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A Note to the Reader



As you get started, let me mention two simple, but important points:


See Your Health Care Provider. If you are taking medication, are seriously overweight, or have any health concern, let me encourage you to work with a physician or other health care provider, and to follow his or her advice about all aspects of your medical care. This is not because changing your diet is dangerous. Just the opposite; a diet change can be very powerful for health. So powerful, in fact, that your doctor may need to change your medication regimen, or perhaps discontinue medications altogether. Do not do this on your own. Work with your health care provider to reduce or discontinue your medicines if and when the time is right.


Also, sometimes a new way of eating can make you feel so good and energetic that you might feel like really ramping up your exercise routine. But be careful. If you have been sedentary, have any serious health problem, have a great deal of weight to lose, or are over forty, have your health care provider check whether you are ready for exercise, and how rapidly to begin.


Get Complete Nutrition. Anytime you alter the way you eat, you’ll want to make sure you’re getting all the nutrients you need. The way of eating presented in this book greatly improves your overall nutrition—more so than other diets. But even so, please read the information on complete nutrition presented in chapter 5. And be sure to take a daily multiple vitamin or other reliable source of vitamin B12, such as fortified cereals or fortified soy milk. Vitamin B12 is essential for healthy nerves and healthy blood.
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Foreword


I wasn’t an overweight kid. In fact I was quite skinny. But as so many young folks do, I became self-conscious about my body and was calorie counting by the time I was fourteen. I even went to Weight Watchers meetings for a little while.


I was eighteen when Clueless came out. That time in my life was a complete whirlwind. It was fun and so exciting. But it also meant that I was basically going through adolescence in public, which is, of course, not ideal in Hollywood. It was like the world was putting all my imperfections under a microscope and then slapping them on pages of tabloids. Good stuff.


When I was preparing to play Batgirl in Batman & Robin, I was chased through the LA airport by paparazzi yelling “Fatgirl!” The truth is, I was probably within an average weight range at the time. But the pressure I was feeling made me rebel, and I ended up just eating more and more of the wrong foods. I was definitely moving in the wrong direction.


Luckily, over time, I made huge, huge changes in the way I was eating. The effects were dramatic. My original motivation was compassion for animals, so it was super-easy for me to eliminate meats, dairy products, and eggs from my diet and replace them with whole grains, beans, all sorts of great vegetables, and fruits. My body gave me an instant “Thank you.” Before then, I was on a steak and doughnut diet! No joke! Whatever extra weight I had began to melt away; all this by just eliminating the animal products and adding in more whole foods. I discovered that a plant-based diet has so many benefits: effortless weight loss, clear skin, off-the-charts energy, and smooth digestion, to name a few.


People really noticed a difference in the way I looked—and so did I. Since then, I have continued to refine my food choices, but I’ve never felt deprived. I’ve replaced things I may have missed with even better things from the plant-based world, and I swear they satisfy me on every level, not to mention the absolutely delectable desserts I get to eat. The more I learn about food, the more I have been able to take advantage of what it can do for me—and for all of us. It’s our medicine, it’s so important to our health.


I have worked with Dr. Barnard on many different projects for a long time now, helping people understand how to make very small changes that can create a turning point in their health. I’m thrilled by how many people have benefited from the information we have put out there. I’m so pleased to be a part of the Kickstart program as well. In just three weeks, you can shed your not-so-healthful habits and begin great new ones. The process is easier than you think, and the results will be dramatic.


If you struggle with weight, this way of eating is all you need to conquer it. You will have more energy and you will glow, I promise. People will see the difference in you. When you let healthful foods nourish you, you will be healthy from the inside out. This is what you need to start to tackle (or just prevent!) problems like overweight, high cholesterol, diabetes, high blood pressure, joint pain, and much more. I’ve seen so many people find great success using the tools Dr. Barnard gives you in this book.


Your goal may be to just drop weight. But guess what? While following this program, you will feel better than you ever have. You will protect yourself from illness and will motivate everyone you know to follow your good example. Not too bad, huh? When I embraced this lifestyle, I was freed from the prison of dieting, and wow, who doesn’t want that freedom? I got my brain, my body, and my life back. We spend all this time worrying about food: Can I have this? and How many calories are in that? With 21-Day Weight Loss Kickstart, you don’t have to do that anymore. You are getting more than a new waistline. You are getting a new reality—a whole new way of thinking about food.


Dr. Barnard’s program is easy and effective. In just three weeks, you’ll be amazed by how good you look and feel. Get ready to transform the way you think about food, and get ready to change your life with 21-Day Weight Loss Kickstart!


Neal Barnard has helped me answer so many questions over the years. I trust him and appreciate the advice he gives me and others. With his passion, commitment, and brilliant mind, he has long been a hero of mine. In a very short time, you’ll feel the same way.


Best of luck to you. Enjoy the journey.


Alicia Silverstone, author of The Kind Diet




Introduction


I’m guessing you’re reading this book for one of two reasons. Maybe you’ve tried, like many people I’ve worked with, to get control of your weight and health and have not been as successful as you’d hoped, and you’re looking for a proven solution. Or perhaps you’ve heard about the life-changing and weight loss benefits of a plant-based diet and want to give it a try, but don’t know where to start. Either way, you might be asking yourself questions like: Will it be easy? Will I get plenty to eat? Can I avoid feeling deprived?


The good news is that the answer to all these questions is yes—we’re actually going to make it fun!


Welcome to the 21-Day Weight Loss Kickstart! This book is based on a program I launched in August 2009 through the Physicians Committee for Responsible Medicine, which I founded in 1985 to change the way we think of medicine and research, and to help people learn how to prevent disease rather than just treat it. For 21 days, participants get to “test-drive” a diet that is as close to perfect as is humanly possible. They experience the weight loss, energy boost, and health improvements that come from truly healthful foods. The response has been overwhelming—well over one hundred thousand people have gotten on board for the Kickstart and have finally been able to break old habits and embark on a whole new way of eating that has changed not just their waistlines, but also their overall health and sense of well-being.


And now you get to jump in and take control of your weight loss and health, like so many others. You’ll discover a whole new way of thinking about food as well as a chance to try a slimmer, healthier, rejuvenated body. And that will bring you a whole new outlook on life. In just three weeks, you’ll break old habits, start new ones, and revolutionize your health.


The program is called the Kickstart because it focuses on a very short-term immersion experience that almost always inspires long-term changes. Once you finish the 21-day challenge and see how easy it is to gain control over your weight and health, you probably won’t want to return to your former habits. Why? Because you’ll be eating delicious meals, you’ll never be hungry, and you’ll look and feel great.


Clinically Proven


In a recent research study, we tested the Kickstart approach in a group of sixty-four women. All were moderately or severely overweight. They were all past menopause and really felt stuck with their weight. Most had tried many different diets, without lasting success.


We asked everyone to do two simple things: set animal products aside and keep oils to a minimum. That was the whole “diet.” They were free to start their day with pancakes with syrup, veggie sausage, fresh fruit, or other foods, with no calorie limit at all. If they had lasagna or chili for lunch, it would be the meatless versions of these foods. If they stopped by a Mexican restaurant, we asked them to favor the bean burrito (hold the cheese) over the greasy meat taco. At an Italian restaurant, it might be spaghetti with an arabiatta or marinara sauce, pasta e fagioli, garlic-sautéed broccoli rabe or spinach, and roasted vegetables. And they could eat all the warm bread from the oven that they liked.


There were no calorie limits, no carbohydrate restrictions, and no exercise, because this was intended as a study of nutritional changes only. But we were serious about the changes we prescribed, and we helped our participants stick to them.


To their delight, the participants started losing weight. It was gradual at first—with some women faster and some slower. After fourteen weeks, we published the results in the American Journal of Medicine. Even without calorie counting, the weight peeled away at an average rate of about a pound per week, with some of the women losing much more quickly.1


But that was just the beginning. We followed them for the next two years, and, unlike typical weight loss diets that are soon followed by weight regain, these women were, on average, slimmer at one year than at the beginning, and slimmer at two years than at one year.2 In other words, weight loss had become a one-way street.


So we went a step further to try to tease apart the biology of it all. We wanted to discover why it was that, even without exercise or calorie counting, participants were still able to lose weight. In chapters 2 and 3, I’ll show you the secrets we found. As you’ll probably guess, they relate to fundamental changes in their bodies—a new and surprising level of appetite control and calorie-burning speed.


We have tested this approach in men and women, in young people and older people, in healthy people and in those with health problems, in people with massive amounts of weight to lose and in those who only needed to trim a little weight. We have also tested it in people who were already at a healthy weight and just wanted to eat better. Many of these people had little or no time for food preparation or exercise, and yet it still worked well for them.


We have found that people not only slim down, but also see their cholesterol levels plummet and their blood pressure fall. If they have diabetes, it typically improves and sometimes even disappears. Arthritis pains and migraines often vanish, and energy comes racing back. Sluggishness vanishes, and they look and feel radiant.


Quick Changes, Permanent Results


The most exciting part of this Kickstart program is that it is not a five-year plan, a three-year plan, or even a six-month plan. This is three weeks. Now, it’s certainly true that, to be effective, a change in the way you eat needs to be carried into longer-term good habits. But let me put things in a slightly different light:


Although my academic appointment is currently in the Department of Internal Medicine at the George Washington University School of Medicine, I began my medical career following a different path.


Initially, I wanted to tackle the issues of why we do the things we do, and how it is that things go off track behaviorally. So, after medical school, I completed a residency in psychiatry and took a position at St. Vincent’s Hospital, a large medical center in downtown New York. I not only ran a psychiatric ward but also had a busy consulting practice, treating people with medical illnesses—diabetes, heart disease, cancer, and others—that were complicated by depression, anxiety, or other problems. In the course of this work, I became concerned that, in American medical practice, we were not very good at prevention. We did nothing to stop a heart attack until it arrived at the emergency room door. We were similarly slow to deal with diabetes, hypertension, cancer, and other serious problems until they became full blown or even life threatening. And doctors then, like doctors today, tended to overlook the power of nutrition. Barely any time in medical school was devoted to it. Even though food is central to so many health issues, we were quick with prescriptions and slow with nutritional information.


I founded the Physicians Committee for Responsible Medicine to restore the role of nutrition and disease prevention in medical practice. I wanted to also ensure that good research was conducted to improve medical practice, and that this research was done intelligently and ethically. My research team began conducting studies in diabetes, cholesterol, weight problems, and other health issues.


In the course of this work, it became clear to me that biology is only half the issue. In other words, how or why some foods satisfy the appetite or enhance the metabolism is not at all the whole story. The other half is psychological: How do we get the motivation to get started? And how do we stick with a healthful way of eating? How do we avoid temptation? How do we motivate our friends and family members and how do we get them to motivate us? It’s important to have a powerful diet, but it is just as important to make it work in real life.


So we have investigated not only what are the best and most powerful foods for weight loss and health, but also how to make healthful habits stick.


It turns out that one of the most important keys is to focus on the short term. What I have found over and over is that, once we have made short-term changes, they tend to change our long-term habits.


So the first step is to get you out of your dietary rut, onto a better path. And by making that change really enjoyable, and by getting results along the way, you’ll get the motivation you need to stay with it for the longer term. So we are going to focus on quick changes that are fun and effective, and that will make you want to continue with the plan.


If you were to kickstart a motorcycle, it would take just a second or two to make the engine ignite and roar into action. You would then roll out onto the highway and off you’d go. It is the same idea when you kickstart a change in your life. With a quick and easy program, you’ll ignite powerful changes that will help you long into the future.


Here is just some of what you’ll accomplish with the Kickstart program:




	
You will gain a new level of control over your appetite. The success of this program is not based on willpower. Instead, it is based on using the power of foods to change the basic body processes that determine your size and shape. Certain foods trigger the appetite centers, causing you to overeat. Others trigger the satiety centers—the parts of your brain that tell you to stop eating—so you eat less. What this means is that if you’ve felt like your appetite is stronger than it should be, this very likely has a simple nutritional cause. By choosing the right foods—which you’ll learn how to do—you can easily correct the issue.


	
You’ll ramp up your after-meal metabolism—your calorie-burning speed. By choosing certain foods, you will boost your cells’ ability to turn more of what you eat into energy, not fat. I’ll show you which foods work this magic.


	
You’ll kickstart your health. Some quick weight loss diets force you into semi-starvation; others let you “enjoy” less-than-healthy high-protein foods that can harm you over the long run. In this program, we go beyond those shortsighted ideas. Instead our goal is to have the best of all worlds—a healthy weight and a healthy body. By focusing on cardioprotection—choosing foods that rejuvenate your heart and blood vessels—you will carry good health deep into your tissues and have renewed energy and a strong measure of resistance to the health problems that trouble so many people.





What We Won’t Do


There are three things this program does not do:




	
We will not count calories. In theory, calories matter. But when we zero in on what you eat, rather than how much you eat, calories will take care of themselves.


	
We will not push you to exercise. In this plan, exercise is totally optional. Surprised? Well, let me be clear: As a doctor, I highly recommend exercise, for many reasons. But some people can’t do meaningful exercise, due to a weak heart, painful joints, tremendously excessive weight gain, or other reasons. If that includes you, it is important to be aware that our research studies have shown dramatic results with nutrition alone. So exercise is great, and it adds to the benefits of a nutritional change, but even if you never exercise, you can lose weight easily and gain tremendous health advantages.


	
We will not make you feel guilty about carbohydrates. Many people have become nervous about bread, potatoes, and rice, fearing that these foods are fattening. What they have missed is that, once you know how to choose carbs the right way—and how not to ruin them in your kitchen—you can enjoy carbohydrate-containing foods and still lose weight.




As a matter of fact, we won’t make you feel guilty about anything. When it comes to food, for some reason, guilt and morality often rear their ugly heads. People sometimes talk about tasty foods as being “sinful” and “decadent.” We are “bad” if we eat something that is less than healthy, and we are “good” if we resist temptation. If we fall ill, we tend to blame ourselves, our parents, our genes, the government, the food industry, or perhaps someone else.


Well, there are some moral issues when it comes to foods and health. But in this book, we are setting all of them aside. Guilt, blame, and moralizing will have no place here. Instead, we are jumping into a program that you will enjoy and that brings results. We will zero in using the power of foods for health. And if you ever eat something that is not the best choice, well, just dust yourself off and get back aboard the program.


How the Kickstart Works


As the program begins, your first job, surprisingly enough, is not to change your diet. Rather, we’ll start by checking out the possibilities of healthful foods to see which ones you like the most and which ones work best for you. This takes just a few days. And you’re not changing your diet; you’re just trying new things. I think you will be very surprised to see how easy and delicious a plant-based diet can be!


If you like to cook, you’ll have an abundance of recipes to choose from, created by Jason Wyrick, one of the world’s most remarkable chefs. Jason’s work has influenced many other cooks and chefs who are looking for a new emphasis on health, as well as delights for the palate. He demonstrates his deliciously easy approach to food to standing-room-only crowds, showing how easy it can be to make truly wonderful meals. Page through the menus and recipes in this book and you’ll see what I mean.


If cooking is not your thing, we’ll look at convenience foods and how to make the best choices at restaurants. If you think that restaurants or fast-food places are off limits, you’ll learn that it’s much easier than you think to enjoy a delicious meal while you’re out on the town, without breaking your healthy stride.


I’ll also share tips on how to shop, how to adapt your favorite recipes, and how to turn the volume down on temptation. By the time you’re finished with your exploration, you’ll know exactly which foods will work for you and fit your tastes and your schedule.


Then, once you’re ready and you know which foods you like best, we’ll jump in and put them to work. For 21 days, you’ll enjoy the healthy foods you’ve chosen, and you’ll see what they’ll do for you. I’ll stay by your side every step of the way, with information and support. I’ll check in on how you’re doing and whatever challenges might be ahead of you. I’ll give you new insights on health topics. And I’ll keep you pumped up and motivated.


You’ll also have friends pulling for you day by day. Best-selling author Alicia Silverstone will tell you her secrets for youthful beauty. NBA champion John Salley and ultramarathon athlete Scott Jurek will share their tips for explosive energy. Bob Harper from The Biggest Loser will help you develop the right attitude and mind-set. Marilu Henner, Rory Freedman, Kathy Freston, Kris Carr, and many others will share their insights as experts—and as people who have made the life-changing transition you are about to make.


The book is divided into three parts. In part 1, I’ll share with you the easy ABCs of the program:




A for Appetite Control


B for Burn Enhancement


C for Cardioprotection





You’ll learn how foods affect your body—which ones ramp up your appetite control, help your metabolism, and keep you healthy.


Part 2 is the Kickstart program itself. I’ll give you everything you need to get ready. And then I’ll have a short reading for you each day for 21 days.


Part 3 has the tools to keep you healthy for life, with menus, recipes, cooking tips, and more inspiration to keep exploring your healthy new body and the foods you can enjoy.


So let’s get started. I hope you enjoy every part of this exciting new journey, and that you share what you have learned with others. If you would like to get more involved with our efforts to spread a healthful message far and wide, you will find plenty of resources at www.pcrm.org. I’m looking forward to working with you.





Part I



METABOLICALLY ACTIVE FOODS




CHAPTER 1



Power on Your Plate


Welcome to the Kickstart! In just 21 days, you’re going to be thinner, healthier, and more energetic. As you’ll soon see, the program is quite easy and very effective. You may not yet realize how powerful the foods you eat are—and what a difference a few small changes can make in your life.


There are so many different approaches to nutrition, weight loss, and health. It is important for you to know that the dietary changes recommended in this book have been carefully tested, with the results published in peer-reviewed scientific journals. Not only are they more enjoyable than other dietary methods; they are potentially more effective than any other approach ever devised.


Before jumping into the Kickstart, I thought you might like to hear how the simple changes in the program have worked for others—and will work for you, too.


Everyone knows GEICO, the car insurance company whose spokesperson-logo is a little green gecko with an English accent. GEICO’s headquarters happen to be near my office. A few years ago, the company became interested in seeing whether a plant-based diet might help its employees. Because the company provides medical insurance for its employees, every employee who starts a cholesterol-lowering drug or needs a heart bypass costs the firm money.


So my team did a research study with GEICO with just two simple steps: First, the company cafeteria included vegan options, along with the other foods it served. By the way, if this is a new word for you, a vegan is not a person from the planet Vegus. The word simply refers to a diverse diet that leaves out animal products. So in addition to the usual bacon-and-egg breakfast, GEICO provided an oatmeal bar and fruit. At lunch, the cafeteria served hamburgers and all the usual fare, but added veggie burgers, portobello mushroom sandwiches, red bean chili, and vegetable lasagna.


Second, employees who wanted to give a healthy diet a try were offered a one-hour group meeting once a week. The idea was to provide cooking instruction, health lectures, and time to talk together about how the diet change was going. At the GEICO site in the Washington, DC, area, sixty-eight people volunteered to try the program out for five months. They saw this as a chance to lose weight, gain more energy, and break some old habits. A separate GEICO facility in Fredericksburg, Virginia, agreed to serve as a comparison site, with no diet changes.


Hillary and Bruce worked at the Washington-area GEICO office and decided to join the study. They are real people, and those are their real names. They are upbeat and fun loving. But Bruce described their weight problems as serious and long standing, and he was not looking for excuses. “We definitely both loved our food,” he said. Fast food, doughnuts, and just about everything else called to them on a daily basis. “It was really pretty terrible, the way we ate.”


But solving the problem was another matter. They had tried various diets in earnest, but nothing seemed to last, and each diet failure was a demoralizing experience.


Exercise presented a different set of challenges. “You’re embarrassed to go to the gym,” Bruce said. “You’re embarrassed to go out jogging. You really don’t want to go out in public and be seen running around and jiggling everywhere.”


Hillary said, “It was really difficult to find clothes that would fit and that were appropriate for work. And also knowing that it was really my fault and that there was something I should be doing about it but that I wasn’t able to do—that was very frustrating.”


When the GEICO study started, Bruce weighed 283 pounds, and Hillary weighed 239. But they supported each other in the change, and they put healthy foods to work 100 percent.


Weight started to melt away almost immediately. “I think eight to ten weeks into the study, I had already lost thirty pounds and had been able to go shopping for new clothes,” Hillary said. “It was very, very exciting. It was also very exciting to start seeing the reactions of other people as I would attend a conference and see people I hadn’t seen for several months. People really noticed. They could see that there had been a big difference in my attitude and in how I looked physically. It was very inspiring.”


“The pounds were dropping like crazy,” Bruce said. “My cholesterol was plummeting. It was fantastic. This was something that was working better than anything we’d tried before. And I think that we knew we were on the right path.”


After five months, the study participants stood on the scale. At Fredericksburg, the average person got nowhere, of course. They had made no diet changes, and so their weight didn’t fall at all. But at the Washington site, participants lost weight easily. The largest weight loss was forty-six pounds over five months; a more typical weight loss was between ten and twenty pounds. Waistlines shrank by two inches, on average, and hips slimmed by nearly two inches, too. We published the results in three scientific journal reports.1,2,3


But for Hillary and Bruce, something even more profound had happened. The short-term experience had eased them out of their routine. It had shown them a better way and had broken all their not-so-healthful habits. So when the study ended, they kept going.


Within a year, Hillary had lost eighty-five pounds, and Bruce had lost more than a hundred. They sent me a photograph showing the dramatic change. Not only were they trim, healthy, and beautiful, but I also noticed they were wearing athletic clothes—with no jiggling parts—and had numbers pinned to their T-shirts. Because their energy had come roaring back, they did something they had never done before—they signed up for a half-marathon! Changing what was on their plates allowed them to shed the weight and to gain so much energy that they wanted to exercise.


Today they look great, and they feel great. And eating has become a new adventure. At first, they started trying out new foods in order to participate in our program—just as you will during the next 21 days. Then as they discovered new tastes, new recipes, and new products, they gained a whole new way of thinking about food. They love their new, healthy relationship with food and their new healthy bodies, and the same is in store for you.


By the way, their tremendous weight loss started without exercise. They began the diet change first, and then, as their energy ramped up, they found that they wanted to get active. What this means is that, like Hillary and Bruce, you are about to embark on a simple but profound change, not just in weight, but in your energy level and in how you feel about yourself.


Hillary’s and Bruce’s story can be anyone’s story. If you are looking to lose a little weight—or a lot of weight—or conquer a serious health problem, a change in diet can be powerful. It can help you gain a level of health you had not thought possible.



Not Just Thinner. Healthier, Too


Weight loss is an issue for many people and will be a central focus of this book, but it’s just as important to look beyond the scale, at your overall health. And that’s the beauty of the approach you’re about to put to work. The menu changes that help you lose weight also have a decisive effect on health.


One of the most amazing studies ever conducted was led by Dr. Dean Ornish, a young Harvard-trained physician, who showed that a low-fat vegetarian diet, along with other healthy lifestyle changes, not only led to impressive weight loss and huge changes in cholesterol, but actually caused heart disease to reverse.4 In other words, arteries that had been narrowed slowly but surely over decades actually began to reopen—without drugs or surgery. As blood flow improved, chest pain disappeared, and people felt young again. The heart attacks that had threatened Dr. Ornish’s patients were suddenly much less likely to ever occur.5


At the Cleveland Clinic, Dr. Caldwell Esselstyn, MD, went a step further. In patients with severe heart disease, he prescribed an Ornish-style diet. If a patient’s cholesterol level did not fall below 150 mg/dL, he added a cholesterol-lowering medication. The results were astounding. Although the patients had been very sick at the study outset, their health turned around completely. In twelve years of study, not a single person who followed Dr. Esselstyn’s approach had any heart complications at all.6


Meanwhile, Dr. David Jenkins at the University of Toronto showed that foods alone could lower cholesterol levels nearly as well as cholesterol-lowering drugs.7 The trick was to start with a plant-based diet, and then emphasize specific foods that have a known cholesterol-lowering ability: oats, barley, soy products, and almonds, for example. His patients cut their LDL (“bad”) cholesterol by nearly 30 percent in just four weeks. A similar diet effectively lowers high blood pressure.8


Research teams have put similar diets to work for cancer patients. The idea is that vegetables, fruits, whole grains, and legumes (beans, peas, and lentils) work in three ways: First, they provide powerful antioxidants and other cancer fighters. Second, they help trim away excess weight (weight loss improves survival for certain types of cancer). Third, these same diet changes reduce the blood levels of hormones that would otherwise promote cancer growth. As it turns out, diet changes help prevent cancer; and they can also improve survival after diagnosis, reducing the risk of recurrence.9,10,11,12,13


If a look at your family tree shows heart problems, diabetes, high blood pressure, cancer, or other conditions such as Alzheimer’s disease that are starting to show links with specific nutritional factors (as you will see in chapter 4), you’ll want to take advantage of the health-boosting power of foods. If you already have a health problem, a diet change is often just what the doctor ordered. It not only adds years to life, but also allows you to spend those years really living, instead of spending your time at a doctor’s office or the pharmacy counter.


It took many years for all of this research to be done. But the benefits of simple adjustments in your daily menu come surprisingly quickly. In no time, you’ll be on your way to a slimmer, healthier body.


Where Did We Go Wrong?


What causes weight gain and the various health issues that go along with it? Why is it that so many people are overweight now, compared with decades past?


Researchers have been examining those questions, and we have come up with some surprising answers.


First of all, it’s not a question of a lack of physical activity, at least not for the most part. It is certainly true that many people are less active than in years past. But in 2009, a team of researchers carefully examined the relationships among food, exercise, and weight, and concluded that changes in exercise habits were simply not enough to account for the rise in obesity in recent years.14 And that makes sense. Our bodies are so efficient at holding on to fat, you could run flat-out for a mile and not burn off the calories in half an order of french fries. If we want to understand the causes of weight gain, we need to look at the input side of the equation—the foods we eat.


In 2010, I published in the American Journal of Clinical Nutrition a detailed analysis of how diets have changed over the past century.15 The results are sobering.


Between 1909 and 2007, meat intake rose from 124 pounds to more than 200 pounds per person per year. That’s more than seventy-five pounds of extra meat for every person every year.


What? Is it really possible that an average man or woman has found some way to eat seventy-five extra pounds of meat every year?


The answer is yes. I grew up in North Dakota, and my father’s side of the family has raised cattle in the Midwest for many generations. However, our meat portions back then were more modest than portions are today. And Americans are now putting away chicken like there is no tomorrow. Convinced that chicken is somehow health food, which it is not, Americans now eat more than one million chickens per hour. It would probably surprise most people to learn that chicken’s fat content isn’t much different from beef’s (about 29 percent for lean beef, 23 percent for skinless chicken breast, compared with less than 10 percent for typical vegetables, fruits, and beans).


But the rise in meat consumption is not the whole story. Back in 1909, Americans had not yet discovered cheese pizza or cheeseburgers, and an average American ate less than four pounds of cheese in a year’s time. Today an average American eats about thirty-three pounds of it every year, nearly thirty pounds more than a century ago.


We’re also tucking into greasy french fries and polishing it all off with ice cream. The average American eats twenty pounds more ice cream each year than a century ago.


And then there are beverages. When I was a child, we had sodas every few months, usually on someone’s birthday or at a picnic, and they came in six-ounce bottles that are now in museums. When the first twelve-ounce cans arrived on the market, my mother wanted to find a lid to reseal them—twelve ounces, she said, was too much for one serving. Well, twelve ounces soon became sixteen ounces, and today the smallest soda bottle sold at most stores holds twenty ounces. And it’s safe to say that no one saves half for the following day.


We are exporting our bad habits, too. China, Japan, India, and other countries have seen an influx of fast-food outlets unknown to them in the past. People living in those countries are tempted by burgers, battered chicken wings, pizza, and sodas, and are now suffering with epidemics of obesity and diabetes that were unknown to them before.


A meaty, cheesy, sugar-laden diet packs in calories, but it lacks the fiber that you need to satisfy your appetite. So weight gain is all but inevitable.


The good news is that you can change all this, and very easily. And you will over the next three weeks.


Go for It!


This Kickstart is based on what we’ve learned in our research studies. We have focused on the food choices that are most powerful for health, and how to make the switch to healthier foods easy and approachable. Our findings have been presented countless times at research conferences and have been published in peer-reviewed medical journals.


But we know that what really counts is what works for you. So although we document our results using statistical averages, standard deviations, regression analyses, and other scientific methods that could bore you to tears, we boil it all down to a simple, step-by-step program—the 21-Day Weight Loss Kickstart—that takes you exactly where you want to go.


This program is an easy and fun way to try out a new way of eating. Just like Hillary and Bruce and the many people we have worked with over the years, you can put foods to work to bring you a slimmer and much healthier body. When you see the numbers dropping on the scale, when people remark about how great you look, and when you feel your health getting better and better day by day, you’ll really want to keep going.


And there is an extra benefit: a wonderful rebound of energy. Hollywood actor Alicia Silverstone set aside animal products in order to be kind to animals. But she soon realized that the diet change was kind to her body, too. “Within two weeks, people noticed the difference in how I looked,” she said. “I felt lighter, healthier, and more energetic. It just really felt right.”


That extra energy translates into feeling great, forgetting about old problems that have weighed you down, and really living again. As Alicia puts it, “This way of eating really frees you, not just from extra weight, but from having to obsess about how many calories you’re eating, how many diet points you’re earning, and so on. Who needs all that?”


In this Kickstart, we keep the focus on the short term—that is, three weeks—so there is never any pressure or long-term commitment. Once you’ve experienced the power of healthful foods, you’ll never want to let it go.





CHAPTER 2



Foods That Tame the Appetite Demons


In the introduction, I described a research study in which a group of women who had long been struggling with weight problems suddenly found themselves losing weight easily. Without any calorie limits at all, body fat melted away day after day. More than two years later, their weight had not come back. It was as if their bodies had somehow been reprogrammed.


One of our participants, named Jean, lived in Virginia, just outside Washington, DC. As a child, she had not been overweight. After high school, she married and started raising her family, and that’s when everything changed. Her first pregnancy left her with an extra ten pounds, and she continued to gain weight through her twenties. Between her work and family responsibilities, she found it hard to focus on healthy foods or exercise. By the time she was thirty, she was significantly overweight.


She enrolled in a commercial weight loss program near her house that prescribed a specific nutrition system using specially packaged foods. It ended up costing more than she had bargained for, and she had little to show for it. She bought a book that advocated a low-carbohydrate diet and lost weight for the first couple of weeks. But the diet was boring and the recommended foods seemed unhealthy. After a loss of energy and a painful bout of constipation, she abandoned the diet. The lost weight promptly came back, and she felt that she really no longer knew what to eat.


As her weight continued to climb, she got scared. This was certainly not what she wanted, but she did not know what to do. Years of on-again, off-again dieting followed, but nothing got her on track.


Fast-forward to Jean’s fiftieth birthday. Paging through a newspaper, she saw an advertisement about our research study. She decided this might be the answer, and she came in to volunteer. We explained the diet program and showed her how it works. The study began, and she jumped in.


Two weeks later, she had already lost five pounds. That was a start. As the weeks went by, she kept losing more and more. It wasn’t tremendously fast, but it was steady.


After the first year, she had lost nearly forty pounds and looked like a different person. She was energetic and filled with life. And she lost even more in the following year.


During one of our research meetings, where our volunteers got together for cooking classes and general discussion, Jean asked a pointed question. She started by describing what she had eaten on the previous day. Breakfast had been blueberry pancakes with maple syrup (something her low-carb diet book had forbidden), with veggie sausage links on the side. Lunch was a bowl of split-pea soup, toast, and a big salad. For dinner, she’d had an artichoke appetizer, garlic bread, spinach lasagna from a recipe we had given her, and steamed broccoli, with peach sorbet for dessert. The quantity of food seemed much too generous. And yet there was no denying that her bathroom scale was getting friendlier day by day.


“So why does this work?” she asked. “It obviously does work, but what does the body actually do with all that food, so that you eat so much, and still lose weight?”


She had put her finger on one of the key reasons for our study. We wanted to test our theory that foods can actually control the appetite and ramp up metabolism, so that weight loss is almost automatic.


To put our theory to the test, we asked Jean and all the other participants to keep a detailed list of everything they ate. And we added up the calories. They kept track before the study began, and again after they had been in the study for several weeks.


When we added up the calories, the difference was a real eye-opener. Even though they were eating delicious food and were free to have as much as they wanted, it turned out that they were actually eating hundreds of calories less than before.


And here was what was most surprising: They were not aware of the difference. It seemed like they were eating the same amount as before. They liked the tastes, aromas, and everything else. As Jean pointed out, the meals seemed generous, and she was not even remotely hungry. Somehow, the participants’ appetites were satisfied much earlier than before.


Rosa had a similar experience: “The weight was coming off on its own. I never felt hungry, because you’re eating things that fill you up.”


We have repeated this assessment many times. And every time, we have found the same result: Weight seems to come off almost automatically.


Another research participant, named Mary Ann, said how wonderful it was to lose so much weight that friends barely recognized her. And yet she did this without the slightest sense of deprivation. Everything she was eating was good for her, and it completely changed her self-image. Food was no longer the enemy. Food was actually helping her slim down and get healthy.


Imagine if you could turn a switch so that you not only really liked the foods you ate, but felt totally satisfied without any desire to overeat. In essence, that’s what the foods that I’m going to tell you about actually do.




You Don’t Need to Cut Calories


If you were to sit down with a doctor or dietitian and set out a weight loss plan, the first piece of advice would likely be to limit calories. “There’s no getting around it,” your adviser would tell you. “You need to take in fewer calories than you burn. Otherwise, you’ll never lose weight.”


And that’s true enough. If you take in fewer calories than you burn, you’ll lose weight.


But saying it is one thing, doing it is quite another. If your day’s meals normally add up to, say, two thousand calories, a dietitian will likely trim that to about fifteen hundred. And your job is to stick with that for as long as it takes to lose the weight: six months, a year, or the rest of your life.


I am already at a healthy weight, but I recently tried a low-calorie diet to see what it was like. A dietitian sketched out my diet plan, and I got started. I was pretty good at breakfast, and not too bad at lunch. But by dinnertime, it started to get challenging. I wasn’t halfway through my meal when I bumped up against my calorie limit. No more food for you, I told myself. With no calories left in my daily budget, I was going to bed hungry. The next day, I was only halfhearted about it, and by Wednesday, I gave it up.


The fact is, low-calorie diets get pretty old by about Wednesday for nearly everyone. Most people abandon them right away—and never lose weight—or slip away from them several weeks down the road and gain back whatever weight they have lost.


Ready for a better way? Changing the type of food you eat can take care of the calories for you, as you’ll see in this chapter. Even if your willpower hit “empty” long ago, you can succeed, and handsomely.






Keys for Natural Appetite Control


First of all, it’s clear that thin people don’t count calories. They don’t restrict portion sizes, and they don’t buy diet drinks. Those are things that overweight people do, hoping they will help.


If you aim to trim away weight, there are four specific keys to controlling your appetite naturally. I’ll share them here, and then I’ll show you how they work with real foods.


Key 1. Take Advantage of Fiber


Fiber means plant roughage. It is in beans, vegetables, fruits, and whole grains. Of course, advertisers brag about the fiber in their breakfast cereals, breads, snack bars, and supplements, and how it keeps people regular and even trims cholesterol. But one of fiber’s greatest attributes is its ability to tackle your appetite. Fiber signals your brain that you’re full.


Here’s how it works: In your stomach, fiber holds water, so it’s heavy enough to trick your stomach into thinking you have eaten quite a lot. But fiber has virtually no calories. In other words, it alerts your brain that you’re full long before you’ve eaten too many calories.


You’ll find it in foods from plants. There is plenty of fiber in whole-grain bread, split-pea and lentil soups, vegetable stir-fries, and any fruit you can name. The same is true of thousands of other foods from plant sources. But you won’t find any fiber at all in meats, dairy products, or eggs. They are not plants, so they don’t have plant roughage.


Here’s what this means in the kitchen:


Let’s make chili. The usual way to make it would be to use ground beef, sometimes with added oil for stir-frying. Since beef has no fiber at all, you would likely get quite a few calories before your appetite was satisfied.


A better way would be to let beans, tomatoes, and vegetables play the starring roles, and to skip meat, cheese, and oils. It could be the most delicious chili ever served at a backyard picnic. But since it now has plenty of fiber, each bite does its part to satisfy your appetite before very many calories kick in.


If you eat meat chili, you’ll get extra calories before you feel full, because there’s no fiber to turn down your appetite. But if you have bean-and-vegetable chili, you’ll feel satisfied before you’ve overdone it on calories.


You can put this same principle to work with stews, soups, salads, main dishes, side dishes, desserts, and just about everything else. Here are some examples:




	A cream-based soup is loaded with calories, but a chunky vegetable or lentil soup fills you up with fewer calories.


	A greasy meat taco can be high in calories. If you substituted beans for the meat and cheese, you’d boost the fiber and cut the calories.


	Chicken salad is high in calories, while chickpea salad is lower.




In each case, the high-fiber food satisfies your appetite with fewer calories. And you would soon notice something remarkable: You’re getting lighter day by day. Nothing feels quite as good as losing weight while eating well.


Let me emphasize that you don’t need to watch the calories. If your plate is filled with vegetables, fruits, whole grains, and beans, you’ll get loads of healthy fiber, and the calories will take care of themselves.





Catch the Fiber!


Fiber—plant roughage—is found in all foods from plants in their natural state. The fiber champions are legumes—the group that includes beans, peas, and lentils. Vegetables and fruits come next. And whole grains are also great sources of healthy fiber.


Some foods are rich in soluble fiber, the kind that is especially good for lowering cholesterol. Oat cereals are well known for this benefit, but you’ll find soluble fiber in beans, vegetables (broccoli, Brussels sprouts, carrots, green beans, and sweet potatoes, for example), fruits (apples, oranges, mangoes, peaches, pears, prunes, and raisins), and some grains, such as barley, which is commonly used in cereals and soups.





Key 2. Skip Fatty Foods


It pays huge dividends to avoid fatty foods. This is most important. Let me explain:


When a chicken eats a bit too much, those extra calories are stored as chicken fat. When a cow eats too much, those calories are stored as fat, too. It’s the same for pigs, goats, lambs, fish, and, of course, people. That’s the whole point of body fat. Nature designed it to store calories. If you eat animal fat, you’re eating an animal’s calorie-storage organ.


Just one gram of fat—from a chicken, a cow, a fish, or any other source—holds nine calories. Now, a gram of fat isn’t much—it doesn’t even fill a thimble. But every last fat gram packs nine calories.


For contrast, look at potatoes, bread, beans, and pasta. These foods have a lot of carbohydrate. But any kind of carbohydrate has only four calories per gram—less than half the calories lurking in fat.


It turns out that fats pack in the calories, while carbohydrates don’t. So why did carbohydrates get a reputation for being fattening? Well, just think about how people eat them: A potato is very low in fat and naturally low in calories. But it ends up being topped with butter, sour cream, or bacon bits—all fatty toppings. Mashed potatoes have milk whipped into them and butter or gravy dribbled on top. Toast—which has very few calories on its own—is spread with butter, or maybe margarine, both more or less pure fat. Each of these foods serves mainly as a vehicle for fatty toppings that pack in the calories. If we skip the fatty additions, the foods themselves are fine.


Now let’s look at things from your stomach’s point of view. You’ve finished your day’s work and are at home, having your dinner. You are talking with your family, watching television, or doing whatever it is that you normally do at dinnertime.


But your stomach has a mind of its own. Your stomach is not distracted by conversation, and it could not care less what is on television. What it is focused on is how much you’ve eaten. With an elaborate network of nerves, your stomach can detect how heavy and bulky your foods are. Eventually, your stomach reaches the point it has been waiting for. This is the satiety point—the point when you are full. Your stomach sends a signal to your brain’s appetite centers that you have had enough. You put down your fork, and eventually you get up from the table.


Let’s say you were to swallow a forkful of chicken. Well, your stomach knows it’s there, but it’s not especially impressed. The fact is, that bite of chicken does not weigh very much, and it’s not very bulky, either. It is not filling you up. So you have another bite, and another. Eventually, your stomach reaches the satiety point. But all the while, each bite of chicken has been carrying in fat and calories (even without the skin, about a quarter of its calories are nothing but fat, which is why your hands feel greasy after touching it). By the time you reach the satiety point, you’ve gotten more calories than you bargained for.


Let’s take another scenario. Let’s say you have a bite of cheese. It’s not very big, either. So you’ll have another, and another. Even though it is not filling, about 70 percent of the calories in typical cheeses come from plain old fat. So it really packs in the calories. By the time you’re full, you’ve eaten lots of fat and far too many calories.


Now, other foods are not like this at all. A bean, for example, is completely different from chicken fat. It is not designed for storing calories. It’s just a seed, and it can’t overeat. A fruit is similar. An apple, for example, has just enough calories to give apple seeds a start in life. There is no greasy fat layer on these foods. You’ve never seen a bean or an apple marbled with fat.


Your stomach is completely impressed with these foods. They have lots of fiber, of course, which means they hold water so your stomach’s nerve network really can’t miss them. But because they are so modest in fat, they are really low in calories. As a group, vegetables, fruits, grains, and legumes (beans, peas, and lentils) are naturally very low in fat. So they tend to be low in calories. With loads of fiber and very little fat, they satisfy your appetite long before you’ve overdone it on calories.


When you eat foods from animals, you inevitably get stored fat. When you eat foods from plants, you don’t. Yes, it really is that simple!


Animal Products Versus Plant Products: What a Difference!






	ANIMAL PRODUCTS

	PLANT PRODUCTS






	 

	Fat (%)*

	Fiber

	 

	Fat (%)*

	Fiber






	Atlantic salmon*


	40%

	0

	Apple, 1 medium

	3%

	4 g





	Beef, top sirloin, lean

	29%

	0

	Beans, navy, ½ cup, cooked

	4%

	10 g





	Chicken, white meat, skinless

	23%

	0

	Broccoli, 1 cup, cooked

	4%

	3 g





	Egg, 1, boiled

	61%

	0

	Lentils, ½ cup, cooked

	3%

	8 g





	Cheddar cheese, 2 ounces

	74%

	0

	Rice, brown, 1 cup, cooked

	7%

	3.5 g











To avoid fat, it pays to skip animal products; most of them, including salmon, tuna, turkey, and chicken, have more fat than is healthful. You will also want to be aware of the sources of vegetable fat: added oils, fried foods, and oily salad dressings, for starters. Also, there’s quite a lot of fat in nuts, seeds, olives, avocados, and some soy products.


By now you might be wondering, If I leave these foods out of my diet, will I really feel satisfied? And the answer is that you’re actually replacing foods—bringing in healthful foods that can elbow the unhealthful ones out of the way. So you’ll find that your new way of eating is actually more satisfying than the way you are eating now. As you’ll see, this is built in to the Kickstart program.


You now have two powerful keys for appetite control. By (1) sticking with high-fiber foods—that means healthful plant-based foods—and (2) avoiding fatty foods, you are likely to experience powerful and continued weight loss. You don’t need to bother with counting calories, portions, or anything else. You’re eating delicious food, and having as much as you want. And the calories take care of themselves.


Tricking Your Brain


Let’s look at two breakfasts:




	One consists of two fried eggs, two strips of bacon, buttered toast, and hash browns.


	The other is whole wheat pancakes topped with blueberries and maple syrup, with two strips of veggie bacon.




Which breakfast has more calories?


If you guessed that the pancake breakfast must be loaded with calories, think again. At 484 calories, it has about 50 calories less than the egg-and-bacon breakfast (535 calories). And it has no cholesterol at all, unlike the egg-and-bacon breakfast, which has 452 milligrams of cholesterol—an astronomical amount.


If you’d like an even lower-calorie breakfast, go with old-fashioned oatmeal, along with two slices of toast, and you’ll get only 440 calories.


The idea is not to actually track the calories, of course. These are just illustrations to show that when you pick foods that are high in fiber and low in fat, you may think you’re getting tons of calories, but in reality these are low-calorie foods.


Okay, how about lunch? Let’s say you’re pressed for time and are stopping in at a Burger King. You can choose the chicken sandwich or the BK veggie burger, hold the cheese and mayo. How do they compare?


Like day and night. The chicken sandwich has 643 calories. The veggie burger is just as filling, but has only 340 calories. And it has six grams of fiber, compared with only two in the chicken sandwich.


For dinner, let’s compare three different options:




	Grilled salmon, baked potato with margarine, and green beans.


	Pork chop, mashed potatoes with gravy, and corn.


	Spinach lasagna, garden salad, and crusty Italian bread.




Each one of these is a typical dinner, and they would all fill you up. But here’s how they compare: The salmon dinner has 434 calories, and the pork chop dinner has 629. But the spinach lasagna dinner fills you up with only 285 calories.


Once again, I’ve revealed the calories in these foods just so you know what is happening inside your body. If you stick with the plant-based options and keep it low-fat, you don’t have to worry about calories ever again. They will take care of themselves. All you will notice is the beautiful change on the scale.


Which brings us back to Jean. She was luxuriating in blueberry pancakes with maple syrup, veggie sausage links, split-pea soup with toast, a garden salad, artichoke appetizer, garlic bread, spinach lasagna, steamed broccoli, and peach sorbet, and wondering how in heaven’s name it was possible to eat so much and still lose weight.


It’s just a miracle, I might have said. But the numbers tell the real story. When I took out my calculator, her entire day’s meals—delicious and filling as they were—barely reached twelve hundred calories.


So, bottom line: This is not rocket science. It is basic biology. High-fiber, low-fat foods make you feel like you’re pigging out. You’ll love the taste, and will lean back, slapping your belly with satisfaction. But you’ll notice that your belly is shrinking, practically before your very eyes.


Smart choices signal your brain that you are satisfied. And weight loss is essentially automatic.




Does This Mean No Fat?


A low-fat diet is not a no-fat diet. There are traces of natural oils in vegetables, beans, and fruits, and these fats are important for health. Some people add other sources of healthful omega-3 (“good”) fats, such as walnuts, flaxseeds or flax oil, or soy products. And some researchers have found health benefits to having a small serving of nuts each day, despite the fact that nuts are very fatty. The idea is that nuts are heart-healthy and may even prevent arrhythmias—disorders of the heartbeat.


My advice is to be cautious with these foods. They can easily impart enough fat to your menu to bring your weight loss to a grinding halt. Rather than using nuts and seeds as snack foods (where it is so easy to go overboard), you might use them as condiments or in sauces, limiting them to about an ounce or so (about one modest handful) each day.






If You Need Extra Power


Okay, so you are ramping up your fiber, and you’re avoiding fatty foods. Those two steps are very powerful for appetite control. The guidelines, menus, and recipes in this book put these simple keys to work so you will feel naturally satisfied with the foods you eat and will lose weight easily.


Even so, some people need a bit more help. They find that temptations and cravings sometimes get them in their grip. It can be an uncomfortable feeling, to say the least.


Why do cravings happen? Well, some foods have specific chemical properties that make them almost addictive—rather like drugs. Other times, cravings have nothing to do with the food in front of you; rather, the cravings are triggered by a drop in your blood sugar.


Let me show you what is going on and give you two more keys that will give you extra power if you need it.


Key 3. Use the Glycemic Index


If you could monitor how much sugar is in your blood minute by minute, you would notice something striking: It is a roller coaster. Your blood sugar goes up. It goes down. It fluctuates even when you haven’t eaten anything at all.


Now, your brain runs on sugar—that is, glucose. And when your blood sugar starts to run low, your brain reacts immediately. Like a highway motorist whose gas gauge is well into the “E” zone and is frantically looking for a gas station—any gas station—your brain goes bananas when your blood sugar runs low. Your appetite ramps up, your nerves will be on edge, and like it or not you are going to eat something—anything—to get your blood sugar back up. Your body insists on it.


A plunging blood sugar sparks overeating.


It turns out that this whole scenario starts with food. That is, certain foods cause blood sugar swings. White bread, for example, causes your blood sugar to rise quickly. And what goes up must come down. As your blood sugar descends, it can sometimes fall too low, triggering your appetite. And that causes the whole cycle to start again, with more rising and falling blood sugar.


Junk food can wreak havoc with your blood sugar, which in turn affects your appetite. While some people eat white bread and occasional sugary foods with no problem at all, others end up with a roller-coaster blood sugar and continual cravings. However you are affected, the answer is very simple: Use the glycemic index.


The glycemic index, or GI, is an ingenious system for rating the effect foods have on blood sugar. Some foods, like white bread, make your blood sugar climb rapidly. So these are referred to as high-GI foods. In contrast, beans have much less effect on blood sugar. They are a low-GI food.


The glycemic index was invented in 1981 by David Jenkins, a pioneering physician and researcher at the University of Toronto. Today research teams around the world test the GI values of various foods. And if you have food cravings, low-GI foods are your best friends. They tend to smooth out your blood sugar, reducing cravings. Going low-GI is also helpful for people with diabetes or high triglycerides.


So which foods have a low GI? Many books and websites provide complicated lists showing you the GI values for many different foods. But let me simplify things:


Especially good low-GI choices include beans, peas, lentils, most fruits, pasta, and all green, yellow, and orange vegetables. The main high-GI foods, and healthier replacements, are shown in the chart below.






	HIGH-GI FOODS

	LOW-GI REPLACEMENTS






	Sugar

	Most fruits





	Wheat breads (white or whole wheat)

	Rye or pumpernickel breads





	White potatoes

	Yams or sweet potatoes





	Most cold cereals

	Oatmeal and bran cereals







It might surprise you to see white and whole wheat bread lumped together. Whole wheat is much better, of course, from the standpoint of fiber. Whole wheat retains its fiber, while white bread has had its fiber stripped away. But both types have about the same effect on blood sugar. Both have a much higher GI than rye or pumpernickel bread.


And you might also be surprised to see that pasta has a low GI. Even though white bread and white pasta are both made from flour, white bread has a high GI and pasta is much lower.


Let me explain what’s going on: Bread is made by combining flour, water, and yeast. Yeast, of course, causes dough to rise by creating many tiny air pockets. When you eat bread, stomach acid and digestive enzymes rush into those air pockets, quickly breaking the bread apart and releasing the natural sugars it contains.


Pasta is not made with yeast, so it does not rise. It remains compacted. No matter how much you chew it, it never breaks apart as easily as white bread. So that’s really all there is to it: One food sends sugar into your bloodstream quickly, while the other does not.


At the University of Sydney in Australia, Jennie Brand-Miller has developed a comprehensive website devoted to the glycemic index, along with reliable values for the GI of many foods. You’ll find it at www.glycemicindex.com.


Key 4. Treat Problem Foods Like Addictions


Les attended a lecture I gave in Chicago. He arrived early and asked if we could talk for a few minutes. He said that he already knew what healthy foods were. His problem was cravings. Every evening, around eight or nine o’clock, he had an intense craving for sugar, and especially chocolate. As cravings kicked in, he became a passenger while his stomach led him to his car for a trip to a convenience store, where he often bought one or two chocolate bars, along with a soda, and gulped it all down. He told himself that he would soon be asleep and he didn’t really need his late-night binge. But he was not in control. So, his question was, is this a food addiction, and what could he possibly do about it?


It’s true that some foods seem to call our names more loudly than others. Sugar and chocolate, for example. We don’t eat them because we are hungry; we eat them because, for some reason, they are sending us a very insistent message.


For some people, it’s cheese. For a surprising number of people, this is the one food that—damn the fat and calories—they just cannot live without.


For other people, men especially, a big chunk of meat is the food that makes them ignore their cardiologist’s pleadings.


Let’s face it: No one ever went to a convenience store at nine at night to buy cauliflower—or apples, oranges, or split-pea soup, for that matter. And no one ever said, “I’m so mad, I’m going to steam some green beans!” or “I’m feeling lonely; I’ll go peel a grapefruit.” These foods just don’t hit the brain the same way that sugar, chocolate, cheese, and meat do.
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