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To my grandmothers, for always having open arms and open kitchens filled with love (and, of course, food)
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FOREWORD BY DR LAUREN FREID

Living with arthritis can feel like an overwhelming and daunting task, which is why Emily Johnson’s debut book Beat Arthritis Naturally is fundamental to understanding how you can take ownership of your health and condition and feel better. With this, her second book, Eat Well with Arthritis, there is the exciting opportunity to try even more delicious anti-inflammatory recipes, with a nutritionist’s approval, and learn further from two leading health practitioners. I’m delighted to be introducing it.

During my medical training, my mother was diagnosed with rheumatoid arthritis, and although medicine significantly improved her pain, allowing her to regain dexterity and strength, it was in fact the healthy lifestyle interventions in combination with the medicine that eventually restored her to her baseline. Since then, as I watched her from behind my medical texts and beyond, she has been optimising sleep, prioritising exercise, focusing on a whole food, anti-inflammatory diet, and taking steps to reduce emotional stress. Years later, she is living a healthier life with rheumatoid arthritis than she ever was prior to the diagnosis. Arthritis does not hold her back.

As a rheumatologist, and inspired by my mother, I firmly encourage healthy lifestyle approaches from the outset when seeing patients with a new diagnosis of arthritis. The goal is for my patients to live their longest, healthiest and most fulfilled lives. I am always looking for resources that can help them, and when I came across Arthritis Foodie, I knew I had struck gold. Arthritis Foodie is Emily’s international health and lifestyle blog and is dedicated to living well with arthritis, and it provides invaluable support for many of my patients and resources for myself as a physician.

Beat Arthritis Naturally, and now Eat Well with Arthritis, use evidence-based approaches that combine traditional treatments with complementary and alternative therapies, providing a safe, healthy way to optimise the quality of life for people of all ages living with arthritis. In my experience, the best quality of life is achieved through the balanced combination of pharmacotherapy with lifestyle modifications. With these recipes, and the principles from Beat Arthritis Naturally, you have the opportunity to improve your health and wellbeing, and feel good.

Dr Lauren Freid

Rheumatologist,
Ventura, CA




INTRODUCTION

Eat Well with Arthritis is a gentle way to ease the door open into new ways of living and eating positively with your arthritis. Nutrition is an effective place to begin as the gut houses 70 per cent of the immune system, and it is essential to managing your physical health and mental wellbeing. But nutrition is just one part of your colourful mosaic of lifestyle habits and choices, from sleep and stress, to movement and more, blending together to create a personalised picture of your health. This picture looks different for each of us, depending on our genetics, age, sex, environment, immune health and even our daily sleeping habits, stress levels, exercise and diet. Just as our fingerprints are all different, our experience of arthritis, and how it manifests will be unique too.

Arthritis is more than a few stiff joints, or something that happens with age or the result of an old sports injury. Symptoms associated with arthritis include (but are not limited to) chronic pain and inflammation, poor sleep and fatigue, and joint swelling and flare-ups, alongside the ongoing healthcare admin of hospital appointments and blood tests, prescriptions and painkillers. It can feel overwhelming at times – and it is largely misunderstood. The most recent study of the public’s perception of arthritis highlighted that people often confuse rheumatoid arthritis (RA), osteoarthritis (OA) and other joint-related conditions, with 76 per cent of Brits unable to identify a description of RA in one survey. There are over 100 different types of arthritis and related musculoskeletal conditions, affecting an estimated 350 million people globally, and it can happen to anyone at any age. (Only one third of Brits interviewed in that survey knew that it could happen to those between the ages of 16 and 24.)

When you are living with arthritis, you are not only managing that long list above, but you may also turn to healthcare professionals, family and friends or Doctor Google to find any and every idea that might help you to make your day-to-day life better. You spend (and probably have spent) hours researching, talking to others online and in person, and reading online forums, social media posts and health-blog articles to try to find the answers. And with this, it may feel as though you are adding yet another load to an already overflowing cart of stuff that you are pulling up a hill every day.

Well, I am here to take you on a downhill route and lighten the load for you at the same time, because I understand that overwhelming feeling all too well. After five years of living with arthritis, I not only felt overwhelm, but also complete despair, and I thought, ‘What could I lose by giving this a go?’ – ‘this’ being a complete overhaul of my diet and lifestyle habits, to help ease my pain and reduce arthritis flare-ups.

The first place most of us go to for help is Google (or any search engine) to look up the foods that are deemed ‘good’ for arthritis, and the foods that are cited as being inflammatory. Right now, as I write this, the search term ‘foods for arthritis’ on Google has 120,000,000 results – so many zeros that I couldn’t figure out how to say the number at first, but that’s 120 million different webpages listing information about the foods that may or may not (as there’s a lot of misinformation around) help you manage your arthritis. And on the flip side, there are 47.5 million search results for ‘foods to avoid with arthritis’ and plenty of scaremongering around tomatoes (more on these later with some updated research since the first book – spoiler – they are actually very good for us).

The truth is that you could spend hours searching for the ‘right’ recipe or online article, and you probably will not be any closer to discovering what might help (or hinder) your journey towards feeling better. The good news is, backed by research and healthcare professionals, with Eat Well with Arthritis and Beat Arthritis Naturally we have the tools to tackle this together. The first step is understanding: understanding your condition and what you can do to feel good every day. All of the principles, research and advice in Beat Arthritis Naturally are reflected in this book, and woven into every recipe too. With both books, you now have access to 150 anti-inflammatory recipes, tools and tips to equip you on this road ahead.

If you are new here, Beat Arthritis Naturally is the foundation to taking ownership of your health and wellbeing, and learning to live with your arthritis. Both books will support you to navigate your life with arthritis. My aim is to help you to live with arthritis in a happier, healthier and more holistic way for a better quality of life. And of course, to eat well with arthritis, every day.
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How did I end up writing about how to live well with arthritis?

Despite not being diagnosed with arthritis until my early twenties, I was four years old when I was hospitalised with swollen knees. I have very vague memories of sleeping on a hospital bed. After one week I was discharged, and although I was checked for juvenile idiopathic arthritis in the months following, I was signed off after no further symptoms appeared and received no formal diagnosis. It was not until years later that I was diagnosed with ‘seronegative arthritis’, after two years of mis-diagnosis, fatigue, frustration and feeling like my fingers were going to pop with the swelling.

My rheumatologist at the time placed me on the first rung on the ladder of medications, starting with naproxen, an NSAID (non-steroidal anti-inflammatory drug), and then sulfasalazine, a DMARD (disease-modifying anti-rheumatic drug). These had little to no effect, but then methotrexate started to reduce the swelling in my hands and the pain subsided a little too. Steroid injections also provided occasional temporary relief. But I was constantly struck with a cold, or a bug with flu-like symptoms, or flu itself, and the exhaustion remained debilitating. My lifestyle and lack of nutrition did not help, as my diet back then included a number of overly processed or preserved foods, refined carbohydrates, sugar-filled sauces and cakes, and I pushed the boundaries on caffeine and alcohol. Don’t get me wrong, I did put cucumber in my tuna sandwiches, had an apple or grapes for a snack and occasionally a sliced banana on my breakfast cereal. I was not considerate about what I was eating unless I could choose from a menu and/or someone else was cooking the food for me (thank you, Mum!).

Self-care was not yet a buzzword, and even if it was, I would not have been able to tell you what it meant or how to execute it in my own life. But it’s what I needed the most and I did not realise this until I started Arthritis Foodie in 2018. I became acutely aware of how important it is to take care of your body – to listen to it and be attentive to it – because we only get one. It’s not just the food we put into it either. I now sing about the whole picture to anyone who will listen: food and nutrition, sleep, exercise and emotional wellbeing, as well as medicine and ‘go-to’ things for pain management (that work for you, your body and your condition). I documented my journey online, mainly through Instagram, and in a handwritten diary – the good and the bad – from my diet and the subsequent toilet habits, to sleep duration and potential flare-up triggers. I started to feel a small difference in my energy and pain levels after a month, but a significant and positive change after three months, and even more so after a year.

Everything that I was doing was through my own research, trial and error, and testing on myself. But I knew that the healthcare professionals who I was learning from (many have contributions in Beat Arthritis Naturally) were right in their approaches. And there was nothing woo-woo about it, because it was backed by science, and I was not throwing my medication in the bin. I was still taking it and I found that what I was doing complemented it. It enabled my body (and my mind) to get a hold on my arthritis and control what I could, when I could, to feel better.

The Arthritis Foodie community began asking me privately through direct messages where I was getting my information from, and how they could access it. But sadly I did not have anywhere to send them to, as there was not a pass to the inner machinery of my mind where thoughts (about beating arthritis naturally or otherwise) are produced and stored, and thank goodness there isn’t. Their (your!) requests did not go unnoticed though. In 2019 I started writing the book that would become Beat Arthritis Naturally, but I had absolutely no idea how it would ever be published. I campaigned with a company called Publishizer, and eventually, through what can only be described as divine intervention, I met with Yellow Kite Books that December.

My wish was simple: to provide people like me with the book that I had needed when I first started living with arthritis. Using my own experiences, and the brilliant minds of rheumatologists, doctors, immunologists, nutritionists, scientists, physical therapists and health experts, it really is the book I wished I could have had in 2013, when I was 20 years old and had absolutely no idea what to do or how to feel better. Since its publication day in May 2021, it has become a bestselling book on Amazon and I have had the joy of reading countless stories and numerous online reviews on how Beat Arthritis Naturally has helped you. Every day it is empowering people all over the world to feel less alone and to find ways to manage their arthritis, pain and symptoms.

Eat Well with Arthritis blooms from my first book and is packed with colourful, nutritious and exciting new recipes for you and your loved ones to share together. It also includes insights from two brilliant healthcare professionals – Dr Deepak Ravindran and Cheryl Crow, who are doing important work in supporting many people with their chronic pain. Whether you are new here or not, I hope that the principles in my books help you to feel good and live well, for as long as possible. Thank you for being here, and thank yourself for taking these steps towards better health.

‘My aim is to help you to live with arthritis in a happier, healthier and more holistic way for a better quality of life.’
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