
[image: Cover Page of Un-Junk Your Diet]


Praise for Un-Junk Your Diet

“This is the perfect guide to help one navigate the toxic food environment we live in today. Desiree shows her true leadership by giving readers inspiration, knowledge, understanding, many laughs, and most importantly the (survival) skills to un-junk their own diets, leading them to happier and healthier places.”

—Veronica Kacinik, MSc, RD

“As soon as you open this book, you realize Desiree Nielsen is the best friend you wish you had. Written in her voice, Un-Junk Your Diet is not out to sell you on some fad diet, but to show you how to change your life in a way you never imagined. The facts will shock you. The self-assessments will open your eyes. The meal plans will inspire you and the more than forty pages of mouthwatering recipes will leave you salivating for a healthier life. We all need a friend to cheer us on and keep us on the right path. When it comes to nutrition, there is no better friend to have than Desiree.”

—Jason “The Germ Guy” Tetro, microbiologist and author of The Germ Code: How to Stop Worrying and Love the Microbes

“Move over Marion Nestle, Desiree Nielsen is taking the reins in decoding and decluttering nutrition…. This book is a journey, one that will wind you down a path where you can feel success—from small, attainable goals to landmark changes. From quizzes and grocery lists to scrumptious recipes, Un-Junk Your Diet has it all —it's your one-stop-shop nutrition prescription.”

—Wendy Jo Peterson, MS, RD, CSSD, sports dietitian and culinary nutritionist, coauthor of the Mediterranean Diet Cookbook For Dummies and Adrenal Fatigue for Dummies
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INTRODUCTION

It’s Not One Size Fits All … (aka How to Use this Book)

Un-Junk Your Diet is all about giving you the tools to transform the way you eat, so each day you get healthier than the day before. It’s not about forcing you to eat something you hate or confining you to some strange schedule of mealtimes that won’t work for you. As a dietitian, I know that the only way to achieve permanent change is to individualize your eating strategies. While it would take me lifetimes to write a book for each of you, I have tried as hard as possible to create a book that you can use to customize an eating plan for yourself.

Think of this book as a choose-your-own-nutrition adventure!

Sorry, my nutrition geek is showing.

Fad diets work (sometimes). For some people. In the short term. That is why they sell bazillions of copies! And when they fail, there is a new title that promises you the world and sells bazillions more. When a person finds a plan that speaks to their love of number crunching/carnivorous tendencies/fat phobia, they will make some progress on whatever is trending in the diet world. When the diet doesn’t work, it is frustrating. For those who lose weight and regain it after they trail off from the program, it is super frustrating. As your dietitian, I couldn’t do that to you. And Un-Junk Your Diet is here because I never want you to be frustrated by an eating plan again.

How you engage with this book is up to you, because this is the start of a beautiful and permanent friendship. An anti-inflammatory eating strategy will help you feel stronger and more energetic tomorrow and fight off chronic disease for decades to come.

Interested in nutrition? Start from the beginning of the book, as it is packed full of practical, myth-busting knowledge to help make you a super nutrition whiz.

If years of tweeting have left you with a shorter attention span, and you are eager to get to the “What do I eat?” part, start at Chapter 7. This chapter will help you determine which of the four plans will be right for you.

For those wishing to take the baby steps approach to getting healthy—of which I am a huge fan—start at Chapter 8. It took me fifteen years to transform my own eating habits to their current state. Give yourself some time to adapt.

Are you feeling wretched after a long unhealthy stretch and need to claw your way back to health? Have to get into a bathing suit in two weeks? Head to Chapter 10, and while you are on the kick-start plan, start reading from either the beginning or Chapter 7, because I have big plans for you! Remember, this book is about abandoning diets forever. I’ll look the other way if you feel you need a nutritional reset right now.

Ready for a permanent transformation and simply need someone to show you what to eat? Love to cook and hate following rigid meal plans? Meet my 80/20 approach—it is supercharged with anti-inflammatory nutrition that leaves room for the occasional cocktail and burger. I give you the tools; you decide what to eat.

Finally, you might just need someone to take the work out of meal planning for you. You are ready to make a change but don’t have the time or energy to figure out the best way to feed yourself. I have given you a twenty-eight-day meal plan in Chapter 11, so you can get healthier ASAP while reading about all the reasons to do so.

Ready to glow? Then turn the page and don’t look back. Unless you want to reread something, of course. In that case, look back as often as you need!


PART ONE:

Food for Thought


CHAPTER 1

OVERFED AND UNDERNOURISHED

“We have a health care system that doesn’t care about food, and a food system that doesn’t care about health.” —Wayne Roberts

It’s no secret: most of us aren’t as healthy as we could be. There have been plenty of times in my life when I haven’t been as healthy as I’d like either. Maybe I was working out plenty but drinking a bit too much red wine or eating beautifully but living with so much stress my body was breaking under the weight of it. Our bodies, much like life itself, are a work in progress. This is not about perfection. It is about choosing to stick with a path that leads you to a healthier and happier life. Personally, I went from a kid who liked to eat ice cream for breakfast and bemoaned skim milk to a teenaged, mac-and-cheese obsessed “carb-atarian” to the requisite flings with ridiculous fad diets as a young adult to the plant-based, whole food eater I am now. I still like red wine … and potato chips. I have also figured out how to eat so well that I have room for the less-than-stellar choices I make every once in a while. You can get here too. This book can help provide the road map, but it’s up to you to take the journey.

The approach you are about to read differs from those found in other books and, frankly, from that all-or-nothing approach that tends to drive so many of us. This is not about overhauling your eating habits until they are no longer recognizable to you. You won’t go from eating sixteen-ounce steaks and fries to subsisting on kale and air the next morning, because I am here to tell you an approach like that won’t last. And I don’t want you to ever go on a diet again.

Instead, I am asking you to hold on, get comfortable, and take the scenic route. We are going to chart a path that meets you where you are and shows you how good the journey can be. Over time, you will leave habits behind that no longer suit the new, healthier you. Life will be filled with great food that energizes, fills you up, and actually tastes amazing. And we’re leaving room for a night out with friends or your mother’s famous noodle casserole. It’s going to take work … not sacrifice. Changing your diet for the better requires that you become conscious of your choices, patient with yourself, and accepting of where you are right now. As you read on, you will also have a greater understanding of why a bite of broccoli is really medicine for your cells and why that stuff in the brightly colored box is not actually food.

No, You are NOT too Busy to Eat Well

Life rushes by, and somehow, between work and socializing or making dinner and rushing to soccer practice, food became not something to nourish but something to entertain or fill a void. Fast food and “family” restaurants are now so inexpensive that many of us can afford to eat there all the time. Going out has gone from what was once a rare monthly or perhaps weekly treat to becoming the norm. Canadians spent 28 percent of their food budget on restaurant meals in 2010,1 and according to the National Restaurant Association,2 Americans spent 1.7 billion dollars a day at restaurants in 2011. The cobwebs in our kitchens are telling. Your stove misses you! Go warm up the kettle or something and show it some love.

Consumers are coerced by marketers into the cult of convenience to make all that instant junk food seem inevitable and, bizarrely, helpful. Now that we don’t have to spend twenty minutes cooking, we can work more, commute longer, and spend more time browsing the Internet and watching TV. We certainly fill our time, but are we truly too busy to cook or are we simply choosing to allocate our time differently? And, are we making these decisions consciously? In fact, we seem to be spending a disproportionate amount of time thinking about food—just not when we are preparing or eating it. Millions of us tune into cooking shows about all the food we aren’t eating but would like to and reality programs about losing the weight gained by eating too much food. Hmm … just thinking about all those cooking shows is making me hungry … you can see how this love affair with a screen turns into snacking.

We are now so “busy” that we have to buy the packaged food and run through the drive-thru or call for takeout. Never mind that in the time it takes for the pizza to arrive, you could have made something. It doesn’t have to be anything fancy; a bit of chicken and pasta or some veggie burritos are certainly more satisfying and less expensive to make. Instead, you saved time and spent more money, so you are going to have to work a little longer tomorrow and pick up takeout on the way home. Starting to sound like a mouse spinning a wheel yet?

But It Tastes Soooooo Good!

Once they have their deliciously alluring hooks into you, it is hard to stray from the overprocessed ingredient combinations we currently call food. In a sea of french fries and frozen mac and cheese, broccoli tastes a tad … boring. Our collective taste buds crave the salty, sweet, rich tastes of manufactured food and, frankly, don’t know what to do with a bunch of parsley or dish of plain yogurt. Those flavors—tart, tangy, bitter, and astringent—are as foreign to us as listening to someone speaking Swahili (assuming you don’t, of course). However, we are not born loving those manufactured flavors; taste buds are made, not born. So we run into the creamy, welcoming arms of a tub of candy-bar flavored ice cream. And that tub of ice cream loves us so much it decides to make a home somewhere around our belly buttons and inside our arteries.

Now more than ever before, we are surrounded by an unprecedented amount of high calorie, high salt, high sugar foods that excite our taste buds and our brains, because that is what they are designed to do. Manufactured foods, which are exactly what all those muffins, chips, sodas, and frozen lasagnas are, are designed with you in mind. Or, to be more accurate, designed for your taste buds and your brain. Flavor scientists (yes, that is a real profession) work hard to perfect just the right combination of flavor molecules along with fat to carry that flavor, sugar to provide a rush of pleasure, and salt to wake up our taste buds so they can take notice. You get a wave of flavor, energy, and comfort that leaves you feeling empty as soon as it passes. You can’t really be blamed for not liking cucumbers. They must taste incredibly odd with no sugary dressing on them. That is, until you change your taste buds. There is a lot of food I can no longer eat because it tastes fake to me. Don’t get me wrong … I still like real ice cream and such. However, that strange big-box store white cake for the office birthday doesn’t even hold a second of my attention.

Is There Any Food in Your Food?

Our working definition of what food is has changed now, too. We recognize foods by their familiar packages and shapes, not by the ingredients they contain. Children can recognize the logos for McDonald’s, Starbucks, and Dunkin Donuts before many of them know an eggplant or a kidney bean. Flour, salt, sweeteners, stabilizers, and cheap fat come in literally thousands of modern combinations, seemingly different but almost impossible to tell apart by just looking at their ingredients.


Dude, Where’s My Cereal?

Below is a selection of common supermarket picks, such as breakfast cereal and crackers. We consider these items to be a reasonable part of our daily diets, but they typify how monotonous and carb-based our diets have become. Sure, from the outside you might recognize these foods as different, but can you tell their ingredients apart? Try and match the food to its ingredients list and see how you score!

This game was inspired by a similar one I found in the excellent monthly Nutrition Action Health Letter.







	Food
	Ingredients




	1. Kellogg’s Special K Protein Plus Cereal3

	A: Whole grain rolled oats, sugar, whole grain puffed cereal (whole grain white corn, whole grain oat flour, whole wheat flour, whole grain brown rice flour, sugar, calcium carbonate, salt, BHT [a preservative]), partially hydrogenated palm kernel oil, high fructose corn syrup, polydextrose, soybean oil, reduced mineral whey, soy lecithin, cinnamon, molasses, natural and artificial flavors, nonfat dry milk solids, dextrose, salt, yellow 5 lake, yellow 6 lake, honey, blue 2 lake, sodium bicarbonate.



	2. Keebler Cinnamon Roll Cookies4

	B: Enriched bleached wheat flour (wheat flour, malted barley flour, niacin, reduced iron, thiamine mononitrate [vitamin B1], enzyme, riboflavin [vitamin B2], folic acid), palm oil, skim milk, sugar, water, soybean oil, egg yolks, contains less than 2 percent of the following: leavening (sodium acid pyrophosphate, baking soda, sodium aluminum phosphate), salt, defatted soy flour, soy flour, soy lecithin, wheat starch, konjac flour, wheat germ, carrageenan, dextrose, natural and artificial flavor, enzyme modified egg yolks, gelatinized wheat starch, colored with turmeric and annatto extracts and beta carotene, defatted wheat germ; dextrose, corn starch, cinnamon, palm oil.



	3. Nabisco Ritz Honey Butter Crackers5

	C: Whole grain wheat, wheat gluten, sugar, rice, soy protein isolate, wheat bran, defatted soy grits, contains 2 percent or less of salt, cinnamon, malt flavor, sucralose, BHT [a preservative].



	4. Quaker Cinnamon Granola Bites6

	D: Enriched flour (wheat flour, niacin, reduced iron, thiamine mononitrate [vitamin B1], riboflavin [vitamin B2], folic acid), invert sugar, soybean and palm oil, sugar, corn syrup, fructose, modified corn starch, contains 2 percent or less of cinnamon, eggs, glycerin, molasses, salt, DATEM, natural and artificial flavors, soy lecithin, baking soda, caramel color, lactic acid, modified soy protein, whey protein concentrate.



	5. Dunkin Donuts Cinnamon Cake Donut7

	E: Enriched flour (wheat flour, niacin, reduced iron, thiamine mononitrate [vitamin B1], riboflavin [vitamin B2], folic acid), soybean oil, sugar, partially hydrogenated cottonseed oil, honey, leavening (calcium phosphate and/or baking soda), salt, natural and artificial flavor (contains soy), soy lecithin (emulsifier), cornstarch. Contains: wheat, soy.




Answers: 1 C, 2 D, 3 E, 4 A, 5 B







	Score 5:
	Nutrition All-Star … are you just reading this book for extra credit?



	3-4:
	On Your Way … keep reading and you’ll be a nutrition whiz in no time



	Fewer than 3:
	Ready for change … don’t worry, it’s designed to be this complicated. Time for some real food rehab.






One of the basic tenets of good nutrition practice is variety—yet most of us are eating just a handful of foods. Wheat, milk, soy, and corn make up the majority of industrialized food ingredients8 that are assembled into our standard American diet (the acronym SAD says it all!). However, before those four foods become part of dinner, they are hydrolyzed, modified, and esterified within an inch of their lives to create novel tastes, shapes, and textures. As the number of food and beverage products available on North American grocery store shelves skyrockets into the hundreds of thousands, the actual biological diversity of our food is dwindling.

Go and check your cupboards. If our little ingredients game was any indication, your cupboards might feature similar options. In all of the seeming variety we enjoy, we are, in fact, eating just a few common processed foods. From their whole, nutrient-dense state, real food is hyper-processed through milling and extracting, damaged in high heat, and fractioned into basic chemical components. Flour is a great example of this; by the time you take a whole wheat berry and finely mill it into flour, mix it into a paste with cheap fats, and cook it into fun shapes with high heat drying, little of the original bounty of vitamins, minerals, fiber, and healthy fats remains. It’s little more than quick sugar for your blood stream. And we call that breakfast. How extensive is the infiltration of wheat, soy, dairy, and corn in our diets? Take a look at some of the common food ingredients that can be made from corn: 9


alpha-tocopherol (vitamin E), ascorbic acid (vitamin C), baking powder, calcium stearate, caramel, cellulose, citric acid, citrus cloud emulsion, corn flour, corn oil, cornstarch, corn syrup, dextrin, dextrose (glucose), diglycerides, ethylene, ethyl acetate, ethyl lactate, fibersol-2, fructose, fumaric acid, golden syrup, high fructose corn syrup, inositol, invert sugar, malt, maltodextrin, margarine, monoglycerides, monosodium glutamate (MSG), polydextrose, saccharin, semolina, sorbic acid, sorbitol, starch, sucrose, treacle, vanilla extract, white vinegar, xanthan gum, xylitol, zein



Goes beyond corn on the cob as a tasty side dish, doesn’t it? Corn, the vegetable, has plenty to offer you nutritionally speaking. However, we have turned corn into a commodity to be bought, sold, genetically manipulated, and value-added. Too bad the values don’t include keeping you healthy.

Still wondering why this biological diversity is so important to our health? Each plant and animal on earth has a unique chemical composition; when we consume those organisms as food, we benefit from the complex nutrients, phytochemicals, and cofactors that nature intended us to receive for optimal nutrition. Anthocyanins, phytochemicals that help protect the heart, are found in bright red and purple produce. Vitamin B12, which is essential for forming healthy blood cells, is found only in animal foods. Soluble fiber, which cleanses the digestive tract and helps stabilize blood sugars and lower blood cholesterol, is found in a few grains, legumes, fruits, and vegetables. When we eat only a handful of super-processed foodstuffs, we wind up with a massive nutrient debt to go along with our venti mochaccino-induced financial debt.

Perhaps we should look at our eating choices as an investment strategy in our long-term health. Now, I can’t exactly claim to be a money whiz, but I do know that diversification of investments is a pretty standard practice to ensure financial security. So let’s diversify! Put down the box, pick up the produce! The next time you go to the grocery store or farmer’s market, find the oddest-looking veggie you have ever seen and take it home. With the help of Chef Google, figure out how to cook and eat it. Notice your reaction to the different flavors and textures. Is it love at first bite? Or is the experience the culinary equivalent of having to give a presentation to your boss? As with all things, exploring the unknown can be a little uncomfortable. But soon, the foreign becomes familiar and your body will respond to all of these newfound nutrients and flavors in favorable ways. Eating a variety of real, whole foods will help us load our cells with good nutrition for a rainy day.

Houston, We Have a Problem

Obesity is a staggering concern in North America. Statistics Canada reports that 52.1 percent of Canadians are overweight or obese10, and according to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), 35.7 percent of American adults are obese.11 We may be living longer lives, but those lives are sicker than ever before. For many of us, the last half of our lives will be filled with prescriptions, energy deficits, and physical limitations that needn’t exist. There is no reason why we can’t run marathons at sixty or find the energy to write that bestseller in our spare time.

As we live our lives, so do we teach our children. Never before have health professionals seen children experience the health problems that were once reserved for those in middle age. It’s the food, people! Time to lift the veil and realize that what we choose to eat is actually of vital importance to our lives. Night after night of chips and canned soup will take its toll on your health, energy levels, and waistband. Don’t have the energy to go for a run? What did you have for lunch? I find it fascinating that foods that pile on the calories (calories represent the energy from food that your body can burn for fuel) can leave you feeling like you have no energy to spare. So we look to stimulants, such as energy drinks, to prop us up, but these short-term strategies only mask the deep imbalance that is causing our energy crisis in the first place: a nutrient-depleted body.

For your children, growing up with nutrient-depleted foods loaded with calories fuels poor quality growth with metabolic and chronic consequences we are only just starting to understand in our society. Along with the love we give them and the rules we create to keep them safe, what we choose to feed our children is one of the most important decisions we make as parents, Helping your kids transition to a healthy diet or starting them out right will keep their lives healthy and happy and provide a better future for us all.

The cost of obesity to our economy is just as enormous—the CDC estimates place the cost of obesity at $147 billion dollars (year 2008 dollars) in the United States.11 Chronic disease, of which obesity is a primary risk factor, limits our ability to focus and work hard, limiting our productivity. Chronic disease leads to more sick days, higher medical costs for our employers and our health care systems, and when we are no longer able to work due to illness, it becomes a drain on our families. Not to mention that chronic disease destroys our ability to enjoy this precious gift of life that we have been given. In our current food system, food is seen as profit-making for a lucky few. We might remark at the cost of food or how our food-related stocks are performing, but perhaps what we choose to eat should be viewed as its own issue of economics after all. As the saying goes, you can pay your farmer now or pay your doctor (and the pharmaceutical company) later … it’s your choice.

Now, before I go any further into the obesity discussion, I should clarify. While many of us fret about the ten or twenty pounds that might stand between us and looking celebrity skinny, a few extra pounds aren’t really going to hurt us. In fact, they might actually be good for us as long as we are generally healthy. I have less interest in the number we see on the scale than how our cholesterol is doing or how many veggies we are eating. When I set my sights on obesity, I am talking significant, can’t-reach-around-your-belly, wheeze-climbing-a-flight-of-stairs obesity. This is the type of weight that dramatically increases your risk of chronic disease later in life and makes you feel crummy right now.

What’s Your BMI … and What Does It Mean?

The Body Mass Index (BMI) is a tool that tells us what our risk of chronic disease is over time based on the ratio of our height to our weight. It doesn’t really tell us how healthy we are right now. Two people with the same BMI might be a salad-munching marathon runner or a super-value meal munching couch potato. BMI also doesn’t distinguish muscle from fat. Wait, have I talked you out of caring yet?

Why BMI is interesting, to a health professional at least, is that it acts kind of like an early warning system for your health. If your BMI is on the higher side, you have the heads up that some change might lie ahead. So give it a go. Find your height on the left side of the chart and follow it until you find your weight. At the top of the column is your BMI.

[image: image]

How Health Professionals Interpret the Results:

BMI lower than 18.5: underweight and increased risk of chronic disease over time

BMI 18.5–24.9: healthy weight and lowest risk of chronic disease over time

BMI 25.0–29.9: overweight and increased risk of chronic disease over time

BMI 30.0 or greater: obese and greatly increased risk of chronic disease over time

If you fall into an increased risk category, that might strengthen your motivation to change. The good news is that you don’t have to change overnight or lose forty pounds in a month to be healthy. All you need to do is move toward better choices that will, over time, bring your weight into a healthier zone. If you don’t get all the way to an ideal weight, it doesn’t matter. Sometimes, simply preventing future weight gain is a powerful indictor of better health choices. Chronic disease takes decades to develop. Don’t stress yourself out thinking you have to reach some unattainable notion of perfection overnight. This is about progress, remember?

Digging Deep

How did we get into, to quote Kris Carr, this shit pickle anyway? Because the food we eat is hyper-caloric, utterly devoid of nutrition, and we are being bullied into eating more and more of it. That’s right. We are malnourished in a sea of cheap, “tasty” food. In university, malnutrition was a state we learned about in the presence of starvation. Now, for the first time, obesity is a larger global problem than starvation.12 However underfed or overfed, many North Americans are greatly malnourished.

Here is how it happens: real food, the kind that grows in the ground or lives as an animal, has nutrients! There are hundreds of naturally occurring components in a single blueberry. Nature designed all of these organisms to have the components they need to grow and thrive, which makes them more valuable for us. Nature is also wise enough not to waste precious energy on creating too many energy stores within these plants … just enough to survive common pests or a few days without rain. So these foods tend to have a lot of nutrition without a lot of energy, or calories. In fact, we call these nutrient-dense foods because they are full of nutrients, not calories. Our human bodies were designed to eat this type of food. However, when human hands and industrial machines start manipulating, extracting, and concentrating aspects of our food, we disconnect the foods we create from the natural order of things. We create calorie-dense foods that starve our cells of nutrition while piling on massive energy stores we don’t even need. The remote control is just not that heavy.

While technology has rapidly evolved, our bodies are greatly lagging behind. We still share the same DNA that hoarded as much energy as it could when food was plentiful so you could survive when it wasn’t. However, for those of us lucky enough to put food on the table without too much trouble, food is always there. We don’t have to work very hard to grow or process the food—we just drive our SUVs to the store, or better yet, pick up the phone and the food comes to you. Manufacturers have made food so convenient that we don’t even need a twenty-minute cooling off period before our desired snack is ready. Food can be ready in just sixty seconds, which is fast enough to indulge a whim and be finished before your belly even registers what just happened.

I like to eat. My Portuguese grandmother’s kitchen was a place that greatly formed my food culture and practices. I grew up in a family where people who were “too skinny” were just fed more; as a skinny kid, I was fed a lot. The kitchen was the center of family life. We cooked, sat around the kitchen table, and ate, and when the food was gone, we just talked … and eventually my grandmother brought out more food. If you just arrived in my grandmother’s home, “you must be hungry.” If there were leftovers on the table, you didn’t eat enough, but lord help you if there were no leftovers … because “someone must have gone hungry!” To make a long story short, I didn’t grow up nibbling like a bird, nor do I think you should have to.

So why do I care so much that you are a healthy weight? Because the more you weigh beyond your healthy weight range, the greater your risk of chronic disease. Now, there are plenty of folks who weigh more than their ideal weight yet are fit as a fiddle. If this is you, you probably already know it—and your checkups will show it. But for the rest of us, being significantly overweight often means that our bodies aren’t running at their best, we feel terrible, and disease can follow. Cancer. Heart disease. Type 2 diabetes. Alzheimer’s disease. These are the biggies: the diseases that affect almost every single one of us at younger and younger ages. We used to call type 2 diabetes adult-onset diabetes because it was a disease associated with getting older and heavier. Now, we see grade school kids with type 2 diabetes. In just eight or nine years, they have assaulted their cells so profoundly that the cells no longer want to listen to the insulin knocking down their doors. This just shouldn’t happen. Period. No excuses. Time to pull up our collective big boy pants or big girl panties and fix this mess! Chronic disease is running rampant in industrialized nations, tanking our quality of life, keeping us filled up with prescriptions, and costing us, our bosses, and our healthcare system billions of dollars a year. We are living longer … but what is the quality of those lives?

Let me not get ahead of myself—I see you, immediate gratification gene—eating crap food also makes you feel awful. That value meal might taste delightful right now, but, in fact, even if you look healthy on the outside, living a crummy lifestyle makes you feel crummy, too. When was the last time you felt truly energized and vibrant? Do you wake up with a smile on your face, or do you stumble out of bed toward the coffee pot and wait for the caffeine to hit? Do you enjoy running around with your kids or going to the latest fitness class with friends, or do you try and minimize the amount of time you spend upright? We have gotten to the point where it doesn’t even seem normal to feel healthy and energetic but it is, indeed, possible. Feeling good is the body’s natural state. A body filled with poor–quality food, stuck in a chair all day, and stressed out constantly is a tired, broken, sick body today… not just twenty years from now. So changing your ways, gradually so it doesn’t sting, will make you feel better in a week. Not bad, I think. Might be worth the trouble of making change, yes?

Resisting the siren call of the cheesecake is one of the challenges of preaching good nutrition. Don’t worry; I know what I am up against! When I ask you to eat your broccoli, I know that I am asking you to defer the delights of instant gratification in hopes of a payoff tomorrow, next year, and twenty years from now. Our culture has us hardwired to want everything now. Get your news as it happens, get your food as soon as your craving hits, and lose weight just as fast by starving yourself. Taking care of yourself requires you to put the brakes on a bit. Think about what your goals are and what you truly want for your life and your health. Decide to love your body instead of treating it like a hollow vessel for your overstimulated brain. You’re going to have to slow the train down a touch. Putting the smart phone down for a while might help. And yes, you have the time. If you had the time to watch The Bachelor last night, you have the time. You just need to shift how you spend it.

Chronic Disease is a Long-Term Annoyance, Not a Life Sentence

In our typical medical model, we live ourselves (remember how we call many chronic diseases “lifestyle diseases”?) into oblivion, get a diagnosis, get the prescription or the surgery, and call it a day. When we get worse or feel worse, we can try to patch it up with more pills. They don’t solve the problem; they just blunt the symptoms and, in fact, those pills are putting a massive dent in our wallets. Americans spent 325.8 billion dollars on prescriptions in 2012.13 Think of all the fancy acai berry smoothies you could buy with that! Heck, you could move to the Amazon basin and buy your own acai berry plantation with all that dough.

We accept our health conditions as permanent, inevitable, and unchangeable. But what if they were changeable? Would that change how you live?

Let me rephrase that: they are changeable. But you will have to change, too.

Time to live well.

You can start to deliver clean, anti-inflammatory nutrition to your cells so they can grow and repair properly. You can teach your cells to listen when insulin comes calling. You can tell your blood pressure to calm down. And you can certainly mop up that cholesterol mess. If you can do it before the medications come calling, even better. But you can also make changes that alter your metabolism (and perhaps even reduce or discontinue some of those meds) even after chronic disease decides to hunker down. You can get healthier tomorrow, instead of less healthy … which is the path that most of us are tripping along. It all starts with a single choice to have some spinach alongside your steak. Tomorrow, we’ll introduce you to quinoa. The cure comes one day at a time, just as the disease did.

It’s Not You, It’s the Food … Well, Part of it is You (and That’s the Exciting Part!)

Don’t get me wrong—in most circumstances, no one is holding a gun to your head trying to get you to eat that double cheeseburger. We place so much emphasis on individual responsibility, but in reality, our culture builds an environment that only the most disciplined (and educated … which is what this book is for) can resist the temptation. That’s convenient—for those who make money off of us being sick and overweight. Our food system creates the 500-pound weight, drops it on you, and blames you when you can’t lift it off yourself.

Hyper-processed foods are designed in laboratories by the brightest minds in food science to ensure that your brain gets the biggest rush possible from each bite. That rush comes from a magic combination of sugar, fat, and salt, which sends a message to your caveman brain letting you know that you hit the energy jackpot. “You had better eat as much as you can because this will be good fuel for the next famine!” Except that the famine never comes! This gastronomic rush, also known as the bliss point, can be akin to an addiction for some people.14 In fact, this blissed-out sensation stimulates a chemical reward pathway in the brain that we want to experience again and again.14 I can speak as an interesting test subject; as someone who lives a real food lifestyle, on the occasion that I find myself confronted with a bag of chips, I always eat more than I expect, because I am compelled to have that flavor experience again and again. We are surrounded by cheap, easily available, and—to our acclimated taste buds—unbelievably delicious food. Modern food is stuffed with more calories than nature could even come close to approximating. So we become driven to these modern foodstuffs subconsciously, and that mindless munching is creating real trouble for our bodies.

Where the exciting part comes in is that, with a little bit of knowledge and enthusiasm for change, you can transform your relationship with food. You can swap the Honey Smacks for oats and get that mocha half sweet. You can choose to nourish your body with foods that create health instead of disease. You can gaze lovingly at a bowl of berries and realize that you will be just fine. There are no pills to take, shakes to buy, or self-loathing necessary. Show yourself a little nutritional TLC and your body will thank you for years to come.

Looking for Answers? Ponder the Broccoli

One of the great riddles of modern food is how foods that require far more ingredients, fancy factories to manufacture, and multi-million dollar marketing budgets are cheaper to buy in the store than the apple your neighbor grows down the road. Instead of real foods, such as broccoli, apples, salmon, and butter, we have mono- and di-glycerides, high fructose corn syrup, brilliant blue dye, and carrageenan. Ice cream is rarely made from cream … in fact, it is hard to find real ice cream anymore. Technically, most of this stuff has to be called frozen dessert because there isn’t any real cream or milk in it. I don’t know about you, but when I pay six dollars for a pint of ice cream, I want it to be good.


The Commodification of Food, aka “Food”

Slowly and stealthily over the past thirty years, food has been transformed to contain less actual food. One by one, from the ice cream and cheese to the bread and juice, food processors have decided that instead of worrying about food quality, they would design food to focus on the bottom line. Industrialized food ingredients, such as hydrogenated oils, high fructose corn syrup, whey solids, and wheat gluten, are chemically consistent, have a long shelf life, and are somehow, bewilderingly, cheap to buy. Food processors can concoct flavors so enticing that you are going to want to eat more and more and therefore buy more and more. Food manufacturing became a volume business. To keep all that volume chugging along, they need to secure market share through brilliant marketing campaigns designed to show you how much better and tastier life is with their product. Just how much does big food spend to entice you to buy more? Take a peek …

Coca Cola Company Advertising Expenses for 201215

(Owns Vitamin Water, FUSE, Honest Tea, Zico, Fanta, Minute Maid)

3.3 billion dollars

PepsiCo Advertising Expenses for 201216

(Owns Frito Lay, Tropicana, Quaker, Gatorade)

3.7 billion dollars

General Mills Advertising Expenses for 201217

(Owns Betty Crocker, Häagen-Dazs, Yoplait, Old El Paso)

913.7 million dollars

Kraft Foods Advertising Expenses for 201218

(Owns Wheat Thins, Ritz, Nabisco, Boca, Grey Poupon)

640 million dollars



How do you guard yourself against the chemistry experiment that masquerades as sustenance? The answer is real food! Wait, what? No Amazonian spider nectar … no ancient mold from Egyptian tombs … no everything-free nutrition plan? Nope. Real food. Junk food got us into this mess, and real food will get us out. But we are going to have to relearn what real food is so we can spot a fake. And we are going to have to be patient with our taste buds and ourselves as we navigate the winding road to eating and enjoying healthier foods. We might have to relearn how to boil water. But I promise, this won’t hurt a bit.

Overfed and Undernourished: the Bite-Sized Version

Changing your diet for the better requires that you become conscious of your choices, patient with yourself, and accepting of where you are right now. This is not about perfection; progress will do nicely.

We are surrounded by an unprecedented amount of highcalorie, high-salt, high-sugar foods that excite our taste buds and our brains because that is what they are designed to do. Broccoli just can’t compete.

Slowly and stealthily over the past thirty years, food has been transformed to contain less actual food. Industrialized ingredients have replaced those that grew out of the ground.

Our human bodies are designed to eat food that is filled with nutrients without excess energy. Manufacturers create calorie-dense foods that starve our cells of nutrition while piling on massive energy stores we don’t even need.

Deferring the delights of instant gratification will, most of the time, pay off tomorrow, next year, and twenty years from now with a more vivacious, energetic, and healthy you.


CHAPTER 2

YOU ARE WHAT YOU EAT: A NUTRITION PRIMER

“Food is an important part of a balanced diet.” —Fran Lebowitz

What is your best offense in the fight against poor health and crappy food? A solid foundation of nutritional knowledge. We are pumped full of nutrition information on a daily basis online, in the news, and from others. Not always facts, mind you … just a lot of information. This access to information has provided us with the remarkable ability to gain knowledge we would not have otherwise been able to obtain to take control of our health.

The flipside is that there is a lot of informational clutter out there just waiting to take up space in our brains and distract us from the truth. We live in an age where anyone can write a blog post or publish an ebook and we just accept that information as true; as it becomes amplified among believers, it becomes hard to tease out fact from fiction. The ironic state of affairs is that as our society becomes less healthy, we seem to be more and more preoccupied with the notion of what health is and how to achieve it—even if we just want to talk about achieving it instead of actually making the effort. The more we do this, the more overwhelming it can seem to actually step up and make change. With all of this complex information about getting healthy, it must be more difficult than simply adding a bit more spinach to our dinner, right? Wrong!

At its core, the gold-standard rules for healthy eating haven’t really changed that much—especially where talk of actual food is concerned. When it comes to nutrients, scientists are working hard to understand how every little molecule affects our overall health, and this evolving knowledge has led to a greater understanding of the complexities of the human body. Because really, when your mother told you that you are what you eat, she was right. Our body was made of first what our mothers ate and then what we choose to eat on a daily basis. Our body uses carbohydrates for energy—in fact, our brain is dependent on sugar, and complex biochemical systems ensure that our brain is never lacking the fuel it is so hungry for. Vitamin C is used to build collagen in the skin and support immune cell function. Fats become the lining of each and every one of our cells, and minerals are incorporated into our bones and teeth and even ensure that our blood can carry oxygen. When you can appreciate the remarkable function of food, you have far more respect for the quality of food you choose. Do you want a body made out of cheese puffs and gummy bears or one made out of black beans and pumpkin seeds? Wait! Don’t answer that yet … you still might need more convincing.

Most of the time, we end up feeling confused about what we should be eating. Is gluten the issue or is it meat? Will soy destroy our immune systems or is it dairy? Should I eat low carb, low glycemic index, and—please tell me—what is a whole grain and why are they in my Lucky Charms? To level the playing field and make healthy eating feel like less of an uphill battle, we need to get back to basics. I am talking about the fundamentals of good nutrition. Meander through the kind of stuff I spent years learning in school and how it applies to our modern, nutrition-obsessed world—and the next time someone dangles a fad diet in front of you, you will have the tools to give them the brush-off.

Carbohydrates: Basic Fuel

Carbohydrate is a dirty word these days. We spent a good two decades extolling the virtues of a diet rich in complex carbohydrates and our ever-expanding waistlines have made us reconsider that information. However, as with most things in nutrition, the spirit of the advice still holds. It is simply how we choose to interpret the advice that needs to change. So what, pray tell, is a carbohydrate?

Scientists don’t mince words—a carbo-hydrate is a molecule that contains carbon and water (it’s hydrated, get it?). Thanks to research, our knowledge of what they are and how they affect our body has greatly evolved over time. When I was a kid, we used to think of carbohydrates in terms of simple ones and complex ones. A simple one was a smaller molecule called a sugar. Table sugar counts, as does juice. A complex one is a larger molecule called a starch. Starches can be potatoes, white bread, or brown rice. Our knowledge of carbohydrates at the time was such that we emphasized complex over simple in all their forms.

Carbohydrate foods are broken down into their basic sugar building blocks, and when we eat carbohydrates, those sugars make their way into our bloodstream either slowly or quickly, depending on the type of foods we choose. So you can see how this might be a concern for someone with diabetes, whose main biochemical challenge in life is that their body can’t process blood sugars as well as a nondiabetic person can. In the not-too-distant past, health professionals would counsel those with diabetes to avoid dietary sugars and enjoy all the potatoes and white bread they wanted because they were starches, or complex carbohydrates. Yet, we now know that white bread and some types of potatoes can raise blood sugars as quickly as table sugar. See what I mean when I say that nutrition is an evolving science?

Now we understand that there is a little more to the carbohydrate puzzle: not only are we thinking about simple and complex but also whether or not they are hyper-processed or quickly absorbed. Steel-cut oats are a different beast than rice crisp cereal, and an apple is nothing like apple juice. Part of what changed is the realization (common sense alert!) that when you over-process foods, you might strip away substances, such as fiber, protein, vitamins, and healthy fats, that our bodies need for good nutrition and help to fill us up so we don’t eat as much. Processing can also predigest the food so all those sugar molecules stored within it are absorbed into the blood stream in seconds. We have another scientific discovery to thank for our greater understanding of how carbohydrates affect our bodies: the glycemic index.

The Glycemic Index: Getting Out of Life in the Fast Blood Sugar Lane

In 1981, Canadian doctor David Jenkins led a team that studied how carbohydrate foods affect our blood sugar in different ways and determined a protocol to measure and document these effects.1 The team coined the term glycemic index to describe this effect. Foods are compared to pure glucose (our bodies’ basic energy sugar) and given a score between zero and one hundred.2 A low GI food, such as apples, chickpeas, and barley, has a score of fifty-five or less.2 Middle of the road foods include bananas and sweet corn.2 Foods with a high GI of seventy or more include white bread, sports drinks, and corn flakes.2 Generally speaking for a typical carbohydrate-containing food, the more protein, fat, fiber, or acid a food has, the slower it raises your blood sugar. Think of a big spinach salad to which you add tuna, chickpeas, and olive oil and vinegar salad dressing. You have just designed a meal that will fill you up and have a moderate effect on blood sugar because of your healthy additions. The type of starch, the size of the starch particle, and how the food was cooked can also affect its glycemic index, which is why basmati rice has a lower impact than arborio rice and baked russet potatoes have a higher impact than boiled baby potatoes.

Why does this matter? Because the way foods affect your blood sugar affects your metabolism, your appetite, and your weight. When you drink a big bottle of juice, those sugars race through your digestive system and are released rapid fire into your blood stream. Your body senses all the sugar—which is fuel for your cells—and sends a message to your pancreas to release a big parcel of insulin.

Insulin is a hormone that helps your cells take up the sugar in your blood stream so they can run their cellular machinery and live another day. You can think of insulin as a key that unlocks the cell door so it can welcome its sugary friends in for dinner. You want this to happen—without it, your cells starve and can’t take care of themselves while that sticky sugar continues to wreak havoc in your blood vessels.

However, it is better if your cells have the opportunity to graze instead of binge. When you eat a handful of berries or a slice of sprouted grain bread with almond butter, digestion and absorption take time. The rate at which sugars enter your blood stream is slower and your pancreas sends out a measured dose of insulin. Your cells are treated to a slow and steady stream of fuel, and your body is comfortable in the knowledge that the fuel will be present for a while. This translates into stable energy levels for you, and if you are the type to get cranky when blood sugar drops, keeping things stable will keep you more, ahem, stable. Slowly digested carbohydrate foods also tend to fill your stomach more so you feel satisfied. Between the full stomach and steady supply of energy, your brain gets the message that you have all the fuel you need so it can hit the pause button on your appetite.

However, if you guzzle that big bottle of juice and get a big rush of blood sugar, a lot of insulin is released right away, and a lot of cell doors open quickly. All of a sudden, your body senses that there is no more sugar in the blood, and you had better replenish the supply, quick! Your body wants to make sure you won’t starve to death and ramps up appetite, leading to cravings not for sliced turkey and an apple but for more quick sugars, such as gummy bears and muffins. This is hardwired into us from a time when food wasn’t widely available and we needed to be strongly motivated to find more food. The trouble is, most of us have a drawer full of cheap, processed energy waiting to be eaten at whim. Our metabolic survival mechanisms are totally unnecessary and downright troublesome to the modern man or woman. Unstable blood sugars can lead to wanting to eat more food. The foods that typically raise blood sugars quickly don’t tend to be satisfying and have a lot of calories. You can see the kind of vicious cycle this turns into.

So what is the take home message? I certainly don’t want you to concern yourself with learning the glycemic index of foods. If you have to scrutinize over every single food choice you make, you are going to get bored pretty fast. So let’s get back to the food, shall we? In general, whole and unprocessed foods will raise blood sugars more slowly. When it comes to the foods that contain carbohydrates—fruits, vegetables, grains, legumes, and dairy—think unprocessed. You see what I mean about a lot of complex science supporting some simple ideas about what foods to eat? As a dietitian, I am thankful that science is helping us understand the relationship between food and health, but for you, I am always going to distill it back to the food, because you don’t eat carbohydrates. You eat bananas and tortillas and cabbage. Thank goodness … those foods sound a lot more interesting!

The Not-So-Sweet Life

I can’t talk about carbohydrates without talking about sugar. It tends to be the one dietary evil all health advocates can agree on, regardless of dietary creed. Dr. Robert Lustig made waves when he originally publicized the notion that sugar is, in fact, toxic.3 While catchy, I think the absolute accuracy of that statement, along with the definition of a sugar, is up for debate. Shall I complicate things for you for a moment? Such a simple word as sugar can be used in a myriad of ways. There is sugar—the white or brown stuff you pour into your coffee—and there are sugars—the simple carbohydrates in fruit, juice, sugar, honey, and more. Sugars can be naturally occurring in whole foods or added to processed foods. Which ones do I worry the most about? Added sugars in all their forms.

As you have seen by the discussion of glycemic index above, overloading our system with rapidly digested carbohydrates is going to wreak havoc with appetite and energy levels. Added sugars are also concentrated in calories and almost totally devoid of nutrients, meaning that it is easy to consume far too many calories from added sugars than you need. In addition, they trigger that “YUM” reaction on the taste buds and in the brain that encourages you to overeat whatever food they are added to. We are hardwired to love sugar, as sweet foods were a rare source of concentrated energy back in our hunter-gatherer days. Now we are surrounded by the stuff and our bodies are less in need of concentrated energy, so we end up storing it for a rainy day.

To put not too fine a point on it, the poison is always in the dose. If cakes are reserved for birthdays and you don’t drown yourself in cola, a bit of sugar every now and then will have little impact on your health. This will be especially true if you have a diet foundation that is based on whole, unprocessed plant foods—which this book will help you create for yourself. Unfortunately, many of us with the typical Western diet subsist on a daily cycle of foodstuff that is nothing more than a mixture of starches, added sugars, and various flavorings and stabilizers. We eat muffins for breakfast, guzzle juice and coffee drinks, munch granola bars for snacks, eat sandwiches on sweetened bread for lunch, and pour sugary sauces on our dinner. Nutritional zeroes and metabolic foes abound. This is where chronic sugar consumption becomes a chronic poison, to quote Mark Hyman, MD.

When the insult of high calorie, nutrition-poor sugars is added to our overprocessed and underactive bodies, the result can only be disaster. Although some feel that a definitive body of evidence has not yet been reached, early research shows that fructose in table sugars and high fructose corn syrup not only promotes obesity via empty “YUM!” calories, but the fructose sugar they contain may lead to metabolic abnormalities.4,5 You see, glucose sugar is what starches are made of and our bodies know how to use glucose to fuel our metabolism. Fructose, in contrast to glucose, is nutritionally unnecessary and has to be metabolized by the liver.5,6 Table sugar contains fructose along with that glucose in equal measure; in high fructose corn syrup, or HFCS, fructose outweighs the glucose. And when you give fructose in high enough doses, the liver can metabolize fructose into glucose, which it pours into the blood stream, even if you don’t need it.5,6 Liver cells can also convert fructose into fatty acids and this liver fat appears to promote insulin resistance and nonalcoholic fatty liver disease.5,6 It is insulin that promotes the conversion of sugars into fatty acids in the liver. So the very hormone (insulin) we need to metabolize all the excess sugars we are consuming is being stunted by sugar (fructose) consumption. It seems that sugars bite the hand that feeds as they pad your butt for the fall. In addition, high fructose intake appears to put the heart at risk by increasing blood fats called triglycerides in addition to the insult that insulin resistance might pose to your ticker.5,6
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