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PART I




INTRODUCTION
















CHAPTER 1




THE TWO MEALS A DAY LIFESTYLE



Thank you for your interest in this cookbook and in the passionate pursuit of healthful living! I am pleased to connect with you on the subject of eating delicious food. After all, it’s one of the great pleasures of life, and it seems to be marginalized these days. The convenience of purchasing fast food to fuel a fast-paced lifestyle has become the cultural norm, and we have virtually forgotten the ancestral traditions of even the most recent generations. For those genuinely interested in eating nutritious, home-cooked meals, the controversy and confusion over what constitutes a healthy diet can be incredibly frustrating and discouraging. In Two Meals a Day, and this companion cookbook, I attempt to cut through all that noise and focus on a simple strategy that will maximize the nutrient density of your diet, help you efficiently drop excess body fat, and eat in a way that is enjoyable and sustainable forever.


Here’s what is exciting about a Two Meals a Day lifestyle: it does not require the pain, suffering, and sacrifice that we have come to associate with restrictive diets and weight loss programs. Because you are ditching toxic modern foods and eating delicious meals that truly nourish your body at the cellular level, you always feel satisfied and naturally energetic, and maintain stable appetite, mood, and cognitive function all day long. This is true whether or not you eat regular meals! When you become an expert at burning body fat (and making ketones in the liver as needed), you will no longer be dependent on regular feedings of dietary carbohydrates as your primary source of energy. Carbohydrate dependency is a wholly modern affliction that drives all manner of disease and decline in modern life.


As you can learn from thousands of success stories published on my health information website, MarksDailyApple.com, losing weight and keeping it off is all about hormone optimization—escaping carbohydrate dependency and becoming what I like to call a fat-burning beast.


The idea that you can reach and maintain your ideal body composition while indulging in the lavish recipes contained in this book (and in many other ancestral-inspired cookbooks—see the Resources and Suggested Reading section), without worrying about portion control or painstakingly tracking macros, and without having to crush yourself working out, might seem too good to be true. But emerging science is validating that hormone optimization prevails over the traditional “starve and exercise” approach to fat reduction that has been a decades-long dismal failure. You see, when you try to lose fat by eating fewer calories and burning more calories, the body’s compensatory homeostatic mechanisms will override your valiant efforts and push you back toward your so-called set point for body composition. After you pound the pedals at a 6 a.m. Peloton ride, you are triggered—both consciously and subconsciously—to consume more calories and burn less energy for the rest of the day. If you dutifully restrict portion sizes on a regimented diet, you’ll become less energetic and burn fewer calories, quickly adjusting to your new eating patterns without dropping any fat.


Over the long run, no amount of discipline or willpower can compete with these powerful hormonal and genetic drives. Recent books, such as Dr. Jason Fung’s The Obesity Code and Dr. Herman Pontzer’s Burn, have validated this concept, known as the compensation theory. Large-scale studies, like the Women’s Health Initiative Dietary Modification Trial with fifty thousand women, have proven the folly of trying to bring about fat loss by calorie control. Subjects were predicted to lose thirty-two pounds of fat per year with diligent dietary modification, but after seven years of adhering to the program, the members of the group weighed virtually the same as when they started!


So, if pain, suffering, and sacrifice don’t work, what are the real secrets to reducing excess body fat and keeping it off—and feeling healthy, happy, and energetic at the same time? Welcome to the Two Meals a Day lifeway! Although the essence of this eating strategy is to eat less frequently and choose the most nutritious foods, you cannot achieve a dietary transformation without adopting an assortment of complementary lifestyle factors, including fitness, sleep, and stress management. You see, hormone optimization and being a fat-burning beast are mostly about what you eat, but not entirely. A hectic, high-stress lifestyle of inadequate sleep, insufficient movement, poor fitness habits (exercising either too much or too little), or a flawed mindset can push you back in the direction of carbohydrate dependency and undisciplined eating habits.


Most of us have been deluded into believing that eating regular, grain-based, high-carbohydrate meals and snacks is aligned with health and vitality. You know, the all-American oatmeal and orange juice breakfast, a chicken sandwich with lettuce and tomato on wheat bread for lunch, low-fat energy bars in your snack drawer for a quick afternoon boost, and whole-grain pasta for dinner. Oh, and maybe some low-fat frozen yogurt for dessert. This menu doesn’t sound too unhealthy in comparison to chomping French fries and guzzling soda, but we have to backpedal even further to unwind flawed programming and discover the truth about healthful eating. It is only since the advent of civilization around ten thousand years ago that humans have had ready access to high-carbohydrate foods. The hunter-gatherer lifestyle was a different story, and we were forced to become fat burners to adapt to the harsh “survival of the fittest” realities of primal life.


When we mainline processed carbohydrates and seed oils through most of our waking hours, we abuse the body’s extremely delicate metabolic and hormonal functions that were designed to stabilize mood, energy, appetite, and cognitive function. Surprising as it may seem thanks to our deep immersion in carbohydrate-dependency dogma, humans can thrive without regular meals and snacks, and without today’s wildly excessive carbohydrate intake in comparison to traditional Homo sapiens hunter-gatherer eating patterns.


Sugary beverages, snacks, and meals supply quick energy to the brain and muscles, but compared to fat, they are dirty-burning fuel sources. Fat, both from diet and from stores in the body, burns more cleanly through the utilization of mitochondria, the energy-producing power plants located inside most of your cells. When you consume lots of processed carbs (which are converted into glucose when ingested), you then produce lots of insulin to stabilize your blood glucose levels, which triggers system-wide inflammation and oxidative stress. These conditions are greatly exacerbated by the routine consumption of refined high polyunsaturated industrial seed oils like canola or soybean, which have toxic effects in the body and promote insulin resistance independent of excess carb intake. Oxidation and inflammation are widely regarded to be the root causes of all manner of disease, dysfunction, and accelerated aging. The high-carb intake, high-insulin production energy roller coaster is also perceived by your primal genes to be a stressful event with life-or-death consequences. Low blood sugar makes for an unproductive afternoon at the office but could have indeed spelled death during primal times. Hence, your eating patterns prompt a chronic overstimulation of the delicate fight-or-flight response, leading to the disturbingly common modern affliction of burnout.


It’s critical to make an immediate, all-out effort to escape carbohydrate dependency and develop the holy grail of health attributes that I call metabolic flexibility. This describes the ability to burn a variety of fuel sources to meet your precise energy needs at any given time, with the emphasis on stored body fat as your primary energy source. This approach to eating is aligned with our human genetic expectations for health—after all, it is our ability to gracefully burn fat (as well as store fat!) that drove 2.5 million years of human evolution.


To compare carb dependency with metabolic flexibility, it may be helpful to envision two different campfires. Carbohydrates burn like twigs and wadded-up newspaper. You get an instant big flame (sugar spike), with lots of smoke (free radicals generated by burning calories without the protective benefits of mitochondria, as well as from the chronic overproduction of insulin). You have to constantly add more kindling (frequent meals and snacking) to sustain the fire. A fat- and ketone-burning beast has done the necessary work to make a beautiful campfire with big logs (stored body fat), glowing with warmth and burning cleanly (thanks to mitochondria) for hours without requiring much attention. This is why the fat burner enjoys peak physical and cognitive function even when skipping meals or significantly restricting carbs.
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Glucose is like kindling on a campfire: it burns quick and dirty (free radicals) and needs frequent replenishment to keep the fire burning. In contrast, fat burns cleanly (mitochondria), like big logs supplying steady heat for a long time, and with no smoke.








THE SISSON STANCE


At MarksDailyApple.com and on my social media accounts, my team and I field thousands of questions every week about all aspects of healthy living and the material I publish. The most common questions are along the lines of where I stand on dietary strategy and how to succeed with fat reduction. Whether it’s politics, corporate brands, favorite sports teams, or dietary patterns, we often seek black and white answers to gain simple, on-the-go understanding from which to form fixed and rigid beliefs that we’ll carry for a lifetime. When it comes to all aspects of healthy living, I think we can all benefit from taking a few steps back from this folly of black and white thinking to embrace a more mindful, nuanced, and thoughtful approach.


While the high-tech age allows us to exchange ideas and information more quickly and efficiently than at any other time in human history, we also face some novel challenges. Many healthy-living enthusiasts have plenty of awareness and knowledge of the basics, but as we further refine our approaches, things tend to get confusing, complicated, and overwhelming. Heck, athletics, fitness, diet, and nutritional science have been my obsession and avocation for decades, and I frequently feel confused and overwhelmed!


Although millions trust me as a health expert and ancestral movement leader, I’ve made a firm commitment to avoid forming or communicating fixed and rigid beliefs regarding health. Instead, I strive to maintain an open mind at all times, think critically, and dig as deeply as possible to get the real story from the most respected and scientifically validated resources. When presented with compelling science and anecdotal data or both, I have no problem revising some of my long-standing positions and recommendations. Indeed, I’ve rarely if ever been criticized for being wishy-washy or for flip-flopping; rather, I regularly receive appreciation for being flexible instead of heavy-handed. We’re all doing the best we can on our collective journey toward optimal health, and we must never forget that personal preference and the overarching goal of enjoying life must surpass dogma every time.


Some recent examples of my evolution in dietary philosophy came with the emergence of the ketogenic diet around 2017, and the carnivore diet in 2019. I extensively studied the findings of keto research pioneers like Dr. Dom D’Agostino and Dr. Peter Attia, and wrote one of the first comprehensive books on the subject, The Keto Reset Diet (2017). However, as keto quickly exploded in popularity, I maintained a healthy distance from the hype and misappropriation of the science that emerged and continues to this day in the form of ridiculous weight loss pills and keto crash diets—all done in pursuit of instant results. I contend that keto is a fantastic tool to help heal from metabolic damage caused by decades of eating a high-carbohydrate diet, but it’s not necessary to adhere to the strict ketogenic macronutrient guidelines over the long term.


While many experts initially dismissed, and continue to dismiss, the carnivore diet as an extreme and potentially dangerous fringe practice, I became increasingly intrigued by the compelling message from movement leaders like Dr. Paul Saladino and Dr. Shawn Baker. Dr. Saladino, a board-certified psychiatrist, functional medicine practitioner, and author of The Carnivore Code, explains that plants contain natural toxins, or antigens, that they manufacture to ward off predators such as garden pests. For many, consuming plant toxins comes with an assortment of undesirable side effects. These include common digestion and elimination issues such as gas, bloating, flatulence, and diarrhea, but extend to all manner of autoimmune and inflammatory issues throughout the body. Gluten sensitivities and peanut allergies are some of the most prominent examples of plant reactivity, but adverse reactions happening at a subclinical level can add up to chronic inflammation when plants are consumed routinely. Unfortunately, we have been socialized to believe that plant consumption is obligatory for health, and that common adverse reactions are normal and perhaps a fair price to pay in exchange for nutritional benefits. It may be useful to consider the flatulence from eating beans or the bloated abdomen after drinking a super-nutrition green smoothie in a different light—as not normal or necessary but as adverse side effects from consuming these foods.
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The carnivore argument compelled me to make some experimental modifications to my own longtime eating patterns, including challenging my fixed belief that vegetables are an essential dietary centerpiece. There is mounting evidence that an animal-based eating strategy can prompt incredible health transformations in longtime autoimmune and inflammatory condition sufferers, improve dietary nutrient density, and be an effective method of dropping excess body fat. The starting point with carnivore-style eating is to restrict consumption of all plant foods for at least thirty days and look for improvement with nagging health conditions, boosts in energy, focus, and mood, or success with fat reduction. Over time, you can experiment with adding the plant foods that have the least toxins, like raw honey, avocados, fresh berries, and sweet potatoes. Those with minimal sensitivities can add more plant foods as desired, always monitoring for any adverse reactions.


With the emphasis on nutrient-dense animal foods—such as sustainable land animals, oily cold-water fish, pastured eggs, the “nose-to-tail” cuisine such as organ meats and bone broth that is sorely lacking in the modern diet—along with the elimination of often problematic foods in the grain, legume, leafy green, and cruciferous vegetable categories, carnivore enthusiasts report improvements in assorted conditions, including the “leaky gut syndrome” that is being increasingly recognized as the root cause of many health problems. The rationale here is that meat and most other animal foods have few if any allergenic or toxin concerns for most people. In contrast, virtually all plant foods contain natural toxins that individuals may be sensitive to. This is why we have to soak, sprout, ferment, or cook most plant foods to render them edible. Some carnivore enthusiasts, like bestselling author Dr. Jordan Peterson and his daughter Mikhaila, thrive on a strict meat-only diet. Others can succeed with a carnivore-ish pattern in which the least toxic plant foods are integrated into the program. At the very least, if you have nagging conditions in the digestive tract or elsewhere, a thirty-day plant restriction experiment is warranted. Visit MeatRx.com to read hundreds of success stories attributed to the carnivore diet.


If you balk at the concept of restricting the colorful bounty from the plant kingdom in the name of health, note that progressive health enthusiasts are gaining a greater understanding and appreciation for the cutting-edge concept that there are redundant pathways to achieve the antioxidant and phytonutrient benefits provided by plants. Hormesis is the term for a brief, natural stressor (aka hormetic stressor) that delivers a net positive adaptive benefit. For example, fasting starves your cells of energy, prompting reactions such as making new mitochondria. Redundant pathways mean there are many ways to get an antioxidant boost besides drinking a freshly squeezed vegetable and fruit smoothie (and the accompanying megadose of sugar and plant toxins). The same antioxidant pathways that are activated by ingesting colorful berries (plant hormesis) are also activated by a cold plunge, a sauna session, or a period of fasting. The latter are examples of environmental hormesis.


My lifelong adherence to a high-carbohydrate, grain-based diet definitely came with some disastrous side effects that I was unaware of for decades. As an elite athlete obsessed with peak performance, I always chose the supposed best whole grains like brown rice and whole-wheat bread. I pounded organic nonfat yogurt, skim milk, and low-fat frozen yogurt, and snacked on the most natural and nutritious energy bars. Little did I know at the time, my devotion to conventional wisdom dietary recommendations was destroying my health. My extreme sensitivity to gluten and other natural plant toxins in assorted grains and legumes tore apart my digestive tract, resulting in chronic, systemwide inflammation and an assortment of autoimmune conditions. Fortunately, nothing was serious enough to require prescription drugs or hospital visits. However, I suffered silently and routinely with what has finally been validated by medical science as leaky gut syndrome. I endured persistent gas, bloating, and transient digestive pain for so long that feeling this way came to represent my “normal.” My digestive sensitivities combined with the impact trauma of running 100 miles a week gave me leaky pipes to the extent that I literally had to design my running routes around restroom locations. I suffered from osteoarthritis in my feet and severe tendonitis in my hips, and experienced six or more upper respiratory tract infections a year. The aforementioned gastrointestinal maladies became severe when I was under periods of extra stress to the extent that they greatly compromised my enjoyment of life.


I’m sure glad I had an open mind to the novel and widely disparaged concept of the Paleolithic diet when it first emerged around the year 2000. When I cut all grains and seed oils out of my diet, I experienced immediate relief from decades-long suffering. This ranged from the front-and-center digestive issues all the way to corrections in weird conditions like arthritis in my hands when I played golf. Some twenty years into my ancestral health journey, I can honestly say I feel healthier and more energetic in my late sixties than when I was a world-class marathoner and triathlete in my twenties. While I have never detected any sensitivity to the toxins present in leafy greens or cruciferous vegetables, I have made a significant shift into what might be characterized as an animal-based diet with a sensible, but not essential, inclusion of plants. In plain speak, I’ve traded my legendary midday Sisson Bigass Salad for a midday Bigass Steak. This is mostly in the name of improving dietary nutrient density and avoiding possible subclinical plant sensitivities, as well as acknowledging that our need to consume plants for antioxidant benefits can be replaced via my sauna, sprinting, and cold plunging habits.


Another tenet I adhere to is to always honor the big picture of developing and honing metabolic flexibility through eating nutrient-dense foods, ditching junk food, doing intense workouts, increasing everyday movement, and prioritizing sleep. Certainly, we can add specific, well-executed dietary strategies like primal, Paleo, keto, or carnivore to this list, as well as precise protocols for fasting and compressed eating windows. After all, anything that introduces restriction and selectivity into the free-for-all of readily available processed foods is a positive! I also believe it’s okay to stray from the narrow path now and then to have fun and enjoy life. For example, my extended family gathers for vacation at a different foreign venue each summer. Part of the fun is dining out together and exploring the unique offerings of local cuisine. I assure you that there are no continuous glucose monitors or ketone blood strips happening on these trips, and I consume all kinds of fun foods that I would never integrate into my day-to-day dietary choices.


Hopefully, my story of ongoing dietary evolution will convince you to avoid drifting into rigid patterns, dogma, or a high-stress attitude toward eating. Instead, strive to maintain an open mind and a willingness to continually experiment and refine your optimal eating strategy. Remember, with the Two Meals a Day lifeway, you have the flexibility to honor your taste preferences, optimize your diet for special fitness goals, and change course if you experience health disturbances that you suspect are related to certain foods and food groups. Perhaps most importantly, it’s imperative to avoid such a tightly wound approach to eating that the process becomes stressful. The term orthorexia refers to an unhealthy fixation on eating correctly, and it has become a significant concern among serious health enthusiasts. While it’s critical to establish firm commitments and distinct boundaries with your food choices in today’s processed food world, don’t drift overboard into rigidity, obsession, or perfection.


I’m continually amused at the reaction I get from readers when I volunteer that I occasionally enjoy a slice of fresh baked bread dipped in cold-pressed olive oil and balsamic vinegar at a fine restaurant, add a pinch of sugar to my morning coffee, or enjoy homemade chocolate mousse or cheesecake at a birthday celebration. I have to reiterate that metabolic flexibility pertains not only to being skilled at fasting and burning stored body fat, but also to enjoying an occasional indulgence gracefully, then getting back to basics the next day.


On that note, make it count when you decide to indulge by choosing the absolute highest-quality products and appreciating the experience completely—no guilt or negative self-talk allowed! Choose a chemical-free, dry-farmed wine (visit DryFarmWines.com for details) when you want to imbibe. Source artisanal, bean-to-bar, Fair Trade dark chocolate instead of mass-produced brands that support child labor (check Askinosie.com for an award-winning chocolate maker that shares profits with its equatorial farmers). By all means enjoy that hot apple pie fresh out of the oven when visiting Grandma. An occasional indulgence is significantly different from keeping your home environment stocked with nutrient-deficient, processed junk foods and consuming them mindlessly after an exhausting day. While I allow for little indulges here and there, I also have a firm policy of never eating anything that I don’t absolutely enjoy. If there are no outstanding options available, as often happens when traveling, I take the opportunity to hone my metabolic flexibility through fasting. If you ever feel overwhelmed about all the nuances and sophistication of reaching ever-higher levels of healthful shopping, cooking, and eating, rest assured that most of your benefits will come from simply eradicating the Big Three toxic modern foods (more on this in the next chapter). Stay focused, stay positive, get right back on track after departures, and don’t stress about it.
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CHAPTER 2




NINE TENETS TO SUCCEED WITH TWO MEALS A DAY



I encourage you to read Two Meals a Day for a comprehensive presentation on all aspects of healthful eating and complementary lifestyle practices, but I believe you can get the essence of this way of life by carefully reviewing and “owning” the following nine compelling tenets from the book.



1. DITCH THE “BIG THREE” TOXIC MODERN FOODS


The most important and urgent dietary modification is to eliminate what I call the Big Three toxic modern foods: refined sugars, grains, and industrial seed oils. You will find these offensive ingredients in most packaged, processed, and frozen foods in the supermarket, and in most convenience store and fast-food offerings. You can experience an amazing health transformation by eliminating these foods, which promote insulin resistance, inhibit the burning of body fat, and encourage carbohydrate dependency. Cleaning up your diet is the mandatory first step to escaping the epidemic disease patterns of obesity, metabolic syndrome, and type 2 diabetes. Don’t pass Go and don’t bother with any other details until you clean up your diet.


You’ve probably been exposed to plenty of information about the destructive effects of sugar and grains, but refined high polyunsaturated industrial seed oils, aka vegetable oils, deserve special scrutiny and disciplined elimination. Seed oils are extracted from the raw materials of corn, cottonseed, safflower, soybean, sunflower, and rapeseed (from which canola oil is derived). Unlike naturally oily olives, avocados, and coconut, which easily yield healthful and temperature-stable oils for cooking and eating, seeds don’t easily yield oil. So, seed oils must be extracted using harsh chemical solvents and high-temperature processing methods. This results in oxidative damage to the product, damage that is greatly exacerbated when the oil is heated for cooking or used in making assorted baked, processed, packaged, or frozen food products.


These toxic agents are present in a variety of modern foods, particularly the bottled cooking oils that we were urged to switch to decades ago by flawed science and marketing propaganda inaccurately vilifying saturated fats. You’ll also find seed oils prevalent in restaurant meals—not just fast food but also entrees cooked in these inexpensive oils at not only mid-level but also fine restaurants. Scrutinize labels and you’ll find seed oils in all manner of packaged, frozen, and processed meals—from specialty ice creams to nearly all commercial salad dressings.


Seed oils are ingested and integrated into healthy fat cells, where they inflict immediate damage at the DNA level. Dr. Cate Shanahan, widely regarded as a leading crusader against seed oils, and author of Deep Nutrition, Food Rules, and The Fatburn Fix, explains that the level of destruction caused by these free radical–laden agents makes them “literally no different than eating radiation.” Consuming these processed oils, aka Franken fats, on a regular basis inhibits your ability to burn stored body fat. For this reason, Shanahan and other experts contend that seed oils are the leading cause of insulin resistance, even more so than the high carbohydrate consumption that drives excess insulin production. Refined grains and sugars are objectionable as well, but as bestselling author of Boundless, extreme endurance athlete, and biohacking king Ben Greenfield explains, “With sugar, at least you can burn those calories off through hard exercise. Not so with industrial seed oils.” When these toxic oils interfere with your ability to burn stored body fat, your system is compelled to obtain energy from dietary carbohydrates. Resolve to immediately eliminate these oils and all the nasty processed food that’s made with them from your diet.


Immediately purge from your fridge and pantry the following offensive foods and food categories, and avoid consuming them when dining out:




[image: image] INDUSTRIAL SEED OILS: Bottled cooking oils (canola, cottonseed, corn, soybean, safflower, sunflower, and anything identified as “vegetable oil” or “vegetable shortening”); condiments with those oils listed on their labels (includes most mayonnaise, salad dressing, sauces, and dips, unless proudly stated otherwise on the label); margarines, buttery spreads, and sprays (Smart Balance, Promise, I Can’t Believe It’s Not Butter); deep-fried fast food; packaged and frozen baked goods; and most restaurant meals (ask them to cook your entree in butter instead of oil!).


[image: image] SWEETS AND TREATS: Bakery and pastry shop fare, candy and candy bars, cake, cheesecake, cookies, cupcakes, doughnuts, frozen desserts (ice cream bars, ice pops, and others), frozen yogurt, ice cream, milk chocolate, and pie.


[image: image] SWEETENERS: All artificial sweeteners (NutraSweet, Sweet’N Low, Splenda, and others), agave products, brown sugar, cane sugar, evaporated cane juice, fructose, high-fructose corn syrup, honey, molasses, powdered sugar, raw sugar, table sugar, and all syrups.


[image: image] SWEETENED BEVERAGES: Designer coffees (mochas, blended iced-coffee drinks); energy drinks (Red Bull, Rockstar, Monster Energy); bottled, fresh-squeezed, and refrigerated juices (acai, apple, grape, orange, pomegranate, Naked Juice, Odwalla, Nantucket Nectars, Ocean Spray, V8); overly sweetened kombucha drinks (read the labels—some are low in sugar, but most are not); sweetened almond, oat, rice, soy, and other nondairy milks (look for unsweetened); powdered drink mixes (chai-flavored, coffee-flavored, hot chocolate, lemonade, iced tea); soft drinks and diet soft drinks; tonic water; sports performance drinks (Gatorade, Powerade, Vitaminwater); sweet cocktails (daiquiri, eggnog, margarita); sugary cocktail mixes; and sweetened teas (AriZona, Honest Tea, Pure Leaf, Snapple).


[image: image] GRAINS: Cereal, corn, pasta, rice, and wheat; bread and flour products (baguettes, crackers, croissants, Danishes, doughnuts, graham crackers, muffins, pizza, pretzels, rolls, saltines, tortillas, Triscuit, Wheat Thins); breakfast foods (Cream of Wheat, French toast, granola, grits, oatmeal, pancakes, waffles); chips (corn, potato, tortilla); cooking grains (amaranth, barley, bulgur, couscous, millet, rye); and puffed snacks (Cheetos, Goldfish, Pirate’s Booty, popcorn, rice cakes).


[image: image] BAKING INGREDIENTS: Cornmeal, cornstarch, and corn syrup; evaporated milk and condensed milk; flours made with wheat; gluten; starch; and yeast.


[image: image] CONDIMENTS: Review labels of condiments, sauces, spreads, and toppings. Discard those that contain sweeteners and seed oils and choose alternative products in categories such as ketchup, mayonnaise, salad dressing, and barbecue sauce (my Primal Kitchen products are made with an avocado oil base and are free from offensive ingredients); avoid all jams, jellies, and preserves (even all-fruit, no-sugar-added offerings).


[image: image] DAIRY PRODUCTS: Processed (American) cheese and cheese spreads (Velveeta); ice cream; nonfat and low-fat milks and yogurts; all other low-fat, high-carbohydrate dairy products; all nonorganic dairy products.


[image: image] FAST FOODS: Burgers, chicken sandwiches, fish fillets, french fries, hot dogs, onion rings, chimichangas, chalupas, churros, all deep-fried foods, and most everything offered at traditional fast-food establishments across the developed world. Note: Numerous modern fast-food chains offer much better choices than what’s available at the typical burger joint. Chipotle and other “fresh Mex” offerings are good examples.


[image: image] LOW-QUALITY FOODS ON THE ANCESTRAL LIST (SEE BELOW): Conventionally raised meat and poultry from feedlot operations (choose grass-fed beef, pasture-raised fowl, heritage breed pork, and wild-caught fish instead—details in the next section); packaged meat products, such as smoked, cured, and nitrate-treated bacon; bologna, ham, hot dogs, gas-station jerky laden with preservatives, pepperoni, salami, and sausage (search for less-processed options in these categories, free from nitrates and other chemicals and preservatives); nonorganic eggs, milk, and other dairy products (choose those that come from pasture-raised animals and are sustainably harvested, or at least certified organic); nonorganic produce with a high pesticide risk (those with difficult-to-wash or edible skins, such as leafy greens and berries); produce out of season or transported from distant origins (fresh local summer berries, thumbs-up; big-box-store pineapples and mangoes in wintertime, thumbs-down); nuts, seeds, and nut butters processed with oils or covered in sugary coatings; most farmed fish and imported fish (especially farmed Atlantic salmon).




2. EMPHASIZE ANCESTRAL FOODS


Humans evolved to digest an incredible variety of colorful, wholesome, nutrient-dense plants, animals, and even insects. While there are genetic variations that influence whether you struggle or thrive on certain foods, we are incredibly resilient when it comes to obtaining the nutrition and the caloric energy we need from what’s available in our environment. While I strongly support personal preference as the driving force in your dietary choices, we must always honor our human genetic expectations for health and choose from the natural plant and animal foods that fueled human evolution for 2.5 million years: meat, fish, fowl, eggs, vegetables, fruits, nuts, and seeds. You can add certain healthful modern foods to your options, including organic high-fat dairy products and high cacao percentage dark chocolate. From this broad list, you can certainly exclude foods you don’t enjoy and emphasize foods and meals that you have discovered through trial and error to work well for you. Here is how to choose wisely in each category:


Meat and Fowl


All the objections to eating meat can be mitigated by sourcing local, sustainable, grass-fed, or certified organic meat whenever possible. In contrast, mass-produced feedlot animals are raised in objectionable environmental and health conditions, and given hormones, pesticides, and antibiotics to prevent illness and increase yield in crowded, unsanitary, polluting environments.


The ideal choice is a local animal that was 100 percent grass-fed or pasture-raised. Get familiar with your nearby farmers’ markets, natural-foods grocers, and food co-ops. Explore specialty butchers and international markets for variation beyond the mainstays (cow, pig, chicken, turkey), such as lamb, buffalo or bison, and venison. These animals were more likely to be grass-fed and sustainably harvested. If your local options are limited, there are many great internet resources, including ButcherBox.com, ThriveMarket.com, USWellnessMeats.com, and WildIdeaBuffalo.com. (See Resources for more.)


Fish


Fish and other marine life have been a centerpiece of the human diet for millennia and rank among the most nutrient-dense foods on earth. Seafood is a fantastic source of omega-3 fatty acids (especially the hard-to-find DHA and EPA types) and contains a broad spectrum of vitamins, minerals, and antioxidants. Oily, cold-water “SMASH” fish (sardines, mackerel, anchovies, wild-caught salmon, and herring) have the highest omega-3 values and overall health benefits and are quite affordable. The shellfish family (clams, crab, crayfish, lobster, mussels, oysters, shrimp, scallops) is also highly regarded for its unique and potent nutritional offerings. The high zinc content in oysters boosts testosterone and dopamine, giving them a well-deserved reputation as an aphrodisiac. The widely popular canned tuna is nutritious and affordable; look for environmentally sensible brands. Be sure to expand your consumption of seafood to include the nutritional superstar seaweed—namely, kombu, kelp, nori, and wakame.


As with conventionally raised meat, selectivity is warranted with fish consumption. Avoid all packaged, processed, boxed, or frozen dinner preparations, especially breaded and deep-fried offerings. In general, strive to avoid most types of farmed fish, especially the predominantly farmed Atlantic salmon—it’s typically raised in cramped conditions with harmful food additives. Pass on fish imported from the Baltic Sea, Chile, and Asia because of concerns about polluted waters, chemical use, and long transport times. Avoid predatory fish (king mackerel, mahi-mahi, marlin, shark, swordfish, big tuna) because of their potentially high levels of mercury and other contaminants. Avoid fish that are endangered or caught by environmentally damaging methods (visit MontereyBayAquarium.org for details).


Eggs


Eggs are the original superfood—the essence of life—and deliver across-the-board nutritional benefits. Egg whites contain high-quality complete protein, while the yolks are a treasure trove of antioxidants, anti-inflammatory compounds, healthful omega-3 and saturated fats, and vitamins A, E, K2, B complex, and folate. Eggs are particularly high in choline, which boosts memory and cognition and supports cell maintenance and DNA synthesis.


Local, farm-fresh eggs sold by hobbyists or farmers’ market vendors are the premier choice, as these chickens enjoy an active and omnivorous outdoor lifestyle. Their diet of insects, lizards, worms, weeds, grasses, and seeds yields eggs with vastly superior nutrient density to those of feedlot chickens. Notice the vibrant orange yolks and rich taste for confirmation of higher omega-3 and other nutrients than in the dull yellow, watery yolks from feedlot chickens. Beyond a true local farm-fresh egg, strive to purchase cartons labeled “pasture-raised” and “certified humane” or “animal welfare approved.” USDA certified organic eggs are the next best option. Pastured eggs and organic eggs are in widespread distribution, so strive to avoid conventional eggs or those with unofficial designations like “natural diet,” “free-range,” or the like. Consider trying alternative eggs like duck, quail, or other animals outside the industrial food system.


Vegetables


Vegetables have high levels of antioxidants, flavonoids, carotenoids, and phytonutrients that help optimize metabolic, immune, and cellular functioning. They help protect the brain and the body from the ravages of aging and oxidative stress and help nourish healthful bacteria in your gut microbiome. Vegetables grown above ground (leafy greens, peppers, asparagus, tomatoes) and those in the cruciferous family (broccoli, cauliflower) are high in complex carbohydrates and low in starch, with abundant fiber and water content. Root vegetables (beets, carrots, onions, parsnips, rutabagas, sweet potatoes, turnips, yams) are grown in the ground, where they absorb high levels of antioxidants, vitamins, and iron from the soil, making them nutritional powerhouses. Their high starch content makes them a great choice for reloading glycogen after strenuous exercise. Root vegetables, along with fruits, are among the least toxic plant foods, making them a good choice for carnivore-style eaters looking to safely include plants and carbs in their meals. Avoid white varieties of potatoes, because they are starchier, highly glycemic, laden with pesticides, and less nutritious than potatoes with colored flesh.


Prioritize local, in-season, pesticide-free vegetables from farmers’ markets or natural-foods grocers. USDA certified organic is the next best choice. Insist on organic produce for vegetables with a large edible surface area (spinach, kale, leafy greens) or those whose skin is consumed, or difficult to wash (bell peppers, celery, cucumbers). Avoid vegetable juices, which are too concentrated in sugar. If you believe you may have sensitivity to the natural toxins contained in plants, evidenced by frequent gas, bloating, and digestive pain and chronic autoimmune or inflammatory conditions or both, avoid raw vegetables and consider further restrictions in pursuit of healing.


Fruit


Fruit is a great source of broad-spectrum antioxidants and micronutrients, but some selectivity is warranted if you are trying to shed excess body fat. Prioritize locally grown, pesticide-free, in-season fresh fruits. Berries, avocados, lemons, limes, and stone fruits (cherries, peaches, apricots) are the top choices, as they have the highest antioxidant values and the lowest glycemic values. On the flip side, strive to avoid eating fruit in the wintertime, avoid high-sugar dried fruits and dates, and try to de-emphasize the high-glycemic tropical fruits such as banana, mango, papaya, and pineapple.


Nuts, Seeds, and Their Derivative Butters


Nuts and seeds are nutritional powerhouses rich in protein, fatty acids, enzymes, antioxidants, phytonutrients, and abundant vitamins and minerals. Numerous large-scale dietary studies suggest that regular consumption of nuts, seeds, and their derivative butters significantly reduces the risk of heart disease, diabetes, and other health problems. These foods are extremely satiating and have been touted as an excellent snack option that will help ease the early stages of transition from carbohydrate dependency to metabolic flexibility. On the other hand, nuts and seeds are among the more problematic for food sensitivity and intolerance, and some complain that their caloric density can interfere with fat-reduction goals.


Be sure to find packaged nut options that are raw or dry-roasted, because many leading brands contain refined industrial seed oils that are used during processing. Read labels carefully! Consume fresh nuts within six months or store them in the freezer to extend shelf life. If the nuts you have on hand start to smell oily or rancid, or if they develop flecks on their surface, discard them. Don’t worry about obtaining organic nuts, because the protective shell negates pesticide concerns. Nut butters are gaining in popularity. If you can find the rare but decadent delicacies macadamia nut butter or coconut butter (Brad’s Macadamia Masterpiece has both, at BradVentures.com), they rank right up there with dark chocolate as a delicious, satisfying treat to replace your old sugary options. Single-serving nut butter packets are great for convenient energy on the go and are a perfect replacement for high-sugar sport gels.


High-Fat Dairy Products


Choose raw, fermented, unpasteurized, unsweetened, high-fat, low-carbohydrate, organic selections—including ghee and butter; full-fat cream, cottage cheese, and cream cheese; and raw or certified organic whole milk—from pasture-raised and grass-fed animals. You can also enjoy organic fermented dairy products, including cultured buttermilk, full-fat Greek yogurt, kefir, raw-milk cheese and aged cheese, and full-fat sour cream. Avoid all low-fat and nonfat milks, yogurts, cottage cheese, imitation dairy products (whipped cream, creamers), and frozen treats. Strive to consume only organic dairy products, because conventional dairy is laden with hormones, pesticides, and antibiotics. Even the routine homogenization and pasteurization of dairy products can cause digestive disturbances and reduce nutritional benefits. Dairy is a highly allergenic food category, so if you detect adverse inflammatory or autoimmune reactions, be sure to stick with raw, organic, high-fat, or fermented options.


Dark Chocolate


Dark chocolate is a delicious and nutritious treat with numerous health benefits and a low carbohydrate content. High cacao, bean-to-bar dark chocolate is one of the richest dietary sources of antioxidants (polyphenols, flavanols, catechins) and is teeming with phytonutrients and broad-spectrum minerals, including iron, chromium, copper, magnesium, and manganese. Dark chocolate also contains a powerful opioid peptide called phenylethylamine, aka the love drug. This hormone-like substance acts as an amplifier for numerous mood-elevating neurotransmitters such as dopamine, serotonin, and norepinephrine. Dark chocolate is the most prominent dietary source of an agent called theobromine, which has cardiovascular benefits; acts as a natural stimulant, appetite suppressant, and memory booster; and reduces inflammation. Epicatechin is another prominent flavonoid in dark chocolate that has been found to boost nitric oxide production, which improves arterial function.


Dark chocolate is labeled according to the percentage of ingredients, by weight, obtained from the cacao bean. A 100 percent cacao bar has no added sugar and a bitter taste. A milk chocolate or semisweet chocolate bar has tons of sugar and milk powder added, putting it in an entirely different food category than dark chocolate—that is, a sugar bomb! Strive to consume bars that are at least 70 percent cacao and acclimate over time to bars that are 85 percent or higher. Select only premium, handcrafted, artisan bars—look for designations such as “bean-to-bar,” “single origin,” and “Fair Trade” on the label, and always be sure the first ingredient is cacao beans. Expect to pay at least triple the price for a quality bar ($3 to $5 per ounce) versus mainstream, mass-produced bars at the typical retail price point of around $1 per ounce. Understand that these major brand bars are made with bulk ingredients of unknown origin, including substandard, over-roasted cacao beans. In addition, if you choose mainstream, lower-priced bars, you can be certain you are supporting child labor in poorly regulated African cacao-producing countries.


Seek out great internet resources and establish direct relationships with artisan bean-to-bar chocolate makers who support fair wages and working conditions for their sourcing farmers. Askinosie.com is an award-winning American chocolate maker that shares profits with their equatorial farmers. CocoaRunners.com and BarAndCocoa.com offer a vast selection of bean-to-bar chocolates from around the world. Become a chocolate connoisseur and enjoy one square at a time on your tongue—do not bite into a bar! Store in a cool, dry place, but never refrigerate.


Animal Organs


The ancestral tradition of consuming the entire animal in a nose-to-tail manner has been tragically left behind in our modern cuisine. Although we consume high-quality, sustainable muscle meats such as steak, hamburger, and chicken breast, we neglect the most nutritious parts of the animal. You can easily find and enjoy budget-friendly animal superfoods such as liver, heart, kidney, and other organ meats (known as offal), bone-in cuts of meat, and authentic gelatinous bone broth. These foods have been a centerpiece of traditional diets around the globe for thousands of years and for eons of hunter-gatherers before that.


You can start your superfood mission with liver, arguably the most nutrient-dense food on the planet (oysters and salmon roe could compete here, too). Liver has outstanding levels of B vitamins, iron, zinc, magnesium, phosphorus, selenium, folic acid, choline, and fat-soluble vitamins (A, D, E, and K). For example, beef liver has seventeen times more B12 than ground beef. Liver is the only meaningful dietary source of retinol, the fully formed state of vitamin A that delivers comprehensive anti-inflammatory benefits. If you have trouble with liver’s strong taste, consider making a puree of liver and grass-fed hamburger and frying up some superfood burgers, or consuming raw, frozen, salted chunks of liver. Experiment with other organs such as brain, heart, kidney, oxtail (tailbone), Rocky Mountain oysters (testicles), tripe (stomach lining), tongue, and sweetbread (thymus or pancreas). Tania Teschke’s The Bordeaux Kitchen integrates organs into numerous interesting and tasty French cuisine recipes.


Bone broth and bone-in cuts of meat are the best dietary sources of the important but hard to find nutrients collagen and glycosaminoglycans. These agents support hair, skin, nail, and connective tissue health and are believed to have a “heal and seal” effect on your all-important gut lining. Choose an authentic bone broth brand that lists bones as the first ingredient, specifies a long cooking time on the label, and turns gelatinous when refrigerated. Don’t confuse real bone broth with the prevalent watery version found in cartons that are labeled chicken, vegetable, or beef “broth.” These will remain liquid even when refrigerated and do not have the nutrient density of real, gelatinous broth. For your organ meats, find a quality butcher or natural-foods grocer in your area, or an internet resource such as USWellnessMeats.com. It’s critical to find grass-fed organ meats, because organs contain more fat than muscles, and any toxins present tend to concentrate in fat cells. Organ meats are ridiculously affordable because they are still unpopular.


Fermented and Sprouted Foods


Fermented and sprouted foods are some of the best sources of probiotics, which nourish healthful intestinal bacteria and lay the foundation for excellent digestive, immune, hormonal, and cognitive functioning. Suggestions include apple cider vinegar, raw or aged cheese, kefir, kimchi, kombucha, raw milk, miso, natto, olives, pickles, sauerkraut, tempeh, and full-fat yogurt. These foods contain live cultures ready to nourish your healthful gut bacteria. Some fermented foods, including wine, beer, sourdough bread, and cacao, don’t contain live-culture probiotics but still offer a variety of health benefits.


3. REMEMBER THAT WHEN YOU EAT IS JUST AS IMPORTANT AS WHAT YOU EAT


Today’s epidemic rates of insulin resistance (the inability of cells to properly respond to the signaling of insulin), type 2 diabetes, obesity, cancer, heart disease, and all other diet-related disease and dysfunction are driven by eating too much of the wrong foods, too often. We’ve all heard plenty of commentary about the hazards of junk food and the wonders of nutritious food, but not enough attention is paid to eating frequency. When we eat and snack throughout our waking hours, even when taking care to consume nutritious foods, we can still inhibit fat burning and fat loss, promote system-wide inflammation, overproduce insulin, and dysregulate important hormonal functions. Of course, we need calories to fuel our bodies for busy days and ambitious workouts, but we have forgotten our magnificent, genetically hardwired ability to store, manufacture, and burn various forms of energy to enjoy active, productive lifestyles. Homo sapiens possess what I like to call “closed-loop functionality”: we can maintain steady energy and alertness all day long, regardless of the type of calories we ingest or how frequently we ingest them. These mechanisms evolved by necessity to help us survive the rigors of primal life, when there was no guarantee of a “next meal.”
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