human anatomy has been growing in leaps 
and bounds. We can now produce images of neural pathways using diffusion tensor imaging 
(DTI), which shows us where connections between neurons exist and how they communicate 
with each other. Having gained knowledge of the actual brain structures, this new technology 
allows us to look at how neurons function and, ultimately, how the billions of neurons within 
the magnificent brain work together so beautifully.

Although we have uncovered many of its mysteries to date, there is still so much more 
to discover about the brain. Apart from being an organ made of flesh and blood, and being 
such a fascinating area of science to investigate, the brain has a deeper, more personal 
meaning to us. It is the seat of our entire being: it underpins how we love, how we hate, 
how we grieve and the way we think, plan, imagine, consider, dream and learn. It also 
co-ordinates our emotions and desires with our body so we laugh, feel fear or experience 
anticipation. How we move and play is according to its directives and the interactions that 
take place within its soft and spongy universe. 

The brain itself is a physical organ held in place by the hard bones of our skull, but what 
is more fascinating is the mind that it holds within — something which is unique to each 
of us. Without the brain, there would be no mind and there would be no you! Your mind 
is forever changing and growing as you add to your experiences of life, so it is an evolving 
and deeply personal part of you. 

There is nothing more central to a fulfilling life than an optimally functioning brain. 
If you want to preserve your mind and who you are in essence, you have to focus on pre-
serving your brain. Because thinking is a pattern of cellular activity that occurs across a 
vast network of cells, chemicals, membranes and molecules, it is possible to influence the 
brain’s functioning in the same way that we influence our body’s functioning. 

With a worldwide ageing population and cases of dementia, as well as severe depression 
and anxiety, alarmingly on the rise, the need to look after your brain optimally has never been 
more important. Cases of attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), Asperger’s disorder, 
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group, the group who were smart and doing well, didn’t! When I discovered this, I made 
a decision to investigate why this should be the case and in so doing, made the decision 
that being a therapist wasn’t going to work for me. So you could call me a disillusioned or 
cynical would-be psychologist!

Many years later I have found that most people do not associate what they eat with how 
their brain is functioning. If they are forgetful, or moody, or battling to learn something 
new, they often look for other reasons to explain why they are feeling that way. What they 
eat never seems to come up for discussion. In addition, they reach for another coffee, or a 
chocolate bar, hoping that the energy-high won’t wear off as quickly as it did the last time.

So I decided to write a book to explain why certain foods are great for maintaining 
great mental health, stable moods, improved focus and concentration, as well as enhanced 
memory capacity. Feeding your brain what it needs is a natural way to feel happier and 
enjoy more stable moods. As a result, you will also lose weight and improve your cognitive 
ability — leading to a lighter and brighter you! 

If you know what various nutrients do in your brain and why they are critically impor-
tant for optimal brain function, you’ll be better equipped to choose your foods appro-
priately. Food is actually information and it can lead to optimal brain functioning, or 
dysfunction. We live in a super sophisticated and complex world. Navigating this world 
and thriving within its complexity produces levels of stress that we have not encountered 
as a species before. A stressed brain uses up more nutrients than a calm, relaxed brain, 
and also produces many more damaging cells called free radicals. This is one of the pri-
mary reasons why eating the right kinds of foods to support brain health is a real priority 
today, if you want to keep your cognitive edge. As an added bonus, there are no negative 
side effects from feeding your brain optimally! Extra energy, glowing skin, weight loss and 
improved moods are great side effects and no one is ever going to complain about that!

Fortunately, my psychology training did come in handy at various points during this 
journey of discovery, especially in how I share this knowledge because I understand why 
most people don’t make positive changes in their life. Too much information presented too 
quickly and in too much detail may lead to interest initially, especially if it offers long-term 

is not nourished properly. This book is an explanation of the basic nutritional principles 
(and some extra non-nutritional ones) the brain needs to operate optimally. These prin-
ciples should form the foundation of your wellbeing so you can cope more efficiently and 
even thrive in the complex world we live in today. You will learn how to create a lighter, 
brighter you by supplying your brain with what it needs for optimum functioning.

Your brain and food
Fortunately, there is scientific proof to support the fact that what you eat can and does 
directly influence your mood, behaviour, concentration, learning and memory. You can 
literally feed your brain to be happy or sad and help it to learn and remember things much 
more efficiently, simply by changing the type of foods you eat. 

Every meal and snack you consume, or feed your family, is either supporting healthy 
brain function or undermining it. Thankfully, you do not need to swallow horrid concoc-
tions or eat boring, bland food to support your brain’s glowing health. When you keep in 
mind that the best food is unprocessed and natural, and you learn how to make it tasty and 
enticing with the right fats, herbs and spices, you will enjoy supporting your brain, which is 
also your hungriest organ. And you will naturally find yourself feeling lighter and brighter!

My academic background is in psychology, not nutrition. But after twenty years of 
research into how nutrition influences brain function, I’ve had to learn a lot about food 
and what it does for the brain.  

I came to study food and how it influences brain function when I realized that being 
a talking therapist was not for me. In fact, I felt that I would be dishonest if I tried to talk 
someone ‘better’, especially as I’d already discovered that many people who feel bad psy-
chologically eat poorly. It happened like this.

While completing my Master of Psychology degree, I was working with a group of 
very smart adolescents. Although they were all capable of achieving well at school, many 
were, in fact, doing very poorly. I had a bit of extra space on one of the questionnaires I’d 
asked them to complete, so I threw in a few questions about what their favourite foods 
were. All the adolescents who were battling at school loved junk food, whereas the control 
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Let’s have a look at a few of the wondrous things most people don’t know about the brain:

• The brain weighs between 1.3 to 1.4 kg (2.9 to 3.1 lbs) and is only about 2 per cent of 
your body weight. 

• It uses 25 per cent of the oxygen that you breathe, which is every fourth breath, to put 
it into context.

• It uses up to half of the glucose that your body produces from carbohydrates for its 
energy requirements.

• Each unit of brain tissue needs 22 times the amount of metabolic energy compared 
to the same amount of muscle tissue. 

• The brain uses 20 per cent of the heart’s output of blood (i.e. 25 times more blood 
than the equivalent weight of resting tissue).

• One-fifth of the heart’s activity is in the service of the brain.

• At any given moment in time, your brain is receiving and processing approximately 
100 million pieces of information.

• You will lose consciousness in about 8 to 10 seconds, if the blood supply to your brain 
is cut off.

• There are anywhere from 1000 to 10,000 synapses (links between brain cells) for 
each neuron.

• There are 160,000 kilometres (100,000 miles) of blood vessels in the brain — the 
distance it would take you to go around the world approximately four times.

• In response to mental activity, the brain continues to grow new neurons.

• Information can travel between neurons as slowly as 0.5 metres (1.6 feet) per sec-
ond, or as fast as 120 metres (390 feet) per second, which is about 430 kilometres 
(268 miles) per hour.

• It is a myth that humans only use 10 per cent of their brain. All the parts of the brain 
are used; however, some people use their brains more efficiently than others.

• Every time you blink (20,000 times per day) the brain steps in and keeps the world 
illuminated for your neurons so that everything doesn’t go black. 

solutions to unpleasant problems; however, eventually it will be discarded because no one 
can make a lot of changes in a short time. New habits take time to become part of a per-
son’s daily routine because new neural pathways have to be established and this doesn’t 
happen overnight. 

This book is divided into seven chapters. Each chapter contains information about a dif-
ferent topic, directly related to brain function. The aim is to incorporate each of the seven 
steps into your life so that your brain becomes well nourished and can serve you in the best 
way possible. You will find a number of aims at the start of each chapter — these are the 
things I want you to take away from the chapter. In addition, each chapter is made up of 
small sections, each with a heading that relates to what the section is about. If you simply 
want to scan the headings and read what is interesting to you first, then go ahead. If you 
want more in-depth knowledge, then you should read each chapter in its entirety, as well as 
the information boxes. At the end of each chapter I have provided you with an action plan 
to give you an idea of how to implement that chapter’s information into your life. 

Although the book starts with a ‘non-food’ chapter, it is an introduction into how you 
can start nourishing your brain in ways that you may not have considered before. From 
Chapter 2 onwards, the discussion on the role of food in brain health will unfold, reveal-
ing how you can transform your life by feeding your brain. In addition, I’ve provided the 
basic nutritional science of what your brain likes and needs, what it doesn’t like and what 
damages it. If you want to find out more about the research, the reference list at the end of 
the book is a good place to start. 

Some important brain facts
Concentration, focus, memory and mood all occur across an enormous network of sophis-
ticated, interconnecting brain cells, called neurons. Each of these specialized cells depends 
on an optimal supply of nutrients from the food we eat, in order to work smoothly and 
efficiently. Without the right nutrients your brain is incapable of working effectively. In 
addition, simply adding a multi-nutrient, like a vitamin tablet or a green drink, to a poor 
diet isn’t going to do the trick either.
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ability is ‘neuroplasticity’. The brain’s grey matter is made up of millions of neurons which 
can thicken or shrink, and the connections between these neurons can be strengthened 
or weakened, or new ones can be created. This is where new skills and abilities are first 
created, and then we can act them out because our brain has a new neural pathway. These 
changes on the physical terrain of the brain give new instructions to the body, which 
manifest as new abilities and skills. When you forget someone’s name or why you walked 
into a room, this is a sign of weakening connections to that memory. So you can focus on 
keeping the connections strong and robust and forging new ones, or you can allow your 
brain to shrink and therefore become diminished as a person in the process. If you have 
read this far, you aren’t going to let that happen. 

In one research study led by Dr Sabia, over 5000 men and women were followed for a 
period of seventeen years, with the aim of looking at what their lifestyles were like and how 
they aged cognitively. The results were fascinating and showed how much control we have 
over how our brain ages, as the number of unhealthy behaviours (smoking, low physical 
activity, low fresh produce consumption), and the duration of these behaviours were asso-
ciated with cognitive decline in later life. 

Another recent study led by Dr Tasnime Akbaraly examined the impact of diet on 
overall health in older people and found that a high intake of fried and sweet foods, as well 
as processed foods, red meat, refined grains and high-fat dairy products led to less healthy 
outcomes than a diet focused on whole foods, such as wholegrains, polyunsaturated fats, 
nuts and fruit and vegetables. In addition, they found that mental and cognitive func-
tion was influenced negatively by poor food choices. These studies are robust in that they 
examine the person and their food choices over a long period of time.

So, the current research into the brain indicates very clearly that cognitive decline is 
not inevitable with ageing. We can take very practical and simple steps to maintain our 
cognitive health throughout our lives due to neuroplasticity and the brain’s ability to create 
new pathways. As individuals, we have to take responsibility for our own cognitive health, 
in an ever-ageing population.

Another large research study led by Dr Martin Loef looked at factors that led to good 

Three concepts to grasp about brain function

We can break down the approach to brain function into three very broad concepts. 
The first area assesses what the actual hardware of the brain needs to perform 

optimally. So, looking at the cells (neurons) and their supporting cells (the glia) in specific 
areas of the brain, as well as the various specialized chemicals and electrical impulses 
that move around in the brain, we get a good idea of what they all require to perform 
their duties effectively. The second area involves examining the feelings or emotions that 
you experience, such as love, frustration, devotion, irritability and compassion. Memory, 
learning and focus also fall into this domain, although they are not feelings but cognitive 
states of mind and mental capacities. It’s a private and personal area. No one can see 
these feelings or mental states, yet they are real. The aim is to increase the amount 
of feelings that you enjoy experiencing, and improve cognitive functioning in a simple 
and direct way by feeding your brain optimally. The third area is the result of these two 
areas interacting. The external manifestation of what is going on inside your head is your 
behaviour, which can include your facial expressions, your actions and movements, and 
the words you utter. When something goes wrong in the flesh of your brain, the hardware, 
your emotions and cognitive capacity will be influenced, and then as a consequence, your 
behaviour. This is why it’s easier to first work on what is going wrong in your brain before 
we try to change your feelings and behaviour. This is why the ‘talking cure’ can be very 
frustrating for both the therapist and the client when the client’s brain is malnourished. 

Lifestyle choices and cognitive wellbeing
Lifestyle choices will influence both physical wellbeing and mental health. Research shows 
this clearly today. Research also shows clearly that cognitive decline isn’t inevitable with 
age and that there are, in fact, specific things you can do and others you can avoid that may 
prevent your cognitive decline. And having genes that may predispose you to poor mental 
health is not your destiny. After all, only one-third of the way you age is determined by your 
genetic make-up, the other two-thirds are under your control. 

How the brain changes due to experience and learning is a physical occurrence in the 
brain’s ‘hardware’, with psychological and behavioural results. The technical name for this 
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our loved ones and friends. Using food to keep your brain working well, once you know 
which are the best brain-supportive foods, is the simplest way to stay sharp. Because nutri-
ents go to work very quickly to either support great mental function or to undermine it, you 
can quickly see a cognitive ‘result’ after eating. Although coffee can give you a very quick 
energy ‘hit’, a snack that provides good fats, protein and unrefined carbohydrates, like a 
handful of almonds or goji berries or sun-dried tomatoes, will provide an energy boost that 
won’t drop off quickly because it helps keep blood glucose levels stable. 

Eating well to support your brain is also really simple once you know how. After all, it’s 
a lot simpler than following complex computer games, doing Sudoku and crossword puz-
zles, and learning a new language, although these activities also improve cognitive func-
tion. But you can’t really do them as regularly as eating! 

Maybe you’re curious about how food can improve your brain? The simple answer is 
that food can help to:

• improve your clarity of mind

• increase your speed of thinking or cognitive processing

• enhance your ability to pay attention 

• lengthen the amount of time you can concentrate for

• improve your memory and learning capacity, and

• improve and sustain your positive mood. 

Today we often eat more because of the pleasure of eating, rather than because we are driv-
en from an internal desire to satisfy true hunger. The natural environment that surrounded 
us during early human existence didn’t always provide us with a reliable and regular food 
supply. We had to adjust to this variability in food supply, and our adaptive mechanisms 
for handling this situation involved our consumption of large quantities of foods when it 
was available, enabling temporary fat storage, and coping with meagre supplies when that 
was the situation. 

health. They summed up their findings and declared that there are five primary areas that 
we need to keep in mind when we look at how we feel, how we are ageing and what our 
health status is: 

1. never smoking

2. having a body mass index (BMI) lower than 30

3. being physically active for 3.5 hours per week

4. following healthy dietary guidelines, such as a high  
intake of fruits and vegetables, wholegrain bread  
and low meat consumption, and

5. consuming a moderate amount of alcohol.

A magic potion … ?
Although there are many marketing strategies advising which specific nutrient or com-
pound will ensure a healthy brain that doesn’t age, these are simply marketing strategies to 
sell you the item. This is not to say there aren’t particular supplements that can help you 
maintain your brain, it’s just that this is not the only solution to a well-maintained brain. 

Secondly, all the research points to prevention being better than cure. This is not a new 
refrain. If you want a brain that’s going to work well into old age, you need to start think-
ing about its welfare before you suffer from any mental complaint. It’s much harder to get 
yourself well than it is to keep yourself well. If you keep these two points in mind, this 
book will be valuable for you. If you want to throw your money at the latest ‘brain’ fad, you 
are welcome to do so. But, you will find yourself back here, reading these words, when the 
‘magic bullet’ didn’t deliver all it promised. 

Why is your diet the simplest way to influence your brain?

We eat a number of times every day. While eating provides nourishment to fuel our brain 
and body, it is also a great source of pleasure and provides an opportunity to interact with 
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that their genes are their destiny and that the statistics of mental illness, brain disease and 
disability are inevitable for them. When you focus on ill health and disease, you will see 
nothing but hopelessness and despair. When you focus on all the wonderful new research 
that we have at our disposal, you will see that you have choices and will understand that 
statistics are not destiny, and that knowledge gives you power.

Combining the right choices from each of the chapters, coupled with my advice, will 
enable you to nourish your brain and in so doing become lighter and brighter naturally. 
Following these steps is not complicated and doesn’t require a huge financial investment. 
By simply making different choices, you can experience profound change, both mentally 
and physically. 

We developed flexibility in relation to our appetite and satiety mechanisms. An obese 
person would have been at a disadvantage when having to flee a predator, and a very thin 
person with no energy reserves would have been in a similarly disadvantaged position. 

However, we have vast quantities of food at our disposal today, and it may be that 
some people react to this constant supply in a way that would resemble their ancestors’ 
response — they ‘stock’ up for times of famine. This is one of the many reasons why people 
are getting more and more overweight — it’s very hard to have self-restraint in a society 
where there is so much delicious food available 24/7. This has, unfortunately, led to a new 
phenomenon called ‘affluent malnutrition’ or the undernourishment of essential nutri-
ents. Today, people are eating food that is high in energy value or calories, but very low in 
nutrients. In the past, we suffered from diseases that were often caused from a lack of food, 
such as a lack of citrus foods causing scurvy. Today, in the western world, we have access 
to too much food, and too many of the wrong ones, which are causing many diseases. 
Malnutrition is caused through a lack of the correct nutrients, an imbalance of nutrients, 
or an excess of the wrong kind of nutrients.

The other interesting aspect to this process of eating is that we have an innate prefer-
ence for foods that have sweet, salty or fatty tastes. This ensured that we searched for and 
consumed a range of foods, which would improve our chances of getting a variety of nec-
essary nutrients. We have an evolutionary desire for sweetness, due to the ability of dense 
carbohydrates to give us a quick energy boost — which is very helpful when you’re starv-
ing, but not much good when you live in the land of refined, processed and sugar-laden 
carbohydrates, as we do now.

Our internal mechanisms to control appetite and satiation haven’t evolved to take this 
into account. It is therefore very easy to overeat, usually on the very foods that do not sus-
tain optimal cognitive function.

Choices
This book is about choices supported by science: choices for people who may believe that 
they have no control over how their brain works and ages; choices for people who fear 
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Sweat, sleep, sex and stress — what they mean to your brain

you exercise. Exercise also increases the growth of specific neuronal cells, called astrocytes, 
which support neurons in their highly specialized activities, and less inflammation occurs 
in the brain due to this increased blood flow. In addition, specific neurotransmitters are 
increased after exercising, which will give you a feeling of being calm, yet focused and less 
impulsive. You also reduce the risk of getting Type 2 diabetes when you exercise regularly, 
a risk factor for developing anxiety, depression and Alzheimer’s disease. 

Interestingly, exercise that increases your heart rate also increases your ability to pay 
attention, which in turn increases the chances of you being able to recall what you are 
learning. Your learning ability is enhanced immediately after exercising, so that what you 
learn will be retained and can be retrieved later on. There are some progressive schools 
that are capitalizing on this phenomenon to ensure that their students’ brains are receptive 
to what they learn just after an aerobic workout.

Other positive benefits of exercise include the possible potential to restore some of 
the cognitive functions that have been lost due to normal ageing; and to enhance some 
cognitive functions in the brain, especially in the hippocampus (one of the main memory 
centres in the brain) and in the frontal cortex (the management centre that oversees deci-
sion making, rational thinking and long-term thought processes). Exercise also helps your 
brain to produce energy more efficiently, which means that it’s easier for it to work well.

Fertilizer for your brain 

The next reason why exercise benefits your brain starts deep within your muscles. Chemicals 
are sent from your working muscles into your bloodstream, which then cross the blood–
brain barrier into your brain. These chemicals then start increasing the production of 
another very important chemical called brain-derived neurotrophic factor, or BDNF, which 
acts like fertilizer for your neurons, encouraging them to stay healthy and keep growing, 
even helping to grow new neurons. 

When you exercise regularly, your brain builds up reserves of BDNF and your neurons 
start to branch out, joining together and forming new connections. This is what underlies 
new learning — every new connection made between your neurons is a sign of a new skill 

CHAPTER 1

Sweat, sleep, sex and stress — 
what they mean to your brain 

Although sweating more, improving sleep, making great sex a priority and reducing 
stress are not food-related ways to improve brain function, they are all activities that 
nourish the brain. Research into these four activities is growing, especially on why 

we should be doing more of the first three and getting rid of the last one.
The aims of this chapter are to give you a very clear explanation of why getting your 

body and brain to sweat is good for your thinking processes, as well as for mood and 
memory. It will also explain the importance of sex and sleep, what sleep does to your brain 
and why stress is damaging to your brain.

Sweating for your brain
There is a vast array of research indicating that exercise is good for you, with most stud-
ies focusing on heart health. But what is also known is that what’s good for your heart is 
also good for your brain. Why? The first artery, the carotid artery, which comes out of the 
heart carrying freshly oxygenated blood, goes to the brain. This means that your brain 
immediately gets the first flush of fresh oxygen and nutrients to sustain its health when 
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function during certain infectious states, from head injury and degenerative conditions. 
Certain viral and bacterial infections of the brain and spinal cord will also cause barrier 
ineffectiveness, as will hypertension and exposure to some heavy metals such as tin and 
lead. An elevated core body temperature, which occurs during heat stroke, can do the 
same thing, as can severe hypoglycaemia (low blood sugar). Ageing is also thought to lead 
to less effective barrier protection, making the ageing brain especially vulnerable to toxins 
that can cause harm. In addition, this barrier becomes temporarily ineffective or less 
effective during strokes (even small or ‘silent’ ones), which results in brain swelling. 

Exercise and mitochondria

In Chapter 6 you will learn about carbohydrates and how your cells produce energy in tiny 
little factories called mitochondria. Without these tiny structures, our cells would be unable 
to produce the energy we need to function. Currently, they are being studied in great detail 
because they may hold the key to managing disease and ageing, including brain ageing.

One of the most interesting findings is that when you do aerobic exercise, you actually 
increase the number of mitochondria present in your muscle cells by 40 to 50 per cent in 
about six weeks. The outcome of this is less fatigue, less exertion required when exercising 
and greater endurance. This is because your mitochondria are burning fat more efficiently, 
rather than carbohydrate, for energy. 

To get this benefit you need to walk briskly, cycle, swim, run or do other heartrate-
raising exercises for at least 15 to 20 minutes a day, three to four times a week. To maintain 
this new level of increased mitochondria, you will have to keep exercising regularly. 

As you age, your mitochondria work less efficiently, which is why the focus is on keep-
ing them healthy, and exercise is another way of doing this very effectively. It looks as if 
exercise helps to slow down the mitochondria ageing process. This phenomenon is not 
limited to the muscles of the body — the mitochondria in the brain, specifically in the 
hippocampus, become more efficient at producing energy and this in turn also influences 
the ability of neurons to grow, adapt and change.

or fact or name that you have learnt, and that you are putting into storage for future use. 
So, brains with more BDNF have a greater capacity for learning new things. 

Now, the opposite holds true too — a brain that has no or very low supplies of BDNF 
is a brain that switches off to new knowledge, and has trouble recalling already stored 
information. As we age, our levels of BDNF fall, but researchers have found that exercise 
induces their production and can therefore help to maintain levels. 

But that’s not the whole story because science has revealed that BDNF is also respon-
sible for the growth of new neurons called neurogenesis, which was believed to be impos-
sible up until a few years ago. When researchers looked at where these new neurons were 
growing, they discovered that it was primarily in the hippocampus, the area of your brain 
responsible for learning and memory. When you can’t match a face to a name, this is the 
area of your brain that is battling to retrieve the information. 

The good news is that exercise can help the BDNF to restore those neurons to a health-
ier state, and also reverse some of the damage that has already occurred. There is even 
more good news. Your frontal lobes, which oversee and dictate decision making and plan-
ning, as well as pattern detection and self-discipline, can get bigger if you exercise regu-
larly. Having optimally functioning frontal lobes increases your enjoyment of life because 
you will make better decisions, be more goal-orientated and enjoy a better, more positive 
outlook on life. You will naturally feel ‘brighter’ about your life because your goals, aspira-
tions and capabilities will be clearer.

The blood–brain barrier

The blood–brain barrier is a specialized system of sophisticated cells that form a barrier 
against toxic and harmful compounds entering the brain. The brain receives the same 
blood that flows through the body, so this system works to keep out compounds that could 
harm sensitive brain tissue. Some parts of the brain never develop a barrier at all, such 
as the hypothalamus and the pineal gland, both critically important for normal brain (and 
body) function. The cells in the blood–brain barrier can be compromised in their protective 
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• Go to work via a different route to see new sights and stimulate new thoughts.

• Use your non-dominant hand for some tasks that you may have never used it for, 
like your computer mouse, your hairbrush, stirring a pot on the stove, or eating.

• Eat with chopsticks or with a knife and fork, whichever is not your normal way of 
eating.

• Have in-depth discussions with people who are experts in their field. You will learn 
new things and you will ask questions, which is stimulating to your brain.

• Read books that are different from what you’re accustomed to.

• Go to a different holiday destination. You will have new travel plans to make, new 
people to meet and new foods to taste.

Sleep
Sleep is so basic to our lives that most of us never take a moment to think about how weird 
sleeping actually is. You go to bed every night, lie down and lose awareness of what is going 
on around you for many hours. When you wake up, if you’re lucky enough to sleep all night, 
you get up and start your life again, only to return to your bed when it’s time to lie down 
again and become unconscious. 

It seems that the human brain has a built-in mechanism that promotes alert wakeful-
ness during the day and sleepiness at night. Researchers believe this is why shift workers, 
who often work through the night, have difficulty establishing and maintaining consistent 
sleep patterns. In addition, they also suffer significantly more health challenges, including 
weight gain and obesity. But it’s not just about how we are primed to be awake when the 
sun is shining and sleeping when the sun sets, because sleep is more complex than this.

How much sleep does your brain need?

Most people are sleeping a lot less than they did 50 years ago. Edison’s invention of the light 
bulb in the 1880s changed our approach to the daylight, wake–up/night-time, sleep-time 
pattern that humans had become accustomed to from the beginning of time. 

Sweat and toxins

Many of the toxins that are present in our foods and the environment find their way into 
our fat cells and the membranes of our cells and stay there. Unfortunately, they also find 
their way into our very fatty brains. The fastest and most efficient way to get rid of these 
toxins is to sweat them out — being fat-soluble they work their way out of our fatty pores 
through perspiration. 

As Chapter 7 will reveal, consuming the right fats is an integral part of brain health, 
and fortunately the bad fats get replaced with the good ones when you provide them. So, 
sweating through exercise allows the body to get rid of the bad fats, where the toxins are 
lodged, and replace them with the good ones that you will start eating. This process will 
occur naturally in your brain too, when you start consuming the right fats.

Stimulate your senses 

One of the reasons we lose cognitive ability as we get older is because our senses are 
unable to operate at their peak level. This means our eyes, ears and skin are not as 
sensitive as they were in our youth and so we perceive our environment and those we 
interact with, with less sensitivity. This leads us to respond in ways that are not conducive 
to laying down memory traces, and being unable to recall what we have experienced. It 
also impacts our ability to learn. As a result, we become less attentive, more forgetful and 
easily distracted. Having your eyes and ears tested is the first step to ensuring that your 
brain is getting good information to store and use.

Another way to ensure the brain continues to operate efficiently is to be busy and involved 
in activities during normal life, such as reading, travelling, playing card games, doing 
Sudoku and crossword puzzles, learning to play a musical instrument, taking language 
courses, surfing the internet, and using new brain-enhancing computer games. Partaking 
in these activities all helps to maintain cognitive ability. In addition, there is solid evidence 
to show that older people who continue working or who volunteer to help in their 
communities have better attitudes to ageing and maintain their cognitive skills for longer.

Apart from these conventional approaches to keeping your brain young, there are a few 
more things you could do to keep your brain flexible, engaged and ‘plastic’:
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Different sleep stages for different brain activities

Sleep is made up of different stages and each performs an important function. Researchers 
believe each sleep stage accomplishes various tasks in our brain and have to occur to keep 
the brain healthy. When these stages of sleep are disrupted or you don’t get enough sleep, 
your brain will not be as alert or as capable of learning or remembering things. Your pro-
cessing speed and accuracy, as well as spatial learning, reaction time and working memory 
are all influenced negatively. You could also become emotionally unstable. Here are the 
three basic stages of sleep you should experience every night, which adds up to between 
seven and eight hours of sleep per night:

1. Shallow sleep occurs as you fall asleep and is also called stage 1 and 2 sleep. During 
this sleep stage you can be awakened very easily.

2. Deep sleep, or stages 2 and 3 sleep, occurs next. When you move into deep sleep, 
the parts of your brain that focus on arousal slow down as do the areas involved in 
controlling muscle movement. The sending of information to consolidate or retrieve 
memories also slows down considerably, and the alert for sensory information 
virtually shuts down. Your brain becomes quiet and uses very little energy compared 
to when you are awake, although laying down the memories of things you learnt 
during the day continues. This is why researchers believe this type of sleep enhances 
creativity. During this stage of sleep your energy reserves are replenished. If you are 
severely sleep deprived, you may not sleep longer when you do go to sleep, but you 
will experience a lot more of this kind of deep sleep.

3. Rapid eye movement or REM sleep occurs next. This is when you dream, seeing 
pictures in your mind’s eye, because the area of your brain that integrates visual 
information becomes active. The areas that regulate muscle movement, breathing, 
heart rate and emotions all become more active as well. Vision, hearing, sensory and 
memory activity also increase. 

Once the first cycle of sleep is complete, it is then repeated, taking between 90 and 120 
minutes to go through one whole cycle. 

We now live in a 24/7 world where people are scared they will miss out on something 
interesting, financially rewarding or fun if they go to bed early. Add shift workers, inter-
national travellers, students and work-a-holics to this mix and you have a planet that is 
continuously pushing the boundaries of physical and mental wellbeing. We have changed 
a basic, evolutionary urge to suit a modern-day technological phenomenon and this has 
resulted in changes to our basic health.

Your body evolved to spend one-third of its life asleep — less than that and you end 
up with health problems. There are a few — very few — unusual people who seem to 
need less sleep, and researchers believe this is an aberration and definitely not the norm. 
Each cycle of sleep has a specific function and influences your thinking, immune system, 
memory, growth and rate of ageing. When you try to squeeze something as important as 
sleep into a time that suits you and not when your body and brain requires it, you will 
pay the price of sluggish thinking, poor mood and weight gain. You will not feel light 
and bright! 

Famous dreams
• Paul McCartney heard the tune for the song ‘Yesterday’ in a dream.

• The book The Strange Case of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde is based on a dream Robert Louis 
Stevenson had.

• Albert Einstein dreamt about the Theory of Relativity.

• The ‘Kubla Khan’ and ‘The Rhyme of the Ancient Mariner’ are based on Samuel 
Taylor Coleridge’s dreams.

• The entire periodic table is based on a dream by chemist Dmitri Mendeleyev.

• The sewing machine needle is the result of a dream Elias Howe had about savages 
who had holes in the top of their spears.

• Golfer Jack Nicklaus changed his swing after a revealing dream. 
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you have learnt or experienced during the day. Researchers have found that when you are 
exposed to a lot of new information or experiences during the day, you will experience 
more REM sleep. And when you experience more REM sleep, you will also consolidate 
emotional information from the day more efficiently. Lots of deep sleep will help you to 
remember and be able to recall a new motor task that you have learnt, while a combina-
tion of lots of REM and deep sleep will help you to better retain perceptual information. 

Interestingly, when researchers looked at specific neurons involved in learning a new 
task during the day, they found the same ones were busy during the night in the stage of 
deep sleep. Sleep may be the time when the brain practises new memory patterns to trans-
fer them into long-term memory. Researchers believe this to be true because there are spe-
cific molecular signalling pathways that are sensitive to sleep deprivation. Therefore, sleep 
could be promoting brain plasticity or facilitating its ability to lay down memories. There 
are researchers who believe this is not true and they continue to debate this. However, 
whether sleep helps you to store memories or not, it has some imperative and essential 
function to perform that is important for your cognitive health.

Another simple explanation given for the benefit of sleeping is that when you sleep, 
your blood pressure drops. Lowering your blood pressure is good for your heart, and we 
know that what is good for your heart is also good for your brain. When you work overtime 
or suffer from insomnia, your heart has to work harder because your blood pressure doesn’t 
drop. As a result, you increase your likelihood of heart disease, which will put your brain 
at risk for cognitive decline due to a lack of blood flow and, ultimately, oxygen to the brain.

But why else do we sleep? Is it to detoxify the brain? Although our body cells have space 
around them to flush out toxins and get rid of the accumulated debris that results from 
cellular activity, our brain does not have the same luxury. How then do our specialized, 
sophisticated brain cells get rid of accumulated toxins and the by-products of energy pro-
duction? Through a beautifully organized and very efficient system which relies on sleep. 

Just as we have a lymphatic system in the body, the brain has a system called the glym-
phatic system, which controls the flow of cerebrospinal fluid (CSF), a specialized liquid 
that surrounds the spinal cord and the brain. 

Why our dreams are often odd
During the dream state or REM sleep, the frontal lobes, which 
help you to think in a logical, sequential manner, slow down 
their activity markedly. The result is that you are not inhibited 
by logic or reality when you dream — you can fly, be an angel, 
revisit your childhood home or live in a different country. 
Dreams are often ridiculous because our frontal lobes aren’t 
working to make sense of our thoughts. Interestingly, not all 
animals sleep as we do. Dolphins can shut down half of their 
brain and continue swimming while sleeping.

Why do we sleep?

Many researchers have spent considerable time trying to find out why our desire for sleep 
is so strong and why we get ill and eventually die when we are severely sleep deprived. 
Looking at what the sleeping brain does has given them clues to follow in this investigation. 
Allowing the brain to rest and therefore replenish energy stores, lowering the brain’s tem-
perature, or enabling the brain to detox are all explanations given as to why sleep is impera-
tive. However, what researchers also discovered is that if you miss a night’s sleep, the next 
night you will have much more REM sleep, which indicates that dreaming is also essential. 

Researchers who deprived people of REM sleep discovered that they would be more 
severely distressed and unable to function properly compared to those deprived of light or 
deep sleep stages. So, one of the important reasons we sleep is to dream. Why? The areas 
of the brain that are used during dreaming are not used very often when we are awake. It 
may be that to keep these areas in working condition, we have to use them in our dream-
ing. In addition, we may dream to solve problems that are not easily solved using our logi-
cal, methodical frontal lobes, but which need a creative, illogical pattern of thinking to be 
explained.

Other theories about why we sleep include that it reinforces changes in the brain that 
are produced by our experiences or learning. Sleep helps you to make memories of what 
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light can affect the function of the pineal gland. In addition, avoiding artificial light in the 
evening before sleep allows melatonin levels to rise naturally, which helps your brain to 
naturally usher in sleep when you get into bed.

Unfortunately, as you get older your production of melatonin declines, which makes it 
even more important to get outside at the beginning of the day to keep that pineal gland 
stimulated. 

Avoid the news at night!

Avoid stressful experiences as much as possible before bedtime. This means not watching 
the news in the late evening, or looking over those papers from work, or reading emails 
and responding to them, as this puts your brain in work mode and not sleep mode. You 
are fooling yourself if you think you are getting more done by skipping sleep. You may be 
up and awake, but it’s much harder for your brain to focus on what you are doing and to 
remember what you need it to when it is tired. 

Your brain and body need a proper sleep routine, so go to sleep and get up at the same 
time every day to establish a solid sleep pattern. Ensure that your bedroom is uncluttered 
and peaceful. It should be a haven, not a stress-den. Eat your main meal early and only 
have a small snack before bedtime. Keep a notebook on your bedside table to jot down the 
thoughts that run around your head. It is easier to keep your mind calm and relaxed when 
you know your plans for the next day are down on paper.

Your brain is an ancient organ and doesn’t respond well to the overstimulating and 
overwhelming world that we have created for ourselves. Respect its desire for peace and 
calm before sleep, knowing that it will reward you with a rejuvenating sleep. Energized 
thinking only occurs in a well-rested brain, so you can get ahead in whatever you’re trying 
to accomplish simply by having consistent, good, solid sleep. 

Sex and your brain
Sex is a great, natural de-stressor! Being in a fulfilling, happy and satisfying relationship is 
very good for your brain because humans find companionship both enjoyable and relaxing, 

In one study led by Dr Xie, a specific type of dye was injected into the central nerv-
ous system (CNS) of a group of mice to see what occurred in the brain when the dye 
combined with their CSF. At the same time, the researchers monitored their electrical 
brain activity. When the mice were asleep the dye flowed quickly, but when they were 
awake, it hardly moved at all. This suggested that the space between brain cells changed 
depending on whether the mice were asleep or awake. The researchers discovered that 
the space between their brains cells increased by up to 60 per cent when they were asleep. 
This allowed the brain fluid to flow around and between neurons with ease. Amazingly, 
they also found that the accumulated toxic molecules associated with Alzheimer’s disease 
(called beta-amyloid) were flushed away more efficiently when the mice were sleeping. 

Even though this research only examined rodent brains, we do know the human brain 
suffers from sleep deprivation in similar ways to theirs. So, if our brain responds in a simi-
lar way, the aim of our glymphatic system is also to initiate CSF flow through the brain 
when sleep descends to flush toxins and debris out of our brain. In doing so, it clears out 
the accumulated waste surrounding our neurons. 

This research removes many of the questions about sleep and highlights its critically 
important role in keeping your brain optimally healthy.

How darkness ‘speaks’ to your brain

Melatonin is a very important neurotransmitter that is produced by the pineal gland, a tiny 
bean-sized organ that sits in the centre of the brain. The pineal gland responds to light via 
the eyes. When we see darkness, the message says ‘make melatonin’ so that we can go to 
sleep. When we perceive light, a signal is sent to the pineal gland to tell it to stop producing 
melatonin so that we wake up. 

An imbalance in this important hormone means that your day/night or awake/sleep 
cycle gets disturbed, resulting in unpleasant changes in the ability to fall asleep and feel 
awake. 

Many people simply need to get outside in the daylight to stimulate the pineal gland 
to start functioning correctly. Spending too much time indoors in unnatural, artificial 
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which releases neurochemicals and hormones that keep the brain young. 
A loving, intimate relationship involves sex, which allows the release of numerous 

hormones and neurochemicals, such as dopamine, which leaves both partners feeling con-
nected, satisfied and relaxed. 

Furthermore, the increased blood flow to the body and sexual organs keeps these tis-
sues and organs healthy, while the brain also receives a boost of extra oxygen and nutri-
ents with the increased blood flow. Sex also strengthens your relationship, which has a 
de-stressing effect on your brain simply because humans are happier when they are in a 
relationship with another caring adult. Conversely, being in an unhappy relationship cre-
ates stress and will not lead to the kind of sex that makes you happy and relaxed (if you 
even have sex in this type of relationship!). Dr John Medina, a developmental molecular 
biologist who has written extensively about how the brain works, has stated that getting 
into bed at night with your partner, if you are unhappy in your relationship, is like getting 
into bed with a saber-toothed tiger because adrenaline is released, which arouses you in a 
very negative way. 

Orgasms are better for you than Sudoku!

Recent research has shown that having an orgasm is better for your brain than playing 
Sudoku. Scientists looked at what happens in the brain when people have sex and then 
reach an orgasm. During sex the whole brain is involved with various centres including the 
amygdala and pituitary gland lighting up, regulating emotions and releasing hormones 
which increase feelings of trust, love and bonding. The increased blood flow and activity 
recorded in these areas means that there is also increased nutrient supply. The scientists 
agree that although mental activity is good for the brain and Sudoku is helpful in keeping 
parts of the brain busy, it only benefits specific areas, whereas orgasms activate the whole 
brain. Although this research focused on female orgasms, there is nothing to say that 
there is not a very positive brain effect for men’s brains during orgasms too.  

In addition, being in an unhappy relationship will cause you to age faster. The hormone 
cortisol is released when you are unhappy and highly stressed, which stops brain cells (and 
every other cell in your body) from using and producing energy efficiently. Consequently you 
age faster on the outside and the inside — artery thickening, inflammation and a lowering of 
your immune system are the side effects of too much cortisol. Experiencing this challenge on 
an ongoing basis is very damaging to a brain that desires connection and safety versus anxi-
ety and stress.

Social activity

When you are socially active and engage in many activities that involve relating to others, 
you are using your brain and keeping it active. This activity is now believed to be very 
important in keeping your brain stimulated and can also help your neurons to generate 
new connections. 

Interestingly, if you experience loneliness, you have an increased risk of developing 
dementia. Ongoing friendships and frequent social interactions are integral to cognitive 
wellbeing. Dr Robert Wilson, the lead author of a four-year longitudinal study, found that 
negative social interactions are a risk factor for cognitive decline as we age. Often, as 
people get older, they want their lives to slow down. Many researchers in the field believe 
this is the worst thing an ageing person can allow to happen. Normal ageing added 
to inactivity and a negative outlook on life will magnify cognitive decline. In addition, 
your personality can also affect how your brain ages. The qualities of extraversion and 
openness contribute to better social, cognitive and physical functioning. 

Hormone changes in ageing 

Testosterone, estrogen and progesterone — the so-called sex hormones — gain access to 
the brain and can therefore trigger various behaviours and feelings. Imbalances of these 
substances influence behaviour in myriad ways. 
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Stress and your brain
Stress is ever-present in the world we live in, however, our brains are only equipped to han-
dle stress for periods of 30–60 seconds; after all, we evolved to either run away very quickly 
from a threat or we became its next meal. That experience usually didn’t last long and the 
brain returned to normal if we survived. 

This stress response is an ancient and very elegant, beautiful and well-orchestrated 
response for any real, physical danger. It was created through millions of years of evolution 
to enable us to move away from things that frighten us, or may harm or hurt us. The word 
‘emotion’ is based on the Latin word motere, which means ‘to move’. The body sees stress as 
an emergency situation and then makes dramatic adjustments to deal with this perceived 
emergency. You either have to flee or run away, or fight to get rid of the threat. 

Three physical responses to experiencing stress

There are three immediate physical responses to stress related to attention and memory. 
Firstly, your attention becomes very focused on the thing, person, situation or thought that 
has caused you to feel stressed and your breathing becomes very rapid and shallow. 

Secondly, your brain starts processing information related to this experience very 
quickly, but this speed is counteracted by a severe loss of accuracy in the processing. 

Thirdly, your capacity to store any memory in your short-term storage area is reduced. 
This explains why when you are stressed you are unable to remember where you put your 
car keys, who you were just introduced to, or what you should be doing in front of the 
cupboards that you find yourself standing in front of. Your attention is only focused on 
your stressor, your brain is working like crazy but not very well, and your hippocampus, 
where your memories are created and stored, is having a little break. 

Interestingly, although you wouldn’t notice this effect on yourself, your eyes also start 
moving more rapidly when you are anxious, supposedly to increase your ability to search 
for solutions to stress-induced situations. 

Of course, there are many neurochemicals that start working their way through your 
body and brain too. 

Perimenopause is the name given to the phase that precedes menopause in women, 
which can be as long as ten years. During this time, a woman’s ovaries gradually produce 
less oestrogen. Many women experience various psychological problems, such as mood 
disturbances and memory challenges, until the cessation of their periods, which is seen 
as the menopause. Sleep challenges are common during this time. There seems to be a 
complex relationship between hormones, memory and mood. Many women throughout 
the world have sought relief from these symptoms by supplementing with HRT (hormone 
replacement therapy), which is a synthetic form of estrogen. However, the use of bio-
identical hormones (via bio-identical hormone replacement therapy or BHRT) is gaining 
momentum, as the body knows how to use these hormones more effectively. 

Men’s levels of testosterone begin falling in the early to mid fifties and symptoms include 
irritability, depression, sleep disruption, anxiety and erectile dysfunction. Unfortunately, 
the challenges don’t stop there as lowered testosterone also influences cognition, 
although the precise mechanism is not yet understood fully. 

The challenge when supplementing hormones to ageing men and women is finding the 
right balance. Hormones are so specific in their function, and work together so intricately, 
that it is possible to undermine the delicate balance that the body strives to maintain. 
When taking hormone supplements, the other ones may become unbalanced because 
it takes only a very small amount of one hormone to change the way the others work, 
and change the result of what the supplemented hormone was intended for. A cycle of 
imbalance could easily be started. In France, bio-identical hormone replacement therapy 
has been used for many years. Researchers in this field believe that supplementing with 
this natural form of progesterone can be a very valuable tool for women. One amazing 
claim for the use of this form of progesterone is that it might lower the risk of dementia, 
possibly due to progesterone’s calming action on cells, which is the opposite of estrogen’s 
stimulating effect. If this is the path that you choose, a qualified doctor can prescribe a 
high-quality progesterone cream which acts transdermally. Do not confuse this type of 
cream with wild yam cream, which does not contain any hormone. 

Men have also been treated successfully with bio-identical hormone replacement therapy. 
However, supplementing with these hormones should never be attempted without the 
guidance of an experienced, qualified physician. 
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zinc, manganese, selenium, molybdenum, chromium, copper and iodine. These nutrients 
are essential for so many other functions in the brain that a lack of them will create severe 
physical and cognitive energy decline, with the resultant increase in anxiety and depres-
sion and a decrease in memory ability.

If this wasn’t bad enough, researchers have found that the minerals chromium, cop-
per, iron, zinc and especially magnesium are excreted via urine when stress hormones are 
produced. So, the more stressed you are, the less of these important nutrients you have 
available to help manage the stress.

Ongoing stress and your digestive system

When you experience ongoing stress, your digestive system becomes compromised, ulti-
mately leading to a reduction in nutrient absorption. Even if you are eating an optimal diet 
(which is very unusual for most people), due to cravings, blood glucose fluctuations and 
other stress-induced poor eating habits, the absorption of nutrients is still severely com-
promised. Supplementation with specific nutrients, such as those mentioned above, can 
improve both your quality of life and digestive challenges, while you are working to reduce 
your stress levels (see page 49 for more about stress and digestion, and pages 50–1 for more 
information about using supplements to aid digestion).

The long-term effects of ongoing stress 

A natural side effect of the brain producing excessive quantities of stress hormones is a 
decrease in the feel-good ones, such as serotonin, dopamine and melatonin. Although 
there is a natural feedback loop that should switch off the stress response after a threat, 
ongoing stress makes this loop less and less efficient so that eventually it doesn’t switch 
off properly. 

The long-term effects of stress are insidious and not always noticed or felt immediately. 
The following are the known effects of long-term, ongoing stress:

Ongoing stress and your memory

Ongoing, unrelenting stress exerts an insidious but devastating effect on brain function, 
ultimately leading to cognitive decline, particularly in relation to memory. 

Memory is made up of three main components: seeing, doing and listening. When 
these are all present, memory has an easy task embedding its chemicals in the right places 
for good recall. When you are stressed this whole process doesn’t work properly, so you 
end up forgetting things. The specific part of memory that is regularly seen by researchers 
to decline in the ageing brain is the type that deals with personal facts, such as what you 
ate for breakfast and where you went last weekend. This type of memory is called episodic 
memory and can be formed from both short- and long-term memories. 

Ongoing stress and your adrenal glands

Adrenaline is produced very quickly in the adrenal glands when a threat is perceived. It is 
powerful and short-lived, resulting in increased heart rate and dilated pupils while blood is 
pushed into the muscles, heart and brain to deal with the threat. This effect can last up to 
an hour, after which cortisol kicks in. 

Cortisol is another stress-related hormone, and although it’s also produced in the adre-
nal glands, it is slower to get going but its effects last much longer — it’s there for when you 
need a sustained effort to get away from the threat. It helps to get glucose into the muscles, 
heart and brain to sustain the effort of defeating the threat. However, cortisol stays in the 
system much longer than adrenaline and gives the brain, especially the hippocampus, a 
destructive toxic bath.

When you experience stress for an extended period of time, your adrenal glands 
become exhausted. The nutrients that are required to keep them functioning will become 
depleted and therefore not be available for many other tasks. 

The adrenal glands create hormones, such as adrenaline, cortisol and noradrenaline, 
which are regulating hormones that respond to the demands that stress places on them. 
The nutrients that become depleted over time are vitamin C, vitamin E, the B group of 
vitamins (especially vitamins B3, B5 and B6), magnesium and other trace minerals such as 
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• immunity suppression

• insulin resistance with high blood sugar and high insulin levels

• high blood pressure

• decrease in serotonin 

• increase in norepinephrine 

• decrease in thyroid hormones 

• neuronal damage and cognitive decline

• slow metabolism

• increased anxiety

• emotional eating

• insomnia

• increased compulsive behaviour

• depression, irritability, anger, emotional instability, anxiety, fear and restlessness

• low energy

• low sexual energy

• decreased fertility

• digestive difficulties

• increased inflammation

• reduced ability to focus and concentrate on a task

• low sex hormone production.

 
 
 
 
 

The Stress Cascade
A simple thought or event sets off a cascade of 
hormones from the hypothalamus, pituitary gland 
and adrenal glands (the HPA axis) to ensure you can 
run away from or fight a threat. This is an ancient 
response, which often doesn’t get turned off in our 
modern world because we are constantly dealing 
with stressful situations perceived as threats. 

Stressor
Thought / event /  

(opportunity to intervene)

Hypothalamus 
secretes CRF / H

((Corticotropin releasing  
factor / Hormone)

Pituitary gland, 
in brain, releases 

corticotropin / ACTH
(Adrenocorticotropic Hormone)

Adrenals release 
epinephrine and 

cortisol

Levels of cortisol 
reach a set-point

Hypothalamus told 
to turn off cortisol 

production by various 
areas in brain, 

primarily  
the hippocampus
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A calm mind leads to a healthier brain

Research has shown that practising meditation and focusing on compassion over 
a number of years strengthens the emotional regions of the brain. The brains 
of Buddhist monks were compared to people performing meditation for the first 
time, with the results showing that the years of consistent meditation practice 
had changed the structure of the monks’ brains while the inexperienced subjects 
displayed no difference in the same brain regions. The connections between the 
thinking and feeling regions of the monks’ brains were strong. Their ability to 
regulate their emotions was also highly developed. In addition, other research 
showed that long-term practitioners of meditation have a larger right hippocampus, 
a brain region responsible for response control as well as emotional regulation. 
People practising meditation do exhibit emotional stability, engage in mindful 
behaviour and cultivate positive emotions — all characteristics that this region of 
the hippocampus is involved in. There is also a link between long-term practitioners 
and positive cardio-respiratory control, which can explain some of the positive 
effects that they experience. In another study, the meditation practitioners were 
found to have a lower age-related decline in the thickness of specific cortical regions 
in the brain, which is wonderful news. Your cortex is where your higher reasoning 
and planning takes place. However, the benefits of meditation are not just linked to 
the production of new neurons, better reasoning and emotional control, or better 
breathing, but also to the quality of life one experiences when feeling calmer, more 
in control and able to withstand the negative effects of stress.

Multi-tasking is a myth

Multi-tasking is not possible, as your brain is only capable of truly focusing on one thing 
at a time. It uses its unique ability to focus, with awareness, to complete one task well. 
When you try to accomplish too many things at the same time your brain feels stressed, 
which increases your levels of cortisol and actually further diminishes your brain’s ability 
to cope with stress and accomplish tasks effectively. And women are no better at multi-
tasking than men — that’s another myth based on the fact that women’s brains are 
generally more active at any one time than men’s. 

Why does stress feel so much worse right now?

There are very few people in the world right now who feel calm, cool and collected. It seems 
as if we have created huge problems for ourselves and they seem insurmountable. 

There are three elements related to the stress that we are experiencing, that seem to 
produce the greatest threat to our wellbeing: 

1. lack of predictability 

2. lack of control, and 

3. lack of obvious outlets for the resultant frustration. 

The stress that you experience in relation to these three elements is usually perceived as 
being larger than it actually is. Stress involving these three components is ‘uncontrolled 
stress’ and generally continues for a prolonged period of time due to your inability to con-
trol it. Even if it isn’t severe, it is more dangerous to your cognitive health than a short-term 
incident of a major stress because of this perceived lack of control.

This is, of course, the worst kind of stress for the brain to experience, as it works best 
and is more creative when it is calm and relaxed, yet alert. So in order to solve our chal-
lenges, we should try to keep our brain relaxed. To maintain this balance is very difficult 
in the modern world, but it is something that is worth striving for. 
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CHAPTER 2 

What food intolerances  
do to your brain

A healthy brain starts with good nutrition. Food enters your body via your mouth 
and requires proper chewing for the digestive process to begin. Once inside your 
stomach, the food must be broken down into tiny particles with help from digestive 

enzymes and stomach acid. As these food particles travel through the digestive tract, they 
need to be absorbed through the cells lining the intestine and transported through blood 
vessels into the bloodstream so the body gets all the nutrients it needs for optimal func-
tioning. It is imperative that your digestive system is functioning well so you absorb all the 
nutrients your body needs from food. Once in the bloodstream, these essential nutrients 
cross the blood–brain barrier into brain tissue, helping your brain to function at its best. 

For your brain to function optimally, it needs fuel in the form of glucose, essential 
fats, protein, vitamins and minerals. Your brain needs the right proteins and fats, as well 
as specific nutrients to enable it to grow new connections. This is done by eating the right 
foods and avoiding the ones that could be causing you digestive distress. Without these 
building blocks, the brain won’t work properly, and the effects are felt as negative ripples 
throughout your life. 

Action plan
Five things to do that will introduce more sweat, sleep and sex into your life and decrease 
stress:

1. Find someone to exercise with to help hold you accountable, and set a date to 
exercise at least three times a week.

2. Find a new activity that will absorb your time and attention for at least five 
hours a week — volunteering is a good idea as it allows you to focus on 
something outside yourself. 

3. If you suffer from poor sleep, look at ways to improve your sleep patterns and 
persevere until you find the solution.

4. Get committed to improving a bad relationship, or leave a bad relationship. 

5. Evaluate your life seriously and simplify it enough for you to feel calm most of 
the time. A very effective way to start doing this is to make time for meditation 
and calm reflection to slow down your busy brain.

See the Resources section for more supportive information.
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these antibodies, which is short-term. After about three months they will have ‘forgotten’ 
about the food, so re-introducing it should not produce a negative result. However, it is 
wise to not consume the particular food more than once every four days in an attempt to 
stop a sensitivity or intolerance from occurring again. 

The IgA test measures how many immunoglobulin A antibodies are present in your 
immune system. These specific antibodies are very important in protecting the mucosal 
lining of the digestive tract as well as the mouth, nose and genital–urinary tract. Elevated 
IgA antibodies may be a sign that there is mucous membrane damage present in the gut, 
which could be caused by ongoing exposure to foods that you are intolerant to, as well as 
stress, alcohol and certain medications. 

If you suspect you may be intolerant to many foods and chemicals, get assessed by a 
qualified naturopath or nutrition-minded physician, who may suggest a blood test to find 
out which foods are causing the distress. You may also want to invest in a diary and write 
down the foods that you eat every day and list any reactions to foods as they appear. Once 
you decipher which foods are possibly causing you problems, you can begin to narrow 
down the offenders. Start by avoiding the suspect foods for six weeks and then re-intro-
duce them through a system of rotation, so that you only eat one of them every four days. 
That way you can determine which food is causing a reaction.

It is important to recognize that you may be regularly eating a food that you are intoler-
ant to without even knowing it because these foods are usually widely consumed. Because 
there is no immediate response, you may be unaware of the fact that a particular food does 
not agree with you. Using a food diary can be very helpful to track reactions that you may 
have been unaware of.  

Following is a list of the most common foods that people can be allergic to, but which 
can also be foods that people are intolerant to: 

• wheat (and other gluten grains such as rye and barley. Although oats do not contain 
gluten, they do contain avenin, a similar substance that can also trigger an immune 
reaction in susceptable people.)

Unfortunately, many people disregard food while they pursue a busy lifestyle. They 
tend to eat too many chemically laden, highly processed foods that are deficient in the very 
nutrients the brain needs to work optimally and contain compounds that actually damage 
the brain. As a result, obesity levels are at an all-time high, which is now also linked to the 
high rates of depression and stress found across most cultures and socio-economic levels. 
Food allergies and intolerances are rising too, leaving us to conclude that certain foods do 
not suit our body or our brains.  

The aim of this chapter is to give you a clear understanding of the foods that are related 
to food allergies and intolerances. I will explain what they do to the brain (and body) and 
give you a clear idea of how to improve your digestion.

The difference between food allergy and food intolerance 
An allergy is a physical response to a substance where the immune system is clearly involved. 
The responses are immediate and often life-threatening. They involve respiratory difficul-
ties, skin rashes, a drop in blood pressure, an irregular heartbeat, and in severe cases, loss of 
consciousness. The test for this type of allergy is the IgE test, which measures the levels of 
immunoglobulin E antibodies produced when the immune cells are exposed to a particu-
lar substance. The E can be a reminder that this type of allergy represents an ‘Emergency’.

A food intolerance or sensitivity to a particular food is where there is no measurable 
antibody response. For example, someone who is unable to digest the sugar in milk (lac-
tose) can develop mild abdominal discomfort when they drink milk, or an intolerance to 
MSG can produce hyperactivity. The response may not be immediate as it is not an immu-
noglobulin E allergy response.

The most common type of food intolerance or sensitivity is where there is a delayed 
reaction to a food because it can take anywhere from an hour to three days for a reaction 
to manifest. The IgG test (called an enzyme-linked immunosorbent assay) focuses on the 
amount of immunoglobulin G antibodies produced when your body is exposed to a par-
ticular food or foods. The cells that produce IgG antibodies have a half-life of about six 
weeks, which means that after six weeks half of them remain. The cells have a ‘memory’ of 
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• impaired concentration and mental lapses

• paranoid thinking

• nervousness.

These symptoms are real. Many people have simply learnt to live with them as they do not 
know what feeling good and symptom-free is like. Why? Because many of the foods avail-
able to us today, especially in processed form, are the very foods provoking these symptoms. 
And because most people have been eating these foods since birth, these symptoms have 
become ‘normal’ for them. So feeling light and bright is a foreign concept because their brain 
has always felt sluggish and slow, unable to sustain a good mood or effective cognitive focus. 

What is causing the reaction?
Most food allergies and intolerances are a reaction to the protein in the food. This can be 
due to an inherited allergy or to a digestive challenge whereby the offending protein isn’t 
being broken down properly by the digestive system. A lack of stomach acid (hydrochloric 
acid) could also be the problem, which has further repercussions, as many nutrients aren’t 
absorbed adequately when stomach acid is low. Deficiencies in zinc, calcium, as well as 
vitamin B12, are all due to low stomach acid production. Furthermore, low stomach acid 
leads to increased food allergies as the body will not recognize the strange, undigested 
food particle and will therefore mount an attack.

In addition, if you have taken a lot of antibiotics recently, your digestive tract may have 
become crowded with bad bacteria and lost too many good bacteria, leading to a predispo-
sition to allergies. This is because the lining of your digestive tract has become ‘leaky’ and 
allows large particles of food to cross into the bloodstream, causing the body to respond 
negatively because it doesn’t recognize these large food molecules. 

How do you know if you are intolerant to a food?
One of the quickest ways to find out if a food is jeopardizing your chances of feeling cogni-
tively alert and leading to unstable moods is to check the following four points:

• dairy products (milk, cheese etc., especially from cows)

• chocolate 

• corn 

• eggs 

• fish (including shellfish)

• berries

• legumes (soya beans, green peas, lima beans and peanuts)

• nuts 

• pork

• peaches. 

Other common foods that can cause reactions are oranges, yeast-containing foods and 
members of the nightshade family — tomatoes, capsicums (bell peppers), potatoes and 
eggplant (aubergine).

The brain is the most delicate organ in the human body, so it may respond negatively to 
specific foods (or chemicals or additives in foods) because food influences hormones, neu-
rochemicals and other key nutrients in the body. Any compound that irritates the brain 
or stops it from operating efficiently will eventually lead to neurological challenges. It may 
take time, sometimes decades, but the damage will be taking place, slowly but surely. 

The chemicals found in additives coupled with foods that you may be intolerant to, 
have been implicated in various neurological symptoms:

• depression

• headaches

• fatigue, apathy and lethargy

• sleeplessness 

• feelings of indecision

• moodiness

• emotional instability
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to produce endorphins, while eating certain foods such as hot chillies can do the same thing. 
Sugar also causes the release of endorphins in the brain, leading to an association 

between sugar and pleasant feelings. In this way, eating sugar-laden foods becomes an 
endorphin-rush activity, one that has to be repeated regularly to keep the endorphins cir-
culating. If you have learnt that you get an endorphin rush from these types of food, it is 
very likely that you will repeat this behaviour. 

Manufacturers of processed and refined carbohydrates have spent billions of dollars on 
discovering exactly what people like to eat. Scientists came up with the term ‘mouth feel’ 
to describe the complex interactions of food texture and taste, as well as the way the food 
feels in the mouth and what taste lingers in the mouth and on the tongue after the food 
is swallowed. Various additives such as gums, stabilizers, emulsifiers and starches can be 
added to food to produce the mouth feel consumers want. 

A specific machine called the TA.XTPlus Texture Analyzer, which is essentially an 
artificial mouth, analyses data from 25 different probes to assess the properties of the 
foods such as bounce, crunchiness, lumpiness, smoothness, softness and ‘spread-ability’. 
In addition, the release of endorphins, as discussed earlier, makes the addiction to specific 
mouth-feel foods even more complex.

Food addiction 

Exorphins have a similar action to endorphins but they come into the body from an external 
source, hence their name. They are small fragments of protein (peptides) that result from 
the breakdown of specific foods. Gluten as well as dairy products produce exorphins.  

Gluten is the common name for a protein found in wheat, rye, barley. It is also found in 
other more ancient forms of grass-like cereals such as spelt, kamut and triticale. Gluten 
performs an important function in these grass grains by helping to protect and germinate 
the seed to ensure its survival. It is therefore a very tough and resilient protein and 
difficult to digest. Gluten, when broken down in the digestive tract, contains compounds 
with a mild opiate effect (gluteomorphin – a type of exorphin). It would seem that an 
interaction between the immune system and gluten may lead to blood vessel damage 

1. Are you obsessed with a certain food? Arranging your life in such a way to 
ensure you obtain this food is a sure sign of an addiction to the specific food.

2. Will you eat the food that you are obsessed with even if you suffer from negative 
consequences when you eat it? Many people still eat specific foods knowing that 
they will feel bloated, irritable and generally miserable after eating them. 

3. Do you experience lack of control when you start eating the food? Is one 
serving never enough? An inability to stop the behaviour or to control it is a 
sign that you could very well be addicted to the food in question. 

4. Do you deny that the food you eat so regularly could be causing a problem? 
If you refuse to admit that the food in question could be responsible for your 
moodiness, bloated stomach, headaches or weepiness, then you could very 
well be intolerant to it. 

Another clear sign of food intolerance is dark circles under the eyes. Why? Food intoler-
ances can cause nasal congestion, which causes the veins that drain from your eyes to your 
nose to darken and dilate. Pollens and airborne irritants can have the same effect.

In addition, the physical reactions to food intolerances such as bloating, headaches, 
frequent infections, sinusitis, skin rashes, joint pain, constipation and/or diarrhoea, as well 
as a lack of energy are clear signs that your food choices are not supporting optimal health. 
A leaky gut is unfortunately one of the outcomes of the long-term consumption of foods 
that you are intolerant to (see page 49 for more on the leaky gut). 

The science of addiction
Endorphins are chemical messengers the brain produces to reduce pain. They also produce 
feelings of wellbeing and pleasure. Morphine, heroin and cocaine all stimulate the produc-
tion of vast quantities of endorphins, which leads to feelings of euphoria. Feeling very scared, 
such as when you watch a horror movie (now you know why some people are addicted to 
them), and having an orgasm also produce endorphins in the brain. Exercise is another way 
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1. Undigested fragments of food can be absorbed through the digestive tract straight 
into the bloodstream. As a result, antibodies in the bloodstream recognize these 
particles as foreign invaders and mount an attack against them. This creates an 
inflammatory reaction within the body. 

2. The digestion of protein is severely limited when there are not enough digestive 
enzymes, which is of real concern, because protein is the foundation of hormones 
(such as leptin and insulin), which keep blood levels stable. Unstable blood glucose 
has been linked to moodiness, depression, anxiety and weight gain. Protein is also 
the basis of many of the neurotransmitters required to keep the brain working well. 
Obviously, an imbalance in the neurotransmitters sets the stage for poor mental 
health and ongoing poor food choices, leading to a downward spiral of unstable 
moods, poor concentration and lowered memory potential.

The ‘leaky’ gut 

Digestive challenges are often the underlying factor in food intolerances. The digestive tract 
can become ‘leaky’ due to a number of reasons, including excessive antibiotic use, a defi-
ciency in important nutrients (for example essential fats, zinc, vitamin A), ongoing inflam-
mation, an imbalance of gut bacteria, and stress.

This ‘leakiness’ means that partially digested proteins enter the bloodstream and trig-
ger a reaction from the immune system. Part of the solution to food intolerant reactions 
is to get the digestive system working properly again by firstly removing the foods that are 
causing the reactions, and then adding the right nutrients into the diet such as essential 
fats, zinc, probiotics and digestive enzymes. Ensuring that your diet includes plenty of 
fresh fruit and vegetables, as well as clean forms of protein and unrefined carbohydrates 
is critically important too.

Unfortunately, stress is another huge reason for digestive challenges. Digestion natu-
rally stops when you are extremely stressed because the body doesn’t want to waste time 
digesting food when it senses that you are fighting for survival. Your brain doesn’t know 

in the brain, which leads to the psychological and behavioural disturbances that gluten-
sensitive people experience such as depression, mood disorders and severe irritability. 
Increased intestinal permeability is also thought to play a significant role in these 
symptoms, as there is a direct path from the gut into the bloodstream for gluteomorphins. 
Celiac patients, who suffer an autoimmune response to gluten, have been known to suffer 
from a wide range of neurological disturbances, some of which have involved changes to 
the structure of the brain. 

Dairy foods include milk, yoghurt and cheese as well as many processed foods such as 
dried milk powder, milk protein and whey. It is possible to be allergic or intolerant to either 
the lactose (milk sugar) or the casein (milk protein) in dairy. Most mammals, including 
humans, stop producing the enzyme lactase, which breaks down lactose, after weaning. 
Cheese, a concentrated source of protein and fat, contains trace amounts of casomorphin 
(an exorphin), which has a similar action to morphine. Whether these casomorphins make 
their way into our bloodstream is still under debate, although researchers suggest that 
some of them do, reaching their peak 40 minutes after ingestion. It may simply be that 
the combination of protein and fats is addictive because these are such important foods 
from a survival perspective. Cheese also contains PEA (phenylethylamine), which harbours 
traces of a compound similar to THC (tetrahydrocannabinol), which is the active ingredient 
in marijuana. Chocolate also contains PEA. In addition, cheese is often salty, which is an 
additive that is easy to get addicted to. 

Your brain and gut are directly linked
It should come as no surprise to you that your brain and your gut are intricately connected. 
The food that you eat has to be digested and absorbed to sustain optimal brain function. If 
anything disturbs the digestive and absorption process (as well as the elimination process), 
cognitive function will suffer. 

Most people today eat too many processed foods and very little raw food. The digestive 
enzymes found in raw food help your digestive system break food down into tiny particles 
that can be absorbed and used by your body. The fewer enzymes you have in your diet 
from raw foods, the less effective your digestive system will be. When there is a lack of 
digestive enzymes in your diet, two problems occur:
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bacteria are damaged and reduced in number when our food is highly processed, when we 
are stressed and when we do not digest our food adequately. Antibiotic use also depletes 
these good bacteria. The end result is poor digestion and inflammation in the gut.

Adding a good probiotic to your diet helps your digestive system work optimally and 
reduces inflammation, which will influence brain health positively. A good store-bought 
probiotic (which you will find in the refrigerated section of health food stores) can start 
the process of re-colonizing your digestive tract with good or ‘gut-friendly’ bacteria. The 
best strains are from the Lactobacillus genus and the acidophilus, rhamnosus and plan-
tarum species. Probiotics are produced commercially by allowing the good bacteria to 
grow in a safe environment and then ‘harvesting’ them into capsules that we can use. Live 
cultured yoghurt is a natural way to get digestive enzymes and probiotics into your daily 
diet. Choose coconut yoghurt if you want to avoid dairy, but be sure to read the labels of 
any yoghurt you choose to use, as many are loaded with sugars as well as artificial sweet-
eners and flavours. Fermented foods such as kimchi, sauerkraut and pickles also contain 
probiotics, but be sure to choose ones made with brine and not vinegar. The popular drink 
kombucha is also a good source of probiotics. 

Adding a prebiotic, which provides food for probiotics, will ensure that the good bac-
teria in your gut keep working optimally. Prebiotics can be found naturally in asparagus, 
leeks and onions, Jerusalem artichokes and chicory (Belgian endive), burdock and dande-
lion roots. Cabbage, cauliflower, Brussels sprouts, kale and radishes are also good sources.

Naturally occurring chemicals that can cause cognitive challenges 

Even though a food is ‘natural’ that does not mean it is chemical-free. All foods are made 
up of chemicals, although the combination of chemicals found in natural, unprocessed 
foods are generally less challenging to our health. Some people are sensitive to the natu-
ral chemicals found in food, mainly salicylates, amines and benzoates, often experiencing 
hyperactivity, insomnia, compulsive behaviour and depression as side effects. 

Salicylates are natural chemicals found in plants, which protect them from pests and 
diseases. The best-known salicylate is aspirin, which comes from the bark of the willow 

that the stress may not be life-threatening. This results in stagnating food sitting in your 
digestive tract and a build-up of toxins, as well as stress hormones interfering with diges-
tion. Less severe stress also results in digestive challenges because the same stress hor-
mones interfere with optimal digestion and also damage the gut lining. In addition, when 
people are stressed, they often eat more in an attempt to alleviate the feelings of distress. 
This obviously adds to the digestive disaster. It is better to eat small, nutrient-dense meals 
when you are experiencing stress. 

Benefits of digestive enzymes and probiotics 

When your food is chewed properly and then digested well, it can be absorbed optimally. 
When this happens your brain gets the nutrients it requires and your body can work well 
too. When it doesn’t work well your mood, memory, learning and ability to focus all suffer. 
We know now that a lot of what goes on in the gut influences the brain directly because 
some neurotransmitters, like serotonin, are actually more plentiful in the gut than they are 
in the brain. Recent research has linked the digestive system to psychiatric conditions, lead-
ing to a new understanding and appreciation of how the gut and the brain are connected. 

Using digestive enzymes helps your gut to break down food into its working components 
and facilitate optimal digestion. For example, a good store-bought digestive enzyme con-
tains protease to help digest protein, lipase to digest fat and amylase to digest carbohydrates. 
Maltase, which converts complex sugars from grains into glucose, phytase which helps with 
overall digestion, and cellulase which helps digest cellulose (the fibre found in plant foods) 
are also good additions. If you experience bloating, heartburn, gas, acid reflux or nausea, 
these are signs that your digestive system is not working optimally. Stress, inflammation and 
ageing all influence the body’s ability to produce enough digestive enzymes to digest food. 
Supplementing with a good digestive enzyme and increasing the amount of raw or lightly 
steamed foods you eat will enhance your digestive processes and positively influence your 
brain’s ability to work optimally. Always take digestive enzymes with a meal and see a medi-
cal practitioner if your digestive system has been bothering you for some time.

We also need good gut bacteria to help our digestive tract work at its best. These good 
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Amines are a group of chemicals that occur both in the body and brain, as well as natu-
rally in many foods, and may cause allergic reactions that can lead to cognitive difficulties. 
The level of amines increases as the food ripens. The enzyme that breaks these chemicals 
down in the body can be inhibited when certain drugs called monoamine oxidase inhibi-
tors (MAOIs) are being taken. The optimal production of these enzymes can also be ham-
pered by a genetic variant, which could lead to aggression, particularly in men. The IgG test 
does not pick up sensitivity to these substances either. 

Amines are broken down into a few categories, which include histamine, tyramine and 
phenylethylamine (PEA). These three are discussed below because of their link to mental 
health challenges and physical reactions. 

Histamine is an important neurotransmitter but it is also involved in allergic reactions 
and the immune system, defending us against dangerous bacteria and viruses. Very high 
and very low levels of histamine have both been associated with mental health challenges. 
Very high levels are linked to addictions, abnormal fears, hyperactivity, obsessions, insom-
nia, emotional instability and schizophrenia. Conversely, very low levels are associated 
with anxiety, paranoia and hallucinations. Histamine levels in the body are influenced by 
certain foods which either contain naturally occurring histamine or which stimulate its 
release. The presence of histadine, an amino acid found in some protein foods that is the 
precursor for histamine, will also influence histamine levels. 

FOODS CONTAINING HISTAMINE  

tree. If you are sensitive to aspirin, you are likely to be sensitive to salicylates too. Salicylates 
give food a zesty, sharp, tangy flavour. While a single dose doesn’t do much harm to some-
one who is sensitive to salicylates, when exposed to them many times a day, the effects 
slowly build up causing various symptoms such as hyperactivity, skin rashes or digestive 
challenges. The IgG test does not pick up salicylate sensitivity. 

Salicylates are commonly used to add flavour to foods, usually in much higher doses than 
they are found in nature. They are found in a wide variety of foods (see below), so can be 
difficult to eliminate. The salicylate content of fruits and vegetables increases with ripening. 

As the following list contains many nutritious foods, it wouldn’t be wise to cut them all 
out, nor would it be easy. This should only be attempted under the guidance of a qualified 
naturopath or a nutrition-minded physician. Salicylates also inhibit the conversion and use 
of essential fats, so it may help to increase the supply of these healthy fats in your diet too.

FOODS CONTAINING SALICYLATES

almonds 

apples 

berries 

broccoli 

capsicum (bell pepper)

cherries 

chicory (Belgian 
endive)

citrus fruit

dried fruit

gherkins (pickles)

grapes 

guavas

herbs

kiwi fruit 

licorice

macadamia nuts

mint, peppermint

mushrooms

olives

pineapples

pine nuts (pine kernels)

pistachio nuts

radishes

raspberries

spices

tea

tomatoes

watercress

Worchestershire sauce

beer

cheese 

chocolate 

eggplant (aubergine) 

egg white, raw

fermented foods 
and sauces, such as 

sauerkraut, kimchi, 
pickles, soya bean sauce, 
miso, balsamic vinegar 
and kombucha

fish and shellfish – unless 
freshly caught, gutted and 
cooked and eaten within 
half an hour 
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headaches, dizziness, insomnia and confusion. Its presence in chocolate has led people to 
call it the ‘the food of love’.  

Benzoic acid is a white, crystalline compound used as a food preservative. It can have 
a narcotic effect on the brain in very high concentrations, obviously adversely affecting 
brain function. It can also cause skin breakouts, such as eczema. Benzoates occur naturally 
in some foods at varying levels, and are particularly high in the following foods. Sodium 
benzoate is a derivative of benzoic acid and is a commercially prepared preservative, found 
in processed foods.

FOODS CONTAINING BENZOIC ACID

Why it is not simple to pinpoint food intolerance
Unfortunately, it is not always a simple process to ascertain whether you have a problem 
with a food or a chemical in a food. It’s a process of elimination and once you are aware of 
the fact that food and various chemicals in foods can have a serious effect on your brain, 
you become more aware of what foods you love, crave and seemingly can’t live without. 
Often this is the very food that needs to be eliminated from your diet. Using a food diary 
or working with a nutritionist can also help you to identify an offending food. 

Over time, you will learn what you should avoid eating and will also become aware of 
what substitutes are available. If you get an IgG test, it may give you a good idea of which 
foods to avoid. However, the chemicals in foods are more difficult to pinpoint, so they will 
have to be deciphered through a process of elimination and observation. Many people are 

Tyramine can lead to severe headaches, feelings of light-headedness as well as itchy, hot 
flushes in people who are sensitive to them. 

FOODS CONTAINING TYRAMINE 

avocados

bananas

broad beans (fava beans)

aged cheeses such as blue cheese,  
Gruyère, Parmesan, Manchego,  
Roquefort and Pecorino  

chicken liver

eggplant (aubergine)

fermented foods and sauces, such as  
sauerkraut, kimchi, pickles, soya 
bean sauce, miso, balsamic vinegar 
and kombucha 

meat sausages, such as bologna,  
salami, pepperoni

meat extracts, such as Oxo, Bovril 

peanuts

raspberries

red plums

salted, smoked or pickled fish,  
especially herring

sour cream

tomatoes

wine, especially red wine

yeast extracts, such as Marmite, 
Vegemite

Phenylethylamine (PEA) is found in high levels in chocolate, several cheeses and red wine. 
It is produced in the body from its precursor phenylalanine, and is sometimes referred to 
as the body’s natural amphetamine because it is a natural stimulant and mood enhanc-
er. In large quantities (and for some people, in small quantities), it can produce intense 

meat sausages, such as 
bologna, salami, pepperoni

pumpkin

spinach

strawberries

tea 

tomatoes

vinegar

wine

anise

cinnamon

cloves

cranberries

nutmeg

prunes

raspberries

strawberries

tea
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Action plan
Five things to do that will highlight and prevent potential allergens in your diet and improve 
digestive health are:

1. Eating the same foods every day eventually exhausts the body’s ability to digest 
them properly, which can increase the chances of developing food allergies or 
intolerances. Try to make your diet as varied as possible. Avoiding processed 
foods is a necessary part of eliminating possible food intolerances and 
improving digestive health.

2. If you suspect you have a food intolerance, remove gluten and dairy from your 
diet for one month and assess your moods, focus and concentration as well as 
digestive health. Introduce them back into your diet separately to determine 
whether one or both of these foods is causing you digestive distress. Whenever 
you eliminate a suspected problem food, do it separately so you can determine 
which food could possibly be causing a reaction.  

3. Increase the quantity of fresh, raw vegetables you consume. If your digestion is 
really impaired, steam your vegetables. If you want to keep on eating raw salads, 
make sure you are chewing the green leaves and vegetables very well.

4. Add a digestive enzyme to your meals simply by sprinkling the opened capsule 
over your food (it is tasteless) or swallow the capsule with water during your 
meal. You can also stir the enzymes into a smoothie. 

5. Add a probiotic to your daily routine, after a meal, which reduces the possibility 
of the good bacteria being destroyed by stomach acid. After dinner is the ideal 
time as the probiotic has all night to get to work. There are different types of 
probiotics and a qualified naturopath or nutrition-minded physician can guide 
you in choosing the right one for your digestive challenge. 

See the Resources section for more information.

simply unable to tolerate the vast quantity of unnatural chemicals that pervade processed 
foods, so when you eliminate them from your pantry, you immediately have less of a toxic 
load and your brain will naturally start functioning more efficiently, leading to more stable 
moods and improved cognitive ability.

There is no need for you to feel deprived if you do make the decision to remove a food 
or a variety of foods from your diet. There are many replacements for the most common 
foods that cause reactions, although you do have to be careful that they are not overly pro- 
cessed. Read the labels of these replacement foods as carefully as you would any other  
processed food, as unnecessary additives are not required and may cause further chal-
lenges in your diet. There are, unfortunately, many replacement foods that are filled with 
loads of sugar, other refined carbohydrates, damaging fats, flavourings and preservatives, 
so it’s up to you to search for the best options. 

Your ability to flourish and maintain stable moods, to enjoy enhanced learning and 
good recall are all impacted negatively when your brain is battling to cope with a sub-
stance that is causing it distress. By removing a suspect food from your diet for a period 
of three to four weeks, you will be able to note any changes in mood, focus, concentration 
and memory. It is best to undergo this elimination diet under the guidance of an expert in 
food allergies, who will be able to help you eliminate all the possibly offending foods and 
guide you in choosing suitable alternatives. They will also direct you to the best blood tests 
available, such as the IgG test, to see which foods could be causing the reactions. For more 
information go to the Resources section.
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Variations
•  You can substitute the onion with 2 

leeks or 5–6 spring onions (scallions), 
finely chopped. 

•  Add a dollop of Almond Herb Pesto 
(see page XX) to each serving to 
increase the nutrient density. 

•  To make a guacamole to serve with 
the Coconut Beans and corn chips, 
simply mash 3 peeled avocados with 
about ¼ cup finely chopped coriander 
(cilantro), 2–3 finely sliced spring 
onions (scallions) including the green 
part, a big squeeze of lemon juice and 
a sprinkle of salt. 

Note
I prefer to use bottled tomatoes or 
tomato sauces because the lining in cans 
may be compromised from the acid in 
the tomatoes. 

Coconut Beans 
SERVES 4

This dish is the tastiest and quickest way that I’ve discovered to eat beans. 
It is a stew I serve with rice, millet or quinoa or with baked corn chips and 
guacamole, which is my favourite combination. It’s also great with fresh 
corn tortillas, but rather messy! If you want to leave out the coconut cream, 
it’s still delicious. 

1 x 400 ml (14 fl oz) can coconut cream  
2 teaspoons ground paprika  
1 heaped teaspoon ground cumin  
1 heaped teaspoon ground coriander
sea salt and freshly ground black pepper, to taste  
1 medium onion, chopped  
2 x 400 g (14 oz) cans kidney, cannellini or borlotti 

beans, drained  
1 x 500 ml (17 fl oz) bottle Italian tomatoes in the 

form of a pasta sauce (basil and garlic or chilli 
work equally well) 

sprinkle of finely chopped coriander (cilantro), to 
serve  

sprinkle of finely sliced red chilli (optional), to 
serve  

Add the coconut cream to the pot you plan to cook the 
stew in and place over a medium heat. Stir the cream until 
warm, then add the spices and onion and sauté until 
fragrant. 

Add the beans and tomatoes, simmering until the sauce is 
reduced somewhat — about 30 minutes. 

Sprinkle the coriander and chilli on top and serve. 
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Savoury Herb Muffins
MAKES 12 MEDIUM MUFFINS

When you eat a gluten-free diet, it is not always pleasant to 
have to rely on rice or corn crackers or gluten-free bread. I love 
these savoury muffins with a piping hot bowl of soup, and they 
can be packed in a school lunch the next day.

1 cup gluten-free self-raising flour 
(see Basics section) 

¾ cup almond flour
¼ cup polenta
1 tablespoon psyllium husks
1 teaspoon gluten-free baking 

powder
1 teaspoon dried Italian herbs 
2 tablespoons fresh herbs, chopped 

(try a combination of flat-leaf 
(Italian) parsley, oregano and 
basil)

1 heaped cup grated carrot
¼ cup grated onion
11/8 cups rice milk or coconut milk, at 

room temperature 
½ cup coconut oil (see Notes) 

Preheat the oven to 180°C (350°F). 

Grease each hole of a 12-hole muffin tin with a few 
drops of coconut oil.

In a mixing bowl, combine the flours, polenta, 
psyllium husks, baking powder, herbs, carrot and 
onion. Add the milk and coconut oil and mix until 
well combined.

Spoon the mixture into the muffin holes until 
three-quarters full and bake in the oven for 20–25 
minutes. Enjoy.

Variation
Add ¼ cup finely chopped sun-dried tomatoes to the 
final mixture for added nutrients and flavour. 

Notes
You can eat these muffins for breakfast. They are 
delicious with mashed avocados, macadamia nut 
butter or hummus. If the coconut oil is solid, simply 
melt it in a small saucepan over a low heat until it is 
liquid. 
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Sweetcorn, Mushroom  
and Quinoa Pilaf 

SERVES 4

One crazy weeknight I had no idea what to make for dinner and 
opened the fridge to find sweetcorn, mushrooms, fresh coriander 
(cilantro) and parsley. I decided to cook a cup of quinoa and see if 
these ingredients would work if thrown together. They did! 

2 cups sliced mushrooms 
1 medium onion, thinly sliced 
2 cloves garlic, finely chopped 
1 tablespoon Italian dried herbs
1 cup quinoa, cooked and cooled to 

room temperature 
2 cups steamed sweetcorn, either off the 

cob or frozen
½ bunch coriander (cilantro), finely 

chopped
½ bunch flat-leaf (Italian) parsley, finely 

chopped

Place the mushrooms, onion, garlic 
and dried herbs into a saucepan and 
lightly simmer for about 15 minutes 
until the mushrooms dry out. 

Set the mixture aside and allow it to 
return to room temperature.

Place the quinoa, sweetcorn, 
coriander, parsley and mushroom 
mixture in a bowl and gently toss to 
combine.

Serve with avocado slices and a 
dollop of Macadamia Sour Cream (see 
Note in Macadamia Mayonnaise 
recipe on page 193) or Almond Herb 
Pesto (see page 202).
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Desserts
Desserts should only be eaten occasionally due to the 

amount of sweetness they contain — even if it is natural 
and not refined! As Chapter 6 explained, our brain does 
not enjoy blood glucose surges, so enjoy these desserts 

in moderation. You will discover that my desserts are rich 
in nuts and oils, satisfying in mouth feel and provide 

valuable nutrients. In addition, you can’t eat too much of 
them because they are super filling! Although a number 
of these desserts contain chocolate, I suggest you do not 

consume them in the evening because the theobromine that 
chocolate contains can cause sleeplessness. 

Raw Chocolate and Date Mousse 
SERVES 6–8

Although I love using avocado in chocolate mousse, they are not always 
available in summer. Therefore, this recipe is my ‘summer’ alternative. It is 
very quick to make if you plan ahead and involves no cooking. 

8 large medjool dates, pitted 
1 cup coconut cream
1 teaspoon pure vanilla essence (vanilla 

extract) 
1 tablespoon chia seeds 
1 cup cashew nuts, soaked in water 

overnight
¼ teaspoon salt
6 tablespoons raw cacao powder
2 tablespoons coconut oil
Raspberies to serve

Place the dates, coconut cream, vanilla and chia 
seeds in a bowl and soak overnight in the 
refrigerator. 

Rinse the soaked cashew nuts under running 
water until the water runs clear.

Mix the cashews, soaked dates and all the other 
ingredients in a high-speed blender until 
smooth and creamy.

Transfer the mixture to a bowl and refrigerate 
until firm.

Scoop the mousse into serving bowls using a 
warmed ice cream scoop and top with a sprinkle 
of cacao powder and a few raspberries.
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First make the raspberry topping. Place the raspberries and maple 
syrup in a bowl and, using a fork, mash them together until well 
combined. Set aside.

To make the crust, grind the coconut, dates, salt and vanilla in a 
food processor until the mixture becomes soft and sticks together. 
The coconut will start releasing its oil and this allows the mixture to 
stick together when the cheesecake is put in the fridge to set. 

Using a 30-cm (12-inch) pie dish, spoon the crust mixture into the 
dish and press it flat with your fingers to make the base. Place the 
crust in the freezer or fridge to set while you make the filling. 

To make the filling, combine all filling ingredients in a high-powered 
blender until silky and smooth. 

Remove the crust from the fridge and pour the filling evenly over it. 
Place the cheesecake in the fridge to set overnight or for a few 
hours at least. 

Variations
•  You can use blueberries instead of raspberries in the topping.

•  For the crust you can halve the amount of coconut and 
substitute this with ground almonds or ground macadamias 
instead.

•  Instead of the lemon zest you can use 10 drops of organic lemon 
essential oil in the filling.

Cashew Nut and Coconut Cheesecake 
SERVES 10–12

Although this is not a true cheesecake, the texture and flavour are 
reminiscent of conventional ‘lemony’ dairy cheesecakes. It is delicious 
and disappears quickly when it is made. 

Raspberry Topping
2½ cups frozen 

raspberries, thawed
2 tablespoons maple syrup 

or coconut nectar 

Crust
2 cups coconut flakes
3–4 medjool dates, pitted
pinch of salt
½ teaspoon pure vanilla 

essence (vanilla extract)

Cheesecake Filling
2 cups cashew nuts, 

soaked overnight and 
rinsed well

1 cup lemon juice
1 cup coconut cream
zest of 1 large lemon 
½ cup pure maple syrup or 

coconut nectar
1 teaspoon pure vanilla 

essence (vanilla extract)
¼ teaspoon salt
2 dessertspoons psyllium 

husks 

Notes
If you are in a rush you can heat the raspberries in a small pan to thaw them and 
then mix in the maple syrup. Allow the mixture to cool before spreading over 
the cheesecake, otherwise you end up with berries mixed into the cake and you 
lose the silky smooth centre. If you forget to soak the cashew nuts for the filling 
overnight, a few hours will be fine too. Using psyllium husks in the filling ensures 
the mixture ‘sets’ and has a similar texture to conventional cheesecake. 
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Place the macadamias, maple syrup, coconut milk, salt 
and vanilla in a blender or food processor and mix until 
thick and smooth.

Pour the mixture into a large loaf tin, place it in the 
freezer and allow to freeze overnight. You need to 
remove the tin from the freezer about 15 minutes before 
serving to soften the ice cream. 

To make the sauce, bring the coconut milk to a simmer 
and add the peanut butter. Stir until the mixture is 
smooth and creamy and all the peanut butter has 
dissolved in the milk. Add the chocolate chips and stir to 
combine. Stir in the salt and serve over the frozen ice 
cream.

Variations
•  Serve with fresh cherries, raspberries and blueberries 

and a drizzle of coconut nectar. 

•  Chop up pieces of fresh mango or pineapple and stir 
them into the ice cream before you freeze it.

•  To make strawberry or cherry ice cream, mix ½ cup 
fresh or frozen strawberries or cherries into the 
mixture, reducing the coconut milk by half. The result 
will be a little like a sorbet.

Vanilla Ice Cream with  
Peanut Butter Sauce

SERVES 10–12

This really is the simplest ice cream you will ever make. You can 
substitute the macadamia nuts for cashew nuts — the result is the same.

4 cups macadamia nuts
2/3 cup maple syrup or coconut 

nectar
2½ cups coconut milk
1 pinch of salt
2 tablespoons pure vanilla 

essence (vanilla extract)

Peanut Butter Sauce
¾ cup coconut milk
¼ cup peanut butter
1/8 cup chocolate chips (at least 

70% cocoa solids or more, 
optional)

pinch of salt


