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Foreword
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When I started this project, some people, especially doctors, told me that I would never find enough subjects to fill a book. People who never get sick? Ridiculous.


They were wrong. It turns out that the world is teeming with people who seldom, if ever, get ill. They just don’t get a lot of attention. Sad stories about people who have come down with terrible diseases or inspiring tales of brave people who have managed to overcome the same issues strike us as newsworthy, but not their happy counterparts. (It’s hard to imagine a TV report announcing: “Local Woman Never Gets Sick! Story at 11.”) And that is unfortunate, because living in a world in which discourse on disease treatment trumps conversation about disease prevention allows us to forget that the natural state of the human body is health. Extolling that state of healthfulness is why I wrote this book, and encouraging people to stay healthy through proactive behaviors has been my intent.


As you’ll see, all the people in this book think about their health—and they do something about it—every day. Since the book’s original publication, I’ve talked to many other people who don’t get sick. No matter their particular secret, that daily commitment to health is universal.


So, what are these other secrets? Closing the toilet lid before flushing is a popular one. So is oil of oregano. Laughter. Colloidal silver to help fight off infections (a remedy that dates back to Hippocrates). Suspensions of liquid gold (another mineral whose efficacy has been touted, questioned, studied, and dismissed in cycles over the centuries) for the treatment of rheumatoid arthritis. Green tea. Warm baths (as opposed to the book’s hydro-related secret of cold showers). All interesting, and all worth exploring. But perhaps the oddest secret I heard came from a woman at a reading in Kansas City. She listened intently to my talk, taking notes and occasionally looking up with a quizzical expression. She waited politely until I was finished, and then stood up.


“I know the secret to good health,” she said.


“Great,” I said. “Can you tell us what it is?”


“Sure,” she said. “Divorce your husband.”


That’s not a secret that would work for most people, but it may well have worked for her. (The reduction of stress certainly counts as a proven key to health.) The point is this: She found her secret, and so should you. This is not something most of us are taught or encouraged by our current health system to do. But it is not only important—it could also save your life, and it certainly will save you much money in health care

bills. So either adopt a secret from the ones included in this book or, if you feel like it, invent your own. If you choose the latter and discover something that works wonderfully well, please visit www.secretsofpeople.com, where you can post it and find out if others share your secret.


I hope to hear from you.


Gene Stone





Introduction
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Luigi Cornaro, a wealthy Venetian nobleman, was born into a prosperous family sometime around 1460. Like his peers in Renaissance Italy, Cornaro lived extravagantly, wearing imported, luxurious silk clothes, enjoying costly seats at popular jousts and parades, and eating whatever and whenever he wanted.


The life of an aristocrat consisted largely of the pursuit of pleasure: sport, intellectual exercise, and food. An average day might consist of waking to a generous breakfast, handling some business, downing a midmorning meal, then off to a horse race or a policy discussion with the doge (the Venetian chief magistrate). Then another meal and, after a nap, perhaps dancing and an extravagant supper.


Wealthy men like Cornaro typically consumed four or five massive meals a day. These feasts were opportunities to astonish guests with a lavishly spread table offering many courses and emphasizing difficult-to-obtain ingredients such as sugar (which was costly) and asparagus (which grew off-season only outside of Italy).


Here is an actual menu from a Venetian feast held during Cornaro’s time.
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ROSEWATER-SCENTED WATER (FOR THE HANDS),
PASTRIES OF PINE NUTS AND SUGAR,
OTHER CAKES MADE WITH ALMONDS AND SUGAR


(SIMILAR TO MARZIPAN)


ASPARAGUS


TINY SAUSAGES AND MEATBALLS


ROAST GRAY PARTRIDGE WITH SAUCE


WHOLE CALVES’ HEADS, GILDED AND SILVERED


CAPON AND PIGEON ACCOMPANIED BY SAUSAGES, HAM, AND WILD BOAR,
PLUS POTAGES (A TYPE OF THICK SOUP)


WHOLE ROAST SHEEP WITH SOUR-CHERRY SAUCE


A GREAT VARIETY OF ROAST BIRDS—TURTLEDOVE, PARTRIDGE, PHEASANT,
QUAIL, FIGPECKER—ACCOMPANIED BY AN OLIVE CONDIMENT


CHICKEN WITH SUGAR AND ROSEWATER


WHOLE ROAST SUCKLING PIG WITH AN ACCOMPANYING BROTH


ROAST PEACOCK WITH VARIOUS ACCOMPANIMENTS


A SWEETENED, SAGE-FLAVORED CUSTARD


QUINCES COOKED WITH SUGAR, CINNAMON, PINE NUTS, AND ARTICHOKES


VARIOUS PRESERVES MADE WITH SUGAR AND HONEY


TEN DIFFERENT TORTES AND AN ABUNDANCE OF CANDIED SPICES
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Menu from Mario Bendiscioli and Adriano Gallia, Documenti di Storia Medievale, 400–1492 (Milan: Musia, 1970), pp. 267–68.


In the 1490s, as Cornaro approached his fortieth birthday (about ten years before an Italian aristocrat in the fifteenth century would have expected to die), he fell ill. His doctors informed him that if he wanted to survive, he’d have to moderate his diet. Most who received similar prescriptions ignored them, but not Cornaro. Having lived intemperately during the first part of his life, he was determined to live sensibly during the second part.


At the time, knowledge of the connection between diet and health was murky, so, as an experiment, Cornaro designed himself a new diet, cutting back drastically on the quantity of food he consumed. Each day, he limited himself to twelve ounces of solid food and fourteen ounces of wine (the water of its day, medieval wine was much lighter than today’s vintages).


Cornaro’s plan worked almost immediately. His health improved so dramatically that he continued his plan until age 68, when his doctors, worried that his food intake was too meager, insisted he eat and drink more generously. He complied but soon developed a mild fever, prompting him to return to a lighter menu, which he maintained for the rest of his life—till the age of 102.


Cornaro wrote about this plan in his four-volume book, often translated as Discourses on a Temperate Life, in which he articulated his philosophy that people should eat less as they grow older. He also elaborated on his belief that the body prefers rest to digestive action during periods of weakness, meaning that it is healthier to avoid food than to gorge on it. “There is no doubt,” he wrote, “that if one so advised were to act accordingly, he would avoid all sickness in the future, because a well-regulated life removes the cause of disease.”


Cornaro not only lived a very long time, but also remained healthy until just before his death. As he noted, “A long life full of disease and misery is worse than no life at all.”


For centuries afterward, Cornaro’s book was read and discussed by many other great writers and thinkers, including essayist Joseph Addison, Sir William Temple (Jonathan Swift’s employer), and philosopher Francis Bacon. But over the centuries, the book’s influence waned, and today few people have even heard of Cornaro. However, his secret—calorie reduction—has resurfaced as a twenty-first-century approach to achieving health and longevity (see page 18).


Many other modern health secrets also originated long ago, only to lose favor or see their efficacy challenged by scientists looking for hard proof. But like Cornaro’s, these secrets often have a surprising degree of validity.


For example, if you’re prone to seizures, someone might have told you to be wary of the full moon, a warning medicine didn’t take seriously until the 1990s, when researchers at Greece’s University of Patras Medical School reviewed the records of 859 patients admitted for seizures and found “significant clustering of seizures” around the full moon.


You might also have dismissed the often-heard belief that fish is brain food as an old wives’ tale—but many recent studies show that certain oils found in fatty fish (such as mackerel and sardines) play a significant role in brain development and functioning. Fish intake has also been associated with a slower rate of cognitive decline in aging patients, along with many other benefits.


For centuries, conventional wisdom held that cranberry juice will cure a bladder infection. Researchers at Harvard Medical School recently confirmed that cranberry juice actually does destroy bacteria clinging to the walls of the bladder. Similarly, an apple a day may well keep the doctor away; data from Ireland’s University of Ulster suggest that high levels of certain chemical compounds found in apples help destroy colon-cancer cells. Moreover, Cornell University researchers have found that apples can prevent mammary cancers in animals.


Speaking of animals, it’s often been said that having a pet is good for human health and well-being. New evidence corroborates the concept: Dog owners, for instance, tend to have fewer illnesses than their canine-free counterparts. “The simple act of petting an animal has been shown to lower blood pressure by inducing an instant relaxation response,” says Alan Beck, ScD, director of the Center for the Human-Animal Bond at the Purdue University School of Veterinary Medicine.


For thousands of years, doctors used leeches as a bloodletting device; the practice was only discontinued toward the end of the nineteenth century. Recent medical research, however, indicates that leeches can help cure many conditions, including osteoarthritis. Bee stings, too, have made a comeback as a treatment to alleviate the symptoms of multiple sclerosis. And if you have bedsores, one of the best remedies is the same one that would have been prescribed for you in the year 1250. That would be maggots, which devour dead tissue from open wounds and eradicate bacteria by excreting a solution similar to ammonia.


In the Middle Ages, wealthy patients often drank suspensions of finely ground gold (aurum potabile, or “drinkable gold”) to ease the symptoms of disease. The metal then fell out of favor for hundreds of years, but at the end of the last century, studies revealed that small quantities of liquid gold can strengthen the immune system and are particularly useful in patients suffering from rheumatoid arthritis. According to researchers from the Arthritis Research Centre of Canada, “Gold therapy reduced the severity of arthritis in patients who had a poor response with methotrexate, the standard drug used to treat the disease.”


[image: Image]


The popular remedies mentioned above aren’t meant to suggest that all notions held by mothers, midwives, scientists, or, for that matter, anyone else are always accurate, or even useful. Many are flawed. Some are foolhardy. Trepanation, the practice of drilling holes in the skull to relieve the pressure that supposedly caused all kinds of ailments, was practiced for more than five thousand years throughout the world. It didn’t work. For centuries many people believed that coffee stunted growth; it doesn’t. Copper bracelets, supposedly beneficial for arthritis sufferers, do not appear to have any benefit. The notion that staying outside in cold weather will give you a cold turns out to be wrong; the actual risk comes from staying inside in close contact with other people breathing germs on you.


The herb hemlock was once thought to be useful in reducing pain—but it also induced death. Cocaine was considered an excellent teeth whitener, as well as a treatment for morphine addiction; Sigmund Freud called it an excellent stimulant with no side effects or abuse potential.


There was a time when doctors routinely bled their patients; bloodletting was supposed to restore the balance of fluids in the body. When George Washington was ill, his doctors drained eighty ounces of blood from his body, likely precipitating his death.


In 1899, the respected Merck Manual recommended arsenic as a treatment for baldness. These days, the cancer-causing metal is listed as a toxic substance by the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency. The Merck Manual also listed coffee as a means to relieve insomnia. Other beverages, particularly liqueurs (which were first formulated as cures for everything from parasites to impotence), were mistakenly ascribed medicinal powers. The herbal liqueur Benedictine D.O.M. (Deo Optimo Maximo, “To God most good, most great”), originally formulated in 1510 from twenty-seven herbs and spices, was designed to fight malaria around the Benedictine Abbey at Fécamp on the north coast of France. Other liqueurs once believed to have restorative powers include the Belgian elixir d’Anvers (for stomachaches), the Greek mastic (also for gastric relief), and the French vervein du Velay (for increasing libido).


The eighteenth and nineteenth centuries were rife with a particularly infamous category of potions known as patent medicines (or nostrums), trademarked concoctions of dubious and sometimes harmful effect. Popular in Europe and the United States, these over-the-counter products promised miraculous curative powers over everything from tuberculosis and venereal diseases to colic and cancer, as well as the perennial advertising-industry favorite, “female complaints.”


In reality, many patent medicines were benign, alcohol-based solutions, but some contained dangerous opiates or stimulants such as morphine, opium, or cocaine. For example, the opium-based laudanum, praised by the medical community as an effective pain-killer, was the scourge of the underclass in Victorian England. And heroin was once marketed by Bayer as a cough suppressant.


One of the more harmless concoctions included “snake oil,” a term first innocently coined by a man named Clark Stanley for a benign ointment he created to cure muscle aches—but which came to mean any fraudulent medicine. (Stanley gained fame for killing live rattlesnakes as part of his demonstration at the 1893 Chicago World’s Fair.) Although you can no longer buy Stanley’s Snake Oil, other potions once marketed as patent medicines are still available (minus the health claims): Coca-Cola, Dr Pepper, 7UP, Angostura Bitters, and tonic water.


Even some very recent remedies have missed the mark. A few decades ago, it was thought that lying on a tanning bed in winter might keep vitamin D levels high and prevent seasonal depression—until the journal Lancet Oncology published findings showing that the probability of cancer increased by 75 percent in people who used tanning beds before the age of thirty. Such research led the International Agency for Research on Cancer to reclassify tanning beds as “a definite carcinogen,” alongside tobacco products, arsenic, and mustard gas.
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Which health secrets make sense and which don’t? Who can benefit most? How can you make sure that you live a long and healthy life? How can you manage to avoid sick days at the office?


How do you just flat-out manage avoiding being sick at all?


This book is designed to answer these questions, because all of us could profit from knowing what keeps other people well and how to stay well ourselves.


I certainly felt my health could stand improvement. For the past two decades, I’ve written extensively about health as a journalist and ghostwriter. As someone who believes that responsible writing can require participation, I’ve experimented with nearly every tip, technique, and tonic I’ve covered. (The exception: electroconvulsive therapy. The doctors interviewed offered me a free session, but I declined.)


This commitment means I’ve probably been tested more than nearly any other relatively healthy human being. I’ve been through body scans, ECGs, EKGs, DEXA bone-density scans, DEXA body composition scans, IgG food antibody tests, and 2D and Doppler echocardiograms. I’ve had my blood tested for C-reactive protein, homocysteine, fibrinogen, insulin levels, lipoprotein A, and I’ve taken a glucose challenge. I’ve had urinary and serum-amino-acid nutritional profiles taken, along with myriad lipid profiles; my cholesterol levels have been charted so frequently that they look like a plot of the Dow Jones Industrial Average. I’ve been tested for every possible allergy (I’m mildly allergic to cats, certain pollens, and mold). I’ve had my muscles studied, my organs examined, and my brain waves synched via a contraption placed on my head (instead of generating alpha waves, my brain tuned in to a local radio station).


I’ve also sampled countless spa treatments, from Bindi Shirodhara to Ayurvedic herbal rejuvenation, and submitted myself to dozens of New Age modalities, including candling, rebirthing, crystal therapy, past-life regression, and polarity therapy. I’ve had feng shui experts rearrange my home for better energy flow and seasonal affective disorder experts install lighting to boost my mood. I’ve undergone acupuncture, biofeedback, hypnotherapy, bioenergetics, the Alexander technique, Rolfing, reiki, and reflexology.


Being fairly obedient, I’ve generally tried everything experts have recommended, from exercising the 1980s way (cardiovascular and strength training) to working out the twenty-first-century way (interval training). I’ve let doctors attach electrodes to my scalp in sleep labs and allowed pros at consciousness labs to investigate the inside of my brain. I’ve experimented with Freudian therapy, Jungian therapy, primal therapy, cognitive therapy, aromatherapy, and EMDR (eye movement desensitization and reprocessing). I’ve talked to psychics about my health, and to pet psychics about my pets’ health. (One of the latter suggested my cat was whining at night to warn me that the stairs in our apartment were dangerous.)


Despite all this, I always got sick at least twice a year. At some point every winter, I came down with a blistering sore throat that turned into a lingering cold. Then, in either late spring or early fall, a different kind of cold took over, one that started with a mild tickle in the throat, moved to my chest, then settled in my nose, where it lingered like a lazy guest who won’t get off the couch, resting there indolently for days.


It has recently occurred to me that I was taking the wrong medicine. Instead of relying solely on experts, my thoughts have turned to people who don’t depend on medical professionals—or any type of expert, for that matter—but who manage to stay healthy nevertheless.


I’ve known many such people in my life. While I was enduring one cold after another, they were happily living under the cover of some personal secret that kept them healthy even as I twisted, writhed, and sneezed, in thrall to whatever germ, virus, or unidentified alien life form was sweeping through my being.


Not that all such secrets are worthwhile—as mentioned, some are downright wrong, while others are simply strange. What all the secrets in this book share is that they seem to work for the people who promote them—often better than the solutions proffered by science. Despite centuries of lifesaving advances in medicine and public health, medical professionals still can’t tell us how to stay well. The common cold is just as common as it was eons ago, and sickness itself shows no sign of abating. So why not look for solutions to sickness among those for whom the common cold is uncommon?


This became my mission for the last few years: to find people who didn’t get sick, to find out why they didn’t get sick, and then to see if their secrets were valid for others.


For the most part, these people who “never get sick” actually may catch a slight cold now and then or suffer an occasional ache and pain here or there. What they don’t have are the colds, flus, and fevers so many of us get so often. They also rarely have any serious diseases. Although they may have inherited some kind of genetic condition that manifested at some point, they’ve energetically fought it off—or in a few cases, did come down with a major illness but adapted their secret to the situation and achieved a solid recovery. Overall, they are living long and healthy lives.



THE HANDS OF DR. SEMMELWEIS
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Sometimes the best health wisdom stays a secret not because its advocate doesn’t tell people, but because no one believes him, as in the case of Ignaz Semmelweis.


Hungarian by birth, Semmelweis became a doctor in the 1840s and went to work in the maternity department of a Vienna hospital. At the time, many women giving birth contracted puerperal fever, a now rare infectious disease that was once the most common cause of maternal mortality in Europe.


Oddly, fewer cases of puerperal fever occurred when babies were delivered by midwives at the mother’s home than by doctors at a maternity clinic. Many possible reasons were proposed; none could be proven. Then Semmelweis, who was obsessed with the problem, realized that medical students and doctors often entered the maternity wards directly from dissecting rooms, where they had been touching corpses. He concluded that mortality rates would drop if doctors simply washed and disinfected their hands before their next surgery or delivery.


Nobody believed him. At the time, there was no reason to think that unclean hands could cause disease—germ theory hadn’t yet been proposed, much less proven. Semmelweis was ridiculed, but he didn’t relent, fighting unsuccessfully for hand washing, becoming increasingly bitter and angry until 1865, when his wife and others committed him to an asylum. There he died two weeks later, reportedly due to a beating by the staff.


Cleanliness in the maternity ward and operating room did not gain widespread support until the late 1800s, after scientists (especially French chemist and microbiologist Louis Pasteur) developed the germ theory of disease. Today, Semmelweis is considered a pioneer in health care.





To find them, I talked to friends, placed ads, searched down Internet connections, looked up old book collaborators, located former school classmates, and chatted with health care professionals, journalists, and editors. Because I’ve been writing about health for a long time, I was lucky to have a large list of connections upon which to draw.


I’ve known a few of those profiled in this book for many years. Susan Rennau and I attended high school together. Then there’s my sixth-grade teacher (whom I haven’t seen since, well, sixth grade). I met others through my career as a ghostwriter: I’ve written books for Rip Esselstyn, Gail Evans, and Robert Fulford. In the end, I interviewed approximately one hundred people, all of whom offered diverse, sometimes bizarre, secrets to health. The secrets presented here are ones that seemed destined to remain interesting over time, had the firmest basis in scientific fact, and were endorsed intelligently and articulately by their proponents.


Some of those not selected included closing the lid to the toilet before flushing (although some evidence does support this practice), taking various vitamin and nutritional supplements (in some cases, swallowing more than twenty pills a day), consuming certain foods (including oranges, apples, and pomegranates or less common foods, such as sea beans, fiddleheads, cardoons, and longans), eating a strict raw-food diet (or an even stricter vegan raw-food diet), placing a humidifier in every room, changing the shower curtain regularly, meditating in an isolation tank, getting a flu shot, and bathing the cats or dogs frequently. All are possible secrets for health but are not as verifiable, interesting, and replicable as those chosen.


What follows are twenty-five of what I believe are the most worthwhile secrets to health. You, the reader, get the final say on which ones make the most sense for you.





SECRET
1


Blue Zones


RICARDO OSORNO FALLAS
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Each day, twenty-eight-year-old Ricardo Osorno Fallas wakes up at six A.M. in Hojancha, a regional capital in the Nicoya Peninsula of northwestern Costa Rica. Like many Costa Ricans, Ricardo still lives at his parents’ home (along with three brothers and sisters), where he’ll probably stay until he marries.


Breakfast is a bowl of oatmeal or some gallo pinto, the national dish of rice and beans, with corn tortillas. (Literally translated, gallo pinto means “mottled rooster,” referring to the color the rice turns when fried with beans.) After eating, Ricardo rides his bike a couple of kilometers to his job as a liaison for a local ecotourism company that specializes in showing foreigners the rain-forest nature preserves around Hojancha.


He works until noon, then bikes back home for lunch, the largest meal of the day: rice, black beans, meat, and corn tortillas washed down with a glass of cold water. Dessert is a piece of locally sourced tropical fruit, such as an orange, pineapple, or banana.


After lunch, Ricardo heads back to his office, where he stays until four P.M. Upon returning home, he helps his mother or father around the house or pays a visit to his ninety-three-year-old grandmother. Then, after a light dinner, he practices with a group that performs traditional Nicoyan dances, such as the arma de café, as well as regional favorites like salsa and the merengue.


Before going to bed at midnight, Ricardo usually puts in a few hours of work on his master’s thesis, a business plan for a marketing agency he hopes to start upon receiving his degree in marketing from the Hispano-American University of Costa Rica.


“We have a very relaxed pace of life here,” he says. “We live with a sense of tranquility that is hard to find [elsewhere]—even in Costa Rica. The air that you breathe in Hojancha is just better than in any other place.”


Ricardo is in excellent health, as is his entire family. In fact, they are up to three times as likely as the average American to reach the age of one hundred. Their secret, however, isn’t something that any of them invented or even thought about. The secret is that they live in the middle of a Blue Zone.




	THE FIVE CONFIRMED BLUE ZONES
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The Facts on Blue Zones


Blue Zones are geographic areas with high concentrations of the world’s longest-lived people. The term was coined by journalist and explorer Dan Buettner, who, in partnership with longevity researchers, has spent the last decade traveling to the healthiest corners of the world to unearth the secrets of their inhabitants.


So far, five Blue Zones have been confirmed:


• In the rural, mountainous region of Barbagia, Sardinia, Italy, people are working as shepherds well into and past their seventies, and not infrequently becoming centenarians.


• The island of Okinawa, Japan, has the highest concentration of centenarians in the world, despite having weathered years of subjugation by invaders as well as widespread famine during and after World War II.


• Tucked into the polluted confines of greater Los Angeles, the city of Loma Linda is home to a community of nine thousand Seventh Day Adventists, currently the longest-living group of people in America.


• Icaria, Greece, has the highest percentage of ninety-year-olds on the planet, a cancer rate 20 percent lower than the rest of Greece, and almost no dementia.


• And then there’s Nicoya, where Ricardo and his family live, a notable exception to the rule that people in developing countries have shorter life spans than those in developed ones.


To understand some of the reasons why Blue-Zoners live healthier, longer lives, let’s take another look at Ricardo’s daily routine.


First, his diet. Inhabitants of Blue Zones tend to have diets high in nutrients and low in calories and to avoid heavily processed foods. Each of the staples in Ricardo’s diet (rice, beans, corn, and fruit) has a benefit. Rice is packed with vitamins, minerals, and antioxidants as well as being low in sodium. Beans contain potassium, magnesium, antioxidants, and fiber and are high in protein and carbohydrates but low in calories and fat. Corn is a cancer fighter as well as a valuable source of vitamin C. Moreover, the maize used in Ricardo’s tortillas has been cooked in lime, causing it to undergo a process called nixtamalization. This process increases the corn’s calcium content and improves the bioavailability of niacin and other vitamins already in the grain.


Furthermore, by snacking on fresh fruits, Ricardo avoids unnecessary fats and sugars while packing even more vitamins into his diet.


Ricardo washes down his food almost exclusively with water. Avoiding sugary soft drinks associated with heart disease and obesity is good in itself, but there is also something special about the water in Nicoya: It is very hard, meaning it contains minerals, including calcium and magnesium, associated with the reduction of cardiovascular disease.


Despite making no effort to limit the quantity of food he eats, Ricardo unknowingly consumes a calorie-restricted diet because his menu is high in protein but low in caloric density. He also limits his calorie intake by eating a light dinner early in the evening. Smaller meals are part of a practice, common in Blue Zones, that the Okinawans call hara hachi bu. Roughly translated, this means eating until you are 80 percent full; by eating until you are no longer hungry, as opposed to feeling full, you can, some doctors assert, eat 20 percent less—the difference between gaining weight and losing it.


Calorie restriction (see Secret 3, page 18) is currently the subject of intense study in the medical community, with a growing number of doctors acknowledging that it may ward off many of the diseases associated with aging.


Ricardo’s next secret: His close ties to his family, which he calls “the solid base responsible for the moral and spiritual formation of Costa Ricans.”


The concept of the family in Costa Rica, especially in rural areas, “revolves around togetherness and mutual support,” he says. Families are the social nuclei of all Blue Zones, with a special emphasis placed on caring for the elderly. Numerous scientific studies have linked strong social networks to a host of benefits, including reduced obesity, post-operative pain, and risk of chronic illness. Social networks, which provide a sense of support and belonging, are especially important for older folks. They also play a role in creating what Costa Ricans call a plan de vida, or what the Okinawans call ikigai: a reason to live. A strong commitment to family, friends, community, and the environment give many Hojanchans a shared sense of purpose and keeps them busy and motivated far into their silver years. Again, science supports the concept: A 2009 study by the Rush Alzheimer’s Disease Center in Chicago showed that staying busy and having a sense of purpose helps people live longer.




“DOCTOR, NO MEDICINE—we are machines made to live, organized expressly for the purpose. Such is our nature. Do not counteract the living principle. Leave it at liberty to defend itself, and it will do better than your drugs.”


∼ NAPOLÉON BONAPARTE,
FRENCH EMPEROR





And according to Ricardo, a commitment to protecting the environment is a common sentiment among Nicoyans. “Everyone here grows up with a very environmentally conscious mentality,” he says. “Although we want to use our natural resources, everything we do takes the environment into consideration.”


Despite his active day, Ricardo considers Hojancha to be a very relaxed place compared with bigger Costa Rican cities like San José. Stress is a well-established killer, and by avoiding it while staying busy, Ricardo and other Blue-Zone dwellers help decrease their incidences of sickness and prolong their lives.


Equally important, physical activity is an integral part of Ricardo’s daily routine. Because his family has never owned a car, he always walked or biked to and from school, including the return home for lunch. Now, with his daily bike rides and dancing hobby, he gets plenty of exercise without putting too much strain on his body.


Unfortunately, some benefits of Blue-Zone living can be obtained only from being born in and living in a Blue Zone. These areas all are home to strong and relatively isolated gene pools. Buettner, who has written about his findings in a book called The Blue Zones, estimates that our genes dictate about 20 percent of how long we’ll live. In other words, no matter how well you take care of yourself, you may be at greater risk for illnesses such as cardiovascular disease or diabetes than people from different genetic backgrounds (see Secret 11, page 79).


Also, the diet of many Blue-Zoners revolves around fresh, easily accessible, local foods not always obtainable elsewhere. The marañón fruit enjoyed in Nicoya, for example, contains five times more vitamin C than an orange, but is too fragile to be shipped in large quantities.


All of the Blue Zones, except the one in Loma Linda, California (which owes its existence to a religious tradition), place an emphasis on locally farmed foods. This close-to-the-land lifestyle is rapidly dying out, and it is possible that a switch to mass-produced food will impact the longevity of the people in these areas.


Finally, it is easy to talk about avoiding stress, but it remains a culturally conditioned affliction. The Blue Zones tend to promote levels of stress avoidance that are less common in the rest of the world and often difficult to re-create out of context.


Share in the Secret


Unfortunately, you can’t just buy a one-way ticket to the Nicoya Peninsula and expect to live into your hundreds. Regardless of where you are, however, you can use the lessons learned from Ricardo’s daily routine in your own life: Enjoy a healthy diet high in nutrients and low in calories; don’t overeat; maintain a supportive social network; stay busy; exercise regularly; and avoid stress.


For example, eat more beans (from the Costa Rican diet) or tofu (from the Okinawan diet). You can also try eating larger lunches and smaller dinners as a way of restricting calories. Although your family may not be as cohesive as the ones in Loma Linda or Sardinia, you can widen your social circle by volunteering or taking up a sport or hobby. Aside from providing large support networks, these activities will also help you form a plan de vida to keep you active, motivated, and stress-free.


It’s virtually impossible to create a Blue Zone in your hometown, because they are so largely dependent on genetic, cultural, environmental, and other factors as yet unknown. But there is no reason that new ones cannot come into being. As Buettner says, “Encoded in the world’s Blue Zones are centuries—even millennia—of human experiences. I believe that it’s no coincidence that the way these people eat, interact with each other, shed stress, heal themselves, avoid disease, and view their world yields them more good years of life…. To learn from them, we need only be open and ready to listen.”
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Brewer’s Yeast


BARBARA PRITZKAT
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Because a mouse drank Coca-Cola and lost its fur, Barbara Pritzkat eats yeast.


Back in the 1940s and ’50s, Barbara discovered the work of Adelle Davis, a pioneer in nutrition and health, then a relatively new field. Promoting a diet of unprocessed whole foods combined with intelligent dietary supplementation, Davis’s bestselling books, including Let’s Eat Right to Keep Fit, influenced both the public and a great number of researchers.


Barbara, who in 1947 had just graduated from UCLA with a degree in engineering, was a neighbor of Davis’s in Palos Verdes, California, and was introduced to her work when Davis gave a series of lectures at a local high school. Barbara was immediately hooked on her ideas about nutrition, particularly after watching a demonstration in which Davis fed cola to one mouse and water to another. Over the course of a few weeks, the cola-drinking mouse lost its fur and began to look sickly. At the time, most people thought Coca-Cola was harmless, or even good for you. (Davis helped the sickly mouse regain its health and fur; no animals were harmed in the conducting of her experiment.)


Barbara was already predisposed to eating well because her father, a promising editor at MGM film studios in the 1920s, had died at thirty-five of a stroke brought on by alcoholism and the enormous pressure of the movie business. Barbara and her husband, Marty, chose Davis’s healthier lifestyle, keeping clear of preservatives, refined sugars, and processed foods, and instead eating whole foods whenever possible. “The kids didn’t even know about soft drinks until they saw them at other people’s houses.”


At the core of Davis’s program is brewer’s yeast, an excellent source of B vitamins, which Barbara and Marty take in powder form dissolved in water each morning. They never miss a morning, even when they travel—which in Barbara’s case is frequently. Back in the 1970s, spurred in part by the international interest in King Tut’s tomb, Barbara started taking a correspondence course in ancient art at UCLA. At first she studied for fun, but she slowly became serious about the subject; in 1982, at age fifty-six, she received a certificate in archeology. She then began working at excavations, first in Costa Rica and then, for the past dozen years, at a dig called Tel Mozan at the ancient Palace of Urkesh, located in a flat, arid valley north of the Great Syrian Desert on the border of Iraq and Syria. She works primarily as a surveyor, using her engineering skills in helping the diggers locate their targets.


Lately she is thinking of retiring because she imagines her team finds it embarrassing to have an eighty-three-year-old surveyor among them. The team members don’t agree at all, pointing out that her stamina and health are as good as or better than anyone else’s on the dig—despite the fact that she spends many weeks each year rising at five A.M. to work among scorpions in 110-degree temperatures, all while completely draped in long garments in deference to local Muslim culture and drinking impure water.



The Facts on Brewer’s Yeast


A group of single-celled fungi that break sugars down into alcohol and release carbon dioxide, yeasts have been known to humankind for eons. Although not all types are useful and some can cause infections in people, the species Saccharomyces cerevisiae, or brewer’s yeast, has helped people make bread and beverages since before the advent of recorded history.


The earliest records of beer making, dating back six thousand years to ancient Sumer, indicate that people possessed rudimentary knowledge about how to maintain colonies of S. cerevisiae to pass from one batch of beer to the next. Alcohol making became more sophisticated as it moved to Egypt and eventually to Europe, but people’s understanding of fermentation remained limited: No one comprehended that yeast was made of living organisms. Theories abounded for what it was exactly that turned fruit and grains into alcohol. For example, an Old Norwegian term for yeast, kveik, is derived from the word for “kindling,” reflecting the idea that yeast started a chemical “fire” that produces alcohol.


In seventeenth-century Paris, baking a baguette was considered sacrilegious. The devil was in the leavening. Because the functioning of yeast was still poorly understood, the only reliable source of it for baking was the foam skimmed from vats of fermenting beer. Problems arose when, based on a quote from Saint Paul in First Corinthians, the Paris Faculty of Medicine declared beer a “corrupt substance” and forbade it. Fortunately for the bakers, the public ignored the ban.




IF YOU CAN’T EAT IT …
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As an added bonus to all of yeast’s internal benefits, it’s also a handy skin cream. Studies conducted at the University of Munich found that creams containing brewer’s yeast were highly effective in treating acne, with 80 percent of participants reporting significant improvement over a five-month period.





It wasn’t until the nineteenth century, when Louis Pasteur studied the properties of alcohol, that these misconceptions were laid to rest. In 1857, Pasteur published a paper titled “Notes on So-called Lactic Fermentation,” in which he identified yeast as a new type of organism and established fermentation as the biological process through which it converted sugar to alcohol.


Although yeast is more valued for its ability to ferment food and drink than for its nutrients, people have long been marginally aware of its health benefits. Even in the Middle Ages, infants were often fed the yeasty sediment from cloudy beers as a way to keep them healthy. These popular uses were given scientific grounding in the 1950s, when nutritionist Davis held forth on brewer’s yeast, writing: “Yeast contains almost no fat, starch, or sugar; its excellent protein sticks to your ribs, satisfies the appetite, increases your basal metabolism, and gives you pep to work off unwanted pounds.”


Yeast cells usually replicate through a process of asexual reproduction called budding, in which a parent cell divides and produces a daughter cell. In this way, each cell creates millions of offspring during its life cycle, requiring a great deal of energy and vitamins that aren’t contained in the simple sugars they feed on. To solve this problem, the yeast cells manufacture their own B vitamins, proteins, and trace minerals. All of these nutrients are beneficial to human health.
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“Offbeat, informative, and fun, this original book reveals health secrets . . .
you’d never expect. A great read.”—ANDREW WEIL, M.D.
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Author of the New York' Times #1 bestseller Forks Over Knives
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