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Introduction



Every day we are exposed to bacteria and viruses. We put things into our bodies on the backs of forks, toothbrushes. We inhale the air that is being expelled by people who cough and sneeze around us. Some of the viruses we are exposed to have the potential of triggering illness; many are perfectly harmless. The purpose of this book is to describe ways of staying well and avoiding symptoms, despite the fact that every day we are exposed to pathogens which are everywhere.


When you wipe the corner of your eye you are transferring the virus you’ve come into contact with to the biological equivalent of the Club Med. The temperature, the humidity in the corner of your eye and your nasal passages are absolutely ideal. It doesn’t take long for the virus to wend its way into the genetic machinery of your healthy cells, soon to transform those cells into miniature factories which will later produce copious amounts of that same virus, so that three to five days later you’ll have a scratchy throat, a runny nose, the classic manifestations of a cold.


However, even when we are exposed to potentially dangerous microbes we rarely succumb to those symptoms. Many people are not even aware that they came close to developing an illness and that is because their immune system was robust enough to protect them from those symptoms. They stayed in what is referred to as the pre- or subclinical phase.


There are things that happen to us that unfortunately prevent the immune system from doing its job. Chronic emotional upheaval, otherwise known as stress, will produce chemicals in your body that will drive down your immune system, leaving you susceptible to the symptoms associated with those microbes we happen to encounter. Or sometimes you might be overwhelmed with a very large amount of a particularly virulent microbe overwhelming even a robust immune system.


The focus of this book is the immune system and how to prevent the symptoms of inflammation from overwhelming us. We will look at the ways you can maintain an optimal state of immunity in order to prevent symptoms from occurring, and for those times when you happen to experience symptoms, how to use nutrition and very simple behavioral techniques to feel better much more quickly.














The Basics—Prepare Your Body


It is pointless to take steps to fine-tune the immune system unless you first prepare your body in a general way. What is good for the brain, is good for the heart, is good for the endocrine system, and each of these impacts the immune system. Therefore, you have to take care of the basics before trying to fine-tune your white cells in order to optimize them. Of all the things we can do to maintain an optimal state of overall good health, the most important is to pay attention to what you eat.


A healthful diet is absolutely essential. Although getting adequate sleep and movement through exercise are absolutely paramount as well, I’d like to begin by talking about the things that can be done with a knife and fork in order to maintain a good foundation of good health.


First of all a healthful diet has to be adequate and by that I mean it must provide the energy substrates that are required. Foods that are rich in carbohydrates as well as fat are the primary sources of energy for the body. At the same time our diet must meet the cell’s requirements for what we call micronutrients, including vitamins, minerals and fiber. Adequate levels of all of these are critically important, and if a person does not consume enough then all of the systems that help maintain optimal health are going to fail.


A healthful diet is also moderate. Moderation refers to consuming the different sources of micro and macronutrients in just the right amount. You don’t want too much nor do you want too little. In both biology and medicine, more is not better. What we need is to be in that optimal midrange. If a person consumes too much carbohydrate, too much fat, too much protein, there will be severe consequences, just as there will be if a person does not consume enough of these. A healthful diet is going to be balanced and that means it is going to provide the right proportions of all of the different ingredients that you need.


There are lots of different things that are needed by the immune system especially. You need adequate amounts of vitamin C and vitamin A. You also need adequate protein since antibodies, which are produced by our lymphocytes, are made of protein. For enzymatic reactions, the chemical processes that enable the entire system to function, we require iron, zinc, copper, and many other minerals.


And finally, a healthful diet is going to be varied, which means eating many different types of foods. A very good way of doing this is to make sure there’s a lot of color on your plate. The color reflects the phytochemicals that are present in vegetables and fruits. The more variety you have, the more of these different colors in your meals, the more of these ingredients you are getting.


Some of these phytochemicals have been found to be protective against cancer. They benefit you in staving off heart disease and they work in a number of ways to maintain an optimal state of immunity. When one thinks about nutrition and food then the word calories comes to mind. You need a certain number of calories in order to provide the energy that cells require in order to perform their various functions.


Problems arise when too much calorie or energy-laden food is consumed which does not provide adequate amounts of nutrients and micronutrients. It’s very important to make sure that you consume fewer empty calories, those calories from foods and beverages that are missing these critical ingredients for optimal cell functioning. As you take steps to mobilize your immune system by ingesting the right types of foods, there are certain things that you do not want to overdue.


For example, excessive consumption of sodium which is found in the salt we put on our foods. It’s also an ingredient in many of the processed foods that we purchase over the counter. This can lead to high blood pressure in some people, but not all. It can also cause some people to lose calcium from their bones rendering them susceptible to osteoporosis, as well as other problems with the skeletal system.


Fat is essential, you need a certain amount of fat to cushion organs. You need fat to help regulate the balance of steroids. This is particularly important in women. The fat which accumulates in the hip region helps to regulate the balance of estrogen and progesterone. Female athletes who do not consume enough fat and do not have sufficient fat in this region often will have abnormal reproductive cycles and may even stop menstruating.


However, too much fat, especially in the form of saturated fats, can leave one susceptible to coronary arterial disease. As I said earlier, we don’t ever want too much of any single ingredient. It’s also important to limit the consumption of refined sugars. People who consume too much sugar in sweetened soft drinks, fruit drinks, baked goods such as cookies and cakes are quite likely to experience overweight and obesity and are more likely to have dental caries and other problems indicative of tooth decay.


Alcohol does provide energy, though it contains kilocalories, not nutrients. We tend to refer to alcohol as containing empty calories. The temptation to consume things that we don’t really need is one of the more important problems we face in maintaining an optimal diet.


There is a difference between appetite and hunger. Appetite is a psychological term. It’s the desire to eat a certain food, whereas hunger is driven by a physiological need. For example you experience hunger pains when you haven’t eaten for some time. Hunger is very difficult to exert control over; your body is demanding that you ingest a certain number of calories.


However, it is possible to exert control over appetite. When you’ve had breakfast and then walk by your favorite bakery with that succulent cake sitting in the window, although you don’t really need those calories your appetite is telling you, “I really want to consume that.” It’s in this arena of appetite where you can take conscious steps to maintain optimal body weight, as well as to provide the right balance of ingredients for your physiological systems to work optimally.


For example there are some foods that are very low in nutrients. A person who eats a breakfast of puffed rice cereal with a cup of whole milk and a slice of white toast with a tablespoon of butter is getting relatively low nutrients. They’re getting plenty of energy, that white refined bread in the toast is very high on the glycemic index. Blood sugar goes up very quickly, since carbohydrate is made of basically glucose.


An alternative breakfast which provides high nutrient density would be cooked oatmeal, instead of the puffed rice cereal, a half cup of skim milk instead of the cup of whole milk and a slice of whole wheat toast instead of the white toast.


One can still enjoy a mid-day snack, but instead of a soft drink with a piece of cheese, try a peeled orange with nonfat yogurt. A hamburger can be replaced with a turkey sandwich and a chocolate chip cookie with half a whole wheat bagel. A green salad comprised of diced tomatoes, green onions, bacon bits, ranch salad dressing could be replaced with fresh spinach leaves, green peppers, kidney beans, and fat-free Italian salad dressing.


These are just some very simple examples with common foods that a lot of people eat. These substitutions will provide the same number of calories along with the nutrients required to maintain optimal health. The general idea is to increase your intake of fruits and vegetables, and try to eat a variety of different colored vegetables along with legumes, such as beans and peas. Make sure that at least half of the grain foods that you eat are made from whole grains, including breads, cereals and pasta.


Whenever possible choose milk and milk products that are fat-free or low-fat. And when choosing proteins you’ll be a lot better off choosing those lower in solid fat and calories, for example, lean cuts of beef or skinless poultry. It’s not a bad idea to include more fish and shellfish in your diet as a substitute for some of the traditional red meat and poultry choices that are commonly made in America. I would also recommend choosing eggs, beans, peas, soy products, and unsalted nuts and seeds.


Here are some tips that will enable you to still enjoy food. We need a certain amount of pleasure in life and eating good tasty food is one important way of doing that. We can focus on the choices you can make. For example, I like to avoid those all-you-can-eat, belly-up-to-the-buffet restaurants. There’s just too much temptation to consume way too much.


I avoid those appetizers that are breaded and especially those that are fried or, as is very popular today, filled with cheese or meat. In fact you might consider just skipping the appetizer completely and choosing a salad or something else. I like to order broth-based soups instead of cream-based and instead of a beef burger, order a chicken or veggie burger or a fish sandwich.


Instead of eating the entire meal yourself ask for a single entree with two plates and split it with a friend. Check out the children’s menu, which is often a smaller portion. Another option is to order a healthful appetizer instead of the larger meal, or perhaps a combination of appetizers.


Order a salad that comes with low fat or nonfat dressing served on the side. What you really want is the flavor in the dressing, so you don’t need to place it over the entire salad. Simply dipping your fork into the dressing before stabbing that piece of lettuce or carrot will provide you with just the right amount of flavor from the dressing, without consuming all those extra calories. You’ll be absolutely amazed at how much you enjoyed that salad, yet at the end the little bowl of dressing on the side is still nearly full.


You don’t have to eat everything on your plates. I know many people grew up as members of the clean-plate club. They were told that if they didn’t consume every morsel of food on their plate then some poor child in Africa would starve to death. That absolutely is not true. When you feel full, when you reach the point where you don’t need any more food that is when you take the rest home for another meal.


Dessert doesn’t have to be death by chocolate. Dessert could be a piece of fruit. It might be an after-dinner beverage, such as a cup of tea. It’s always nice to have something that finishes off a meal and even something sweet, but it doesn’t have to be a fatty dessert. It can be something that is healthful as well. These are just some of the things that you can do to continue to enjoy eating while improving your intake of healthy nutrients.


Another important aspect to fueling your immunity is to avoid exposure to microbes. As I noted before, we put things into our mouths on forks, toothbrushes and our hands, and should realize that the oral cavity, the mouth, is the primary portal for most microbes entering the body. It is especially important to make sure that the foods you eat are as free as possible of microbial organisms. That means washing your hands, any food contact surface, as well as the fruits and vegetables you are going to consume.


A lot of people feel that if they are eating organic they don’t have to worry about washing off the pesticides. Farmers who grow organic foods use natural fertilizer which could mean fecal matter from animals is being used as the fertilizer. You need to wash those vegetables very carefully and completely to make sure that you don’t end up with E. coli or salmonella, or other nasty microbes that might cause illness.


Make sure that you keep separated raw and cooked foods. While shopping, you might separate foods that will need to be refrigerated and those that don’t. You certainly want to avoid contact between a raw, uncooked food and something you might be consuming as is, such as a head of lettuce. Make sure that foods are cooked to a safe temperature and be sure to chill perishable foods as promptly as possible.


If you don’t want to keep track of all of this, just think Mediterranean diet. Without question the most healthful diet on the planet, Mediterranean diets have been found to be associated with decreased depression, lower heart disease, as well as lower instances of inflammation. such as These are typically consumed in areas who boarder the Mediterranean Sea, including Portugal, Spain, southern Italy, Israel, Turkey and Lebanon. It’s the opposite of the average American diet.


For example, red meat is not consumed on a daily basis, or even on a weekly basis. Red meat is eaten only once a month. Eggs, fish, and poultry are only eaten a few days each week, and beans, nuts and seeds are abundant throughout. Making the diet low in saturated fats and refined sugars is the real objective here.


When preparing these foods, mainly olive oil is used, making the diet rich in monounsaturated fats. Foods eaten daily are those that provide you with energy. Carbohydrates, including bread, pasta, couscous, fruits, beans, and other legumes are an integral part of the Mediterranean diet, as are nuts, vegetables, cheese, and yogurt. These choices make this diet very high in all of the vitamins and minerals that you need as well as providing fiber, phytochemicals, as well as probiotics, small amounts of the good bacteria that we need to help with digestion and have been found to help ward off inflammation, as well as prebiotics, the things that the bacteria need in order to maintain healthful populations.


I might add that wine is included in moderation as part of the Mediterranean diet, note in moderation. Resveratrol, an ingredient in very dark red wine, has been found to have anticancer properties. The flavonoids found in wine are antioxidants. There are health benefits, but in moderation.


Realize that alcohol is a toxin and in large amounts it can interfere with the enzymatic processes taking place in the liver, and can damage parts of the brain that we need to consolidate information into memory. That part of the brain is the hippocampus. Alcohol in excess can interfere with relationships, productivity, and can certainly cause other obstacles to a healthy lifestyle.


But our rally is everything in moderation. Consuming a small amount of wine is a critical part of the Mediterranean diet and some health benefits are obtained. This type of dietary regimen will provide you with the foundation for optimal health.














Meet Your Immune System


If you are going to stay well and feel better, you really have to pay attention to your immune system. That is the system that protects us from those constant ubiquitous microbes that we live with from the moment we are born until the day we die. One of the things that will impair the immune system, perhaps more than anything else, is emotional upheaval.


Realize there are some people who are not fazed by stress; they seem to thrive on it. They seek out occupations that result in their being surrounded by stressful events. These include, for example, law enforcement, fire fighters, and people who volunteer for the military. There are certain characteristics that distinguish a person who is able to maintain a state of optimal health, who is able to resist both mental and physical setbacks no matter what they encounter, compared with those people who tend to unravel at the biological and emotional seams. These characteristics are control, predictability, and optimism.


When referring to control I don’t mean being manipulative and controlling of other people. A healthy person is going to be in control of their own emotions, who can correctly and appropriately appraise their own emotional state, as well as that of others. They respond decisively and appropriately in the context of whatever is happening.


It is the person who collects information, who is open-minded; who provides themselves with the ability to predict what is likely to happen in the future. The inability to predict will give rise to perhaps the one emotion that will destroy relationships, interfere with your professional life, and erode your health more than any other emotion. And that emotion is fear.


In the professional setting it might be fear of failure, or of success, in learning something new, or accepting a promotion. In the context of relationships it might be not saying what needs to be said, or not taking steps to improve that relationship. Of course the incessant fear that goes on for a prolonged amount of time is going to result in activation of physiological pathways which will eventually erode your ability to fight disease.


Fear is the emotion of the future. It is perhaps the only emotion that is exclusively related not to the past or present, but rather to the future. In other words, you can only be afraid of something that has not happened. If it has already happened, you can be angry, disgusted, or sad, but not afraid. The reason fear is associated with the future is because we cannot predict what is going to happen next. If we know more we will fear less.


I am going to provide you with information that will be a very important part of staying well, because it will provide you with the understanding to make predictions. You will gain a better awareness of why some types of inflammatory symptoms are more likely to flare up at certain times as opposed to others, and then you can take the necessary precautions to avoid those situations. Or if not avoidable, by understanding how and why these outcomes occur, you begin to realize this is just a temporary setback, which can instill a sense of optimism that things will get back to normal, that you’ll be back on track; the disease hasn’t gotten worse,


Optimism is a word I’m going to use, however, not synonymously with positive thinking. Positive thinking is okay, but in excess it can sometimes be a very unhealthy coping style especially if it’s used to obscure the bad thing that has happened. I’m using the word optimism the way that Dr. Marty Seligman did in characterizing the optimistic versus pessimistic explanatory style.


A healthy person, one who is likely to achieve a state of optimal health, can acknowledge that bad things happen; they won’t deny it. However, they also recognize that this is not something that is permanent. This too shall eventually pass. They realize that it is a setback only in the context in which it has occurred, and they recognize that it doesn’t have to permeate their entire life.


It might be something that is going to interfere with their professional development, but not relationships, or vice versa. They are people who do not personalize. They recognize that while they might have contributed to the outcome, there were outside factors that they had no control over that also played a role. So when I use the word optimism I’m referring to the optimistic explanatory style which means you don’t personalize, you don’t recognize events as being permanent, and they are not all pervasive.


These are the things that characterize those people who remain healthy. These are the things that you should be striving towards—learning ways to take control over your own emotions, and your overall health, gaining knowledge that helps you to predict, thereby lessening fear, and finally, learning how you can achieve that feeling of optimism.


A few years ago I was giving a presentation on how to achieve optimal health. I spent most of the day speaking about things that people can do, not only about the immune system but also heart health and mental health. At the end a woman said, “Dr. Hall, this has been very interesting. You have validated a lot of the things that I was already aware of. However, you failed to answer the one question that I need answered in order to make the changes that will get me to point of health that I am trying to achieve.” I said, “What is your question?” She said, “I know what to do, so why don’t I do it?”
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