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Foreword

By Rosemary Gladstar

You’re in for a delightful treat. Healthy living not only feels great but tastes fabulous as well! Lisa Masé, author of The Culinary Pharmacy, is a chef, herbalist, and nutritionist, and she has a tremendous amount to share with us. Lisa is a beloved member of a loosely knit community of herbalists and healers, chefs, gardeners, artists, musicians, and craftspeople who live in the central Vermont area. I first met Lisa shortly after she moved to Vermont. She was a vibrant, energetic young woman—before she became desperately ill with a chronic life-threatening disease. I knew her during those years when she bravely struggled to find answers for a rare and devastating illness, though little to no information about her disease seemed forthcoming. I knew her when she was painfully thin and exhausted a great deal of the time, seeming to have little energy to carry on. And I witnessed her valiant and determined effort to find her way back to health and radiant well-being. This is Lisa’s story . . . but hers is far more than a compelling and inspiring personal journey of health and healing. Lisa is also incredibly well informed on matters of wellness, working from a base of knowledge earned through her own personal experiences, her work as a professional health and nutritional consultant, and her ongoing research and studies. This compilation of knowledge, wisdom, and practical experience is what she so readily and generously shares in the pages of The Culinary Pharmacy.

The wisdom woven into these pages can help each of us achieve a healthier, more radiant life. In The Culinary Pharmacy, we learn about constitutional types, metagenomics, enterotypes, bacterial ecosystems, intuitive eating, and the importance of food sovereignty, as well as a variety of healing modalities and compatible but different approaches to healing. While Lisa provides abundant resources for further research, she does an excellent job of distilling the information into meaningful bite-size portions that don’t overwhelm. Her approach, which I appreciate fully, is to make this information not only understandable and approachable but also, and more importantly, doable. I can actually take the steps she encourages and recommends. If I can take these steps, if she could, then we all can. That in itself is quite an accomplishment, because illness, especially chronic long-term illness, can be overwhelming not only to the patient but to the patient’s family and caregivers. It is often hard to know where to start, who to believe, what to do. But as Lisa wisely states, “We do not strive for perfection; we aim for progress.” She encourages us to begin with small steps to shift habits and then instructs us how to put into practice those things that will make a positive difference in our lives.

While The Culinary Pharmacy is overflowing with practical information, simple practices, and manageable steps we can take to improve our health and well-being, it is also richly embellished with stories of the land, of food, of family and community. Lisa doesn’t separate the health of an individual from the health of the land and community. Instead, she shows us, these are woven intricately together: healthy land, healthy community, healthier individuals. She herself learned about these ideas as a child growing up in a small mountain village in northern Italy. These early lessons informed and impacted Lisa’s childhood, her personal healing journey, and later her healing work with others. Many of the teachings Lisa brings to the table were lessons learned from her Italian grandmother, Nonna Dina, and her wise father, who took his young children into the forest to teach them about the healing plants and wild mushrooms that grew there. From these early experiences Lisa learned that “the healing power of food comes both from what we eat and how we eat it. . . . The sacred act of preparing and savoring food is the foundation for who we are.”

Given her emphasis on food and nutrition as a primary cornerstone of healing and healthy living, it’s only natural that Lisa would share many of her favorite recipes, and, most specifically, the recipes that helped her heal. However, unlike many traditional cookbooks, these recipes aren’t organized into separate chapters according to appetizers, soups, main dishes, and such. Instead, they are woven into Lisa’s teachings and stories. Food is what heals, and where our food comes from and how it’s prepared and savored all matter. Throughout The Culinary Pharmacy, Lisa kindly and wisely directs us to the kitchen, to food, and to the wise intelligence of our enteric brain, the gut. And she does so with such deliciousness. I’ve tried many of Lisa’s recipes and can vouch for how pleasurable, satisfying, and easy “healthy eating” can be!

With determination, help, and guidance, Lisa did find her way back to health. Lisa is a parent of two small children, a partner, and a professional health consultant who lives a richly full and active life. When our paths cross, as they do from time to time, I once again see that vibrant healthy woman I first met so many years ago, though she’s been graced with the wisdom and maturity that comes only with life’s experiences. No one would ever want or wish illness on another, but using each life lesson that comes to us as an opportunity to grow and, furthermore, to help others on their journey, is one of the arts of living well. As Lisa so aptly says, “Seeing illness as a blessing has allowed me to learn from it and hold space for others to learn as well.” This book is Lisa’s gift of wellness to us; it is her “holding space for others to learn.” It is filled with simple earth-based wisdom about how to live fuller, more balanced, and vibrant lives through the food choices we make and the habits we cultivate.

As Lisa says, “The more we take charge of how we want to relate to our food, our days, and our world, the more we become empowered to heal ourselves through the daily activities that shape our world.” Thank you, Lisa, for showing the way.

ROSEMARY GLADSTAR
HERBALIST AND AUTHOR
FROM HER HOME ON MISTY BAY, VERMONT

Rosemary Gladstar is internationally renowned in the field of modern herbalism for her technical knowledge and stewardship in the global herbalist community. She has been learning, teaching, and writing about herbs for over forty years and is the author of eleven books. Her works include Medicinal Herbs: A Beginner’s Guide, Herbal Healing for Women, Rosemary Gladstar’s Herbal Recipes for Vibrant Health, and The Science and Art of Herbalism. She also created an in-depth home-study course and is a founder and president of United Plant Savers and founder and past director of the International Herb Symposium.


Preface

Honoring Origins and Intuition

I am a white, colonist, Italian American, emigrated, gender-fluid human and prefer they or she pronouns. I walk in the realms of holistic nutrition, folk herbalism, ritual, parenting, cooking, activism, nature diving, translation, music, and poetry. I have the privilege of being a child, sibling, partner, parent, friend, accomplice, and community member. I steward unceded Abenaki land in Indokina, whose colonized name is Vermont, or the Green Mountains. I was raised near the Dolomite Mountains and the Adriatic Sea, eating the mushrooms and berries I wildcrafted with my grandmother and the food we made from scratch with our extended family. In the story of my upbringing, food is the connection between people, place, and spirit. Without nourishment, we would not live. Without the wisdom traditions centered around food, we would not thrive. I offer my gratitude to all who raised me, people and plants alike. I am deeply indebted to all the teachers, healers, and loved ones who hold me, witness me, and support me as I experience illness and restore balance, time and again. Your names are many, and I honor you with my whole being.

As I write this book, we are in an ongoing crisis of understanding how to honor all the ways to be a human being. This honoring requires a deep, hard look into our ancestry and a continued evolution of consciousness toward collective liberation. We are three years into a global pandemic. Coronavirus bloomed a hundred years after the last great global pandemic, sparked by influenza. I believe the next pandemic will come sooner than the last one. How has the world’s response to this virus been shaped by the media? How has fear affected our choices? I ask these questions because they pertain both to global health and to personal wellness. In our journey to restore and maintain health, we all must find ways to separate ourselves from external, unconscious influences so we may trust intuition once again.
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Introduction

The Path Begins

Whether intentionally or not, my parents primed my brother and me to be academics. Their careers were focused on scientific translation and geotechnics. My mom translated archaeological books of great fame, and my dad was the head of the geology department at the University of Ferrara in Italy. They praised us for being well-rounded in visual arts, poetry, fencing, soccer, and tennis. However, our highest achievements were always school-related. Since I spoke five languages by the age of ten, they thought I would graduate from college and forge a career working as a simultaneous translator.

I tried to follow the path that had been set out for me. After college, I applied to the highest-level translation agencies, but when they offered me positions, I didn’t accept. Instead, I went to Indonesia. I had spent six months there as a college student, and in that time, I learned more than I ever had in any school. I found something meaningful, something transformative, in that traditional way of life.

Having felt that spark of connection to ancient ways of being, it made sense, later, after having spent years suffering from chronic intestinal parasites, to turn to traditional medicine for relief. Only after I let go of the conventional medical approach of eradicating infection with antibiotics did I start to truly appreciate the difference between curing symptoms and healing root causes. I discovered my own body as my deepest source of learning, and my disease became my teacher. Through this process, I learned to befriend my body and to create rituals that felt supportive to my physical healing. Studying traditional healing modalities such as Ayurveda and Chinese medicine helped me understand how my body was affected by my illness and recognize the importance of personalized nutrition based on both genetics (constitution) and epigenetics (conditions). I returned to the practices with which my family raised me, which centered around daily life, attention to wellness, and eating in harmony with nature.

By taking charge of my own healing process, I was able to know my body, mind, and spirit on a deeper level so that, when things became imbalanced once again, I could feel confident in my capacity to work in partnership with my whole being to heal myself. Today, I honor the blessing of illness, because it has culminated in this opportunity to share the gifts I have gained through embracing disharmony to create harmony.

What I’ve learned is this: the only thing we can trust is that life is ever changing. Health is defined by our ability to move at the pace of change. I honor the sacred truth of story and its capacity to constantly change, to harmonize with the moment. Each one of us has stories that inform our lives. From our own life experience to those handed down from our ancestors, there is hope and heartache, injury and repair. My story is no different than yours. We are all unique threads that are woven together, drops of water riding the waves. By looking more closely at the way humans have practiced the art of nourishment for centuries, we begin to realize that we are all one. Our practices are informed by nature, the great unifier to which we all belong.

At some point, I realized food was a tool for bringing people together, for telling stories about people, for telling stories about culture.

SAMIN NOSRAT
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Please use this book as a vehicle for self-empowerment. It is written in the spirit of inclusion and compassion and contains stories, recipes, poetry, activism, and ideas for finding personal wellness. Know that I am on the healing path with you, learning through my body each time I encounter a new challenge and making mistakes along the way. We must all sacrifice in this lifetime. The knowledge gained through sacrifice becomes sacred, a teaching to revere in the temple of inner knowing. Consider this book as a mirror that helps you understand and embrace yourself, your loved ones, and those who came before you for the benefit of all beings. I honor your journey, recognize the challenge and promise of ancestral healing, and offer you gratitude for taking the time to consider these words and their resonance in your own life.
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1

The Roots of Food as Medicine

Ancestral and Individual Origins

Over many years, I found that if I could relate to food with warmhearted compassion, eventually I could learn to treat people with love and respect, and I could touch my own wounds with tenderness.

EDWARD ESPE BROWN

The sense of timelessness is what first drew me to cooking. I remember standing on a chair at my grandmother’s stove, tending a pot of freshly picked apricots. I could have been stirring for minutes or hours. It didn’t matter. I watched, enraptured, as the sweet-tart fruit bubbled into jam. This summer ritual of making preserves has followed me in my travels. After I moved to my mom’s hometown, Kansas City, as a pre-teen, I continued to find ways to cook traditional foods. I would invite new friends over for homemade pasta or crostata, an Italian fruit pie, which I always nostalgically filled with apricot jam.

Both as a teen and in my early twenties, I had the great fortune of spending time in Santa Fe, New Mexico, a place where food—especially corn and indigenous red and green chile—is considered sacred. After college I lived in an old, two-story adobe house with a fireplace and views of the Sangre de Cristo Mountains. An apricot tree reigned in our small courtyard. Its branches drooped heavy with fruit each July. I made so many jars of the delectable amber spread one summer that we gifted some to each of our neighbors.

It may have taken me three days to complete the canning project, but I did not care. I was transported by the love of working in partnership with nature in order to create an offering for others to enjoy. Not only does food bridge personal experiences, it also connects people. We share food to remember what’s most vital, which is our connection to the earth. We come from and return to the same earth in which our food grows.

As author Barbara Kingsolver so aptly put it, “living takes life.” We are a small part of the eternal cycle of death, rebirth, and everything in between. A song of the Yoruba tribe, “Hunger,” hails, “There is no god like one’s stomach. / We must sacrifice to it every day.” The word hunger is so ancient that it appears to have co-arisen in Anatolia, the Black Sea steppes, and the Indian subcontinent centuries ago—and the original form of this word sounds much like the modern English version. Hunger drives development. First, a child cries as it takes a breath, its first source of nourishment. Then, it cries for food. Once human beings learn how to feed themselves, they learn how to interact with their environment, which changes according to season and location.

I remember the first time I watched, mystified, as my uncle fried zucchini slices on a scorching dolomitic limestone boulder under which he had built a fire. We were spending one of our many summers in the high mountains where Italy meets Austria, wandering the woods in search of mushrooms and returning to a farmhouse with red-checkered curtains, a wood cookstove, candles for nighttime light, and a hand pump for well water.

My uncle, preparing the zucchini, was unhurried, tending the fire, slicing the zucchini, and talking as he worked. The important part of the process was not how long it took but the alchemy of fire and the flavor imparted by the calcium-rich stone. After many rounds of vegetables had cooked and we had slowly feasted on them, my uncle or father would pull a pot out of the fire, and we would enjoy a mushroom and tomato stew called goulash. These vegetable-intensive feasts would be peppered with slices of hardtack rye bread, chunks of Fontina cheese, and thin rounds of summer sausage that we had hiked up in backpacks from our hometown of Bressanone.

This Austrian-Italian town where my relatives still live is just as settled in its Tyrolean ways as the majestic mountains that stood here since before human settlement. Many of the elders in this area do not quite grasp the concept of email. They prefer landlines to cell phones. During a visit with our Italian family, my father and I took a morning drive to Maso Pineto, an old farmhouse-turned-rest-stop for hikers. We passed many local dairy farmers waiting by the narrow, twisting roads for the daily milk pickup.

Instead of building technological infrastructure like cell phone towers, this region has advanced through agricultural product subsidies, which include twenty-gallon stainless-steel containers with wheels for temporary milk storage and large milk trucks to visit each village and collect the precious liquid. I was struck by the intersection of traditional methods and modern conveniences—by the wrinkled old men and women with their blue aprons, felted hats, and wool coats, patiently standing next to brand-new stainless-steel milk transport containers. Instead of looking to the outside world to define its standards, this region stands firm in valuing the land itself as its most precious asset.

Though this mindset framed the traditions in which I was raised, I lost touch with this simple way of life. Assimilation is a powerful force. I came to Kansas City for eighth grade because my mother, a native, needed to care for her aging parents. I saw that people here drove instead of walking, did not grow vegetables, and ate primarily brown food. I could see that I would need to participate in this new way of life or else risk being shut out, isolated, and judged by the kids around me. So, I did.

Food became a thread that linked me both to Italy, where I’d spent my childhood, and to the States, where I now lived as a teenager. I could make espresso and froth the milk for a cappuccino by shaking it up in an empty bottle. I knew how to bake elegant tortes and roll out homemade puff pastry. I was a novelty. I cooked to hide my pain. I ate to hide my longing for home. I prepared traditional Italian dishes to impress others while filling my own body with Pop-Tarts, Twix, and Mountain Dew. I ate many American dishes for the first time: grilled cheese with ketchup, hamburgers, French fries, toaster waffles, and pancakes drenched in imitation maple syrup. I watched Saturday-morning cartoons while mindlessly devouring ready-bake cinnamon rolls from a can. Eating suddenly felt like an urgent, unpleasant act, with no time for timelessness. In Italy, food had been nourishment and medicine. In Kansas City, it became poison. I abandoned the practice of cooking and eating local, seasonal food for the sake of emotional survival at that time. However, it set up my digestive system for disaster when I spent time on the Indonesian island of Bali as a college student a few years later.

I only applied to one college: Middlebury College in Vermont. They accepted me and supported my vision to design my own major exploring how traditional people create reality with language and maintain that reality by sharing gastronomy through oral tradition. My studies brought me first to the Diné (Navajo) Reservation and then to Bali.

On Bali, I found, most people practiced some form of animism, a way of living that honors all beings and makes most daily activities into an offering. This includes the preparation, presentation, service, and solitary enjoyment of meals. Nourishment is sacred, and its relationship to each individual requires a ritual-like space. I learned this lesson while savoring an incredibly sweet rambutan fruit while riding the bemo (a small bus). That day, the six-passenger van-turned-bus was crammed with twelve people. They all stared at me in horror as I ate the delicious fruit.

When I asked one of my teachers why this had happened, she explained the role of food in Balinese culture. Food is seen as an offering to one another and the gods. Its consumption is private and personal, deserving space and respect. Those who do not eat in this way dishonor their bodies, the food, and the spirit realm. In that moment, I began to understand the importance of mindful eating. Later, when our student group visited a remote village in the Balinese rain forest, I mindfully accepted the food that was offered to me and ate it quietly while looking down at my plate. Though their water and electricity had been taken away by a cultural tourism construction project funded by the World Bank, the people in the village created an incredible feast over a simple fire—much as my uncle used to do in the Italian mountains.

I could never have imagined that this meal, eaten thoughtfully and with gratitude for our hosts, would change my life forever. That night, our group became extremely ill; vomiting, diarrhea, and fever overtook us all. We had come to expect that parasites were a part of life in the tropics, but no one had gotten quite this ill yet. We all took over-the-counter pills to expel parasites. After a few days, symptoms subsided.

I trusted that this was the end of that painful gut turmoil. But it was only the beginning. After finishing my studies in Indonesia, I traveled to Thailand and India before returning to the United States. When I arrived at my family’s home in Kansas City, I turned on the faucet and poured myself a glass of water. I drank it, amazed at the fact that I could drink water straight from the tap. Then I filled my empty glass with milk and savored that as well—I had gone eight months without dairy products during my travels.

Little did I know that was the last time I would drink cow’s milk. Within thirty minutes, I was on the floor, clutching my stomach and crying from the intensity of the cramping I felt. The experience reminded me of the period when I’d suffered from parasites while on Bali. The pain passed later that evening and I moved on, assuming it was an isolated incident. But I started noticing similar symptoms whenever I ate dairy, so I eventually I stopped eating it.

As time passed, more and more foods seemed to lead to gastrointestinal distress. Over the course of four years, I lost twenty pounds and my food choices became more restricted. My LDL cholesterol was elevated, my thyroid was sluggish, my stomach cramps persisted, I developed anxiety and depression, and my menstrual cycle stopped. As it turns out, these symptoms were my body’s attempt to communicate with me, to indicate that systems were out of balance. But neither my Vermont family practitioner nor any of the specialists with whom I consulted had anything valuable to share besides affirming that I was “fine.” They did not want to humor my reports of terrible ongoing symptoms and sent me away telling me to seek psychiatric counsel.

Health is a changing state that is different for everyone. This word has its root in many Indo-European languages, and that root means “holy” or “whole.” I certainly did not feel whole. I felt fragmented and hollow.

A year later, I had the opportunity to be a patient for a Choctaw healer who was filming a healing ceremony for a shamanic studies museum in China. (I remain mesmerized by the fact that, to this day, there is a ceremony of me being healed playing over and over again for museum visitors in Shenzhen.) The day after the ceremony, the healer told me I had parasites, named the specific ones, and sent me to see a tropical disease specialist in Manhattan. That doctor confirmed her diagnosis: I had amebiasis, an infection caused by Entamoeba histolytica. These prehistoric parasites have strong cell walls that protect them from the stomach’s acidic environment and allow them to burrow into the intestinal lining, ready to replicate. With a chronic infection like the one I was experiencing, the amoebas spread, colonizing outside my intestines, preying on my nervous system and liver.

The Manhattan doctor gave me two extremely potent antibiotics. After a few days of taking them, I felt like I was being poisoned, which I was. Antibiotics can eradicate a parasite after it is first contracted, but they can actually damage a system that suffers from chronic infection. Why? Because antibiotics destroy all intestinal bacteria, indiscriminately, including the beneficial ones that are fighting against colonies of parasites. They rid the intestines of their natural bacterial defenses and make more space for more parasites to flourish.

After that first noxious round of antibiotics, I attended a community dinner where I sat next to a friend of a friend who had just moved to town. He was an Ayurvedic practitioner, and we started talking about health. When I shared my story and amebiasis diagnosis, he directed me toward the parasite protocol in Paul Pitchford’s Healing with Whole Foods. His recommendation felt more like a warning. He had had his own journey with parasites and explained that I would suffer tremendously if I did not do something other than take antibiotics. I took his words seriously, purchased the book, and began exploring traditional Chinese medicine. It became a pathway back to my own ancestral healing knowledge.

I was weak, shaky, and in constant pain. I could not sleep for more than three hours at a time and my anxiety was leading to panic attacks. I had developed disordered eating because I could not digest any food and felt uncomfortably full after eating just two or three bites of a meal. Food had always brought me such joy and played such a vital role in building a bridge of understanding with others. Now it was my greatest enemy, even though I needed it more than ever.

The war in my gut felt like it was escalating to a dramatic crescendo, and the parasites were winning. I felt poisoned. My vision was blurry, I could not drive, I was vomiting up most of my meals, and my intestines felt like they were on fire.

One hopeless morning, I recalled the simple, traditional foods I had been raised on. I thought about the recipes I learned growing up, passed down to me, my brother, and my cousins by my father, aunts, uncles, and grandmother. What made these foods so nourishing, so vitalizing, so life-giving? Each one contained seasonal ingredients with medicinal qualities, I realized. Deep down, I knew they could heal me.

This pivotal moment led me to explore the healing properties of olive oil, one of the cornerstone ingredients of my ancestral foodways. I discovered that oil from the first cold pressing of the olives is high in anti-inflammatory polyphenols, which reduce the risk of heart disease, maintain a balanced cholesterol profile, and reduce the overgrowth of ulcer-inducing Helicobacter pylori bacteria in the intestines. I was amazed to learn that olive oil—used in practically every dish with which I grew up—was an excellent tool for keeping intestinal parasites under control.

I realized that the antibiotics were simply clearing space in my intestines for the parasites to grow. I knew there had to be another way. I started taking two tablespoons daily of the first cold-press olive oil from an olive grove belonging to family friends in Tuscany. After two weeks, my gut cramping began to subside, like the oil was putting out a fire. My mindset switched from being the victim of a situation that was out of my control to being a student who was learning from my body’s journey. I began to explore the use of essential oils in treating parasites. I added clove essential oil to my daily olive oil dose and found that my anxiety slowly receded.

There were many more steps on the journey to recovery, but remembering the use of ancestral food as medicine for my body, mind, and spirit was the beginning of my work to restore balance and move forward. As the years passed, I came to understand what controls hunger in the body, how to interpret cravings, and how to use the body’s messages as tools for transformation. Simple, flavorful foods as close to the source as possible became my primary healers. I became grateful for my parents’ annual visit to Vermont, when I could renew my connection with the foods and recipes with which they had raised me.

Whenever my parents visited, my father laced on his ancient hiking boots and headed to the south-facing hillsides in our local forests to forage for chanterelle mushrooms. After a bountiful harvest one summer, he and I cooked an immune-boosting lunch of risotto, an Italian staple that defines itself by its regional variations. In the south of Italy, risotto may be prepared with fresh tomatoes and seafood. A traditional northern recipe is made with minced onions, carrots, and celery sautéed in butter—a combination known as soffritto—with white wine and mixed with chanterelles. As we sat before the steaming bowls, we paused, and my father shared the prayer that his mother taught her children and grandchildren. Engaging with ancestral rituals and foods to reconnect to the place that defines our identity can feel grounding, calming, and nurturing, just a like a warm bowl of risotto.

 Chanterelle Risotto

6 cups chicken stock

3 tablespoons butter

1 yellow onion, minced (about 1 cup)

½ teaspoon salt

2 stalks celery, minced

2 medium carrots, minced

½ pound fresh chanterelle mushrooms, diced*

2 cups risotto rice (Arborio or Carnaroli)†

½ cup white wine

¼ cup grated Parmigiano Reggiano (optional)

Bring the chicken stock to a gentle simmer in a pot.

Heat the butter in a deep skillet and add the onion. Cook over medium heat until it starts to brown, about 5 minutes. Add the salt as it cooks.

Add the celery and carrots and cook for a few more minutes.

Add the diced chanterelles and turn the heat to medium-high. Cook for 5 more minutes. Smell the earthy fragrance that rises from the cooking mushrooms. Offer a moment of praise for the endless network of mycelium that spans the forest, informing trees and ferns about woodland activity from miles away.

Stir in the rice and cook until it becomes translucent, about another 2 minutes. Add an extra handful of rice for an unexpected guest.

Pour in the white wine. Reduce the heat to medium-low.

At this point, stop stirring. I know that many people talk about stirring risotto constantly. I grew up never stirring it. I love the risotto my family prepares. Try it. It will work out.

Once the wine has been absorbed, start adding the hot stock, a ladle or two at a time. When you see bubbles rising to the surface of the rice, add another ladle or two of stock—just enough so that the stock barely covers the rice. Keep adding stock until the rice is cooked. My father swears it takes exactly 18 minutes.

Add the Parmigiano (if using), stir well, and serve a ladle or two to each person at the table. Eat steaming hot.

Every traditional culture weaves food as medicine into daily life. Over time, with modernization, migration, and globalization, these daily food practices have changed or been forgotten. After my family moved to Kansas City, we found ourselves praying over hot dogs with supermarket pickled relish served on white buns. “God bless this food which now we take, and do us good for Jesus’s sake. Amen.” I remember glancing sidelong at my mom as my grandfather recited these words every evening at dinner. How could we be praying over this mass-market, industrially produced food that had no roots—no local provenance, no seasonality, no farmer or forager or maker to thank? I started trying to bring the same degree of quality and mindfulness I’d been accustomed to in Italy to the foods my American grandparents enjoyed. I started taking some of the foods that they ate to places like Loose Park, the local nature spot. It helped me restore my connection to myself as a member of the natural world and gave me solace in a world of denatured foods.

 Late-Night Grilled Cheese

2 tablespoons (or more) pastured butter

2 slices good bread, preferably sourdough rye

3 slices Fontina cheese, or whatever variety is your favorite

Spread butter on each slice of bread.

Heat a skillet on the stove, preferably one that is cast iron or stainless steel. Turn the heat down to medium-low and place one slice of bread on it, butter side down. Hear it sizzle. Place the cheese on top of the sizzling bread.

Then place the second slice of bread on top of the cheese, butter side up.

Cook over low heat for a couple of minutes.

Flip the sandwich with a wide spatula. Press it down gently.

Listen to the butter melting. Breathe in the aroma of spring cow pastures, if you remember them.

Rip off a sheet of aluminum foil and lay it flat on the counter.

Check the bottom of the sandwich. When it is crisped to your liking, scoop out the sandwich and place it on the foil. Wrap it up and take it to Loose Park after midnight. Tomorrow, Mom will chide you for leaving the dirty skillet on the stove.

Through my experience of using the foods of my heritage to heal myself of chronic infection, I began to understand how we are all indigenous to a place. Our gut microbiome reminds us of that whenever we try to digest food that our internal ecosystem is not familiar with. Of course, my heritage is not only Italian but also French, Welsh, and Polish. But I am most like my dad’s sisters, and my body thrives when eating foods from the Mediterranean. I appreciate cabbage and potatoes from the northern European part of my ancestry, but they feel like occasional foods for me, as opposed to olives and fish, which feel like daily nourishment. And here in Vermont—an appreciably colder climate than the Mediterranean—I’m drawn to eat those northern European foods mainly in the winter.

When considering which foods best suit your daily nourishment, honor the mosaic of who you are. Notice which of your ancestors you most resemble, assess your current environment, and consider which parts of your ancestry resonate the most. It is not always easy to look at our heritage. I am not proud of some things my ancestors have done. For me, approaching ancestral healing through food has helped me accept the pain of my inheritance as a white, European colonist and to embrace the nourishing aspects of who I am. The following recipe, from the Mediterranean side of my heritage, expedited my healing.

 Zuppa Verde: Italian Green Vegetable Soup

2 tablespoons olive oil

1 yellow onion, finely sliced

2 medium leeks, white and tender green parts, finely sliced

4 stalks celery, chopped

4 medium carrots, finely sliced

3 fingerling potatoes, diced

3 small, firm zucchini, sliced

3 cups chicken or vegetable stock

Salt, thyme, and sage, to taste

2 cups fresh green beans, tips snapped, broken into ½-inch lengths

Chopped fresh basil, for serving

Gently heat the olive oil in a soup pot. Add the onion and sauté for 10 minutes over low heat.

Add the leeks, celery, carrots, potatoes, and zucchini. Sauté for 5 more minutes. Add the stock, salt, thyme, and sage. Bring to a boil, then reduce the heat to medium and cook, covered, for about ½ hour.

Add the green beans and cook until they are tender but still a bit crunchy, about 15 minutes.

Add a handful of chopped fresh basil and serve.

The Songs Become My Home


I sing a song of two homes, raised

in a medieval city studded with cobblestones

where divination with tarocchi was born,

then taken to a cow town that croons middle America

where suburbs separate ranches and mansions

even though everyone goes to church bingo.

I sing a simple song so I will not forget

how pasta needs the freshest eggs

and bread is made from mother dough

with grain milled between stones

in a land of olive trees

that have reached to the sky for centuries.




FOOD AS A FOUNDATION FOR HEALTH

We each have unique life experiences, yet we are all connected by the shared understanding of what it’s like to feel imbalance and restore balance. Change is the nature of reality. I share stories, research, books, articles, and ancestral wisdom in these pages. As the human experience changes, so will this information change. What may feel important now may no longer feel relevant in the future. However, every bit of information that I share is a building block in a process of the evolution of understanding. There are those who bow at the evidence-based altar of science; others prefer spiritual or religious practice. Despite their differences, both are ways to tread the path of the seeker. Whether we desire to deepen intellect, intuition, or both, scientific and spiritual pursuits arrive at the same conclusion: We are complex beings living in an increasingly complex world. Stepping away from binary, black-and-white thinking frees us up to be able to hold the complexity of life and the relativity of truth. Even the words in this book are lacking, forgetting, and trying their best to represent the elegant intricacy of the human experience during a moment in time. As you are exploring ways to transform, be open to the possibility that something you believe to be true right now can shift.

Why is traditional knowledge of nutrition and herbs as foundations of health missing from the modern biomedical curriculum? In 1910, the Carnegie Foundation hired Abraham Flexner, an educator and administrator who had studied at Johns Hopkins University, to write a report on medical education. This report led to government funding for biomedical research and pharmaceutical medications.1 These advances put the United States on par with countries like Germany and the United Kingdom, which had previously dominated the biomedical research field. However, Flexner’s report also caused many schools that had been focused on naturopathic, homeopathic, herbal, and chiropractic medicine to close. It led to a medical curriculum focused more on research and less on patient-centered whole health, including nutrition and coevolution with nature. Despite the 1960s movement toward integrating complementary and alternative medicine (CAM) into the biomedical curriculum, it was not until 1991 that the U.S. National Institutes of Health offered a small budget to create the National Center for Complementary and Alternative Medicine (NCCAM).

In 2014, I had the opportunity to work with the newly founded Goldring Center for Culinary Medicine at Tulane University School of Medicine in New Orleans. This was the first center of its kind to help medical residents learn about the foundational importance of nutrition in the health of their future patients. Since that time, the Goldring Center has brought its curriculum to more than thirty medical schools across the United States and Canada. Efforts such as these are bridging the gap created by the shift toward biomedical research after World War I and reintegrating food as medicine into doctors’ toolkits. These efforts to bring a holistic, functional approach to medicine are key to preventing illness and minimizing dependence on pharmaceuticals. They empower us to use daily interventions such as food in our personal wellness plans so that we all depend less on an overburdened medical system and rely more on our bodies’ messages for healing.

WHAT IS TRUE HUNGER?

How often do we feel genuinely hungry for food?

Hunger is the body’s physiological response to unbalanced blood glucose. Blood glucose stabilizes when we take in nourishment. Our motivation to eat—becoming hungry, eating, feeling full, and then starting over—is controlled by the hunger hormone, ghrelin, and the satiety hormone, leptin. But this simple cycle is complicated by psychological associations with food.

We have strong associations, many of them from childhood, that connect food with specific activities, rituals, and even emotions. When we judge certain foods as unhealthy, they gain power and become more attractive. What if food did not involve judgment? This might mean that a slice of cake is sometimes a healthy choice, just as a bowl of broccoli is sometimes most supportive.

When I started my journey to heal myself of chronic intestinal parasites, I had developed both extreme cravings and intense aversions to certain foods. I craved the foods that feed parasites: sugar, flour, and dairy. I had aversions to foods that are harder to digest because my intestines were compromised by my unwanted guests. I had to rewire my brain and renourish my gut microbiome so that I could crave the foods I needed for healing. By eating more protein, fats, and vegetables, I changed my gut bacteria into the kind that can crowd out parasites instead of contributing to their proliferation. This shift took a great deal of awareness and patience. It began with understanding my motivations around food and eating.

To begin, I focused on consuming spices that traditionally help people maintain balanced intestinal flora and ward off illness. The following recipe felt supportive during my convalescence.

 Soothing Vegetable Stew

2 tablespoons olive oil

2 cloves garlic, minced

¼ teaspoon ground cinnamon

1 teaspoon ground cumin

½ teaspoon ginger

½ teaspoon ground turmeric

2 onions, diced

3 carrots, sliced

2 pounds green cabbage, chopped

2 sweet potatoes, chopped into 1-inch pieces

½ teaspoon salt

4 cups chicken or vegetable broth

In a large skillet or frying pan, heat the oil over medium heat. Add the minced garlic along with the cinnamon, cardamom, cumin, ginger, and turmeric, then reduce the heat to low. Cook for just one minute, stirring once or twice.

Add the onions and sauté briefly, for 2 to 3 minutes.

Add the rest of the vegetables and sauté for 15 minutes. Add the salt and broth. Bring to a boil, then cover, reduce the heat, and simmer for 15 minutes. Enjoy.

The capacity to use food as medicine is rooted in observing the kinds of hunger we experience, tuning in to our intuition about why they occur, and learning how to support ourselves during those times. Sometimes we really do need to eat to fulfill a hunger; sometimes we need something else. The more I aligned with the medicinal qualities of the foods I was eating, the more I began to see my food cravings for what they were: information on how best to move forward.
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