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To anyone and everyone working to improve our
food system by growing, transporting, preparing, eating,
writing about, or advocating for better-quality food.
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IN MORE THAN A DECADE OF STUDYING NUTRITION, health, and meditation and my many years working as a nutritional consultant, I’ve discovered one key to improving my clients’ well-being and enabling them to eat healthier and feel better. It’s not a miracle diet, or a superfood, or a scientific breakthrough. It’s simply this: practical advice. As a culture, we tend to be obsessed with what we should eat, but we rarely stop and look practically at how we eat. Of course, what we eat matters—a lot—but simply knowing what’s good for us won’t necessarily get us to change our deep-rooted habits. Most people do not hesitate to say they want to eat healthier, and many can even explain what foods they should be eating, but actually doing it, consistently, is another matter altogether. What I have discovered with my clients is that when I give them practical advice and tools for making better choices, they start to change immediately.


It all began with my restaurant list. I live and work in Manhattan—a city of over twenty-four thousand restaurants. New Yorkers like to dine out—but often they pay the price with their health. I believed that it was possible to eat healthier and still enjoy the culinary diversity of NYC. I wanted to be smart about my food choices without having to sacrifice the pleasure of eating. So I started compiling a list of what I considered to be healthy restaurants—places I could eat with no sacrifice and no guilt. As I shared this ever-growing list with my clients, they actually started implementing changes and feeling better—a fact that inspired me to turn my list into a book: Clean Plates Manhattan. I expanded my research, hired an amazing food critic, and set out to create a restaurant guide that told New Yorkers where they could go to find food that was healthy, sustainable, and delicious.


Three years later, my original guide is in its third edition, Clean Plates Brooklyn and Clean Plates Los Angeles have launched, we have a new website (www.cleanplates.com) and iPhone app, and more guides are on their way. But I also found that readers want a way to bring my practical approach to nutrition and diet into their home, their trips to the grocery store, and all the places where they make their food choices each day. That’s what this book is about. I see it as a way to contribute to a growing awareness of healthy, responsible, and sustainable eating, and most important, to empower people to make better choices.


After intensively studying nutritional science and dietary theories, learning from experts in the field, observing and talking to hundreds of people at my talks and events, and coaching individual clients from all walks of life, I want to offer what I think is a reasonable assessment of the nutrition landscape. While my approach is informed by the very latest discoveries in health and nutrition, this book is intentionally light on science. It is meant to be practical. I read countless nutritional studies, and understand how they are conducted and evaluated. And this has only confirmed my belief that while studies can be very helpful, they are also limited. I can almost guarantee that for any study you find, there is another that directly contradicts it. One expert will declare, based on his extensive research, that you must eat meat to get enough essential protein. Another will insist that a raw, vegan diet is the only one that offers the nutrients you need. Who is right?


I would suggest that, in fact, this is not the most important question. Too many of us are just seeking “the answer”—the perfect diet that will allow us to finally stop worrying about what we eat. What you will learn in these pages is that there’s more than one right way to eat—a theory called bio-individuality. In keeping with that principle, this book is not a diet book. It is a guide to help you navigate the vast cultural experiment that is taking place around food and nutrition, and learn how to independently make better, more informed choices for yourself. My goal is to bring a rational and practical approach to this confusing topic, free from stress, fear, and guilt. Our relationship with food is one of the most intimate relationships we have, but it is often fraught with these unhealthy emotions. I hope that this book will help you not only to figure out how to eat healthier, but also to have a healthier relationship to food.


This book is divided into three parts. In Chapters 1–8, I will share with you my approach to nutrition, and the Five Precepts that I use as guiding principles in making healthy choices, as well as a practical guide to the different kinds of foods you are likely to encounter. In Chapter 9, you will find more than 120 recipes that you can prepare at home, including contributions from some of our favorite Clean Plates chefs and restaurants, such as Jamie Oliver, Iron Chef winner Marc Forgione, and many more. Using ingredients that are easily available at most supermarkets, these recipes are designed to help you thoroughly enjoy and celebrate clean eating. And in Chapter 10, you will find practical resources and recommendations to support you in making the transition to a healthier lifestyle and sample menus to help guide you in planning your meals.


You will see my personal leanings sprinkled throughout this book, but my goal is not to impose them on you. Most people I meet want to know what conclusions I’ve come to myself and what choices I’ve made. I consider myself an experiment, and I hope that my example will inspire you not to simply adopt my conclusions, but to experiment with your own diet in the same way. Together, let’s shatter the myth that healthier eating is a sacrifice and prove that we can do it without the guilt, inconvenience, boredom, and sheer lack of long-term success that characterize the usual diets.


Remember, the goal in life is not to have the perfect diet. The goal is to eat food that supports the body rather than depletes it, and to have a healthy relationship with food, free of guilt and full of pleasure, so you have the energy and clarity of mind and time to live life to your fullest potential.


In good health,


Jared Koch




CHAPTER 1:


Clean Eating: The Practical Approach to Food
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“I’VE BEEN A VEGAN ALL MY LIFE,” SAID THE YOUNG woman in line ahead of me at Whole Foods, looking at me earnestly over her cart piled high with vegetables. “Did you know that the animals slaughtered for food adds up to more than nine billion per year in the United States alone? It’s a genocide going on right under our noses! And did you know that it’s been scientifically proven that eating animal products causes heart disease, cancer, and diabetes?” I listened sympathetically, but did not attempt to hide the pasture-raised eggs and grass-fed beef in my cart. Later that same night, at a party, I found myself talking to an athletic-looking man in his forties who told me his life had been completely transformed by adopting a diet of meat and vegetables, rejecting grains and all processed foods. “It’s the way evolution designed us to eat,” he told me. “It’s written in our genes. Our Paleolithic ancestors ate this way. It’s been scientifically proven: This is what is best for the human body.” Again, I listened sympathetically, but did not reject the brown rice sushi when it came my way.


Most people reading this book have probably had moments like these. Different people we meet will confidently give us completely contradictory advice, absolutely convinced that theirs is the only “right” answer, and backed up with seemingly credible scientific evidence. We tend to get our ideas about food from our family, our friends, and above all, the media. Every time our children sit down in front of the television, they are getting nutritional messages. Their heroes are promoting certain products, and so the message is clear: Drinking soda will make you a superstar athlete. We’re conditioned to want these processed products and even to believe that they are good for us. Even the health foods industry can be misleading—promoting such terms as organic, vegan, or local as if they guarantee that a food is good for you. Just because a cupcake is vegan doesn’t necessarily make it healthy. Organic sugar is still sugar. Adding to all this misinformation are the recommendations of our government via the USDA. While I was encouraged recently to hear that the USDA had changed its requirements for school cafeterias to include more vegetables, I was less than encouraged when I discovered that pizza is classified as a vegetable because the small amount of tomato paste on the pizza is enough tomato to constitute a vegetable (regardless of sugar content in that paste). Clearly, we have a long way to go.


When I started studying nutrition more than ten years ago I was immediately struck by the lack of knowledge (both my own and society’s) on the subject. Even most doctors are not well educated on the subject. As a second-year internal medicine resident at UCSD told me recently, “A healthy diet is increasingly accepted as a fundamental pillar of health and yet education on healthy eating in Western medical schools and during subsequent training continues to be subpar.” Nutrition is a relatively new science. There is so much waiting to be discovered. Every plant contains thousands of nutrients, and each of these has different properties and effects, and interacts with our body and with other nutrients in unique ways. Every new process we use to produce, prepare, preserve, and present our food changes its nutritional makeup. When you consider how many questions are still unanswered, it is hardly surprising that there is such an abundance of conflicting information. Adding to the confusion is the fact that many of the studies are evaluated based on particular biases and are funded by organizations with an investment in particular outcomes.


We hear about new nutritional studies every day, it seems, from the frightening (“Inflammatory Food Toxins Found in High Levels in Infants”) to the ridiculous (“Chocolate Cake for Breakfast Helps You to Lose Weight”). But there is a much larger experiment going on in our culture right now—one that too few of us seem to be aware of, but that we are all part of. What effect does eating a diet of highly processed and chemically produced foods have on the human body? This experiment began back in the Industrial Age, when human beings in the more developed parts of the world discovered new ways to process foods. Rather than cooking and eating things in the forms in which they grew from the land, we outsourced food preparation to industry, which, through large-scale processing, altered the very nature of what we were used to eating. With the population shifting from the rural farmlands to the fast-growing cities, this was an essential wave of innovation, enabling more and more people to have affordable access to food at greater distances from the farms where it was grown. Centuries later, the results of this experiment are written all around us, and you don’t need to be a scientist to interpret them. The incidence of all major diseases is increasing and they seem to be showing up more frequently at younger ages. Obesity is becoming an epidemic.1 According to CBS News, more than 190 million Americans are overweight or obese, and obesity-related diseases cost $147 billion in medical expenses every year.2 Childhood obesity has tripled in the last thirty years.3 Diabetes is increasingly common, affecting 25.8 million children and adults in the United States—8.3 percent of the population.4 Children suffer from all kinds of allergies that we have never even seen before.5


This is the study we should be paying most attention to: the one we are all participating in. Experts may be arguing about whether a low-fat or a low-carb diet is the way to go, or whether vegans live longer than omnivores, but they all agree on some things, whether they state it or not. For example, I’ve never seen a study that says vegetables will harm you. No one is arguing for the health benefits of refined sugars. And most experts agree that it would be good for most of us to eat a lot less overall. No one has “the answer,” but we have a lot of information that can help us make better choices. Of course, much of that information seems to conflict, but when we have some basic guiding principles to help us navigate, we can start to take greater responsibility for our daily decisions. That’s the approach this book is based on. It’s a common sense and rational assessment of the nutrition landscape as far we can see it, organized in such a way as to give those who want to be healthier the practical tools and advice for making better choices in daily life, free from stress, fear, and guilt.


What Is “Clean” Eating?


One of the greatest challenges we face in navigating the maze of nutritional choices is a lack of clear criteria to base our choices on. Many of us simply choose foods because we like how they taste. Others make choices based on what they think is good for their health. And these days, an increasing number of people recognize the impact of food production on animals and the environment, and make choices based on minimizing their negative effects. I think all of these criteria are important. I don’t think we should have to sacrifice taste for the sake of health. And I don’t think our planet should have to sacrifice to feed us. That’s how I came up with my definition of “clean” eating, and the criteria on which I base my nutritional advice and the restaurant reviews in my Clean Plates guides.


Clean eating, as I define it, is eating that’s good for your health, good for the planet, and good tasting. In other words: healthy, sustainable, and delicious. For many, the idea of healthy eating often evokes images of bland vegetarian food. For me, clean eating transcends the issue of whether you are a vegan or a vegetarian or an omnivore. It means eating high-quality real food as often as possible, based on what is right for your body and what stimulates your taste buds. Over the years, I have boiled down my advice for how to achieve this into Five Precepts, which I’ll be explaining in depth, and with plenty of practical tools and advice, in the chapters that follow:


1.There’s more than one right way to eat.


2.The overwhelming majority of your diet should consist of real, high-quality, and whole foods.


3.Everyone would be better off if a larger percentage of their diet consisted of plants—mostly vegetables (in particular, leafy greens), and some nuts, seeds, and fruits.


4.If you choose to eat animal products, consume only (a) high-quality and sustainably raised animals (ideally pasture-raised and grass-fed, but at least hormone- and antibiotic-free); and do so (b) in moderation—meaning smaller portions with less frequency, and (c) cooked using the most healthful methods.


5.To feel better immediately, simply reduce your intake of artificial, chemical-laden processed foods—especially poor-quality oils and refined sugars.


If this sounds like a lot to take in, don’t worry. I’ll be walking through each of these precepts slowly and practically. But first, take the time to think about why you would want to embark on this journey. It might be for personal reasons, such as improving your own health or looking better. It might be for the sake of your family. Or it might be for altruistic or ethical reasons, such as saving the environment or not supporting the factory farming of animals. Whatever your motivation is, make sure it is powerful enough to inspire you. Let’s take a quick look at just a few of the reasons you might want to embrace this way of eating.



Clean Eating Is Good for Your Health



Financial columnists like to point out that ordering a $3 latte every day adds up to $1,000 a year that otherwise could have been accruing interest in a CD. Our daily food choices operate according to similar principles; instead of just building up our financial assets, however, we need to build our health resources.


To illustrate: You wake up, yawn, get dressed, and (A) start the day with a cup of herbal tea or glass of water with lemon to accompany your bowl of oatmeal and fruit; or (B) purchase a coffee with sugar on your way to work, skipping breakfast. Later the same day, you and your co-workers order in (A) wild salmon with vegetables and brown rice; or (B) fast-food hamburgers and fries. You get the picture: Going for option A adds multiple nutrients to your health resources, whereas option B is taxing your already depleted nutrient resource bank.


Our health may be affected more by the foods we eat than by any other factor. I think that’s great news, as it means we can do something about it. Of course, exercise, sleep, and genetics—not to mention our relationships, career, and spirituality—count, too. But the reason “You are what you eat” has endured as a phrase is because what we consume literally builds, fuels, cleanses, or—unfortunately—pollutes our cells.




EIGHT REASONS WHY CLEAN EATING IS GOOD FOR YOUR HEALTH


If you’re healthy, you’re more likely to:


1.Have more energy to enjoy life and live to your fullest potential


2.Enjoy greater mental clarity for work and play


3.Maintain emotional equilibrium and a pleasant mood


4.Suffer from fewer minor ailments, such as colds and allergies


5.Reduce your risk of contracting potentially fatal diseases, such as cancer and heart disease


6.Age more slowly and gracefully, staving off problems such as arthritis and Alzheimer’s


7.Save money by having fewer health-care bills and less time off work


8.And… look better with clearer skin and a trimmer physique





Clean Eating Is Good for the Environment


Whether you choose to be vegetarian or not, there’s no question that eating fewer animal products—poultry, beef, fish, dairy, and eggs—is a powerful way to help the Earth. Precious resources in the form of water, land, and energy are consumed in the process of producing animal foods. For example, it takes about 600 gallons of water to produce the meat for just one hamburger.6 That’s more water than the average hot tub holds. And it takes ten times more fossil fuels to produce a meat-based diet than a plant-based one—a statistic that led the United Nations to declare, “Raising animals for food generates more greenhouse gases than all the cars and trucks in the world combined.” And then there’s the waste … just imagine the amount of sewage generated by farm animals, which outnumber the planet’s humans three times over.


Going organic is another way to positively change the environmental impact of your food choices. More toxic than ever before, pesticides and herbicides contaminate the soil, water, and air, which in turn poison both humans and wildlife.


Choosing locally grown foods when possible reduces the need for packaging, the production of which wreaks its own havoc on the environment, plus it avoids the pollution created by the long-distance treks that much of our food takes. Barbara Kingsolver’s Animal, Vegetable, Miracle puts it this way, “If every U.S. citizen ate just one meal a week composed of locally and organically raised meats and produce, we would reduce our country’s oil consumption by over 1.1 million barrels of oil every week.”


Steering clear of genetically modified organisms, a.k.a. GMOs, can alleviate some environmental concern. These artificially altered crops cross-contaminate other crops and harm wildlife. The majority of soy (as in tofu), corn, and canola crops are now GMO plants. If these items are staples in your diet, you can tread more gently on the Earth (and your body) by buying organic versions, which are not genetically modified.


In addition, clean eating can have a powerful impact on the economic environment that affects all of us. For example, economists from Cornell and Lehigh universities have estimated that obesity is now responsible for 17 percent of America’s annual medical costs, which amounts to about $160 billion per year. Reducing the waste and health costs associated with food production and poor dietary habits is the kind of economic stimulus I’ll vote for.




A WORD OF CAUTION


Just because locally grown and organic foods are better for the environment doesn’t mean they’re always healthier for our body. Locally grown organic sugarcane? Sorry, still sugar to your body.






Clean Eating Is Good for Your Taste Buds



Our taste buds have been desensitized by a lifetime of eating over-salted, oversweetened, chemically enhanced foods. Artificial sweeteners such as Splenda are up to six hundred times sweeter than sugar—is it any wonder that we find it hard to enjoy the simple sweetness of a plum? As you begin to change your eating habits, you will slowly become more sensitive to the subtlety of flavors that are found in real foods. You will come to appreciate the fragrance of fresh herbs, crave the crispness of vegetables, and relish the piquancy of spices. Eventually, chemically enhanced foods will start to lose their appeal.


The pleasure we derive from eating is one of the great joys in life. Many of us associate healthy eating with the loss of that pleasure—seeing it as a sacrifice to be made for the sake of health or beauty. I don’t believe this has to be the case. Eating is something we all do every day, and we want it to be a positive experience. If our relationship to food is defined by guilt, self-deprivation, or sacrifice, we create a negative state of mind, which has been proven to exacerbate some unhealthy patterns. For example, stress triggers the release of cortisol, a hormone that has been linked to higher blood pressure, weakened immune system functioning, and weight gain. Joy, on the other hand, creates a different hormonal balance in the body.


Think of your journey to clean eating not as a sacrifice, but as a re-education. Imagine that all the chemicals, oils, salts, and sugars have left a thick coating over your taste buds, numbing them to the subtleties of more natural flavors. Clean eating metaphorically cleans your taste buds of this coating, making them more sensitive and receptive to a whole new world of flavorful nuances. Instead of thinking about what you’ll have to give up, think of all the undiscovered pleasures that await you. Before you know it, you’ll be craving vegetables!


These benefits are just a few of the reasons you might decide to eat clean. Other factors could be financial (lower health-care bills) or professional (more energy and better health will improve your performance at work and release your creativity). It doesn’t matter what your motivations are, as long as they are compelling to you.


 


 


1.Source: http://www.cbsnews.com/stories/2010/01/07/eveningnews/main6069163.shtml.


2.Source: RTI International, the Agency for Healthcare Research and Quality, and the U.S. Centers for Disease Control & Prevention, http://www.rti.org/news.cfm?objectid=329246AF-5056-B172-B829FC032B70D8DE.


3.Source: F as in Fat: How Obesity Policies Are Failing in America 2009, a report released by the Trust for America’s Health (TFAH) and the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation (RWJF): http://healthyamericans.org/reports/obesity2009/.


4.Source: American Diabetes Association, 2011 National Diabetes fact sheet: http://www.diabetes.org/diabetes-basics/diabetes-statistics/.


5.According to the Centers for Disease Control, in 2007, about 3 million children under age 18 years of age (3.9 percent) were reported to have a food or digestive allergy.


6.Source: http://www.cnbc.com/id/39156898/there_s_how_much_water_in_my_hamburger?slide=4




CHAPTER 2


Bio-Individuality: Know Your Body
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A FEW YEARS AGO, IN MY PRACTICE AS A NUTRITIONAL consultant, I was approached by a couple who were each close to weighing 300 pounds. They had committed to losing weight together and supporting each other in the process. For this reason, as well as financial considerations, they asked to do their sessions together, and while this is not normally how I work, I agreed. Some weeks later, after diligently following my recommendations, the wife was making good progress, but her husband was struggling. When I sat down one-on-one with him, it became clear that he did not share certain digestive issues and sensitivities to foods that his wife suffered from. My recommendations to cut out gluten and dairy were making her feel great, but for him they were too extreme, triggering counterproductive cravings. When I modified his diet to allow moderate portions of these foods, his cravings lessened, he was able to be more consistent, and he started seeing results quite quickly.


As a result of many cases like this, I’ve come to the conclusion that there is a dream diet for everyone—it’s just not the same for each person. That brings me to the first, and most foundational, of my Five Precepts:


The First Precept: There’s more than one right way to eat.


As nutrition pioneer Roger Williams writes in his groundbreaking 1950s book Biochemical Individuality, “If we continue to try to solve problems on the basis of the average man, we will be continually in a muddle. Such a man does not exist.”


The old saying, “One man’s meat is another man’s poison,” is not just metaphorical. When it comes to our dietary needs, we are not the same. We are all biochemically—genetically, hormonally, and so on—different. This simple fact might seem obvious, but it has been shockingly absent from the conversation around diet and nutrition until fairly recently. The United States Department of Agriculture’s (USDA) “MyPlate,” its predecessor, the food pyramid, and those recommended daily allowances (RDAs) you find on food labels are all created with the “average” person in mind. The $59.7-billion diet industry thrives on our craving for the perfect one-size-fits-all answer. The idea that a more individualized approach should guide our eating habits has only recently begun to excite the leading-edge medical and nutrition community. Experts are finally beginning to talk about the benefits of personalizing our diet rather than giving advice based on a nonexistent ideal—an approach known as biochemical individuality (or bio-individuality).


When was the last time you listened to what your body was telling you over and above the messages in the TV ads featuring a celebrity model with a completely different lifestyle, body type, and genetic background than yours? When it comes to almost any other arena of life, we accept, and even celebrate, our differences. Let’s bring that same attitude to our approach to food. Let’s honor and embrace the diversity of our bodies, our lifestyles, and our life cycles.



How We Differ



The principle of bio-individuality doesn’t just mean that you are different from other people you know. Yes, if you sit at a computer all day, have a history of heart disease in your family, and are entering middle age, you have different dietary needs than does your twenty-something neighbor who owns a landscape design business and runs marathons. But there’s more to it than that. It also means that you yourself have different needs in different circumstances. Bio-individuality manifests itself not only between individuals, but also between your different selves—your tired self, your active self, your stressed self, and your relaxed self. The key is to pay attention to how your body reacts to various foods and to what it’s telling you at any given moment. Here are just a few of the factors that need to be considered:


•Genetic makeup: To a large extent, the anatomy and body chemistry that you inherited from your ancestors determine your nutritional needs and ability to benefit from particular foods. For example, a few recent studies have shown that some people possess the genetic ability to metabolize caffeine more efficiently than do others. Research has also revealed that specific groups of people have the genetic makeup to benefit from certain foods—for example, to absorb vitamin B12 with ease, or to benefit from broccoli’s cancer-fighting nutrients—whereas others lack those genes.


•Culture and background: Your ethnicity and upbringing influence your genetics. For instance, some Americans have inherited a genetic ability to digest milk products, which was likely influenced by the fact that generations of their families have lived a traditional agricultural lifestyle, with plenty of dairy products on the menu.1 Many Asians, however, are lactose intolerant, probably due to the fact that they were raised in cultures where milk is rarely part of the average family’s diet, and has not been for generations. So it’s helpful to consider which foods are part of your culture and background, and incorporate the appropriate ones into your diet.


•Lifestyle: A woman training for a triathlon requires different foods than does a person who does an hour of yoga each week. A construction worker, whose job involves strenuous physical activity, has different dietary needs than does a writer who sits at a desk for forty or fifty hours a week. The high-octane lifestyle of a globally mobile business executive demands different nutritional support than does the settled routine of a family. Sleep, stress, and emotional states, all a result of your lifestyle, can also play a significant role.


•Day-to-day physical health: Pay attention to your physical health symptoms to figure out what foods you need from one day to the next. Feeling under the weather? Miso soup may be just the thing. Sneezing constantly? Avoid dairy and sugar; the former causes the body to produce mucus and the latter weakens the immune system. Experiencing dramatic fluctuations in your energy and attention span? Make sure you are eating regularly, and avoid sweet foods—keeping your blood sugar levels steady could make all the difference.


•Gender: Whether you’re a man or a woman affects your dietary needs. For example, menstruating women require more iron than do men, but men need more zinc than do their female counterparts to nourish their reproductive system.


•Age: A growing, active teen will be ravenous at dinnertime; the same person, sixty years later, will likely find that his or her appetite is waning. Children have different dietary needs at different stages in their development, as do adults. Don’t assume you can just continue eating as you did in your twenties, when you are in your forties.


•Seasons and climate: Even the weather affects what’s best for you to eat. When it’s hot outside, the body will likely crave cooling foods such as salads; on a cold winter day, hot soup is more appealing. Some people, particularly advocates of the local foods movement, also like to pay attention to what foods are in season—although you can buy blueberries all year round, for example, eating them in December is not really what nature intended if you live in a cooler climate. Seasonal eating also results in food that is more flavorful, and leaves a smaller carbon footprint.


Eating as a Bio-Individual


The philosophy that no single way of eating is right for everyone isn’t new. Both traditional Chinese medicine and India’s ayurvedic system revolve around prescribing the most appropriate diet for specific categories of body types and constitutions.


More recent incarnations of these ancient approaches include the blood-type diet and metabolic typing. The blood-type diet was made famous a decade ago by naturopath Peter D’Adamo, who theorized (to put it very simply) that people with blood type O do best eating meat, but type As thrive as vegetarians, while type Bs do well with dairy products, and type ABs are generally more flexible. The thinking behind the discovery? Your blood type indicates which part of the world and which era in history your ancestors came from. Type Os descended from ancient hunters, whereas type As came from agricultural civilizations. Type Bs evolved later, in cultures that relied heavily on dairy products, and type ABs, as the most recently evolved blood group, are more adaptable. The idea behind metabolic typing (again, to put it simply) is that your metabolism dictates the appropriate percentage of proteins or carbohydrates in your diet; those who metabolize proteins well require extra animal foods, whereas others do better with more carbs.


Not everyone agrees with an individualized approach, especially when it comes to whether we should eat meat. Proponents of The China Study, a 2005 book by two nutritional biochemists who conducted a twenty-year survey of Chinese diets, argue that animal consumption is the leading cause of human disease; whereas followers of Weston A. Price, a dentist who carried out extensive health research in many countries, rely on culturally based studies to back up their claim that animal proteins and organ meats have benefits. Ultimately, the jury is still out (and probably always will be) on whether we have evolved to be omnivores or vegetarians. Although I do believe in the importance of our culture moving more toward a more plant-based diet, I have also observed that, whereas some people thrive on a vegetarian or vegan diet, others do not. Some people require (high-quality) animal protein to function optimally. Once again, we’re not all the same, and if the experts can’t agree on the merits of meat, it makes sense to listen to your own body.


I’ve come to espouse this approach through careful experimentation—on myself and in partnership with my clients. I grew up eating a typical standard American diet, and my food choices were guided simply by what I felt like in the moment. I suffered from quite an extreme case of irritable bowel syndrome (IBS) and was plagued by constant digestive issues as a child, but I never really connected the dots between my food choices and my health problems. It was only when I began to study nutrition that the connection became obvious to me. I began to experiment with my diet, and over time, completely healed myself of IBS.


During this process, I tried a raw food diet, experimented with macrobiotics, and went sugar-free, gluten-free, and dairy-free. I was vegetarian and vegan for approximately three years, but that never felt quite right. I liked the idea of being vegan, and felt that it aligned with my values and my environmental concerns, but my body seemed to be telling me that it wasn’t enough. So in keeping with the concept of bio-individuality, I kept experimenting. When I started adding high-quality (grass-fed and pasture-raised) meat into my diet, I felt a lot better. Today, I am very happy with the way I eat, both in terms of health and enjoyment. And I satisfy my ethical and environmental concerns by paying close attention to how and where my meat is produced. I eat a lot of vegetables and fruits and a moderate amount of well-sourced animal foods. I use a lot of herbs and spices when I cook, and in general I limit my intake of dairy and grains. I eat very little processed food and consume almost no refined sugar, though I use some natural sweeteners. I’m not saying this diet would be right for everyone. But I am confident that you can find a way to eat that feels just as good for your body—a diet that keeps you healthy and makes you look forward to meal times.


What’s Right for You?


When people hear the concept of bio-individuality, it usually makes intuitive sense right away. So much sense that people quickly want to know: How do I figure out what my body needs? How do I find the optimal diet for my unique set of circumstances? Is there a test I can take?


The answer I usually give is that yes, certainly diagnostic tests can help you. In fact, these are one of the great gifts of modern medicine. You can take blood tests for various nutrient levels, you can check for food sensitivities or allergies, you can analyze certain symptoms you may be experiencing, and you can undergo metabolic type testing. You may even want to take a DNA test to understand your particular ability to metabolize certain nutrients. All of these can provide helpful information. If you’re dealing with more serious issues, I suggest seeking out a physician trained in functional medicine, a newer paradigm that takes into account the whole system, offers detailed diagnostic testing, and emphasizes nutrition and supplements over medicine (see Resources, page 284, for more information).


But to my mind, even more helpful, especially in the long run, is simply training yourself to pay attention. The most important thing I encourage all of my clients, and now you, to do is to listen to your body, experiment, and become ever more conscious of how you respond to different foods.


Here’s an example of a simple experiment you can try. Breakfast, some people say, is the most important meal you eat, because it gives you the energy to start your day. So what you eat for breakfast is one of the key food choices you make. As a way of tuning into your body and learning to listen to its messages, try eating different breakfasts during the week. Write down what you eat, how you feel right after eating, and how many hours it takes until you are hungry again. Note how your energy level, moods, and physical symptoms are affected by your food choices.


Try each of these different breakfast categories for two to three days:


High Protein


Ideas: eggs or omelet with veggies; organic tempeh with veggies; organic plain yogurt or kefir


High Carb


Ideas: oatmeal with fruit


Mixed Protein/Carb


Ideas: oatmeal with nut butter and fruit; organic plain yogurt or kefir with fruit


Upon completion of this exercise, you will have insight into what the best choices are for you to start your day off well. You should get a clear sense of which kind of breakfast keeps you going longer and gives you the energy to do what you need to do. And perhaps even more important, you are training yourself to pay more attention to the impact of food on your body. Developing this mind-set is essential to transforming your relationship to food. Keep in mind that your needs and your physical responses may change over time or through lifestyle changes, so always pay attention to how you feel.


Once you’ve begun this process, you may want to experiment with some more dramatic dietary shifts. Recognizing that we all have different needs doesn’t mean we have to invent diets from scratch. Established dietary theories can be great starting points. You don’t have to adopt them wholesale (and typically shouldn’t), but it’s worth knowing what they recommend so you can consider which parts of each work for you.


For instance, if you’re energetic, enjoy a challenge, and possess a strong digestive system, you might be a good candidate for a raw food diet. This is a relatively new diet based on ancient principles in which vegetables, fruits, nuts, and seeds are served uncooked—or heated to a maximum of 118°F so as to maintain nutrients and enzymes. Fit the description but balking at consuming only uncooked foods? Maybe partial raw foodism is right for you (say, 50 percent raw and 50 percent cooked). Or perhaps you’re eager to transition away from junk food or dairy, and are very disciplined and love meat to boot; in that case, a Paleo diet may be the right starting point for you—a route that heavily emphasizes nondairy animal foods and vegetables. And for many people, considering vegetarianism makes sense. If you do decide to experiment with not eating meat, be sure to avoid the pitfalls that many vegans and vegetarians accidentally step into—namely, eating too many processed foods, refined carbohydrates, dairy (for vegetarians), and sugar, as well as consuming too much soy or seitan (wheat gluten) in the form of fake-meat products.


On the other hand, maybe, like me, you’ve tried being a vegetarian or vegan and don’t feel quite right. If you sense that you need to add some animal products to your diet, do so carefully, one step at a time, and pay attention to the results. Adding a little organically farm-raised or wild cold-water fish, such as salmon, mackerel, cod, or sardines, may give your diet the extra boost you are seeking, while also ensuring you get plenty of heart-healthy omega-3 fatty acids. Or you may want to go a step further and add chicken, or even red meat. The key is to be methodical and pay attention to the results. Your body will tell you what’s right for you. And in keeping with the Clean Plates philosophy, pay attention to what you enjoy at the same time, and make sure it is responsibly sourced.


Still confused? Think of it as designing your own diet using bits and pieces of good, but different, approaches. The point is that you don’t need to adhere to any particular theory (they all have their pros and cons, and none is right for everyone). Find out what works for you! You don’t dress exactly the same as your friends—you’ve developed your own personal style over your lifetime, inspired by different trends and influences, but also suited to your shape, lifestyle, coloring, budget, and so on. Think of bio-individuality as your food style. Tailor what you eat to your biology, body, blood type, hormones, tastes, lifestyle, and way of looking at the world.


Accept What Your Body Is Telling You


One of the challenges of bio-individuality is that we often don’t like what our body is telling us. Perhaps you have a particular symptom that you suspect is connected with eating certain foods. In fact, if you’re honest with yourself, it’s pretty obvious. Every time you eat dairy products, you end up with a migraine. But you love cheeses, and so you resist making the connection too conscious. Or perhaps you find that while eating that wonderful, crusty fresh bread from the local bakery feels so good in the moment, it leaves you bloated and lethargic. You may be gluten intolerant. Often, we know much more than we want to admit about which foods work for us and which would be better for us to avoid. But we keep making the same choices. Denial seems to be part of human nature, particularly when we are attached or even addicted to certain things.


When you find that you are deeply attached to certain foods, ask yourself why there is such an attachment. Maybe it is simply the pleasure they give you. But as we have discussed, there can be emotional and psychological reasons why we cling to things that are in fact causing us to suffer. Feeling guilty or frustrated with yourself won’t help. Resenting the fact that your significant other can eat those same foods without any negative effects won’t help, either. Look objectively at the situation—face the consequences of continuing to make choices that your body is telling you are not health promoting. At moments like this, you need to come to a deep acceptance of the facts.
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“The Clean Plates Cookbook provides the perfect toolkit to take control of your health
Whether you want to stay trim or re-boot your cating habits entircly,
Jared Kock's expert nutritional advice makes cating well simple and delicious.”

—MARK HYMAN, MD,
author ofthe #1 New York Tims The Blocd Sugor Slution

SUSTAINABLE, DELICIOUS, AND
HEALTHIER EATING FOR EVERY BODY
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