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Praise for A SHORT GUIDE TO A LONG LIFE



“A Short Guide to a Long Life explores the simple idea that a healthy tomorrow starts with good habits today.”

—Fortune

“The little volume contains Agus’s starkest, most clear-cut prescriptions yet.… In a field rife with caveats, Agus speaks with a ringing clarity.”

—Wired

“I don’t read a lot of books… but I read [Dr. Agus’s] entire book.… I like it.”

—Howard Stern

“[Dr. Agus] makes better health feel like an attainable goal.”

—Boston Globe

“One minute, coffee is good for you—and the next minute, it’s bad. Then, we’re told wine will help you live longer—and then we’re told it won’t. Wouldn’t it be nice to have a guide to longevity that is easy to understand? Dr. David Agus has provided just that.”

—FoxNews.com

“Perfect for New Year’s resolutions.”

—Fareed Zakaria, host of Fareed Zakaria GPS

“The beauty of Agus’s book is that it is short, comes straight to the point, and is devoid of arcane medical terms. The other sublime effect is that it was written to ‘prevent’ poor health practices, rather than deal with the costly solutions needed to cure you.”

—Forbes

“Little line drawings and a conversational, fatherly tone make this guide light and easy to follow.… Readers who have already taken Agus as a health guru will love it.”

—Publishers Weekly
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NOTE TO READERS

This publication contains the opinions and ideas of its author. It is intended to provide helpful and informative material on the subjects addressed in the publication. It is sold with the understanding that the author and publisher are not engaged in rendering medical, health, or any other kind of professional services in the book. The reader should consult his or her medical, health, or other competent professional before adopting any of the suggestions in this book or drawing inferences from it. The author and publisher specifically disclaim all responsibility for any liability, loss or risk, personal or otherwise, which is incurred as a consequence, directly or indirectly, of the use and application of any of the contents of this book.





To my wife, partner, and love,

Amy Povich,

and our genetic experiments gone right,

Sydney and Miles






A BRIEF HISTORICAL NOTE

Hippocrates was a Greek physician in the time of the third and fourth century BC. Modern medicine refers to Hippocrates as the father of Western medicine. He was among the first physicians to convey important “health rules” through his many now-famous quotes. Below are some examples that continue to have amazing relevance to today’s medicine. In fact, one could argue that our modern world has brought science and data into the field, but his initial observations and recommendations were remarkably accurate over two thousand years ago.


	Walking is man’s best medicine.

	Let food be thy medicine and medicine be thy food.

	Declare the past, diagnose the present, foretell the future.

	
Primum non nocerum. (First, do no harm.)

	It is far more important to know what person the disease has than what disease the person has.

	If we could give every individual the right amount of nourishment and exercise, not too little and not too much, we would have found the safest way to health.

	
A wise man should consider that health is the greatest of human blessings, and learn how by his own thought to derive benefit from his illnesses.

	Everything in excess is opposed to nature.

	To do nothing is also a good remedy.

	There are in fact two things, science and opinion; the former begets knowledge, the latter ignorance.



Hippocrates (c. 460 BC–c. 370 BC)






Introduction: The Power of Prevention

At least twice a week, I tell a patient that I have nothing left in my arsenal to combat his or her cancer. It’s over, and in most cases the end is near. I’ve never gotten used to this gut-wrenching conversation. But I do it as part of the role I’ve accepted. That we are no better at treating cancer today, with a few notable exceptions, than we were fifty years ago is maddening. More infuriating still is that many of my patients could have prevented their cancer or other life-altering disease had they done a few things differently earlier in life. That makes those conversations even more upsetting. I’m pretty certain that most people could delay or totally prevent a vast majority of the illnesses we see today—including not only cancer but heart and kidney disease, stroke, obesity, diabetes, autoimmune disorders, and dementia and other neurodegenerative disorders—if they just adopt a few healthy habits early on and avoid the ones that lead to illness.

The best way to fight not just cancer but all the other ailments that typically develop over time is to prevent them. A staggering seven out of ten deaths among Americans each year are from chronic diseases like the ones I just named. Heart disease, cancer, and stroke account for more than 50 percent of all deaths every year. About half of us are living with a chronic condition right now.

But prevention is a hard sell. Think about yourself for a moment: can you see yourself twenty, thirty, or forty years from now? We all want to live however we choose today and pay our dues later. I see this payment being made by my patients daily, just by looking into their eyes.

I’d like nothing more than to be put out of my job. Imagine a world where we all die of old age—our bodies go kaput, much like an old car with hundreds of thousands of great miles on it. One day, the engine doesn’t start and nothing can revive it. In fact, 1951 was the last year you could die in the United States with the cause “old age” being listed on the death certificate. Since then, we’ve had to name a specific disease, injury, or complication. I find it astonishing to think that we live in a high-tech world with access to a vast array of knowledge about how to stay healthy, and yet preventable noncommunicable diseases now account for more deaths worldwide than all other causes combined. We rarely hear about the person who dies peacefully in her sleep at ninety-nine years young. Instead, we hear about individuals who suffer mightily and eventually succumb after a long “battle.”

In our age of information, where health tips are dispensed like candy by the media, the work of being healthy has gotten complicated. Just consider your own search for truth about what’s good for you—or what’s bad. It’s common practice to rely on experts to tell us how to live—news stories covering the latest scientific findings, bestselling books that tout one theory or another, government recommendations, claims on labels, and doctors like me. But this advice is so terribly common that it commonly conflicts. What is a person to do with a hot media account of a new study that finds multivitamins effective in preventing cancer—only to read another media account the next day that says multivitamins can increase your risk for cancer and do nothing for heart health? (And to add insult to injury, you learn that the company that makes the vitamins is the same one that makes the drugs to combat cancer!)

When I wrote my first book, The End of Illness, my purpose was simple: to share what I’d learned from working out on the edge of the cliff that is the war on cancer—a place where we take risks in medicine in the hope of finding innovations to prolong people’s lives. While the death rate from cancer hasn’t changed dramatically in the past fifty years, progress against other diseases has relied on single discoveries that have allowed us to treat or eradicate them. Examples include the use of statins to prevent cardiovascular disease and stroke, antibiotics to combat infectious diseases originating from bacteria, antivirals and vaccines to tackle and protect against specific viruses, and a heightened awareness of the risks posed by behavioral factors such as smoking and poor diet or overeating. Except for these isolated improvements, why aren’t we better at treating and curing chronic degenerative diseases that often cannot be blamed on a single culprit?

For decades we’ve tried to reduce our understanding of the body and its potential breakdowns to a finite cause, be it a mutation, a germ, a deficiency, or a number such as a white blood cell count, glucose level, or a triglyceride value. But this has led us far astray from a perspective that could not only change how we care for the body, but also how we create the next generation of treatments and, in some instances, cures. The original title of The End of Illness, upon which this life guide is based, was What Is Health? It’s a question that bugs me and my colleagues to this day. I don’t know what true health is. We can certainly try to measure health in a variety of ways—weight, cholesterol, blood sugar, blood cell count, how you look, and how well you sleep, for example. But that doesn’t really tell me much in terms of overall health and how many years and days you might have left. This has motivated me to urge people to begin viewing their total health as a complex network of processes that cannot be explained by looking at any one pathway or focal point. In many instances, it does no good to try to understand a certain disease; we just need to control it, much like an air traffic controller manages planes without knowing exactly how to fly one. This radically different perspective on health is what can open the doorway to future solutions, and even cures.

    I don’t think I fully grasped the thorniness surrounding the subject of health, however, until I started discussing my book and responding to readers. I quickly found myself on the receiving end of questions like, What’s your real motivation for writing a book? Why are you hawking prescription drugs? How can a doctor who treats the very rich have anything valuable to give the average person who barely has health insurance? Let me head this last question off at the pass right now by saying the vast majority of my “prescriptions” in this book are surprisingly simple, such as wearing good shoes (Rule 59) and eating lunch at the same time every day (Rule 3). How much does it cost to keep a fairly regular schedule every day and to walk around more (Rule 16)? How much will you save by ditching your vitamins and supplements (Rule 62)? How much easier will your life get once you learn that it’s better to buy frozen vegetables than some fresh produce (which isn’t nearly as fresh as you think; see Rule 5). And even when I suggest something that comes with a price, such as paying for a DNA screening test, there’s often an inexpensive, if not totally free, alternative (see Rule 19), which can be even more informative and useful.

When I went on the Dr. Oz Show in the fall of 2012, I was billed as the most controversial doctor in America. But I think I’m the absolute opposite. I won’t endorse anything that’s not backed by well-controlled clinical trials—studies that live up to the rigors of the scientific method. In that regard, I’m one of the most conservative of doctors in America. People tend to label certain things as aggressive or, conversely, mainstream. Many individuals think taking aspirin and statins on a daily basis is aggressive but taking vitamins is mainstream. But the data tell a totally different story, painting a picture in which aspirin and statins can significantly reduce your risk of death (what scientists call “all cause mortality”) while vitamins and supplements may raise your risk for a variety of illnesses, including cancer. I can understand and appreciate someone’s suspicion when hearing a doctor push a pill, and her assumption that there must be financial remuneration or incentive involved. For the record, I have no financial ties to any drug company. In the past I have been paid for giving lectures to pharmaceutical management teams, but I’ve never been involved with any pharmaceutical marketing. If I suggest a certain drug or class of drugs, it’s for a good, well-documented reason: because they have been shown to make a positive difference.

I actually don’t mind stirring up controversy and inspiring people to ask questions. Spending on food and health together make up more than 30 percent of the U.S. economy, yet our politicians and civic leaders aren’t discussing these important issues. They may bicker about how to finance health-care reform, but I’d like to see more attention on the reform itself. It boggles my mind to think the conversation remains stuck on figuring out how to pay for health care rather than on diminishing our need for it. Indeed, part of my motivation in writing this book is to make you—the health-care consumer—an agent of change, starting with yourself. Each one of us can make a difference if we each are part of reducing the overall demand for health care. The result will follow one of the fundamental laws of Econ 101: when we start living strong, robust lives, we’ll lessen our need for health care, causing the demand to decrease and costs to go down. Simple as that.

    The other chief reason for writing this book is probably pretty obvious: I want these rules to reach as many people as possible. After The End of Illness came out, many people asked me to distill my Health Rules down to a prescriptive list for them to keep on hand. They wanted a cheat sheet. In my previous book, I spent a lot of time going through the evidence; I won’t be doing that here. I also won’t be using any medical terminology or fancy language to convey my ideas. This is as pure and direct as it gets—less about theory, research, history, and science and more about the basic practices you can follow in your daily life. Nothing is meant to be a rigid directive. Of all the rules I present, the most important one is this: you have to find what works for you. The sixty-five rules here are each accompanied by a paragraph or two of explanation. A few, however, require little or no clarification (Rule 29: Smile) and I hope you just accept them at face value.

My goal is that this book will allow you to take the confusion out of knowing how to live to be healthy—to feel as fabulous as possible at any age. As I said in my previous book:


My recommendations won’t be terribly exacting. I’m not interested in telling you how to live your life or what you should be eating for dinner. I’m also not here to diagnose you. Instead, I want to empower you to take control over your body and the future of your health. The suggestions offered here are more like lifestyle algorithms—mental devices for thinking through our myriad lifestyle choices. Those choices must be tempered by our values and individual codes of ethics and behavior. Because there is no single answer to the question of what is health, these guidelines will produce as many different “healthy styles” as there are people living them.

My objective is to help you make the most of your health, whether or not you’re currently battling an illness. I’d like to encourage you to take a hard look at your understanding of health and open up your mind to a change in perspective. It can significantly improve your life.

That we need simple reminders of what it means to live a healthy life despite the volume of advice transmitted daily in the media is a telling sign of our confusion. I can only hope that as you read this book you gain not only the knowledge you need to take advantage of modern science and medicine, but also the wisdom to discern the good from the questionable to make the best decisions for yourself. I also hope that your future will be determined by the power of choice, and, when necessary, that it will guide you down pathways of healing. Only you can end illness.



I’ve divided this book into three sections. The first, “What to Do,” gives a clear set of just that—things you can do that will make you the architect of your health kingdom. The second part, “What to Avoid,” offers my rules for the things to stay away from that can harm your health. Some of these will be obvious, such as limiting risky behaviors and avoiding less-than-perfect ingredients in foods, but some won’t be so apparent, such as how not to fall prey to hyperbole in the media and how not to hoard your medical information. I’m going to help you learn how to separate the hype from the helpful and see the ways in which you can benefit from sharing your medical information with the world. Part three, “Doctor’s Orders,” makes my recommendations even more straightforward by listing out a plan based on which decade you’re in (twenties, thirties, forties, and so on). This is your real cheat sheet—the bulleted list of agenda items you should tend to at each particular age. The nature of this book’s structure and content makes for some repeated ideas, and two different rules may take you to the same place. My hope is that presenting these principles in different ways will make them more memorable. Enjoy the read, and I trust that a handful of these rules will stick with you and improve your life.

Before we begin, let me first present important ground rules.


Ground Rule 1

Health information is a moving target. Recommendations today may change tomorrow. For now, the following rules are relevant based on the data we have available that convincingly show the best practices for reducing your risk of disease. While it’s true that you can find single, unrepeated studies that contradict my ideas, that’s not how science works. When scientists weigh in on a topic, they can’t just rely on single studies that support their view. Instead, they have to consider all the studies on a topic and examine the results of each. That is exactly what a meta-analysis does. Hence, all of my prescriptions are rooted in studies that meet this gold standard. They always will be. And if the day comes when science uproots an established “truth” or does a complete 180 on a universally accepted fact, then I will welcome that new viewpoint with excitement and resolve (and a new rule).




Ground Rule 2

The rules in this book are not meant to be blanket recommendations, especially when it comes to prescription medications. The point is to have a discussion about them with your doctor and family, and also to consider your inner core values. So take the time to sit, think, and talk through any new direction you decide to take in your life. Remember, too, that health is in constant flux (see Ground Rule 1). You need to adapt to changes as you age. In science-speak we say that humans are “emergent systems”—they are constantly changing, developing, and evolving. The body is an incredible self-regulating machine. You don’t need to do much to support its health and optimal wellness. In the last hour, for instance, about one billion cells were replaced in your body without your having to think about it.




Ground Rule 3

    You are in charge of you. This book is designed as a manual to help you know when to be introspective and when to question things. If I suggest something that offends you or that you flatly reject, just move on. At the heart of my message is the importance of knowing how to have a productive conversation with yourself and your physician; it’s also about raising your awareness about the things you do today that affect your tomorrows. When you come across a rule that makes you feel uncomfortable, remember that none of these is absolutely perfect. Instead of dismissing it, ask for better studies and, in turn, better technology. We have to be pushing for progress. Here’s a quick example: aspirin may be touted as a miracle drug (Rule 22), but it’s still flawed, given the side effects it can cause, namely bleeding and upset stomach. We should question why the National Institutes of Health doesn’t spend large sums on making better aspirin so we can reap its miraculous benefits minus the potential side effects.



One final confession: I admit that I was so moved by Michael Pollan’s Food Rules, which was inspired by his bestselling In Defense of Food: An Eater’s Manifesto, that his book provided the model for this one. I reference Pollan a few times in The End of Illness, for I deeply respect his take on dietary issues and think he states the facts brilliantly. So as much as Food Rules lays out a set of concise, memorable rules for eating wisely, my Short Guide to a Long Life similarly presents my set of rules for living wisely. This of course will include a few rules about eating and buying food, but I will also address all the other factors that play into good health. I’ve done my best to keep it short and sweet, while still keeping my promise to bestow on you the recipe for a long and healthy life.
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