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Foreword


BY DEAN ORNISH


I’m an unabashed admirer of Mark Bittman’s work. And when you read this book, chances are you will be, too.


Mark is one of the rare people who thinks clearly, writes courageously, and explains eloquently. In my experience, people who have really mastered a subject can make it simple without being simplistic—not out of ignorance but from a profound and deep understanding.


That’s what makes VB6 such a great book.


There is a convergence of forces that make this the right book, right now. At a time when the limitations of high-tech medicine such as drugs and surgery are becoming clearer and the costs are unsustainable, the power of low-tech approaches such as what we eat are becoming more well-documented than ever.


For the past thirty-six years, my colleagues at the nonprofit Preventive Medicine Research Institute and the University of California, San Francisco, have conducted research proving the power of a whole foods, plant-based diet in combination with stress management techniques, moderate exercise like walking, and love and intimacy. In addition to preventing many chronic diseases, these comprehensive lifestyle changes can often stop and even reverse the progression of these illnesses, including coronary heart disease, early-stage prostate cancer, and Type 2 diabetes.


We found that changing lifestyle actually changes your genes—turning on genes that keep you healthy, and turning off genes that promote heart disease, prostate cancer, breast cancer, and diabetes—hundreds of genes in just three months. These diet and lifestyle changes can even lengthen your telomeres, the ends of your chromosomes that control aging. As your telomeres get longer, your life gets longer. People often say, “Oh, it’s all in my genes; there’s not much I can do about it.” Knowing that changing lifestyle changes our genes is often very motivating—not to blame, but to empower.


When I began doing this work, I thought that younger people who had less severe disease would do better, but I was wrong. One of the most provocative findings in all of our studies was this: The more people changed their diet and lifestyle, the better they felt and the more they improved in ways we could measure. At any age.


This is the scientific basis of VB6. It’s not all or nothing. You have a spectrum of choices.


I find this message to be extraordinarily empowering—and a crucial tool for people to make sustainable changes in their lifestyle. Since the biological mechanisms that control human health and well-being are so dynamic, when you begin to eat and live healthier, you usually feel so much better, so quickly, that it reframes the reason for change from fear of dying (which is not sustainable) to joy of living (which is).


If you go on a diet, you’re like to go off the diet. Diets are all about what you can’t have and what you must do.


I’ve learned that even more than feeling healthy, most people want to feel free and in control. If I say, “Always eat this” and “Never eat that,” it often makes people want to do exactly the opposite. This goes back to “Don’t eat the apple,” which didn’t turn out very well—and that was God talking.


What matters most is your overall way of living and eating. If you indulge yourself one day, it doesn’t mean you cheated or failed; just eat healthier the next. This way, you can’t fail.


Mark Bittman understands this. The more you change your diet and lifestyle, the better you feel and the healthier you become.


If you eat vegan before dinner and indulge yourself afterward, you’re likely to notice great improvements in your health and well-being without feeling deprived. As you start to feel better and notice how much healthier you are, you’re likely to find yourself in a virtuous cycle in which you may want to do even more.


Of course, you could just as easily say you want to be vegan after 6:00 p.m. as before and you’re also likely to get good results. Or vegan on alternating days. Or just have meatless Mondays.


You get the idea.


You decide how much you want to change your diet, and how quickly. If that degree of change is enough to accomplish your goals, then that’s all you need to do. If not, you can do more.


Radically simple.


In addition to personal health benefits, the food choices we make each day affect other important areas as well. What’s personally sustainable is globally sustainable. What’s good for you is good for our planet.


As Mark Bittman describes here, eating a vegan diet, even part-time, can have an important impact on issues like global warming, health care costs, and energy conservation. This makes our dietary choices even more meaningful and, thus, more sustainable.


For example, many people are surprised to learn that animal agribusiness—eating meat—generates more greenhouse gases than all forms of transportation combined.


More than half of U.S. grain and nearly 40 percent of world grain is being fed to livestock rather than being consumed directly by humans. More than 8 billion livestock are maintained in the U.S., which eat about seven times as much grain as consumed by the entire U.S. population.


At a time when 20 percent of people in the United States go to bed hungry each night and almost 50 percent of the world’s population is malnourished, choosing to eat more plant-based foods and less red meat is better for all of us—ourselves, our loved ones, and our planet.


More than 75 percent of the $2.8 trillion in annual U.S. health-care costs are from chronic diseases which often can be prevented and even reversed by eating a plant-based diet at a fraction of the costs.


And the only side effects are good ones.


Dean Ornish, M.D.


Founder and President, Preventive Medicine Research Institute
Clinical Professor of Medicine, University of California, San Francisco
author of The Spectrum
www.ornish.com





Introduction


Six years ago, the man I most trusted with my health said to me, “You should probably become a vegan.”


Not exactly the words I’d wanted to hear, and certainly not what I was expecting. But I’d asked Sid Baker, my doctor of thirty years, what he recommended, given that he’d just told me that at age 57, I had developed the pre-diabetic, pre-heart-disease symptoms typical of a middle-aged man who’d spent his life eating without discipline.


He’d laid out the depressing facts for me: “Your blood numbers have always been fine but now they’re not. You weigh 40 pounds more than you should. You’re complaining of sleep apnea. You’re talking about knee surgery, which is a direct result of your being overweight. Your cholesterol, which has always been normal up until now, isn’t. Same with your blood sugar; it’s moved into the danger zone.”


A more conventional doc would’ve simply put me on a drug like Lipitor, and maybe a low-fat diet. But Lipitor, one of the statin drugs that lowers cholesterol, is a permanent drug: Once you start taking it, you don’t stop. I didn’t like the idea of that. Furthermore, its effectiveness in healthy people has never been established, and it’s also been implicated in memory loss and other cognitive complications; I didn’t like the idea of any of that, either. And at this point, low-fat and low-carbohydrate diets have essentially been discredited: They might help you lose weight, but they’re not effective for maintaining that loss in the long term, and they may even wreak havoc on your system.


But becoming a vegan? A person who eats no animal products at all? Calling that a radical change to my lifestyle was more than a bit of an understatement. Yet it was clear that something had to be done. I asked Sid, “Is a compromise possible? Any other ideas?”


“You’re a smart guy,” he said. “Figure something out.”


I thought about this for a few days, and I recognized that what he was saying made sense. There are no silver bullets, and over the years it’s become increasingly clear—much as none of us wants to hear it—that the most sensible diet for human health and longevity is one that’s lower in animal products and junk food and higher in vegetables, fruits, legumes, and minimally processed grains.


I knew that, and I’m guessing you do, too. Yet the idea of becoming a full-time vegan was neither realistic nor appealing to someone accustomed to eating as widely and as well as I do. Furthermore, I had no interest in becoming an isolated vegan in a world of omnivores and—though I have vegan friends, to be sure—the world of omnivores is where I live. Full time.


Yes. I like vegetables and grains; I love them. I love tofu, too, when prepared well. Even back then, I was eating beans far more frequently than I ever had. But none of this got in the way of my enjoying pork shoulder, pizza, bacon, and burgers. I was not prepared to give up that kind of food. That sounded untenable and, more importantly, unsustainable for more than a couple of weeks.


So the question became: What could I do with the conflict between what was undoubtedly Sid’s very sound advice—“become a vegan”—and my own established, beloved, well-socialized lifestyle?


The answer, to me, was this: I’d become a part-time vegan. And for me, this part-time veganism would follow these simple rules: From the time I woke up in the morning until 6 in the evening, I’d eat a super-strict vegan diet, with no animal products at all.


In fact, I decided to go even beyond that: Until 6 P.M., I’d also forgo hyper-processed food, like white bread, white rice, white pasta, of course all junk food, and alcohol.


At 6 P.M., I’d become a free man, allowing myself to eat whatever I wanted, usually—but not always—in moderation. Some nights, this meant a steak dinner; some nights, it was a blow-out meal at a good restaurant; other nights, dinner was a tunafish sandwich followed by some cookies. It ran, and runs, the gamut.


Whatever happened at dinner, though, the next morning I turned not to bacon and eggs or a bowl of Trix but to oatmeal or fruit or vegetables. For lunch, rice and beans or a salad—or both. Throughout the day I snacked on nuts and more fruit.


I called the diet “vegan before six,” or VB6. And it worked.


A month later, I weighed myself; I’d lost 15 pounds. A month after that, I went to the lab for blood work: Both my cholesterol and my blood sugar levels were down, well into the normal range (my cholesterol had gone from 240 to 180). My apnea was gone; in fact, for the first time in probably thirty years, I was sleeping through the night, not even snoring. Within four months, I’d lost more than 35 pounds and was below 180—less than I’d weighed in thirty years. And the funny thing was, the way I ate in the daytime began to change the way I ate at night.


So why be vegan just until 6 o’clock? Am I suggesting that 6 P.M. is some kind of magical metabolic witching hour? Not at all. Truthfully, the hour itself doesn’t matter much, and if you habitually eat dinner very early, your plan may be VB5—or VB9, if you live in Spain. The point I was making to myself, and that I’m saying to you, is that dinnertime sets you free. Dinnertime, because that’s when you’re likely to want to eat the most, because that’s when you’re most likely to drink (and lose discipline!), because that’s when you’re most likely to combine eating with socializing, an important and even beneficial thing.


But even though the time itself is arbitrary, it has the power to make you stop and think before acting. In fact, the rules are what VB6 has in common with “regular” diets; because anyone can say (and many people do), “Eat sensibly, don’t overeat, increase your consumption of fruits and vegetables, eat less junk and high-calorie, low-nutrition foods.” If it were that easy, there’d be no need for diets. But by telling you “Don’t eat animal products or refined foods during the day, and feel free to eat what you like at night,” VB6 gives you the structure you need to exercise limited but effective discipline in a way that accomplishes all of those things.


During the day you’ll be observant, and eat way more fruits and vegetables than you probably have until now, and virtually none of the foods that we know cause your metabolism to go haywire, putting a downward spiral in motion. In the evening, you’ll still eat more thoughtfully, but won’t necessarily avoid or limit foods you love and can’t imagine eliminating from your diet. Simply put, at 6 o’clock you can put “the diet” on hold—a compromise that offers the benefits of restraint without the hardship of perpetual denial. Even reading this now, six years after I began, it still sounds pretty good to me.


This is not to say that my adapting to VB6 was seamless. I wasn’t exactly “becoming a vegan,” but this new diet was certainly not the way I was used to getting through the day. In 2007, when I first embarked on this plan, I’d been a professional food writer (and eater!) for more than twenty-five years. My diet had become increasingly indulgent and untamed, and my opportunities for eating “well”—that is, lavishly—were near constant. I had few rules and, I thought, little need for them. Like many of us, I ate what tasted good to me.


Even before this conversation with Sid, my thinking about food and eating had begun to change—enough so that his suggestion that I become vegan wasn’t completely out of left field. I knew, for example, that we Americans eat too much junk food and too many animal products. I knew that food was being produced in an increasingly mechanized and unprincipled manner, without taking into account the welfare of consumers—that’s us—or the environment or animals or the people who grew or processed it. And I knew that our health as a country was going down the tubes, and that the Standard American Diet (SAD for short, and it is just that) was at least in part responsible.


The combination of thinking that way and my new way of eating led to profound changes in my life; it changed not only my diet but my work. I didn’t want to become a preacher or even a teacher, but the more I thought about our diet, the more I practiced VB6, the more I recognized that these changes were essential not only for our health but for that of the planet and many of the things living on it.


I began to write not only about cooking but about eating, about food. I began speaking publicly about the relationships among eating, health, and the environment, and I began changing my work at the New York Times: After nearly twenty years of writing about recipes, cooking, and the delights of food, mostly for the Dining section, I branched out to Week In Review and other sections. This led, eventually, to my becoming a Times Opinion writer, with my main subject being food: how, what, and why we eat, and the forces that affect those things.


There’s no lack of subject matter, that’s for sure: Food touches everything. You can’t discuss it without considering the environment, health, the role of animals other than humans in this world, the economy, politics, trade, globalization, or most other important issues. This includes such unlikely and seemingly unrelated matters as global warming: Industrialized livestock production, for example, appears to be accountable for a fifth or more of the greenhouse gases that are causing climate change.


But chances are you didn’t buy this book to save the planet, or to improve animal welfare, or even to think about those things. You probably bought this book because you wanted to improve your own health or, even more specifically, because you wanted to lose weight.


If that’s the case, you’ve come to the right place, because VB6 can help you do both of those things. My own weight has stabilized and my health has improved over the course of the last six years, and VB6 can do the same for you and help you to do it, not with some two-week snake-oil miracle cure—though you’ll probably see changes for the better in the first two weeks you’re on this diet, if you take it seriously—but with an easy-to-make change that you’ll want to stick to for the rest of your life. And best of all, you will be able to do just that while eating as well as (or better than) you ever have before, and without denying yourself any food you really love.
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The Diet with a Philosophy


You’ve bought this book for one or two reasons: You want to lose weight, or you want to improve your overall health. And it’s likely not the first “diet” book you’ve bought. But VB6 is a little different, because it relies on a more classic definition of the word diet, one that takes a longer-term view.


That word, diet. In the twisted, very much American way the word is generally understood, it’s a temporary regimen we adopt to lose weight, for two weeks or two months—rarely any longer. A diet is a short-term sacrifice and, you hope, a quick fix: “I’m going on a diet.” This kind of diet is something you start reluctantly but with a great sense of hope. You do it for health, or vanity, or self-confidence—or lack thereof. You hope for quick results so you won’t have to suffer on this restrictive regimen for long.


Yet you have probably already learned not to expect lasting results. You know that quick-fix diets fail almost every time; they’re exercises in futility. You may lose some weight, but as you return to your “normal” way of eating, you inevitably gain it back. (In fact you may even wind up a little heavier.) You may also subsequently experience a sense of failure, guilt, self-disgust, and a profusion of other negative emotions, feeling you’ve exhausted all of this effort to wind up in no better shape than you were in the first place. You may even feel you’ve taken a huge step backward, wallow for a bit, and then—as you probably know all too well—decide to go on yet another diet. (There’s more about the dieting cycle starting here.)


WHAT IS VB6?


VB6 is different, and it’s more in tune with a different definition of diet, the one that comes from the Latin diaita, which roughly translates as “manner of living”: what we’d call lifestyle.


And that’s what we’re talking about here. VB6 is not a two-week, starve-yourself-and-lose-20-pounds deal, but a lifelong commitment to your health; not just a temporary change in the way you eat, but a permanent change in the way you live. And there’s no hocus-pocus, either. It’s not a miracle program you “go on” to reach a specific goal, a short-term diet that you’ll abandon when that goal is achieved.


In every way, it’s better than a crash course in weight loss: There is no full-time sacrifice and there’s plenty of enjoyment. Yes, VB6 favors some foods over others, but it doesn’t absolutely forbid any foods. The recipes in Part Two provide nutritional information for those who are interested, but I won’t ask you to count calories, points, carbs, or anything else.


Nor will I tell you that you must eat foods that you don’t want to eat, or to ignore your body’s legitimate cravings and desires, or to stop eating before you’re full. I am, after all, someone who has built an entire career on my love of cooking and eating good food. And VB6 is the way I eat now, and have for six years.


There are three very basic aspects to VB6. First, you make a commitment to eat more plant foods—fruit, vegetables, whole grains, beans … you know what I’m talking about. Second, you make a commitment to eat fewer animal products and highly processed foods, like white bread. And third, you all but eliminate junk foods, most of which are barely foods in the strict sense of the word anyway. (I say “all but eliminate” because everyone needs to break the rules occasionally.)


With the six simple steps outlined in the coming chapters—commonsense methods for identifying and indulging your specific style of eating—plus a meal plan and a repertoire of core recipes you can mix and match as you like, you’ll be able to make the simple changes in your diet it takes to convert you to what amounts to a part-time vegan.


For some of you, VB6 will instantly make so much sense you’ll start today and never stop. (That’s how it worked for me.) For others, it’s something that will take a bit of preparation, so that you can start with understanding and confidence. That’s fine, too.


Most of all, VB6 is an exciting opportunity for you to change not only the way you buy, cook, and eat food but also the way you think about it—all day long. It begins with a rational philosophy about the role nourishment—food—plays in our lives; and out of that philosophy grows a practice that will help you develop a healthy, happy, functional, and permanent new relationship with food. The “side effects” of this new relationship between you and food: better health, weight loss, and even a positive effect on the world around you.


VB6 is also realistic. It acknowledges the erratic, busy nature of our lives, and it acknowledges that we all have “bad days,” when convenience trumps everything else. But it also maintains that you can love food that tastes good—and eat a lot of it—while you improve your health. VB6 is so simple and flexible that it can be adjusted to any style of life, any schedule, and any tastes. Really.


AMERICANS EAT UPSIDE DOWN


Everyone knows that there are problems with the way we eat. We’ve developed a never-before-seen diet, a way of eating based on a modern (but already outdated) way of living. We eat unprecedented amounts of refined carbohydrates, especially sugar and hyper-processed flour; fats, usually of all the wrong kinds; and meat and dairy, little of which is produced under decent, let alone ideal, conditions, and which in any case is good for us only in small amounts.


These are the foods that give us the vast majority of calories and, generally speaking, they’re precisely the foods we should be eating the least of; it’s as if our diet is upside down. (This is why almost any diet that takes us away from the Standard American Diet is an improvement.) Our diet—our manner of eating—is not only unhealthy, as has been well documented; it’s also unnatural.


And as odd as VB6 might sound to you at first, it’s based on thousands of years of tradition and reflects the way we’re meant to eat: a diet composed largely of unprocessed plants, with everything else—including meat—considered a treat. Think of the time before industrial agriculture, or even the hunter-gatherers: Humans ate largely what they found or grew, and if they could kill an animal and eat it, great. In other words, plants were the basis for sustenance, and everything else was opportunistic. Only now, with industrial production of meat and hyper-processed foods, the opportunities to eat non-plant foods have become overwhelming, especially given that we’re hardwired to consume once hard-to-find fat and sugar. These changes happened slowly. But because they’ve also happened exponentially, we’ve reached the point where our diet is a disaster that threatens human health.


VB6 turns the Standard American Diet right side up with a science-based approach that will make perfect sense to you once you read about it. It’s also a philosophy.


When I was developing VB6, I thought a lot about what I wanted it to accomplish. Weight loss, of course, was up there, but it’s not the exclusive goal: I wanted good health to be even more important. You can be 10, 20 pounds overweight and still be in great health, and you can be 10, 20 pounds “underweight” and abuse the hell out of your body. (Take, for example, the “cigarette diet.” You’d lose weight, as many models can tell you.) And I wanted more than that: I wanted VB6 to bring about a real change, not just a temporary one. I wanted it to demonstrate a personal commitment to changing a broken food system, one that unnecessarily damages the environment, animals, and people. And I wanted it to be pleasurable.


VB6 is all of those things. Like any change, it requires some recalibration, especially if you’re currently living on frozen pizza, cheeseburgers, and nachos. But the pleasure of eating real, well-prepared food is way deeper than the pleasure of eating a corn-syrup–packed processed snack from a package. (I think you’ll be surprised how quickly you’ll lose your taste for this stuff anyway, and if you absolutely must have a bag of potato chips, well … nothing’s stopping you.) And the rewards of spending time in the kitchen with family and friends, cooking a meal from scratch, and then serving that meal to your loved ones, is of far greater value than the ease and convenience of fast, frozen, or junk food. VB6 honors and celebrates the venerable, storied, fulfilling pleasures that food has always brought to humans, a treasured past we’re on the verge of losing forever.


A DIET YOU CAN STICK TO


Once you learn the principles and identify your goals and challenges, VB6 can be followed in a way that suits every personality and situation. You’ll start with a 28-Day Plan and some recipes, but you’ll find that VB6 soon becomes second nature and you won’t need a plan anymore. And you can’t really fail: You might have meals, days, weeks, or even months in which you’re not following the principles laid out in this book as closely as you could. (I sure do, if that makes you feel any better.) And you’ll certainly have treats and indulgences, as well as desperate moments in which you’ll eat whatever is convenient, regardless of where it came from or whether it’s good for you. (I do that, too.)


All of that’s okay, at least in the short run, because this isn’t an approach that aims for perfection; it isn’t even especially strict. It’s about doing your best to nourish yourself with real, wholesome foods most of the time and not beating yourself up when you don’t. As long as you’re committed to that, the occasional trip-up is not a big deal.


But I’m betting that VB6 will inspire you to make the changes described in the book and stay dedicated to these new habits because you’ll genuinely enjoy the food you’re eating. Once you battle through your habitual eating patterns—whether heavy on junk food, animal products, hyper-processed carbs, or all three—you’ll find that the rewards of eating real food far exceed those of eating the food that attacks your health. As I said, it’s not deprivation: It’s substituting new rewards, genuine rewards, for those false rewards that come from a near-addiction for the food that marketers spend billions convincing you to eat.


That’s why VB6 works.


Although some people will plunge into VB6-style eating without skipping a beat, most will find meal plans and recipes to be helpful examples, at least at the beginning. The sixty-plus recipes and variations here (which begin here) are, naturally, vegan for breakfast, lunch, and snacks, and include a wide variety of non-vegan ingredients for dinner. They also offer a range of possible options, substitutions, and variations. And if maximizing weight loss is your initial goal, you can adjust the plan, including the portion sizes of the recipes, to reach it more quickly.


The plan and recipes have another role: They offer lifelong eating lessons, along with ways to approach different (and perhaps, to you, new) types of foods. They’ll show you which ingredients or categories you can eat in unlimited (truly!) amounts, which you should approach with moderation, and which should be considered treats.


But let me repeat: You don’t have to count calories or anything else unless you want to, and if you’ve ever been on a “regular” diet, or even read about one, you know that’s unusual. Most diets have you counting calories, grams of fat, carbohydrates, or points assigned to foods based on their caloric content. All of this turns eating into a clinical exercise and encourages obsessive behavior. And there are two big problems with this kind of dieting, problems I’ve addressed in conceiving VB6.


For one thing, eating loses its pleasure when food is reduced to a number or a point. Who is going to research, write down, and add up calories for the rest of his or her life? Almost no one. And calorie counting will not only make you miserable; it’s not sustainable, and because of that, probably won’t be able to keep the weight you lose off for the long haul.


VB6 is simple, flexible, and remarkably easy to maintain. You won’t be counting or weighing anything; you’ll just be eating the basic food groups in different proportions than you have been: the right proportions. VB6 focuses on the kinds of foods that are good for your body and will help you understand the quantities—and qualities—of foods that help promote weight loss and a lifetime of good health.


Good health is not about weight; weight is an indicator of good health. (Similarly, good health is not about, for example, cholesterol; lower cholesterol is an indicator of good health.) VB6 is not primarily about being skinny but about being healthy, and healthy people are, generally speaking, not overweight. Eat a real, practical, sustainable diet, and you’ll look and feel terrific. That’s the basis of VB6.



WHY WE NEED CHANGE



Being overweight tends to make us sick, and as a nation we are consistently overweight. As a result, the annual obesity-related health-care bill is $150 billion (at least; some estimates are much higher). And it’s climbing.


This is why almost any diet that offers a chance to evolve from the status quo, from eating like a caveman to going vegan, represents a vast improvement over the junk-and-meat–laden Standard American Diet (from here on out dubbed SAD). By junk I mean food that either contains no nutritious value whatsoever—like soda—or foods that are loaded with chemicals and so highly processed that even though they might contain some nutritional value, they bear little resemblance to their origins. Some people call these calories “empty,” but that makes them sound benign. In fact, they’re worse than that; they’re harmful.


Incredibly, tellingly, more than half of the calories consumed in America come from junk like soda and doughnuts, hyper-processed foods like white bread, and the products of industrially raised animals.


Why the SAD is so damaging is complicated, as you’ll see in a bit. But the processed-food industry makes dietary change a huge challenge by heavily marketing precisely those highly processed sugar- and fat-laden foods that are most harmful—and most profitable. They want us to overconsume that stuff, and we comply.


WHAT WE EAT AND WHY


Some facts and figures: Sweets and desserts account for 12 percent of Americans’ daily caloric intake, with soft drinks making up an additional 7 percent (we each drink about 57 gallons of soft drinks annually, or about a pint a day), and we eat an average of 46 slices (23 pounds) of pizza a year.


But here’s the capper: Each year, the average American consumes more than 200 pounds of meat and poultry, something like three times the global average (and about 8 ounces a day); and 607 pounds of milk, cheese, and other dairy products. We also eat about 79 pounds of fat a year, a whopping 22 pounds more than we ate in 1980. (The only glimmer of good news here is that we’re each eating 10 fewer pounds of shortening and margarine than we were several years ago; both are primary sources of hydrogenated vegetable oil, aka trans fat, a danger to heart health.)


All of that crowds out what we should be eating. We eat 20 percent fewer salads than we did twenty-five years ago, and only one in four meals contain an unprocessed vegetable. (That statistic would be even more dire if the lettuce on a hamburger were not counted as an unprocessed vegetable.) Only 49 percent of Americans ate a salad (just one!) in the last two weeks. Maybe 10 percent of our calories come from the unprocessed fruits and vegetables that should be the source of most of our calories.


The result is illness. Never before have our waistlines been so wide and our rates of diabetes so high, and the correlation between the two is undisputed. Two-thirds of Americans are overweight, and more than one-third of adults (35.7%)—upward of 72 million people—are obese. Seventeen percent of children are also obese. (Obesity rates for adults have doubled since 1980; for children, they’ve tripled.)


Scary enough, but perhaps even more staggering are the results of a study finding that 70 percent of obese children have at least one risk factor for cardiovascular disease, while 39 percent have two risk factors. We have reached a point where children are exhibiting signs of diseases that were once reserved for those in middle age.


Why are we doing this?


Part of it is physical: Some studies indicate that highly processed foods might literally be addictive. (In part this is because we’re hardwired to eat sugar and fat; we need them both to live, just not in the forms and quantities we’re getting them now.) Most of us eat around the holes in our busy schedules, and it’s difficult to get away from the habit of eating ubiquitous, “convenient” junk. And sometimes we eat to satisfy emotional cravings or out of boredom.


But for the most part we are victims of the most successful marketing campaign in history: More than $11 billion is spent each year promising everything from flavor to health to happiness, almost all in the name of processed foods, and more than $4 billion is spent by the fast-food industry alone. All of these factors fuel the obesity pandemic.



THE COSTS OF THE STANDARD AMERICAN DIET


This marketing comes at a price. It’s expensive to be sick, and obesity cripples not only our personal health but also our health-care system and even our economy. As I mentioned, the economic costs are mind-boggling: $150 billion a year, and climbing. (It’s predicted to reach 18 percent of total health-care spending in the next twenty years or so.)


At a time in history when the government is fiscally strapped and struggles to find money not only for school lunches but also for schools, spending money on preventable health issues caused by easily changed eating habits is unfortunate, to say the least. If but a portion of the money that goes to subsidize the production of junk were instead used to encourage a diet of real food, the changes would be dramatic.


But the SAD wreaks havoc on way more than health-care costs: It degrades the environment, arguably an even bigger issue than obesity-related disease. The industrial production of animal products and hyper-processed food creates devastating by-products, from greenhouse gas emissions to land degradation to polluted water supplies.


It’s commonly acknowledged that livestock production is one of the top two contributors to greenhouse gas emissions, accounting for at least 20 percent (and by some estimates up to 50 percent) of dangerous gases in the atmosphere—a greater impact than even transportation.


Give that a minute to sink in: Growing animals for food in an industrial fashion is worse for the environment than almost anything else humans have figured out how to do, including driving cars.


I could go on about the pollutants, water and land use, antibiotics (80% of antibiotics in the U.S. go to livestock, and you’ve undoubtedly heard about the problems that causes), hormones, fertilizers, pesticides, and erosion—but you get the point.


These problems will worsen as long as high consumption of cheap meat and industrialized production continue. We’ll have to raise a staggering 120 billion animals a year by 2050 just to meet demand at the current levels; and this, obviously, is unsustainable. The only solution is to reduce demand and therefore production.


Processed foods are also environmental culprits. Raising, manufacturing, storing, and transporting food accounts for 10 percent of all fossil-fuel use in the United States—about the same as France’s total energy consumption. Consider that a single can of soda (which offers about 150 nutrient-free calories) requires 2,200 calories of energy to produce, while the aluminum tray that holds a TV dinner takes nearly 1,500 calories to make. All food requires some energy to grow or be produced, but production accounts for only about 20 percent of our food-related energy consumption; the rest is associated with processing, freezing, packaging, and so on. This means that highly processed foods take a much higher toll on the environment.


Then there are moral issues: We need the “efficiency” of large-scale industrial animal factories to satisfy our current needs, and this production means we’re torturing the billions of animals we produce each year. As you probably know, animals grown in factory farms live in horrific conditions; they’re kept in cages or pens so tiny that they don’t have room to turn around, and they’re drugged, mutilated, and denied the opportunity to fulfill every natural instinct they have. Again, I could go on.


Don’t get me wrong: Like more than 95 percent of the people in the United States, I’m a meat-eater. But the way most animals are raised in the United States is appalling, and I don’t think anyone with a conscience could disagree with me. The only way to change this is to eat less meat. And that’s an integral part of VB6.


“CONVENIENCE” IS KILLING US


Virtually every product we put in our mouths is sold by one of only ten multi-national companies, and the financial and political power of Big Food is impossible to overstate: During the last couple of decades well over a hundred billion dollars has been spent convincing us to choose so-called convenience food over real food. (In the U.S. almost $1 billion a year is spent selling soda alone.) And the corporations have big help: Government subsidies that make it easier and more profitable to grow and process the ingredients in junk have helped determine our food choices for decades. In fact, if so-called specialty crops (that’s what the Department of Agriculture calls fruits and vegetables) were subsidized the same way that corn and soybeans are, the American food landscape would look entirely different.


Of course preparing real food takes time. And admittedly, not everyone wants to or is even able to allocate time to cook. Yet the marketing of convenience food was largely responsible for the near death of home cooking, which in turn has affected not only our health but our attitudes about cooking and eating. The future looks even more grim: Big Food now spends about $1.6 billion a year to sell this food to children under the age of 17 in an attempt to make our dreadful diet permanent.


It doesn’t help that Big Macs—or whatever your junk food of choice might be—aren’t just convenient, they’re super-convenient. Their perpetual availability fuels a cycle of reckless indulgence by making it easy to eat inexpensive, often harmful meals at any time of day or night, without even leaving your car.


Big Food also hawks convenience to people trying to make healthier food choices or lose weight. Labeling and marketing something as “fat-free” or “heart-healthy,” or touting a specific nutrient like fiber, gives the unmistakable impression that these products have fewer calories or that the claimed benefits are somehow better than eating a less processed version of the same food. And it works: $40 billion is spent a year on weight-loss diets and products. (That’s about 7 percent of the $538 billion prepared food industry.)


For example, take a look at a “healthy” “diet” bar, which is nothing more than junk food marketed as diet food. (And this isn’t a trick; there are dozens if not hundreds of similar examples.)


And it isn’t just mock candy bars that lay traps for would-be dieters. Take a look at a couple of typical diet “lunches” that you might bring to the office, and compare them to a lunch recipe from this book. Start with the almost incredible difference in ingredients, inevitable since the home-cooked meal requires only real food. The VB6 soup is about twice as big a portion, but only 30 percent more calories, without any of the cholesterol and hardly any sugar, with none of it added sugar. Yet the protein is on par, even though the meal contains no animal foods. And the soup has either five or ten times more fiber, depending on which frozen entrée you choose.


You might also think that 0-calorie sodas and handy 100-calorie snack packs would help us slim down, but the opposite is true: These marketing ploys with their nonsensical health claims are a central part of the problem. The idea of special diets to counter the effects of our day-to-day eating habits, the SAD, is a recent phenomenon, which makes sense: So is mass obesity. The SAD has essentially created the need for weight-loss diets, and the two go hand in hand.





Diet Bar vs. Candy Bar




SLIM-FAST SWEET AND SALTY CHOCOLATE BAR (45G)



CALORIES: 200



FAT: 8g



SODIUM: 190mg



CARBOHYDRATES: 23g



PROTEIN: 9g







KIT KAT BAR (45G)



CALORIES: 230



FAT: 12g



SODIUM: 35mg



CARBOHYDRATES: 29g



PROTEIN: 3g






INGREDIENTS (SLIM-FAST BAR): Soy crisp with cocoa (soy protein isolate, tapioca starch, cocoa [processed with alkali], calcium carbonate), almonds, fructose, dry roasted peanuts, chocolate-flavored coating (sugar, fractionated palm kernel oil, cocoa [processed with alkali], lactose, dextrose, soy lecithin, natural flavor, partially hydrogenated palm oil), polydextrose, enriched wheat flour (wheat flour, niacin, iron, thiamin mononitrate, riboflavin, folic acid), toasted rolled oats (rolled oats, high fructose corn syrup, soybean oil, honey), corn syrup, milk, water, cocoa (processed with alkali), glycerin, inulin, chocolate, sunflower oil, maltodextrin, butter (cream, salt), palm oil, nonfat milk, sugar, salt, fractionated palm kernel oil, natural and artificial flavor, soy lecithin, whey, locust bean gum, sucralose and acesulfame potassium (nonnutritive sweeteners), dextrose, nonfat yogurt powder (cultured nonfat milk), sodium bicarbonate, mixed tocopherols (used to protect quality), artificial color, partially hydrogenated palm oil, soybean oil, gum arabic, brown sugar, citric acid, caramel color. Vitamins and minerals: calcium carbonate, potassium chloride, ascorbic acid, vitamin E acetate, niacinamide, biotin, folic acid, pyridoxine hydrochloride (vitamin B6), riboflavin, vitamin A palmitate, calcium pantothenate, cyanocobalamin (vitamin B12), thiamin mononitrate, phytonadione (vitamin K1), cholecalciferol (vitamin D3). Contains milk, peanuts, soy, wheat, and almonds. May contain eggs, sesame, cashews, coconut, pecans, and walnuts.



INGREDIENTS (KIT KAT BAR): Milk chocolate (sugar, modified milk ingredients, cocoa butter, unsweetened chocolate, lactose, soya lecithin, polyglycerol polyricinoleate, artificial flavor), wheat flour, sugar, hydrogenated soybean oil or modified palm oil, unsweetened chocolate, sodium bicarbonate, soya lecithin, yeast, artificial flavor.


SOURCES: UNILEVER/SLIM FAST AND NESTLÉ/KIT KAT PRODUCT INFORMATION.





In fact, the SAD is best described as a vicious cycle of consuming hyper-processed, brilliantly marketed junk along with the diet schemes intended to combat the very system they’re a part of. We’ve been taught to label food as “good” and “bad”—we first consume more of the bad, and then we turn to dieting as a salve. But not only does deprivational dieting not work, it serves to further pathologize eating, turning food into the enemy and celebrating a weird kind of perverse asceticism. And this anxiety can turn a natural, normal, and enjoyable activity into something largely negative.


No matter what the marketing says, hyper-processed convenience foods can’t possibly be as nourishing as real food. But again, the very goal of marketing is to confound and mislead us on this key point. We’re taught to worry about the things that make food bad, like fat, sugar, and salt, and to eat food that contains “good” things, like protein. Therefore, meat is “good” because it’s high in protein; breakfast cereal is “healthy” because it’s fortified with fiber and vitamins.





Frozen Diet Lunch vs. VB6 Lunch




LEAN CUISINE CHICKEN FRIED RICE (9 OUNCES)



CALORIES: 260



FAT: 5g



SODIUM: 530mg



CHOLESTEROL: 25g



CARBOHYDRATES: 41g



FIBER: 4g



SUGARS: 5g



PROTEIN: 12g







LEAN CUISINE BEEF AND BROCCOLI (9 OUNCES)



CALORIES: 270



FAT: 5g



SODIUM: 520mg



CHOLESTEROL: 20g



CARBOHYDRATES: 43g



FIBER: 2g



SUGARS: 9g



PROTEIN: 12g








GREENS AND BEANS SOUP (ABOUT 18 OUNCES)



CALORIES: 384



FAT: 9g



SODIUM: 567mg



CHOLESTEROL: 0g



CARBOHYDRATES: 62g



FIBER: 21g



SUGARS: 1g



PROTEIN: 20g






INGREDIENTS (LEAN CUISINE CHICKEN FRIED RICE): Blanched enriched long-grain parboiled rice (water, rice, iron, niacin, thiamin mononitrate, folic acid), cooked white meat chicken (white meat chicken, water, modified tapioca starch, chicken flavor [dried chicken broth, chicken powder, natural flavor], carrageenan, whey protein concentrate, soybean oil, corn syrup solids, sodium phosphate, salt), water, carrots, peas, soy sauce (water, wheat, soybeans, salt), green onions, 2% or less of onions, modified cornstarch, sesame oil, brown sugar, soybean oil, garlic puree, white vinegar, brown sugar syrup, ginger puree (ginger, water, citric acid), sugar, yeast extract, potassium chloride, caramel color, dehydrated red peppers, lactic acid, spice, calcium lactate, smoke flavoring.



INGREDIENTS (LEAN CUISINE BEEF AND BROCCOLI): Blanched enriched long-grain parboiled rice (water, rice, iron, niacin, thiamin mononitrate, folic acid), water, seasoned cooked beef product (beef, water, dextrose, modified cornstarch, potassium chloride, salt, sodium and potassium phosphates, caramel color, natural flavors), broccoli, water chestnuts, brown sugar, 2% or less of rice wine vinegar, soy sauce (water, wheat, soybeans, salt), green onions, hoisin sauce (sugar, water, sweet potatoes, salt, modified cornstarch, soybeans, spices, sesame seeds, wheat flour, garlic, chili pepper, acetic acid), carrots, yellow carrots, modified cornstarch, garlic puree, sesame seeds, sesame oil, sugar, chicken broth, soybean oil, potassium chloride, chili garlic sauce (salted chili peppers [chili peppers, salt], garlic, sugar, rice vinegar, water, modified cornstarch, acetic acid), yeast extract, dehydrated soy sauce (soybeans, salt, wheat), caramel color, spice, citric acid.



INGREDIENTS (GREENS AND BEANS SOUP): Greens (collards, broccoli rabe, or escarole), dried beans (like white beans), water, onion, olive oil, garlic, salt, black pepper.


SOURCES: NESTLÉ/LEAN CUISINE PRODUCT INFORMATION; CALCULATED FROM THE USDA NATIONAL NUTRIENT DATABASE FOR STANDARD REFERENCE.





But isolating nutrients enables Big Food to take its hyper-processed junk, load it up with fiber, contend that it’s low-salt or low-fat, and sell it to you as healthy. Not only is this nonsense, it makes everyday eating far more complicated than it needs to be; a healthy diet is nothing more than a variety of minimally processed foods.


WHY MOST DIETS DON’T WORK


The Standard American Diet—SAD—got us into this mess, and although we need action on the part of both government and corporations to change production methods and limit marketing, none of us can afford to wait for change to come from above: We all have to begin to change the way we eat.


Start by asking yourself, Do you want a quick fix to lose weight before going back to eating like you did yesterday? Or are you looking for real, meaningful, long-term change, change that will not only take off weight but improve your overall health? Are you reluctant to turn over this new leaf, procrastinating a bit? Or are you excited at the prospect of taking your life in a different direction?


COMMITTING TO POSITIVE CHANGE


Whether you start today, next week, or next month, it’s important to see that changing how you eat—which is what VB6 will do—is not a temporary detour. It’s a new road, a better road, and the road we’re meant to be on, one that emphasizes real, natural (sorry, but there’s no better word) foods and that treats the dominant foods of the SAD as once-in-a-while things. The goal of VB6 is to improve your overall health: how you feel, how you look, how you live. And—no question—that will take some discipline, especially at first. But unlike other diets, VB6 is not a short-term fix but a lifestyle change that’s designed to inspire new habits by exploring the pleasures and benefits of real food.


Most weight-loss diets refuse to strike a balance, demonizing either carbs or fats or specific foods. On such restrictive programs, it’s no wonder that many people can lose weight for a short period of time but few can keep weight off long term. Only one in six overweight and obese adults report having maintained weight loss of at least 10 percent for one year. Even more short term than that: The average weight-loss attempt is four weeks for women, six weeks for men. Clearly most modern diets are promoting short-term solutions to a lifelong problem.


And they fail precisely because they’re short-term. We think of them as plans, programs, or protocols—things that we suffer for a period of time in order to reach a goal: Lose XX pounds. But the best prescriptive diets focus on these questions: What will I do once I’ve reached my goal, once I’ve lost the weight? How will I keep it off and live a normal life? And that’s the most important issue you need to focus on. Because there are definitely diets that will cause you to lose weight faster than VB6. There are not, however, diets that will allow you to live a better life, long-term.


There isn’t much future when you tether your diet to the SAD. Plugging baked potato chips or low-fat cream cheese into your diet theoretically reduces your caloric intake, but in reality you’re likely to eat more of the low-fat stuff and pile on the calories anyway, and you’re still not eating very well. Even if you do manage to lose weight, almost inevitably it will all creep back—and then some—leaving you with a sense of failure, guilt, self-disgust, frustration, and incomprehension at why the diet didn’t “work.” So you go back to the SAD. And after a while you decide to go on another diet. It’s a vicious cycle.


FEAR OF FOOD


Predictably if unfortunately, many diet companies—and most diet books, for that matter—have a vested interest in maintaining the status quo of our diet-obsessed culture and in promoting overly strict, unhealthy diets that are bound to fail. They encourage the SAD vicious cycle through an unrealistic, unnatural way of eating that includes cutting out entire food groups; obsessively counting calories; plugging in unsatisfying, bland “diet” junk for “regular” junk; and in general ignoring our bodies’ signals. They encourage a fundamentally unsustainable and often unpleasant way of eating, with a strict or stringent program, plan, or protocol that dictates exactly what we eat, when, and how much.


And that’s how they stay in business: by making sure that their product or concept doesn’t work over the long haul; their profit models rely on people falling off the wagon and finding their way back on, over and over again. The schemes and books proliferate simply because most diets eventually fail. (I’m aware that every diet book says “this is the one that works, and the others are shams.” But there’s no way around my saying it, too. And what makes VB6 different is that it’s a pleasurable and sustainable lifelong plan.)


Many diets eliminate certain types of foods: sugars, starches, fats, or animal products. And of course they work in the short term; it’s easy to lose weight when you cut out an entire category of foods, like carbohydrates. Nor is it a wonder that they fail in the long term: It’s hard not to feel deprived when you cut out an entire category of foods. (At their worst, you’re asked to survive primarily on cabbage soup for weeks at a time.)


Diets also fail because we enjoy eating and require a variety of food to feel satisfied; we’re not cut out for a life of self-denial and monotony. Unfortunately, the attitudes that diets beat into us stick around even after the diets have gone south. I know few people who don’t have unpleasant emotions surrounding food, who don’t feel guilty about overindulging or eating a rich dessert, despite the fact that these are normal occasional activities. It’s daily overindulgence—whether in desserts or anything else—that isn’t normal, and that’s what most diets fail to change in the long run.


To make matters worse, many diets bury you in data, requiring you to count calories, points, or grams of fats or carbohydrates. Counting calories can of course be an effective dieting strategy; if you consume fewer calories than you burn, you’ll lose weight. But it turns eating into a clinical, obsessive exercise, reduces food to numbers, eliminates pleasure, and makes the diet unsustainable. No one wants to count calories his or her whole life, while all the time following a program that eliminates huge groups of foods.


The primary example of this type of diet is the enduring low-carb craze (Atkins lives!). Low-carb diets help you shed pounds quickly because your body burns carbohydrates before it burns fat, so if you eliminate bread, pasta, grains, and even many fruits and vegetables from your diet, your body will start burning fat directly.


Two problems arise, however: First, not many people can go their whole lives without eating a banana. (Nor should they.) This diet is as hard on your mind as it is on your body.


Which brings us to the second point: There are serious health risks associated with cutting out entire groups of foods. A recent peer-reviewed study published in the Journal of the American Medical Association (that is, an utterly credible study) compared weight loss on three diets: low-fat, low-glycemic (a way to measure blood sugar described in detail here), and low-carb. All participants were allowed the same number of calories. When people were put on the low-carb diet, they burned about 350 calories a day more than those on the low-fat diet, even though they were consuming the same number of calories. A low-glycemic diet had an intermediate effect: The participants burned about 150 calories more than on the low-fat diet.


Sounds clear-cut, right? A low-carb diet is the best way to drop weight.


But if you look more closely, you see that the low-fat diet was flawed from the get-go, since it allowed for processed carbohydrates—the kind found in packaged snacks, for example—which not only contribute to weight gain but are, on the whole, close to non-food.


And the differences between the low-glycemic and low-carb diets are even more revealing. The study found that strictly limiting carbohydrates while emphasizing animal protein raised the levels of cortisol and C-reactive protein (CRP) in the blood; both of these hormones induce stress and inflammation. (High cortisol is believed to promote obesity, insulin resistance, and cardiovascular diseases.)


So not only is low-carb difficult to maintain because it restricts one large and necessary category of food (carbs provide fiber and nutrients not found elsewhere), it also encourages the consumption of animal products in unhealthful quantities, and has scary and undesirable physical effects. Beyond those mentioned above, it induces ketosis, a form of starvation that is not only unpleasant but dangerous. Start eating carbs and these problems go away … and the pounds come back.


That’s why low-carb diets are no more than quick fixes, and the same has invariably been found true of any other diet that requires us to severely limit a whole group of macronutrients—carbohydrates, protein, or fat—or avoid them all together. In the long run, your body and mind don’t do well with this kind of deprivation.


Back to the study: It’s interesting that the low-glycemic (low-sugar) diet promoted sustained and consistent weight-loss maintenance without any major restrictions. (Of all the weight-loss regimens that have been studied by major, credible institutions, it’s the diet most similar to VB6.) Of the three diets, it came out best in the study, providing steady, if somewhat slower, and sustained weight loss without requiring a bizarre diet and without negative effects.


Of course, some conventional dietary strategies work. Dieters who keep food diaries are generally more successful at losing weight and keeping it off than those who don’t. As with any form of learning, writing can help etch the lesson in your memory, and logging heightens awareness.


This explains the ongoing success of the Weight Watchers program, which is consistently reported by its users and others as the easiest diet to follow and maintain over long periods of time. (In fact, much of Weight Watchers—including the social aspect, the friendly attitude toward real fruits and vegetables, and the good recipes—makes a great deal of sense. But the program supports the nation’s junk-food habit by selling hyper-processed snacks and “diet” foods, from which they profit mightily.)


Other studies have shown that financial incentives work for some people: Dangling cash as a carrot helped participants stay on a diet, and men who bet they’d lose weight fared better than those who didn’t. So if you think getting your friends to join in some kind of VB6 challenge will help you in your endeavor to get healthier, by all means ask them. Do whatever it takes to replace old habits with new ones.


But you don’t need help to go VB6 (and I won’t pay you!); you need only a commitment to refrain from animal products and hyper-processed foods until dinnertime. This is not insignificant or without challenges, but again I can say that for me and many others, it’s a sustainable endeavor that becomes easier over time.
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Why VB6 Does Work


Knowing how VB6 works will give you more patience with and belief in the process. It’s not hard to understand, and it’s based on well-established, fundamental principles.


It begins, of course, with the calorie—a measurement of energy, nothing more or less—and how the calories in carbohydrates, protein, and fat function in the body.


Calories matter, of course, but the truth is that if you change your diet to favor plants, you’re almost guaranteed—without thinking, or at least without obsessing—to consume fewer calories than you did when you were eating the Standard American Diet (SAD). In the SAD, more than a quarter of the calories come from highly processed and damaging carbohydrates, like soda and doughnuts, and another quarter come from animal products. When you’re VB6, you’ll be getting a majority of your calories from unprocessed plant foods, and plants have fewer calories relative to their weight—that is, they have a lower caloric density. (We could call this calorie density—which I prefer—or energy density, too; they’re all equivalent terms.)



THE CONVERSION OF FOOD TO ENERGY



The concept of burning energy is directly related to how you lose weight—or don’t. Knowing a little about how the calories in carbohydrates, proteins, and fats are used, or burned, or metabolized, will help you understand why VB6 works.


As I’ve described, VB6 came about pragmatically, and only in retrospect did I realize that it draws upon four main nutrition themes: One, it recognizes that you don’t lose weight without reducing your calorie intake. Two, it sees some categories of foods as nothing more than calorie bombs that should be avoided. Three, it acknowledges that your body treats different foods differently. And four, it asserts that real food is better for you than hyper-processed food, “food” that doesn’t even meet the definition of food.


This last factor—the real food factor—is precisely what makes VB6 radically different. Not only will you be changing the way you eat forever, rather than plunging temporarily into a radical diet, you’ll be eating what your body needs to work properly and feel its best.
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