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INTRODUCTION



With age usually comes some form of health “reality check.” Suddenly you notice your joints are increasingly creaky, new wrinkles are popping up, it’s getting harder to read that label, you’ve misplaced your keys once again. You might feel that you’re slowing down physically, with nagging fatigue or a need for more recovery time after strenuous activities; perhaps you have new aches and pains or chronic ones; or possibly brain changes, such as slower recall, forgetfulness, difficulty concentrating, or a lowered ability to multitask. You might ask yourself, How did I get here?


It all seems to happen out of nowhere, and there seems to always be someone nearby assuring you not to worry—that this is all normal and you need to accept the fact that you are getting older.


And yet, chalking up these symptoms to the normal effects of aging just doesn’t feel right, when you know deep down you have a lot more life to experience.


If you have a sneaking suspicion that you do not need to believe that feeling “old” is normal, and you just know that you are capable of more, we are here to support your emergence from the “trap” of aging. Let’s start by considering the suggestion that the human body is dynamic and ever-changing, and that healing and growth are always possibilities when given a proper healing environment. People are much like a garden that needs healthy soil, basic nutrients, water, sunshine, diversity, and an ability to recover easily from environmental stresses.


What if we told you there is a simple solution that will allow you to feel more in control of your health and vitality? If you want to defy your age, step one is as easy as this: eat more plants instead of animal products, every day.


No matter how old you are, a plant-based vegan diet can help you live longer, look younger, feel younger, and stay active for life—steering clear of cognitive decline, heart disease, diminished senses, and other common age-related health challenges. Stronger bones and muscles and smoother skin are ours for the taking.


Before we dive further into the book, when we say plant-based, we are referring to a diet that eschews all animal products. It’s essentially a vegetarian diet (no meat, fish, or fowl) that also eliminates animal by-products, such as dairy and eggs. A vegan diet is synonymous with a plant-based diet, though vegan tends to extend to eliminating the use of animals in any way from your lifestyle as well as your diet. By emphasizing whole foods, as opposed to processed and junk foods (yes, there are even vegan junk foods!), you can enjoy the vast array of delicious plant nutrition choices that nature provides. These include the colorful and exciting world of vegetables, fruits, grains, nuts, seeds, legumes, and vegan dark chocolate!


That said, please know that the vegan police are not part of the plan! Even if you want to get started and dip your feet into the water by having just one meatless meal a week, the rewards are sure to follow.


There is a difference between your chronological age—how long you have been alive—and your “physiological age” or “biological age,” which takes into account not only your genetic makeup, but also lifestyle factors, such as your diet, activity level, and sleep habits. Physician Swapnil Jaiswal tells us, “Biological age is a truer measure of your age than your date of birth.” While we cannot halt the aging process entirely, we can help slow it down.


Believe it or not, you really can change the rate at which your body ages! It all comes down to your basic dietary choices and habits—making simple changes to your daily routine. By understanding how to best prevent damage over time and to boost the body’s natural rejuvenation abilities, you can continue to enjoy vitality well into maturity. Healthy aging is not only about the number of years lived, but the quality of your life, too. Most important is how old you feel. And most would agree that you want to feel young! Here’s the good news: Everyone gets to choose. Feeling in control, empowered, and energized is always within reach. You can experience the joy and satisfaction of knowing that you are doing everything possible to maintain mental sharpness and physical fitness throughout your life.


Who We Are


We are Mark Reinfeld, a vegan chef, and Ashley Boudet, a naturopathic doctor, who have teamed up to share our experience and knowledge with those seeking a more elevated state of health through our business, The Doctor and the Chef. We have over thirty years’ combined experience in the world of plant-based cuisine and natural healing modalities. For us, this represents the future both of food and of medicine: a return to a sustainable way of feeding ourselves, and of preventing many illnesses before they have a chance to develop, as well as reversing those that have already advanced. It is putting Hippocrates’s edict to “let food be thy medicine” into practice in our everyday lives.


Our passion is to show others just how easy it is to succeed on a plant-based lifestyle.


Through our seasonal wellness retreats, as well as in our online membership community, we have had the privilege of witnessing countless people who chose to take their health back into their own hands through positive diet and lifestyle choices. Oftentimes they even surprised themselves in how extreme the results have been: swift drops in cholesterol levels, reversing diseases, getting off medications, sudden pain relief, and pushing themselves even further than they thought they could go. We are inspired by seeing more stories about people defying age everywhere: The ninety-year-olds taking up yoga, the seventy-plus-year-olds competing in and winning marathons, the sixty-plus-year-old body builders. The list goes on! Twenty years ago, you rarely, if ever, heard of such stories. Now they are becoming more commonplace.
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In our own personal lives, too, we have experienced what you might consider a health renaissance, looking and feeling much younger than our chronological age. We have more energy now as truly nourished vegans than we did in our twenties and thirties.


Joining us is an expert on the matter of living well, the renowned Michael Klaper, MD, a physician with decades of experience treating people and helping them to live a healthy and active lifestyle on a plant-based diet. His famous three words explain so many of our modern diseases and how to treat them: “It’s the Food!” Dr. Klaper reviewed the manuscript and contributed feedback based on his vast scientific knowledge and clinical expertise.


Turning Back the Clock


We want to show you how a plant-based diet can help you reclaim your health, extend your life, and thrive at any age. A vast number of scientific research studies clearly show a wide gap in the health effects of a whole food, plant-based diet versus one heavily laden with animal products and highly processed foods. To sum it up, scientific evidence supports that animal-based/processed-food diets contribute to premature aging, and that eating more plant foods is the solution we seek to defy the aging process.


The basics of maintaining a young physiologic age are to avoid the toxins and foods that lead to potential cell and organ damage, and to eat the foods and nutrients that fuel your cells, help you naturally eliminate potential toxins, and directly strengthen and balance your body. We also aspire to show you how easy it is to include these life-giving foods and practices in your life through the delectable vegan recipes and simple wellness tips we have to share. This will help you on your way to continued health and longevity.


The first half of this book will introduce you to the astounding evidence that supports increasing the plant foods in your diet as a way of optimizing your health as you age. Then, we’ll show you how and what to eat for an aging intervention! Enter the second part of this book, “Age-Defying Vegan Recipes.” This section features over 175 simple recipes—using just seven main ingredients or less—so you can ace vegan meal preparation and never miss the meat. This section also introduces you to some simple kitchen hacks that will allow you to quickly become your own plant-based chef, no matter your level of cooking experience. Recommended kitchen gear, pantry items, techniques, and more will have you chiffonading like a pro in no time.


Be sure to rotate through as many of the recipes in the book as possible. This will provide you with a wide array of important nutrients that stave off age-related decline and other illnesses, and keep you looking and feeling great.


Use these recipes as a starting point for creating your own versions and specialties based on your preferences and whatever ingredients are on hand and available locally. Once you learn the simple concept of a Template Recipe (see here), you will discover how easy it is to create dozens of variations to please any palate.


We chose recipes that feature easy-to-prepare, everyday ingredients that can help you stay energized for a lifetime. You’ll be enjoying a wide selection of colorful, plant-based whole foods. And while these recipes are oh-so-flavorful, what you won’t find here are excesses of sodium, processed oil, and sugar. Excessive daily use of these three flavor enhancers are well known to significantly increase the risk for the very degenerative changes we are looking to prevent. As Dr. Klaper says, “You are as old as your arteries.” It is important to take good care of them by avoiding damage from high blood pressure (excess sodium), protein-damaging molecules (excess sugar), and inflammatory lesions (oxidized vegetable oils).


Food for Our Future


We recommend using organic ingredients. Organic food is grown without the use of chemical fertilizers and pesticides, most of which have not been fully tested for their long-term effects on humans. Pesticides are known to be direct neurotoxins, so it is always a good idea to protect your brain from them when possible. Also, these are chemicals that can actively contribute to the oxidation processes we are working to repair. Our grandparents never had to question whether their food was organic. It was just food. Now with all of these toxic chemicals infiltrating our food system, it is more important than ever to choose organic when possible to protect ourselves from the ravages of aging.


We also recommend cooking with whole foods whenever possible, and minimizing the use of processed and packaged ingredients. This is much better not only for your life, but the life of the planet as well. Also, eating locally grown foods ensures they’ll be at their best flavor. Grow foods in your own garden if you have the opportunity. Community supported agriculture (CSAs) and farmers’ markets, where you can meet the people growing your food, are the next best choice. Ask the vendors how the food was grown, if not labeled “certified organic.”


Sidebars and Symbols


Throughout these pages you will see the following sidebars:


Age-Defying Advice: A quick-reference checklist and wellness tips on the nutrients and lifestyle practices that will help you incorporate the information in the chapter into your own life.


Fountain of Youther: These stories highlight real people who exemplify what it means to thrive on a plant-based lifestyle at any age.


Timeless Tips: Here we feature quick and easy kitchen tips and techniques you can easily learn that will help you prepare your meals like a boss.


NOURISH Your Way to a Younger You


When it comes to healthy aging, there’s no question nutrition plays a crucial role. But several other important factors also have been shown to contribute to creating a long, healthy, and happy life. We have created a simple acronym that can help you remember all these factors so you can easily include them in your day-to-day. Our philosophy, in a word, is NOURISH.


N is for Nutrition. What you eat is the foundation for a healthy body, and nutrition is the central focus of this book. Plant foods provide the raw materials needed for your cells’ proper function, structure, balance, repair, and energy maintenance. Nutrition is all about optimizing how your body takes in, digests, absorbs, stores, and releases nutrients. You can protect and strengthen your body by learning how to prioritize great nutrition. That’s where all of the amazing recipes in this book come into play!


O is for Oxytocin, the “happiness hormone.” There are many simple ways to help stimulate this hormone in your brain. Things you can do every day include exercise, getting outside and connecting with nature, physical touch, laughing, creating gratitude lists, meditating, giving to others, volunteering your time, exploring your creative interests, or spending time with animals. The possibilities are endless—the point is to find out what brings you pleasure, and make sure you prioritize getting plenty of that! This is the best way to manage unavoidable stress.


U is for “Use It or Lose It.” It is never too late to strengthen your body or stretch your brain. Your body is meant to move regularly, and the benefits of regular exercise, no matter how gentle or strenuous, are phenomenal in keeping your body functioning optimally. Likewise, keeping your mind active, alert, calm, and stimulated is amazingly important to brain health. Stay curious and your mind can remain sharp. Create daily routines around both physical and mental exercise. Choose activities you enjoy and that will keep you motivated. Besides, life is much more interesting and manageable that way!


R is for Relationships. Having meaningful social interactions is more important than ever. The fast-paced digital culture we live in can make it more challenging to maintain close relationships, but the time and effort is well worth it to connect to people who are important to you. Reach out to those friends who share your interests and values. Offer support to others. Find and participate in group activities that you resonate with. Sharing your story and being willing to open yourself to others in service can be true medicine for the soul.


I is for Intention. Intentional living means being mindful and present in your actions and proactive in your life choices. It includes taking time to reflect and really dig deep to be aware of what is most important to you personally. Know your values and your vision for your life well, and act from that place. Do not compromise on what is important to you just to maintain the status quo. Remember that waiting for something to change rarely results in success. You create the life you desire by taking necessary actions. It is never too late to choose to up your level of vitality, and personal growth work is always worth it.


S is for Sleep. Sleep serves a very important function: a daily reset of your body and mind. Regular circadian rhythms, or sleep-wake cycles, are essential for regulating all hormonal and metabolic processes in the body. Your tissues can repair and recover only when you reach a deep state of rest. This is why sleep is usually the first thing your body needs when you get sick. Be sure to make sleep a high priority, and listen to your body’s needs, which can change day to day. It is possible to make up for lost sleep after a period of insomnia. Do this for your body!


H is for Hydration. Water is life! Your body is made mostly of water, and needs an adequate intake daily to function properly. The common recommendation to drink half your weight in ounces daily is the bare minimum, and most people will need even more than that. (For example, if you weigh 140 pounds, you’ll want to drink at least 70 ounces of water a day.) Having a large, toxin-free water bottle that you like can help you to get enough by sipping and refilling it throughout the day. Remember that water is the number one medicine for fatigue, sinus congestion and allergies, dry skin, headaches, heart palpitations, constipation, spasms, indigestion, and many more common ailments.


There are so many ways your body can become depleted of water, and it is up to you to replenish regularly. (If you find it challenging to drink a lot of water, in Chapter 10 you’ll find options for more flavorful hydrating beverages.) In addition, the act of immersing yourself in water can help bring balance to your body and your mind. The use of hot and cold temperatures either through compresses, steam, or immersion baths can have a truly powerful effect on the body’s circulation and detoxification pathways, helping to direct the blood and lymphatic fluids to where they are needed, and to flush out areas where these fluids can become congested. This powerful naturopathic practice is called hydrotherapy.


For optimal results, bring love into each of these areas on a daily basis. For a NOURISH worksheet that you can print out and use daily to stay on top of your game, please visit www.doctorchefresources.com.


There’s Never Been a Better Time to Start


With current knowledge about how food and lifestyle choices can impact aging becoming more mainstream, there’s a growing shift in attitude toward what it means to grow older and wiser. For us and many others, 50 is the new 30, 70 is the new 50, and 90 is the new 70! It is an exciting time to join the movement of those who look toward aging as an opportunity for expansion, rather than an acceptance of degeneration as a normal part of growing old.


The most important thing to remember is that you can do this. You can defy the conventional assumptions and instead learn how to live longer, stronger, and happier with age. We want to make it easy for you to embark on a plant-based lifestyle—whether or not you choose to fully go vegan from the start—and cut down your learning curve dramatically by sharing what we have discovered over many years immersed in the wellness field. Many people, including those featured in the Fountain of Youther sidebars, have discovered the secret to maintaining a physically active and mentally sharp lifestyle as they gracefully age the vegan way. You, too, can experience your own health revolution, and we are here to help get you started. Now is the time to give yourself the gift of lasting health and longevity.


We also want to stay connected with you on this journey. Please visit our Facebook page where you can interact with others on a similar path to receive inspiration and support. Learn more at www.doctorchefresources.com. Remember, there may be many twists and turns in the road; the path to optimal health typically does not proceed in a straight line. Always be gentle with yourself along the way!
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part one



HEALTHY AGING THE PLANT-BASED WAY
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ONE



LIVE LONGER, LIVE BETTER


A recent study reported that the average life expectancy in the United States has now begun to decrease, after two decades of rising steadily. While these are small decreases, they are concerning enough to bring about a real sense of urgency around Americans’ personal lifestyle choices. Heart disease and cancer persist as the top causes of death in both men and women. And Alzheimer’s has been gaining ground. So, now is the time to take the steps needed to be an outlier rather than a statistic! The choices you make could make a real difference in your longevity—and how you experience all the next decades of your life.


A six-year study by the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention found that three behaviors have an enormous impact on mortality: consuming a healthier diet, not currently smoking, and moderately exercising for at least twenty-one minutes a day. People who practiced just one of the three behaviors had a 40 percent lower risk of dying within that six-year period. Those with two out of three more than halved their chances of dying, and those with all three reduced their chances of dying in that time by 82 percent!


Interestingly, meal preparation may be a significant factor: a large ten-year observational study published in Public Health Nutrition, a Cambridge University journal, showed that those who cooked at home up to five times a week were 47 percent more likely to still be alive after ten years than those who did not. This was found to be the most significant lifestyle factor connected to longevity. The group who cooked most often also tended to eat more vegetables and less meat.


This book will help make it easy for you to cook your own meals and consume the healthiest diet there is—a plant-based one!


How Can You Grow Old Better?


Of course, healthy aging isn’t only about living longer—it’s also about living better. We want you to enjoy doing the things you love decade after decade, not be dragged down by chronic illness. Unfortunately, these days most Americans over age sixty-five endure the opposite. The National Council on Aging recently outlined the top 10 most common chronic diseases. How common? The council reported that 80 percent of adults aged sixty-five and older have at least one of these conditions, while 68 percent have two or more from the list. If you are fortunate enough to be living outside of the typical pattern here, you very likely have a friend or family member dealing with at least one of these. The list, along with some commonly known risk factors for each, is as follows:




1. Hypertension, a.k.a. high blood pressure, is currently defined as a blood pressure reading of greater than 130/80, and can be diagnosed after three consecutive high readings. These readings can fluctuate throughout the day, and high blood pressure that continues over time can put great stress on the heart’s ability to function.


Risk factors: lack of exercise, low nutrient/inflammatory diet, poor sleep quality, excess weight, chronic unmanaged emotional/mental stress, anxiety


2. High cholesterol: High levels of cholesterol (see here) circulating in your blood, as revealed by a blood test. Total cholesterol levels above 240 mg/dL are considered high, with an ideal number being below 200 mg/dL. LDL should be less than 100, while HDL should ideally be above 60 mg/dL. You may have high cholesterol or an unhealthy balance of LDL to HDL and not have any noticeable symptoms.


Risk factors: lack of exercise, highly processed diet, animal fats, low fiber intake, alcohol intake, smoking, inflammation, chronic emotional/mental stress


3. Arthritis: Inflammation of the joints between small and large bones can be caused by wear and tear over time, or an overall inflammatory process in the body. Joint swelling, redness, stiffness, creaking, and warmth can be signs before notable pain occurs.


Risk factors: sedentary lifestyle, excess weight, joint strain, chronic inflammation, smoking, highly processed foods, food additives, environmental toxin exposure, microbial infection


4. Coronary heart disease: A buildup of inflammatory plaque that narrows the arteries leading to the heart, decreasing the amount of oxygen-rich blood delivered to the heart. This can cause other complications, such as blood clots, angina, or a heart attack.


Risk factors: high-salt diet, saturated and trans fat consumption, sugar in diet, alcohol use, smoking, lack of exercise, poor sleep quality, high emotional/mental stress


5. Diabetes: An impairment of the body’s ability to produce adequate insulin in response to a meal, or an impaired ability for the body to respond adequately to insulin signaling, resulting in high amounts of glucose remaining in the blood rather than being used by the tissues. This can eventually lead to serious consequences of loss of circulation to eyes, limbs, and major organs.


Risk factors: lack of exercise, excess weight, high alcohol intake, low nutrient and highly processed food diet, chronic excess saturated fats, low fiber, environmental toxin exposure


6. Chronic kidney disease: A gradual loss of kidney function over months or years, leading to serious problems with fluid retention and, eventually, heart disease.


Risk factors: diabetes, high blood pressure, smoking, excess weight, chronic dehydration, a low-fiber and high-sodium diet


7. Heart failure: Congestive heart failure occurs when the heart cannot adequately supply blood and oxygen to all of the organs in the body, due to either structural or functional changes.


Risk factors: high blood pressure, smoking, inflammatory diet, excess weight, prior heart damage, circulation issues


8. Depression: Defined by several symptoms, notably a depressed mood with difficulty concentrating and a gradual loss of interest in activities that does not improve over time and interferes with normal routines.


Risk factors: lack of exercise, low-nutrient diet, emotional stress, lack of connection, loss of self-expression or creative outlets, lowered exposure to fresh air and natural environments


9. Alzheimer’s disease and dementia: Both are characterized by progressive losses in both memory and cognitive functions.


Risk factors: sedentary lifestyle, insomnia, emotional stress, dehydration, highly processed foods, artificial sweeteners, environmental toxins and heavy metal accumulation


10. Chronic obstructive pulmonary disease: Any type of lung disease that results in a blockage of airflow and difficulty breathing, requiring supplemental oxygen or pharmaceutical intervention.


Risk factors: smoking, environmental toxin exposure, inflammatory diet




Often, one of these conditions leads to another. Here’s the thing: these conditions are largely preventable! What’s the common denominator? As you can see, certain lifestyle factors are implicated in every single one of these chronic diseases, and a major one is a diet high in animal products, processed foods, saturated fats, sugar, and sodium, and low in fiber, vitamins, and minerals. This fact has been shown over and over again in observational research studies, and is borne out by research, that vegetarians live on average almost eight years longer than the general population. Luigi Fontana, director of the longevity research program at Washington University in St. Louis, has said that only about 25 percent of your risk of premature death is due to genetics. Of the remaining 75 percent, diet is likely the most important factor.


Why Do You Age, Anyway?


Why do you develop wrinkles, begin to lose some of your memory, and experience declines in organ system function as you get older? The answers may be found inside your cells.


Oxidative stress is thought to be one reason. Oxidative stress occurs when oxygen in the body splits into what are called free radicals—highly reactive and unstable molecules. They can build up in the body as waste products from metabolizing the foods and medicines you consume, or from contaminants in the air you breathe and water you drink. While some free radical action is normal, too much can cause a chain of events leading to cell disruption. Unchecked damage over time overwhelms your cells’ repair mechanisms, causing constant stress to those cells. In each one of your trillions of cells, there is an engine called the mitochondria. You can think of mitochondria as a cell’s power source. Free radicals damage the mitochondria, leading to a loss of cellular energy and function over time. Scientists believe this resulting cellular damage is what essentially causes aging. Early signs of free radical oxidative stress can show up as fatigue, headaches, memory loss, graying and loss of hair, wrinkles, vision changes, sensitivity to noise, and lowered immune responses.


Here’s another finding: A particular enzyme called the target of rapamycin (TOR) is a nutrient-sensitive central controller of cell growth and aging. Its action is involved in the development of cancer, heart disease, diabetes, Alzheimer’s, and other diseases.


Eating less animal protein has been shown to hamper TOR activity. A 2012 paper found that the amino acid leucine, found mostly in animal foods, has the greatest effect on TOR signaling compared to other proteins. On the other hand, fruits and vegetables have phytochemicals that function as natural TOR inhibitors. Plant-based diets may have a cancer-protective effect, which is thought to be in part due to this natural TOR inhibition.


One more recent cellular discovery has been shown to have a major impact on how people age: the telomere, a structure at the end of chromosomes that essentially protects the chromosome from damage. (Chromosomes, which house your DNA, are found in the nucleus of each cell). The average cell divides between fifty and seventy times before cell death. Each time the cell divides, the telomeres on the end of the chromosome get shorter, until the cell can no longer divide, reaching what is called senescence. Telomeres can start shortening as soon as you’re born, and when they’re gone, you’re gone.


Studies have now shown that people with longer telomeres live longer and healthier lives than do those with shorter telomeres. Even more exciting, scientists have begun to understand the factors that can influence telomere length. In 2009, scientist Dr. Elizabeth Blackburn was awarded the Nobel Prize for her discovery of the telomerase enzyme. She was curious about how the oldest living organism on Earth, a five-thousand-year-old bristlecone pine tree in the White Mountains of California, could live so long and also age so well. Bristlecone pines have telomerase in their roots, an enzyme that rebuilds telomeres and keeps DNA from fraying. And it turns out that humans also have telomerase in certain highly active cells.


In 2008, Dr. Dean Ornish teamed up with Blackburn and found that just three months of eating a diet rich in plant-based protein, fruits, vegetables, unrefined grains, and legumes significantly boosted telomerase activity. In a 2013 follow-up study published in Lancet Oncology, Ornish again noted that telomere length had increased in the plant-based diet group. Although the group eating plant foods also exercised and lost weight, other studies have shown that even more vigorous exercise and similar amounts of weight loss have not affected telomere length. And in a 2013 review, fiber (found exclusively in plant foods) was associated with longer telomeres. Along with fiber, plant foods are filled with antioxidants that can directly oppose the oxidative stress responsible for telomere shrinking, preventing and even reversing cellular aging.




AGE-DEFYING ADVICE: WHAT ARE THE MOST ANTIOXIDANT-RICH FOODS?


Phytochemicals is the name for any of the active compounds obtained from plant-based foods (phyto is Greek for “plant”), and the most common action of phytochemicals is to oppose the action of dangerous free radicals, which are known to cause cellular damage and disease. The superheroes of the phytochemical world are antioxidants.


The Antioxidant Food Table is a comprehensive database that was developed to help with research on the antioxidant benefits of plant foods. It demonstrates that there are several thousand–fold differences in the antioxidant content of foods! Spices, herbs, and supplements are among the most antioxidant-rich products in this study, with some exceptionally high. Berries, fruits, nuts, chocolate, and vegetables constitute common foods with very high antioxidant values.


This information validates eating a wide variety of plant foods, and consuming them in their most whole form. Eating antioxidant-filled plant foods equals less free radical damage! Besides promoting better absorption and a wider range of benefits to the body, eating a rainbow of plant foods is much more enjoyable than taking in nutrients in supplement form.


The database is available online at the University of Oslo’s website. Top antioxidant-rich foods include:




Blackberries


Prunes


Kale


Beets


Broccoli


Cacao


Garlic


Artichokes


Pumpkin


Kidney beans


Walnuts


Cloves, parsley, rosemary, cilantro







Dr. Ornish stated, “Shortened telomeres have been shown to play a role in heart disease, colon cancer, stroke, dementia, and premature death. But our study is the first to show that any intervention could lengthen telomeres.”


Although the study was conducted on a small scale, Dr. David Katz, a prevention medicine specialist at Yale University’s Prevention Research Center, believes the finding to be very valuable. He said, “The message we’re getting from this and other studies is consistent: We don’t have the medical capacity to tweak genes and make chronic diseases go away, but we can refashion our fate at the level of our DNA by the behavior choices we make.”


What You Eat Can Add Years to Your Life


Simply put, the power of plants is your strongest defense against cellular degeneration. A whole foods, plant-based diet comprised primarily of vegetables, fruits, legumes (beans, peas, and lentils), whole grains, nuts, and seeds is the absolute best diet for health. A plant-based diet reduces inflammation, helps with ideal body weight maintenance, promotes glowing skin, optimizes sexual function, sends energy levels soaring, increases mental capabilities, and lengthens life span. It has been proven to reduce the risk for, and help reverse, cardiovascular disease, obesity, hypertension, digestive disorders, cancer, and dementia. Studies have found that within just ten days of sticking to a whole foods, plant-based diet, you can reduce your triglyceride and cholesterol levels (two major heart disease risk factors) by a whopping 10 percent.


A conventional animal- and processed food–based diet, laden with sugar and fat, does the opposite. Sugars and fats cause blood cells to clump together, resulting in thicker blood and a type of inflammatory response in the endothelium (the inner lining of blood vessels), which in turn reduces the blood flow to your heart, kidneys, liver, sexual organs, and all your other organs. One study showed that just ten minutes after consuming a conventional fast-food meal (a hamburger, French fries, and a soft drink), participants’ blood flow was vastly restricted and their triglyceride levels were notably increased. The study was repeated using whole, plant-based foods and there was no postmeal effect at all on the participants’ blood vessels or triglyceride levels.


Load up on veggies and fruits, on the other hand, and you can’t go wrong. Eating a variety of fruits, vegetables, herbs, and spices at each meal continuously floods your body with antioxidants that help ward off age-related diseases. How much healthier is a vegan diet than a meat-based one? On average, plant foods may contain up to sixty-four times more antioxidants than animal foods!


In a 2003 eight-week dietary intervention study, 102 healthy male smokers were randomized to either a diet largely consisting of various antioxidant-rich foods, a kiwi diet (three kiwis/day added to the regular diet), or a control group. Positive blood cell gene expression changes, such as regulation of cellular stress defense, DNA repair, and removal of toxic compounds from cells, were all significantly increased in both the antioxidant foods and kiwi diet groups. These observed changes in the blood suggest that a plant-based diet can directly promote cell defense from disease.


A follow-up study used a variety of fruits, juice, green tea, veggies, dark chocolate, spices, and nuts. Measuring the effects of a plant-based diet on the expression of hundreds of different genes at a time, a research group found that an antioxidant-rich diet of plant foods, such as berries, pomegranates, purple grapes, red cabbage, oregano, and walnuts, was able to normalize healthy gene expression.


Finally, calorie restriction is linked to anti-aging. Calorie restriction is marked by a limited calorie intake (as few as 1,000 to 1,200 calories per day). This often is accompanied by a low intake of protein (10 to 18 percent of daily calories), and high-density nutrition from seeds, berries, and greens. Calorie restriction has been shown to decrease levels of a hormone called IGF-1, correlating to a younger cellular age and increased life span. A vegan diet based upon whole plant foods with their naturally high content of fiber and water is inherently lower in calories compared to an animal-based diet, and most important, is more nutrient dense, meaning the calories come from bioactive nutrients that are used up in the body rather than taken in excess of need.


Longevity Superfoods


Superfoods to the rescue! Also known as nutrient-dense foods, superfoods are the true champions of the plant kingdom, especially when it comes to antiaging. They help counter the effects of a not-so-healthy diet and are loaded with antioxidants, fiber, minerals, vitamins, healthy fats, and all the other nutrients you need to thrive. If you want to age gracefully, superfoods need to be a part of your diet!


Eat dark chocolate and berries. These contain resveratrol, known as the red wine antioxidant, but also found in even higher quality and quantities in berries, grapes, and dark chocolate. Researchers believe that resveratrol may mimic the effects of calorie restriction.


Especially blueberries. Pterostilbene is a brain-boosting antioxidant found in blueberries. Studies have shown that pterostilbene may be even more effective than its cousin, resveratrol, at both preventing and reversing degenerative and sugar-related conditions of the brain. In another study, blood markers of cellular stress, inflammation, and Alzheimer’s disease pathology were all positively lowered by pterostilbene. All in all, research findings indicate that pterostilbene in the diet can be a potent modulator of cognition, memory, and cellular stress. This information is especially promising for the prevention of Alzheimer’s.


Eat less meat, and more walnuts, soy, and flaxseeds. In a clinical trial with 106 healthy, sedentary, overweight middle-aged and elderly individuals who were supplemented with 2.5 g of omega-3 fatty acids, researchers assessed whether omega-3 polyunsaturated fatty acid (PUFA) supplementation could affect telomere length, telomerase, and oxidative stress. The study concluded that telomere length increased with decreasing omega-6 to omega-3 ratios, suggesting the possibility for nutritional prevention and longevity.


Replace animal protein with plant protein. In a Harvard study published in JAMA, the study authors found that substituting 3 percent of daily calories from animal protein with plant protein was associated with a lower risk for death from all causes—a 34 percent drop when participants swapped out processed red meat for plant protein, and a 19 percent decrease when they replaced eggs with plant protein. By contrast, participants who increased their animal-source protein by 10 percent had an 8 percent higher risk of death from heart disease, and a 2 percent higher risk of death from all causes.


Eat more whole grains. A report published in the journal Circulation reviewed the data in fourteen studies that combined had more than 786,000 participants. That analysis made the finding that people who ate the most whole grains had a 16 percent reduction in all-cause mortality compared to those who ate the least whole grains. This supports what we have learned from the planet’s longest-living people in the “Blue Zones”—areas where about 65 percent of the diet is whole grains, beans, and starchy tubers. Grains, including oats, barley, brown rice, and ground corn, play a key role in the world’s Blue Zone diets.


Eat greens. While greens are well known for being chock-full of health-preserving and energy-boosting nutrients, a recent study has gotten the attention of many people looking to increase their brainpower. The study, published in Neurology, was conducted at Rush Medical College in Chicago, and quite simply looked at the difference in memory, sharpness of mind, and overall cognition in seniors based on the amount of greens they ate over a five-year observational period. The results were extremely positive, with a huge difference in the rates of cognitive decline between groups that had at least an average of 1.3 servings a day versus no greens at all. Daily ½-cup serving sizes of spinach, kale, collards, lettuce, and other greens all seemed to be protective. The rate of cognitive decline among those who consumed the most to those who consumed the least was equivalent to being eleven years younger cognitively, based on average global cognitive scores over time.


These studies are a small sample of the continually mounting evidence that demonstrate the power of plants to extend your life and truly heal, taking you to a higher state of health and vitality. They show that your food and lifestyle choices can be a major influence, especially regarding those body systems that are commonly affected by aging, which we will explore in the upcoming chapters.
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BRAIN HEALTH—STAY MENTALLY SHARP: COMBAT COGNITIVE DECLINE


Aging often leads to glitches with brain function, and moments of forgetfulness and “foggy thinking” become more frequent. If you’re constantly forgetting where you put things, have a hard time staying on task, or find yourself searching for the right word that’s on “the tip of your tongue,” you’re definitely not alone! But what if we told you that clarity of thought, memory, and concentration can be recovered with proper self-care? The brain is an organ and needs to be nourished with food, hydration, and healthy circulation just like all the others.


According to the Alzheimer’s Association, currently Alzheimer’s disease affects approximately 5.4 million Americans and 30 million people globally. Researchers predict that by 2050, without effective treatment, the disease could impact an estimated 160 million people globally.


Alzheimer’s progresses over time, often many years, through several stages starting with what is called mild cognitive impairment or mild cognitive decline. Although symptoms of mild decline don’t necessarily lead to Alzheimer’s, the early stages are characterized by slight impairments in memory and thinking that may progress further toward dementia as the impairments begin to interfere more and more with daily living activities. These earlier stages are where we can most effectively see results and even reversal of progression with healthy dietary and lifestyle changes.


As people get older, cognitive decline may seem inevitable—but it doesn’t have to be. It was once widely thought that brain cells continually die off and the brain can never recover what was lost. Now we know that this is just not true!


“The dogma for the longest time was that adult brains couldn’t generate any new brain cells. You just use what you were born with,” says Dr. Amar Sahay, a neuroscientist with Harvard-affiliated Massachusetts General Hospital. “But the reality is that everyone has the capacity to develop new cells that can help enhance cognitive functions.” In this process, called neurogenesis, new neurons, which are cells that transmit signals along nerves to and from the brain, develop in the hippocampus, the brain region responsible for learning information, storing long-term memories, and regulating emotions.


New discoveries indicate that the brain is able to reorganize its connections and form new neural connections throughout life. This phenomenon, called neuroplasticity, allows the neurons in the brain to compensate for injury and adjust their activity in response to new situations. Existing neural pathways that are inactive or used for other purposes show the ability to take over and carry out functions lost to degeneration. Understanding the brain’s ability to reorganize itself helps scientists understand how patients can recover brain functions damaged by injury or disease.


New connections can form at amazing speed, but to be able to reconnect, the neurons need to be stimulated through regular activity. Simple brain exercises, such as presenting oneself with intellectual challenges, interacting in social situations, or getting involved in physical activities will boost the general growth of connections. Remember that these nerve cells also require optimal nutrition to perform well, so adequate nutrients, such as B vitamins, magnesium, omega-3 essential fats, and antioxidants, such as vitamin E from whole plant foods, are absolutely essential to this process.


A New Perspective on Alzheimer’s


Until now, the gradual loss of normal brain functioning in dementia and Alzheimer’s disease has been seen as irreversible, and most treatment has been focused on educating family members on how to best support their loved ones and learn to cope with unavoidable behavior changes. The cause of the tangles and plaques found in and around brain cells of Alzheimer’s patients has long been a mystery. Since the disease was discovered one hundred years ago, there has not been a pharmaceutical drug that has succeeded in stopping or slowing its progression more than moderately or temporarily, and none without potentially worsening side effects. Over a billion dollars have been spent on hundreds of clinical trials conducted just in the past decade, none of which has been successful in finding a cure.


But a National Institutes of Health (NIH) study known as the MEND study, conducted by researchers at UCLA’s Easton Center for Alzheimer’s Disease Research and the Buck Institute for Research on Aging, has been the first of its kind to show a significant reversal in memory loss associated with Alzheimer’s. Even more amazing, the remarkable results did not come from a new and exciting drug. The researchers instead have been exploring an idea that has been the foundation of naturopathic medicine for many years: that disease is actually a process, the body’s attempt to rebalance itself; and that the body can and will heal when its needs are met.


Based on broader, more holistic approaches to chronic diseases, such as heart disease and diabetes, researcher and professor of neurology Dale Bredesen, MD, decided to explore this idea by using a combination of therapies, instead of a drug, to address the root cause of Alzheimer’s disease. His UCLA laboratory found evidence that an imbalance in nerve cell signaling is the true cause of Alzheimer’s, rather than a brain “broken down” from an accumulation of toxicity. The idea of imbalance makes more sense if you look at the brain as one part of the complex neurological system, connected to the entire body through interconnected biochemical pathways.


Excess amyloid protein makes up the sticky plaques found in the brain of Alzheimer’s patients. These plaques cause signals to become scrambled, causing loss of necessary memory. Bredesen suggests that amyloid protein may actually have a normal function in helping the brain to forget unnecessary memories and hold on to important ones. His researchers are not interested in “curing” the amyloid protein, but in understanding how to rebalance this functional process, which they think has likely gone awry due to a combination of factors. If the underlying cause is in fact multifactorial, then it is understandable that a targeted approach, such as a medication, will not be successful.


Bredesen uses the analogy of a leaky roof with several holes in it. If you use a drug to patch one hole, the drug may have done its job well, but with all the other holes left open, the problem remains. Without seeking to understand why the roof has been damaged, you may not get very far in fixing it.


Similarly, in naturopathic medicine, there is never a one-size-fits-all protocol. A personal treatment plan is created after a comprehensive assessment of a person’s current state and health history. That way, no hole will be left uncovered, and the “roof” can be properly mended.


This is the approach the researchers took, proposing that brain plasticity, just like that of other tissues in the body, can be affected by basic lifestyle factors, such as quality of diet, sleep, exercise, and stress levels.


Because “each roof may have a different pattern of leaks,” the treatment protocols had to be personalized for each participant. The therapies used included simple improvements in lifestyle, such as:


Diet: increasing fruits and vegetables; eliminating processed foods, sugars, and farmed fish; keeping blood sugar steady by eating regularly and only at mealtimes; not eating 3 hours before sleep or for 12 hours after dinner


Exercising: 30 minutes of exercise 4 to 6 days per week


Sleep: increasing both quality and number of hours by creating routines and supplementing melatonin as needed


Stress: making needed changes to daily schedule; introducing yoga and/or meditation


Assessing and optimizing hormonal activity, to make sure thyroid, insulin, and other hormones are working properly and not adding to brain dysfunction


Supplementing: Participants were given vitamins B12, D3, coenzyme Q (CoQ10), and DHA as needed.


Assessing and optimizing oral hygiene, taking into account the potential that periodontal disease can be connected to brain health as well


All participants had been diagnosed with memory loss associated with Alzheimer’s disease (AD), amnestic mild cognitive impairment (aMCI), or subjective cognitive impairment (SCI).


Incredibly, reversal of memory loss was reported in 9 out of 10 participants when following their personalized therapeutic program for three to six weeks. Sustained improvements have been reported up to two and a half years so far.


The “side effects” most commonly reported in the MEND study participants? Overall improved health, energy, and body weight. Never has a drug done this! These results are far more positive than any previous clinical trials, and further study is now being pursued.


We can think of several other simple things that can be done daily to improve brain health by helping the body process unnecessary toxins and function properly through nutrition rather than waiting for disease to begin. We are very excited to see the results of this small study in such a short period of time, and hope that this is only the beginning of a new understanding of Alzheimer’s and other chronic diseases.


The Vegan Solution


The MEND study isn’t the only one to indicate that a plant-based diet can boost your brain.


According to Dr. Michael Greger, looking at rates of dementia all around the world, data showed two to three times less dementia in those cultures that eat vegetarian than in others with a meat-heavy diet. It seems the longer one goes meat-free, the lower the associated risk of dementia, regardless of other lifestyle factors. Globally, the lowest validated rates of Alzheimer’s in the world are in rural India, where the typical diet is low in meat and high in carbohydrates, especially whole grains and beans.


And, in a new book on brain health, The Alzheimer’s Solution, doctors at Loma Linda University also recommend eating a plant-based diet for optimal brain health. They describe their study of two different population groups. One group was composed of their patients from Loma Linda—these were mainly Seventh-Day Adventists who followed a vegetarian diet, exercised regularly, and had good social ties. They were known to be some of the healthiest people in the world. In contrast, the second group included patients in San Bernardino, in a medically underserved area plagued by chronic disease.


After years of working and studying both groups, the doctors found that “people living a healthy lifestyle had a much lower prevalence of dementia.” The Adventist population, on average, lived ten years longer than the other group; their lifestyle promoted a healthy heart and kidneys and “appeared to be beneficial for the brain.”


The doctors formed these conclusions:




• Eating meat is bad for your brain.


• Physical exercise increases both the number of brain cells and the connections between them.


• Chronic stress puts the brain in a state of high inflammation, causing structural damage.


• Restorative sleep is essential for cognitive and overall health.


• Higher education and other complex cognitive activities protect your brain against decline.


• Social support has an undeniable influence on the way your brain ages.




Meat and dairy are detrimental to brain health mostly because of the overall inflammatory processes associated with consuming them. Plant proteins are much better digested and absorbed, and come in a package along with plenty of fiber and beneficial micronutrients that help keep blood sugar stable and inflammation under control. There is an addictive potential associated with animal fats, particularly dairy, which can make it very challenging to address mood stability and focus when there is an underlying emotional connection to such foods. The essential vitamins, minerals, and antioxidants provided by plants are helpful in keeping energy metabolism steady, which in turn prevents the sudden mood changes and foggy thinking associated with inflammatory foods.


The Most Important Nutrients for the Brain and Nervous System


Certain nutrients are essential for the brain to function properly, and others serve as bonus fuel to allow the brain and nervous system to truly heal and thrive continuously. As you will see from the following list, all these brain-loving nutrients can be found in abundance in plant foods. A whole food, varied vegan diet is easily the way to go to ensure you will maintain a brain that is high functioning, alert, clear, and adaptable!


Magnesium is an important nutrient in the health of the brain and nervous system. Deficiencies of magnesium have been implicated in both depression and dementia. Because it is necessary for so many biochemical processes, magnesium can become easily depleted with both high mental work and emotional stress.


Magnesium stimulates the neurotransmitter serotonin, which regulates sleep and mood patterns and relieves pain. It is important for healthy sleep by helping to relax muscles and regulating the cortisol/melatonin cycle, which governs a person’s sleep/wake rhythms. Magnesium also helps alleviate anxiety by modulating receptors as needed: it will stimulate those needed to promote calming neurotransmitters and inhibit those promoting the stimulating neurotransmitters in the brain. Magnesium is also important in activating ATP, the energy that fuels your cells.


How to consume more magnesium: dark leafy greens, dark chocolate, figs, nuts, seeds, beans, avocados, quinoa


Omega-3 fatty acids are essential fatty acids that build and protect the brain, so named because they have a double bond at the third carbon atom in their chain. The short-chain version, found in such plant foods as flaxseeds and walnuts, can be converted in the body to DHA and EPA forms. DHA is concentrated in the membranes of brain cells, where it provides structure to the membrane and is involved in signaling, connectivity between cells, and neurotransmitter production, whereas EPA seems more influential on behavior and mood, showing promise in clinical studies to significantly lower depression and other mood disorders.


In adulthood, getting enough omega-3s helps maintain optimal brain function, prevents depression, and lays the groundwork for a healthy brain later in life. For example, a six-month study of young adults (18–45 years of age) showed that supplementing with DHA and EPA omega-3s resulted in improvements in memory. Additionally, twelve weeks of DHA supplementation was found to improve blood flow to the brain of healthy young adults during a cognitive task.


Another study found that higher omega-3 levels in the blood are associated with larger brain volume in older people, implying that abundant DHA and EPA could help prevent brain shrinkage with age.


Alzheimer’s and Parkinson’s are the two most common neurodegenerative diseases. Whereas Alzheimer’s is known to affect mental functions, Parkinson’s usually has more physical symptoms, such as tremors and challenges with muscle control. Consuming omega-3 fatty acids appears to be useful for preventing these diseases. Low omega-3 intake and low levels of DHA in the blood are associated with age-related cognitive decline and Alzheimer’s disease. Also, DHA depletion in certain areas of the brain occurs in Alzheimer’s disease. In some studies, low plasma EPA is also associated with the risk of dementia or cognitive decline.


DHA not only turns on the growth of new brain cells, but offers protection for existing brain cells while it enhances neuroplasticity. In addition, DHA is known to reduce the action of a particular inflammatory enzyme, COX-2. Ultimately, this translates into DHA’s acting as a natural anti-inflammatory. This becomes quite significant when you recognize that inflammation is in fact a key player in both Alzheimer’s and Parkinson’s disease, and in virtually every other neurodegenerative condition, for that matter.


Diets heavy in processed foods, cholesterol, and meat (a higher omega-6 to omega-3 fat ratio) can lead to excess inflammation, which has been implicated in Alzheimer’s disease. Evidence shows DHA acts to oppose this, exerting multiple protective activities.


One great way to get more omega-3s is to consume chia seeds. Chia seeds are tiny packages of pure goodness, known for their ability to boost energy, stabilize blood sugar, and nourish the brain. These seeds are native to Mexico and Guatemala, where the Mayan word chia means “strength.” They are easy to add to your diet and add a hefty amount of omega-3 fats, sustaining minerals, and protein. They help keep the arteries of the brain clear of plaque and promote communication between brain cells, improving memory.


How to consume more omega-3s: flaxseeds (freshly ground), chia seeds, walnuts, leafy greens (purslane is a good source), cabbage, squash


The B vitamins: The eight vitamins—thiamine (B1), riboflavin (B2), niacin (B3), pantothenic acid (B5), pyridoxine (B6), biotin (B7), folate (B9), and cobalamin (B12)—that make up the B vitamins play key roles in the majority of your cellular functions. One or more B vitamins are involved in every aspect of the absolutely essential process of generating energy within cells. B vitamins are also critical for brain function; they are so important that they actually have dedicated vehicles to transport them across the blood-brain barrier for use in brain cells. Deficiency in any one B vitamin will have negative consequences, including neurological and psychiatric symptoms. For example, the primary symptoms of vitamin B6 deficiency are neurological, including depression, cognitive decline, and dementia, and vitamin B12 deficiency manifests in the form of neurological symptoms even at early stages. More than a third of psychiatric admissions were found to be suffering deficiencies in folate (B9) or cobalamin (B12), according to a 2006 Lancet Neurology article.


As B vitamins are water-soluble, any excess is generally excreted in urine. On the one hand, this means they are typically safe in high amounts, so it’s hard to consume too many. On the other hand, you need to eat them more often than the fat-soluble vitamins, such as A, E, or K. So, eat those Bs! Fortunately, B vitamins are found in so many plant foods. To ensure you get enough of all eight, be sure to eat fruits, veggies, grains, beans, seeds, and mushrooms. Note that vitamin B12 is made by bacteria that live in the soil and is not naturally found in the plants we eat. Animals have B12 in their muscles from eating grass with these B12-producing microbes clinging to the roots. When humans were living Earth-connected lives, foraging for roots and tubers and drinking from streams, B12 was naturally ingested into our GI tracts and supplements were not necessary. Today, however, modern sanitation dictates washing vegetables in chlorinated water and no more drinking from streams—so the “natural” sources of B12 have disappeared from our diets. If you are avoiding all animal products, you will need to assure a supplemental source of B12 that furnishes approximately 200 mcg of B12 daily, or 1,000 mcg once weekly. Ask your doctor to test your levels once or twice a year until you are sure of your intake and the levels that amount produces in your body.


B12, in the form of cyanocobalamin or methylcobalamin, is often added to fortified foods, like plant-based milks and certain nutritional yeast products. Liquid or sublingual “microdots” of B12 are inexpensive, widely available, and easy to take.


How to consume more B vitamins: vitamin B6: pistachios, pinto beans, avocados, sesame seeds, sunflower seeds, blackstrap molasses; vitamin B9 (folate): avocados, legumes, peas, broccoli, citrus, okra; vitamin B12: fortified foods, such as nutritional yeast


Choline is a water-soluble nutrient that is related to other vitamins in the B vitamin complex family. Just like B vitamins, choline plays a role in supporting energy and brain function as well as in keeping the metabolism active. It’s important for the functioning of the key neurotransmitter acetylcholine, which is responsible for memory, mental clarity, and the healthy formation of synaptic connections between neurons.


Low acetylcholine levels are associated with Alzheimer’s, and research has found that optimizing choline intake, through supplementation or regular dietary sources, tends to improve memory. Men may require more choline than postmenopausal women, who in turn need more than premenopausal women.


How to consume more choline: fermented foods, kidney beans and chickpeas, cauliflower, Brussels sprouts


Low-GI carbs: Population studies have continually found that dietary grains appear strongly protective in relation to Alzheimer’s disease. Of course we are talking about whole, low-processed, high-fiber grains from the earth, not from a box.


Brown rice, sweet potatoes, and whole grains, such as oats, give you energy in the form of glucose. These brain-friendly complex carbs are low on the glycemic index (GI), which ranks foods on a 0–100 scale according to the rate at which sugar from food enters the brain and body cells. Eating low-GI foods will keep your energy steady throughout the day. Other low-GI carbs include legumes (chickpeas, lentils, and kidney beans). If you do eat a high-GI food, it is better to consume it right after a meal or with some protein, to slow the entry of sugar into your bloodstream and brain, preventing a crash later on. Also, consuming spices, such as cinnamon and cardamom, can help better balance energy by slowing the sugar release.


How to consume more low-GI carbs: whole grains, starchy veggies, legumes, carrots, most fruits


Chlorophyll is the green “blood” of plants. Nearly identical in chemical structure to your blood, chlorophyll delivers an energy transfusion, providing your cells with long-lasting vitality. This, of course, optimizes your brain function. The darker the leafy green, the more chlorophyll within. So, green up your life with a fresh salad or juice on a daily basis. At the next level, we suggest eating the nutrient-dense algae, such as chlorella, which is conveniently available in powdered form to spruce up your power smoothie. Wheatgrass is also one of the best sources of chlorophyll available.


How to consume more chlorophyll: greens, such as kale, Swiss chard, and arugula; herbs, such as parsley and cilantro; sprouts; algae; wheatgrass


Anthocyanins: Berries to the rescue! A protein called brain-derived neurotrophic factor (BDNF) is essentially the fountain of youth for brain health and plasticity, helping to promote new nerve connections associated with healthy cognitive function. BDNF has been found to play a significant role in the growth of nerve cells. A new study proves that the anthocyanins of blueberries very powerfully boost BDNF levels.


Anthocyanins seem to help reduce brain-cell damage from Parkinson’s disease. They work by firing up mitochondria, the tiny biological power plants that provide energy to cells, allowing them to resist the neurotoxins linked to the disease.


Blueberry supplementation also improves memory in older adults, suggesting that “consistent supplementation with blueberries may offer an approach to forestall or mitigate” brain degeneration with age, according to a study at the University of Cincinnati that looked at cognitive performance in adults diagnosed with mild cognitive decline after twelve weeks of supplementation with pure pressed wild blueberry juice.


In addition, consuming blueberries and strawberries is associated with delayed cognitive aging by as much as two and a half years—thought to be because these anthocyanins tend to have an affinity for specific learning areas in the brain as shown on functional MRI scans.


How to consume more anthocyanins: blueberries, cranberries, black currants, raspberries, cherries, elderberries, black “forbidden” rice, red and purple grapes, red cabbage, eggplant peel, blue corn, red onion


Avoid Heavy Metals


Is the food you’re eating contaminated with heavy metals? It could be wreaking havoc on your mind. When such metals as iron, copper, aluminum, or mercury over-accumulate in the body, they produce free radicals, which are like little sparks that damage brain cells, according to Neal Barnard, MD, an adjunct associate professor of medicine at the George Washington University School of Medicine. These metals have been linked to dementia and everyday mental fuzziness. Conversely, a study of roughly 1,450 adults in the Journal of Nutrition, Health & Aging found that women who performed highest on cognition tests had the lowest levels of copper and iron in their blood.


Although some iron is necessary for blood cell production and function, it turns out that your body cannot regulate heme iron (from animal products) as well as it can nonheme iron (from plants). Eating dark leafy greens can help you safely meet the recommended daily allowance (RDA) for iron (18 mg for women aged 19 to 50; 8 mg for women 50+). Greens are rich in antioxidants that seem to bind to any excess iron to prevent risk of damage.


Copper is needed in trace amounts for functions, such as tissue repair and melanin production. But again, too much is not a good thing. Inorganic copper—the type in multivitamins and tap water and different from that in plant foods—largely bypasses the liver’s filtration system and heads directly to the blood and brain. It is especially dangerous when combined with saturated and trans fats, such as on a meat-heavy diet: Research has found that individuals whose high-fat diet included 1.6 mg or more of copper a day experienced a loss of mental function equivalent to an extra nineteen years of aging, compared with those who took in an average of 0.9 mg a day.


According to Dr. Barnard, “We need traces of iron to make the hemoglobin our blood cells use to carry oxygen. And you need traces of copper to make several key enzymes. But iron rusts. Copper corrodes, too, which is why a penny does not stay shiny forever. This is oxidation. And it doesn’t just happen in a frying pan you accidentally left on your backyard picnic table for a few days. It also happens to the iron and copper within your body.” This is another example of balance being the key, and plants, when consumed often and in a great variety, provide the balance the body needs to utilize essential nutrients without becoming overburdened by them.


Your body does not need aluminum to function. It seeps into your diet through antacids, soda cans, and even tap water. In one British study, people with high levels of aluminum in their tap water had a 50 percent increased risk for Alzheimer’s compared to those with the least exposure. The Environmental Working Group has a tap water database where you can search any American zip code and find out about the quality of your tap water, as well as recommendations on avoiding or how to properly filter it. (Visit www.ewg.org/tapwater.)


And mercury is one heavy metal your body doesn’t need under any circumstances. It’s a known neurotoxin found commonly in fish and shellfish, where it accumulates in their bodies from water pollution. Whether fish come from the ocean, lakes, rivers, or streams, nearly all sources are contaminated with mercury. It is important to remember that fish are carnivores, which sets them apart from many other animals people eat. That means they are part of a long food chain, and they accumulate whatever toxins their prey have swallowed.


Be aware of other known dietary “brain toxins,” too, such as those found in processed foods, sugar, artificial sweeteners, and pesticides. While many pesticides are directly neurotoxic, the brain is also particularly sensitive to the array of chemicals used as preservatives, colorings, flavorings, additives, and so on, in processed foods. Excess sugar and sweeteners can lead to insulin resistance, which affects brain functions as well. Your best defense? Organic vegetables! Continue to load up on protective antioxidants.


More Ways to Protect Your Brain Function


While food is the foundation, providing the brain with essential nutrients and supporting its constant activity, keep in mind that there are other simple ways to boost your brainpower throughout your day.



Move Your Body


Your body is made to move! Not only does it feel good and give your mood an immediate boost, but movement also stimulates your blood circulation, bringing more fresh oxygen to all your organs, including your brain. Exercise reminds your body that you are alive, stimulating your metabolism to prepare for the next burst of energy you will need! (For more on energy and metabolism, see Chapter 8.)


A recent study of exercise and improvements in brain function and cognitive changes looked at individuals with mild cognitive impairment who showed significant improvements after twelve weeks of moderate-intensity walking exercise training.


It seems the best overall health results—mental and physical—for people over age fifty appear to come from a combination of aerobic workouts and resistance training. This could include anything from high-intensity interval training, like the seven-minute workout, to dynamic flow yoga, which intersperses strength-building poses with heart-pumping dancelike moves.


Why does movement work so well to boost the brain? In Healthy Brain, Happy Life, Wendy Suzuki describes that during physical exercise, attention is increasing, memory is increasing, and mood is increasing. A bigger part of your brain is being activated, therefore you’re building more motor circuits.


Not a fan of the gym? There are plenty of other easy ways to get moving:


Dance the night away: Dancing increases neural connectivity because it forces you to integrate several brain functions at once—kinesthetic, rational, musical, and emotional. If you’re dancing with a partner, learning both “lead” and “follow” roles will increase your cognitive stimulation.


Older people who routinely partake in physical exercise can reverse the signs of aging in the brain—and dancing has the most profound effect, says a new study published in the journal Frontiers in Human Neuroscience. “In this study, we show that two different types of physical exercise (dancing and endurance training) both increase the area of the brain that declines with age. In comparison, it was only dancing that lead to noticeable behavioral changes in terms of improved balance.” The traditional fitness program conducted was mainly repetitive exercises, such as cycling or Nordic walking, but the dance group were challenged with something new each week.


Play Ping-Pong: A 1992 Japanese study published in the International Journal of Table Tennis Sciences suggested the sport can delay the onset of dementia. Table tennis requires quick thinking, good hand-eye coordination, and fine motor skills control, all of which can stimulate expansion in certain areas of the brain through frequent practice.


Try the “cross-crawl”: Walking with swinging arms, crawling, marching in place, alternately touching each hand to the opposite knee. The motion of “cross-crawling” coordinates opposite sides of the body, activating the nerve cells in the brain and stimulating them to create synapses between the left and right sides of the brain. This improves focus, short-term memory, and overall brain function. It is wonderful exercise for improving reading, listening, writing, learning, and memory. It coordinates the whole brain and nervous system.


Neurobics: Stimulate Your Mind


Think of it as aerobics for your mind! This can be any nonstressful, familiar activity that is changed slightly to focus and stimulate your brain in a new way. More simple ways to support growth of new neurons:


Learn to play music. Brain scans of musicians show heightened connectivity between brain regions. If you’ve always wanted to learn an instrument, consider brain health as a motivator to get started.


Switch hands. Using your nondominant hand to do simple tasks, such as brushing your teeth, texting, or stirring your coffee/tea can help you form new neural pathways.


Read fiction. Reading a novel “can transport you into the body of the protagonist,” according to an Emory study published in the journal Brain Connectivity, which found that positive brain changes can linger in the brain for days after reading an influential novel. This ability to shift into another mental state is a crucial skill because it allows you to practice empathy, which keeps your brain flexible and allows for more creative problem solving.


Expand your vocabulary. Learning new words activates the brain’s visual and auditory processes and memory processing. Learn one new word each day to expand your vocabulary and give your brain a workout. Practice speaking in other languages as well whenever you have the opportunity. Use apps or online courses to make it fun.


Create a work of art. Participants in a ten-week art course (a two-hour session, one day per week) showed enhanced connectivity of the brain at a resting state known as the default mode network (DMN). The DMN influences such mental processes as introspection, memory, and empathy. Engaging in art also strengthens the neural pathway that controls attention and focus. Whether it’s creating mosaics, jewelry, pottery, painting, or drawing, the combination of motor and cognitive processing will promote better brain connectivity. Pull out the crafts or join a local art class; just once a week will help your brain grow.


Venture out. Travel promotes neurogenesis by exposing your brain to new, novel, and complex environments. Simply taking a weekend road trip to a different city gives your brain the same stimulation. Even simpler—take a different route than usual to your daily activities.


Get Better Sleep


Did you know that your brain cells shrink while you sleep? A recent study in the Journal of Science found that this opens up the gaps between neurons and allows fluid to “wash” the brain clean, showing that one purpose of sleep is to be a waste removal system. This builds on another recent discovery of the brain’s own network of plumbing pipes—known as the glymphatic system—which carries waste material out of the brain.


The brain only has limited energy at its disposal, and interestingly, it appears that it must choose between two different functional states—“awake and aware” or “asleep and cleaning up,” said researcher Dr. Maiken Nedergaard. Aim for seven to eight hours of sleep each night to ensure that the brain has had adequate “cleanup” time. If you’re struggling to get a consistently good sleep, try creating a nightly ritual; for example, going to bed at the same time; drinking some sleep-inducing tea; and making your room as dark as possible. Remember that you can make up for lost sleep. Listen to your body’s needs and respond accordingly.


Silence Is Brain Medicine


How much time a day do you spend in complete silence? Florence Nightingale, the nineteenth-century British nurse and social activist, once wrote, “Unnecessary noise is the most cruel absence of care that can be inflicted on sick or well.” Nightingale argued that needless sounds could cause distress, sleep loss, and alarm for recovering patients. Today, her concern is borne out by research. There is overwhelming evidence that exposure to environmental noise has adverse effects on health, according to a 2011 World Health Organization report that called noise pollution a “modern plague.”


Loud noises raise stress levels by activating the brain’s amygdala and causing the release of the stress hormone cortisol. When those attention resources are depleted, you become distracted and mentally fatigued, and may struggle to focus, solve problems, and come up with new ideas.


In your everyday life, sensory input is being thrown at you from every angle. When you can finally get away from these sonic disruptions, your brain’s attention centers have the opportunity to restore themselves.


The brain can restore its finite cognitive resources in environments with lower levels of sensory input. In silence—for instance, the quiet stillness you find when walking alone in nature—the brain can let down its sensory guard. A 2006 study published in the journal Heart found two minutes of silence to be more relaxing than listening to “relaxing” music, based on changes in blood pressure and blood circulation in the brain.


When the brain is idle and disengaged from external stimuli, you can finally tap into your inner stream of thoughts, emotions, memories, and ideas. In a 2013 study, two hours of silence daily led to the development of new cells in the hippocampus, a key brain region associated with learning, memory, and emotion. While preliminary, the findings suggested that silence could be therapeutic for such conditions as depression and Alzheimer’s, which are associated with decreased rates of neuron regeneration in the hippocampus.





AGE-DEFYING ADVICE: PROTECTING YOUR SENSES


Diminished eyesight and hearing loss are incredibly common as one ages. Approximately one in three people in the United States between the ages of 65 and 74 has hearing loss, and nearly half of those older than 75 have some difficulty hearing. But there are steps you can take to protect your eyes and ears.


The high beta-carotene content of such veggies as dark leafy greens, carrots, and sweet potatoes can help keep vision crystal clear and sharp, especially improving night vision, which decreases as one ages. A diet packed with antioxidants and omega-3 fatty acids, such as in flaxseeds, can directly prevent age-related macular degeneration, according to a study in the medical journal BMC Ophthalmology. The antioxidant carotenoids, lutein and zeaxanthin, in those leafy greens can also keep cataracts at bay by fending off damaging free radicals in the central retina.


Goji berries are a surprising power food for the eyes, containing all of the essential amino acids along with plenty of fiber, vitamins A and C, iron, zinc, and antioxidants, including eye-supportive zeaxanthin. In a study, daily dietary supplementation with the berries for ninety days increased plasma zeaxanthin and antioxidant levels as well as lowered hypopigmentation and accumulation, which are early signs of macular degeneration.


As for hearing loss, the inner parts of the ear are sensitive and delicate, so any circulation problems can affect hearing. Such conditions as chronic smoking, high blood pressure, heart disease, diabetes, atherosclerosis, and other circulatory illnesses that are not addressed can lead to hearing loss. Common drugs, such as large doses of aspirin and certain kinds of diuretics, can also affect hearing. The cochlear, or inner ear, is a high-energy-demanding organ. The auditory system is always on and always processing sound. To process sound, it needs to be fed with a huge amount of energy molecules and adequate oxygen, delivered by proper blood circulation to the ear.


Ginkgo biloba is loaded with compounds called flavones and ginkgolides—antioxidants that help protect your inner ear hair cells and auditory canal. It is also a vasodilator, opening the tiny blood vessels and capillaries in and around your ears, resulting in less ringing and clearer hearing, as well as helping clear sinus congestion and even resolving vertigo.


For further ear protection:




• Use over-the-ear headphones instead of earbuds or in-ear headphones. Choose studio-quality, noise-canceling headphones.


• Follow the “60/60” rule when listening to music. Listen to it at 60 percent of the maximum volume for no more than 60 minutes at a time, and then take a break. Try a “hearing detox” of 5 to 10 minutes to give your ears a break.


• Exercise for hearing! Findings published in the Journal of Neuroscience suggest that age-related inflammation damages the capillaries and cells, and that exercising provides the best protection from that inflammation.


• Carry earplugs to use in those situations when sound is too loud, such as in movie theaters or concerts that use amplification.







Join the ranks of those who enjoy mental clarity, excellent memory recall, and overall optimal brain health as you chronologically age. As with the other body systems we will explore, there is so much you can do on your end through appropriate diet and lifestyle choices to keep you on top of your game and prevent you from “going gently into that good night” as Dylan Thomas poetically expressed.





AGE-DEFYING ADVICE: BRAIN HEALTH


Eat More:


Magnesium-rich foods: greens, dark chocolate/cacao, almonds, figs, cashews, black beans, avocados


Anthocyanin-rich foods: blackberries, blueberries, cherries, cranberries, eggplant, grapes, plums, red beets, red cabbage, strawberries


Vitamin E–rich foods: nuts and seeds, spinach, chard


Omega-3–rich foods: dark leafy greens, nuts and seeds, avocados


B12-fortified foods: nutritional yeast. Consider a supplement if you’re not sure you’re getting enough.


Drink More:


Water: Have a cool glass of water first thing in the morning, or when feeling a little foggy, to wake up your brain.


Rosemary (fresh or dried) in water or simply to sniff for a little brain boost


Ginkgo tea to optimize brain circulation


Do More:


Avoid contaminants in water, foods, food containers, and personal care products.


Stimulate your brain via changing up your daily patterns, playing games, reading fiction, dancing, doing cross-crawl exercises, playing Ping-Pong, or juggling.


Meditate in silence.


Aromatherapy, especially lemon, orange, or mint, to keep senses open and mind focused


Normalize your sleep schedule, and avoid eating late at night, exercising right before sleep, or spending too much time on your phone or tablet in bed.


Try these brain-friendly recipes that include foods and nutrients mentioned above:


Rosemary Star Anise Tea (here)


Berry Chia Bowl with Pomegranate (here)


Arugula Walnut Salad with Cashew Dill Dressing (here)


Stacked Avocados (here)


Black Rice Sushi with Wasabi Mayo (here)


Brain Health Trail Mix (here)


For downloadable charts of Doctor and Chef recommendations, please visit www.doctorchefresources.com.








FOUNTAIN OF YOUTHER


Name: Victoria Moran


Birth Year: 1950


About Victoria: Victoria Moran is a vegan of over three decades, an obesity survivor, and the author of books, including the iconic Main Street Vegan. She hosts the weekly Main Street Vegan podcast and directs Main Street Vegan Academy, an in-person intensive in New York City that trains and certifies vegan lifestyle coaches and educators. Her grown-up daughter, Adair, is a lifelong vegan, stunt performer, and aerialist who inspired her mom to take up aerial yoga at age sixty-five. www.mainstreetvegan.net


Typical Daily Meals: I eat seasonally—lots of raw food when it’s warm, more soups and hot cereal and comfort food in the winter. I don’t snack. Eating when it’s time to eat and living life the rest of the time has been key to my maintaining a 60-pound weight loss for nearly thirty-five years. Breakfast is either a smoothie or an oatmeal parfait (oatmeal with berries and other fruit, ground flax, slivered almonds). Lunch is usually a huge salad—often with steamed sweet potatoes or winter squash—and a homemade nut-based dressing. Dinner is often some variation of beans and greens (onion, garlic, mushrooms, beans, and kale, collards, Swiss chard, or some other dark leafy green with spices, such as turmeric, cardamom, garam masala). If I make a dessert, it’s usually from the world of raw cuisine, such as chocolate mousse with richness from avocado instead of cream.


Typical Exercise/Lifestyle: When left to my own devices, I cycle in and out of what I call activity resistance disorder (ARD for short). During those periods, just opening the door to the gym is more than I think I can do, much less actually go in and work out. Because I know this about myself, I make regular exercise easy to do and hard to skip. My husband and I have a pact to do weight training together four days a week. I have a Fitbit and getting ten thousand steps every day is a point of honor. I take a yoga class three times a week.


Victoria says: Unless you’re looking to be an Olympic gymnast, anything you want to achieve is possible at any time of life. Sometimes you just have to look a little harder. For a lot of people, going vegan and choosing whole foods takes care of everything; it’s their live-happily-ever-after choice. Some of us have to look at other things, gluten sensitivity, maybe, or some genetic glitch that requires medication or other attention. I personally needed Overeaters Anonymous to get me past a binge-eating disorder before I was even able to go vegan. You [can] accommodate your own circumstances and still be a brilliant example of vibrant veganism.
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