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This book is dedicated to anyone who has ever suffered with poor health alone, without compassion.
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A Brief Note

Your immune system is really an all-embracing and all-encompassing wellness system. It’s as indispensable as your heart or lungs. But before we journey into the mysterious system that keeps us well, this is a brief note for readers and the obligatory disclaimer. 

Infection, illness or any kind of disease can be scary and unsettling. But by understanding more about your immune system, my hope is that this book will provide not only a new appreciation for disease and illness, but some comfort that will allow you to nurture your health with less fear and alleviate some of the anxiety that illness brings. 

The highly complex nature of the immune system means that it is subject to endless speculations and opinions. By reading this book, you will also be less susceptible to snake oil and ‘immune boosting’ quick fixes and learn to cast a critical eye on pervasive immunity-marketing claims. I want to leave you understanding more about this amazing system that keeps you well and feel confident in how to support your immune system both now and for the future. 

This book is intended for the general population, not healthcare professionals or research scientists. The information contained within this book is not intended to constitute medical advice nor to replace or conflict with the advice given to you by your doctor or other health professional. Please view this book as a broadening of the lens to consider all the inputs into your health across your whole life and offer up some gentle practices and supplements to support you in your own health journey. Before you implement any recommendations on diet, supplement, exercise and other lifestyle changes set out in this book, you should discuss them with your doctor, especially if you have any medical condition or are taking any medication. The author and publisher disclaim any liability directly or indirectly from the use of the material in this book by any person.

Although it is not written for healthcare professionals or research scientists, you are of course very welcome to read it (and I’d be delighted if you did!). But just be aware that won’t find the level of detail that this vast and complex subject area demands as I tried to keep it compassionate and clear for the general reader without a background in this field.




Introduction

Your immune system is your greatest health asset. It is nothing short of amazing.

The immune system’s role in protecting you from infection is the main feature in conversations around immunity. But the immune system is not only for infection protection; it matters for so much more. As such, it should really be called your wellness system. Every inch of your mental and physical health runs through your immune system. It is a collection of incredible immune cells, cell subtypes, organs and molecules scattered throughout your body, all of which want to unleash their superpowers and keep you healthy and vital. For that to occur, you need to give your immune cells the proper resources and environment. Care for your immunity well and it will repay you in a health span rendering you less susceptible to both infection and chronic inflammatory disease.

PRIORITISE YOUR IMMUNE SYSTEM EACH DAY 

You and your immune system – you’re on a longevity journey together. And here’s an important point to consider about longevity: you don’t just want extra years tacked onto your life; you want healthy years. You want better health, and you want it for longer. Just as you care for your mind so that you can be productive and focused when needed, you care for your immune system so that you can do the things you enjoy. Prioritising your immune health is for life, not just for fighting illness. 

In today’s society, more and more people are living with lifestyle-related poor health. One in three adults globally suffers from multiple chronic conditions. Fifty per cent of GP appointments are with people with long-term conditions. Seventy-five per cent of the NHS budget is spent on chronic disease.1 The reality is that our wellbeing deteriorates so insidiously over time that by the time of disease diagnosis the only option is to manage symptoms rather than address the root cause.

The issues facing us today are extremely complex. Solving them is far from a simple, quick fix and requires both a holistic view and a consistent approach.

WHY YOU NEED THIS BOOK 

In the big picture of health, there are few things that can be resolved or transformed quickly. Before we can start to improve our immune systems, we need to understand its complexities – to appreciate that there are a lot of factors involved. But the overall thrust of wellness culture can make it feel like a very ambitious task to take on alone. Who to follow? What supplements to take? Is this even applicable to your personal health situation? Enthusiasm at the beginning of your health journey can quickly descend into feelings of overwhelm, confusion and self-blame if you don’t achieve what you set out to do. Fear, guilt and shame as motivators for transforming your health are neither sustainable nor health-promoting in themselves.

And that’s where this book comes in. It will help you to create your unique health recipe, with the ‘right ingredients’ used in the ‘right way’ for you. It is your personalised blueprint, not a one-size-fits all.

In Part 1, you will meet the bits and pieces that make up the beautiful biology of your immune system. You will get acquainted with what is considered to be one of the most complex systems in the body and the breadth of vital roles it plays. I will outline why we want a balanced not boosted immunity, and set the record straight on inflammation – the immune system’s way of responding to things that cause harm and injury. There will be a little bit of technical language (no way to avoid that), but ultimately, you will acquire the knowledge and tools to embark upon creating your own immune-support blueprint.

I will help you to conduct an honest appraisal of your immune system, looking upstream – to identify root causes of any issues – and figuring out any areas where you are not showing up for your immune system and where balance is missing in your life. A self-assessment here allows you to consider your relationship with each of the pillars of immune health and will orientate you towards the ‘lifestyle lever’ you need to pull the hardest; it highlights your own Achilles heel – the part of your everyday life that is stealing your health the most. You will identify weak spots and personal imbalances in immune function that enable you to develop a truly personalised blueprint for a long lifetime of wellness. I will be helping you to learn about your individual needs for your own unique health journey, providing the knowledge and tools to make the decisions that improve it. It’s about being strategic with your health by setting out clear and measurable goals, addressing negative self-talk and being tactical with your knowledge – knowing which tools to employ and when. 

In Part 2, we dive into the practical steps to take across each of the five core elements of the blueprint; these are the lifestyle levers that are deeply entwined with and connected to our immunological health: 


1. Inside-out immune support – what (and how) you eat

2. Mental health – navigating your immune–brain romance 

3. Sustainable movement – gaining mobility, muscle and momentum

4. Sleep – and the science of rest to improve your energy and the quality of your sleep

5. Outside-in immune support – how to curate healthy surroundings



Think of it as a pie, comprised of several pieces, but the portion that needs the most focus will be different for each of us. And the journey to health and healing will look different for everyone, too. The knowledge shared in each chapter provides the framework upon which you can personalise your approach as you learn the facts, the science-backed tools and recommendations to jumpstart your lifestyle transformation on the trajectory to strong immunity. It’s about exploration of you and becoming the expert in your own health by constructing your blueprint around each of the pillars of immune health. 

Living well happens through the small things we do each day – every morning, afternoon and evening. No one magical supplement, superfood, diet plan or exercise routine can ensure you’ll stay healthy. In these pages, however, you’ll find a 360-degree approach. It’s about making changes that stick – checking in on all the parts of your life that you have control over to support yourself, physically, mentally and immunologically. That way, you will be well prepared from the inside out, no matter what the future brings. When it comes to your immune system, the strongest evidence shows that simple daily actions across each of the lifestyle levers listed here add up to a meaningful difference. I’ll guide you on how to start taking effective steps in the right direction, embrace the small victories and make them count towards your wellbeing, for long-term shifts and consistent results. There’s nothing wrong with starting small. That’s where the greatest progress often begins.

Finally, in Part 3, we’ll take a look at immunity both in crisis and in recovery. I will help you to make sense of the science and commit to the right evidence-based actions to help and heal. Although we do our best to circumvent illness, sometimes it’s unavoidable. So I will address specific immune imbalances with an empowering guide to combating common, yet debilitating health challenges, such as infections, allergies and autoimmune diseases. When our circumstances put us in a situation that feels out of our control health-wise, we can seize the reins by making the right lifestyle choices. These can play a huge role in how we feel, cope and recover through different health challenges.

Your immune system is for life, not just for when you feel ill. It is as much about taking positive and preventative measures as it is about dealing with the consequences of an immunity crisis once it has engulfed you. 

Immunity is not only biological but societal. COVID-19 has painfully demonstrated our vulnerabilities, reminding us that no matter how robust we might believe we are, disease can loom just around the corner reminding us that many other aspects of modern life are contagious, too: obesity, loneliness and a plethora of negative psychosocial and socioeconomic issues that have collectively been silently eroding our health. Pandemics, like any health crisis, often call for extreme temporary measures but there is opportunity in every crisis, nudging us to change our health habits for the better. Though there is no diminishing the difficulties that a jolt to your health can have.

Remember, your health is your responsibility, so when applying the tools in this book, please filter it through that lens: talk to a healthcare professional if you are going to explore any new practices and, finally, be self-compassionate in your pursuit of wellbeing.

IT’S NOT ABOUT BEING HEALTHY; IT’S ABOUT BEING HEALTHIER 

Health is not an endpoint, nor is it a passive status quo. It’s a process, a mindset, an exploration. It is ongoing across our lives. And it is highly individual.

Many of you will be familiar with the term pathogenesis. We use it quite often in the biomedical sciences to refer to the processes by which a disease develops, including the factors that contribute to its progression. The word comes from the Greek pathos (‘suffering’, ‘disease’) and genesis (‘origin’). The lesser-known term ‘salutogenesis’ comes from the Latin salus (‘health’) and, again, the Greek genesis, and poses the question: how can we move towards greater health? Pathogenesis and salutogenesis are two sides of the same coin. Sadly, much of our modern-day medicine is focused on the pathogenic model: emphasis on all the scary illnesses and diseases that can await us if we don’t take good care of ourselves (and sometimes even if we do). It is easier to conceptualise a disease state than a healthy state of an individual. We know that disease is caused by the presence of an insult that can be genetic, environmental or caused by a decline in normal physiological function, such as during ageing. Health, on the other hand, seems to be more metaphysical – a so-called state of ‘wellbeing’.2 As an absence of disease, health becomes somewhat passive.

Let’s flip this to a different orientation – one where you are an active participant, where you are taking on particular behaviours and adopting a particular stance towards your diet, lifestyle and environment in order to promote your wellbeing above and beyond where it would otherwise be. For example, it is powerful to engage in exercise to ‘burn off’ those junk foods you just ate, to avoid undesirable changes in body composition or to help you move away from a family risk of heart disease. Salutogenesis involves a mindset and an orientation towards engaging in physical movement to feel good and enhance your wellbeing. It’s not only moving away from sickness (pathogenesis), but towards wellness (salutogenesis). A salutogenic point of view means that rather than asking, ‘How should we treat disease?’ we might instead ask, ‘How can we promote and maintain health?’ It is proactive rather than reactive – because ultimately it is easier to stay well than it is to overcome sickness.

Attaining a healthy lifestyle is never going to be effortless because our modern-day environment just isn’t conducive to it. In fact, there is almost no example in healthcare where the same thing helps everybody. 

While there are undeniable benefits to the ever-increasing number of health ‘experts’, plans, programmes, books, resources … the sheer volume of information can invoke a feeling of understandable overwhelm about where to start. But with the knowledge shared in this book, we can remove some of the obstacles and make the path a little easier to navigate.

HOW TO BUILD YOUR HEALTH FROM THE BOTTOM UP 

Our health is our most precious asset, and we must protect and nourish it. But defining what health actually is means different things to different people and depends very much on your starting point.

For me, health is a dynamic state of wellbeing in which our internal and external environments, mental and physical wellness collectively fulfil the demands of our lives. Your immune system – aka your wellness system – is constantly interpreting signals from the outside (and your inside) world, and your body’s ability to process all that information efficiently and accurately equates to health. 

On your journey to be healthier it is key to remind yourself that your journey will look different from someone else’s. However, there are certain fundamentals within your control that offer universal benefit, regardless of your starting point or life circumstances, including habitual diet and exercise, sleep quality and mental wellbeing and the environments you frequent. If you practise working with these fundamentals consistently, you will be on the right path towards your own personal best health. And the most exciting part? They don’t generally require fancy equipment, a financial investment or even hours of time. 

The information discussed in this book should be viewed and interpreted in the context of your immunobiography (which we will go into in Chapter 3) and your individual and current health, while each chapter in Part 2 will help you to identify what taxes your immune system the most, as we explore each of the five big foundational pillars or levers of a strong and well-functioning immune system, as mentioned previously (nutrition, mental wellbeing, movement, sleep and environment). But having knowledge and appreciating the science behind it is just part of the process. The rest is about taking action. For example, I know that I feel better and more energised when I go to bed at a consistent time and ensure that I get enough quality sleep. But I don’t always do that. Sometimes I find excuses to stay up late, or sometimes life just gets in the way. So I want to share more than just knowledge here. I want to help you take action to get your health back on track, maintain consistency in your actions and live more healthily and for longer. 

This book will make sure you have all the tools to nail the best foundations; and, of course, I’ll throw in some of my non-essential but nice-to-have extras for elevating your health from just ok to absolutely optimal. 





PART 1 

Getting Started – What You Need to Know





 

 

 

To start you on the right path, you first need a blueprint to shape that path in the direction you want it to take. Every part of your immune system functions better when protected from environmental assaults and bolstered by healthy living. 

Here, in Part 1, you will get better acquainted with your immune system and the many team players that defend and protect you to keep your body working to its fullest potential. I’ll tackle the million-dollar question – ‘Can you build healthy immunity?’ – and disentangle some of the fad from the facts. 

You will learn of the myriad inputs that shape this system, and how true optimum health means being able to constantly calibrate the internal environment of your own body with your external one. 

Of course, improving your health requires both practical tools and consistent application, and it can be challenging to know where to start. I will guide you upstream, exploring how your ‘immunobiography’ has shaped your current health to date and helping you to become an expert in your own immune system.

We have somehow reached a strange phase of human existence whereby we inadvertently sacrifice our wellbeing because life gets in the way. Acquiring the deep knowledge that I’m about to share with you will also set you up for Part 2, where I lay out the practical stepping stones to help you implement your new-found knowledge (even if you think you don’t have time) by focusing on realistic goals and developing the habits that will help you achieve them.
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CHAPTER 1:

Meet Your Immune System

Research has convincingly shown that the immune system plays a major role in every single aspect of our mental and physical health, from metabolism to mood, brain function, cancer surveillance, healing and repair and even pregnancy.

The immune system consists of an intricate network of cells, molecules and organs that have evolved over millions of years, shaped by the environments in which we live. Like a collection of scattered listening posts, it sits as a crossroads of our physical and mental health. 

A STRONG IMMUNITY TEAM 

When it’s working properly, the immune system will reduce your susceptibility to infection and disease, support proper immune function, better prepare your body to fight off infection, improve your ability to recover if you do get sick, and stave off unwanted inflammation, age-related immune decline and chronic disease.

There is a lot more to the immune system than meets the eye. It is made up of synergistic segments, which are constantly responding to our internal and external environments. Included in our definition of the immune system are: 


•  physical barriers: saliva, tears, the respiratory tract, the gastrointestinal tract

•  microbiological barriers: the collections of microbes that live on and in us

•  innate immunity: a diverse collection of white blood cells and molecules that form our first line of defence (for example, the inflammation, tissue damage and acute pain we experience immediately when we hurt ourselves)

•  adaptive immunity: the highly specific T cells and B cells and the chemicals and antibodies they produce; this is the immune response with memory – we become immune to certain germs via previous exposure or a vaccine

•  cytokines: messenger proteins that communicate between immune cells and our bodies.



The innate and adaptive arms of the immune system act both independently and co-operatively, interlacing their cells and molecules to keep us well. When the first line of defence (innate immunity) hasn’t been able to fix the problem, the adaptive system is activated to support it. Innate immune cells called phagocytes display antigens, which the adaptive system recognises, rallying the appropriate T cells to kickstart a further immune response. Genetics play quite an important role here. Innate cells ‘show’ bits of a germ (called antigens) to our adaptive immune cells in order to switch on the right ‘flavour’ of immunity for that particular germ. Antigens sit on molecules called HLA – human leukocyte antigens. Our HLA immunity genes are the ones that vary the most between us.1 This means that although we might differ genetically in the obvious things, such as eye and skin colour, we are actually much more genetically different from each other in our immune systems. The HLA system is highly complex, and it’s incredibly important to be aware of this because it explains why we all respond differently to the same germ. For example, your immune system might effectively detect and mount an immune response to a germ such as SARS-CoV-2. But how effectively your T and B cells do this will depend, in part, on your personal HLA molecules. These molecules determine how easily we switch on our adaptive immune response.2 It is a kind of Russian roulette, whereby your innate immune cells chop the virus up into tiny pieces but only some of these will fit onto your unique HLA molecules. These ‘bits’ of virus will then be presented to T cells, but your HLA molecules might inadvertently send your T cells off to battle the least effective target on the virus. This results in a poorer immune response compared to another person who has a different set of HLA molecules. There is no hierarchy in the HLA system – it’s partly genetic lucky dip. So you might be very good at fighting bacteria but suck at fighting viruses. And while we cannot control this aspect of our immune defences, there are lots of things we can do to shape our immune system.

We have many different types of immune cells and, like players in a football team, they each have unique (though sometimes overlapping) roles. If the team is poorly configured or has imbalances, then it won’t function effectively or at the level required. The cascade of effects results in a variety of negative health outcomes, only some of which – such as infection, autoimmunity and allergy, for example – are commonly recognised as ‘immune’ problems. But an unbalanced immune system can be counterproductive to your health in many more subtle ways by impacting unwanted inflammation, energy levels and ageing. This is where the T regulatory cells come in – it’s their job to shut down the immune reaction at the end of a response, bringing your body back into homeostasis (a self-regulating process geared towards stability) once the other immune cells have done their job. So keeping these guys happy is particularly important. 

CAN YOU BUILD HEALTHY IMMUNITY?

This isn’t a trick question, I promise. But it’s also not an easy one to answer.

Like an athlete, the immune system needs to balance training and practice with adequate rest and repair to become strong and adept. And despite the commonly used metaphor in which the immune system is compared to a defence army, protecting us against a threatening, germy world, what is becoming clear is that it is, in fact, also partly a peacekeeping force.

The internet is awash with new ways to restore immune health. Most, however, are superficial attempts at remedying a deeper problem because there’s a faulty assumption that the only thing separating us from a healthy immune system is a massive dose of a specific vitamin or mineral. We also tend to cast all germs as the villains because a tiny minority of them cause disease. But it’s important to realise that health is complex, and the immune system more complex still. We can’t expect to address such complexity with an overly simplistic solution.

A better way to think about it is that our immune health is a reflection of things we can control and things we can’t. It’s the interface between our genes (epigenetics), diet, lifestyle and our environment. Immunity is how our bodies learn to protect our insides from the world outside. It’s a sensing-and-reacting system, so by its very definition it is a shared experience that cannot be separated from social, cultural and environmental contexts. For example, did you know that soil has an immune system? As do the sea, the sky and all living things on this planet. The health of your immune system depends on the health of the planetary immune system. Through diet, lifestyle and environment, we can provide the right set of inputs not only to support proper day-to-day immune function, but to keep it rejuvenated, reducing our risk of (or symptoms of) inflammatory disease. 
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Figure 1 The immune system is shaped by things we can control and things we can’t 

‘The best doctor gives the least medicine.’ So said Benjamin Franklin. I love this quote, but I don’t mean to denigrate medicine at all. However, so many people are not feeling their best, not because of a medical diagnosis but because of a messy combination of diet, lifestyle and environment which in many cases cannot be easily fixed by medicine. No matter where you are on your health journey, there are almost always small things within your reach that can be used to help you thrive and embrace a salutogenic approach to health. As someone who grew up on a farm, I always find myself trying (and sometimes failing) to grow things – from house plants or tiny city-balcony gardens to, more recently, my sustainable kitchen garden. Along my growing journey I’ve had to learn a lot to keep these plants alive. The ecological term ‘permaculture’ (an approach based on an understanding of how nature works) has been a useful framework and one I now think of when it comes to maintaining immunity. Let me explain.

Permaculture serves to design sustainable habitats for things to grow and thrive, regardless of climate, environment or scale. Specifically, it means that by creating the right harmonious conditions, minimal interference is required. Australian researcher Bill Morrison developed the permaculture theory stated: ‘The only ethical decision is to take responsibility for our own existence.’ Taking this idea from permaculture, we can curate the right diet, lifestyle and environment (both inside and outside our bodies) to thrive with little need for intervention. 
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