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    Praise for Healthy Eating, Healthy World



    “J. Morris Hicks has done us all a tremendous service. He has put together a simple, clear, and profoundly helpful guide to the extraordinarily powerful benefits of plant-strong nutrition. If you want to be healthy, read this amazing book. In a world hungry for hope, this book arrives at precisely the right time.”


    —JOHN ROBBINS, bestselling author The Food Revolution and Diet For A New America


    “Healthy Eating, Healthy World is more than an eye-opening, fact-filled book about the causes of poor health. It is a map leading directly to the cure. In the process, it points the way toward solving the seemingly unrelated problems of environmental destruction and world hunger. It is sensible, direct, and right.”


    —NEAL D. BARNARD, MD,President, Physicians Committee for Responsible Medicine


    “What’s good for you is also good for our planet. Although heart disease and diabetes kill more people each year worldwide than all other diseases combined, these are completely preventable and even reversible for at least 95% of people today by changing our diet and lifestyle. This book shows you how.”


    —DEAN ORNISH, MD, Founder, Preventive Medicine Research Institute;


    Clinical Professor of Medicine, University of California, San Francisco;


    and author of The Spectrum and Dr. Dean Ornish’s Program for Reversing Heart Disease


    “Healthy Eating, Healthy World is by far one of my favorite books. It is incredibly informative, well researched, and a must read for anyone who eats! It takes you on a journey towards adopting a plant-based diet in a way that isn’t overwhelming and provides much needed tips about eating this way for good.”


    —KIM BARNOUIN, co-author of the #1 New York Times bestseller Skinny Bitch


    “Poor nutrition is our leading cause of disease. Yet the biggest impediment to improving our health is that most people mistakenly believe they are eating a good diet. With the costs of disease out of control and threatening the economic health of our country, Healthy Eating, Healthy World is a timely contribution, explaining in clear, easy-to-read language why our standard diet is making us sick, and how you can make simple choices that will improve your health, longevity and quality of life. This is a must-read book. Highly recommended!”


    —RAYMOND FRANCIS, MS (from MIT),


    scientist and bestselling author of Never Be Sick Again


    “The same standard diet-style, rich in processed foods and animal products, and low in produce, that places people at high risk of heart attacks and cancers, is also rapidly destroying our environment. Healthy Eating, Healthy World reports on critical information you must learn to help ourselves and our planet.”


    —JOEL FUHRMAN, MD, family physician and author of the bestselling Eat to Live


    “J. Morris Hicks’s world-changing book, Healthy Eating, Healthy World, is compelling in transforming our health—promoting dietary choices to be over 80% from whole plant foods. Not only will we restore our own fitness, vigor and happiness as we become healthier; we will be celebrating a world-wide paradigm shift by living in harmony with nature on our precious planet.”


    —ALEXANDRA STODDARD, author of bestselling Living a Beautiful Life


    and twenty-six other books


    “Reading and implementing Healthy Eating, Healthy World is the best prescription you will ever fill.”


    —HOWARD F. LYMAN, LLD, author of Mad Cowboy


    “In Healthy Eating, Healthy World, the title tells it all, as author Jim Hicks masterfully resolves global challenges in a sensible, well-written, highly referenced must-read.”


    —CALDWELL B. ESSELSTYN, JR., MD,


    Director of Cardiovascular Disease Prevention and Reversal


    at the Wellness Institute of The Cleveland Clinic,


    and author of Prevent & Reverse Heart Disease


    “We all know we should eat more fruits and vegetables—with this book, we now know why. The authors make a well-documented case for why it is important for your personal health and why it is critical for the health of the planet. A compelling book; it is both informative and a pleasure to read!”


    —PAUL ALLAIR, Fortune 100 CEO (Xerox, 1990-1999)
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    Neither the publisher nor the author is rendering professional advice or services to the individual reader. The ideas, procedures, and suggestions in this book are not intended as a substitute for consulting with a physician. All matters of health require medical supervision. Neither the author nor the publisher shall be liable or responsible for any loss or damage allegedly arising from any information or suggestion in this book.
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    during the beginning of my quest to learn the truth about nutrition,


    led me to discover and explore a much bigger picture than I ever imagined.
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    Agnes Stanfield Hicks,


    whose unconditional love, support, and confidence
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    Foreword


    By T. Colin Campbell, PhD, and Nelson Campbell


    Most of us live apart from Nature, within artificially constructed environments that bear little resemblance to the mountains, meadows, forests and streams experienced by our ancestors. And living apart from Nature, we too often forget that we are part of an interconnected whole.


    No matter how hard we try, however, we cannot escape this fact forever. We can construct our material world and engage in individualistic pursuits, but eventually must face the fact that we do not live on islands. We are connected to one another and to the larger natural world of which we are still a part.


    There may be no better illustration of this truth than the way we eat. The decision of what to put at the end of our fork is a private decision and one that seems to have no relevance beyond the edges of our dinner plate. But the truth is this: the effects of what we eat ripple round and round the world . . . and this is the story of Healthy Eating, Healthy World by J. Morris Hicks.


    When Jim approached us about writing the foreword for this book, we did not hesitate to answer his call. Jim is a good friend, but more than a friend—he is an intelligent man whose life experiences have prepared him well for this moment. Trained as a strategy and process improvement consultant, he has spent much of his professional career helping organizations understand and improve the quality of their operations, services and products. He is trained to see the world from a “big picture” systems perspective, so it was not hard for him to grasp the interconnections between what we eat and our broader world and how we might make changes within this system to improve the quality of our lives.


    Too often in a field of study, we rely solely on those people who have established themselves as the inside “experts.” Yet, sometimes the most interesting perspectives are those that come from outside the field. And this is the case here—Jim’s perspective has enabled him to tell a story in Healthy Eating, Healthy World that is informative, engaging, and compelling.


    While told from a “systems” perspective, this story also is one of personal empowerment. As it turns out, what is best for the system is also best for our individual health. When we consume a whole food plant-based diet, with minimal additions of fat, salt, sugar and other refined ingredients, we optimize a larger system encompassing economics, politics, and the environment, while also optimizing the internal system that gives us life.


    This is a powerful idea with a bright future. The idea that we can control our health largely by what we eat offers a bright light within a seemingly dimly lit world. We often feel out of control, not always because we are out of control, but because the world we live within feels increasingly out of control. So the idea that we can take charge of what is most precious to us, our personal well-being, is a powerful idea indeed.


    And many of us are more open to transformative social change than ever before. Population growth, rapid technological development, environmental destruction, and increasing economic and political control in the hands of people who have forgotten the old-fashioned idea of civic virtue, all have propelled us to a point in human history where the acceptable margin for error has become a thin line. There is an urgency that exists today that did not exist in years past, and it is this sense of urgency that will open people to the story of this book.


    J. Morris Hicks and his son have put together an interesting tale that will enlighten you while also giving you great hope. The message of plant-based nutrition already has transformed many lives, including the life of this management consultant and former senior corporate executive. Not only has he put himself and his family on a path to optimal health, he has also become so passionate about the idea that he has launched a new career to share this good news with others. That new career features a blend of speaking, blogging, consulting and writing—all beginning with this powerful book that you hold in your hands.


    —T. Colin Campbell, PhD, and Nelson Campbell


    Dr. T. Colin Campbell, author of The China Study, is the foremost science expert in the field of plant-based nutrition and is working with his son, Nelson, who is coordinating an effort to develop and implement a strategy for promoting the message of plant-based nutrition into the mainstream.

  


  
    

    INTRODUCTION


    “It turns out that if we eat the way that promotes the best health for ourselves, we also promote the best health for the planet.”


    —T. Colin Campbell, PhD, author of The China Study


    Millions of creatures have evolved throughout the ages on our planet, and until recently, they have all lived in harmony with nature. During the past few hundred years—a mere blink of the eye in history—one species has unknowingly thrown the natural scheme out of balance. That species is us—the human race. Although we mean no harm for ourselves, for the planet, or for the other creatures, we have drifted far away from the natural diet for our species. We have started eating the wrong food—in great quantities. This change in diet has set in motion a series of chain reactions that has negatively affected the planet in many ways.


    Our craving for the rich Western diet has intensified to the point that we have almost totally abandoned the type of fuel that nature intended for us to burn. Whereas animals in the wild with DNA closest to ours consume almost 100 percent raw plants, the humans of the Western world today are consuming virtually none. We now consume generous portions of meat, dairy, eggs and/or highly processed foods three meals a day and are deriving far less than 10 percent of our calories from whole plant foods. In addition, many of the plants that we do eat are french fries, which gain over 40 percent of their calories from the fat in the oil in which they are prepared.[1] This love affair with a very unhealthy diet has begun taking its toll in myriad ways both within our bodies and without, affecting the whole world.


    In the United States and other Western countries, obesity and diabetes are running rampant, while heart disease and cancer maintain their position as our top killers—and the top drivers of our health-care costs. These out-of-control costs are choking our economy to death, prompting elected officials in the United States to frequently discuss health-care cost as the single biggest problem facing our nation. In 1960, the cost of health care in the Unites States was 5.2 percent of the gross domestic product (GDP). In less than fifty years, it tripled to 16 percent, and U.S. officials now project that it will double again to 31 percent within the next twenty-five years.[2] This cost is simply unsustainable, and we all know it, but we haven’t yet figured out what can be done to address the problem.


    It turns out that much of this health-care problem is food-driven. We are eating way too much of the wrong food. What is the optimal diet for humans? It’s one based on what your mother may have told you long ago: “You should eat more fruits and vegetables.” We rarely hear health officials, doctors, dietitians, or nutritionists advising us to eat more meat, dairy, or processed foods. They’re all saying we should eat more vegetables, but with each passing year, we seem to be eating fewer. Why is that? The first part of the book explores this question, outlines the many health benefits of an optimal diet and addresses various arguments against the adoption of such a diet.


    But health is just one of the issues. What you eat affects far more than just your body. You may already know about some of the environmental impacts of our rich Western diet, but you may not have heard much about other related problems, such as the rising cost and decreasing availability of energy (especially fossil fuels), the increasingly difficult challenge of feeding the growing population of the world, and the horrific suffering of 60 billion animals per year in the factory farms where they are raised. The second part of the book is devoted to an exploration of these four categories of critical global issues.


    At some point during your reading, you may very well ask yourself, “Why haven’t I heard all this before?” That is a very good question, inviting us to look at the vast system that controls the flow of this kind of information in our society. The third part of the book explores this question in detail, helping you to digest all that you have read and decide how you will act on that information. Whatever you choose for you and your family, this book can help you execute your plan, providing you with information, helpful tips, and guidelines that you may need to reach your goals.


    In a nutshell, this book is about the single most powerful move that we humans can make to promote health, reduce obesity, lower the cost of health care, nurture our fragile environment, conserve our energy resources, feed the world’s steadily growing population, and greatly reduce the suffering of animals in factory farms all over the world. This move is an aggressive push to consume more whole, plant-based foods—not necessarily becoming a vegetarian or a vegan. These “v” words only convey information about what a person does not eat; they do little to convey what the person does eat, and that is what is most important. A great many vegetarians eat an unhealthy diet and, as a result, fail to enjoy the host of benefits that result from eating a truly health-promoting diet. After all, one could consume nothing but Diet Coke and potato chips and call himself a vegan.


    What about weight loss? While this is not specifically a weight-loss book, adopting a diet of whole plant foods will enable your body to seek its ideal weight effortlessly and permanently. Many health professionals and researchers cite the statistic that diets fail 95 percent of the time.[3] Compare that to a near 100 percent success rate for those who make a commitment to a health-promoting diet for the right reasons—to achieve vibrant health. When vibrant health is your primary objective, effortless weight loss is simply a convenient by-product or fringe benefit.


    The primary objective of this book is to outline in simple, everyday terms the extent of the problems we face, how we got ourselves into trouble, and what each of us can do to make things better. Fortunately, despite the incredible complexity of our current dilemma, the solution is refreshingly simple. All we have to do is educate ourselves, start making better choices about what we eat, and then share all that we have learned with everyone we care about. I am convinced that there has never been anything more important in the history of the world.


    “Chase perfection. Settle for excellence along the way.”


    —Vince Lombardi, What It Takes to Be #1

  


  
    

    PART I



    You Are What You Eat
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    What Should We Be Eating?


    “You put a baby in a crib with an apple and a rabbit. If it eats the rabbit and plays with the apple, I’ll buy you a new car.”


    —Harvey Diamond, author of Fit for Life


    A friend of mine, Eric Williams, is trying to eat healthy. He has heard that red meat has more fat and cholesterol, so he has cut down on it in favor of chicken and fish. He has vegetables along with the main course, because he read that he needed to eat a balanced diet. He doesn’t eat chips much anymore, and the only sweets he allows himself are a few Chips Ahoys after a meal. Being healthy is good, but giving up chocolate is taking things a little too far. He exercises some, giving the dog a walk every morning before work, and he plays golf when he’s not away traveling on the weekend. In other words, Eric is not some balloon figure chowing down burgers by the backyard barbeque. He wants to live a long time.


    Yet Eric is thirty pounds overweight. He has been taking medication for high blood pressure for over twenty years. He often feels tired after lunch, and he wishes he had a couch in his office so he could lie down for a five-minute power nap. He used to play tennis with a group of friends, but the last time he played, his heart clutched up and he started seeing spots in front of his eyes. These days he lives with a constant, nagging worry. He knows that many men have heart attacks around age fifty. He is afraid that he’ll have a massive stroke, paralyzing one side of his body, making him a vegetable for the rest of his life. He is trying, really trying, so why isn’t he seeing any results?


    Eric’s situation is far from uncommon. Most people in the developed world eat a typical Western diet that features animal products three meals a day, 365 days a year. While humans have always craved calorie-dense foods like meat, oil, and cheese, they were simply not available or affordable in great quantities until about sixty or seventy years ago. That is when these types of foods began to be mass-produced and distributed so efficiently that nowadays billions of people can easily afford to eat them. As these foods became common, everyday people began to experience the diseases that had previously attacked only the affluent class.


    In the past, only royalty and the very rich could afford these rich foods. They suffered from obesity, heart disease, diabetes, cancer, osteoporosis, and other diseases that came to be known as the “diseases of affluence.” Conversely, in less advanced populations where most people primarily ate whole, plant-based foods, these diseases were almost nonexistent. But not anymore. With the exportation of our rich Western diet to Japan, China, India, and other countries, their people have begun to experience the same levels of those diseases as the United States and Europe.


    We have been eating this way for so long now that many of us think we eat a pretty healthy diet and that we can improve our health if we simply “watch what we eat.” Most people who work in the vast industries that create our food supply actually believe they are providing nourishment; they are just doing what they have been taught. The truth is that the typical Western diet contains very little nutrition. In August 2010, the New York Times cited a report from the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) saying that Americans were continuing to get fatter and fatter, with obesity rates reaching 30 percent or more in nine states in 2009, as opposed to only three states in 2007. Obesity rates have doubled in adults and tripled in children in recent decades, said Dr. Thomas Frieden, director of the CDC.[4] The following is a summary of information on the global obesity epidemic from a 2008 World Health Organization fact sheet.


    
      	Worldwide obesity has more than doubled since 1980.


      	There are more than 1.5 billion overweight adults in the world; at least 500 million of them are obese.


      	Both conditions pose a major risk for chronic disease, including type 2 diabetes, cardiovascular disease, stroke, and certain forms of cancer.


      	Key causes are increased consumption of energy-dense foods high in saturated fats and sugars and reduced physical activity.


      	Obesity rates have risen threefold or more since 1980 in some areas of North America, Europe, the Middle East, and China.


      	Current obesity levels range from below 5 percent in China, Japan, and certain African nations to over 75 percent in urban Samoa.


      	Even in countries with a relatively low prevalence, like China, rates are almost 20 percent in some cities.[5]


    


    Many scientists have now drawn a link between obesity and heart disease, the number-one killer in the United States and a pressing problem all over the Western world. According to the CDC, we’re not winning the war against heart disease either. “In 2006 . . . heart disease caused 26% of deaths—more than one in every four—in the United States. In 2010, heart disease will cost the United States $316.4 billion. This total includes the cost of health-care services, medications, and lost productivity.”[6]


    The link between obesity and diabetes has also become common knowledge, and this medical problem has become positively frightening. The New York Times reported in October 2009, “Among Americans 30 and older, 13.7 percent of men and 11.9 percent of women have diabetes. Almost one-third of them have never received a diagnosis of the disease.”[7] Type 2 diabetes (formerly called adult-onset diabetes) has reached epidemic proportions in the United States. According to the Times in January 2006, “One in three children born in the United States five years ago are expected to become diabetic in their lifetimes, according to a projection by the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention.”[8] Even more worrying, the problem is now directly affecting our youth. The article continues, “So-called Type 2 diabetes, the predominant form . . . , is creeping into children, something almost unheard of two decades ago. The American Diabetes Association says the disease could actually lower the average life expectancy of Americans for the first time in more than a century.”[9]


    But even as the frequency and related costs of our chronic diseases continue to rise, there is hope on the horizon. In the past thirty or forty years, an innovative group of doctors and scientists have been creating revolutionary treatments for arresting and even reversing these terrible modern plagues. Surprisingly, their paradigm has not been based on new drugs or new breakthroughs in surgical techniques. They have focused on diet. Hippocrates, known as the father of medicine, is reported to have said several thousand years ago: “Your food will be your medicine, and your medicine will be your food.” He was referring to the human body’s ability to promote health as long as we feed it the right stuff. It’s not that hard if we understand how our bodies really function.


    The Way We Were


    In those wonderful illustrated books from our childhood, one common picture is of a group of hairy cave people gathered around a large beast that they have slain with mere stone arrows and clubs. While it is true that early humans would eat anything that came their way, they didn’t live off ancient steak as their primary source of food. As is well known, humankind hunted and gathered nuts and berries and, primarily, plants. Nature’s bounty provided them with all they needed to develop into a more intelligent species.


    In short, we are natural herbivores, not carnivores. So how did we grow big and strong without a regular diet of animal protein? One clue comes from animals most like humans, such as gorillas and chimpanzees. They primarily eat raw plants, and that doesn’t seem to stunt their growth. A male silverback can weigh over 400 pounds. The fact that their DNA is among the closest to that of humans should give us a pretty good idea what we should be eating. Many of the other strongest animals in the world (elephants, giraffes, horses, etc.) also eat nothing but raw plants. They know something that modern man seems to have forgotten. Plants have plenty of protein.


    We don’t need to search through the mists of time, though, for people who eat mainly a plant-based diet. Even today we can find less-advanced cultures that cannot afford to eat meat. Their diet consists primarily of whole, unrefined plant foods and very little, if any, animal products. Heart disease, cancer, diabetes, and other diseases of affluence are almost nonexistent in these whole-plant-eating cultures. In his book Healthy at 100, John Robbins documented the current diet of three separate long-lived cultures—the peoples of Abkhasia in Russia, Vilcabamba in Ecuador, and Hunza in Pakistan. Their consumption of plant-based foods is 99 percent for two of the cultures and 90 percent for the other. All three cultures consume zero processed foods, derive 20 percent or less of their calories from fat, and have zero incidence of obesity.[10] In contrast, the average American gets far less than 10 percent of his or her calories from whole plants and close to 40 percent from fat.[11]


    In November 2008, National Geographic featured an article on a fourth primitive culture that shares much in common with the other three—the Tarahumara tribe, who live in and above the canyons of northern Mexico’s Sierra Madre Occidental, where they retreated in the sixteenth century to avoid invading Spaniards. These primitive people, who are famous for their athletic prowess in long-distance running, live on a diet consisting almost exclusively of corn, beans, and squash. A recent Men’s Health article dubbed them “The Men Who Live Forever” and described them as “a tribe of Indians that carries an ancient secret: a diet and fitness regimen that has allowed them to outrun death and disease . . . When it comes to the top 10 health risks facing American men, the Tarahumara are practically immortal: Their incidence rate is at or near zero in just about every category, including diabetes, vascular disease, and colorectal cancer.”[12]


    If you look at American and European records, you’ll also see that the major diseases of today hardly existed for most of our history. Although human farming techniques evolved over the millennia, we continued to eat much as our earliest forebears did right up until the nineteenth century. At that time, people were far more worried about influenza and tuberculosis. The idea of counting calories would have been laughable. But our diet began to change. In the nineteenth century, revolutionary advances such as Cyrus McCormick’s mechanical reaper permitted farmers to greatly expand crop production. The movement toward today’s diet accelerated with the completion of the transcontinental railroads. For the first time, beef, pork, and wheat could be transported to mushrooming city populations. Surrounding the cities, market gardening and dairy farms proliferated. Housewives were soon encouraged to buy labor-saving processed foods such as canned goods. That trend gained momentum after World War II, when frozen foods and other new kinds of processed, precooked, and packaged foods became popular. Chemists developed more than 400 additives to help food survive these new processes—and make it taste good. By the mid-1970s, the boom in takeout foods began, as did eating out, particularly at fast-food and other chain restaurants.[13]


    Today all these developments are regarded as facts of life. According to the USDA Economic Research Service, the per capita consumption of meat continues to increase—rising sharply from 144 pounds in 1950 to 222 pounds in 2007.[14] Within the same period, the consumption of cheese grew at a much faster rate. It skyrocketed 193 percent from 1976 to 2001—a period of rapid growth of delivery pizza and fast-food restaurants.[15]


    Paralleling this growth in meat and cheese consumption in the United States has been the spread of the American diet, especially the explosion of fast-food restaurants worldwide. In 2005, Eric Schlosser in Fast Food Nation observed: “A decade ago, McDonald’s had about three thousand restaurants outside the United States; today it has about seventeen thousand restaurants in more than 120 foreign countries.”[16] The first decade of the new millennium, which witnessed a massive growth in globalization, was good for the fast-food industry as well; there are now more than 31,000 McDonald’s restaurants worldwide, serving some 58 million customers daily.


    Why Do We Like Foods That Are Not Good for Us?


    If the whole, plant-based foods that we used to eat are the most nutritious, why do we crave many foods that we know are not good for us? Did Mother Nature play a trick on us? Why did she let that happen? Doug Lisle and Alan Goldhamer do a great job of explaining this mystery in The Pleasure Trap: Mastering the Hidden Force That Undermines Health and Happiness. They explain that all species have two essential purposes: to survive and reproduce. To aid us in achieving these goals, nature provided all species with what Lisle and Goldhamer call a “motivational triad”—a tendency to seek pleasure, avoid pain, and conserve energy.[17] Like the gorillas, our early ancestors ate mostly plants, but, having been blessed with a cognitive niche (the ability to reason), man taught himself how to kill, cook, and eat other animals and fish. Lisle and Goldhamer sum it up: “For hundreds of thousands of years, our human ancestors struggled to survive. While our ancient ancestors faced many adaptive challenges—injury, disease, and periodic tribal warfare—their greatest challenge was getting enough to eat.”[18] In the wild, our ancestors instinctively ate things that looked and tasted good to them, or whatever food that they could gather or kill. They naturally preferred calorically dense nuts, avocados, and meat as they sought pleasure, avoided pain, and conserved energy. So why didn’t they eat too much of the high-fat foods? These foods simply weren’t available in great quantities.


    Fast-forward to the twentieth century. Animal foods that were eaten only on rare, festive occasions gradually became more available—so much so that by the end of that century, the typical Western diet provided several forms of animal foods at almost every meal. So when your child says that he prefers pizza to broccoli, he is just following his natural motivational triad. He doesn’t yet know that cheese-laden pizza is not good for his health; he just knows that he likes it. This is what the “pleasure trap” is all about. We’re following our natural instinct to seek pleasure, but we’re exercising this instinct in an unnatural world—a world full of unhealthy choices everywhere we go.


    So, according to Lisle and Goldhamer, it is no wonder that people have eaten too much of the wrong foods. But once they realize they’ve fallen into the pleasure trap, they can exercise that special feature that is exclusive to the human race—their cognitive niche—and they must take responsibility for their own actions.


    What Role Do Our Genes Play?


    With the completion of the mapping of the human genome, a new question has entered the discussion about the causes of modern-day diseases. Is the problem all in our genes? Am I doomed, no matter what I do, if I have a family history of, for instance, pancreatic cancer? The reason these new questions are being asked is because scientists are discovering more and more genes that are linked with the major diseases. Every week, it seems, a new announcement is made about a discovery of a genetic link. These findings have created a whole new level of fear in the general populace. For instance, the knowledge of a family history of breast cancer has led some women to have radical mastectomies (removal of the entire breast) even before a mammogram shows they have cancer. But this automatic association has some basic problems. First, not everyone who has a family member with cancer ends up dying from cancer. How does the predisposition skip one person and mark the next? The second problem lies in the scientific method. We still know very little about our genetic makeup. In some ways, the hunt for genetic markers of different diseases is the scientific equivalent of the magic bullet: if we can only isolate and then snip out that defective marker, the entire disease will vanish. This belief is far too simplistic.


    The difficulty involved in linking markers to disease is illustrated in The China Study, the best-selling book based on 27 years of research on 170 different villages in China and Taiwan. Its author, T. Colin Campbell, makes this point about genetics: “Recently, for example, researchers studied genetic regulation of weight in a tiny worm species. The scientists went through 16,757 genes, turning each one off, and observed the effect on weight. They discovered 417 genes that affect weight. How these hundreds of genes interact over the long term with each other and their ever-changing environment to alter weight gain or loss is an incredibly complex mystery.”[19]


    We can look at the question of genetic makeup in another way. Do the genes of a certain race play a role in their susceptibility to diseases? Here the answer is much clearer. There are numerous examples of groups that eat both Western and non-Western diets, and they disprove the idea that some people have better genes than others. Dr. John McDougall, author of The McDougall Program for a Healthy Heart, discovered this early in his medical career. He treated five generations of Chinese, Japanese, and Filipinos working on plantations in Hawaii. “What I saw was that the older generation who had continued to follow their traditional eating patterns had none of the heart disease, high blood pressure, cancer, arthritis, and intestinal disorders that their children had. At first, this baffled me, until I began to ask family members what they were eating.”[20] It turned out that the older generation still didn’t eat meat or dairy products, while their Hawaiian-born children and grandchildren were eating the standard American diet—hamburgers, french fries, potato chips, and the like.


    In another example, the data suggest that genes do not affect our health as much as environment. According to studies reported by the Journal of the National Cancer Institute (JNCI) in 2006, “Most breast cancer cases occur in industrialized countries in Europe and North America, whereas the disease is less common among developing countries in Africa and Asia.”[21] As with other diseases of affluence, breast cancer rates are much higher in the countries where people eat the typical Western diet and much lower in the more primitive cultures in which people consume more whole plant foods. The JNCI report continues, “Over the past four decades, many studies have shown that breast cancer rates change when women move to a new country, providing evidence for the importance of lifestyle and environment in breast cancer risk.”[22] Studies of this type are called migrant studies. “Migration provides a kind of natural experiment allowing the comparison of populations of similar genetic background living in different environments,” said Max Parkin, an epidemiologist at the University of Oxford in the United Kingdom. One study noted in the JNCI report compared breast cancer incidence rates of Japanese women who migrated to Los Angeles, San Francisco, and Hawaii to the rates of Japanese women still living in Japan. The incidence rates on average for the American cities were more than twice as high as the rates for Japanese women living in Japan. A separate study showed that the third generation of Asian American women living in the United States has rates similar to or greater than white women in the United States.[23]


    Even within the same country, examples of the link between Western-based diets and obesity can be found. The most glaring example is in China, which for decades was closed off to the outside world. Once it started modernizing, its people, particularly in cities, started eating Western food. The changes were sudden and startling. In 2004, BBC News reported that the incidence of obesity in China had increased by 97 percent between 1992 and 2002.[24] This increase correlates with rises in rates of cancer, heart disease, and diabetes, also concentrated in the cities.[25]


    The same changes can be found all across the globe. The World Health Organization recently reported:


    Increased consumption of more energy-dense, nutrient-poor foods with high levels of sugar and saturated fats, combined with reduced physical activity, have led to obesity rates that have risen three-fold or more since 1980 in some areas of North America, the United Kingdom, Eastern Europe, the Middle East, the Pacific Islands, Australasia and China. The obesity epidemic is not restricted to industrialized societies; this increase is often faster in developing countries than in the developed world.[26]


    Breakthroughs in Defense of Our Health


    Luckily, help is on the horizon. As has happened so often in the course of history, when the pendulum swings too far to one extreme—in this case, the horrific toll of these modern diseases—nature finds a counterbalance. As these diseases became more common, doctors were confronted with patients afflicted with these problems and felt a responsibility to solve them. Over the past century, and particularly in the past thirty years, doctors and scientists have discovered new techniques that have produced highly positive results.


    The idea that nutrition promotes good health is not new. Hippocrates referred to it as early as 400 BC, and medical people knew about the link long before the Western diet evolved into the three feasts a day that are driving the current obesity and health-care dilemmas. Physicians in the first half of the twentieth century cured patients in sanitariums with natural diets and with fasting. One of those physicians was Herbert Shelton, who was one of the earliest doctors to accept alternative medicine.


    In the second half of the twentieth century, our Western diet began to get much worse. During the 1970s, about the time that our rich Western diet was becoming widespread in the United States and Europe, a few truth-seeking pioneers began searching for a better way to treat patients—focusing on the cause of the disease instead of the symptoms. This section profiles these doctors.


    Caldwell Esselstyn, Jr., MD. An Olympic gold medalist, winner of a bronze star in Vietnam, and one of the top-billing surgeons in the history of the highly respected Cleveland Clinic, this man is the real deal—and will likely be recognized someday as a true American hero. In the early 1970s, while working as a general surgeon at the Cleveland Clinic, Esselstyn became disenchanted with the conventional treatment paradigm for cancer, heart disease, and diabetes. While spending most of his time conducting surgical procedures such as mastectomies two or three times daily, he became troubled that his medical team was not addressing the root causes of the patients’ problems. Not wanting to become known as the man who had disfigured more women than anyone in the state of Ohio, he began conducting some research of his own. He wanted to learn how all those patients might be able to prevent, arrest, or even reverse their medical problems.


    During his study, Esselstyn became convinced that what we eat plays a critical role in our health. He believed that the same superior diet could be employed to fight all chronic diseases, but he needed a good place to start testing his theory. Although his surgery was more related to cancers of the breast and the thyroid, he felt he might be able to prove his theory better by applying it to heart disease. Although not a cardiologist, Esselstyn said, “What better way to treat heart disease than to simply treat its cause?”[27]


    So he began a self-funded independent study in his home, with his wife, Ann, in the all-important role of cook. The Cleveland Clinic provided twenty-four high-risk heart patients who could no longer be treated with conventional interventions or had refused further treatment. He told me about raising money himself so that they could purchase angiograms (X-rays) from the clinic. Those X-rays would be needed to illustrate the physical reversal of the heart disease that he expected to see in his patients.


    After explaining the dietary guidelines to his patients—which he and his wife also followed—he began to treat these very sick patients with nothing but whole, plant-based foods. Within months, the patients began to improve, and after a few years, the results were outstanding. The seventeen patients who complied with the dietary guidelines had suffered a combined total of forty-nine cardiac events in the eight years leading up to the intervention. In the eleven years after the intervention began, there was not a single cardiac event for the entire group. Since then, Esselstyn has treated hundreds of patients and maintains a near 100 percent success rate for those who comply with the guidelines.[28]


    
      WHOLE, PLANT-BASED FOODS


      “Whole, plant-based foods” are the most important words in this entire book. The most nutritious foods are whole plants, still in nature’s package. Cooked or raw, a broad combination of these foods is the key to Dr. Esselstyn’s heart disease–reversing diet.

    


    Today, Esselstyn is the director of the Cardiovascular Disease Prevention and Reversal Program of the Wellness Institute at the Cleveland Clinic. He treats hundreds of patients per year. Sadly, hardly any of them are referred by their cardiologist. His patients come to him primarily because of internet searches and word of mouth. Among them are cardiologists and other senior physicians who seek his treatment for themselves and their families but are reluctant to refer their patients. We’re optimistic that this phenomenon is temporary, which we discuss further in Chapter 8.


    John McDougall, MD. McDougall came to the same conclusions as Esselstyn but arrived at them via a completely different route. After graduating from medical school at Michigan State and interning in Honolulu, McDougall chose to practice on the Big Island of Hawaii. While working with thousands of patients there, he dealt with both recent immigrants from different parts of Asia and some of the third- and fourth-generation Americans from those same Asian countries. McDougall found that many of his patients’ problems were chronic diseases like diabetes, cancer, heart disease, and arthritis. He also found that after treating them, as he had been trained, with the conventional pills and procedures, very few of them became healthy. At the same time, he noticed that his first-generation patients—the ones who ate their traditional diets of grains and vegetables—were trim, fit, and not afflicted with chronic diseases. That’s how McDougall learned about the power of plant-based nutrition. Inspired by their example, he sought more education in nutrition so that he would someday be able to truly help his patients get healthy.


    Reading the scientific literature, McDougall began to fully comprehend the limitations of modern medicine. He soon became convinced that a diet of whole, plant-based foods had the potential to not only prevent chronic disease but also cure it. Like Esselstyn, however, he soon found that this idea was not well received by his colleagues. Despite this resistance, McDougall remains a dedicated physician who is committed to helping his patients regain their health. Besides writing many books on the topic, he has personally treated thousands of patients and reports (in lectures and videos) a remarkable success rate of over 90 percent with patients who suffer from chronic diseases like type 2 diabetes, hypertension, and heart disease.


    Dean Ornish, MD. Since receiving his medical training at Baylor College of Medicine, Harvard Medical School, and Massachusetts General Hospital, Ornish has become a giant in the field of medicine. Unlike Esselstyn’s treatment, which focuses only on diet, Ornish’s program includes stress management techniques and exercise in addition to a vegetarian diet that features “all you can eat” of approved foods, including fruits, vegetables, and grains. In a random trial, including an experimental group and a control group, on average, the total cholesterol levels of the experimental group dropped from 227 mg/dL to 172 mg/dL, and after a year, the frequency, duration, and severity of their chest pain dropped by 91 percent. Meanwhile, the control group, despite the fact that they received the standard care for heart disease, reported that the frequency, duration, and severity of their chest pain got worse. Further, the cholesterol levels and the blockage in their arteries were much worse.[29]


    In The China Study, Dr. T. Colin Campbell sums up the efforts of Ornish, Esselstyn, and others before them: “Their dietary treatments not only relieve the symptoms of chest pain, but they also treat the cause of heart disease and can eliminate future coronary events. There are no surgical or chemical heart disease treatments, at the Cleveland Clinic or anywhere else, that can compare to these impressive results.”[30] Further, these pioneers in the field of heart disease are finally receiving official recognition. In August 2010, for the first time ever, the Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services announced that Medicare will pay for intensive diet and exercise programs developed under the Ornish and Pritikin brands for reducing cardiovascular event risk. Nathan Pritikin, though not a doctor, developed a diet similar to Ornish’s, which reached millions of people after the publication of his best seller, The Pritikin Program for Diet and Exercise.


    Joel Fuhrman, MD. A former world-class figure skater, second in the U.S. National Pairs Championships in 1973, and a front-runner for the U.S. Olympic team, Fuhrman suffered a severe injury that put him on crutches for over a year and derailed his future skating career—eventually leading him to a career in nutritional medicine. His interest in nutrition, to maximize performance as a skater, led him to undergo a therapeutic fast to aid in his healing. Interestingly, that earlier exposure to the world of superior and therapeutic nutrition played a big role in motivating him to become a physician specializing in nutrition.
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