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CHAPTER ONE

How to Tell the Truth and Get in Trouble

I am a fourth-generation dairy farmer and cattle rancher. I grew up on a dairy farm in Montana, and I ran a feedlot operation there for twenty years. I know firsthand how cattle are raised and how meat is produced in this country.

Today I am president of the International Vegetarian Union.

Sure, I used to enjoy my steaks as much as the next guy. But if you knew what I know about what goes into them and what they can do to you, you’d probably be a vegetarian like me. And, believe it or not, as a pure vegetarian now who consumes no animal products at all, I can tell you that these days I enjoy eating more than ever.

If you’re a meat-eater in America, you have a right to know that you have something in common with most of the cows you’ve eaten. They’ve eaten meat, too.

When a cow is slaughtered, about half of it by weight is not eaten by humans: the intestines and their contents, the head, hooves, and horns, as well as bones and blood. These are dumped into giant grinders at rendering plants, as are the entire bodies of cows and other farm animals known to be diseased. Rendering is a $2.4-billion-a-year industry, processing forty billion pounds of dead animals a year. There is simply no such thing in America as an animal too ravaged by disease, too cancerous, or too putrid to be welcomed by the allembracing arms of the renderer. Another staple of the renderer’s diet, in addition to farm animals, is euthanized pets–the six or seven million dogs and cats that are killed in animal shelters every year. The city of Los Angeles alone, for example, sends some two hundred tons of euthanized cats and dogs to a rendering plant every month. Added to the blend are the euthanized catch of animal control agencies, and roadkill. (Roadkill is not collected daily, and in the summer, the better roadkill collection crews can generally smell it before they can see it.) When this gruesome mix is ground and steam-cooked, the lighter, fatty material floating to the top gets refined for use in such products as cosmetics, lubricants, soaps, candles, and waxes. The heavier protein material is dried and pulverized into a brown powder–about a quarter of which consists of fecal material. The powder is used as an additive to almost all pet food as well as to livestock feed. Farmers call it “protein concentrates.” In 1995, five million tons of processed slaughterhouse leftovers were sold for animal feed in the United States. I used to feed tons of the stuff to my own livestock. It never concerned me that I was feeding cattle to cattle.

In August 1997, in response to growing concern about the spread of bovine spongiform encephalopathy (or Mad Cow disease), the FDA issued a new regulation that bans the feeding of ruminant protein (protein from cud-chewing animals) to ruminants; therefore, to the extent that the regulation is actually enforced, cattle are no longer quite the cannibals that we had made them into. They are no longer eating solid parts of other cattle, or sheep, or goats. They still munch, however, on ground-up dead horses, dogs, cats, pigs, chickens, and turkeys, as well as blood and fecal material of their own species and that of chickens. About 75 percent of the ninety million beef cattle in America are routinely given feed that has been “enriched” with rendered animal parts. The use of animal excrement in feed is common as well, as livestock operators have found it to be an efficient way of disposing of a portion of the 1.6 million tons of livestock wastes generated annually by their industry. In Arkansas, for example, the average farm feeds over fifty tons of chicken litter to cattle every year. One Arkansas cattle farmer was quoted in U.S. News & World Report as having recently purchased 745 tons of litter collected from the floors of local chicken-raising operations. After mixing it with small amounts of soybean bran, he then feeds it to his eight hundred head of cattle, making them, in his words, “fat as butterballs.” He explained, “If I didn’t have chicken litter, I’d have to sell half my herd. Other feeds are too expensive.” If you are a meat-eater, understand that this is the food of your food.

We don’t know all there is to know about the extent to which the consumption of diseased or unhealthy animals causes disease in humans, but we do know that some diseases–rabies, for example–are transmitted from the host animal to humans. We know that the common food poisonings brought on by such organisms as the prevalent E. coli bacteria, which results from fecal contamination of food, causes the death of nine thousand Americans a year and that about 80 percent of food poisonings come from tainted meat. And now we can also be virtually certain, from the tragedy that has already afflicted Britain, that Mad Cow disease can “jump species” and give rise to a new variant of the always fatal, brain-wasting Creutzfeldt-Jakob disease in humans.

A funny thing can happen when you tell the truth in this country. You can get sued. In April of 1996, I was sitting on the stage of The Oprah Winfrey Show, looking into the shocked faces of a studio audience that was learning for the first time that we were turning cows into cannibals. “Right now,” I explained, “we’re following exactly the same path that they followed in England–ten years of dealing with [Mad Cow disease] as public relations rather than doing something substantial about it. A hundred thousand cows per year in the United States are fine one night, then [found] dead the following morning. The majority of those cows are . . . ground up and fed back to other cows. If only one of them has Mad Cow disease, it has the potential to affect thousands.” Oprah herself was taken aback, and said quite simply, “Cows are herbivores. They shouldn’t be eating other cows. . . . It has just stopped me cold from eating another burger.”

Sitting next to me on the stage was a representative of the National Cattlemen’s Beef Association, Dr. Gary Weber, whose job it was to reassure the viewing public of the absolute safety of meat. I felt sorry for the guy; he had an extremely difficult hand to play. He couldn’t deny my assertion that we’d been feeding cows to cows, but belittling the fact didn’t sit well with a gasping audience. During commercial breaks he privately agreed with me that we shouldn’t be adding chopped-up cow to animal feed.

In early June, a suit was nonetheless filed on behalf of a group of Texas cattlemen, naming not only me but Oprah and her production company, Harpo Productions, as joint culprits in Food Disparagement. The Texas cattlemen and the Texas Commissioner of Agriculture apparently believe that the First Amendment to the Constitution of the United States, guaranteeing freedom of expression, was not meant to be interpreted so broadly as to allow people to say unpleasant things about beef. Pointing to a drop in the cattle futures market, the plaintiffs charged me with making “slanderous” statements about cattle and beef that caused them to endure “shame, embarrassment, humiliation, and mental pain and anguish.” Under Texas’s Food Disparagement law, the burden of proof rests, to a great extent, on the shoulders of the defendants. In January 1998, a jury was convened in Amarillo, Texas, to determine, among other things, whether my statements deviated from “reasonable and reliable scientific inquiry, fact, or data”–a standard of proof that seems remarkably oblivious of the fact that disagreement has always existed within the scientific community itself on most matters of importance, and certainly exists now on the matter of Mad Cow disease. Controversy even erupted in nineteenth-century Hungary when Dr. Ignaz Philipp Semmelweis suggested that medical students delivering babies should wash their hands first–especially as many of them had come to the delivery room after dissecting corpses. The man was roundly attacked for this radical view, but at least he didn’t have to face any Germ Disparagement laws.

Thirteen states have Food Disparagement laws on the books. In Colorado, convicted food disparagers can even be sent to jail. These laws represent the most concerted attack on First Amendment freedoms in at least a generation, and effectively put consumer advocates on notice that anything they may have to say concerning the safety of any aspect of our food supply could bring a bankrupting lawsuit smashing down on their heads.

Oprah and I have the distinction of being the first individuals sued under the Texas Food Disparagement Act. More than a year after we were sued, the second lawsuit premised on the law was filed–by emu ranchers against the Honda Motor Company, whose television commercials they felt poked fun at emus. Emu prices had been plummeting for years, and I have a sneaking suspicion that the emu ranchers were secretly pleased to find an entity like Honda with deep pockets to blame it on. It seems that, in Texas at least, you can’t be too careful what you say about cattle and emus.

Within a few months after the Oprah show aired and caused a firestorm of controversy, the Food and Drug Administration announced pending regulations to eliminate the feeding of ruminants to ruminants. The specific content of the regulations was delayed until after the presidential elections of 1996, most likely to avoid offending the livestock industry. Finally, the August 1997 ban on feeding ruminants to ruminants, a necessary but insufficient measure to stave off the spread of Mad Cow disease to America, went into effect.

Most of the media outlets in this country generate significant advertising revenues from the meat and dairy industries. After the Oprah show aired, I learned that the Beef Promotion Council pulled over six hundred thousand dollars’ worth of network advertising. It’s rare to find a media power player like Oprah, with the guts and the integrity to be willing to take on the big boys. I’ll never forget that on the day of the show, Oprah told me privately that she had seen the movie Babe several times and would never eat pork again. During the show, she appeared to give up beef.

If you’re going to be sued for disparaging beef, common sense alone would tell you to choose any setting other than Amarillo, Texas, for the site of the trial. Amarillo positively reeks of cows; the beef industry is a $3-billion-a-year industry there. Twenty-five percent of U.S. cattle are fattened in Amarillo feedlots before going to market. The town’s biggest private employer is a slaughterhouse. A mural of cattle adorns the courthouse above the elevator. Amarillo is also the hometown of Paul Engler, a feedlot owner who was one of the plaintiffs in the lawsuit. An internal memo distributed by the president of the Amarillo Chamber of Commerce almost two weeks before the trial began reminded all concerned that the chamber “fully supports the cattle feed industry” and that there should be no “red carpet rollouts” for Oprah Winfrey. For all those reasons, our respective attorneys filed a pretrial motion asking that the trial be given a change of venue from Amarillo to the more neutral territory of Dallas. The motion was denied. My attorney took that as a legal setback, and an indication that the judge was hostile to our side, but I was secretly pleased. I liked the idea of giving my opponents their best shot. Let them have the hometown advantage, I thought. If Oprah and I prevailed, the victory would be all the sweeter.

Oprah could have easily afforded to pay the millions of dollars she was being sued for, but to her credit she fought both for her reputation and for freedom of speech, and moved her television show from Chicago to Amarillo for the trial. Reporters followed her like flies to a feedlot. Neither she nor I could step up to the microphones, however, as Judge Mary Lou Robinson had imposed a gag order on all parties for the duration of the trial. Day after day on the news, Oprah could be seen shrugging in uncharacteristic muteness at the cameras as she entered and left the courthouse. For some reason, the press showed less interest in me, and I can state unequivocally that absolutely no member of the press whatsoever showed any interest at all in what I was wearing.

I was on the witness stand for two days. Since the Food Disparagement law on which the plaintiffs’ case was premised makes a person liable if he or she knowingly gives information that “states or implies” that a “perishable food product is not safe for consumption by the public,” and that information is judged to be false according to “reasonable and reliable scientific inquiry, facts, or data,” the plaintiffs’ attorney had to first establish that I had disseminated certain “facts.” He would then have to prove that those facts were “false,” and that I had known they were false. But I simply denied that my warnings of the dangers of Mad Cow disease spreading to the States were “facts” at all. I repeatedly said I was expressing only my opinion. And while I firmly believe that my warning that the practice of cow cannibalism could have tragic consequences falls into the category of “opinion” rather than “fact”–how, after all, can there be a fact about the future?–the idea that millions of dollars’ worth of liability should rest on such distinctions endangers healthy debate in a free society. The exercise I went through on the stand simply has no place in the America that I believe in. I had to answer questions such as, “Has anyone ever said you were irresponsible?” I was under oath, in a court of law. I couldn’t lie. “My wife,” I said.

When Oprah took the stand, she called the lawsuit “the most painful thing I’ve ever experienced.” Then she added, “I feel in my heart I’ve never done a malicious act against any human being.” I believe her. Throughout the trial, inside and outside the courtroom, I never heard her say an unkind word about anyone, even the cattlemen who had attacked her reputation for integrity. “I just don’t understand why I’m here,” she often said. As she pointed out on the stand, she had invited two guests on the show to present the beef industry’s point of view. She had even allowed one of them, Dr. Weber, to return for a follow-up show, without me or any other food safety activist present to counter his claims. Oprah could hardly be fairly accused of harboring an anti-beef agenda, and yet here she was in Amarillo, accused of just that.

Mr. Engler, our accuser, took the stand and testified that he might not have filed suit if I had qualified my statements on the air as simply my opinions. He said that Dr. Weber was not under any such obligation to qualify his statements because he had more credibility by virtue of having a Ph.D. and not being a vegetarian. My attorney pointed out that Engler and I had some things in common: both of us have bachelor’s degrees in agriculture, and both of us became cattlemen who once sold off our cattle to cover debts. Therefore, my attorney asked, “If you appeared on a national talk show, would you have to say that you were expressing an opinion?”

“No,” Engler answered.

“Is the main difference between you and Mr. Lyman that you don’t agree with him?” my attorney asked.

“No, sir. It’s difficult to say,” Engler said. He paused, then explained, “Mr. Lyman’s a liar.”

The jury didn’t buy his logic. On February 26, 1998, the long ordeal came to an end when the jury, after a deliberation that lasted less than six hours, found us not liable for damages. It was a wonderful day for me, full of the joy that comes of relief from torment. But there are better kinds of joy, and I wouldn’t wish the experience of a potentially bankrupting lawsuit on my worst enemy. I hope that the thirteen states that currently have food libel laws, and the fourteen other states that are reported to be currently considering enacting them, note that the trial became something of a bad joke throughout the nation. And I hope and trust that these laws will soon be found unconstitutional.

I can tell you as a former Alleged Food Disparager that behind the absurdity of this lawsuit lay an ugly reality. The American people have been raised to believe that someone is looking out for their food safety. The disturbing truth is that the protection of the quality of our food is the mandate of foot-dragging bureaucrats at the U.S. Department of Agriculture and the Food and Drug Administration who can generally be counted upon to behave not like public servants but like hired hands of the meat and dairy industries.

My journey from feedlot operator to cattlemen’s nemesis has been a strange ride, one that has brought me from castrating calves to experiencing the frustrations of Washington politics, from embracing high-tech agriculture to getting sued by its practitioners. I don’t pretend to understand the meaning of every bump in the road I’ve traveled. Hell, I sometimes feel like I was unconscious for the first half of the trip. But I can say this much for sure: all the signposts along the way concerned my health. Every time I instinctively made a choice consistent with the improvement of my physical health, it was as if more light was shed to guide me on what has turned out to be a marvelous path.

In writing this book, it is my purpose, more than anything else, to share what I’ve learned about how the best choices for our personal health turn out to be the best choices for the world we inhabit.

For all too many Americans, the first decision they consciously make about their health is the stark one between bypass surgery and angioplasty, or between chemotherapy and radiation. In reality, however, we knowingly or unknowingly make choices every day that can either lead us toward those grim options, or else toward happier ones. We do so, of course, every time we decide what fuel to put in our bodies.

To make our choices informed ones, we have to start with the facts.






CHAPTER TWO

The Simple Facts

There are only two things wrong with meat: what we know for sure is in it, and all the other stuff that might be in it.

Nearly all meat in America is contaminated with such man-made carcinogens as dioxins, a family of chemicals related to Agent Orange, and DDT, the notorious chemical that was banned domestically over twenty-five years ago but that remains in the ground (and will remain there, unfortunately, for thousands of years to come) and therefore in the crops fed to animals. Crops grown for cattle feed are permitted to, and almost always do, contain far higher levels of pesticides than crops grown for human consumption. About 80 percent of pesticides used in America are targeted on four specific crops–corn, soybeans, cotton, and wheat–that are the major constituents of livestock feed. Since animals store pesticides and other toxic substances in their fat, they get their most concentrated doses of these carcinogens when they eat other animals. And we in turn get even more concentrated doses of carcinogens when we eat them.

According to a 1975 study by the Council on Environmental Quality, 95 percent of the human intake of DDT came from dairy and meat products. When we don’t eat animal products, we can largely avoid pesticide residues. A study published in the New England Journal of Medicine found that the breast milk of vegetarian women had only 1 to 2 percent of the national average of pesticide contamination.

Of course, there are many carcinogens in our environment, and there is often a lag of ten or twenty or even thirty years before a cancer-causing agent produces the full-blown tumor that can kill a person, so it is always difficult to attribute any given cancer to a particular source with anything approaching scientific certainty. But we do know that the incidence of cancer in the human population, and most notably in industrialized societies, has skyrocketed during this century, and the increase continues unabated. When President Nixon declared a national War on Cancer in 1971, about one in five Americans could expect to be afflicted with cancer in their lifetimes. Today, that figure is one in three. Many studies have implicated pesticides as a major source of cancer risk. The evidence mounts that farmers, who have greater contact with pesticides than the general population, are suffering a disproportionate incidence of cancer. As we go down the mine of chemical agriculture, our farmers may unfortunately be serving as our canaries.

But there is a difference between established scientific fact and speculation, even when that speculation centers on matters as troubling as the feeding of animal parts and feces to the nation’s livestock, and the hemisphere-sized experiment, just thirty years old, of the prolific use of pesticides, in which humans as well as farm animals have been the unwitting guinea pigs.

So let us set aside speculation for the moment and begin simply from one indisputable scientific fact about flesh consumption: meat kills. It kills us just as dead as tobacco kills us, but far more frequently. It is far and away the number-one cause of death and disease in America. One out of every two Americans alive today will die of cardiovascular disease, usually in the form of a heart attack. And heart attacks are never caused by corn, broccoli, or cauliflower; they are not the work of pears, plums, or peaches; they are never brought on by rice, barley, or lentils. They can virtually always be attributed to saturated fat and cholesterol. Since saturated fat is converted by the liver into cholesterol, these two agents work hand in hand. In excess, they begin clogging our arteries, causing atherosclerosis, the major factor in heart disease. Although it’s certainly possible to get too much fat from a select few plant-based foods (oils, margarine, nuts, seeds, and avocados, for example), most of the saturated fat in the standard American diet and all the cholesterol come from animal products. Study after study has linked the consumption of animal products to heart disease. When I say to you that the consumption of meat, fish, poultry, and dairy products is the primary cause of atherosclerosis in nonsmokers (for smokers, cigarettes may be equally to blame), I am not just giving my opinion; I am reporting a medical fact that has been established with as much scientific unanimity and consistency as the fact that smoking cigarettes dramatically increases the risk of lung cancer, emphysema, and heart disease. But it is a fact that simply hasn’t yet been established as firmly in the public mind, thanks in large part to the obfuscations of the meat and dairy industries, which have taken a lesson from the tobacco industry in how to stay in business while killing people. Their policy is simple: deny, and when you can’t deny, confuse. One of the most effective means of confusion has been to imply to the American people that heart disease is a “natural cause” of death. But as the noted preventive health care expert Dr. Julian Whitaker points out, “Death of heart disease is as unnecessary as dying of drug abuse, yet it is taken as a normal thing.”

When atherosclerosis sets in, one of two things usually happens. Either the coronary arteries get clogged, cutting off the supply of blood to the heart, and a heart attack ensues; or the arteries feeding the brain get clogged, cutting off the supply of blood to the brain, and a stroke ensues. Thus animal products in our diet are the primary culprits not only in heart attacks but in strokes as well.

Stress is an aggravating factor, too, of course, and scientific evidence has accumulated that loneliness, or a sense of emotional isolation, adds substantially to an individual’s risk of heart trouble. So you may well reap a windfall of health benefits if you can find ways to reduce stress in your life and develop or enhance intimate relationships with others. But few people are lucky enough to escape periods of stress, loneliness, or loss altogether, and given a choice, I’d rather undergo these hardships with a healthy set of arteries than with arteries clogged by saturated fats and cholesterol. A study of mortality following a major earthquake in Athens, Greece, in 1981 strongly indicated that “stress-related sudden cardiac deaths tend to occur in a background of athero-sclerotic disease.” Dr. Dean Ornish, who has done pioneering work on reversing heart disease, explains the physiological basis for this reality:


Recent research shows that the lining of normal coronary arteries produces a substance called endothelium-derived relaxation factor, or EDRF, that dilates the coronary arteries, allowing moreblood to flow to the heart. When the lining of the coronary arteries is damaged by atherosclerosis, much less EDRF is produced, so the arteries tend to restrict and reduce coronary blood flow. As a result, atherosclerotic arteries tend to be hyperresponsive to stress.


If stress itself were really a leading cause of heart attacks, surely the number of heart attacks would have risen dramatically in Europe during World War II. But in fact the death rate from heart disease fell, as people in war-ravaged countries were forced by circumstance to eat less rich, high-fat, cholesterol-laden foods. In other words, it’s demonstrably better for your heart to eat a low-fat, vegetarian diet while bombs drop all around you than to enjoy your steak in peace.

Now if I were to tell you that tobacco is an evil weed and that we have to do all we can to stop our young people from getting addicted to those nicotine delivery systems known as cigarettes, you probably wouldn’t blink an eye. But if I were to tell you that animal products in our diet are an at least equivalent evil, and that we have to do all we can to keep our young people from getting hooked on those fat-and-cholesterol delivery systems known as hot dogs, hamburgers, scrambled eggs, and ice cream, you might think I’d gone a little over the edge.

But the evidence that animal products are our number-one killer is hard to dispute. Here are just some of the studies that, beginning a generation ago, have established this fact:


A study in 1970 analyzed the relationship between dietary intake of saturated fat and cholesterol and heart disease in12,000 men in seven countries, including the United States. It found the highest rate of death from heart disease in the two countries with the highest consumption of saturated fat and cholesterol–Finland and the United States.

An extraordinary study conducted in the mid-1970’s of no less than 24,000 Seventh-Day Adventists–whose diet is higher than the American norm in whole grains, fruits, and vegetables, and lower in animal products–compared meat-eaters to both lacto-ovo vegetarians (who consume milk and eggs) and vegans (pure vegetarians who consume no animal products at all). It found the rate of heart disease mortality to be one-third as high for the lacto-ovo vegetarians as for the meat-eaters. For the vegans, the rate was one-tenth as high.

A study published in 1988 of close to five thousand British vegetarians found the death rate from heart disease of male vegetarians to be 44% of that of the general population; for female vegetarians, the comparable figure was 41%.

A massive population study known as the China Health Project has determined that those who eat the least animal products have the lowest rates of cancer, heart disease, and several other degenerative diseases.

A study in Germany tracking more than 1,900 vegetarians for eleven years found their death rate to be about half that of the rest of the population. There were less than one-half the expected deaths from cardiovascular disease in both sexes and low rates for cancers of the digestive tract. The subjects of the study were generally “moderate” lacto-ovo vegetarians, not vegans.

In the United States, lacto-ovo vegetarians have cholesterol levels that are 14% lower than meat-eaters’, and vegans have cholesterol levels (averaging 128) that are 35% lower!


Even as early as 1961, believe it or not, the Journal of the American Medical Association announced: “A vegetarian diet can prevent 97% of our coronary occlusions.” Over the succeeding decades, as the evidence of the link between dietary cholesterol and heart disease mounted, the general public responded. Many people are now concerned with their cholesterol levels and take their doctors’ advice to eat less red meat and cut down on eggs, often in the hope of getting their cholesterol down to the “normal” 200 level. And they often try to watch their intake of fat. Since close to 40 percent of the caloric intake of the standard American diet comes in the form of fat, many people try to eat “lean” meats, frequently replacing red meat with fish and chicken, and to cut down on fried food in order to reduce their fat intake to the 30 percent level recommended (as an upper limit) by the American Heart Association. And then, with appalling frequency, they still get heart disease and wonder what they did wrong.

What they did wrong was to start from a diet that is profoundly counterproductive to human health, and then make modest improvements. This approach might be compared to wearing a parka in Death Valley in July, then starting to worry about heat prostration, and opening a button or two. The truth is that a cholesterol level of around 200 can be labeled “normal” only in the sense that getting a heart attack in America is “normal.” A truly heart-healthy cholesterol level is 150 or below. Since 1948, 5,209 residents of Framingham, Massachusetts, have been studied by researchers looking for risk factors of coronary heart disease. The good news is that, in all that time, they have not found a single person to have a heart attack whose blood cholesterol was less than 150! The bad news is that, unless your serum cholesterol is under or near that 150 level, you may never know if heart disease is creeping up on you. The Framingham study showed that, “. . . among persons examined less than 2 years before their death, 94% of those destined to die of heart disease before age 65 either had no heart disease . . . or had only a mild form of heart disease.” The researchers aptly called it “a disease which can be silent even in its most dangerous form.”

Most people cannot get their cholesterol to that magical 150 level by making minor changes in a meat-based diet. A study in Italy in 1980 of 127 subjects put on a “low-fat” (25 percent of caloric intake as fat) diet containing meat resulted in a lowering of the participants’ average cholesterol levels by only a statistically insignificant 2.8 percent after four weeks. Then one single change was made. The meat in the diet was replaced with a textured soybean product called TVP. Two weeks later, average cholesterol levels were down almost 20 percent. After two more weeks on the TVP, the total cholesterol drop was about 25 percent. No subject failed to achieve a cholesterol drop of at least 10 percent. Clearly, the only dependable, nonpharmaceutical route to a significant drop in blood cholesterol is to move to a plant-based diet.

No other factor rivals diet as a cause of atherosclerosis. There is a myth circulating in the land that our genes play a leading role in determining our risk of a heart attack. The truth is, there’s only one thing we’re likely to inherit that can cause a heart attack, and that’s bad eating habits. While some people may have a genetic disposition to elevated cholesterol that can aggravate the damage caused by a meat-based diet, virtually none of us would need to worry about any danger of a heart attack if we abstained from animal foods. As Dr. Whitaker explains, “For some reason there is widespread belief that heart disease is an inherited disease, with family history playing the strong role in who is to suffer and die from it. In reality, heart disease is a nutritional disease for the overwhelming majority, and family history has little to do with it.”

In Japan, heart disease is much less prevalent than in America, yet when Japanese people live in the United States and adopt the American diet, their rate of heart disease increases as much as tenfold–a clear indication that diet, not heredity, reigns as the determining factor in heart disease. For those who have been persuaded that they suffer from an inherited tendency to heart disease, the natural reactions may include anger, fear, self-loathing, and, perhaps most damaging of all, a sense of helplessness. Here’s the good news for the people who suffer from this notion: you are almost undoubtedly not fated to perish of heart disease. You have control of the most important factor in heart disease–your diet.

Just as some people wrongly believe that they are condemned to heart disease by bad genes, others are so certain that their health is protected by good genes that they don’t worry about the ill effects of eating high-cholesterol foods. It’s true that some people have a genetic predisposition to low blood cholesterol levels, probably because they excrete cholesterol more efficiently than most people. But listen to what Dr. John McDougall, who grew up on the standard American diet, suffered a stroke at the age of eighteen, and has now become a leading dietary researcher and proponent of vegetarian living, has to say about those rare individuals who eat animal-based diets and still boast low cholesterol levels:


. . . Even though these people will have a lower risk of heart disease, they still have health risks from consuming so much cholesterol.

Excreted cholesterol enters the gallbladder and thereby contributes to the production of gallstones (90 percent of gallstones are made of cholesterol) and excessive amounts of cholesterol in the lower intestines are believed to be involved in the development of colon cancer. Vegetable oils will cause cholesterol to be eliminated from the body, lowering our risk of heart disease. Unfortunately, however, because this cholesterol is excreted through the gallbladder and into the colon, your risks of developing gallbladder disease and colon cancer are increased the more cholesterol you excrete. Thus, a change to a no-cholesterol diet is not only the most effective, but the safest way to lower your cholesterol level.


Dr. Ornish has found that it is possible to reverse the course of coronary disease with a truly low-fat (10 percent fat) plant-based diet. The only animal products allowed on his diet are nonfat milk, nonfat yogurt, and egg whites. When he instructed his patients to combine this diet with a lifestyle program described in his book Dr. Dean Ornish’s Program for Reversing Heart Disease, the following results were obtained:


After only one year, the majority (82 percent) of the patients who made the comprehensive lifestyle changes . . . demonstrated some measurable average reversal of their coronaryartery blockages. . . . Overall, the average blockage reversed from 61.1 to 55.8 percent; more severely blocked arteries showed even greater improvement.


There is no technological quick fix for the damage done to arteries by years of eating fatty and cholesterol-laden foods. The medical profession nonetheless often recommends heart bypass surgery, a traumatic form of intervention that is always risky and often causes more harm than good. A major study of 780 heart patients, half treated with surgery and half with medication, concluded that longevity rates were not improved by surgery. And yet, due to the distressing effects of the use of the heart-lung machine during bypass surgery, damage can occur to many of the body’s vital organs, particularly the brain, which, according to several studies, is at least somewhat injured in all bypass operations.

Not only is a vegetarian diet the best preventive medicine for our hearts, it may also help us begin finally to win a war we’ve been losing since it’s been declared: the war on cancer.

The German Cancer Research Center conducted a study of over 1,900 vegetarians, and found that rates for all forms of cancer were only 56 percent of the normal rate. The aforementioned study of Seventh-Day Adventist men also found that this group, about half of whom are vegetarian, and who eat on average about 50 percent more fiber than the general population, suffers 55 percent less prostate cancer than other American males. Similarly, a ten-year study of over 120,000 Japanese men reported that vegetarian men had a lower incidence of prostate cancer than meat-eaters. The Association for the Advancement of Science reported: “Populations on a high-meat, high-fat diet are more likely to develop colon cancer than individuals on vegetarian or similar low-meat diets.”

An investigation by the National Cancer Institute correlated the incidence of colon cancer with over a hundred specific foods. All types of dead animals fared the worst. “Risks of beef, pork, and chicken all rose with frequency of use, and the composite picture suggests an underlying dose-response relationship.” And in 1991, a thirty-six-country study reported a strong and direct correlation between consumption of dairy and animal fat and the incidence of prostate cancer, colorectal cancer, lung cancer, and breast cancer.

Numerous animal studies have shown that a high-fat diet promotes breast cancer tumors. Studies of mice implanted with human breast cancer cells showed that the tumors grew and spread more quickly in those mice fed a high-fat diet. Mice fed a diet rich in cruciferous vegetables had a reduced cancer rate.

Worldwide epidemiological evidence also reveals a remarkably direct link between dietary fat intake and breast cancer deaths. Nations like Thailand and El Salvador with a comparatively low-fat, plant-based diet have the lowest breast cancer mortality rates. The highest rates are in the “high-fat” countries like the Netherlands, the United Kingdom, Denmark, Canada, New Zealand, Switzerland, and the United States.

Lest anyone think that demographic comparisons of cancer rates can be better explained by genetics than patterns of food consumption, consider that as Japan has Westernized over the last thirty years, dramatically increasing the percentage of fat and dairy products in its diet, the rate of breast cancer in that country has shot up in an equally dramatic way. A massive Japanese study documented a breast cancer risk in daily meat-eaters that was four times the risk of those who ate little or no meat. Breast cancer rates also varied directly with consumption of eggs, butter, and cheese. Not surprisingly, in the United States, Seventh-Day Adventist women have markedly lower rates of cervical and ovarian cancer than the rest of the population. A 1989 Harvard study also linked dairy consumption directly with ovarian cancer.

Finally, the less-than-radical National Academy of Sciences came to the following verdict in 1982: “In summary, the incidence of prostate cancer is correlated with other cancers associated with diet, e.g., breast cancer. There is good evidence that an increased risk of prostate cancer is associated with certain dietary factors, especially the intake of high fat and high protein foods, which usually occur together in the diet. There is some evidence that foods rich in Vitamin A . . . and vegetarian diets are associated with a lower risk.”

In short, the evidence that an animal-based diet is implicated in our soaring cancer rates–our number-two killer–begins to rival the evidence of its contribution to our number-one killer, coronary heart disease.

When meat and dairy products aren’t killing us, they’re often making us sick and progressively destroying our health and the quality of our lives. We are one of the most obese nations on Earth, and as a result have created a diet industry that generates $40 billion annually. But in China, where the average person consumes, believe it or not, 25 percent more calories daily than in the United States, obesity is extremely rare. The difference is that the Chinese consume a plant-based diet, far lower in fat than the standard American diet. It’s that simple. Know anyone who got fat on rice?

Osteoporosis ranks as one of the great scourges of our senior citizens, contributing to crippling bone fractures in millions of Americans. We’ve all heard about osteoporosis: it’s caused by a lack of calcium in the diet, and the best way to combat it is by drinking a lot of calcium-rich milk, right? Wrong. While the dairy industry tries hard to promote the idea that milk fights osteoporosis, they cannot make it come true. Osteoporosis is yet another disease of the animal-based diet, and the consumption of milk and meat–both calcium-rich–is nonetheless more likely to aggravate the condition than to mitigate it. Again, comparing cultures with different diets overwhelmingly proves the case. The Chinese, who eat almost no dairy, get all their calcium from plant sources and consume only 6 percent of the animal protein of the average American, rarely suffer from osteoporosis. The Eskimos, while not milk-drinkers, do eat a calcium-rich diet of meat and fish, and have an astoundingly high rate of osteoporosis.

A study of 1,600 women compared bone loss in vegetarians with bone loss in meat-eaters. It found that by the time they reached eighty, vegetarian women had lost only about half as much bone mineral as meat-eaters. Since the human body cannot store excess protein, it excretes it through the urine, taking calcium with it. Excess proteins cause an acid load in the blood; in order to neutralize this load, calcium is depleted from the bones. The dairy industry won’t be the first to tell you this, but the dietary cause of osteoporosis is rarely a deficiency of calcium; it is instead a surfeit of protein, the natural result of an animal-based diet. This surfeit of protein, in addition to stressing the kidneys, results in the loss of bone density that we call osteoporosis. While milk contains calcium, it also contains so much protein that it winds up costing the body more of the mineral than it adds. If you want to avoid osteoporosis, the best prescription is a simple one: get your calcium from any of a variety of calcium-rich vegetarian foods–almonds, sesame seeds, molasses, garbanzo beans, tofu (made with calcium sulfate), broccoli, and kale, for example–and keep your protein intake reasonably low, to about 10 to 20 percent of caloric intake. And tune out the propaganda of the dairy industry.

Diabetes is yet another affliction that is in some cases caused by, in other cases aggravated by, a meat-based diet. Compared with the general population, Seventh-Day Adventists have roughly half the risk of developing diabetes. A study of diabetics showed that those placed on a high-fiber vegetarian diet required 73 percent less insulin therapy than those on standard diets. Diabetics often need insulin shots not because their bodies don’t produce enough insulin (they in fact do) but because the insulin they produce fails to function at least partially as a result of high levels of fat in the blood. A low-fat, high-fiber diet can do more to help most diabetics than insulin pumps and medication. As the vegetarian author and health expert John Robbins points out, diabetes “is rare or nonexistent among peoples whose diets are primarily grains, vegetables, and fruits. If these same people switch to rich meat-based diets, however, their incidence of diabetes balloons.”

Hypertension, or high blood pressure, is a complicating factor in both cardiovascular and cerebrovascular disease. It is the most common reason for a visit to the doctor in America, and more prescriptions are written for hypertension than for any other disease. It is almost axiomatic in our country that as one grows older, one’s blood pressure rises, and as a result one is at greater risk of a stroke or a heart attack. This is not because the human body was designed to self-destruct this way, but because an animal-based diet high in saturated fats and cholesterol narrows our arteries, thus increasing the pressure of the blood flowing through them. When such a condition leads to a fatal heart attack or stroke in an older person, we often say the person “died of old age.” It would be more accurate to say that the victim “died of the American diet.”
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