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            Introduction

            Food for Thought  on Food

            

         

         ITS BEEN MORE THAN 10 YEARS since I wrote my book The Green Pharmacy. A lot has changed since then, especially as far as public perception of medicinal plants. Back then, they were something of a novelty, still on the fringes of legitimate medicine and science. Today, theyre just short of mainstream. You can find their therapeutic compounds in products from cough drops to energy drinks.
         

         Surely one of the reasons for the growing popularity of medicinal plants is the increase in legitimate research to support them. One of the most pervasive complaints about medicinal plants generally is that theyre scientifically unproven, even though many of them have been in use for hundreds if not thousands of years. Both the government and private institutions have been funding the investigation plants and their healing properties. The outcomes have been mixed for some, but others are faring quite welleven holding their own against prescription and over-the-counter pharmaceuticals.

         Personally, Ill choose a plant over a pill any day. In fact, Ive got dozens of these natural healers growing right behind my house, in my Green Farmacy Garden. Theyre laid out in plots by condition; from spring through summer and on into fall, I can harvest the plants as I need themwhether to treat an insect bite or to keep my gout from flaring up, which happens if I get careless.

         So it shouldnt be a surprise that for my new book, The Green Pharmacy Guide to Healing Foods, I continue to favor the use of medicinal plants for minor complaints as well as for more serious chronic conditions, for which conventional treatments often are appropriate or necessary. In cases like these, medicinal plants may enhance the healing process and perhaps even reduce the need for medication. (Though I cant stress enough that you should never change any prescribed treatment plan without first consulting your doctor.)
         

         For this book, Ive expanded my usual definition of medicinal plants as herbs to include all plant-based foodsnamely fruits, vegetables, beans, grains, and nuts and seeds. For the most part, theyre remedies that you would easily find at your supermarket or farmers market, or that youd have other reason to keep on hand in your kitchen. I will admit to throwing in the occasional exotic, such as camu-camu, a fruit that I encountered on one of my numerous exploratory excursions to the Amazon. It is unmatched as a source of vitamin C. Right now its available in only powdered form in the US. For my money, the actual fruit is a much better choice, because of all the other therapeutic compounds it contains.
         

         This brings me to an important point: Though the conventional wisdom is to single out a particular nutrient in a particular food for its healing properties, Im not entirely sold on this approach. Yes, our bodies require sufficient amounts of certain vitamins and mineralsthe so-called essential nutrientsto carry out their basic biochemical functions. And nutritional deficiencies may contribute to the onset of certain diseases. That said, Im convinced that no nutrient works in isolation. Its the synergistic effects of the nutrients and other compoundsespecially phytochemicalsthat give foods their healing potential. Thats why foods are almost always a better choice than supplements, and whole, fresh foods are more beneficial than processed.

         As you read this book, youre going to see an occasional reference to multiple activity menus, or MAMs. Theyre a product of the USDA Phytochemical Database, which I developed during my tenure with the USDA. Simply, a MAM identifies the phytochemicals in a particular medicinal plant, along with their respective therapeutic activities. Using this information, the MAM generates a synergy score that suggests how a plant might contribute to the prevention or treatment of a condition, relative to other plants. The MAMs arent gold-standard research in and of themselves, but they can direct us to plants and plant-based foods that we may not have considered because they dont contain significant amounts of the essential vitamins and minerals.

         Though this book is heavy on plant-based food remedies, you are also going to come across some animal productsmostly fish and dairy. Plant foods will always be my first choice, mainly because only they contain those all-important phytochemicals. Animal foods do not. Still, my editor and researchers persuaded me to include some animal products because they are they best available sources of certain nutrients. Calcium is a good example. You can get it in decent amounts from dark leafy greens, among other plant foods, but they rarely come close to dairy. Generally, Ive tried to give plant-based alternatives to the animal-based remedies, so you can decide whats best for you.

         I imagine that youre eager to jump to Part II of this book, where youll find the remedies organized by condition. Youre more than welcome to do so, but I would encourage you to sometime read through Part I. There youll find helpful information on the science behind eating for good health, along with some suggestions for maximizing the nutritional punch of your own diet. Youll also find Dukes Dozen, the 12 foods that I consider most beneficial for fighting disease, based on the nutrients and phytochemicals they contain.
         

         In the condition chapters themselves, youll notice that each remedy carries a rating of 1 to 3 stars. The ratings reflect a combination of scientific research, anecdotal evidence, and my own experience with particular remedies. Theyre entirely subjective, but Im hoping that they may help prioritize your choices, as most conditions have a number of healing foods from which to choose.

         A few other caveats to keep in mind:

         
            	If youre trying a food for the first time, proceed with cautionparticularly if you have other known food allergies or sensitivities. Yes, foods are natural, an d generally, theyre safe. But even they can cause trouble for some people. If you notice any sign of an adverse reaction, stop eating the food and see your doctor as soon as possible.

            	I mentioned this earlier, but its important enough that Ill reiterate here: Please dont make changes to any prescribed treatment plan that you may be following without first consulting your doctor. Reducing the dosage of a medication without proper guidance can have serious consequences. Better to be safe than sorry, as the saying goes.

            	Whichever remedies you choose, be sure to give them adequate time to work. Some may produce results quickly, while others may take weeks to show their effects. Further, everyone responds differently to individual remedies. If one isnt doing the job for youeven after, say, 6 or so weeksby all means try another one. You may need to do some experimenting to find whats right for you.

         

         So are you ready to begin? Good. Lets explore together all of the amazing healing bounty that nature has to offer.
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            Food as Medicine

         

      






    
         
         
 
         
            CHAPTER 1
 
            How Foods Heal
 
            Medicinal Foods through the AgesFrom Ancient to Modern Times
 
            

         
 
         IF YOURE FAMILIAR WITH MY GREEN PHARMACY (or Farmacy, as I like to call it), you probably think that its all about herbal remedies. Thats partially true. Herbs have always been near and dear to my heart, and they still are. However, research over the past few decades has taken the Green Pharmacy in a new and interesting directionaway from the health food store and into the supermarket.
         
 
         A growing body of literature indicates that a number of plant foodsfruits, vegetables, spices, and even beveragesoffer many of the same healing powers that youll find in herbal remedies. Foods, however, have a distinct advantage over their herbal cousins: Instead of depending on capsules, tinctures, and teas, you can incorporate foods into delicious, flavorful meals that are as satisfying as they are healing!
 
         Of course, we all know that fruits and vegetables are healthful. Thats why the government recently increased its recommendation from five servings to nine a day. But only now are we learning just how healthful they really are. To begin with, theyre high in fiber, low in calories, and devoid of or low in harmful fats. But thats not all. Most have hundreds, if not thousands, of medicinal compounds, each of which has a specific impact on your health and well-being. As a result, you can choose to add various plants to your diet to treat certain ailments. For example, I eat celery almost every day to prevent the pain associated with gout, and garlic is part of my diet because I know it can benefit my heart and possibly even help control my chronic Lyme disease.
 
         Over the next few pages, Ill give you some background on how plant foods heal, so you can gain a greater understanding of their role in your health. Then, in the chapters to come, Ill help you plan your own regimen to treat specific conditions with specific foods.
 
         Food as a Historical Healer
 
         The idea of food as medicine is hardly a new one. In fact, when you consider that ancient man lacked the technological capability of todays chemists, it only makes sense that their medicines came directly from nature.
 
          
         In fact, evidence of using food to heal dates back thousands of years. Ayurveda, the traditional healing art of India, is a perfect example. It borrows many of its ideas from Hinduism, incorporating multiple therapies that include herbs, massage, and meditation. Ayurvedic practitioners may even go so far as to try a new diet to prevent or treat specific conditions. One medicinal food from Ayurveda may be familiar to you: turmeric, which often shows up as a spice in Asian cuisine. Aside from its unique flavor, turmeric may also prove a helpful treatment for people with arthritis, Alzheimers disease, and some forms of cancer. Although the research evidence isnt yet conclusive, its certainly highly suggestive, and my own experience using turmeric as an anti-inflammatory has been extraordinarily positive. (For more information on turmeric, see page 28.)
 
         Ayurveda, also commonly referred to as Traditional Indian Medicine or Traditional Ayurvedic Medicine (TAM), shares this focus on food with another ancient form of medical practice, Traditional Chinese Medicine (TCM). TCM works from the concepts of yin and yang, which in ancient Chinese philosophy refer to the two fundamental forces in the universethe aggressive, hot, go-get-em force (yang); and the passive, lie back and chill out force (yin). You get sick when these two forces fall out of balance in your body.
 
         By now youre probably wondering what all of this has to do with food. In TCM, the foods you eat are seen as having yin propertiescooling and moisteningor yang propertieswarming and drying. Depending on the condition you have, your practitioner will help you make food choices to restore balance between the two forces. For example, if you have a mucus-producing cough from a cold, your balance is skewed toward the yin, so youll want to treat it with warming, drying foods like ginger tea and hot vegetable soups. As you can see, we borrow some of our ideas for treating illness from the Chinese, whether were aware of it or not!
 
         Better Living through Chemistry?
 
         TAM and TCM are a far cry from Western medicine, which views food as the source of nutrition but ignores its healing properties almost entirely. Thats not to say the American view of the dietseeking a balance among protein, carbohydrates, and fatdoesnt make sense. It does. But its limitedvery limited.
 
         The Chinese and Indian approaches basically say that the body will react in certain ways to certain foods. After all, we have co-evolved with and made use of the plants in our environment throughout the history of our species, so it only stands to reason that we would develop special relationships with some of them, as we have with members of the animal kingdom.
 
         Now contrast that with our notion of modern medicine, which I like to call better living through chemistry. Most synthetic drugs have been in use for only a few decades rather than a few thousand years, so the body just isnt used to handling them as it handles foods.
         
 
         Whats more, most plant foods contain thousands of bioactive compounds, each of which plays a unique role in the body. By contrast, the viewpoint of modern medicine is that were looking for one silver bullet, the so-called active ingredientand all the other helpful compounds in any specific plant are tossed out and forgotten.
 
         Im not saying that all drugs are bad. In fact, quite the opposite is true: Drugs have saved the lives of many people. But its tough to argue with the numbers: In 2005, pharmaceuticals killed at least 140,000 people in the United Statesthat we know of. The number may be even higher. As far back as 2002, the esteemed Journal of the American Medical Association recognized this problem, calling adverse drug reactions a leading cause of death in the United States.
         
 
         Now compare that with herbs and supplements. Altogether, they caused an estimated 29 deaths in 2005. The numbers speak for themselves.
 
         The purpose of this book is not to scare you away from taking your medicines. After all, I need to take pharmaceuticals myself every now and then. Rather, what Im hoping youll do is think outside the pillbox and realize that by taking a different approach to what you eat, many conditionsand the medicines needed to treat themcan potentially be avoided completely.
 
         The Supplement Scare
 
         As youve already seen, supplements have proven safer than pharmaceuticals. However, this doesnt necessarily place vitamin supplements beyond criticism. Their effectiveness, most notably that of the big three antioxidantsvitamins A, C, and Ehas come into question in recent years.
 
         In the recent HOPE (Heart Outcomes Prevention Evaluation) study, more than 10,000 heart disease patients received either 400 IU of vitamin E or a placebo every day for six years. At the end of the trial, the researchers concluded that vitamin E really didnt do much better than the placebo at preventing death or other adverse outcomes from heart disease.
 
         Vitamin C is generally considered safe even at high doses (though more than 1,200 milligrams can cause diarrhea in some people). But recently, the effectiveness of megadosing with vitamin C for illnesses like colds and flu has come under some fire. As the National Institutes of Health points out, more than 30 clinical trials with more than 10,000 participants have looked into the role of vitamin C in preventing colds, and no significant reduction has been noted. Vitamin C supplements may play a role in reducing the duration of colds, however.
 
          
         Vitamin A (which exists in foods in the form of pre-vitamin A as well as carotenoids such as beta-carotene) has also been studied in supplement form, and it has shown some effectiveness for some conditions. The evidence indicates, however, that if you smoke or drink alcohol, you may want to steer clear of supplementing with pure beta-carotene, since it could actually increase your risk of lung damage, including even lung cancer.
 
         Again, none of this is meant to scare you away from supplements. Quite the contrary; I take a number of them, and I think that multivitamins are a great means of getting a full complement of healthy nutrients in an economical way. I just find it interesting that when a single, specific bioactive compound is isolated, whether in a pharmaceutical or a supplement, the result is never as dramatic as people expect. Thats because in nature, the compound works in combination with many others to bring healthful benefits to the body. Those combinations exist in only one placewhole foods!
 
         The Food Renaissance
 
         In recent years, youve probably noticed that youre hearing less about familiar nutrients, such as vitamins A, C, and E, in nutrition news and more about exotic-sounding ones, such as lycopene, quercetin, and resveratrol, to name a few. The reason is simple: Researchers are beginning to look beyond the macronutrients in foods, and theyre discovering micronutrients and phytochemicals.
 
         Some of the benefits these compounds offer stem from their antioxidant potential. In the simplest terms, antioxidants help your body by neutralizing free radicals, unstable oxygen molecules that the body can overproduce after exposure to toxins such as cigarette smoke, pollution, and even unhealthful foods. Beyond their antioxidant potential, many compounds help specific parts of the body remain healthy as well. Beta-carotene, lutein, and cryptoxanthin are good for your eyes. Phytoestrogens fight cancer. Capsaicin attacks arthritis pain. The list goes on and on.
 
         The practical result of these new research discoveries is clear: Emphasis is shifting back to eating lots of healthful whole foods, particularly fruits and vegetables. And when the USDA plays along (which they did in 2005 by increasing their recommendation to nine servings of fruits and vegetables a day), you know were making progress.
 
         As I said earlier, I believe you can specifically tailor your diet to prevent or even reduce the symptoms related to a number of specific medical conditionsconditions as benign as a flaky scalp or as serious as a heart attack.
 
         Well have plenty of time to go over all these foods and the conditions they treat in the chapters ahead. First, though, lets look at an overview of some of the heavy hitters of the nutrition world as well as a rundown of some cutting-edge cures that weve only recently learned about.
         
 
         
            Food vs. Pharma
 
            If you think that pharmaceuticals are always more effective than food nutrients at treating medical conditions, you may be in for a surprise. For example, in studies, ginger has consistently beaten the drug Dramamine as a treatment for motion sickness. A pomegranate is so rich in phytoestrogens that a mere half a fruit can provide the equivalent of a daily dose of hormone replacement therapy (HRT) for menopause symptoms (though I wouldnt yet recommend it as a substitute for HRT). A flavonoid compound in blueberries, pterostilbene, lowered cholesterol as effectively as the commercial drug ciprofibrate (Lipanor) in clinical studies. And I know people who find turmeric, the root from which curry is derived, to be more effective than celecoxib (Celebrex) for treating arthritis pain because of its high levels of COX-2 inhibitors. Likewise, capsaicin, the hot ingredient in chile peppers, is much more potent as a COX-2 inhibitor than the now-banned drug Vioxx.

         
 
         Whats Hot in Foods Now
 
         When it comes to nutritional stars, its funny how certain nutrients seem to go in and out of fashion. For a while, vitamins A, C, and E were hot. Now omega-3 fatty acids, lycopene, and vitamin D are getting all the attention. Next month, it may be something else.
 
         However, just because a nutrient slips out of the limelight doesnt mean that its no longer important to your health. Heres a quick look at some of the most important ones, from the old standbys to the new stars.
 
         The Old Standbys
 
         Though their reputation has taken a bit of a hit, its still important to start any discussion of healing foods with the big three antioxidantsvitamins A, C, and E.
 
         Arguably the most famous of the three is vitamin C, found in abundance in foods like bell peppers, papayas, strawberries, and oranges and other citrus fruits. Some exotic fruits, like acerola, camu-camu, and emblic, rarely available in North American supermarkets, may be richer in C. In studies, vitamin C has been linked to the prevention of a number of diseasesmost notably heart disease but also some cancers. As a matter of fact, the USDA phytochemical database lists nearly 100 activities for vitamin C, and I could probably double that number in a few minutes of surfing the Web. Research has shown that vitamin C may work more quickly than other antioxidants, blocking free radicals before others even arrive on the scene.
         
 
         Another significant heart helper is vitamin E, which has reduced the risk of heart disease in a number of studies. This nutrient, found in vegetable oil, sunflower seeds, nuts, and sweet potatoes, has also shown that it may help fight off lung and prostate cancer. Some evidence indicates that vitamin E is even more effective when consumed with vitamin C, reinforcing the idea that eating a variety of fruits and vegetables gives you the most benefits.
 
         Finally, we cant overlook vitamin A. It has gotten its fair share of bad press in recent years, and some studies have even linked it to increased risks of heart disease and cancer. However, its important to remember that these studies looked at high doses from supplements. The main source of this antioxidant available from foods is beta-carotene, which your body converts into vitamin A. When people stick to the amounts of beta-carotene present in orange and yellow foods such as carrots, squash, cantaloupe, and sweet potatoes, the antioxidant is considered quite healthful.
 
         Naturally, these arent the only important nutrients, and theyre not the only ones I focus on in my own regimen. A lesser-known but equally important antioxidant is selenium (just three Brazil nuts supply a whopping 200 micrograms). The whole range of B vitamins may play a role in preventing the symptoms of neuropathy, a common nerve disorder, and some studies suggest they can treat or prevent Alzheimers disease. And I focus on getting plenty of magnesium to prevent nighttime leg cramps.
 
         Here again, it all comes back to focusing on a variety of foods to get a balanced intake of all the important nutrients! You can go to the USDA phytochemical database (www.pl.barc.usda.gov/usda_chem/achem_home.cfm) and search for the richest sources of thousands of nutrients and phytochemicals.
 
         The Right Kinds of Fats
 
         Aside from abundant amounts of antioxidant nutrients, the other thing that plant foods have going for them is that theyre relatively devoid of the type of fat found in red meat and dairy products, which can harm your heart; and some have fats that are actually good for you. Certain nuts, olive oil, and avocados, for example, have monounsaturated fats, which seem to raise levels of good HDL cholesterol while leaving bad LDL and total cholesterol levels unchanged.
 
          
         Another group of beneficial fats currently getting a lot of attention are the omega-3 fatty acids. Though fatty fish like salmon and tuna are usually cited as the best sources of omega-3s, the fish actually acquire them by eating primitive plant forms such as algae, which manufacture these acids.
 
         There is a handful of rich plant sources that provide an omega-3 called alphalinolenic acid (ALA), which can offer some but usually not all of the health benefits of the fishy omega-3s. Flaxseed and hempseed have omega-3s, specifically ALA, in abundance, but a tastier plant source is walnuts. (For more on walnuts, see page 29.)
 
         Recently I learned that chia, of Chia Pet fame, is even richer in ALA. Im having an Amazonian acquisition, called Inca peanut (Plukenetia volubilis, not related to the real peanut, Arachis hypogaea), analyzed as another contender. And in my Green Farmacy Garden, theres a weed that many Asians consume with sushi. Its called perilla, and it has more ALA than the better-known flaxseed.
         
 
         The New Stars
 
         For many of you, the information about vitamin C, vitamin E, and omega-3 fatty acids is old news. But how about lutein? Quercetin? Resveratrol? If theyre familiar to you, pat yourself on the backyoure staying up to date with cutting-edge research on food. And theyre not the only new stars in the healthful nutrition firmament. Among those causing the most excitement are flavonoids.
 
         Flavonoids are a group of bioactive compounds found in plant foods. To date, more than 4,000 different flavonoids have been identified, and that may be just the tip of the proverbial iceberg (and I dont mean iceberg lettuce, which is much less likely to have them in abundance than more rustic leaf lettuces). Many of these compounds have been shown to have antioxidant as well as anti-inflammatory properties.
 
         With so many potent flavonoids, it would be impossible to touch on all of them, but one you may have heard mentioned on the nightly news is resveratrol, a chemical in grape skins and grape leaves, peanuts, mulberries, and some less palatable weeds. Resveratrol may prevent clotting of the blood, and some researchers have even suggested it may retard the aging process at the cellular level.
 
         Another is quercetin, found in onions and green and black tea, which may play a significant role in cancer prevention.
 
         Beta-carotene may be the star of the carotenoid family, but other carotenoids, such as lycopene, lutein, and zeaxanthin, are also gaining attention. Lycopene, found in tomato products (and interestingly, in higher concentrations in tomato sauces and juices than in whole tomatoes), has gotten the most attention for prostate cancer prevention, though recent research has called its protective effects into question. Lutein and zeaxanthin, found in leafy greens, seem to be superstars when it comes to protecting the eyes from macular degeneration, a disease that affects a huge number of older adults.
         
 
         So now that youve had a little taste of all the great things hiding in the produce aisles of your supermarket, are you interested in learning more? Read on!

      

      




    
         
         
 
         
            CHAPTER 2
 
            Eating for Optimal Health
 
            Breaking Free from Our White Bread World
 
            

         
 
         GETTING PEOPLE TO ADD HEALING FOODS TO THEIR DIETS can be challenging. And the low-quality foods typically available in American supermarkets certainly dont make that challenge any easier.
         
 
         Ive been wracking my brain trying to think of a delicate way to phrase this, but theres really no getting around it: The current state of the American diet is terrible. I think its fair to say that our dietary choices are among the primary reasons that two-thirds of all Americans are overweight, and half of that number are obese. Whats even more frightening is that our children are now paying the price for our poor eating habits. According to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, almost 20 percent of Americas children are now overweight, and kids born in the year 2000 or later have a one in three chance of developing type 2 diabetes in their lifetimes.
 
         This strongly suggests that the way were eating today actually causes disease. Read on to see how this is happening and what you can do to change it.
 
         The Problem with How America Eats
 
         Consider this: Almost every edible item we buy comes with a label on it. The problem with a label, of course, is that it often indicates that the food is processed in some way, and often, the more processed it is, the more unhealthful it is. The implication is that were surrounded by unhealthful foodsand, in fact, theyre so pervasive in our supermarkets that unless you live on a farm, as I do, theyre often difficult to avoid.
 
         The first problem with processed foods comes down to simple vs. complex carbohydrates. By design, most of the processed breads and snack foods in the American diet are simple carbohydrates. You can often identify them by their color: white. White bread, white rice, white cookies, white cakes. This means theyre easy to eat and easy to digest, and they have an immediate impact on your bodys blood sugar. On the other hand, complex carbohydrates, found in fruits, vegetables, and whole grains, often take longer to chew and swallow, so you tend to eat less of them. Also, once theyre in your body, you digest and metabolize them more slowly and less efficiently, so they affect your blood sugar more gradually and dont cause it to spike.
 
          
         Theres a fairly new tool called the glycemic index that makes choosing the right kinds of carbohydrates a whole lot easier. It ranks foods based on how drastically they affect your blood sugar level. Foods ranked low on the glycemic index are generally better choices, and foods ranked higher are poor choices. We Americans seem to rely on the glycemic index less than Europeans do, though Im sure its useful. (For more information, visit www.glycemicindex.com.)
 
         Of course, carbohydrates arent the only problem with processed foods; theyre also often full of unhealthful fats. Granted, some whole foods, like red meat and dairy products, contain cholesterol-raising saturated fats, too. But many processed foods contain manmade trans fats, created by adding hydrogen to vegetable oil in a process called hydrogenation, which is why these fats are often listed on food labels as partially hydrogenated.
 
         Like saturated fats, trans fats elevate levels of bad LDL cholesterol and increase the risk of heart disease. Some studies even indicate that trans fats may lower levels of good HDL cholesterol, as well as contribute to smaller LDL particle size, which raises your risk even further.
 
         Of course, when you get beyond all the science, theres a very simple reason that all these processed foods are bad for your health and well-being: Theyre taking up space on your dinner plate that should be occupied by healthful, nutrient-dense foods that are good for you.
 
         The choice is plain and simple: Eat the right foods, and you can prevent disease. Eat the wrong ones, and you actually promote it.
 
         Dieting Donts
 
         It goes without saying that the glut of unhealthful foods in America has contributed to our obesity problems, so its no surprise that everywhere you turn, theres a diet that promises dramatic overnight results in creating a new, thinner you. While many of these diet plans are not without merit, the most popular ones are far from perfect.
 
         Low-carb diets such as the Atkins Diet gained traction for helping people lose a lot of pounds, but critics argued that they put too much emphasis on unhealthful saturated fats. Its also important to mention that carbohydrates are not inherently badtheyre essential components of any healthful diet. The key, of course, is to choose the right carbohydrates (whole fruits, vegetables, and whole grains instead of processed and refined carbs) instead of cutting them out entirely.
 
         In contrast to the low-carb diet, a more time-tested approach to weight loss is the low-fat diet. Fat is incredibly calorie dense, so it makes good sense that restricting it from your diet would help you lose weight. But here again, theres more to the story than meets the eye. Just as with carbohydrates, its the type of fat that can make a big difference in your health. For this reason, the American Heart Association recommends limiting overall fat intake to around 30 percent of your daily calories, with monounsaturated fats (found in nuts, seeds, olives, and avocados) making up 15 percent of total calories, and saturated fats (found in red meat and dairy foods) making up 7 to 10 percent.
         
 
         Also, be wary of low-fat foods at the supermarket. While these may be better for your health than the full-fat versions, theyre often poor substitutes for healthier choices like fruits, vegetables, nuts, and whole grains. And theyre often full of sugar.
 
         Considering my background in the area of plant research, you might think my dietary leanings would be more toward vegetarianism. The fact is, while I definitely emphasize plants heavily in my overall diet, I must admit that Im not a strict vegetarian.
 
         Studies have shown that when followed diligently, a vegetarian diet can have incredible health benefits, including significantly reduced rates of cancer and heart disease. However, what these studies dont take into account is just how difficult it is for the average person to adhere to a strict vegetarian or vegan lifestyle. Granted, if people are very skillful about making the right food choices, vegetarianism can be one of the most healthful diets you can follow. But many vegetarians dont make the right choices, and as a result, its not uncommon for them to have dangerous deficiencies of vitamin B12 and protein.
         
 
         For all of that, Im far from being a meat-monger, though I do take a slightly different approach to vegetarianism, which Ill outline in greater detail below.
 
         How to Eat Today
 
         Moderation in all things: It may be a clich, but theres really no better way to describe how we should tailor our diets to live healthfully and disease free.
 
         In the pages that follow, youll find a treasure trove of information about specific foods that will prevent and even treat a number of diseases. But first, it helps to have a handful of approaches that will help you incorporate more of these healthful foods into your everyday routine. Heres how to do exactly that.
 
         Eat like your ancestors. Interestingly, of all the fad diets that have come and gone over the years, the one that has perhaps drawn the most criticism is the blood type diet devised by Peter J. DAdamo, MD. Dr. DAdamos theory is that different blood types evolved based on whether our direct ancestors were hunters, gatherers, or farmers or took some other role in primitive society.
         
 
         While I cant attest to the specific blood type theory, I think theres something to this concept of eating like your ancestors dida Paleolithic diet, if you will. In Africa, Zulus live healthy lives subsisting almost entirely on animal products. Even their herbs are often taken as a milk tincture. Other tribal groups subsist almost entirely on plants and have for a long time.
         
 
         This seems to suggest that different people do have different needs. If thats the case, then the best source of advice for what you should be eating is probably your own body. For the average person, this means that you shouldnt restrict meat if its what you crave. Rather, make it part of a balanced diet with a good blend of fruits, vegetables, and healthful whole grains.
 
         Be a Jeffersonian vegetarian. As I mentioned earlier, Im not a strict vegetarian, but meat isnt a major part of my routine either. Instead, I consider myself more of a Jeffersonian vegetarian. Let me explain.
         
 
         While our third president, Thomas Jefferson, wasnt a strict vegetarian, his preference for vegetables over meat was well documented. As the president himself said in 1819, I have lived temperately, eating little animal food, and that not as an aliment so much as a condiment for the vegetables, which constitute my principal diet.
 
         I try to tailor my diet the same way, viewing meat more as flavoring for a vegetable-based dish than as the main course. If youd like to restrict your meat intake in favor of more vegetables, I think this centuries-old approach is a great way to do it.
 
         Stick to the Ss. My approach to having a Jeffersonian diet leads me to my next tip for how to eat: Stick to the Ss. And by Ss, I mean soups, stews, and salads. All three are wonderful vehicles for incorporating as many healthful fruits, vegetables, and herbs as possible into a delicious, fulfilling meal. If youre someone who craves meat, these dishes allow you to take the Jeffersonian approach with ease: You can use meat as a smaller component to flavor the meal rather than as the main course.
         
 
         
            Try an Amazonian Approach
            
 
            With the emphasis on regions in a lot of popular diets (South Beach, Sonoma, Mediterranean), maybe its time we tried an Amazon diet. No region in the world has more species, many as yet unknown to science, or so many native foods packed with great healing potentialavocados, blue corn, Brazil nuts, cocoa beans, hot peppers, peanuts, sweet potatoes; the list goes on. And many vegetal varieties that originated in the Amazon are now comfortably cultivated outside the tropics.
 
            If Americans were to focus more on these healthful Amazonian foods and less on harmful meats and processed foods, Im convinced this diet would do people at least as much good as the Mediterranean or other regional diets. And its not as exotic as it sounds. Many of the Amazonian products I mentioned can now be grown closer to home, and depending on where you live, some may even be cultivated locally.

         
 
          
         Go grazingin both senses of the word. My last approach to healthful eating is becoming increasingly more accepted in nutrition circles, and that is to graze. In other words, eating five or six small meals throughout the day may be a better approach than the traditional three squares a day. And studies seem to support that this practice may actually help you consume less food overall.
         
 
         Thats one definition of grazing, which I recommend. But heres another: To many wild-food enthusiasts, grazing means eating a lot of wild vegetables and fruits. Many of my readers arent yet experienced in determining which wild foods are safe and which are dangerous, but I believe that we human grazers, in this latter, narrower sense, are more liablelike range-fed animal grazersto have the right proportion of healthful fats in our diets.
 
         I indulge in both senses of grazing. I incorporate healthful fruits, vegetables, and nuts into my diet by munching on them throughout the day. I take the same approach with healthful herbal teas, not just mint and ginger but dozens of different teas over time. Of course, Mrs. Duke certainly helps by keeping the house stocked with nuts and dried fruits instead of cookies and crackers. That way, when the urge to eat hits, the only grazing options are healthful ones. Its an approach that can help anyone.
 
         Then, as I walk through my garden and woods, I indulge in that second way of grazing, consuming lots of weird wild things that my ancestors ate but my parents didntwild grape leaves and tendrils, green briar tendrils, dozens of edible weeds (some tasty, some pretty bad), and some wild fruits.
 
         The Bountiful Buffet
 
         Given the pace and pressures of modern life, taking the time to prepare and eat healthful meals may seem a praiseworthy but unrealistic goal. Not only are we surrounded by processed foods, but we often find ourselves eating in dining establishments, where we have no control over whats offered and what isnt. Well, Im here to assure you that you do have control. In my experience, if youre resourceful and determined, you can have a healthful repast pretty much anywhere you go.
 
         When Mrs. Duke and I are on the road and eating in restaurants, I usually opt for the buffet breakfast and sample most of the fruits, cereals, and yogurts, with just a dab of meat and eggs. For dinner, Mrs. Duke likes to go to places where you sit down and order from the menu. I usually go for soup and salad. I actually prefer to go to those low-priced buffets where they offer several kinds of meat dishes; marvelously varied salad, fruit, and vegetable bars; choices of two or three soups; andregrettably for those who cant resistdozens of dessert choices. This is good grazin for me. I take very small portions of most of the salad items, even mixing the salad dressings, and very small, Jeffersonian portions of the meats, along with minimal servings of most of the veggies. This is my first tasting, and then I return for more of the more pleasantly flavored items if they still appeal to me. Often though, the samplings fill me up so I dont need to go back to the buffet. By grazing this way, Ive probably consumed small portions of dozens of fruits and veggies.
         
 
         Now think about this. Each of the 50 or 60 plants Ive tasted may contain up to 5,000 identifiable chemistries, all biologically active. And because my genes have co-evolved with many if not most of these chemistries, just as I selected what I wanted from the buffet, I maintain that our bodies select what they need from those thousands of chemistries. By grazing at the buffet, I offer my body thousands of gentle, natural compounds to choose from, many of which homeostatically get my body back to normal. Thats what I sometimes call Dukes Diversity Diet.
 
         So if youre forced by circumstance or seduced by opportunity to eat at restaurants, try to find places with great salad bars or buffets. Theyre great opportunities to eat for health!

      

      




    
          
         
            CHAPTER 3
 
            Dukes Dozen
 
            My 12 Greatest Disease-Fighting Foods
 
            

         
 
         WITH SO MANY GREAT HEALING FOODS out there, narrowing the list down to a top 12 (a top 10 list would have been just too short) certainly wasnt an easy task. But after careful consideration, my humble opinion is that these dozen foods offer the biggest nutritional bang for your buck.
         
 
         Among the 12, youll find a whole host of potential healers for common ailmentsAlzheimers, arthritis, cancer, colds and flu, gout, heart disease, menopause symptoms, motion sickness, and many others. And all 12 can be incorporated into your daily diet with relative ease.
 
         Before we get into my Dukes Dozen, however, I want to offer just a quick note: Youll notice that for several of these, Ive included the entire family of foods (for example, beans instead of just lima beans). This is because many foods in a given family share common nutritional traits, so it would be a disservice to leave several of them off the list in favor of just one, especially when the whole family provides a boatload of benefits.
 
         But enough buildupwe have a lot of ground to cover! Without further ado, heres my list of the all-time top 12 healing foods.
 
         Food #1: Beans
 
         Few foods offer the unique combination of healthy nutrients and easy accessibility that beans do. Eating more can provide a multitude of benefits.
 
         Nutrient Nuts and Bolts: Beans get a lot of good press for being low in fat and high in protein, which makes them a great alternative to animal-based protein sources like red meat. Theyre also brimming with soluble fiber. This means that they are adept at whisking cholesterol out of your system via the intestines, making them good for your heart.
         
 
         A lesser-known benefit of beans, though, is their high levels of isoflavones, compounds that are similar in structure to the estrogen produced by your body (which is why they are also called phytoestrogens). These isoflavones may ease the symptoms of menopause, prevent some forms of cancer, reduce your risk of heart disease, and improve your bone and prostate health, among other benefits.
 
          
         How to Get More: The nice thing about beans is how easily you can add them to any meal. Pour them into soups and salads or use them in spicy Mexican dishes. You also cant go wrong with hummus, a mix of chickpeas, lemon juice, and garlic often served with pita bread or crackers. Or try substituting tofu for meat in some of your dishes.
         
 
         Making the Most of Them: Dried beans may give you a slight nutritional edge, but not that much, so if you dont have time to soak and prepare beans, dont worry. You can still gain a great benefit from canned beans. Theyre often high in sodium, though, so you may want to drain and rinse them before using.
         
 
         Other Eating Tips: We all know the one drawback to eating a lot of beans; lets just say its why theyre called the musical fruit. But you can ease that problem by soaking dried beans overnight and discarding the soaking water before preparing them. Personally, Im convinced that the Mexican herb epazote can lessen flatulence. Some studies also suggest that adding ginger or savory to a bean dish can reduce gassiness. Why not add all three?
         
 
         Food #2: Bulbs
 
         I usually dont play favorites, but when it comes to foods, garlic tops my list of healers. Though a recent high-profile study called its cholesterol-lowering ability into question, it still has enough heart-protective benefits to rank high on my list. It has other great qualities as well, including immunity-boosting and antiseptic properties. Onions share many of the properties and healthful benefits of garlic, so they also deserve a mention here. And in my Farmacy, I grow a nice batch of ramps, members of the garlic/onion family that you wont find in many supermarkets (unless its ramp festival time in West Virginia and Ohio). All of these plants contain the very important compound alliin, which converts to the super-medicinal allicin.
 
         Nutrient Nuts and Bolts: When it comes to the heart, you can thank garlics many sulfur compounds, including diallyl disulfide, which prevent clotting and allow for smooth blood flow. Of course, garlic also contains over a dozen immunity-boosting compounds that can fight off colds and other infections, maybe even more effectively than popular herbs like echinacea. Recent research has also shown that several compounds in garlic can prevent cellular changes within the body that lead to cancer.
         
 
         Onions offer many of the same sulfur compounds as garlic, but they bring even more to the table with their high amounts of flavonoids, specifically quercetin. This flavonoid has been shown in studies to reduce platelet clumping and even prevent some forms of cancer. So far, there is no better food source of quercetin than onion skins.
 
          
         How to Get More: The other advantage of garlic and onions is just how easy they are to incorporate into your menus. I add both to virtually all my soups and stews. And when it comes to salads, just about the only dressing youll see me use is vinegar and oil mixed with fresh garlic and fresh diced onion, often with hot sauce or diced hot pepper. That mixture alone has hundreds of healthful compounds. Sometimes I even roast garlic and put it on toast for breakfast.
         
 
         Making the Most of Them: Now I know what youre thinking: But Dr. Duke, what about the smell? Well, as much as it pains me to say it, studies have shown time and again that the more garlic stinks, the better it works. Thats why I often use it raw in salads or even eat whole cloves of the stuff if I dont have anything social going on that day.
         
 
         This isnt to say that you cant get benefits from cooked garlic; you can. But you lose 40 percent of the original potency after garlic is cooked for 10 minutes, and you lose much more after 20but you never lose it all. So if youre making a soup or stew, it might be a good idea to wait until near the end of the cooking time to add garlic. Green tea, parsley, and coriander all have a unique ability to partially quell the smell, so you may want to consider brewing green tea and garlic together or adding parsley to a garlicky salad. Or if you have a new potential client or lover or relative coming over, eat some parsley or coriander and drink some green tea quick!
 
         Other Eating Tips: If youre going for full effect and eating whole cloves of garlic, its important that you nick the surface of a clove first; that is, dont swallow it intact. I thought that was the way to go until my garlicologist, Larry Lawson, PhD, told me the skin should be broken before garlic enters the GI tract to get its benefits. This ensures that the medicinal compounds of the bulb are released and will begin working more quickly in the body.
         
 
         Now back to onions for a minute. In one of those funny quirks of nature, most of the helpful flavonoids, such as quercetin, are found in the skin of the onion. Thats why I always put the skins in a mesh bag and steep it in soups and stews when Im making them. Just remove the bag before serving.
 
         Food #3: The Caffeinators
 
         A few years ago, recommending caffeine-laden foods that are popular in our dietchocolate, coffee, and teawould have been quite controversial. Even now, many people are hesitant to call coffee and chocolate health foods because of the risk of overconsumption. But the sheer number of helpful compounds, called polyphenols, found in these three foods makes them a shoo-in for this list. After all, theres a reason worldwide consumption of caffeine is 120,000 tons per year.
 
          
         All three of these foods are such potent disease fighters that theres a battle in the nutritional community about which one is most important, and for which disease. I cant pretend to be able to answer that question, and neither can most other people. Thats why I felt it was best to group all three together as the caffeinators.
 
         Nutrient Nuts and Bolts: The active compounds in chocolate, coffee, and tea are known as polyphenols. Some polyphenols, such as theobromine and theophylline, are common to all three foods. And some, like theanine in tea and anandamide and phenylethylamine in chocolate, are unique to individual plants. But all the poly-phenols are in essence super antioxidants. In fact, when it comes to fighting free radicals, these three foods beat out all others, including the berries you always hear so much about. Based on their antioxidant status alone, youd expect them to be superstars when it comes to heart disease and cancer protection, and studies have certainly supported that idea.
         
 
         There may be even more benefits from these polyphenols, though: Some of them seem to boost mood and alertness. With coffee, this may be a result of the caffeine content alone, but chocolate has unique polyphenols that boost levels of dopamine, a brain chemical that improves mood and allows you to experience pleasure, in your body.
 
         How to Get More: For many of the healing foods on this list, the more, the merrier. However, too much caffeine from coffee and tea can have adverse effects on the body. Thats why most experts recommend limiting your intake to 2 cups a day or less. And since chocolate is so calorie dense that eating too much can lead to obesity, your intake shouldnt exceed 3 ounces a day.
         
 
         Making the Most of Them: One other note about chocolatenot just any type will do. Milk chocolate and white chocolate have large amounts of sugarand not enough polyphenols to really do you any good. Thats why you need to stick to dark chocolate. Choose a brand with 60 percent or higher cocoa content to get the greatest benefit.
         
 
         Theres also a bit of a debate about which type of tea is bestblack, green, oolong, or white. Since all of them are brewed from the leaves of the Camellia sinensis plant, it would stand to reason that the benefits would be roughly the same for each type of tea. However, because green and white teas are less processed, they seem to exhibit more antioxidant activity. On the flip side, black tea has cholesterol-reducing theaflavins, which form when the polyphenols in the tea ferment and turn orange-red.
         
 
         Other Eating Tips: When it comes to our favorite hot beverages, black vs. green tea isnt the only question up for debate; another common one is caffeinated vs. decaffeinated. While some effects, such as enhanced mood and alertness, come from caffeine, studies on both coffee and tea have shown that the benefits of the polyphenols still exist in the decaffeinated forms. Whats more, tea seems to offer roughly the same benefits whether its prepared hot or cold, although home-brewed versions are more potent than commercially prepared teas.
         
 
         
            Staying in the Family
            
 
            It wasnt easy narrowing this list down to just 12 foodswhich is why I cheated and put food families in several of the spots. But I did this for another good reason as well: Variety is a critical factor in any healthy diet. And while related foods share many of the same healing compounds, they each have distinct nutrients that are helpful in their own unique ways.
 
            Take garlic and onions, for example. If I had to pick just one of these, Id go with garlic for its high amount of immunity-boosting and heart-helping sulfur compounds. But onions bring something substantial to the table that garlic doesntthe flavonoid quercetin.
 
            I could do the same thing with many families of foods. Pecans, for example, offer serotonin and omega-3s, but not in the same high quantities as walnuts, so walnuts made the cut. But I cant emphasize enough the importance of striving for variety in your daily diet. I grazed on both walnuts and pecans today.

         
 
         One more note on the caffeinators: You may have heard about a recent study reporting that drinking as few as 2 cups of coffee a day can increase the risk of miscarriage. So if you are pregnant or thinking about becoming pregnant, you may want to consider cutting out coffee or tea, or at least discussing the risks with your doctor.
 
         Food #4: Celery
 
         I have to admit that I originally included celery on this list for personal reasons, as it has helped me prevent gout flare-ups. However, this super stalk is good for a lot more, including lowering cholesterol and blood pressure and even fighting off cancer. Heres how celery does it.
 
         Nutrient Nuts and Bolts: Celery fights gout with an anti-inflammatory compound called apigenin, which the stalks contain in abundancein addition to more than a dozen other anti-inflammatories. Researchers think that another celery compound, 3-n-butyl phthalide, may be the reason that celery lowers blood pressure so dramatically.
         
 
          
         Celery is also a great source of soluble fiber, which may explain why it helps lower cholesterol. And the acetylenics, phenolic acids, and coumarins in celery make it a potential cancer fighter, as well.
 
         How to Get More: Celery isnt the most flavorful vegetable, but that works to its advantage when it comes to incorporating it into soups, stews, and salads. You can be sure it isnt going to overpower the other flavors. And unlike a lot of other foods, celery doesnt lose many of its healthful compounds during cooking. I like my celery raw with a bit of peanut butter, but its also good with pesto, guacamole, and salsa.
         
 
         Making the Most of It: If you really want to derive health benefits from celery, you have to eat a lot of it. If Im without gout preventive medicines, I try to eat four stalks a day, and research shows that it takes four to five stalks to show a positive benefit on your blood pressure reading. But dont overdo it; celery has a lot of sodium, which can have the opposite effect on your blood pressure if you eat too much.
         
 
         Other Eating Tips: Most people chop the leaves off their celery and eat just the stalk, but I recommend eating it leaves and all. Those leaves contain even more calcium, potassium, and vitamin C.
         
 
         Food #5: Cinnamon
 
         For some, seeing cinnamon on this list is almost as surprising as seeing chocolate. And when you consider that almost every food product with cinnamon in its namerolls, candy, etc.is unhealthful, I can understand the skepticism. But strip the spice down to its purest form, and its one of the most potent antioxidants on the planet. It also has a unique impact on blood sugar that can be comparable to that of the diabetes medication rosiglitazone (Avandia)but without the prescription drugs heart-damaging side effects.
 
         Nutrient Nuts and Bolts: What makes cinnamon work so well for controlling blood sugar may be a flavonoid compound known as methylhydroxy chalcone polymer, or MHCP. This antioxidant seems to activate the insulin receptors inside your cells, making it easier for them to take in blood sugar for energy. Other studies indicate that cinnamon may help lower cholesterol, too.
         
 
         How to Get More: Many of us mix cinnamon with sugar when we sprinkle it on toast, which can negate its healthful properties. Instead, try it in oatmeal or coffee, and if you must use a sweetener, make it a nonnutritive sweetener, such as stevia. Cinnamon has its culinary drawbacks, but medicinally, it actually offers some anti-diabetic properties. You can also suck on a cinnamon quill like a piece of candy. I know several people who tried to quit smoking by doing this instead of lighting a cigarette whenever they had the urge to smoke.
         
 
          
         Making the Most of It: As with anything else, huge doses of cinnamon can be toxic, so its a good idea to stick to a teaspoon or less daily. And naturally, not everything that says cinnamon on the label is healthy! Youll want to steer clear of sugary desserts and cereals.
         
 
         Other Eating Tips: Cinnamons strong effect on your blood sugar is remarkable, but it could be a problem if you have diabetes and are taking any medication to help control it. If thats the case, you may want to speak with your doctor about the risks involved.
         
 
         Food #6: Citrus Fruits
 
         When people think about citrus fruit, most of them think of vitamin C. But thats just the tip of the nutritional iceberg when it comes to these delectable foods. So far, I have identified close to 200 anti-carcinogenic compounds in citrus fruitsor at least compounds that may synergistically cooperate in helping to prevent the onset of cancer.
 
         Nutrient Nuts and Bolts: The vitamin C found in citrus fruits is nothing to shake a stick atits a powerful antioxidant, and the latest research suggests that it works more quickly than other antioxidants such as vitamin E and the carotenoids. Whats more, citrus fruits all contain a rather unique type of fiber called pectin. Like other types of soluble fiber, pectin gloms onto cholesterol and ushers it out of the body. Pectin may also serve as a cancer fighter, slowing the growth of cancer cells by soothing inflammation.
         
 
         While tomatoes get all the press for being loaded with the potent carotenoid lycopene, pink (and only pink) grapefruit is also a rich source of this compound. And grapefruit of any color, along with its cousins lemons and limes, contains limonene and limonin. These compounds may increase the activity of a protein that eliminates estradiol, a hormone thats been tied to breast cancer. Along with these other compounds, oranges have hesperidin, which studies show can raise good cholesterol, lower bad cholesterol, and reduce inflammation.
 
         How to Get More: Citrus fruits (and their juices) are great on their own, but they are so healthful that Id recommend looking for other ways to work them into meals as well. Put fresh orange or grapefruit slices on salads or stir-fry dishes. Squeeze fresh lemon juice into your herbal teas for even more benefits. Even spreading orange marmalade on your morning toast has more benefit than you might imagine, especially if its a low-sugar marmalade.
         
 
         Making the Most of Them: The reason marmalade and citrus juices with extra pulp are so good for you is that they contain the whole fruitincluding bits and pieces of the rind and the white pith in the middle. Although they arent as appetizing as other parts of the fruits, these are where a lot of the pectin, limonoids, hesperidin, and other potent compounds lie. The fruit may be delicious, but it contains mostly water and fructose (fruit sugar). So opt for extra pulp in citrus juice when possible, and when you eat the whole fruit, dont be afraid to leave a little bit of the white stuff around it.
         
 
         Other Eating Tips: Id be remiss here if I didnt get in an extra word about grapefruit. This uniquely American fruit actually began as a mutation, which is why it has some properties that are different from those of other citrus fruits. For example, grapefruit contains substances called furanocoumarins and naringins, and the unique combination of these compounds can actually prevent certain pharmaceutical medicines from breaking down in the body, so it magnifies their effectssometimes to dangerous levels. Keeping this in mind, youll want to ask your doctor if any medications youre taking can react adversely with grapefruit or juice.
         
 
         Id like to reiterate that even with citrus, you should focus on consuming a variety of fruits with lots of different shapes and colors. Each type confers its own special benefits.
 
         Food #7: Ginger
 
         Gingers roots (pun intended) go all the way back to Traditional Chinese Medicine, and for many, its still the go-to treatment for preventing motion sickness or morning sickness. (For motion sickness, it has consistently outperformed the drug Dramamine in clinical studies.) But as with many other foods, gingers power goes beyond its unique stomach-soothing properties.
 
         
            Ch-Ch-Ch-Chia for Omega-3s?
            
 
            Do you remember Chia Pets, those little clay sculptures that grew green, grassy hair and that people often received as gag gifts? If so, youll get a kick out of this nutritional news.
 
            It turns out that chia seeds, which are members of the mint family, actually have more omega-3 fatty acids in them than the oft-praised flaxseedand theyre available at health food stores for about the same price. So if youre tired of the same old seeds, you may want to make the switch to chia.
 
            Better yet, go with both on alternating days. Variety, variety, variety! Were adding chia to the Green Farmacy Garden this year.

         
 
          
         Nutrient Nuts and Bolts: Ginger is chock-full of COX-2 inhibitors, powerful anti-inflammatory compounds that inhibit a particular pain-causing enzyme in the body. This may make it helpful for preventing some of the symptoms of osteoarthritis. And the more we learn about inflammations role in other illnesses (including Alzheimers disease and cancer), the greater the role the anti-inflammatory COX-2 inhibitors in ginger may play in disease prevention.
         
 
         How to Get More: It doesnt take much ginger to derive its healing benefits (about an ounce a day will do it), so adding it to a stir-fry dish or using it in a meat marinade will usually give you enough to help. For more immediate results to relieve motion sickness, try eating  teaspoon of raw ginger. Candied ginger or ginger syrup is easier to take, but theres all that added sugar.
         
 
         Making the Most of It: One thing you may notice about ginger is that the root is kind of stubborn and tends to hold onto its flavor when you try to make it into a tea. Thats why I recommend grating it very finely before adding it to boiling water. Id also recommend adding lemon or honey (or stevia if youre weight conscious) to give the tea a bit more flavor.
         
 
         Other Eating Tips: I use a ginger elixir, which is ginger in liquid form, and add several drops to my herbal teas to gain even more benefits. Dried ginger powders and capsules that retain most of the benefits of fresh ginger are also available. And yes, ginger ale is another way to enjoy this health foodbut check the ingredients. Many commercially produced ginger ales actually contain no ginger.
         
 
         Food #8: Mints
 
         To most people, mint means spearmint, peppermint, and fresh flavors that are associated with mouthwash or gum. Actually, there are hundreds of plants in the mint familyI have over 70 of them in my garden alone. Many of them are herbs that youd recognize from your spice cabinet, such as basil, rosemary, thyme, oregano, lavender, sage, and lemon balm.
 
         All these spices are known for the great flavor they impart to foods, but they can do much more for your health. Perhaps the most exciting breakthrough for the mint family is in the field of Alzheimers research.
 
         Nutrient Nuts and Bolts: Members of the mint family, with their pleasant taste and aroma, are traditional stomach soothers, often in tea form. Many of them also contain central nervous system stimulants, which work rather like caffeine, so they are nice alternatives to traditional coffee or tea. These are the uppers, which include peppermint and spearmint. Some mints, such as lemon balm and lavender, are actually downers, with sedative effects. Theyre also loaded with healthy-heart antioxidant compounds.
         
 
          
         Perhaps the most exciting thing about the mint family is that most of its members contain at least a half dozen compounds that prevent the breakdown of acetylcholine. Acetylcholine is the neurotransmitter that carries messages from one synapse to another in your brain. When youre deficient in this substance, the messages have a harder time getting through. Keeping those connections strong may help us stay mentally sharp as we grow older, and adding more of the mint family to your diet just may be one of the keys to doing that.
 
         How to Get More: The mind is certainly not something to trifle with, which is why I make mint tea part of my everyday routine. By including a variety of mints (I often use rosemary, peppermint, and thyme), you can create an infusion with more than a dozen acetylcholine-preserving compounds.
         
 
         Making the Most of Them: People often ask me about my recipe for mint tea, and I have to admit that I dont really have one. I generally take a pinch of this and a pinch of that, pour boiling water over it, and let it steep for 10 to 20 minutes before drinking it. Over time, youll find that you like some flavors more than others, in which case you can add more of the mints you enjoy and less of the ones you dont. I have been known to make mint teas (and liqueurs) with a mixture of all the dozens of good-tasting mints in my garden.
         
 
         Other Eating Tips: Another option for getting the benefits of fresh mint is to chop the leaves and add them to salads. And, of course, many members of the mint family are ideal seasonings for a variety of healthful dishes. You can also put them into a muslin bag and steep them in your bath, since most of the acetylcholine-sparing compounds are transdermal, meaning they will go through the skin.
         
 
         Food #9: Peppers
 
         The pepper, or capsicum, genus includes a wide range of interesting fruits, from the spiciest hot peppers to the sweetest bells. And though these plants are related, they have very different healing properties. Chile peppers may help with weight loss, stomach protection, cold treatment, and arthritis pain prevention. Sweet peppers are antioxidant superstars, so they can help ward off heart disease and cancer. Both, however, are great for your health, and I recommend making them part of your daily diet.
 
         Nutrient Nuts and Bolts: Many of the healing properties of hot chile peppers come from the compound capsaicin, which is what gives the peppers their heat. Capsaicin interferes with the transmission of pain, so it can be helpful in managing arthritis. And when you bite into a pepper, capsaicin increases your internal painkillers (endorphins), improves your circulation, and even helps you lose weight. That spicy heat also makes chile peppers powerful decongestants that can help you get fluids out during the course of a cold by making your eyes water, your nose run, and the mucus in your lungs loosen.
         
 
         
            Make It a Bakers Dozen?
            
 
            If your favorite health food didnt make my Dukes Dozen, dont despair. As you can imagine, narrowing any list of healthy foods down to just 12 was not an easy job, and I had to make difficult decisions based on the potency of the compounds in certain foods vs. others. In the end, the 12 listed here rose to the top.
 
            However, a lot of other great foods were no less worthy. If my brother were to create a similar list, he would probably include cherries, as they have done wonders for his gout. (In my case, cherries did nothing, but celery did the trickso celery made the cut.) You could make an equally compelling case for berries, flaxseed, cold-water fish, and a number of other foods. In the end, my contention remains the same: Dukes Dozen is a great place to start, but

         
 
          
          
          
          
          
          
         Food #10: Pomegranates
 
          
          
          
          
          
          
          
          
         Food #11: Turmeric
 
          
          
          
          
          
          
          
          
          
         Food #12: Walnuts
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