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Dear Reader:





I’m Rip Esselstyn and I want to thank you for picking up The Engine 2 Seven-Day Rescue Diet. If you follow the seven simple principles in this book, you will lose weight, lower your cholesterol, and feel great! All of this in just seven short, delicious days.


What are the seven principles I want you to follow for seven days?




• Eat plants.


• Eat whole foods.


• Chew your calories.


• Avoid calorie-dense foods.


• Limit your protein.


• Limit your salt, sugar, and fat.


• Walk every day.





That’s it! No problem, right?


Now, to guarantee you have a successful week, the second half of the book is filled with easy and delicious recipes. I’ve also included charts that show you how to build amazingly healthy bowls for every meal of the day. These bowls are fun, calorie light, nutrient dense, and filled with fiber. They are downright bowlicious!


This book is based on the staggering results that more than 1,200 people achieved at the seven-day immersion programs I’ve run over the last six years. Now you can achieve these same results at home! Show yourself that what you thought was impossible is totally possible. And when you’re ready to celebrate, share your results at info@engine2.com and we’ll give you a “Kale Yeah!” shout-out.


Eat plant-strong!
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Introduction



The week of December 13, 2004, began on a cold and rainy Monday in Austin, Texas. It was the start of some torturous days, but such moments are not uncommon for a firefighter.


Our first call came in to the Engine 2 station at 5:00 a.m.: “Lifting assistance.” This meant that EMS needed us to help them lift and carry a patient into the ambulance. Unfortunately, this wasn’t unusual. This call was like so many others in which we had to help EMS carry people who were morbidly obese. This time, it was a forty-four-year-old woman who weighed 450 pounds and couldn’t walk; plus, the hallways in her home were so narrow and abrupt that the stretcher wouldn’t fit. We lifted her onto a thick wool blanket, and then we had to maneuver her around tight corners and down the stairway. (Today, instead of blankets, fire departments use a “MegaMover,” a compact, portable piece of durable material with fourteen handles that can hold up to 1,000 pounds, which was created specifically for the onslaught of lifting-assistance calls that fire and EMS workers respond to.)


It took eight of us to accomplish the task. We positioned two people on each side of the blanket, two people at the front of the blanket, and two people at the rear of the blanket, while one person guided us down the stairs from the front and the eighth person guided us from the rear. Down we went, one step at a time, until we reached the front door, at which point we moved the patient from the blanket onto a hydraulic stretcher and then into the ambulance. (Hydraulic stretchers can handle up to 500 pounds and take a tremendous burden off the backs of emergency service workers—we were throwing out our backs left and right before their existence.)


After we loaded the woman into the ambulance, I asked the EMS workers why she was being transported to the hospital. They told me she had a fever from an infection in her lower leg that wasn’t healing and they needed the doctors to look at it. Along with being overweight, the woman had type 2 diabetes. Obesity is actually one of the biggest risk factors for diabetes, which is why the latest term for this one-two punch of obesity with diabetes is “diobesity.” It is becoming an epidemic in North America.


Back to the station we went. As often happens, we weren’t there long. We had many other calls involving medical issues that day, including a young man reported as either asleep or unconscious in his car. We slid down the pole—yes, Engine 2 is one of only two stations in Austin that still have a real firefighter’s pole—and took off. When we arrived we found the patient shaking uncontrollably, freezing cold, and sweating profusely.


Glancing at his wrist, we noticed a bracelet that indicated he was diabetic. The very first thing we did was check the man’s blood sugar. It was a paltry 19 mg/dl (milligrams per deciliter). Anything under 50 mg/dl is considered low. Nineteen mg/dl is dangerously low. When a diabetic patient is unconscious, you can’t give him glucose orally, so we waited for EMS to arrive. When they did, they immediately set up an IV and gave the man a shot of glucose. In less than a minute he shot upright and asked, “What the hell is going on?”


We told him his blood sugar had fallen down to 19. He replied that he couldn’t believe it. He had felt tired, decided to take a nap, and that was the last thing he remembered. He said he had been diagnosed as a type 2 diabetic four years previously, at age fifteen. Fifteen! We gave him some solid food to help keep his blood sugar levels elevated for a sustained period and told him to be really careful in the future—this was a matter of life and death.


Another typical call that week came from one of the University of Texas dorm rooms, where an eighteen-year-old female was suffering from generalized sickness. As is routine, we took her medical history, whereupon she told us that on the advice of her family physician, she was taking 10 mg (milligrams) of Lipitor daily to deal with her high cholesterol levels.


When EMS arrived, they cut us loose, but as we drove back to the station we all remarked on how crazy it was that someone so young could already be on the road to a lifetime of medications. If her doctor were truly effective, instead of being a glorified prescription writer, he or she would inform the patient of the benefits of eating well. The right diet can help avoid a cocktail of daily medications.


Later that same week, a call came in concerning an unconscious male at one of the University of Texas banquet halls. We arrived on the scene to find a forty-eight-year-old man, lying on his back on the ground, breathless and pulseless. We were told he had suddenly collapsed; as it turned out, he’d had a full-blown heart attack.


We immediately started chest compressions while two members of our crew got the AED (automatic external defibrillator) set up. We stopped chest compressions, placed the pads on the man’s chest, and waited for what’s called a shockable rhythm. This essentially gives rescue workers permission to shock a patient in hopes of restarting the heart. We attempted this two times without any luck, so we continued chest compressions until EMS arrived.


EMS intubated the patient, and then we worked in harmony to resuscitate him with a combination of shocks and compressions. After thirty minutes without success, EMS decided it was time to call the emergency room doctor and pronounce the patient dead. The sad reality is that every forty-three seconds someone has a heart attack; and every minute and twenty-three seconds someone in America dies from a massive heart attack. Over the course of my dozen years with the Austin Fire Department, we responded to more than fifty heart attacks and we were able to resuscitate only three patients.


We received more than a dozen medical calls during our shifts at the firehouse that week. It was a sobering week of medical calls, but we also had one chance to do what we joined the department to do—we fought a fire!


At 8:55 a.m. on a very cold Sunday, just as we were finishing breakfast, dispatch reported a house fire at an address 1.5 miles from our station. We jumped into the fire truck and immediately switched from medical mode to fire mode.


When we arrived, the house was almost completely engulfed in flames. We were the second engine company to arrive (Engine 3 got there first), so our job was to supply water to them from our 500-gallon tank and help deploy hose lines to fight the fire.


The flames were so high, and the wind so strong, that we had to put our truck in reverse and back up several hundred feet. As we did, the electrical wires in front of the house started arcing, the transformers exploded, and sparks flew everywhere. The smoke was so heavy it was almost impossible to see within a hundred-foot radius of the house.


Because the fire had grown increasingly dangerous in such a short time, the incident commander called a Mayday, which means that everyone must immediately get out of the building and move to a safe zone. He shifted operations from offensive to defensive mode as well, fighting the fire from outside the structure instead of from inside. He also called a second alarm, which resulted in two more fire engines and one more ladder company showing up—bringing more resources and more firefighter power.


The closest fire hydrant was inaccessible because of the immense heat and flames, so my co-firefighter Derick and I were asked to find another hydrant. We had to move more than 600 feet of 200-pound, 5-inch supply hose up a hill before we located one. While we were desperately pulling, Derick yelled at the onlookers to give us a hand; soon six good Samaritans were struggling along with us until we had access to an unlimited supply of water.


We did our best, but the fire was overwhelming. Engine 2 Company was now assigned the south sector of the fire and instructed to protect the adjacent house. We put several hose lines in place and shot tons of water onto the house to keep it from catching fire. Unfortunately, the heat and flames were so strong that one side of the two-story duplex adjacent to the burning house caught fire as well. Even road signs and cars parked on the street were melting; the emergency lights on Engine 3 melted—it was parked more than 100 feet away—and its windshield cracked.


After two hours the fire was finally put out by a group of tired, wet, and cold firefighters. We later learned it had all started with a cigarette. One lousy cigarette.


When I became a firefighter in 1997, I assumed that most of my job would entail fighting fires like that last one. Not even close! Most of what a firefighter does is take care of all the sick and ailing people who need help because they don’t understand that their diets are causing their health to suffer.


Now let me tell you about another week, six years later. By that time I had left the Austin Fire Department following the blazing success of my first book, The Engine 2 Diet. The book documents my personal journey with a plant-based diet, as well as the medical science behind it, and tells how I got a bunch of Texas firefighters to eat nothing but plants all day. I had discovered a deep desire to help people and save lives and was bringing those efforts to a whole new level by becoming a full-time crusader for plant-based foods. I began throwing Engine 2 events around the country. I wrote another book about the benefits of eating plant-strong foods. (I came up with the term “plant-strong” because plants truly are the strongest and healthiest foods on the planet.) I gave talks and seminars to thousands of people a year. And, I began an exciting relationship with Whole Foods Market as one of its healthy-eating partners in conjunction with developing a line of superhealthy Engine 2 food products.


As part of my partnership with Whole Foods Market, I started holding retreats for their unhealthiest employees (they had to medically qualify to attend), with Whole Foods picking up the tab. The company’s CEO, John Mackey, who understands that a plant-based diet can prevent and reverse chronic disease, decided to allocate millions of dollars annually to educate his employees with this gift of health. The retreat programs were at first exclusively for Whole Foods Market employees, but after two years we broadened the program, opening it up to members of the public as well. For one week, these participants live and breathe the plant-strong lifestyle. They eat a delicious array of whole-food, plant-based meals. They enjoy morning exercises and afternoon hikes. They soak up entertaining and educational lectures given by the best plant-based minds in the world. They literally eat up the cooking demonstrations, and they bask in daily interactive applied-learning exercises with the other participants. Add all this up and it’s a powerful formula that enables people to rescue their health. They now hold the keys to preventing and reversing the worst of the chronic Western killer diseases.


During one of these weeklong rescues, I met David Honoré, a forty-eight-year-old native of Philadelphia, who, like most of us, grew up eating the standard American diet, which is rooted in meat, dairy, and processed foods. But David didn’t just eat meat daily. He ate it several times a day. And he loved it! “I was the king of meat,” he admitted. “I ate enough for three lifetimes!”


However, David’s body didn’t love meat, nor did it love the other processed foods, fat, and dairy he was consuming. By the time he reached forty, David had developed several serious health issues, including type 2 diabetes and high blood pressure, and he was having challenges “raising the flag.” To remedy all this, he was taking eight different prescription medicines and was a candidate for even more.


It never occurred to David that his bad health might have been a result of his diet—that is, until he spotted a memo at work about an Engine 2 Rescue program. The memo explained the relationship between diet, exercise, and health and promised that the program could help restore well-being. After taking a good, hard look at himself, David realized that he was on a self-proclaimed “collision course with destruction.”


He applied and was accepted into the program, and a few months later he flew off to Sedona, Arizona. His last animal-based meal was an oversize pork breakfast sausage at the airport.


David arrived in Sedona scared of what the program might ask him to do, and he was worried that he wouldn’t like the food. Instead, he loved everything he ate and enjoyed the program immensely. Best of all, in just seven days David cut his total cholesterol level in half! It had been as high as 280 mg/dl, but his doctor had put him on statins, bringing it down to 180 mg/dl when he arrived in Arizona. By the end of the week, it had dropped all the way down to 95 mg/dl.


Not only that, but David’s blood pressure improved, dropping from 142/83 to 134/74. His triglycerides fell from 133 mg/dl to 71 mg/dl, and his LDL (“bad”) cholesterol plummeted from 112 mg/dl to 53 mg/dl. As a bonus, he dropped 8 pounds without even trying.


All in seven days!


David decided that if he could achieve these benefits in just one week, what could he accomplish if he gave it a year? So he did. As of today, he has lost another 70 pounds and is off every one of his medications. Best of all, his diabetes has disappeared.


David says he feels like a new person. He has energy again. His skin is no longer puffy. For the first time in as long as he can remember, his feet—which had become swollen and disfigured because of his diabetes—are now as attractive and svelte as the rest of his body, and he proudly parades around in flip-flops! Once a part-time opera singer, David found that his amazing tenor voice, which had been failing, returned, allowing him to perform with all the gusto of old. Furthermore, he enjoys food more than ever because his taste buds have come alive. He has even taken up running—he learned that exercise can be enjoyable and is the cherry that tops off the plant-strong lifestyle!


Sadly, two months after David returned from the Engine 2 Rescue program, his mother died after falling into a diabetic coma. He wants to make sure he stays alive to see his ten-year-old daughter grow up to marry and have children. Most important, he wants to leave a legacy of health for the next generation of Honorés. And for the first time, he feels confident that he will.


All of this happened in seven spectacularly wonderful days. And it wasn’t just David who had such an inspiring story to tell. What made this week so wonderful was that almost all of the other 90 people in David’s group had similar, spectacular results! That’s what happens when people start taking care of themselves and shift their diet to powerful healing plants. They no longer have to call the fire department for help. They are able to rescue their own health.




This was a life-changing experience for me. Before Rip’s program, eating plant-based seemed like one of those difficult “out of my league” kind of lifestyles. Now it is a simple no-brainer. Who wouldn’t want to eat gorgeous, delicious food that is easy to prepare and makes you feel wonderful?!


—Lisa Hamilton, age 61, retired RN





Myself, I have been living the plant-strong lifestyle for more than thirty years now. In that time I’ve been a world-class triathlete, a firefighter in the Austin, Texas, fire department, a husband, a father of three children, and a healthy-eating partner for Whole Foods Market. I have also written two best-selling books on the subject of plant-based nutrition—The Engine 2 Diet and Plant-Strong (originally published as My Beef with Meat)—and I have toured all over the world sharing this message of health and hope: that a plant-savvy diet is the best way to protect yourself from the onslaught of chronic Western diseases (which you will read more about in chapter 1).


Engine 2 started with a firehouse bet to see who had the lowest cholesterol level. This single bet inspired my fellow firefighters to eat a bunch of plants and motivated me to write The Engine 2 Diet. The research for the book and the book itself ignited a healthy-eating revolution within the Austin Fire Department that sent ripples throughout the country.


My knowledge of eating a plant-based diet came from my father (and my hero), Dr. Caldwell B. Esselstyn Jr., who, besides winning a gold medal in the 1956 Olympics for rowing, was one of the Cleveland Clinic’s top surgeons, president of the clinic’s medical staff, and chairman of its Breast Cancer Task Force. (The clinic was actually founded in 1921 by my maternal great-grandfather, George Crile Sr.) In 1985, after many years of being stymied by treating disease with conventional medicine, my father took a decidedly new approach: convinced that nutrition played an important role in health, he asked the clinic’s cardiology department to send him patients coping with serious heart disease—among them they had suffered forty-nine coronary events over the previous eight years—and he placed them on a plant-based diet. A dozen years later all but one of the patients was heart-healthy! The only one who wasn’t had strayed from the diet. For obvious reasons, my entire family then became plant-based eaters.


To back up the claims behind my first book, I decided to conduct my own study. I asked the participants to eat nothing but terrific, delicious plant-based foods for six weeks. Everyone who followed the program had amazing results. They lost weight, their cholesterol levels dropped, and they felt terrific. I arranged a second study, but this time reduced it from six to four weeks, and discovered that we could get equally excellent results in twenty-eight days—and thus the program for The Engine 2 Diet: The Texas Firefighter’s 28-Day Plan that Lowers Cholesterol and Burns Away the Pounds was born. My second book gave newly converted plant-based eaters a guide to answer every question they could ever ask about eating plants—and once again I toured the world sharing the message.


Along the way, in between all that touring and traveling and experimentation, I learned something that I could never have guessed when I started my initial studies back in 2007. I had assumed that twenty-eight days was the absolute minimum time necessary to see results. Boy, was I wrong! In 2008 I asked four of the firefighters at Station 4 to take the twenty-eight-day challenge. They said that twenty-eight days was just too long and wasn’t going to “butter the biscuit”; however, they’d be willing to give me fourteen days. The results? After fourteen days they had all dropped their weight, cholesterol, and triglyceride levels substantially. At that point I knew the body could make profound internal changes in as little as two weeks. But I still never imagined anyone could budge their cholesterol, LDL, and blood pressure in less time.


Again, I was wrong. I learned just how wrong when I started hosting many more Engine 2 Seven-Day Rescue programs, programs that have given more than 1,000 people the opportunity to improve their health, expand their minds, and activate their taste buds to levels they never dreamed possible. A quick look at the average drop in our participants’ standard biometric markers over six years of throwing these seven-day retreats shows the breathtaking way the body can begin to heal and get healthy in just one week!


Engine 2 Rescue Program Average Results


Cholesterol: –26 mg/dl


LDL cholesterol: –24 mg/dl


Triglycerides: –23 mg/dl


Blood pressure: –10/5 mm/Hg


Weight: –3.0 lbs.


Think about that. Seven days. That’s 168 hours out of your waking life. Just 168 hours, and your life will change forever! I didn’t believe it could happen until I started seeing it work in my Seven-Day Rescue programs, again and again, and with all kinds of people from all kinds of backgrounds.


I started hosting these Seven-Day Rescue programs in 2010. By 2017 we had completed eleven of them. And they were all successful. Of course, it’s a dream when you can check out from reality for seven days in the mountains and you don’t have to cook a meal, make a bed, wash a dish, or drive a car—where your only responsibility is to take care of yourself, soak up the information, eat delicious plant-strong foods, and bond with your fellow participants. But not everyone can take a week off from work and join me in the mountains of Sedona, so I decided I needed to test the merits of the program in the real world with people who were living real lives with real jobs.


Let me tell you about one pilot study in particular, because it’s the most recent. This study took place when I partnered with an Ohio group called North Ridgeville Heart and Sole, which was working to decrease the rate of cardiovascular disease and chronic illness in its community through many different initiatives, and the group volunteered to help organize a pilot study for this book.


In October 2015, we placed an ad in the local paper looking for participants willing to test-drive the Engine 2 Diet for seven days. We also recruited North Ridgeville city leadership to join in this grant-funded experiment. We quickly found that the promise of real, measured results in just one week made even the most resistant skeptics eager to join. Within two days we had 60 people ready to start their seven-day journey and a waiting list of more than 100 more.


Participants included citizens from all walks of life in the community: teachers, lawyers, businessmen, school principals, firefighters, cops, students, and even the North Ridgeville mayor and his wife. The group was 36 percent male and 64 percent female, ranging in age from sixteen to seventy-one, with an average age of fifty-one.
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All of the participants were required to take before-and-after biometric screenings so we could document their results, test the efficacy of the program, and collect the data for this book. We weighed them and took their blood pressure. We partnered with a laboratory and hired several phlebotomists to draw blood so we could test for total cholesterol, LDL cholesterol, HDL cholesterol, triglycerides, and fasting blood sugar.


Every participant received an eighty-page booklet that contained an overview of the “Rescue,” along with the same meal plans and recipe concepts you have in this book. They also committed to keeping a daily food log that they would e-mail at the end of every day to one of the Engine 2 Rescue program coaches. We found this to be imperative to people’s success from an accountability standpoint, as well as giving the Engine 2 coaches the opportunity to offer guidance, feedback, course corrections, and encouragement.


At the end of the seven days we asked all the participants to show up at a centralized location after fasting for twelve hours for their post biometric screenings. Then we weighed them, took their blood pressures, and drew their blood just as we had done the previous week.


The results were more than consistent with the other studies we’ve done. In fact, I was flat out over the moon with the results!



Weight: One hundred percent of the participants lost weight. The average weight loss per participant was 6 pounds; the maximum weight loss was 14 pounds. For details on the participants’ weight loss, please refer to the chart below.


Total Cholesterol: Ninety-five percent of participants dropped their total cholesterol levels. The average drop was 32 mg/dl, with a maximum drop of 76 points. Seventy-five percent of participants dropped their total cholesterol between 21 and 76 points.


LDL Cholesterol: Eighty-nine percent of participants dropped their LDL—or lethal, as I call it—cholesterol. The average drop was 22 mg/dl. The maximum drop was 50 points.
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HDL Cholesterol: Eighty-eight percent of participants dropped their HDL—the “good”—cholesterol. The average drop was 9 mg/dl. The maximum drop was 34 points. Now, it is true that HDL cholesterol is associated with a decreased risk of heart disease, and some people and their doctors are concerned when their HDL levels decline. However, lowering HDL cholesterol when you lower total cholesterol is normal and a good thing. As your total cholesterol drops, both its HDL and LDL components drop as well. This is because as you clean up your internal chemistry, your body doesn’t make as many of the HDL mopper-upper cholesterols. There’s no need for them anymore! And the ones you keep become bigger, more efficient mopper-uppers. For more details on changes in cholesterol levels, refer to the charts in Appendix 3.


Blood Pressure: Sixty-seven percent of the group dropped their blood pressure. The average drop in systolic pressure (the upper number) was 15 points, with 25 percent of participants reducing it by 18 to 49 points. The average drop in diastolic pressure (the lower number) was 10 points, with 25 percent reducing it by 12 to 29 points.


Triglycerides: Sixty percent dropped their triglycerides, with 25 percent reducing them by 82 to 358 points. The average triglyceride reduction was 75 points. The maximum reduction was 1,438 points.


Fasting Blood Sugar: Twenty-three people started the week with a fasting blood sugar over 100 mg/dl, indicating they were prediabetic or diabetic. Of those 23, 8 dropped their blood sugar below 100mg/dl by the end of the week, indicating they were now in the “normal” range.




(For a complete analysis of the North Ridgeville Study, see here.)







The truth is, I observed statistically significant improvements in all biometric measures in our pilot group: total cholesterol, LDL, HDL, glucose, triglycerides, systolic and diastolic blood pressures, and weight. Moreover, nearly three-quarters of respondents said that they would remain fully plant-strong or remain plant-strong most of the time.


Now, many physicians would tell you these results are too good to be true and that only an error from the laboratory—or a miracle—could possibly explain them. However, we know better. People who adhere to this Rescue program for the full seven days get these incredible results 100 percent of the time.


Participant after participant remarked after getting back their blood work, losing weight, and dropping their blood pressure: “I’m sold!”; “Oh my god, this really works!”; “Somebody pinch me!”; and “It’s a miracle!” No, actually it is not a miracle. There are no sleight-of-hand or cheap parlor tricks involved. It’s just good old-fashioned strong-food nutrition. The most underused and overlooked tool in the medicine cabinet or on a doctor’s prescription pad is the food at the end of your fork.




I was excited to try Rip’s program, especially since it was only seven days. As each day went by I could feel the difference in the way my body was reacting to the process, and I could SEE the difference in the way my clothes fit. The end results I received via my wellness screening solidified what I already knew: This program showed me more in seven days than some other diets can show in three months. This is not a diet… it is a life changer, and I will definitely incorporate it more into my daily life.


—Heidi Bayer, age 41, executive assistant





I want you to experience the same life-changing results as our Engine 2 Seven-Day Rescue participants did. I want you to go just seven days without eating any animal protein, animal flesh, or animal by-products. You won’t be eating any processed and refined carbohydrates, either. No trashy calories that are a nutritional black hole. You also won’t be eating a lot of calorie-rich, high-fat foods like avocados and nuts, nor any processed oils. You’ll just be eating the best and strongest foods in the world and getting the biggest bang for your calorie buck.


Here’s what I promise you: not only will you feel better than you have in years, you’ll lose weight (typical results are between 3 and 14 pounds), your total cholesterol level will be much more attractive, your LDL cholesterol will no longer be lethal, your triglycerides will be on the downslide, your energy will be on the upswing, and your poops will be easy and on schedule.


You’ll be on a path to a life free of medications. Statins, blood pressure medications, and diabetes drugs address the symptoms of these diseases, but they do nothing to address the underlying cause: the food. Just as the slew of chronic Western diseases are the manifestations of our unhealthy food choices day after day, week after week, and year after year, you will see the opposite when you make healthy food choices each day. And after you’ve strung together just seven of these days, your body starts to rapidly detox and remove unwanted cholesterol, inflammation, body fat, and a bunch of other debris that has accumulated at a molecular and cellular level in your body for decades.


You’ll also discover all kinds of wonderful foods you may never have eaten before—and you’ll find that these foods will fill you up, taste great, and keep your whole body healthy.


Before you start, I absolutely, 100 percent insist you devour the seven chapters that precede the recipe section. This is the core information that is crucial in helping you understand the ins and outs of the program and how the Engine 2 Rescue will work for you. Some of this information is similar to what I’ve written about before, such as the benefits of a plant-based diet to your health, but much of it is based on seminal research that has come to light only in the last few years. One of the most rewarding parts of being a crusader for this kind of eating is that medical science is constantly publishing more and more proof that there’s no healthier way to eat than a plant-based diet. It seems that almost every week a new study appears that validates everything my father and I have been saying for years!


In the second part of the book we’ll get down to the brass tacks of the seven-day program. You will love how easy it is. You will light up like a carved pumpkin at Halloween when you taste how delicious the food is. And to prove it, you will find dozens of recipes to keep you happy and full for the entire week—dishes that can be prepared by people for whom the kitchen is a distant and foreign location, as well as by people for whom cooking is the greatest joy in life. There’s something here for everyone.


So get ready to have the most wonderful, mouthwatering seven-day adventure of your life. Make it happen!




My husband signed me up and said “Let’s do this!” He was less than excited as he is a huge meat eater, but he and I both stayed true all week long. At the end of the week I was amazed at how much better I felt. My arthritis pain has greatly diminished, the swelling in my feet and legs has improved, and I have more energy than I have had in years! Overall I feel better than I have in a very long time. Is eating a cheeseburger more important than that?


—Beverly Gillock, age 66, retired board of elections coordinator


















PART I
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1



Why We Love Plants


Back in 2005 the Austin American-Statesman ran an article called “Tofu Outmuscles Red Meat at Firehouse.” At the time I was helping my fellow firefighters at the Engine 2 firehouse become fire-breathing, dragon-slaying, plant-based demigods. That tofu comment made for a catchy headline, and the article made our firehouse famous, but it’s more than catchy. It’s true. Tofu does outmuscle red meat.


Actually, to be fair, it’s not just tofu. All plant foods outmuscle all animal foods. Whether you’re eating legumes like hummus and tofu, fruits like oranges and strawberries, vegetables like broccoli and potatoes, or whole grains like oatmeal and brown rice, plants can out-tackle, outperform, and outlast any hunk of meat, eggs, or dairy you throw at them.


That’s right. When it comes to health- and performance-promoting nutrients per calorie, there’s no contest. There is no greater bang for your calorie buck than the kick you get from plants. Plants cross the finish line while meat is wheezing and gasping at the halfway mark.


In spite of all the scientific evidence that proves the power of plants—and I will get into that later—there’s a misconception out there that meat is somehow manly while plants are weak and timid. That’s strange. Aside from those “Rocky Mountain oysters” you hear about, I’d never concede that you might be eating a “manly” food when you’re eating an animal product.


In fact, in this book you’re going to hear the term “strong food” often. What does that mean, exactly? Hint: strong foods have nothing to do with meat or dairy or those junky “muscle milk” powders and snack bars that purport to make you stronger.


Here’s the short answer: Plants are strong foods. Animal products are weak foods.


Wait, does that sound right? Aren’t big, juicy T-bone steaks strong food? If you ever travel across my home state of Texas, you’re likely to see a wide range of steak houses, including one that even offers this challenge: finish a 72-ounce steak in an hour and your photo goes up on the wall and your meal is on the house. (Unfortunately, your future medical bills aren’t.) You might think some of these champs are healthy sorts, but in reality all that meat is rotting them away from the inside. If people really understood what makes a food strong, you might be seeing spinach-eating contests instead.


So what is it that makes a food strong?




I’m a 160-pound man. I exercised regularly and ate pretty well, yet my cholesterol was still borderline to high for the past three years of biometric readings. I stuck to Rip’s diet for seven days and I dropped 25 points off of my total cholesterol. I have completely eliminated the thought that high cholesterol is hereditary for me!


—Brandon Chesla, age 62, technical analyst





Strong and Healthy Macronutrients


Macronutrients are some of the most important nutrients you eat. The word macro means “large,” and, sure enough, you need a large amount of macronutrients for your growth, metabolism, and all your other basic life functions.


The three primary macronutrients are pretty well known: carbohydrates, fat, and protein. You need all three to live, no exceptions. So it makes sense that the food you eat should have all three, right?


Animal meat contains only two macronutrients: fat and protein. They’re missing the number one source of fuel for your body: carbohydrates. On the other hand, healthy and unprocessed carbohydrates make up anywhere from 20 to 80 percent of the calories in fruits, vegetables, whole grains, and legumes, leaving you with a slow and steady release of energy. Ask any endurance athlete what he or she loads up on before a big race. It’s not eggs and steak. It’s carbs. Lots of carbs.


During digestion, your body breaks down carbs into glucose, which enters your bloodstream and provides energy to your cells. The more healthy unprocessed carbs you eat, the more energy you have.


How about fat? It’s true that animal products do have lots of fat, and some fat is necessary in the human diet. But not all fat is created equal. Fats have a light side and a dark side. The Luke Skywalker fats you find in plants—healthy, essential omega-3 and omega-6 fats—are associated with a reduced risk of heart disease, diabetes, breast cancer, and colon cancer among many other chronic diseases. By eating a simple plant-strong diet, you get all the essential fats you need without any of the unnecessary and disease-promoting ones—in other words, the fats you find in meat and dairy products.
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Here’s the real skinny on fats in plants!


I call these dark-side fats—the evil Darth Vader fats of the trans and saturated varieties. Both occur naturally in meat and dairy (and can be found in processed junk food). If you eat too many of these dark-side fats, you’ll end up breathing just like Darth himself. That’s because saturated fats and trans fats cause plaque-promoting inflammation in your arteries, which leads to heart disease, and also encourages insulin resistance in your muscle cells, which leads to diabetes. Moreover, the Harvard Women’s Health Study, which has been following thousands of women for more than two decades, found that women with the highest saturated-fat intake had a 60 to 70 percent greater chance of experiencing cognitive decline.
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There are artery-clogging saturated fats in all animal products and even processed oils. Save your arteries and steer clear of this unnecessary weak fat!


Whether it’s a bird with wings, a cow with hooves, a fish with fins, or an egg in a shell, saturated and trans fats are lurking in every animal product you eat. If you eat animals, you can’t escape these fats. By choosing plants, however, you can rest (and eat) assured that you are taking in all the strong fats you need without any of the weak, disease-promoting ones.




Trans Fats




By now you’ve probably heard about the dangers of trans fats. These are fats that manufacturers induce in foods during the process of partial hydrogenation in which hydrogen gas is bubbled through vegetable oil. This process increases the product’s shelf life. Trans fats raise your LDL (bad) cholesterol and lower your HDL (good) cholesterol. But many people think they’re safe from the dangers of trans fat. After all, there have been numerous highly publicized trans-fat bans in cities like New York and San Francisco, and food labels almost universally boast “0 grams of trans fat” even on the most suspect products.


Be careful. There are lots of loopholes food manufacturers use to fool you. If a food has less than 0.5 gram of trans fat per serving, the manufacturer is allowed to pretend the product doesn’t have any trans fat at all. Be sure to check the ingredients list as well. Look for partially hydrogenated oils, a telltale sign that you’re eating trans fats. If you aren’t careful, the amount of trans fat you eat on a daily basis can add up quickly. To be clear, there is no safe amount of trans fat.


Why not err on the side of caution and choose mostly foods without any labels at all: fruits and veggies?








The third macronutrient is protein. We’ll talk about this more in chapter 5, but there are two huge misconceptions out there about protein. The first is that you need a great deal of it to be healthy and strong. The second is that you can’t get enough of it from plants. Both are wrong.


The truth is, according to the World Health Organization, at most 10 to 15 percent of your calories need to come from protein. Why not get it all from plants? Plant-based proteins contain all eight of the essential amino acids, and all in the right balance. Animal protein, however, throws this delicate balance into complete disarray. These weak proteins cannibalize calcium from your bones, which contributes to osteoporosis, not to mention accelerating the growth of cancers by boosting levels of the cancer-causing hormone IGF-1 (insulin-like growth factor).


Animal protein is not just weak food—it’s toxic food. Highly acidic animal proteins inundate your kidneys with acid, causing them to enter a frenzied state called hyperfiltration. Imagine constantly revving your car engine at the red line. It wouldn’t last long, right? The same goes for your kidneys. By continually forcing them to filter out all the animal junk from your blood, they get weaker and weaker and, eventually, may fail. Why else do you think that a Johns Hopkins University study concluded that as few as 41 percent of Americans have normal kidney function, or that Tufts Medical Center researchers believe that one in three people over the age of sixty-four may be suffering from chronic kidney disease?


Plant protein, on the other hand, has been shown to protect healthy kidneys as well as help sick kidneys become better by easing their burden.




Eat Like Tom and Gisele




Ever wondered how Tom Brady, the most clutch NFL quarterback of all time, and his wife, Gisele Bündchen, the most successful supermodel of all time, eat in their own home?


Meet Allen Campbell, the Brady family’s personal chef. Allen is a graduate of T. Colin Campbell’s plant-based nutrition course at Cornell University. “My philosophy is that a plant-based diet has the power to reverse and prevent disease,” Allen told Boston.com in an interview. “I had started really focusing on plant-based diets, because that’s where all the nutrition is.” That’s why 80 percent of what Allen cooks for Tom, Gisele, and their kids is fresh vegetables and whole grains. No added sugars, no sugary drinks, no dairy.


If you’re aiming to play like Tom and shine like Gisele, you can’t go wrong by starting with a whole food, plant-based diet!









Strong and Healthy Micronutrients


Carbohydrates, fat, and protein aren’t the only nutrients. Micronutrients such as vitamins and minerals are also essential to your health, development, and growth. Eleven out of the thirteen vitamins are found in plants (vitamin D comes from the sun, and vitamin B12 comes from microorganisms in the soil).


All seventeen of the major and minor essential minerals are found in plants. That’s because plants romp and play in the soil all day long. Their best friends are minerals, which deposit themselves in plant roots, stems, and leaves. When you eat plants, whether it’s broccoli, kale, or beans, you’re getting pure, essential minerals straight from the source and in a highly absorbable form.


Did you know that the best source of retainable calcium comes from plants, not from milk? That’s because the strong calcium found in greens, such as broccoli and kale, is absorbed into your blood twice as effectively as the calcium in dairy. Contrary to what dairy industry lobbyists might want you to believe, calcium does not actually come from cows. It originates from the soil, which a cow takes in from eating grass. In business, you try to cut out as many middlemen as possible to maximize profit. Why not cut out the middle-cow and maximize your health? There’s more calcium in 4 ounces of fortified tofu, or ¾ cup of cooked collard greens, than in a whole glass of milk. Just 2 cups of good old-fashioned black beans contain 90 mg of calcium.
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For those who say you need dairy to get calcium, I have one word: bull!


Meanwhile, some of the most exciting new research pertains to a special type of micronutrients called phytonutrients. These naturally occurring nutrients are found exclusively in plants and offer extraordinary health benefits.


For example, certain phytonutrients have been found to boost your defenses against pathogens and pollutants, increase blood flow (everywhere!), slow down the aging process, increase energy, decrease the number and size of cancerous polyps in the colon, and help prevent the formation of new blood vessels that feed cancerous tumors elsewhere in the body.




I have had a lot of stomach problems, high cholesterol, and I am overweight. Since day one of the Seven-Day Rescue Diet, my stomach has not bothered me, [and] I have lost 8 pounds. I have actually enjoyed eating this way much more than I expected!


—James McVeigh, age 68, retired city treasurer, North Ridgeville, Ohio





Furthermore, a 2013 nationwide survey by National Institutes of Health researchers found that people with the most carotenoid phytonutrients in their bloodstreams—the kind you find in tomatoes, sweet potatoes, and dark green leafy veggies, for instance—have a lower risk of depression. Indeed, a 2013 study published by the Journal of Affective Disorders involving a thousand elderly men and women found that those who ate tomatoes daily were half as likely to be depressed as those who ate tomatoes only once a week or less.


Scientists have so far discovered more than twenty thousand separate phytochemicals, and we’re only just beginning to understand how special these plant nutrients are. Plants can’t run away from their enemies, throw a punch, or bite and scratch, so they have to come up with other ways to protect themselves from invaders and predators. This is where phytonutrients come into the picture. Plants naturally make these amazing substances to ward off environmental hazards along with bugs and animals. They deploy a plethora of phytonutrients, and you benefit directly by consuming these strong little superheroes. They immediately go to work to fight disease, slow down the aging process, neutralize free radicals, and mitigate environmental oxidative stress.


A Strong and Healthy Environment


Plants don’t just help your body—they help Mother Earth, too. Let’s start with water. Take California, for instance, which is suffering a period of severe drought and is taking measures to conserve water. People can and should be mindful of water use, of course, but the media seem hell-bent on blaming fruits and vegetables. Poor, innocent little almonds in particular have come under fire for supposedly soaking up everyone’s water. The devil’s nut! How dare they! Eighty percent of California’s water goes to agriculture, they say, so you should stop eating so much produce.


Actually, you should do the opposite. Yes, it’s true that 80 percent of California’s water is used for agriculture, but let’s think about what—or rather who—is using all that water. People stop buying almonds because they think that product is contributing to California’s water shortage, but what they should do is buy less meat.


It takes 2,500 gallons of water to produce just one pound of beef. Compare that to only 100 gallons for one pound of wheat. Those maligned almonds take about 23 gallons of water per ounce. Sounds like a lot, but it’s nothing compared to how much water animal products require. Vegetables consume a little over 11,000 gallons of water per ton, while butter, beef, and pork consume 122,800, 145,000, and 121,000 gallons per ton, respectively. Cows lap up 23 gallons of water every single day, while humans consume less than a single gallon. A kilogram of animal protein requires 100 times more water than a kilogram of grain protein. Meanwhile, it takes 132 gallons of water just to slaughter one cow.


Guess which plant sucks up most of California’s water supply? Alfalfa. Scratching your head? I mean, who the hell eats alfalfa that much? Hint: not us. Alfalfa takes up more than a million acres of land in California, and it’s harvested almost exclusively to feed cows in factory farms. Each cow eats between 25 and 50 pounds of grains/alfalfa a day. In the United States alone we slaughter nearly ninety thousand cows every single day. And if you think grass-fed cow meat is better for your health (it’s not), know that it’s worse for the environment. Grass-fed cows live eight months longer on average than grain-fed cows—that’s eight more months of water, alfalfa, and grains. So if you’re concerned how much water your almonds are soaking up, take a closer look at that steak.


But the environmental impacts associated with livestock don’t end with water. In fact, the greatest problem might have less to do with the food that goes into the cow than the gas leaving her—methane, that is. Between all the farts from the billions of farm animals reared for slaughter and all the infrastructure associated with moving the world’s 275 million tons of meat, the livestock sector generates more greenhouse gases than all CO2-emitting vehicles combined. Buying a hybrid car is a great choice, but to help combat climate change, the most important step you can take is to eat strong food with roots—roots that can plant a foundation for stopping and even reversing climate change.


Plants are not just health-strong, but also earth-strong.


EAT STRONG FOOD TO STOP AND REVERSE CHRONIC ILLNESS


Heart Disease


Now that you know plants are strong, what is the number one reason to love our strong plants? Because plants are the only way to cure our number one cause of death: heart disease.


That’s right—the single biggest reason most Americans are going to die can be eliminated just by eating the right foods. Back when I was a firefighter in Austin, we had to make sure our equipment was in perfect working order. The first thing we would do at our noon shift change was a complete check of all the equipment on the fire engine, from the axes and Halligan tools we carry on the front bumper to the ventilation fans and the medical equipment we carry in the back compartment. We had to make sure everything was in perfect working condition. A ruptured fire hose could mean the difference between saving a house and watching it burn to the ground. If a hose was leaking, we’d never let someone stick his or her finger into the hole or throw some duct tape on it. We’d fix the leak properly and take better care of our hoses so it would never happen again.


The same is true for heart disease. If you’ve got a ticker at risk of conking out for good, you can throw some duct tape on it with statins and hope for the best. Or you can actually fix the problem by cutting out what caused the problem in the first place: meat, eggs, dairy, fish, processed oils, and processed foods.


This isn’t groundbreaking news. We’ve known for decades how to cure heart disease. In fact, one of the earliest persons to figure it out wasn’t even a doctor. He was an engineer named Nathan Pritikin. More than half a century ago he was diagnosed with heart disease at the ripe old age of forty-one. His doctors weren’t much more helpful than they are today. Avoid strenuous activity, take the elevator, nap often. Be sure to get your affairs in order. Gee, thanks, Doc.


Pritikin had other ideas. He studied the plant-based eating habits of rural Africans and how they had far fewer instances of heart disease. Pritikin figured that if he stopped eating the junk that made his heart sick, he could make it healthy again. It doesn’t take an engineer to put two and two together. (Well, maybe in this case it did.) Pritikin completely changed his diet, and within two years his total cholesterol number dropped from more than 300 to 120. His so-called terminal heart disease vanished. He started to run again, which he hadn’t done for years on doctor’s orders. He ended up living a normal life.


Some of the more recent scientific proof comes from my father in a follow-up to his 1985 study at the Cleveland Clinic. My dad tracked 198 people who followed similar plant-based eating plans for four years. A staggering 89.3 percent of them stuck to their diets, and in that group only one person suffered another cardiac event (a small stroke). However, among those who returned to their old eating habits, two-thirds of them had another stroke, heart attack, or died. The results were published in the Journal of Family Practice in July 2014: “Though current medical and surgical treatments manage coronary artery disease, they do little to prevent or stop it. Nutritional intervention, as shown in our study and others, has halted and even reversed Coronary Artery Disease.”


Heart disease is a choice. In other words, it’s self-inflicted. This may be hard to swallow, but it’s true. These days, though, you’d never know that heart disease was a choice. Let’s say you visit your cardiologist, who confirms that you’ve got a 95 percent blockage in one of the major arteries going to your heart. The first thing he will do is scare you. “We’ll need to perform a bypass surgery immediately,” he might say, “or else you’ll have a heart attack.” You’ll spend the night in the hospital, and you’ll be wheeled into the OR the next morning.


What your doctor didn’t tell you is that your 95 percent blockage is actually stable. It’s not ideal, and it’s not good for your heart in the long term, but it’s not likely to cause a heart attack tomorrow. Your amazing body has the capacity to build collateral vessels around the blockage. A surgeon does essentially the same thing by stealing a vein from your leg and grafting it around your blockage to improve blood flow to the heart.


What your surgeon won’t tell you, however, is that your vein graft will shut down within eighteen months, and she’ll have to perform another procedure. Your doctors also won’t tell you that since you have a major blockage in one place, you probably have blockages in dozens of other places in your body. My father has counseled patients who’ve had up to forty-seven stents put in their arteries. Forty-seven!




A few people have said to me that Rip’s diet seemed pretty extreme. I answered with a quote from Rip’s dad, Dr. Caldwell Esselstyn: “Having veins taken from your legs and having your chest cracked open for heart surgery is pretty extreme!”


—Alanna Verlei, age 63, retired RN





Of course, no amount of drugs or patch-up plumbing jobs, such as bypass operations, stents, or angioplasties, can do anything to address the underlying cause of heart disease. You fix one blockage, and three more will pop up next month. No degree of surgical whack-a-mole can keep up with heart disease.


What if there were a second option? One without all the pills and surgeries and expensive gadgets that need to be replaced all the time. One that has a nearly 100 percent success rate at stopping and reversing heart disease. It’s called changing what you eat. Focusing on strong food will give you the keys to a new health kingdom.


Sounds crazy, but just look around the world. In the famous China Study, for example, researchers led by Dr. T. Colin Campbell followed the mortality rates and eating habits of hundreds of thousands of rural Chinese who ate a primarily plant-based diet. In one province with more than a half million people, not a single death was blamed on heart disease over a period of three years. Meanwhile, in the state of Mississippi alone, heart disease kills more than eight thousand people per year.


But hey, we live in America! We spend more money on medical care than anyone else on the planet. A whopping $3.8 trillion per year! Surely some of that cash must be going to something good. We’ve got all these patented drugs to keep us alive. Why eat healthy when you can just order a Double Quarter Pounder, a shake, and a side of Lipitor? Because we should know better. Modern medicine is a powerful and appealing distraction that has smart, intelligent people like you falling for it hook, line, and sinker. These pills and procedures are like a seductive mistress pulling people in the wrong direction, toward trouble. If you stay true to your food, heart disease doesn’t stand a chance of invading your arteries. That’s something I know you can live with!


The CDC (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention) recently noted, “More Americans than ever are taking cholesterol-lowering medications.” More than a quarter of adults over forty are taking statins, which helps explain the alarming fact that nearly 70 percent of all Americans are on at least one prescription drug. Overall, doctors are peddling 4 billion prescription drugs every year—the equivalent of thirteen drugs each for every man, woman, and child. The statin Lipitor is the best-selling drug of all time, with more than $140 billion in total sales.


So you arrive for a checkup, your doctor says you’ve got high cholesterol, and what does she give you? Not some delicious plant-strong recipes to naturally bring down your cholesterol, I can promise you that. She gives you a Lipitor pamphlet.


Your doctor won’t tell you that statins have some side effects. For instance, she might order a blood test. Why? Because statins can cause liver toxicity as well as, for some people, severe muscle pain. Moreover, even if your blood work looks normal, biopsies have shown that statins can still be wreaking havoc on your muscles. This is bad news for athletes, and especially bad news for seniors who are at risk of falls. Meanwhile, the Food and Drug Administration recently mandated that labels on statins warn about the very real possibility of memory loss, while a 2013 study among thousands of breast cancer patients in the Seattle–Puget Sound region found that long-term statin use could double a woman’s risk of aggressive breast cancer.


These side effects might be tolerable if the drugs really worked, but studies have found that even among high-risk patients, the chance of benefiting from the most common blood pressure, cholesterol, and blood-thinning drugs is less than 5 percent. And statins—the world’s most popular drug—may offer only a 3 percent reduction in heart attack risk over six years. After all that money and all those pills and side effects, a measly 3 percent!


It’s up to you. Pop a pill, and maybe you’ll see a 3 percent chance of getting healthier—that is, if you don’t damage your liver, your muscles, and your brain in the process. Pop some plants, and you’ll have an almost 100 percent chance of getting healthier. Oh, and did I mention that you’ll be actively making your liver, muscles, and brain stronger?


Now you know that a plant-based diet can reverse heart disease, but I’ll do you even one better.


You can prevent heart disease before you have to reverse it!


Heart disease, also known as atherosclerosis, is caused by the buildup of fatty deposits called plaque along the walls of your arteries. These deposits increase along with the amount of food you eat that is rich in fat and animal protein.


Now, this doesn’t happen all at once. It takes place over decades. Plaque slowly bulges into your arteries, narrowing the space for blood to flow. If a chunk of plaque breaks off and a clot forms, a heart attack can occur. Less severe symptoms include angina, which produces severe chest pains that can radiate to the shoulders, arms, and neck.


However, for some people, the first symptom of heart disease is their final symptom. This is called sudden cardiac death, and it represents about half of all heart disease deaths in the United States. The data tells us that roughly 92 percent of heart attacks are caused by a juvenile plaque that ruptures (like a pimple), followed by the formation of a blood clot. Sudden cardiac death, however, is not actually a heart attack. Instead, the plaque in your arteries kills you over decades by gradually restricting blood flow and damaging the delicate signaling system that tells your heart chambers precisely when to relax and when to pump blood. Suddenly, and without warning, your heart can experience abnormal rhythms called arrhythmias, preventing the flow of blood and killing you.


You get only one heart, though. This means you can’t wait until you start feeling symptoms of heart disease to start treating it. With sudden cardiac death, one minute you’re feeling 100 percent fine. The next minute, you’re dead. That’s because your heart disease didn’t start a second ago. It probably started during childhood. Autopsies of accidental death victims have discovered that arterial fatty streaks, which are believed to be the precursor to atherosclerosis, are present in almost all American children by age ten! By your thirties, these streaks are turning into sticky, waxy, disgusting plaque. And then… it’s only a matter of time.


However, by cutting out all animal products—ideally starting in childhood—you can reverse plaque buildup before it’s too late. The body is a miraculous thing, but it can work its magic only if you feed it something equally magical: plants.




PQ Quiz




What’s your PQ (plant-quotient) score? Try your hand at these true-or-false questions. You will discover all of the answers after reading part 1, but if you really need to know all the answers now, see here.




1.  You cannot get enough protein from a plant-based diet because plants do not supply all the essential amino acids.


2.  Avocados, extra-virgin olive oil, and coconut oil are all examples of healthy fats.


3.  Animal-based foods do not contain any dietary fiber.


4.  Plant-based foods do not contain any dietary cholesterol.


5.  Dairy products like milk and cheese are the only reliable source of calcium in your diet.


6.  Drinking fruit smoothies is just as good as eating whole fruits.


7.  One serving of peanut butter is more calorie-dense than a large plate of green salad with no-oil dressing.


8.  Apples, broccoli, coconut oil, and organic blue corn chips are all examples of whole plant-based foods.


9.  The main reason food can be addictive is because of the high content of salt, sugar, and fat.


10.  It is possible to eat a lot of food and still lose weight.


11.  Proper diet is more important for overall health than regular exercise.


12.  Protein is the most important fuel source for your body.


13.  Carbohydrates have the most calories per gram.











Other Killer Diseases


If you think that some fatal disease has you in its crosshairs, I want you to stop this way of thinking immediately.


According to Dr. Michael Greger, director of public health and animal agriculture at the Humane Society of the United States and author (with Gene Stone) of the best-selling book How Not to Die, it isn’t just our number one killer disease that a plant-based diet can reverse and prevent. A plant-based diet can help you conquer all fifteen leading causes of death in America.


For instance, cancer. More than any other disease, people think of cancer as inevitable—especially if it runs in your family. Your grandma Ruth got it in her seventies, so you’re getting it, too. But while genetics can play a role, the truth is, just as with heart disease, you can control your own fate by controlling what you put in your mouth.


Animal products cause cancer by fueling armies of free radicals in your body. Free radicals are like the orcs from The Lord of the Rings: they’re evil, ugly, and multiply at breakneck speed. What makes these devils so vile and dishonorable is that they feast on something you can’t do without—oxygen. Supercharged by electrons that occasionally leak out of your cells, a chance oxygen molecule essentially beefs up on steroids and becomes a free radical. They might sound like a bad ’70s rock band, but free radicals aren’t so groovy. They’re so pumped up with energy that they stampede out of control throughout your cells, smashing and scrambling your DNA and causing cancerous mutations.


Anyone who’s ever owned a car fears rust. Like free radicals, rust is caused by exposure to oxygen. That’s why the dealer is always trying to sell you the expensive undercoating, so your new rig doesn’t rust out from under you. Dad’s 1975 Trans Am might look great on the outside, but take a peek underneath and you know the scrap heap is calling.


Free radicals work in a similar way. Animal products laden with saturated fat and trans fat cause inflammation in your body, which unleashes a torrent of free radicals that rot you from within, aging you prematurely and causing cancerous mutations. So that meathead you see in the gym benching 400 pounds and eating three steaks a day might look strong on the outside, but if you look under the hood, everything’s rotting away like Dad’s Trans Am.


Instead, you need foods that keep you strong on the outside and the inside. You need to eat foods that contain lots of free radical–destroying molecules called antioxidants, which march through your bloodstream and neutralize these ne’er-do-wells before they can damage your DNA.


Think of them as your body’s own personal undercoating to keep out the rust. You make some antioxidants naturally, but you need to consume lots of antioxidant-rich food to account for all the free radicals that are produced just by breathing in air. It’s a no-brainer which foods are the best—plants average sixty-four times more antioxidants than animal foods.


The evidence is overwhelming. An International Journal of Cancer study of nearly a half million people found that the chance of developing pancreatic cancer, which kills 94 percent of people within five years of diagnosis, increases by 72 percent for every 50 grams (or 3 tablespoons) of chicken consumed daily. That’s along with at least a 56 percent increased risk of blood cancers including lymphoma and leukemia.


A 2007 study published in the journal Epidemiology found that women who consume the most barbecued, grilled, or smoked meat have 47 percent increased odds of developing breast cancer compared to women who eat the least. Among the same group of women, those who ate lots of meat and the least amount of fruits and veggies had 74 percent greater odds of developing breast cancer.


A 2015 meta-analysis (a compilation of many similar studies) published in the American Journal of Clinical Nutrition found that the intake of dairy products was directly linked to an increased risk of prostate cancer. Meanwhile, a group of Harvard University researchers studying a thousand men with early-stage prostate cancer found that eating an egg or less a day was associated with twice the risk of cancer progressing to more dangerous stages. Overall, men who consume about an egg every three days may have an 81 percent increased risk of deadly prostate cancer compared to men who don’t eat eggs.


It’s not genetic. It’s diet. Since World War II there’s been a nearly twenty-five-fold increase in prostate cancer among men living in Japan. You know what else has gone up? Egg consumption by sevenfold, meat consumption by ninefold, and dairy consumption by twentyfold. You see the same phenomenon with Alzheimer’s disease. The rates of this horrendous disease that destroys your brain one memory at a time are four times lower among Africans in Nigeria compared to African Americans living in Indianapolis. Same genetics, different diet. And how about India? The country that eats more grains than any other country has the world’s lowest rate of Alzheimer’s. Try that one on for size, grain bashers!


Now, how about plants? I mentioned earlier that fiber consumption is associated with decreased breast cancer risk. In fact, a Journal of the National Cancer Institute review found that for every 20 grams of fiber consumed per day, the risk of breast cancer is reduced by 15 percent—results that have been confirmed in more than a dozen separate studies. (For comparison, the average American consumes a scant 15 grams of fiber daily.) In another study funded by the National Cancer Institute, just 2 teaspoons of ground flaxseeds a day was found to reduce on average the amount of precancerous changes in the breasts of women at high risk of breast cancer—and among breast cancer survivors, those who eat the most flaxseeds appear to live much longer.


A decade ago Dr. Dean Ornish, president and founder of the nonprofit Preventive Medicine Research Institute, decided to shift his focus from his pioneering work on heart disease to cancer. He enlisted 93 men with early-stage “watch-and-wait” prostate cancer and divided them into two groups. The first followed the advice of their current doctors and continued eating the standard American diet, and the second was put on a plant-based diet with lots of fruits, veggies, whole grains, beans, and soy. Guess which group fared better? The first group’s PSA levels—an indicator of prostate cancer growth—jumped by 6 percent. But the plant-strong group’s PSA levels dropped by 4 percent, meaning their tumors began to shrink.


In other words, Dr. Ornish demonstrated that plants can even reverse cancer among people who have it. And that’s without blasting your body to smithereens with chemo and undergoing horrendous invasive surgeries.


The largest-ever study of diet and health was conducted by the National Institutes of Health and the American Association of Retired Persons. The NIH-AARP study followed more than 100,000 people for decades. What did this enormous study conclude? “Red and processed meat intakes were associated with modest increases in total mortality, cancer mortality, and cardiovascular disease mortality.” Bam! Done. You eat more meat, you’re more likely to die prematurely. Here is what Dr. Kim Williams, president of the American College of Cardiology, remarked when asked why he doesn’t eat meat: “Meat kills you. Processed meat kills you faster. I don’t mind dying. I just don’t want it to be my fault.”


And we’re not talking just heart disease and cancer. The bigger the study, the bigger the results. The Harvard Nurses’ Health Study followed 16,000 women starting in 1980 and found that those who ate at least one serving of blueberries and two servings of strawberries each week were less likely to experience cognitive decline. A study of 89,000 Californians published in the American Journal of Clinical Nutrition found that people who cut out meat, fish, and dairy reduce their risk of type 2 diabetes by 78 percent and their risk of high blood pressure by 75 percent. These two conditions alone kill more than 141,000 Americans each year. The Iowa Women’s Health Study, which followed 35,000 women for several decades, concluded that eating green vegetables protects against non-Hodgkin’s lymphoma, a very serious blood cancer. Two studies from Harvard and Columbia Universities following a combined 50,000 people found that eating cured meat increases your risk of chronic obstructive pulmonary disease, which affects more than 24 million Americans and kills 134,000 every year.
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