


[image: image]








Praise for Paleo for Life



“It makes perfect sense to eat the ‘native’ human diet, the one on which we evolved millions of years ago. To start, we ate a plant-based diet, but we also added moderate amounts of animal foods that filled important nutrient gaps, especially for women. Paleo for Life provides everything you need to know to live a long and happy life. No one knows this subject better than Loren Cordain.”


—Dr. Jennie Brand-Miller, PhD, New York Times bestselling author of The New Glucose Revolution and The Low GI Diet Revolution and emeritus professor of nutrition at the University of Sydney


“Paleo for Life distills the latest nutritional science into easy-to-follow guidelines and delicious recipes. The science continues to grow, and it shows that adoption of the Paleo diet is one of the most health-supportive steps for anyone with a chronic health problem. I conduct dietary research studies, and the Paleo dietary intervention consistently improves health outcomes across multiple disease states. If you want to thrive well into your nineties, this book is for you.”


—Dr. Terry Wahls, MD, FACP, author of The Wahls Protocol: A Radical New Way to Treat All Chronic Autoimmune Conditions Using Paleo Principles and clinical professor of medicine at the University of Iowa


“Dr. Loren Cordain’s knowledge of nutrition is exceptional. In this book, you will learn about the effects of nutrition on healthspan and lifespan—and it will change you.”


—Joe Friel, coauthor of The Paleo Diet for Athletes and author of The Triathlete’s Training Bible


“Loren Cordain is one of the true pioneers in Paleonutrition. In his new book, Paleo for Life, he dispels myths about what a Paleo diet is and isn’t, sheds light on what foods in our ancestral pantry provide us the best chance for long and healthy lives, and gives us a blueprint of meal plans and recipes for implementing this way of eating to our greatest benefit. This important book arrives at a time when our nation’s health is in decline. It couldn’t have come at a better time.”


—Mary Dan Eades, MD, and Michael R. Eades, MD, authors of the New York Times bestselling Protein Power and The Protein Power LifePlan


“An easily read and intelligent review of Dr. Cordain’s work on the mismatch between our physiology and what we eat. Helpful to anyone interested in improving their health by improving their diet.”


—Lynda Frassetto, MD, emeritus professor of medicine and nephrology at the University of California, San Francisco


“A comprehensive blend of nutritional and longevity science, Paleo for Life offers a nuanced survey of superfoods and dietary habits that will set you up for a vibrant, active lifestyle as you grow older. Equally valuable from your thirties to your nineties, Dr. Cordain’s approach offers a long-lasting boost to energy, mental acuity, and overall health.”


—Paul Laursen, PhD, cofounder of Athletica and HIIT Science and adjunct professor at Auckland University of Technology and the University of Agder


“This extraordinary resource is an essential, life-changing road map to optimal health that will serve you for decades to come. Masterfully balancing scientific rigor with accessibility, it illuminates how whole-food eating patterns and interventions like the addition of superfoods into your diet can revolutionize your well-being. Inspiring real-life success stories provide motivation and invaluable insights, while the exceptional recipes make implementation effortless.”


—Kiira Heymann, director of strategic partnerships, learning, and community at the Non-GMO Project


“Loren Cordain’s Paleo for Life rises above the noise. It combines state-of-theart knowledge from nutritional, health, and biomedical sciences with a deep understanding of the diets, foodways, and health of both living and prehistoric humans the world over. This wonderful book draws its insights and builds its recommendations through the careful integration of knowledge from the full scope of human experience. To me, that’s what makes Paleo for Life such a fundamental baseline for anyone thinking about how to improve their well-being through healthy eating.”


—John D. Speth, PhD, emeritus professor of anthropology at the University of Michigan–Ann Arbor


“Paleo for Life builds a robust foundation for health, performance, and longevity.”


—Dr. Marc Bubbs, performance and clinical nutritionist and chief nutrition officer at ProBio Nutrition


“I love how this book empowers people to understand their own health. It’s inspiring to see such a clear, science-backed path toward vitality and longevity—rooted in the kinds of whole, nutrient-dense foods our bodies were designed to thrive on. As someone deeply involved in the regenerative movement, it’s exciting to see the early threads being drawn between the health of our food and the health of our soil. Paleo for Life helps advance a deeper awareness that what’s good for our bodies can also be good for the planet—and that’s a story well worth telling.”


—Finian Makepeace, cofounder of Kiss the Ground and producer of the Netflix documentaries Kiss the Ground and Common Ground


“In 2001, Dr. Cordain gifted us with his first book, The Paleo Diet, which changed my life and that of countless others. His teachings about the most authentic, health-promoting diet for humans have transformed the way we think about what foods will make us thrive. In Paleo for Life, Dr. Cordain builds upon how to eat to be healthy now with how to live an optimally healthy life for the long term.”


—Nell Stephenson, coauthor of The Paleo Diet Cookbook
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INTRODUCTION



You had a good reason to pick up this book. Maybe your knees ached walking upstairs today, your doctor just put you on blood thinners, or you can’t seem to remember things the way you did when you were younger. It feels like your whole body is starting to fall apart, and you’re worried your health will keep going downhill as you get older.


You can’t turn back the hands of time, but you can take simple steps right now to live a longer, healthier life. We’ve written this book to show you how.


In 2001, Loren Cordain published his first book, The Paleo Diet, introducing the public to the benefits of eating like our hunter-gatherer ancestors. Since then, we—Dr. Cordain and us, two of his former graduate students, Trevor Connor, MS, and Mark J. Smith, PhD—have continued our research to learn even more about the benefits of eating Paleo as we age.


Longevity statistics tell us that the average age of mortality, or the age at death, is 76 years old in the United States and on the decline for the first time in generations. But here’s an even more important marker to consider: the age of morbidity. That’s the age at which chronic illnesses such as arthritis, cancer, cardiovascular disease, diabetes, and neurological conditions like Alzheimer’s begin having negative impacts on our lives. Too often, that starts happening as early as our 30s and 40s, which means many people face decades of ill health. According to the National Council on Aging, nearly 95 percent of Americans will have at least one chronic illness by the time they reach age 60, and almost 80 percent will battle two. The rest will remain blessedly healthy enough to enjoy travel, social activities, and an active retirement without chronic illness.


So what’s the secret? Why do certain people enjoy not only longer lives, but healthier ones as well? Genetics can certainly play a part. People with longer-lived parents have a better shot at living longer themselves, according to researchers. Otherwise, the one thing scientists agree on is that a poor diet can damage our health and lower our quality of life as we age. During the 20th century, the top killer in terms of disease shifted from viruses and pathogens to chronic inflammatory conditions. That’s due in part to modern medicine dramatically reducing deaths from infectious diseases in the last century.


It is widely agreed in scientific circles that the rise of inflammatory conditions, or what are commonly known as the diseases of civilization, is largely the result of what we eat. Many processed foods Americans consume today have a high glycemic load, which abnormally elevates blood sugar levels. That’s why so many of us experience metabolic syndrome as we age, an umbrella term for many conditions, including increased blood pressure, high blood sugar, excess body fat around the waist, and abnormal blood lipid profiles. Together, these conditions increase the risk of heart disease, stroke, and type 2 diabetes. While we’re all aware of the issues with high blood sugar, that’s only one of many concerns caused by a highly processed diet, which we’ll address later in the book.


Almost all of us hope to become healthy centenarians. Getting to that point in our lives takes a certain amount of luck plus the right roll of the genetic dice. Beyond that, it’s up to you. Dietary changes can have an immediate impact on both how good you feel and on slowing the aging process.


That’s where The Paleo Diet® comes in.



It’s the Human Way to Eat


While Dr. Cordain is considered to be the original “father of the Paleo Diet,” he likes to emphasize that he didn’t create it. That job belonged to nature. Over the past three decades, Dr. Cordain and his colleagues from the fields of medicine, nutrition, and anthropology simply did the research and uncovered the science that stands as the foundation of the diet to this day.


Many of our most problematic foods have been introduced only within the past 200 years. In The Paleo Diet, Dr. Cordain’s first book, he explained the benefits of eating the way people did over the course of over a million years, right up until the rise of agriculture 12,000 years ago. His argument was simple: By eating more like hunter-gatherer populations and eliminating foods introduced after humans began farming—such as grains, dairy, legumes, simple carbohydrates, and added salt—we can live healthier, longer lives. When you eat Paleo, you’re consuming the optimal nutrients for your body, literally programmed into your DNA.


The modern Paleo Diet mimics the foods we would have consumed in our historic past. It’s true that many of the foods we evolved around no longer exist. For instance, our ancestors ate fruits and vegetables that tended to be smaller, had less sugar, and had more nutrient density—with a high mineral and vitamin content relative to their weight—compared to what’s available now.


When we compare the Paleo Diet to a modern Western diet, the differences are stark. Up to 70 percent of the foods typical of a Western diet have been available for only a few generations. These foods include vegetable oils, refined sugar, and processed foods. Because of how recently those changes have taken place, our bodies haven’t had ample time to adapt to consuming these foods.


By returning to the diet we evolved eating, it’s possible to live both a longer and healthier life.



How Does the Paleo Diet Boost Healthy Aging?


As the science of nutrition advances, so does our understanding of the long-term health benefits of the Paleo Diet. For instance, one of the first large-scale meta-analyses on diet and chronic disease showing the benefits of the Paleo Diet was published in the journal Nutrients in December 2022. A peer-reviewed meta-analysis is considered the gold standard for generating scientific consensus because it gathers all the prior research on a topic, discards poorly controlled or biased studies, and then reconciles the results of the remaining reliable studies into a consensus of findings.


The researchers conducting this meta-analysis study demonstrated how much the scientific body of evidence supporting the Paleo Diet has grown over the past 20 years. In considering 4,008 different studies, 68 articles were ultimately used to compare the health impacts of many of the most popular diets, including the Mediterranean diet, the Paleo Diet, the DASH (Dietary Approaches to Stop Hypertension) diet, a plant-based diet, a low-carbohydrate diet, a high-fat (ketogenic) diet, a typical Western diet, and a diet based on government guidelines.


Guess what? The Paleo Diet ranked highest when it comes to fighting inflammation, improving lipid panels, and lowering blood sugar—factors that contribute to the chronic conditions we associate with aging. Specifically, the Nutrients study highlighted these two key discoveries:




	The Paleo Diet performed best at improving the markers of chronic disease and proved to be the healthiest diet overall, with a score of 67 percent. DASH came in at 62 percent, followed by the Mediterranean at 57 percent. Not surprisingly, the traditional Western diet ranked lowest, at 36 percent. The government guidelines and plant-based diets also performed poorly, at 48.5 percent and 49.3 percent, respectively.


	The researchers concluded that the specific foods you choose to eat are the most important factor for improving chronic disease markers. Focusing on macronutrients alone, like following a low-fat or low-carb diet, isn’t an effective way to improve health.






Why This Book Now?


Now, nearly a quarter century after Dr. Cordain’s first book came out, we have written Paleo for Life to build on the scientifically sound themes of the original Paleo Diet to chronicle new advances in science, zeroing in on specific Paleo superfoods that confer longevity-boosting effects, including reduced inflammation and greater resistance to age-related chronic illnesses. You’ll come away with a deeper understanding of our typical Western diet’s flaws and how individual foods can work as anti-aging catalysts. You’ll also discover the cultural history of some of these foods.


For instance, our entire food industry is based on engineering foods to be so highly addictive that people don’t want to give them up. Two of the most addictive ingredients are salt and sugar. In this book, you’ll discover why we advocate for a lower-salt diet than is typically consumed and why it’s so essential to focus on “nutrient density,” a measure of the amount of nutrients (such as vitamins, minerals, and essential fatty acids) in a food relative to its calories.


Another key principle of the Paleo Diet is finding the optimal ratios of certain nutrients. We’ll show you how to do that as well. There is no such thing as one perfect food, but there is a perfect mix of foods that will help you reach that centenarian milestone while still celebrating good health.


This book is full of news about individual foods and food groups that are specifically associated with longevity. You may have heard before that some of these foods, such as olive oil and chocolate, are healthy. What you’ll learn here is how, exactly, to choose the best foods to thwart the aging process. For example, which herbs and spices give you the biggest health-boosting bang for your buck? What fruits should consistently rank high on your grocery list? What’s more, you’ll become familiar with lesser-known longevity nutrients that deserve to be in the spotlight, such as taurine, ergothioneine, PQQ, and berberine, which we’ll discuss later in the book.


Finally, we’ll give you some tips for getting started on your Paleo journey and share a collection of more than 50 new recipes using the specific longevity superfoods we discuss in this book, along with a 14-day meal planner and autoimmune protocol (AIP) diet substitutes. You’ll be surprised by how easy—and how delicious—these meals are, and how much better you’ll feel after only a few weeks of adjusting your food choices to support a longer, healthier life.










PART I



The Power of Paleo to Boost Longevity










CHAPTER ONE



The Paleo Diet 2.0: Eating for Longevity


Kim was in her mid-40s and juggling a teaching job with raising two children when she noticed her energy slipping. When a nutritionist suggested she try eating Paleo, she was skeptical at first, wondering if it was sustainable.


“I’d never tried eliminating anything from my diet because I always thought of myself as a healthy eater,” she says. “You know, just a regular meat and potatoes diet. All the good stuff.”


The first thing she cut out of her diet was gluten. Then she started eating Paleo regularly and began noticing profound changes within a couple of weeks. She was not only more energetic, she says, “but cognitively my mind was very sharp. I had this clarity of thinking and recall I didn’t have before.”


Her sister and various friends commented on her complexion, saying her skin was “glowing” on the Paleo Diet, and she lost 12 pounds. The biggest surprise of all, though, was Kim’s annual physical, where her doctor did a blood lipid panel that was significantly improved from the tests she’d had the year before. “I was pretty surprised,” she says, “but I guess this happened because I was eating really natural foods that we evolved to eat.”


If you’re new to the Paleo Diet concept or could use a refresher, you might be like Kim and wonder if it’s worth trying. We’ll discuss how the Paleo Diet improves health and energy in this chapter, while also shattering some popular misconceptions and showing you the foods you can eat when you’re on the Paleo Diet.


How Does the Paleo Diet Improve Health and Energy?


While the focus of this book is on longevity, a key part of longevity is improved health and energy. We’ve covered in previous books how a Paleo lifestyle improves your vitality, but here is a summary of Paleo Diet benefits:


Paleo improves nutrient density


On the Paleo Diet, you won’t focus on macronutrient ratios (like how much protein versus carbohydrate you consume). Consider the range of foods our ancestors ate: Hunter-gatherer societies living near the equator consumed higher levels of carbohydrates, while those farther north enjoyed higher volumes of protein and fat. Likewise, our ancestral diet changed seasonally, so macronutrient ratios fluctuated throughout the year. Plus, while our hunter-gatherer ancestors naturally ate healthy diets, not one of them knew what a carbohydrate was. They just knew which foods to eat and which to avoid. On the Paleo Diet, you’ll forget about the ratio of carbs to fat to protein and instead eat the most nutrient-dense foods, such as leafy green vegetables, blueberries, salmon, and grass-fed beef. (We discuss the importance of nutrient density in greater detail on page 8.)



Paleo stops cravings, helps you maintain a healthy weight, and makes you feel more energetic



On the Paleo Diet, you will consume a lower overall calorie count because your body will get the nutrients it needs. The benefits of eating nutrient-dense foods are threefold:




	You will feel more consistently energetic.


	You’ll eliminate daily cravings.


	You will more easily control your weight by eating foods that are lower in calories and higher in nutrients.





Paleo reduces dips in energy


You will eat foods with a lower glycemic load on the Paleo Diet. Glycemic load is similar to the more commonly known glycemic index in that they both measure the impact of foods on your blood sugar levels, but glycemic load is more realistic. A food’s glycemic index is a score between 0 and 100 based on how drastically its carbohydrate makes your blood sugar rise. But that tells just part of the story.


The problem with the glycemic index is that it doesn’t consider how much of the food you’re actually eating. Glycemic load, on the other hand, takes into account both the glycemic index of a food and how much carbohydrate you’re getting from the serving you’re eating. Watermelon, for example, has a high glycemic index (80), but a serving of watermelon has so little carbohydrate that its glycemic load is only 5. By eating low glycemic–load meals and lowering your sugar intake, your blood sugar levels should be reduced and stabilized. This means you’ll experience fewer energy crashes and have more energy. In case you’re interested in measuring it, there are now many apps available on your phone that will help you determine the glycemic loads of the foods and meals you eat.



Paleo will help you improve key nutrient ratios



We all know that we need vitamins and minerals to stay healthy, but there’s often a more-is-better approach in our culture that doesn’t always lead to better health. What’s more important and almost never covered in the media is that eating key nutrients in the right ratios is extremely important to our health. The Paleo Diet brings those ratios—such as calcium-to-magnesium, and sodium-to-potassium—back into the best balance for our bodies. For example, the optimal calcium-to-magnesium ratio is 2:1. Too high and too low a ratio are both associated with heart disease.


Paleo helps you eat the right ratios of fatty acids


For years, the USDA and nutritionists alike promoted a low-fat diet as healthy. Researchers believed that consuming fat—any fat—led to elevated cholesterol and, ultimately, heart disease. This belief has been mostly debunked. What’s more important is eating the right ratios of fats—for example, consuming similar amounts of omega-3 and omega-6 fatty acids. The Paleo Diet is based on fish, fresh lean meats, and healthy fruits and vegetables, so it naturally provides an optimal ratio of these essential fatty acids.


Paleo improves your acid-base balance


A typical Western diet is acidic. This is again why our ratios are so important—a high sodium-to-potassium ratio is a key contributor to increasing the acidity of our blood. Consuming foods and drinks with a healthy sodium-to-potassium ratio is critical for reducing the acidic effects of our diet. In a Western diet, this ratio typically sits at 2:1 or higher, while the optimal ratio should be 1:5 and even as much as 1:10. An acidic diet is problematic because it can lead to inflammation and can also be a major contributor to osteoporosis. When our bodies need to address a high acid load, they leach calcium from our bones, which is our best source of base in the body. (It’s like popping a Tums when you have stomach acid.) Over time, this leaching leads to osteoporosis.


Few studies support the idea that calcium supplementation can help osteoporosis. If you have this condition, or think you’re at risk for it, you should be very concerned about your sodium and potassium consumption and less worried about your calcium consumption. As we’ve already mentioned and will discuss in detail later, consuming too much calcium can contribute to heart disease. Bottom line: Increasing potassium consumption by eating highly nutritious vegetables is one of the best ways to prevent osteoporosis.


Paleo decreases antinutrient consumption


We’ll examine antinutrients closely in more detail in chapter 4, but for now, let’s take a look at grains such as wheat and pseudo-grains such as quinoa. These grains contain saponins, lectins, and many other anti-nutrients. These tiny molecules are extremely effective at evading your intestinal defense mechanisms, opening the tight junctions in your gut, and making you sick if you consume them raw. Cooking grains eliminates many, but not all, of these antinutrients. Cooked wheat might even be worse for you than eating it raw, because if you ate wheat raw, you’d likely become ill and never want to touch it again.


By cooking most of the antinutrients out, we convince ourselves that these grain products are safe. Over time, however, the small quantities of antinutrients we consume can cause chronic inflammation and lead to autoimmune diseases and even cancer. The Paleo Diet eliminates foods high in these antinutrients.


Trevor’s Story: Nutrient Density and Obvious Foods of Destruction


I was first introduced to the concept of nutrient density while training at the National Cycling Centre in Canada. Each month, we did a five-day training camp, with five- to six-hour daily rides. I loved these rides, but at one particular camp, I was struggling. When the group stopped at rest stops to grab food, my usual Gatorade and several bags of candy didn’t seem very appealing. (Yes, that’s what sports nutrition told athletes to eat back then.) Instead, I couldn’t get enough turkey jerky.


When I asked my sports nutrition instructor if he had any idea what was going on, we were both left scratching our heads for the first few days of the camp. Then a new symptom appeared: I developed cracks at the corners of my lips.


One of the causes of lips cracking at the corners is riboflavin deficiency. What is turkey jerky high in? Riboflavin. That’s when I realized that my body knew what I needed and was using hunger signals to try to make me eat it.


Nutrient density is a measure of the amount of essential nutrients (like vitamins, minerals, and essential fatty acids) in a food relative to its calorie content. Or, to put it another way, foods that have a high nutrient density provide a lot of essential nutrients per calorie, while foods with a low nutrient density offer relatively few. Nutrient-dense foods feature prominently in the Paleo Diet and pack such a powerful longevity punch that they can help you avoid many conditions of aging.


While the concept of nutrient density may seem obvious now, it wasn’t even recognized until 2005, when epidemiologist Dr. Adam Drewnowski of the University of Washington’s School of Public Health published his seminal paper on the topic. He has conducted extensive research on the role of nutrient density in health outcomes, including the relationship between nutrient density and obesity, and the impact of nutrient density on food choices and dietary patterns. His nutrient profiling systems, like the Nutrient Rich Foods (NRF) index, are widely used to assess the nutrient density of foods and inform public health policy.


Dr. Drewnowski’s work, and that of many researchers who have followed his lead, shows that nutrient density can play an important role in the development and prevention of obesity. When you eat foods low in nutrient density, such as processed snacks and sugary beverages, you’re apt to consume more calories to meet your nutrient needs. This leads to weight gain over time. On the other hand, eating foods that are high in nutrient density, like fruits, vegetables, mushrooms, meats, and seafood, can help your body feel satisfied with fewer calories. This reduces the risk of overeating.


Think about it this way: Hunger is not an on-off switch. When you feel hungry, your hunger isn’t simply satisfied by eating whatever is readily available. Normally, you are hungry for nutrients your body needs. This is a familiar experience during pregnancy. It creates “strange” food cravings because of deficiencies in specific nutrients, and the foods that are craved are often very high in those nutrients.


The problem is that if you treat your hunger like an on-off switch and try to satisfy it with a processed hamburger and fries—which are very low in nutrient density—your body will tell you, “Thanks for the calories! I’m going to store those as fat, but you didn’t give me the B vitamins or potassium I needed, so I’m not going to shut off the hunger signals. Keep eating!”


A diet rich in nutrient-dense foods is not only an important factor in preventing and managing obesity, but also a great way to maintain your long-term health because nutrient-dense foods also tend to be anti-inflammatory, while ultra-processed foods, which are generally very low in nutrient density, are often the most inflammatory foods we can eat.


Breaking Down Popular Paleo Diet Myths


When the Paleo Diet was first introduced, it was criticized by the nutrition community and called a fad diet because there weren’t yet any randomized clinical trials to support its many benefits. Dr. Cordain’s first book sparked hundreds of research papers and set off an industry of Paleo Diet–friendly foods, as well as our own company and food-certification program. The Paleo Diet also reinvigorated and accelerated related nutrition movements, including low-carb, gluten-free, ketogenic, autoimmune, anti-inflammatory, and organic/non-GMO diets. Today, our program impacts the lives of over 30 million people who are eating Paleo.


Still, some people hesitate to try a diet of primarily Paleo nutrition because there are so many misconceptions about it. Let’s take a moment to break down some lingering Paleo Diet myths.


Paleo is a salt-heavy diet


While we recognize that some in the Paleo community are touting high-salt diets, we argue this doesn’t fit with nature or nutrition science. You’ll read more about this in chapter 8. For now, we’ll just point out that because salt contributes to inflammation and many other chronic conditions that can compromise healthy aging, a diet without added salt is an important component of the Paleo Diet. Although sodium is an extremely important element, any you consume should be done so naturally through the Paleo foods on your plate.


Paleo is a meat-centric diet


While we do encourage you to eat animal protein (see part III), you might eat more fruits and vegetables by volume when you embrace a Paleo lifestyle. We don’t recommend a particular ratio of plant and animal food. Our ancestors’ diets varied pretty dramatically. You should eat the ratio that feels right to you.


You won’t get enough calcium because people who eat Paleo don’t eat dairy


Americans tend to overconsume calcium and underconsume magnesium. This is an issue because the science shows that the ratio of calcium to magnesium is far more important to your long-term health than how much calcium you consume. Science has even shown that bone density can be increased by upping magnesium consumption without increasing calcium. Whereas the typical Western diet gives us a ratio of calcium to magnesium at 3:1 or higher, the optimal ratio is between 1.7:1 and 2.6:1. Green leafy vegetables are a great addition to your diet because they can help you get that ratio back in balance.


You have to cut carbs


While we encourage you to stay away from simple carbohydrates like bread and pasta, you’ll get plenty of complex carbs from sweet potatoes, squash, and other fruits and vegetables.


You must count calories


We’ve challenged people to try to overeat on the Paleo Diet, and they can’t do it. Think of it this way: One slice of pizza is 450 calories—as many calories as six apples! The fiber and nutrients in natural foods are going to fill you up long before your calorie count gets out of control as it can with heavily processed foods.


You have to say goodbye to your favorite foods


Actually, unless you’re choosing Paleo to treat an autoimmune disease or other medical condition, we typically advise people to eat Paleo about 85 percent of the time. We’ll give you some examples of how you can do that in part IV, where we also include delicious, easy Paleo recipes for you to try as you take your first steps toward better health. For now, though, we’ll just say that most people don’t have to eat Paleo 100 percent of the time. That’s because many researchers believe in the value of nutritional hormesis—the process by which a low dose of a nutritionally stressful stimulant activates the body to increase resistance to that stress through different mechanisms, including gene repair and cellular death. In other words, it’s beneficial to challenge the body’s digestive and immune systems with minor irritants from time to time to help keep systems regulated, primed, and functioning at their best. Nutritional hormesis has even been suggested by some researchers as a strategy for slowing down the aging process.


In fact, one popular theory to explain autoimmune disease is called the “hygiene hypothesis,” which basically states that our immune systems are designed to work optimally with some constant level of viruses and bacteria in our bodies. In countries with highly developed healthcare systems like ours, the relative lack of viruses and bacteria means our immune systems might be “over-revved” without an invader to address. In some people, this can lead their immune systems to ultimately start attacking their own bodies. That means a few treats now and again might be good for you.


Also, trying to stay 100 percent Paleo in today’s fast-paced Western culture is just too challenging for most people and will likely cause frustration and failure. That’s not how we want you to feel about food, eating, and health. In our collective experience, starting slowly by replacing certain foods with Paleo choices and eventually eating Paleo about 85 percent of the time is enough to offer significant health benefits to most people.


What Foods Can You Eat on a Paleo Diet?


The biggest challenge for many people is to find the “right” healthy diet. What science considers healthy foods often conflicts with media reports, making it even tougher. One minute, you might read about a study showing that eating eggs is the fast track to heart disease. The next minute, there’s a report that eggs will keep your heart healthy for decades. (We cover this hot debate in chapter 12.) In both cases, the media is misrepresenting science. That’s why we work so hard to keep up with the latest research and offer you the healthiest options out there on the Paleo Diet.


While the Paleo Diet may exclude some foods you might be used to eating daily, like beans, grains, and dairy products, there are countless nutritious whole foods you can eat to satisfy your appetite instead, including:






	avocado


	beef (unprocessed and preferably grass-fed)


	chicken (pasture-raised and free of preservatives)


	cacao, cocoa, and cocoa butter


	chocolate, dark (at least 80 percent cacao)


	coconut


	coffee


	eggs


	fruit (emphasizing berries, citrus, and other lower-sugar fruits)


	game meat (such as bison, moose, venison, and rabbit)


	healthy oils (avocado oil, coconut oil, nut oils, and extra-virgin olive oil)


	honey (raw and in relatively small amounts)


	nut butter (in relatively small amounts)


	nuts (in relatively small amounts)


	organ meats


	pork (unprocessed and naturally raised)


	seeds (in small amounts)


	turkey (pasture-raised and free of preservatives)


	seafood (wild-caught or sustainably farm-raised)


	tea


	vegetables








The Paleo Diet mimics the eating habits of our ancient ancestors and can help you increase energy levels, prevent disease, and lose weight. In the next chapter, we’ll look at the most recent longevity research examining how and why our bodies age the way they do. By understanding that research, you’ll discover the science showing how a Paleo Diet can help slow the aging process, increasing your odds of enjoying a longer, healthier life.










CHAPTER TWO



The Science of Paleo Longevity


By the time he was 65 and decided to retire, Jim was in “bad, bad shape,” he says. “I could hardly take a step because my knees were in such severe pain.”


Jim worked as a home builder and contractor all his life. While some people said his joint pain must have resulted from working such a physically demanding job, he suspected it had more to do with the junk food he’d been consuming all his life. Retirement brought more free time, so he decided to devote himself to getting in shape by working out regularly. He also began reading books on health and wellness. That’s how he came across The Paleo Diet and decided to change his eating habits.


“I would say about a year into eating Paleo, all the pain in my knees was gone,” says Jim, who began going to a local butcher for grass-fed meat. He also started buying organic vegetables, he explains, “because if you’re eating vegetables that have been sprayed to control pests, you’re also eating the junk that’s killing the pests.” Although eating this way costs more, he adds, “It’s more expensive to have the health problems you get when you don’t eat that way.”


His new eating habits have paid off. Now 77, Jim is free of joint pain and still working out six days a week. He has lost 85 pounds and has been able to stop all six of the medications his doctor had put him on to control his high blood pressure and poor lipid profile.


“Sick care” is not the same thing as “healthcare,” he notes, adding that he wishes Americans could see fewer commercials about Big Pharma products on television and more ads showcasing foods that serve as proper fuel for health and well-being. “How I feed my cells has given me a new life,” Jim says. “I have more energy now than I did at age 50.”


Like Jim, we believe that eating Paleo will help you dodge, or at least lessen, those aching joints and other chronic conditions of aging that are considered unavoidable by many. First, though, it’s important to understand the science of aging.


What Happens to Our Bodies as We Age?


Some effects of aging are easily visible on the outside, like wrinkles and gray hair. Other mechanisms of the aging process are invisible until they negatively impact things like our sleep patterns, energy, and overall health. While we can’t avoid growing older, many of the effects we think of as part of the “natural aging process” can be delayed and reduced with better diet and exercise.


There’s a common belief that “cavemen” died of old age at 40, but that couldn’t be further from the truth. Yes, the average age of death for our hunter-gatherer ancestors was around 40, but that was because of injuries, infectious diseases (they didn’t have our modern medical system), and high infant mortality. They were exposed daily to the dangers of nature in ways we’re not used to in modern society. Those who escaped these dangers lived about as long as we do today (maybe longer!) and didn’t experience what we’ve come to think of as “natural aging.” Even the eldest in their tribes were robust, agile, and active. It was only in the last few months of their lives that age took its toll.


So, why do we age so differently now? There are many factors at play, but perhaps none as crucial as diet. And, while we addressed this in previous books, there was a key piece to the aging puzzle that we missed: a concept called “longevity vitamins.”


The Triage Theory: A Key Evolutionary Concept


In 2006, Dr. Bruce N. Ames, a well-known professor of biochemistry at the University of California, Berkeley, introduced the Triage Theory of Aging. We should add that this is a man who knows a lot about healthy aging: He’s still teaching and wrote his most recent paper on the subject at age 93.


Like the Paleo Diet, the Triage Theory is grounded in evolutionary biology. It’s a concept we didn’t discuss in our earlier books, but we now believe this theory helps explain why a Western diet accelerates aging and how adding even a few Paleo choices to your routine may help you age better.


We all know that vitamins and minerals are essential nutrients we need to consume to survive. Scientists identified many of these essential nutrients a century ago, including vitamins C, E, and B and minerals like magnesium and calcium. These nutrients are relatively easy to identify because people and animals quickly become sick if they don’t get enough of them in their diets. According to Dr. Ames, these are survival vitamins because we need them for short-term survival. However, there is a second category of nutrients he calls longevity vitamins. We are less familiar with these nutrients because deficiencies don’t show up immediately but can lead to chronic disease and rapid aging over decades.


The Triage Theory suggests that many nutrients serve as both survival and longevity vitamins. Evolution has ensured that when we are deficient in one of these nutrients, our bodies prioritize their survival role over their longevity role. So, we may get enough of a certain nutrient to serve its survival role, but not enough to support its longevity role. The problem is that the recommended intakes—called the RDA (recommended dietary allowance) or EAR (estimated average requirement) by the US government—are based on the survival role. In other words, even if we’re meeting our EARs, we may not be getting enough of these nutrients to ensure healthy longevity.


A sad fact is that many North Americans aren’t even meeting the EARs, let alone meeting their longevity needs. Some of the most common deficiencies include vitamin D, vitamin E, magnesium, vitamin K, and folate.


While many survival vitamins also serve a longevity role, many more nutrients serve only a longevity role. Because the government hasn’t yet identified them as vitamins, there aren’t any specific dietary recommendations for them to date. These important longevity nutrients include taurine, ergothioneine, pyrroloquinoline quinone (PQQ), berberine, and a host of carotenoids and flavonoids (which are a large group of natural plant substances recognized for their beneficial impact on human health).


This may be why multivitamins have consistently been shown to be ineffective in supporting long-term health. A recent meta-analysis showed that taking multivitamins was actually associated with a greater risk of all-cause mortality. No, this isn’t an error in our text. The researchers really did report that people who consume the most multivitamins don’t live as long as those who take fewer! Our explanation for this is that people who take a lot of multivitamins also tend to eat nutrient-poor diets and rely on multivitamins to compensate. Sadly, they’re only meeting their survival needs and missing out on what they need for longevity.


In this book, we’re going to tell you how several of these recently identified, exciting longevity nutrients help extend both your life and health, and how to ensure you include them in your diet. Keep in mind, though, that many more longevity vitamins will likely be identified over the decades to come. Ultimately, the only way to ensure you’re getting all of the survival and longevity vitamins you need is to eat a nutrient-dense diet—which, of course, is a central tenet of the Paleo Diet.




Four Powerful Longevity Nutrients


These antioxidants deserve to be in the spotlight:




	Taurine—Shown to improve strength, coordination, vision, and memory while lowering blood pressure and improving blood lipids.


	Ergothioneine—Associated with scavenging a particularly potent type of free radical, protecting telomere length (protective caps on the ends of chromosomes), and lowering the incidence of cardiovascular disease and chronic inflammatory conditions.


	PQQ (pyrroloquinoline quinone)—Found to enhance cognitive function in older adults and critical for its role in reducing inflammation and maintaining adequate blood flow.


	Berberine—Proven to be promising in improving blood lipids and regulating blood pressure.








Longevity vitamins impact the various processes in our bodies that determine how well we age. The full list of aging factors is beyond the scope of this book, but here are five of the most important that we’ll be discussing in the coming chapters:


Oxidative stress: How unstable oxygen molecules wreak havoc on healthy cells


Millions of years before the Paleolithic era, life on Earth was limited to single-cell organisms. These cells could only produce energy anaerobically (without oxygen). While this way of producing energy sustained single-cell life, it wasn’t very efficient and couldn’t support multicellular organisms. Then an extraordinary event happened. Called the Great Oxidation Event by scientists, this was a period when there was such a dramatic increase in oxygen that it became a major component of the Earth’s atmosphere.


Using this now readily available oxygen, cells could produce energy more efficiently and in a far greater capacity. Oxygen allowed cells to break down fats for fuel, which released 20 to 30 times more energy than anaerobic energy production and ultimately allowed multicell organisms to exist. This had many advantages, but it came at a substantial cost. While anaerobic organisms could die from mutations or changes in their environments, they could otherwise live extremely long lives; in essence, they were immortal. In 2005, for instance, scientists found viable 35,000-year-old protozoa in the Russian tundra.


We could argue that aging was the price of aerobic metabolism, since oxygen is highly damaging to cells. You probably have not heard of “reactive oxygen species” (ROS). You’ve surely heard of antioxidants, which are so valuable partly because they address the damaging ROS in our bodies, and “free radicals,” which are not the same as ROS. There are many types of ROS, but the one thing they have in common is unstable oxygen molecules. This means the oxygen has an unpaired electron, so the oxygen “steals” electrons from the molecules that make up DNA, proteins, and other components of the body, potentially causing damage to healthy cells and accelerating aging through oxidative stress. Our ability to manage this oxidative stress is a key factor in our aging.


Much of the ROS in our bodies is produced by our own mitochondria, the organelles found inside almost every cell of the human body where aerobic metabolism occurs. Mitochondria produce a lot of ROS, but luckily, the mitochondria have multiple membranes that help contain them. As we age, however, mitochondria can stop functioning as effectively, allowing more ROS to spill out into our systems and contributing to conditions like inflammation. While our mitochondria are the major natural source of ROS, toxins like cigarette smoke, medication, and radiation can also contribute to oxidative stress.


This free radical theory of aging was originally proposed by Denham Harman in 1956. There have been many challenges and revisions to the theory since, but the collective evidence indicates that the leakage of ROS by mitochondrial membranes represents a major player, if not the major player, in the pathophysiology of aging. Luckily, many foods featured in the Paleo Diet—which we’ll highlight throughout the book—are full of particularly potent antioxidants that can reduce the potential harm oxidative stress can do to our bodies.


Telomere length: One of your most important biomarkers of aging


Another important factor in aging is the shortening of our telomeres, the loop-shaped DNA protein structures found at the end of every chromosome in our DNA. This extra material is designed to protect our DNA by preventing our chromosomes from degrading. It’s like putting tape at the end of a rope to keep it from fraying. But if telomeres become damaged or shortened, the protective loops can open and activate a DNA damage response that leads to cell death and age-related disease.


Your telomeres shorten naturally with aging. Every time a cell reproduces, the chromosomes split and duplicate. The problem is that it’s not a perfect process. Some of the material at the ends of the chromosomes can be lost each time they split. That’s fine if it’s the telomeres that are lost, just like it’s OK if the tape is damaged as long as the rope remains intact. However, if the telomeres continue to shorten as cells replicate again and again through the decades, eventually there will be no telomeres left, and critical genetic material will start to erode. This process prevents our cells from effectively performing their functions, leading to age-related conditions like inflammation, mitochondrial dysfunction, and serious diseases like cancer.


Telomere length has become such an important theory to explain why we age that scientists often measure the telomere length in human blood lymphocytes as a biomarker of aging and mortality. For instance, older people with shorter telomeres are at three times the risk of dying from heart disease and up to eight times the risk of dying from infectious diseases.


There are many ways to maintain healthy telomere lengths, including exercise, consuming certain foods, and reducing salt. We’ll discuss specific dietary choices to promote your telomere health later in the book.


Nutrient sensing: The life cycle of your cells impacts your longevity


A steady supply of glucose is essential to our bodies. This may seem surprising if you think about how our hunter-gatherer ancestors didn’t always have a lot of carbohydrates available to them, especially if they lived in colder climates where they could forage plant foods only in warmer months and were otherwise limited to mostly animal foods. However, evolution has created various important mechanisms in our bodies to regulate our glucose levels and ensure that we have an adequate glucose supply even when we can’t get it from our diets.


You’re probably familiar with the protein insulin, which regulates glucose after a meal. It is just one of several proteins in our bodies that respond to glucose levels in our blood. These other glucose-sensing proteins instigate a host of processes in our bodies depending on how much glucose is available to us. This helps our bodies manage times of low and high carbohydrate availability. One of the most important processes controlled by the glucose level in our bodies is the life cycle of our cells. When glucose levels are high, cells proliferate. When glucose levels drop, cells stop proliferating. It’s the body’s way of saying, “There isn’t enough fuel right now, so stop growing.” And if glucose levels get very low, cells can enter programmed cell death. That sounds bad, but for optimal health, our cells actually need to go through all three of these stages regularly.


To emphasize this point, let’s look at what happens when cells get stuck for too long in any of these phases. It’s important for cells to have periods when they stop proliferating because that’s when they perform DNA repair and other critical functions. But, if levels stay low for a long time, cells become “senescent,” meaning they can start to deteriorate. Excess cellular senescence is a hallmark of poor aging. So, does this mean that we should try to keep our cells in a constant state of proliferation to avoid senescence? Absolutely not. Constant proliferation is a feature of cancer cells, which are also known as “immortal cells” because they never stop reproducing or enter programmed cell death.


For over 100 years, we’ve been aware of a phenomenon in cancer cells called the Warburg Effect. It’s a complex process, but what it boils down to is that cancer cells mostly lose their ability to use fat for fuel and rely almost exclusively on glucose. As a result, cancer cells maintain a constant high-glucose environment around them. In fact, it’s often not the cancer cells that directly kill the patient, but cachexia—the wasting of the body as its fuel (glucose) is stolen from the rest of the body by these very hungry cancer cells. By maintaining a constant high-glucose environment, cancer cells stay in a constant state of proliferation. That’s clearly detrimental to our health.


Does this mean that we should focus on a ketogenic diet and keep our glucose levels very low at all times? Ketosis has been shown to help protect against cancer and neurodegeneration in the short run, but its promotion of senescence and cell death can speed aging in the long run. That’s why we don’t recommend eating keto long-term.


Many nutritionists talk about the benefits of metabolic flexibility, which is just a fancy term for letting your body fluctuate between high and low glucose states to encourage the full cell cycle. Like our ancestors, we should have periods when we eat a higher carbohydrate diet and periods when we eat fewer carbohydrates. We recommend intermittent periods of higher carbohydrate intake and short periods where you’re eating ketogenic, or almost ketogenic. This way, you’ll promote all stages of the cell cycle, which in turn supports cellular and mitochondrial health, and ultimately better aging. Being metabolically flexible promotes a healthy cell cycle, and science backs that up.



Chronic inflammation: A nearly invisible but powerful contributor to disease



Dee Ann was visiting her parents for the Christmas holidays in 2004 when her life changed literally overnight. At 42, she was active and fit from running, weightlifting, and biking. She’d gone out for her regular run on December 26, but woke up on December 27 “feeling like I had rocks in my feet.”


She saw her doctor when she returned home, who suggested that she “exercise more.” Dee Ann knew she was already exercising far more than most women her age, so she sought a second opinion. The next doctor said, “I think you have rheumatoid arthritis,” a chronic inflammatory disease that causes joint pain, stiffness, and decreased movement over time.


When blood tests confirmed the diagnosis, the first rheumatologist Dee Ann saw was blunt about her prognosis. “He said my condition was so severe that I’d probably be in a wheelchair in five years and could be dead in ten.”


Dee Ann immediately began researching her condition to see what treatments were available. In exploring foods that might alleviate the pain and swelling in her joints, she discovered the Paleo Diet.


“I went cold turkey Paleo twenty years ago,” she says. “The results have been astonishing. I don’t have any of the fatigue or brain fog you can get with autoimmune diseases, and I have much less inflammation than most people with this condition.”


So much less inflammation, in fact, that today, at 61, Dee Ann continues to enjoy an active life, from refinishing doors for her farmhouse to volunteering with the Red Cross and working with a raptor rehabilitation group to rescue and rehabilitate injured owls, hawks, and other birds of prey.


“Paleo is all about eating what nourishes my mind and body,” she says. “It’s the best thing I could have done for myself.”


While scientists haven’t yet described one clear pathway linking chronic inflammation to aging the way they have with telomere length and the cell cycle, as Dee Ann discovered firsthand, chronic inflammation may be the sneakiest contributor to aging because of the many mechanisms through which it negatively affects our bodies. Reducing inflammation is perhaps one of the most beneficial impacts that diet can have on helping us age well.


Let’s start by defining the difference between inflammation and chronic inflammation. We all know what inflammation looks like on the outside: If you stub your toe or bang your knee, the area will swell and turn red. That’s a sign that your body is sending immune cells to clean up the damage. Inflammation is the word we use to describe the process where our immune systems ramp up to fight a virus or bacterial infection, or to repair damage. When our bodies are healthy, it is a temporary condition that addresses the issue and then fades away.


On the other hand, chronic inflammation—which is often caused by poor diet and lack of exercise—is invisible, but it’s linked to almost every chronic disease of aging, including autoimmune conditions like rheumatoid arthritis, cancer, cardiovascular disease, diabetes, and neurodegeneration. Chronic inflammation has also been closely linked to oxidative stress, telomere shortening, and the other factors we’ve discussed here that are involved in the aging process.


Chronic inflammation is the result of your immune system acting as if the body is under attack when it isn’t. In response to a variety of issues, the immune system releases small proteins called cytokines. Some cytokines attract immune cells and activate key inflammatory processes, while others calm the immune system down. Cytokines are essential messengers that direct our immune systems, but chronically elevated inflammatory cytokines can lead to damage to healthy cells. When cytokines are released in response to a viral or bacterial invader, they attract immune cells, which kill the invaders. Collateral damage to nearby cells is an unfortunate but accepted sacrifice. It’s critical that the immune system is activated to deal with a threat and then stand down after the threat has passed. In a healthy body, inflammatory cytokines then give way to the anti-inflammatory cytokines and the immune system calms down.


Bad things happen when the immune system remains activated. In fact, it’s been shown that chronic elevation of a particularly damaging immune cell called TH17 precedes almost every autoimmune disease. Some of the foods in our modern diet are remarkably effective at promoting highly inflammatory cytokines and keeping them elevated. Wheat, and particularly gluten, has multiple mechanisms to activate TH17 cells. Of the over 100 known autoimmune diseases in humans, the trigger has been identified for only two. In both cases it was gluten.


Inflammation can also be caused by senescent cells—those cells that stop multiplying but never die or get washed out of your body. As we age, our immune systems begin deteriorating, and other bodily systems may become weakened, which means these junk cells can accumulate and damage otherwise healthy cells, causing chronic inflammation.


In that large-scale meta-analysis on diet and chronic disease that we mentioned in the introduction, the Paleo Diet was by far the most effective diet at reducing biomarkers of inflammation with a SUCRA score of 87 percent, reinforcing existing science that shows the Paleo Diet is a strongly anti-inflammatory diet. (SUCRA—“surface under the cumulative ranking curve”—is a well-known research tool used in meta-analysis studies. The SUCRA number is a score from 0 to 100 percent that compares all the treatments included in a study or analysis. Higher SUCRA scores indicate that a treatment is more likely to be effective than lower-scored treatments.)


The DASH diet, which is designed to lower blood pressure through foods lower in sodium and higher in potassium, magnesium, and calcium, came in second to the Paleo Diet, at 71.3 percent. The Mediterranean diet, which includes foods associated with inflammation like processed grains and legumes, earned a SUCRA score of 58.1 percent, showing that it is significantly less effective than the Paleo Diet at addressing inflammation.


Besides highlighting the power of the Paleo Diet, this meta-analysis had one other important revelation: The US government’s nutritional guidelines aren’t very good for you. The government-recommended dietary guidelines scored just 48.5 percent on the SUCRA scale. In other words, if you eat according to the “official” recommendations of the US government, you’ll be more at risk for chronic disease as you age. Likewise, as stated earlier, the plant-based diet was ranked almost as low, coming in at just 49.3 percent.


Epigenetic Changes


A biology text might illustrate our DNA as nice Xs and Ys, but in actuality, our DNA looks more like a giant ball of string with only a small part of each chromosome exposed at the surface. Which parts of the chromosomes are exposed can greatly impact how our cells function. Scientists believe that how the balls of DNA are wound up changes as we age to emphasize some genes in our youth and others as we grow older. For example, the genes that allow us to digest milk are exposed when we are infants but are buried deep in the ball later in life and effectively turned off. What this means is that epigenetic changes—or changing how the chromosomes are bunched up—may be a key factor in how we age.


—————


The most important takeaway from this chapter is this: Your chronological age really is just a number. Your body will react to the foods you eat, so if you eat the clean, healthy, whole foods of the Paleo Diet and continue engaging in activities that exercise your mind and body, you’ll increase your chances of living a healthier, happier, more energetic life. As we’ll discuss in part II, plant foods play an essential role in helping you age not only gracefully, but energetically, because plants contain some of our most important longevity nutrients.










PART II



Plant Foods for Power and Healthy Aging










Trevor’s Paleo Story


I don’t blame anyone for being skeptical about the benefits of the Paleo Diet. I was once a skeptic, too.


I was first introduced to the Paleo Diet in 2009 when I became a graduate student at Colorado State University. As a teaching assistant (TA), I was marched into the TA office on my first day, where a group of TAs were sitting around talking about how the “Paleo guy” was actually a teacher at CSU. I had no idea who they were talking about.
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