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Advance Praise for Food Shaman

			“Food Genius, Food Innovator, Food Scientist, Food Shaman. Dr. Mike brings a whole new element (excuse the quantum pun) to how we perceive food, both at a mind and body level. An extraordinary read.”

			—Thomas Jreige, B.Sc, SSCP, DipPM, AAICD; Physicist

			“Dr. Mike has stirred the cauldron, he has done the research and presents factual evidence to back up what indigenous healers inherently know. He is on the cutting edge of connecting the bridge between science with ancestral healing pathways. He has ingested the three drops of inspiration, digested the medicine, and has served up a mighty fine brew in the form of Food Shaman: The Art of Quantum Food.”

			—Andrew Steed, Celtic Shaman Practitioner, Educator, and Author

			“Dr. Fenster knocks the ball out of the park once more with the book, Food Shaman: The Art of Quantum Food. He unleashes his incredible mind and writing abilities to entertain and educate at the same time. He has a voracious appetite for knowledge that is shared with the reader in his unique, entertaining style! I really love this book!”

			—Bernadette Fiaschetti, Host of the nationally syndicated One Life radio program, national health and wellness expert

			“Food Shaman is a terrific source of healthy cooking and amazing foods from the world’s top cardiologist-chef. It’s the Ultimate Almanac of Healthy Foods bringing a fresh perspective on eating healthy; a tour-de-force of healthy cooking and medical science.”

			—Marty Makary, MD, M.P.H., F.A.C.S., Johns Hopkins Surgeon and New York Times Bestselling Author of Unaccountable

			“Michael Fenster’s Food Shaman is an addictive read rich in detail and enlightenment. It is straight to the point and digs into the complexities of the human connection with food without being boring or preachy. Fenster provides a refreshing take on food and presents it as an overall experience for the mind, body, and soul. This book holds all the ingredients to help heal your relationship with food.” 

			—Francesca Luca, Radio Host of “Talk With Francesca”
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			​Dedication

			With greatest gratitude to Morrighan; for new ideas to live, old ones must die;

			Fulacht na Morrìgna; fulacht fiaðh.

			As always, to The Queen of Stones; Mon raison d’être.
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			Figure by Jayde Hilliard-Simpson





			​Author’s Note

			An undertaking such as this book is always a bit of a balancing act. Controversial assertions that buck the conventional wisdom, guidelines, recommendations, and preconceived perceptions of the public best have some evidence to support them. Yet, the science can be technical, difficult, and oftentimes requires specific training or knowledge, a degree of expertise, to comprehend; it is a bit like speaking a foreign language. A superficial understanding schooled at Google University is most likely to lead to mistranslation and misappropriation of meaning. 

			Add to this the plain fact that every reader’s background and demand for level of evidence will differ, and it quickly becomes a quagmire of navigating through the forest without getting lost in the individual trees. To help balance the burden of proof against the telling and the purpose of the story, there is located at the end of the narrative an appendix containing more scientific detail. The information is not necessary for telling of the tale, nor the implementation of the methods contained therein. However, for the curious, the skeptical, and the OCD among us (myself included), it is provided so that that no traveler of these pages need take my word and my interpretation of the data as the gospel. As the Buddha has advised, accept nothing lest it agree with your own experience and your own common sense. So, like any meal, partake of as much as you need to be satisfied. 

			Bon Appetit!





			​A Shaman’s Perspective 

			By Andrew Steed, 
Celtic Shaman Practitioner and Educator

			Why scrap around and fight on the floor for leftovers when there is room at the banquet table for us all to feast?

			It is one thing to acknowledge that each of us has a place setting at the table; it is another thing entirely to pick up the chair, unfurl the napkin, and join the celebration of life.

			I first met Doctor Mike Fenster seated at the captain’s table at a pirate feast deep in the catacombs of a Lancaster, Pennsylvania brewery.

			I have since broken bread with him in three different countries as we have both sought to expand our own horizons.

			What I love about Doctor Mike is his huge heart, with wisdom and wit to match. He blends traditional and indigenous medicine ways to serve a tasty repast for all who are willing to take responsibility for their lives.

			Grabbing that chair and taking a seat requires courage. It also comes with a responsibility to wake up to the philosophy of “healer, heal thyself.”

			There is a great story in the Welsh tradition whereby a young boy is charged with stirring a cauldron of inspiration for a year and a day. The contents are meant for someone else, yet the boy does the work and ends up ingesting the three drops of inspiration himself. He infuses the medicine and becomes a wisdom keeper of the Isles. 

			Doctor Mike has stirred the cauldron, he has done the research, and presents factual evidence to back up what indigenous healers inherently know. He is on the cutting edge of connecting the bridge between science and ancestral healing pathways.

			He has ingested the three drops of inspiration, digested the medicine, and has served up a mighty fine brew in the form of Food Shaman: The Art of Quantum Food.

			When you take a heart surgeon and a gourmet chef and add the tasty roots of a shamanic pathway, magic happens.

			To activate the magic requires us to be willing to suck the marrow from the bone and embrace the wisdom that has been marinated within the folds of these pages. A great recipe becomes a classic dish when we sharpen the tools, mix in the finest ingredients, and practice, practice, practice until we know the recipe by heart.

			Many people succumb to the “quick fix” philosophy churned out in this fast-paced world. So busy desperately trying to get there that they miss the gift of life, the present!

			Doctor Mike advocates that we fuel our bodies with real food to honour the relationships we have with the animal and plant nations that give up their lives so that we may live.

			Around the time I met Doctor Mike, I was facilitating a diversity program with students at a local trade school. I shared with them that in 1998 I was traveling in Argentina and ended up staying on a farm in La Pampa. The farmer told me we were having lamb’s eggs for dinner. At that time, I was a meat eater and lamb was my favorite meat. As we all sat around the dinner table, the farmer took a ladle and scooped it into the pot, exclaiming, “You did say you wanted lamb’s testicles, Andrew?”

			If you could have seen my face. The testicles had been boiled and the veins were sticking out. The faces of the audience members are always a delight to behold when they hear this part of the story. I often speak aloud what several of them are thinking, saying, “Did you eat them? Ugh testicle breath.”

			Around that table in Argentina, lamb’s testicles were a delicacy and had I grown up on that farm, I would have partaken of them gladly. When they were placed in front of me, my own fears came bubbling to the surface. It was the look of them and the thought of eating them that got in my way. 

			I cut a sliver and started to nibble away until the farmer pointed to some ribs that were cooking on the barbeque. “If you don’t fancy them we will polish them off,” he chuckled. The farmer’s family were delighted to have more testicles to feast on.

			The next day the farmer castrated the bulls and those testicles were cooked on the barbeque. Without the veins I munched merrily upon them. They tasted like chicken!

			Some of the faces in the audience were still horrified that people serve up testicles for a delicacy so I offered them this titbit: “You may think it odd that some people in the world eat testicles, yet they may find your eating habits just as strange. The testicles were fresh, the farmer raised his stock using organic methods, and he and his family knew exactly what they were eating. They look at some of your diets and scratch their heads at the fast food you cram into your bodies. And come on now, some of you eat hot dogs. You all know what goes into a mass-produced store bought hot dog don’t you?”

			Eating authentic food and being your authentic self is medicine to feed the soul.

			I was delighted several years ago when Doctor Mike sought me out to wander into spaces between the spaces on an indigenous medicine pathway. I am excited to see how he has worked with the marriage of food and shamanism. Ancient medicine elders in all traditions have held a sacred union between themselves, the tribe, and the land.

			Our species has been sleepwalking and in so doing has co-created a wounded wasteland. Our Earth, air, and water has been polluted. Doctor Mike calls us to wake up. It begins in honouring the temple of our own bodies so we can honour the temples of all beings around us.

			Whether we are meat eaters, vegetarians, vegans, fruitarians, or anything in between, nurturing our relationship with the fuel that feeds us will allow us all to flourish.

			Thank you, Doctor Mike, for sharing such a wholesome recipe of how to build this union within ourselves. For each of us has an opportunity to honour all life and co-create a thriving kingdom.

			—Andrew Steed





			​A Physicist’s Perspective

			By Thomas Jreige, 
B.Sc, SSCP, DipPM, AAICD

			In the last three decades, many diets, opinions, and ways to eat have been introduced into our lives, each one attempting to provide an easy solution to weight loss, or toward enhancing our existence. When I think of diet, I think of the different culinary attributes of cultures around the world and what makes them unique. From the ever-fresh Mediterranean diet to the raw and natural diet in Japan, food is a necessity for survival. The great thing about good food is that it brings people together. There is nothing more powerful than sharing a meal, with the effort of food preparation contributing to the enjoyment of the occasion. Ultimately, we consume food out of necessity; why not enjoy every meal putting a smile on our faces, enhancing the endorphins, and helping us all to live long and wholesome lives? The correlation of wholesome food and long life has been proven through generations of different cultures. However, there is more to this than just the food. 

			The title of this book Food, Shaman: The Art of Quantum Food, intrigued me. When I think of the shaman, I think of this person who has the skill to heal, summoning light and dark spirits. While we consume food as a necessity to live, other attributes of our human state can be nurtured through how much enjoyment we attain through the food and the enjoyment of the flavors which provide homage to our senses. This book delves into the world of the shaman, good food, and presents a quantum explanation around the ideas presented in this book. 

			Geoffrey Blainey, an Australian historian, philanthropist, and author of The Tyranny of Distance published in 1966, described how distance shaped Australia through its relations in trade in Asia and Africa. As technology is rapidly shaping our world, the tyranny is slowly diminishing, especially when it comes to meeting people and being part of people’s lives through distance. I met Michael Fenster online through the wonderful food blogger Joumana Accad when Michael released his book Fallacy of the Calorie. I was one of the ever-passionate science nerds who contributed to discussions about the concept of why calorie counting is not an accurate way to look at how we digest food, but more the quality of the food. We have continued since then with banter and more discussion of food. 

			Food is the one thing that every human requires to function. What we eat does matter, and the way we consume food plays a big role in our mental health, physical health, and wellbeing. Michael draws on similarities between eating good food, and the feelings felt when experiencing this food. Behind this comparison is the message of enjoying your food to gaining higher psychological reviews and benefiting the body’s nervous system. Our food should be an experience, one that we remember and savour. We all have an inner food shaman, one we should listen to when consuming food. 

			The key area of this wonderful manuscript is around the topic of quantum mechanics, food at a molecular level and drawing the comparison between the science and work of a shaman. When asked to review the manuscript, my curiosity was piqued, and I reminisced on my university education including Schrodinger’s cat experiment and the interpretation of quantum mechanics on everyday objects. Schrodinger’s experiment presents a topic called quantum superposition, being that the cat (in the context of this write-up) could experience simultaneously two states, dead or alive. Michael draws from science and shamanism through two simultaneous states: a state of physical satisfaction that the body has experienced when consuming a meal, along with the textures and the flavors. On the other hand, the mental state, psychological experiences, and feelings are nurtured and developed to provide the other end of the spectrum during the meal. 

			Looking at food consumption from the level of a shaman is no different than looking at food from a quantum mechanics (or quantum physics) perspective. This area of science looks at food from the natural perspective and the atom. It looks at the interactions of atoms that define our world. Looking at food at a quantum level can help us to understand not only what is physically occurring with food when we consume it, but provide us with an understanding of what makes us love food.​ Much like the quantum physicist, the shaman looks at the connection of nature with life (but sparing us from the quantum calculations, double and triple integrations, and complex mathematics that we all dread). A shaman looks to draw on spirits and attempt to heal us through looking at a balance of the light and dark forces that make up humanity. Understanding food from this perspective, quantum food allows us to understand how we heal when we eat; what is happening with the body’s atoms when we consume our food. It is not only about dieting, but the other attributes that food provides. Happiness is one of those key areas. 

			Michael’s work in the culinary sciences and education in food sciences and medical knowledge allows him to delve into these two areas and these two defined skills sets can be used to show both the light and dark sides of the food. Michael is a modern-day shaman, unlocking the mysteries of food, health, nutrition, and how we can achieve a higher-level state when consuming food, good health, the sciences and holistic approaches to consuming good food. 

			Michael and I share many common key things in life, having a passion and love for science and food. I look forward to the future, a day when we are sitting in a restaurant somewhere around the world discussing the finer elements of medicine, science and food. I hope that you enjoy reading this book as much as I have. It has been an honour to review this book and to be asked to validate the quantum science that appears in the manuscript and other scientific concepts. I could not put this book down, reviewing page by page, concept by concept as it confirmed the idea food is more than just nourishment for our bodies. What we choose to do with this information and how we choose to take future food experiences is up to us.

			—Thomas Jreige 
B.Sc, SSCP, DipPM, AAICD





 

			​Why A Food Shaman?

			“Where is your will to be weird?”

			—Jim Morrison, The Lords and The New Creatures

			This is not a book about teaching you how to become a shaman in the traditional sense. For those interested, there are many excellent references on the subject written by knowledgeable and reputable authors and expert practitioners. Likewise, there are many credible resources available on the web, social media, and through other modalities. It is important to understand I will not be teaching you how to become a shaman. If you are called, seek out a qualified instructor. As Sandra Ingerman observed, “The spirits choose a person who is to be initiated into the path of becoming a shaman for his or her community. It is not a profession you choose, rather it is part of one’s destiny.”1 

			That is not to say that we cannot use the tools of the shaman and the method to their madness for our own ends; to right our own ships and improve our own health, happiness, and wellness, and by extension that of our family, friends, community, and society at large. The shamanic process utilizes energy and intention to break a negative habit and replace it with a positive habit.2 When we utilize such techniques the naturally efficacious result expands beyond our individual borders to productively affect cultural and societal concerns. When we make ourselves well we naturally improve the health of the system at large of which we are part and parcel.

			Such action requires focus, passion, and effort. This triumvirate for success is found throughout the ages and across the globe by various names wherever humankind has sought to achieve its potential. Within certain circles of study in Japan, it can be referred to as a type of sanshin, a three spirit or three heart approach. 

			Because shamanism is a path of the heart, as well as the mind and spirit,3 it lends itself naturally to working its transformative magic through the food experience. For the proverb as timeless as food and humanity itself acknowledges, the way to a man (or woman’s) heart is through their stomach.4, 5 

			Roughly two decades ago, brilliant, brave, and talented young chefs inspired by revolutionaries like Alice Waters and Jeremiah Tower decades earlier turned their back on the status quo and industrial food conglomerate. Instead, they sought out authentic, organic, locally produced natural foods. Consumers had no problem paying more for real food that delivered taste and texture and invigorated the entire food experience with rediscovered fervor, flare, and flavor. The farm to table movement was here; again.6

			In the wake of these epicurean explorers, the science of the food experience has likewise been transformed. Because of the popularity of this fresh approach to eating, the stark contrast between corporate commodities and native benefactions has been laid bare. It is only within the last decade that the scientific knowledge of the power and import of the entire food experience has begun to reveal itself.

			Like the tip of an iceberg, we are only now beginning to peer below the surface and understand the enormity of the revelation below. With the power of logic and the scientific method, we have begun to unravel and examine the connecting threads that our forebears could only intuit. Yet in doing so, we have come upon the limits of our modern age’s analytical methods.

			We have reached the borderlands that theoretical physicists cast us toward when they launched us down the quantum rabbit hole. With strange realities like quantum entanglement and perplexing puzzles like Schrödinger’s cat, the wall between the observer and the observed has begun to crumble. These are the days, as Einstein once opined, of “spooky action at a distance.”7

			However, this newfound barrier is the foundation stone of our modern logic, classical physics, and scientific method. What we recognize as scientific fact yields reliability, not certainty. Scientific fact must be reproducible and observer independent. Observer bias is one of the first and foremost potential errors that needs to be eliminated in the design of any experimentation to be utilized in hypothesis testing. Unfortunately, it is becoming increasingly apparent that reality does not operate within or recognize such arbitrary distinction. Waves of discovery simply wash away our self-scrawled half-truths in the sand. We must finally acknowledge the eight-hundred-pound gourmand in the room: it is simply impossible to have dinner without the diner.

			This central tenet of human existence is what the ancients were able to perceive in observing our relationship with Nature. As in many ways the Earth is a microcosm of the universe, we are a microcosm of the world in which we exist. In our quest for sustenance, the daily act of consumption ties us to this reality as a microcosm within a macrocosm. We are all interconnected to one another like entangled particles. The shamans of antiquity knew this and it powered their work. We have forgotten.8 

			While they may not have understood the math behind the observable, our forebears nonetheless appreciated the ramifications of individual intention and action. They well understood as well the cultural and societal consequences of our interactions with the world around us as we assimilated it into a personal reality. This truth is a bond with Nature, and thus ourselves. It is a covenant we have sacrificed in our technological age on the Altar of Convenience. The story of food is the story of humankind. And of critical import, food binds us to nature for our sustenance and binds us to each other in a complex web of emotion, memory, and experience that ripples from the individual throughout society like waves from a pebble tossed into a clear, calm, mountain lake.

			This is the food experience. 

			We do not need more RDAs, super foods, junk foods, food porn, or ultra-processed synthetic diets. While our modern age has yielded useful information by fractionating the food experience into its component parts and testing biochemical pathways in sterile test tubes, we have in the process fractured ourselves.

			The food experience is not only the perfect place to examine and repair this splintered relationship, it is the most necessary one. We all must eat to survive, so there is not a human on the planet for whom engaging in this exercise is an option. What we choose to eat each day is the most intimate and powerful expression of the interaction between our environment and our genetics.

			This simple daily activity is the fulcrum upon which we teeter between health and wellness or disability and disease. We have undone the machinery to glean an understanding of its inner workings. However, only through reassembly with complete integration can we move forward across the threshold. All the parts laying on the floor certainly help us understand form and function. But like a disassembled car, until the parts are reassembled and in working order, they can afford us no means of transport.

			People are even more multifaceted. If you doubt that, take a large cauldron and fill it with seventy-three and a half liters of saltwater, add about a dollar’s worth of hydrogen, oxygen, nitrogen, carbon, calcium, phosphorus, and a number of trace elements9 and stir vigorously. Despite a complete recombination of the elements that comprise a human being in the saltwater that makes up roughly 70 percent of our bodies, neither a svelte and sultry Venus nor a handsome, tanned Adonis will emerge from such a sea. 

			Our humanity demands a complexity far in excess of such simple machinations. For living systems are always in a state of evolution or dissolution. They are infused with that essence of Spirit. We need to understand, if only for the simple act of self-preservation, to where and to what end have we headed our ships. There is Hell waiting for us there beyond these breakers. We are ordering disaster at the drive-through. 

			Our healthful approach to food has followed a predictably Western model. If someone has coronary disease, we give them a pill for their cholesterol and tell them to take an aspirin. If someone has depression, we give them a pill to increase the level of serotonin in their brain. Viewed across the population, depression accounts for roughly 15 percent of cardiovascular deaths. “That is comparable to the other risk factors, such as hypercholesterolemia, obesity, and smoking,” according to researcher Doctor Ladwig. These factors cause, according to some estimates, over 20 percent of the deaths due to cardiovascular disease.10 Studies have recently shown that depression is as potent a risk factor for the development of cardiovascular disease as any cholesterol level.11 Yet there seems to be little emphasis on integrating a person and prescribing happiness. 

			And while we all suffer the slings and arrows of our hectic, crazy, way-too-busy modern lives, a recently completed seventy-five-year Harvard University study (The Harvard Happiness Study composed of The Grant Study and The Gluek Study) clearly demonstrated that the most important variable in terms of health and longevity was an intimate, deep, loving relationship. 

			In a face slap to Facebook, it is the quality, not the quantity, of relationships that count. To the probable surprise of many, variables like money, family history, intelligence, educational level, or socioeconomic status fell by the wayside. Lead investigator Doctor Valliant summarized; “The only things that really matter in life are your relationships to other people…Happiness is love. Full stop.”12

			To break the bread of the ancestors is to return to the nexus of our shared food experience. Humanity arose when the first creative chefs decided to grill a couple of mastodon burgers for the rest of us.13 Those chefs became shamans and kept whole our humanity as among the world’s very first healers. Examples of such relationships still survive in some indigenous cultures as various versions of the eating of the ancestors. In South America, members of certain tribes grind up the ashes and bones of dead parents and mix them in a soup. This meal is communally shared amongst all their relatives. It is a version of incorporating the ancestor or god into one’s own body. 

			A pale shadow of this practice still haunts our modern ceremony and ritual. A modern corollary is the funeral feast, a variation of the sacred meal with the departed. Even today in Ireland a wake is an often lively celebration of the dead, where the deceased is seen to join in the merriment. At the other end of the spectrum, wedding feasts serve a practical purpose in feeding the guests. However, along with the practical there is sacramental purpose. The collective spread serves to unite all the attendants in the common act of eating, with all its rich, symbolic associations.14

			Today, we return reinvigorated to take our place at the table. We engage with the totality of our senses and being, the plates laid before us. Through the lens of this food experience, the wisdom of the shaman can help us focus on the act of integration and affirmative transcendence, for it is what you feed that grows.15

			Becoming a Food Shaman describes an approach to food and health that is beyond mere nutrition and more substantive than artless food porn. Currently, we approach food and health like we do everything else, with a convenient exclusionary dualism. What we consume can either be good for us or taste good, delicious or nutritious, but rarely, if ever, both.

			Thus, as we stand at the horizon of a new postmodern age, we turn to the venerable techniques of humankind’s first transpersonal and integrative healers; the shaman. We apply these methods without bias, judgment, or religion. It is not simply about breaking barricades, or wistful longing for long forgotten days that were never as idyllic as we recount. 

			To truly move forward, to evolve, requires fusion with our current state. We must transcend with inclusion, not rebuttal. We employ these practices to a most significant contributor to health and wellness; what, how, where, when, and why we choose to eat. We re-engage the culinary magic.

			The journey forward is about recapturing humanity’s birthright to the joy of the food experience. It is about healing and harmonizing our individual, societal, and cultural divisions with the natural world. For when we consume such real and wholesome Nature in authenticity, how can we transform into anything less than the Spirit which imbues her? Let us not suffer the shrunken palate modern convenience proffers, but strive to delight in the ample richness of this good Earth’s august bounty.





			​Shamanism

			“Shamanism is a healing pathway.”

			—Andrew Steed; Celtic Shaman Practitioner, Author, and Educator

			Many people view the shaman one dimensionally. Most often envisioned as a Native American medicine man, the shaman is much more. The stereotype of a half-naked, wizened old tribal elder clad in feathers, animal skins, and bones cavorting about with painted face, all the while incoherently claiming to communicate with spirits through a drug induced haze is about as accurate as most of the free health advice available on the Internet. That is to say, it is rather less than inaccurate.

			Shamanism is an ancient, universal spiritual practice that reaches back to a time when our ancestors shared the planet with Neanderthals. Research suggests that the origins of shamanic practice can be dated to at least the Middle-Upper Paleolithic Period if not earlier, roughly seventy thousand years ago.16 A skull which was excavated from the Middle Awash region of northern Ethiopia was found to be more than one hundred and sixty-five thousand years old. This skull had distinctive findings that clearly document a long history of ongoing human care and handling.17 Reverence and cult of ancestor worship, closely associated with shamanic practices, has been a part of human history for an extremely long time. 

			The word “shaman” has its etymology deriving from the age-old Tungus tribe of Siberia. In their native language, this word translates as “spiritual healer” or “one who sees in the dark.” Although the term shamanism may have originated in the remote hinterlands, the practice of shamanism is in the process. It is limited neither by time nor place. Archaeological and historical evidence for the practice of shamanism is found on Greenland and every continent except Antarctica.18 

			There is no doubt that at one time or another, every indigenous civilization had a shaman. Deep within every human being’s original roots, is the ancient memory of such a connection. It is hard wired into our DNA because these people were our direct forebears. We are all the sons and daughters of some tribe.

			Shamans were among the first human beings to explore the body-mind-spirit connection and transfigure the human species more than 35,000 years ago.19 It was a time that saw the birth of art, consciousness, and transcendence.20 One of the differentiating characteristics of shamanic practice is that it is not a mere exercise in erudition. Shamans are not mere mapmakers recounting the tales of others in the corner of some dusty library surrounded by stacks and tomes, information and exploits, written by others. 

			Shamanism is a practice of direct revelation.21 The shaman does not draw on a tale told to him or her. They are the explorers and the authors. They are the story, and they tell the tale and inscribe the pages through direct experience. With relish and abandon, shamans taste the adventure. It is the difference between eating the meal or reading someone else’s review.

			These exploits are accomplished utilizing a form of meditation combined with focused intention to accomplish various goals. Shamanism is most definitely “not a religion, nor does it conflict with any religious tradition. It’s a method…. (a) practice of direct revelation (that) is the ancestral precursor of all our religious and philosophical traditions, both ancient and modern.”22 

			However unlike many religions, shamanism operates without religious denomination, dogma, or hierarchy. The pursuit is immediate, intuitive, direct. It is delivered without winnowing, defining, censoring, or judging. There is no bureaucracy of intermediaries. This effect can be like a spiritual body blow that focuses our attention on previously unrecognized or unseen issues. Quite often, these are the unseen roadblocks that inhibit our progress or prevent us from attaining our desired objectives. The shaman is a universal, pancultural messenger and healer that is often described as “the one who knows.”23 By applying these devices inwardly with every bite, we begin the process of knowing ourselves.

			Such a technique is similar in many ways to the practice of Buddhism. And like Buddhism, it functions as a sacred tool. Michael Harner explains, “Shamanism ultimately is only a method, not a religion with a fixed set of dogmas. Therefore, people arrive at their own experience-derived conclusions about what is going on in the universe, and about what term, if any, is most useful to describe ultimate reality.”24 Ultimately, as we will discover, reality is about relationship—on all levels. The entire fundamental construal of the Universe is relational.

			One of the most prevalent bits of misinformation regarding the shaman is their place within the historical pantheon of powerful personages and healers. It is a common, but inaccurate practice, to look back in time or at contemporary indigenous peoples and use a representative of the most advanced mode of consciousness at the time and conclude that this was the average modus operandi. 

			Not every Native American, nor tribal member, and certainly not the average Homo sapiens from one hundred thousand years ago, was a shaman. While every shaman is a medicine person, not every medicine person is a shaman. It is estimated that at most maybe 2 percent of the population is able to intuitively access these innate powers.25 As Ken Wilber has observed, “A shaman was a very rare and gifted soul, and most people did not share this shamanic awareness. In fact, most people were terrified of the power of the shaman, and they hadn’t a clue as to the higher mode of awareness that the shaman accessed.”26 

			The Way of the Shaman is ancient, but time-tested. While the shaman may appear as a larger-than-life mystical wisdom warrior wielding change like a sword of truth within a fog enshrouded, visionary vortex, the truth is much more mundane. Shamanic practice, like many of the Buddhist pursuits, is about obtaining measurable outcomes in a timely fashion. Shamans are incredibly practical because they demand applicable outcomes that work in the here and now. Their conclusions are based on a percept; an absolute known based upon direct experience. They don’t merely consume; they taste.

			The form of the shaman tended to be of less significance than their function. This numinous role could be filled by either men or women. Accordingly, shamans filled many diverse functions within the numerous and varied cultures they served. However, according to Andrew Steed, a principal purpose of the shaman across all societies was to act as a vessel, or a “hollow bone between worlds.”27 It was in this capacity that they provided a pathway to commune with the natural world, a type of nature therapy. 

			Shamans were the originators of such remedies and they rightly take their place among the first spiritual heroes.28 As the arbitrators betwixt and between the worlds of Human and Nature, this mediation invariably extended into the procurement, preparation, and consumption of food. 

			Prior to the Industrial Revolution, the history of humankind’s social and cultural relationships defined themselves in terms of food production.29 Yet from the onset of the Industrial Revolution in the eighteenth century, we have progressively and at an exponential rate unbound ourselves from this natural construction, even as we have increasingly tethered ourselves to our technology. Particularly in the last fifty to seventy-five years, we have altered our food and food pathways to such a degree that 60 percent of the modern diet consists of ultra-processed food.

			Ultra-processed foods can be roughly defined as:

			formulations of several ingredients which, besides salt, sugar, oils, and fats, include food substances not used in culinary preparations, in particular, flavors, colors, sweeteners, emulsifiers, and other additives used to imitate sensorial qualities of unprocessed or minimally processed foods and their culinary preparations or to disguise undesirable qualities of the final product. The most common ultra-processed foods (are) breads; soft drinks, fruit drinks and milk-based drinks; cakes, cookies and pies; salty snacks; frozen and shelf-stable plates; pizza, and breakfast cereals.30 

			This is the very definition of artificiality. It is synthetically derived food additives used to disguise undesirable qualities or imitate the tastes and textures of real, natural foods. This type of pseudo-food is responsible for over 90 percent of the sugar consumed in the modern Western diet. Such massive consumption of prepackaged, pre-prepared, and processed items is reflected in the fact that over 75 percent of all the sugar and high fructose corn syrup produced in 2014 was used by the food industry.31 Chefs crafting foods and home cooks sourcing real ingredients simply do not construct meals this way. True chefs, like a true shaman, flourish only in authenticity.

			The first shamans were likely the first chefs. What destined the first societies to move beyond the treetops was the communal meal, the first BBQ. Cooking was evolution, both in physiology and in humanity. The shared meal leads to transcendence and civilization.32 Food is a bridge between the science and the spiritual—a bridge each of us must cross every day, several times a day.

			Shamans and chefs can move us forward and break us through to the other side. They do this with a grace that simply cannot be accomplished within the confines of impotent, punitive guidelines that admonish, proscribe, and prohibit. The “healthful” edicts from governmental agencies, professional organizations, and self-proclaimed experts operate on the principle of limitation. As the Buddha himself might observe, there is no salvation in deprivation. We have allowed machines, technology, food alterations, and replacements to come between us and nature in the pursuit of convenience. 

			Though we are reaping in our current times the massive destructive potential of such consumptive patterns as a result of the global prevalence of such consumables, it is not a 21st century phenomenon. Jean Anthelme Brillat-Savarin, who can arguably be considered the father of the low-carbohydrate diet, labelled sugar and white flour as the cause of obesity. He reached this conclusion almost two hundred years ago in 1825. He is, though, perhaps better known for his equally applicable observation: “Tell me what you eat, and I will tell you what you are.”33 However, it cuts both ways. We not only are what we eat; we eat what we are. And what we are is seasoned by our culture and society, as much as it is by internal drivers.

			If we continue to gorge ourselves on the false and inauthentic, it should come as no surprise that is what we become. In place of the authentic or actual self, we live a lie. We deceive ourselves with the mundane and trivial and we busy ourselves fashioning projects of deception. We are masters of the multitasking, all of which is to hide from ourselves the singular shocking truth of this existence: “The finite self is going to die—magic will not save it, mythic gods will not save it, rational science will not save it—and facing that cutting fact is part of becoming authentic.”34

			Like any true creative craftsman, the shaman operates from within his or her own veracity and sovereignty. The shaman learns to dance with authenticity. To execute their art, they draw from the gamut of physical, social, and psychological therapies, as well as from the spiritual domain. What is often overlooked in modern medicine is what the shaman incorporates; that true healing has both technical and symbolic components. 

			The technical element can be as straightforward as stitching a cut or performing a physical exam. But even simple techniques hold symbolic content. Roger Walsh further elaborates, “The symbolic component seeks to effect change—in the patient, the world, or the spiritual realm—via manipulation of symbols: objects that represent important forces or beings. Both technical and symbolic components can be therapeutic.”35 

			The therapeutic aspect of the symbolic components is often referred to as a placebo effect. Recent research has demonstrated that placebo effects are genuine psychobiological phenomenon attributable to the overall therapeutic context, and that placebo effects can be robust in both laboratory and clinical settings. It is evident that placebo effects are real and that they have therapeutic potential. Furthermore, clinically relevant evidence demonstrates that placebo effects can have meaningful therapeutic effects, by virtue of magnitude and duration, in different patient populations.36 

			For the shaman, such therapeutic modalities are not limited to single patient applications. In the indigenous world, war dances, rain dances, or healing rites do not necessarily cause victory, bring rain, or cure a sick person. But the ceremony can and does bring about a remarkable (and measurable) physiological change in members of the group as tension and excitement rise, peak, and then subside.37 For the Food Shaman, a meal—a wonderful food experience—may not cure cancer or stop world hunger, but it will measurably change all those who fully participate. And that is as good a place to start as any.

			Participation is the key. For the Food Shaman, it is about much more than simply presenting a beautiful plate. It is about engagement. It is about moving the masses from mindlessly gobbling and grazing to actively participating in the food experience. Many people today misunderstand the healing work performed by shamans. There is a belief that shamanic healing is an active role for the shaman and totally passive for the patient. It is a misperception reinforced by the contemporary doctor-patient relationship where the physician is all knowing and all powerful. He or she hands out a pill or performs a procedure and the patient is healed.

			Sandra Ingerman dispels that myth by drawing a clear distinction between curing and healing. “If a cure is provided by a shamanic practitioner,” she observes, “it does not mean the work is done. Shamanic healing does not involve a practitioner passing a magic wand over you. You do have to take responsibility in your own process of healing.”38 While the shaman may provide a cure, it will be at best a temporary fix without participation from the patient. To truly heal, patients must become participants. They have a responsibility to take an active role in doing his or her personal work in the healing process. The meal may be prepared by others, but it is for us to dine.

			Like an executive chef, the Food Shaman runs the spiritual pass between meal creation and consumption. Shamans stand at the gateways. Successful healing extends beyond the patient and reaches out to family, community, village, city, and eventually the world around us. This can be accomplished by utilizing the common core connection that all is ultimately one with Nature. The application of such shamanic practices ultimately leads to self-realization, personal development, and an evolution of consciousness, all of which is uniquely personal. 

			Shamanism is a tool, a practice in which each practitioner undergoes exceptional direction and guidance.39 Two people may share the same meal, but their experiences, and thus their realities, will differ. Even if they both enjoyed the meal, there are measurable differences in the details. Like distinct fingerprints, each of our food experiences—even the shared ones—are unique and particular.

			Nevertheless, although the effect resonates at the individual level, the process can be performed at the group level. A study performed at the University of Michigan explored the effects of shamanic practice on people who had suffered a heart attack. In this study one group learned shamanic principles and all participants received coaching on nutrition, physical exercise, and stress management. 

			The shamanic group had an immediate and sustained significant reduction on their depression score and a marked improvement on a test measuring hope. The conclusion was that shamanic practice could be used to increase hope while reducing depression in persons following a heart attack.40, 41 Other recent research suggests that depression post myocardial infarction makes you twice as likely to have another heart attack.42 These are real world, objectively measurable benefits.

			Scientific research has shown that when we are in an ordinary state of consciousness, our waking state where we perceive the tangible world we live in, our brain waves are in a beta state. When we engage in thoughtfulness and mindfulness, we initiate an alpha state, which is a light meditative state of consciousness. Journeying deeper into a meditative state results in a further slowing of the brainwaves until we reach a deeper state called a theta state. Progressing even further results in the generation of delta waves. This state is associated with sleeping and dreaming. The shaman seeks to dwell in the betwixt and between of the theta state. Here it is believed that the shaman’s soul journeys into the invisible realms, allowing access to helping spirits.43 

			Famously, Einstein sought to engage this dimension for his revolutionary thought experiments. As he explained in a letter to Jacques S. Hadamard, who was studying the thought processes of mathematicians at the time:

			Words or the language, as they are written or spoken, do not seem to play any role in my mechanism of thought. The psychical entities which seem to serve as elements in thought are certain signs and more or less clear images which can be “voluntarily” reproduced and combined…but taken from a psychological viewpoint, this combinatory play seems to be the essential feature in productive thought—before there is any connection with logical construction in words or other kinds of signs which can be communicated to others.44 

			His assessment of the shamanic state underscores its bridging importance: 

			I believe in intuition and inspiration. Imagination is more important than knowledge. For knowledge is limited, whereas imagination embraces the entire world, stimulating progress, giving birth to evolution. It is, strictly speaking, a real factor in scientific research.…45 In a certain sense, therefore, I hold it true that pure thought can grasp reality, as the ancients dreamed.46

			The methods of shamanism certainly cannot be neatly dismissed as the confused productions of primitive or pathological minds. The effects are real and serious and most certainly not an imaginary construct. Roger Walsh could be referencing the placebo effect when he correctly concludes that with respect to shamanistic outcomes: “Something much more remarkable, rewarding, and profound is going on.”47 

			The Food Shaman employs similar reflection on the “what and how” surrounding our comestibles. At the simplest level, food provides nutrition and supplies us with energy. But along with the energy that our body stores from what we consume, we contain the stories of the corresponding experiences. Each of these contains thoughts, memories, emotions, and energy that is all their own. Shamans help people repurpose the unfavorable narratives their bodies contain, reclaiming it so the energy is useful again. 

			We have a complicated relationship with food because the food experience involves aspects of physics, nutrition, chemistry, biology, physiology, psychology, ecology, anthropology, history, theology, philosophy, sociology, and political science. Yet so often we are told to value our comestibles solely in terms of simple in vitro laboratory analysis. Nutrition is situational thinking; the food experience is conceptual thinking. Nutrition is an act of science; the food experience is an act of spirit. This distinction defines the objective relation versus the personal relations. Understanding nutrition is necessary for life, but what do we live life for?

			Working with the food experience is a similar process to engaging the pan-disciplinary tools of shamanism. It incorporates nutrition, but that is only one mask from the crowded gallery. The many faces of the Food Shaman enable them to act as healers and doctors, priests or priestesses, harmonizers and psychotherapists, mystics and storytellers.48 Of course, within this tale the most central personality to the ceremony is the chef.

			However, in the contemporary telling of this story, the characters are dispersed, disparate, and dysfunctional. In our technologically wired world, we are more disconnected from our roots than ever before. We live in our heads and online without real emotion. Far too often, we strive vicariously to exist outside of ourselves like some digital voyeur. We become lost in logic, too rational, too obsessed with analytical measurements and analytical thinking, we become one-dimensional.

			We become like fish in a lake. We are unaware of the entirety of existence beyond our watery world. Because we see neither sky nor land, oak nor owl, we deny their possibility. This is a dangerous form of bias. We lose awareness of the detail outside of our immediate attention and consciousness. Without integration and forward movement, we grow moribund and stagnant. In such a state wisdom fades to knowledge that fades to simply information. It is no wonder that we label our current moment The Information Age.

			We need to breathe deeply both in and out. It is a complete rhythm that sustains life. If you try to put the sea in a box, it ceases to be the sea. There is no flow—it loses its heartbeat and its vitality. It is the water of the ocean, but an ocean no more.49 In such a way we mark ourselves off either as having more than anyone else, or less, and either is made a virtue. We often use food to make such distinction because its emotional connection lends itself easily in the construction of such boxes: “By their food shall ye know them.”50 We need to look inward and feast with intention.

			Observance, knowledge, and mindfulness are key practices. As an example, you start every day with water. Every morning there is an acknowledgment of the blessing of water, whether it be in the form of drinking it or passing it. Whether it’s brushing your teeth, making some tea or coffee, or hopping in the shower, every day begins with water. Your body is mostly water. 

			Without water, there is no life. All living things are composed mainly of water. Therefore, the blessing of the waters become the blessing of the self, both to ourselves and nature. You can give thanks and bless the water you use. Starting with spirituality and gratefulness will start your day positively. 

			Being mindful and grateful for your food and nature will improve your food experience and life. Taste the food, embrace the flavor, savor the moment, and experience the mindful benefits. Appreciate the energy and intent of the chef who prepared it, for all is connected in the act of eating. Such simple action can raise your consciousness, allow you to appreciate the moments in your life, and help create a new, beautiful world. It’s also why you never want to eat food from an angry chef.

			As we experience the Universe, we must remember the Universe simultaneously experiences us. “There is a Tao, a Way, a Current of the Kosmos, from which we have not deviated and could never deviate,” concludes Ken Wilber. “And part of our job is to find this deeper Current, this Tao, and express it, elucidate it, celebrate it. We are altogether fragmented in this modernity gone slightly mad.”51 

			It is a simple path, but not an easy one. You must listen. To heal the land or others requires first a healing of the self. Like existence itself, this requires life-giving food. Compare the high and low of an artificial energy drink to natural endorphins of a romantic food experience. In one scenario, the cable snaps and the elevator falls violently from top to bottom: crash. In the other, the doors open silently, and a soft exit reveals pleasure brushed with the gentle sense of serenity. 

			Food is about a quality experience and shamanism is about a higher quality of life. You are in charge; learn to integrate. Shamanism is relevant precisely because these methods can be found in the profound works of transformation throughout the ages. Roots of these shamanic tools and methods are wrapped within the teachings of those whom Karl Jaspers refers to as The Axial Sages; Buddha, Lao Tsu, Parmenides, Socrates, Plato, Patanjali, and Confucius.

			Shamanism is something everyone can do. A shamanic way of life is that which embraces a state of joy that bubbles up from a deep place within. It is a way of life that is utterly free of any religious overlay or dogma. The esoteric teaching “as above, so below; as within, so without” is a shamanic understanding. Harmony within always creates harmony without. The Food Shaman gets the body engaged through the physical act of consumption. The Food Shaman gets the mind engaged through the ceremony of the food experience.

			Action requires no mystical supplies, no monastic retreat to perform ritual. Simply bring and engage your inner spirit. Such participation will carry and support you through the process. There is a focus created in performing and participating in such a ceremony as the food experience where body, mind, and spirit join together.52 Yet it is paramount to always remain open and receptive to the unexpected, the unannounced, and the wyrd. Sometimes it needs to hit you from a totally unexpected angle, through a prism of strangeness. Through reflection, refraction, and rarefaction the cacophony becomes the song. It becomes a light that illuminates the work.





			​Food and Sex: Can You Smell What’s Cooking?

			“Good food leads to good sex…as it should.” 

			—Anthony Bourdain

			You’ve had an annoying day. 

			No serious disasters on the home front, but enough nuisances to leave you quite piqued. The morning seems to trumpet in one fire after another, and after adding Smokey the Bear to your curriculum vitae accomplishments, you find yourself peckish as well as peeved as you trundle out for a long overdue lunch.

			You figure you might as well try the new place. The way this day is going, if it is horrible it is but par for the course and certainly couldn’t ruin your current mood. On the other hand, a good meal could turn your ship around. As you settle into your seat and pick up the menu, the waitress passes behind you with a grilled lamb steak exotically spiced with ras el hanout. The scent hits you like a blackjack to the head. 

			Without control, without direction, memories from years gone by cross the threshold into your conscious mind like an unwanted Jehovah’s Witness. You had not thought about that intense, but short-lived romance in forever and a day. Now, all those pleasant recollections form an afternoon parade for one at your table. The mind’s eye showpiece is multisensory; you see her face, hear her voice, feel skin warm with the glow of the Mediterranean sun, and smell her scent mixing with the salt of the sea. 

			It is that perfumed memory that burrows deep in your brain and unlocks emotions. The feelings wash over you, cleansing the grime and the angst of what had been up until now, a most terrible day. The recollection has mellowed with the years and like a wine that was once a bit harsh to swallow, it is now smooth, complex, and deeply satisfying. Close your eyes, and immerse yourself in the warm sensation of subtle pleasures. It is, as Barbara Streisand once sang, the laughter we remember.

			Good times endure, if only in our mind.

			Yet how could a simple scent unleash such a psychological 
tsunami?

			Food and sex have been bestest roomies inside the human brain since the human brain has been concerned with food and sex. Which is to say pretty much forever. Of all the senses, only taste and smell are predominately hard-wired directly into our brain. When we hear something, see something, or feel something, it is generally filtered first. But taste and smell home in on command central like a well-guided drone strike.

			It turns out smell and taste, and thus food and sex, are full of more rapid twists and turns than a python on crack. Not to mention they have us by the emotional and physiological goody-goodies the entire time. 

			We used to believe that certain areas of the tongue perceived certain tastes like bitter, sour, sweet, and salty. We used to believe that this was the extent of the sense of taste. We were wrong. 

			It is now recognized that there are taste buds located throughout the oral cavity, epiglottis, larynx, and nasopharynx. While the tongue may have the greatest concentration of taste buds, they are found in the soft palate and with a particular focus in that region between the hard and soft palate, which is known as the geschmackstreifen, or taste stripe.53 

			What is clear is that although there may be regional differences in terms of overall chemosensitivity, the idea of a “taste map” in which specific areas respond to specific taste is incorrect. It is likely that individual taste buds and even taste cells respond to multiple classes of what we call taste. 

			There is a difference between taste and flavor. If taste is defined as the visceral sensation of the classic four—sweet, salty, bitter, sour—then flavor is what we experience. It comprises the sensory data from smell, taste, and somatosensation that contribute to what we experience when we savor. Taste is a physical sense; flavor is a hedonistic sense.

			Flavor acknowledges a fifth taste referred to as “umami.” This newest palate pleaser is generally known as one that corresponds to the savory aspect of foods. It is derived from the Japanese who first described it in 1908, and coined the term as a neologism of umai which means “delicious” and mi which translates as “taste.54

			Although we associate the tongue with taste, only about 10 percent of what we perceive as taste is derived from the tongue. Approximately 85 percent of taste is modulated through olfaction, or the sense of smell. In fact, we generally don’t perceive taste as an isolated sensation. What we actually perceive is the flavor. Flavor incorporates taste, smell, texture, but is primarily driven by smell. The proof is in the non-tasting of the pudding. Just remember how bland everything you ate was the last time you had a cold and your nose was stuffed.55

			Smell is so important that we acquire scent via multiple modalities. We smell with more than a sniff and a snuffle. Being carried in with inhaled air, the orthonasal route, is not the only way for odor molecules to reach the olfactory receptor cells. When we chew food, we generate a pressure gradient. Many of the odor and ultimately flavor molecules that are a result of this process are released and driven into the retronasal passage. 

			This is located at the back of the oral cavity extending through the nasopharynx into the back of the nasal cavity. Although the orthonasal route is the one usually used to test for smell perception, the retronasal route is the main source of the smells we perceive from foods and liquids within our mouths. For several reasons, it is likely that this is an important route for smell in humans. Among them is the reason stinky cheese like Époisses de Bourgogne smells like a high school gym locker but tastes delicious on the palate.

			It is no small coincidence that the sensation of flavor is enhanced with the breath of life. Breathing in then out enhances the acquisition of molecules and their processing. Sommeliers perform this maneuver at a wine tasting so that they may experience the maximum depth and breadth the wine has to offer in terms of taste, texture, and flavor.

			Smell is the process by which molecules known as odorants are detected by specific olfactory or odorant receptors (ORs). T​hese are seven different types of receptors that function as chemo-sensors. The result is that we have the ability to differentiate individual smells, and thus tastes, among a staggeringly large universe of chemical compounds. (See appendix A1)

			The cerebral processing of these smells is unique among all our senses. While all the other senses are acquired by specialized cells which transmit information that is filtered through the limbic system, the thalamus in particular, smell is mediated by primarily by olfactory neurons. These neurons are essentially the same neurons that comprise our brain tissue. Both operate via what is known as a GPCR, or G-Protein Coupled Receptor. To a large degree one can argue that olfaction, and taste by extension, is a direct expansion of our brain that reaches out into our environment. 

			Our olfactory neurons which perceive the smells from the environment then feed back into the olfactory bulb, which is located in the forebrain. This communicates directly with, among other brain structures, the pyriform cortex. 

			The pyriform cortex is where the majority of the sensory input from our sense of smell (and thus taste) is delivered via the olfactory bulb. It is the largest central olfactory processing area in the brain. The processing of smell in the pyriform cortex is unique. It is organized differently from any of our other four senses. 

			In other neocortical sensory areas, the cells that respond to a particular stimulus are clustered and their response properties vary smoothly across the cortex.56 In the visual, auditory, and somatosensory systems, spatial information from the peripheral sense organs is maintained in the sensory cortex. You can feel where you are being touched when you are tapped on the shoulder, judge how far away your golf ball is from the green, localize to the sound when someone calls your name. 

			Yet with olfaction, the principal areas of the brain involved with smell and taste perception light up in a shotgun pattern of neuronal activity. This primary olfactory region (pyriform cortex, olfactory nucleus and tubercle, amygdala, and entorhinal cortex) along with the secondary olfactory areas (hippocampus, hypothalamus, thalamus, orbitofrontal cortex, and the cerebellum) helps explain the link between what we smell and the resulting mood and emotion, pleasure, sensation, and memory.57 Among all our senses, we are built uniquely to experience smell and taste.

			The area where this nearly uninterrupted relay occurs is located within the brainstem region of the central nervous system (CNS). This locale houses our animal brain; the pyriform cortex being present in amphibians, reptiles, and mammals. From perception in the environment to direct CNS stimulation, smell is only a two-synapse step in humans. This is in stark contradistinction to our other senses in which there are five to seven connections necessary before a similar endpoint is reached.

			In addition to its direct CNS connection through the pyriform cortex, olfaction interacts with the limbic system. The limbic system is the collective name for the framework in the human brain involved in emotion, motivation, and emotional association with memory. The limbic system contains several distinct structures. Among these is the amygdala, which focuses on threats, emotional response, and directs attention. The amygdala receives the terminal ends of many olfactory bulb projections, specifically within the discrete amygdala sub-nuclei. Neurophysiologic recordings in animals and humans suggest that amygdala in particular is highly responsive to odor stimulation.58 

			The perception of olfaction involves other limbic system members such as the hippocampus, which deals with memories and learned behaviors, and the hypothalamus that functions in the release of hormones in response to emotion. Finally, there is the orbitofrontal cortex which represents the main neocortical projection of the olfactory cortex. While not part of the limbic system, it receives the inputs that arrive from all primary olfactory areas. It supplies feedback projections that travel back to these areas. This is the area in which we become consciously aware of certain odors and interact accordingly. (See appendix A2) 

			It is in this nether cortex of carnal needs and neurons that food, sex, memory, and emotion collude, collide, coalesce, and conjoin. We understand this on a subliminal level. It was no coincidence that when The Joy of Sex was published, the title was a play off the previously released and hugely successful, Joy of Cooking.59 

			The exact pathways and mechanisms by which these interrelationships are formed is not known, but there is no question as to their existence. Food is more than nutrition, it is a defining human experience. It goes beyond the mere satisfaction of physiological needs. The sense of smell is so integral to our well-being that nearly 3 percent of the human genome of roughly twenty thousand and five hundred genes, or about one out of every fifty genes, is dedicated to making some type of smell, or odor receptor (OR). This only serves to highlight the critical role of taste and olfaction in our physiology and evolution.60 

			How we experience food and sex is physically linked within this hardwiring of the brain. Food and sex are integrated in the regions that control emotion, feeling, and memory; good food equals good sex. In this way, there is a sensuality to eating that is every bit as potent as any sexual urge. Like our attitudes toward sex, there is that aspect of food seduction that spurns the puritan and ascetic rejection of food pleasures.61 It is why the rigors of diet restriction and food fads based on deprivation so often ultimately fail. It is the edible equivalent of prescribing abstinence from sex for the promise of beatitudes in the afterlife. 

			Such a Calvinist version of life equates “plain food” with a “good life.”62 These sixteenth century, puritanical remnants remain lodged in much of the rubbish that passes for healthful eating advice today. Such cultish behavior often targets sex as much as food. After all, as their reasoning goes, both can be counted among the seven deadly sins. (See appendix A3)

			Such admonitions were popularized by Thomas Aquinas in the thirteenth century. His argument against the pursuit of these activities was essentially based on the fact that they are intimately associated with happiness.63 This priggish viewpoint not only manifests in modern prudishness when it comes to sex, it pervades our approach to food. For it to be “healthful and good” for the body it must somehow deny us pleasure. Sex will damn the eternal soul and the road to Hell is apparently paved with delectable appetizers.

			Yet if we travel even further back in time into the history of food and humankind before the Dark Ages, we recapture our direct and personal connection with the divine. We find the consumption of food as sacred. It originates with the idea of sharing a meal with God, or the gods. Some researchers view this act of heavenly communion as the etiology of sacrifice. 

			There has been a suggestion that this may have developed into the idea of consuming the god to gain their strength, virtue, or other characteristics. We still munch away looking for the baby Jesus in the king cakes of Mardi Gras. The Aztecs made huge loaves in the shape of the gods, and these were thrown down the temple steps to be devoured by the multitude. 

			The Aztecs participated in horrific human sacrifice and cannibalism, possibly linked again to the concept of the hallowed meal. In this case, their penultimate holy food was being used—human flesh.64 Of the most basic things in our behavioral repertoire, eating is the most accessible and effective for conveying our messages to the gods and others. We can, of course, offer sex and violence, and sometimes like the Aztecs, we do. However, and fortunately, in our modern civilization, outstanding food served in superior ambience is almost universally preferred.

			The play within the play of our modern dining dance relates to the sharing of food. It is through this act that we once again engage in ancient tribal ritual. We roast to boast; we cook to impress. As Robin Fox perceived:

			To feed someone is one of the most direct and intimate ways to convey something of ourselves to the impressee. We are never just saying, “see how we can satisfy your hunger.” We are saying more like “see how lavish and hospitable and knowledgeable we are.” 65

			But not all meals, foods, or company tempt us. Just as the idea of sexual congress with certain people engenders feelings of abhorrence, bad taste serves as an important warning system. Taste aversion is the opposite of flavor. It is the anti-hedonistic warning system. It is the flip side of taste’s dual survival roles, for it becomes as important to know what to avoid when foraging as it is to find something edible. 

			If someone consumes a food and becomes ill, it is imperative that this association be learned and remembered. Think about food poisoning occurring hours after consumption. People who experience such foodborne illness may never again be able to eat that particular food. Being aware of things in the environment that may make you ill, or even kill you, is a vital survival tool. Even more primitive mammals exhibit this capacity. 

			John Garcia demonstrated this with coyotes. Coyotes were harassing sheep ranchers by preying upon the livestock. Instead of killing the coyotes, he laced a carcass with lithium chloride. While making the animals ill, it was not lethal. In essence, it replicated a bout of food poisoning. The coyotes ate the carcass, fell ill, and never bothered another sheep. In fact, the aversive memory was so strong that some coyotes ran away when they saw or smelled sheep.66, 67 Humans may forever avoid a particular bar or tequila altogether after awakening to a coyote-ugly morning. It is nature versus nurture. Food is both reward and punishment. We describe pleasant things as tasteful, but an unpleasant thing causes disgust—literally an unpleasant taste.

			As mammals, tastes and scent can strike us in unexpected ways. They motivate us through unconscious, subconscious, and primal pathways. Nonetheless, as humans, we possess a complex triune brain, which transcends and includes its predecessors. Our three-part brain not only has a reptilian stem and a paleo-mammalian limbic system, but it has something uniquely new and human; a complex neocortex capable of abstract logic, linguistics, and vision-logic.68 

			It is this complex construction combined with the processing power of our cerebral cortex that makes the food-sex-emotion-experience-memory so influential in affecting our intention and behavior. The taste-smell complexity of the involuntary memory is well described by Marcel Proust in his classic In Search of a Lost Time (previously known as Remembrance of Things Past). Such emotional, or Proustian, memory is long lasting, vivid, and stable. This in opposition to the voluntary memory of information, as anyone who has tried to recall information on an exam after spending the night cramming can attest. The memory of a lover long gone is as vivid and intensely emotional as the day it was formed as we catch the perfumed scent behind us; meanwhile, we can’t remember our own cell phone number.

			Recent scientific investigation across several different disciplines indicates that these potent central nervous system processes are even capable of altering our immune responses. Prior animal experimentation using rats or mice suggested a brain/immune system connection. The animals were given a conditioned stimulus, like a flavored water, that was paired with an immunomodulating agent. 

			This drug was known to have a physiological effect that resulted in alterations in humoral and cell-mediated immune responses to antigenic stimuli. After a time, the immune system of the mice would respond to the flavored water alone as if they had received a dose of the drug as well. The researchers concluded that, “Despite its capacity for self-regulation, it appears that the immune system is integrated with other psychophysiological processes and subject to modulation by the brain.”69, 70

			The interconnectedness and integration of these bodily systems is reflected in the development of cross disciplinary studies like psychoneuroimmunology, the study of behavioral-neural-endocrine-immune system interactions. There are at least two well-known pathways that link the brain and the immune system. There is the autonomic nervous system, which operates through direct neuron to neuron transmission. There is also the neuroendocrine outflow via the pituitary, which mediates its effects hormonally. 

			When we are in love, we are under the influence, hormonally speaking. Love can heal—and make us crazy. Everyone understands there is a relationship between sex, hormones, and desire. What is little appreciated is that great food spawns similar physiological responses.

			What is well known is that certain regions of brain, especially within the hypothalamus and limbic system that are so integral to our processing of smell, taste, and flavor, have immunological consequences.71 A research study examined whether utilizing a flavor stimulus, which would involve these pathways, could affect the immune response in healthy humans. Volunteers in this double-blind, placebo-controlled study were conditioned in four sessions over three consecutive days, receiving the immunosuppressive drug cyclosporine A as an unconditioned stimulus paired with a distinctively flavored drink, which served as the conditioned stimulus. 

			The following week, the participants received the drink, but it was now paired with placebo capsules instead of the immunosuppressive drug. Measurable suppression of immune functions was obtained by looking at markers associated with interleukin-2 (IL-2) and interferon-γ (IFN-gamma) as well as lymphocyte proliferation. The results clearly demonstrated that immunosuppression can be behaviorally conditioned in humans operating through the sensory inputs associated with smell, taste, and flavor.72 Foods heal in ways that extend beyond traditional nutritional pathways.

			Experimental data like this along with the experiential power of the Proustian memory would suggest a prominent role for smell and taste as a human sense. In contrast to this evidence, it continues to be conventional wisdom that human perception acquired through smell and taste is a poor substitute for visual input. In response to the constant barrage of movies, television, books, and computers, we’ve become a visual culture. This cultural and societal bias can easily and subtly color our perceptions and attitudes.

			Not only is this general belief pervasive among the public, but it appears within the scientific community as well. And in the interest of full disclosure, there is some data to support this position. Recent genetic studies show a decline in the number of functional olfactory receptor genes as our more primitive primate ancestors made the evolutionary trek from Homo erectus to Homo sapiens. 

			Along the way there has been an apparent ascendance of vision with the reduction of smell. The evidence for this is based on the anthropological record. Over the course of our development there has been a progressive diminution of the snout as the eyes migrated toward the middle of the face, facilitating depth perception and a heavy pictorial dependence. Concurrently, our ancestors moved into the trees and began the adoption of an erect posture. All of this served to move our nose away from the ground, which is an environmental treasure chest of smells and odors.73 Anyone who has ever had to take the dog for a walk can attest to that simple fact.

			Humans currently have about three hundred and fifty different kinds of olfactory receptors, and that is on the low end for vertebrates. Mice and other animals that depend heavily on their sense of smell for finding food and evading predators have more than one thousand. From rodents through the primate series to humans there is a progressive reduction in the proportion of functional olfactory receptor genes. Mice have approximately thirteen hundred olfactory receptor genes, of which some eleven hundred are functional, and humans have about three hundred and fifty recognized functional OR genes. 

			However, the most recent investigations have suggested that it is not simply the number of genes that determine the keenness of sense of smell. In other words, it implies that three hundred and fifty genes in the human are more than enough to smell as well as a mouse. Other inquiry into comparing the data on smell detection thresholds shows that humans not only perform as well or better than other primates, they perform as well or better than other mammals. Additional research has demonstrated that in quantifying human olfactory abilities in tests of odor detection, humans can outperform the most sensitive measuring instruments such as the gas chromatograph.

			The central olfactory brain regions that process the olfactory input; the areas that detect and process smell, taste, and flavor, are more extensive in humans than is usually realized. These dedicated olfactory regions include the aforementioned olfactory cortex, the olfactory tubercle, the entorhinal cortex, parts of the amygdala, parts of the hypothalamus, the mediodorsal thalamus, the medial and lateral orbitofrontal cortex, and parts of the insula. We make up for our limited receptors with the power of cognition. (See appendix A4)

			We think, therefore, we smell. The experience of love is complicated—emotionally, physiologically, cognitively, and biologically. It is inclusive of, but more than, sex. The food experience is likewise complicated, and it appears may use similar, if not identical, neurophysiological and psychobiological pathways. Even our language reflects it; we hunger for affection and crave both sexual intimacy and a juicy burger, although not always in that order.

			In the enlarged processing capacity for perceiving and discriminating odors, language plays a critical role. As Gordon Shepherd deftly recognizes: 

			This seems paradoxical, for we have great difficulty describing a smell in words. Insight into this difficulty comes from the finding that different smells are represented in the olfactory bulb by different patterns of olfactory glomerular activity. These patterns function as virtual ‘odor images.’ It has been hypothesized that these odor images provide the basis for discrimination between odors, analogous to the way that retinal images are the basis for discrimination of visual pattern stimuli. The complex patterns constituting odor images may be considered as analogous to the complex patterns constituting visual images of faces. And just as we are very good at recognizing a human face, yet have difficulty describing it in words, we have a hard time describing and verbally comparing odor images.74 

			Basically, we are really good at identifying, quantitating, and qualifying smells, tastes, and flavors precisely because we have the brain power to appreciate them. It is a type of cognitive work that only humans, among all the animals with olfactory organs, can perform. And much like facial recognition, it is a survival necessity for the tribe. It is argued that operating such a keen sniffer-taster is what humans are adapted to do.75 

			The advent of fire, perhaps as early as two million years ago, made the human diet more odorous and tasty.76 From this time forward there is transfiguration of the human diet. From this moment hence, one can begin to speak of truly human cuisines, with all their diversity of smells. Professor Richard Wrangham voices support that: “[S]uch prepared cuisines based on cooked foods are one of the defining characteristics of humans.”77 It is also interesting to observe that from a shamanic perspective, fire is a living being whose nature is to transform and transmute.78

			Next, added to the cooked cuisines, were fermented foods and liquids, with their own strong flavors. These developments occurred among the early hunter-gatherer human cultures and continued through the last ice age. With the transition to agricultural and urban cultures currently dated to about ten thousand to fifteen thousand years ago, human cuisines were again altered through the advent of animal domestication and plant cultivation. The use of spices and of complex preparatory procedures such as fermentation to produce cheeses, wines, slaws, and ales; smoking to flavor and preserve meats; and other various methods all produced foodstuffs that especially stimulate the smell receptors with their complex flavors.

			Taken together, the evidence which includes the archeological and anthropomorphical records, indicate that humans are not poor smellers or microsmats, but rather are relatively good, perhaps even excellent, smellers or macrosmats.79 Perhaps this helps explain why taste, smell, and flavor elicit such a profound sense of deep bodily experience. In light of the far-reaching effects of smell, it is not surprising that we are now identifying this primitive cellular reflex in various cells throughout the body. Odor receptors are among the most evolutionarily ancient chemical sensors in the body, capable of detecting a multitude of compounds, not solely those drifting through the air.80

			Such a discovery is not surprising, because every cell of our being has its ancestral roots in the single celled organisms from which we originated. These wee beasties are still with us and manifest as our symbiotic organ; the gut microbiome (more on that later). To function and survive, these single cell organisms orient and feed by identifying variations in various chemical gradients within their environment. Our human cells can remember how to smell. There are smell receptors in our skin cells, lung cells, prostate cells, kidney cells, throughout the gastrointestinal tract, and even sperm are built to sniff. 

			Odorant receptors have been known to exist in cells not associated with classic mechanisms of taste or smell for a long time. For many years, their presence was viewed as a vestigial curiosity and their potential functions remained largely unknown. However, recent inquiry is demonstrating that these ORs are anything but curiosities. One of the first, and perhaps most intriguing, uses of olfactory receptors outside of traditional taste and smell pathways was discovered in sperm. Food and sex co-create the moment of our physical inception beyond just courtship through the romantic dinner. 

			The scent of lily of the valley may be the motivator that directs sperm to eggs. Conversely, the scent of citrus may act as a deterrent. Taken together, these results suggest an intriguing role for smell in procreation and adds an entirely new chapter to the food-sex-smell-taste-flavor story. It also explains the common use of this scent in perfumes. (See appendix A5) 

			Smell may not only be involved in creating life, but in protecting it as well. In 2009, Doctor Hanns Hatt and his team reported that exposing olfactory receptors in the human prostate to beta-ionone, a primary odor compound in violets and roses, appeared to inhibit the spread of prostate cancer cells by switching off errant genes.81 It turns out what is good for the gander may be good for the goose as well, because β-ionone has also been shown to prevent the development of breast cancer.82 (See appendix A6)

			In other organs like the kidney, it appears that well-designed chemo-sensors such as ORs may function to regulate the excretion of certain substances. Therefore, it is no surprise that smell receptors have been discovered in the distal nephron and macula densa and that they may play a physiologically critical role in regulating fundamental aspects of renal function. Research has demonstrated no less than six different olfactory receptors that are expressed in the kidney. Animal studies have shown that mice whose kidneys lack the ability to “smell” can suffer from renal impairment, blood pressure abnormalities, and an unexplained propensity toward developing obesity.83

			The lungs are another organ where olfactory receptors might be found, given that mammalian airways are sensitive to inhaled stimuli. Many airway diseases are characterized by hypersensitivity to volatile stimuli, such as industrial solvents among others. However, the identity and function of the cells in the airway that can sense volatile chemicals remain uncertain, particularly in humans. 

			Recent research has suggested that cells located in the lung known as pulmonary neuroendocrine cells (PNECs), are actually a type of OR cell. Such cells may not only be involved in the development of allergic reactions or acute asthma attacks, but may be responsible for acute exacerbations in people with chronic diseases like COPD.84 (See appendix A7)

			Given the central role of the gastrointestinal tract in everything food related, it should come as no surprise that smell receptors would extend naturally beyond the oral and nasopharyngeal region. Gastrointestinal enterochromaffin cells (EC) appear to respond to odorants present in the luminal environment of the gut. In an unsurprising twist, it has been discovered that we taste from kisser to keister. (See appendix A8)

			These EC cells also secrete serotonin, the happy hormone. In the gut, serotonin controls both gut motility and secretion and is implicated in pathologic conditions such as vomiting, constipation, diarrhea, and irritable bowel syndrome. While much more research is needed, these olfactory receptors are potential novel targets for the treatment of gastrointestinal diseases and motility disorders.85 

			Odorant receptors (ORs) in the olfactory epithelium bind to volatile small molecules leading to the perception of smell. Smell receptors throughout the gut, controlling the speed of intestinal transport, makes sense. But what are multiple types of ORs doing in muscle? 

			A murine study found smell receptors involved in muscle recovery during myogenesis in vitro and muscle regeneration in vivo. Muscle cells need to smell where to go during muscle regeneration when muscle cells are extensively fusing. Once again, the scent of lily of the valley leads to an act of creation. In this case, the regeneration and repair of muscle tissue.86 In fact, some experts speculate that genetic disease states like muscular dystrophy might be because our muscle cells don’t smell correctly. (See appendix A9)

			Given the wide and diverse dissemination of ORs throughout the body, our largest organ which is in constant communication with the environment would seem to be a logical repository of ORs. Indeed, research performed at Ruhr University Bochum in Germany found that human skin has more than fifteen different olfactory receptors. Exposing skin to specific fragrances like those found in sandalwood increased wound healing by 30 percent.87 (See appendix A10)

			Aromatherapy use as in the aforementioned example has long been snubbed by mainstream science as a baseless curiosity. However, in a circle of life sort of way, it appears on the verge of asserting its legitimacy in no uncertain measure. It makes us pause. Do we gather in the kitchen because it is a center of activity, or because the scents and smells begin the nourishing and healing before the first bite? 

			An essential oil with a long history of therapeutic benefits is lavender. It has been used in the treatment of anxiety disorders and related conditions. It is useful in making deliciously floral chocolate-dipped madeleines. In placebo controlled trials, lavender was superior to placebo in two hundred and twenty-one patients suffering from anxiety disorder. In addition, lavender improved associated symptoms such as restlessness, disturbed sleep, and somatic complaints, and had a beneficial influence on general well-being and quality of life.88 

			In another study comparing lavender to lorazepam in adults suffering from generalized anxiety disorder, lavender effectively ameliorated symptoms compared to 0.5mg/daily of lorazepam. The use of aromas to modulate affect and mood is an ancient and well described practice. The olfactory impact of lavender on cognitive performance and mood was assessed in one hundred and forty-four healthy volunteers. A positive significant effect was found for lavender compared to controls for degree of contentedness, indicating that lavender is capable of elevating mood, or at least maintaining good mood, during the completion of challenging tests performed under laboratory conditions.89

			Olfactory receptors are specialized chemical detectors that work like a lock-and-key system. When an agonist molecule comes along that fits the receptor’s lock, the cells signaling machinery are engaged and switched on. When we realize how uniquely and intricately we are equipped to respond to smell, taste, and flavor sensations, the extent of OR distribution and the magnitude of their critical functions make perfect sense. 

			Olfactory receptors are only so named because that is where they were first discovered. It is perhaps more useful to view them in their likely evolutionary context as the original intermediary for interaction with our environment. They are a link, a direct connection, to our forebears and ancestors. When it comes to how we are wired and how our entire body operates, the nose knows and as we sniff is how we goes.

			Despite the fact that odorant receptors are the largest subset of the family of G protein-coupled receptors found on the surface of cells, the precise role and function of the majority of ORs remains unknown. But we can certainly observe their macroscopic effects. Infants identify their mothers by sense of smell. Cheap perfume has authored many a tragedy. Pheromones can influence reproductive physiology and mating patterns. And smell, along with taste and flavor, is the most important determinant of food preference.90 Food and sex are thus linked everywhere throughout the human body and the human experience.

			Smell, taste, and flavor are integrative, flexible, and plastic, constantly molded and reshaped by new experience. Our intention and behavior are likewise shaped in concert. This implies that we are dealing with a fundamental problem in attempting to always relate genes to systems behavior: a given set of genes may not map directly onto a given behavior. In this respect, the mystery being addressed here is a caution for the new era of “systems biology” and against any belief that behavior can be related directly to genomes, proteomes, or any other type of “-ome.” We are reminded instead that the functional ecology of the body is dependent on many factors.91

			Sex is more than procreation. Food is more than nutrition. As humans, we are blessed with a consciousness that seeks to expand upward and outward into the universe. At the same time, we are hitched to a mortality driven by primal directives and unconscious underpinnings. We are...complicated.

			Which returns us to the romantic dinner. The romantic dinner is still one of the most recommended forms of therapy for couples in counseling. The food-centric courtship ritual is a staple from the animal kingdom to our modern society. Some of the latest research demonstrates that that “eating may prime or sensitize young women to rewards beyond food.”92 In simpler terms, science has shown that the way to a woman’s heart is through her stomach. 

			Gents, if you’re looking for an insurance policy, make sure there’s room for dessert. In related research from Purdue University, tasting something sweet made female study participants more interested in a potential partner. Sweet foods increase levels of dopamine, which according to the researchers is the gasoline for that amorous spark to ignite into “passionate love.”93, 94

			This combination of scrumptious victuals, pleasing music, proper ambience, and pleasant company is a formula for a successful food experience, good memories, and positive emotion. This, as the science has shown and Anthony Bourdain aptly observed, lends itself naturally to good sex. These all are atavistic motivators lodged deeply within our primitive brains. 

			Food and sex are inextricably linked as experiences we can all relate to, and often strive for. They so often keep company because they both are experiences that when we have that rare occurrence to engage them consummately and unfettered, we find that ultimately we cannot intellectualize them. They invariably reach beyond our conscious, cognitive brain and grab us by the basest, most primal parts. Food and sex become richest when we experience the gamut of possibilities—when we see, touch, taste, smell, hear—and perhaps most importantly, when it engages our higher self. It is then, put quite simply, that food, like sex, is an experience best shared.
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