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Introduction
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In 2010, my mother, Kathy, began to complain of brain fog. I didn’t think it was a big deal; she was fifty-eight, and I assumed her troubles were just a natural part of getting older. Many trips to many doctors’ offices later, we found out what was really going on: the beginnings of a rare form of dementia. It was incurable, progressive, and with symptoms akin to having both Parkinson’s disease and Alzheimer’s disease at once.

In the months that followed, my mom began struggling to find her words or complete her thoughts. This wasn’t easy for a woman who always had something to say. Eventually, even basic tasks became a challenge. One night she got trapped in the bathroom because she’d forgotten how to use the door handle. A knot would form in my stomach every time I’d see her struggle.

One thing my mother always loved was food, and she relished cooking for the family, but her growing impairment soon made ordinary tasks like using a knife or tending to an open flame dangerous. That’s when I started to cook with her. She got to continue doing what she loved, and it helped make things feel normal when they were anything but.

A lifelong New Yorker and bon vivant, Mom also loved going out to eat, but her increasing fatigue made that hard as well. Still, I always tried to get her out of the house to have some fun. On one particular late summer night, we had gone to dinner at one of our favorite neighborhood restaurants. It was busy but not loud, and the waitstaff was welcoming and kind to my mom.

I had spent the past few years studying nutrition, and I’d seize any opportunity to share my love for healthy eating with my mom—even when dining out. Whether or not she cared—I’d get an eye roll regardless—my mom was always happy to indulge me as we ate. On this night, however, something was off. She was quiet and had no appetite. In fact, she didn’t eat a thing. I was worried.

The next day, I did what I had become so accustomed to doing: I took her to her doctor. Standing with her in the waiting room, I became suddenly aware of how decrepit she had gotten. She barely spoke and struggled to hold the saliva in her mouth. I took a tissue from the reception desk and gently wiped her lips. I held her hand as we walked into the doctor’s office. He performed a routine exam and found nothing out of the ordinary.

Some days later, I was in Los Angeles for work when my brother called me. My mother’s condition worsened while I was away, and he had taken her to the emergency room. Scared that something serious was in motion, I flew home and joined them, more anxious than I could ever remember being. I arrived at the hospital just as they had completed an MRI of her abdomen. The attending physicians gathered around me and my two brothers, who had left work early to be there.

Pancreatic cancer, they said.

As the doctors gave us the prognosis, I was in disbelief. How could this be? We—she—had already been through so much.

The following months were filled with every emotion a person can have: stress, anger, frustration, guilt, and, yes, even joy. Each moment with my mom during those last few months was at once beautiful and sad. We would try to feed her nourishing foods with what little appetite she had, but in the end, we sought to bring her joy with her favorite treats: strawberry shortcake pastries from Veniero’s, a local New York baker.

When she could no longer feed herself, my brothers and I would each take turns, grateful for those remaining moments with her.

MY FOOD PHILOSOPHY

When my mom first became sick, I set out to learn as much as I could about the role food plays in our health. Since then, I’ve been invited to share my findings at conferences in my home country and abroad. I’ve had the opportunity to contribute to academic literature as well as teach healthcare professionals (including doctors!) about nutrition.1 And I’ve published two books, Genius Foods and The Genius Life, which thousands around the world have used to achieve greater health and vitality.

I discovered that many of the chronic diseases people struggle with today—type 2 diabetes, cancer, heart disease, and dementia—begin years, if not decades, before signs and symptoms. In that time, what we eat (and how we live our lives) can influence our fate. But I also learned that food is a profound gift. In our busy world as we rush from obligation to obligation, we often forget to slow down and appreciate the meal in front of us. In this book, I will celebrate the act of eating in the hope that it brings joy and good health to your life.

My mother raised me to appreciate a wide variety of flavors. She enjoyed simple, no-frills cooking, but she also loved exposing me to new and daring cuisines from all over the world. On top of that, I’ve lived in New York, Miami (where I attended college), and Los Angeles, three of the world’s great cultural melting pots. As a result, my recipes are designed to make a statement to your taste buds with bold and exciting, internationally influenced flavors and textures.

Though I began to cook when my mother could no longer cook herself, I realized that culinary literacy (like health literacy) had become yet another aspect of life that we had outsourced. I became passionate about creating healthy food that is delicious and easy to make, and have since had the privilege to learn from chefs all around the world, some of whom I’ve interviewed on my podcast, The Genius Life. And, having a teacher like my mom didn’t hurt, either.

Most of my recipes will include low-starch vegetables, but I’ve also made use of some of my favorite tubers, like sweet potatoes, and even the occasional legume (white beans, for example). My dishes are lower in carbohydrates than more “mainstream” cookbooks, while offering you the freedom to increase or decrease the carbohydrate content to suit your needs. (When it comes to eating for good health, there is no “one-size-fits-all” diet.) All are nutrient-dense, gluten-free, and devoid of empty calories from added sugars and refined grains.

You’ll also see me place the focus on nutrients like protein and fiber, important components of healthy, nourishing food. Eating like a “genius” means allowing your hunger mechanisms to naturally calibrate so that you feel genuinely satisfied once you’ve had enough. When you eat foods that are truly good for your body, they satiate innate hunger mechanisms in a way that fast food and packaged snacks just can’t—and you’ll discover why in the pages to come.

I wrote this book to be not just your new favorite cookbook, but a resource for your kitchen. In Part One, I’m going to do a deep dive into the science of healthy eating, breaking apart individual food components including cooking oils, dairy, fish, eggs, and even salt so that you can know how to leverage each food type for your best health yet. Then I’ll go into my methodology for optimal cooking practices, as well as how to optimize your digestion. Part Two is where you’ll find my recipes—a blend of main dishes, smaller dishes, and desserts.

My hope is that by reading this book—and enjoying my dishes with your friends and loved ones—you’ll see food in a new way; able to bring joy and pleasure into your life without guilt. And you’ll discover that you can eat foods that help you get fit and healthy without feeling like you’re compromising on taste or giving up your favorite foods to do so.

Food is an intrinsic part of who we are; it is how we communicate, experience pleasure, show love and affection, bond with friends, and nourish ourselves. As I learned with my mom, our ability to appreciate food doesn’t last forever. That’s why each mouthful should be a celebration, and I’m grateful you’ve chosen to celebrate with me. Now let’s get cooking.
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Part One

How to Eat Like a Genius
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Chapter 1

Stocking Your Genius Kitchen
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Welcome to the Genius Kitchen. My philosophy is simple: food should taste good, and make you feel good before, during, and after eating it. It should also help you to reduce your risk for major health ailments—not raise it. For years, I’ve combed the medical literature and have conversed with the top experts in the world, bridging the gap between the nutritional knowns and unknowns to bring you an achievable plan that brings joy and celebration to eating.

In this chapter, I’m going to lay out all the essential ingredients, from meat, to fish, to dairy, to salt, so that you know what to stock, and what to avoid, along with caveats to cater my recommendations to your unique biology. By the end, you’ll have a strong sense of how to leverage food to look, feel, and age your best.

POWERFUL PLANTS

I was one of the lucky ones, born to a mom who knew how to prepare veggies. Whether it was the fresh, sweet Long Island corn she’d throw on the grill every summer, the savory salads she’d top with salt, pepper, garlic, and vinegar, or the cauliflower she’d season and roast in the oven, I never had an issue eating veggies thanks to the way my mother cooked them. In fact, she maintained a vegetable garden during my teenage years, growing tomatoes, zucchini, and various lettuces that we’d enjoy all year long.

Fruits and veggies take up permanent residence in the Genius Kitchen, and incorporating them into your diet promotes health in a number of different ways. For one, they’re incredibly satiating from their high fiber and water content, but because they have low calorie density, you can fill up on them while ingesting relatively few calories. Plants also provide certain essential nutrients, like vitamin C, which are hard to get from other sources. And they provide a bevy of unique nonessential nutrients that are thought to be beneficial to human health.

Fiber is the perfect example of a nutrient that, while nonessential, seems to make life better. After ingestion, it expands in your stomach, giving you a feeling of fullness. Journeying south, it helps sweep up toxins, keep certain hormones in check (estrogen, for instance), and even helps trap cholesterol particles that your liver has sent for disposal (see here to discover how). Then, fiber is what feeds the bacteria that live at the latter end of your digestive tract which churn out powerful anti-inflammatory chemicals as a form of thanks.* Perhaps this is why fiber consumption has been consistently associated with healthy aging (lower rates of cardiovascular and neurodegenerative disease, for example) and lower risk of certain cancers (e.g., breast).2

Plants contain other compounds that benefit us in roundabout ways. Plants don’t want to be eaten, so they develop chemicals meant to deter predators. In us, many of these compounds are not only safe, they stimulate a protective response—think of it as the biological equivalent of the Defense Production Act. Some “beneficial” plant toxins include sulphoraphane, produced when you chew raw cruciferous veggies like broccoli, and compounds called polyphenols, which are abundant in fruits, veggies, herbs, spices, and even coffee and tea.

[image: images]

Plants grown under harsh conditions tend to generate more of these defense compounds, and when you eat such plants, their “antifragility” gets passed down to you—a powerful example of the symbiosis of all living things. For instance, olives produce oleocanthal, which imparts anti-inflammatory benefits (more on this here), and olive trees grown in harsher climates tend to produce more oleocanthal. Any wild plant will possess more vigor than its farmed counterpart, and organically grown produce tends to possess more than conventional.

These plant defense compounds aren’t just good for you; they’re good for your gut bacteria, too. When you consume fruits and veggies (or drink tea, coffee, or wine) your resident microbes, which thrive on such foods, release chemicals called metabolites. One such metabolite currently under investigation is urolithin-A, which is produced when we consume pomegranate. This nifty compound has been demonstrated to play a powerful role in neuroprotection—that is, protecting your brain from aging and decay.3

There are countless other such compounds, and science is just beginning to understand their effects. Generally found in higher amounts in low-sugar fruits and veggies, these compounds usually have strong flavors and pungent aromas; think curcumin in turmeric, the flavanols in dark chocolate, or allicin in freshly chopped garlic. You’ll be happy to know that many of the recipes I’ve crafted for you utilize such ingredients, and that consuming them is consistently related to better health.4





RELYING ON PLANTS FOR ESSENTIAL MINERALS?

When it comes to essential nutrients—namely minerals like iron, magnesium, calcium, and zinc—there is some concern over their bioavailability in plants. While some plants do contain high levels of essential minerals (calcium in broccoli, for example, or zinc in lentils), they also contain compounds that act as “anti-nutrients.” For instance, grains and legumes contain phytic acid, and dark leafy greens contain oxalic acid, both of which inhibit mineral absorption. Ultimately, in the context of an omnivorous diet—that is, a diet that also includes foods like beef, chicken, fish, and eggs—there’s no need to worry, but these compounds can pose real deficiency risks for vegan and vegetarian populations. For added insurance, you can soak your grains and legumes in water, then drain them, before cooking (four hours of soaking reduces almost 80 percent of phytate content and seventeen hours removes phytates almost completely), or simply cook your veggies, which greatly reduces their anti-nutrients.






Finally, plant pigments have been demonstrated to play a powerful role in good health and performance. Of note, we find anthocyanins, which support gut and brain health, in purple foods like blueberries, purple potatoes, blue corn, and red onions. In foods with yellow undertones like kale, spinach, and Swiss chard, we find lutein and zeaxanthin, which help prevent age-related macular degeneration and cognitive aging. And in green foods, there’s chlorophyll, a magnesium-rich pigment that helps reduce the absorption of food-borne toxins.5

With so much going for them, it’s no wonder the research on fruits and veggies is so positive. We can see studies from animal models all the way up to observational and clinical trial data showing benefit.6 Of course, everyone will be different, and your tolerance to individual plants and overall fiber amounts will vary. But by eating the dishes I’ve created for you, which incorporate a range of colorful, fibrous veggies and whole fruits (along with nutrient-dense animal products like beef, chicken, fish, and eggs), you’ll be able to reap the benefits seen so frequently in long-lived people.





THE DOWNSIDE OF PLANTS?

When you peruse your local supermarket, what do you see? Fruits, vegetables, meat, fish, and aisle upon aisle of shelf-stable packaged foods. Whether it’s cookies, cakes, pastas, breads, chips, cereals, meat substitutes, or “vegetable” oils, the vast majority of food-like products you’ll find in your supermarket are plant-based. Government bureaucrats, the food industry, and celebrities alike continue to promote that some versions of these products, which are cheap to make and contain high profit margins, should constitute a significant part of our diets. Unfortunately, these products are highly processed and often nutritionally bereft, made from a convoluted slurry of unhealthful oils and pure starch harvested from the energy-collecting endosperm of plants like wheat, rice, or corn. These types of foods now comprise 60 percent of the calories we ingest every day and encourage a whole host of issues, including weight gain and metabolic dysfunction (see here to understand why). While “whole food” plants like carrots, broccoli, olives, apples, avocados, and dark leafy greens are very good for you, be wary of “plant-based” ultra-processed foods—even if they’re marketed as healthful.






When it comes to purchasing, do you opt for organic or conventional? Frozen, canned, or fresh? The answer is: it depends on your accessibility and budget! The research on farming systems is difficult to parse, being mired in the trenches of billions of dollars’ worth of corporate interest. What we currently know is that while there is little nutritional value of organic over conventional, organic produce may have higher levels of beneficial phytochemicals (plant defense compounds, mentioned earlier), since their defenses against pests haven’t been outsourced to man-made chemicals.

If organic falls comfortably within means, I recommend opting for that in certain circumstances. Prioritize organic especially for produce where you eat the skin or peel, such as apples and berries, and dark leafy greens and cruciferous vegetables (broccoli and Brussels sprouts, for instance). This will also reduce your exposure to synthetic, petroleum-based pesticides. There is no need to purchase organic lemons, avocados, bananas, and the like, because you typically remove the exposed skin or rind prior to eating.

When deciding between fresh, frozen, or canned, opt for fresh as much as possible. However, frozen can be a great way to economize and reduce food waste (I’ve provided more tips to save money and curb food waste here). Try to minimize the consumption of canned veggies, because they usually have high levels of sodium added (more on this here) and may leach hazardous, hormone-disrupting chemicals from the cans’ plastic inner linings.

Here is a guide to know which kinds of plants to stock your Genius Kitchen with.











	AVOID

	GOOD

	BEST




	Refined grain flours. Refined sugar (e.g., cane, date sugar) and sugary syrups (e.g., agave). Ultra-processed “plant-based” foods.

	Canned produce. White starchy tubers. Higher sugar fruits (e.g., mango, pineapple). Nut or legume (e.g., bean, lentil) flour–based foods.

	Fresh or frozen whole food, low-sugar fruits (e.g., berries, olives, citrus, cacao, avocados), fibrous veggies (e.g., broccoli, cauliflower, spinach), non-white tubers (purple potatoes or sweet potatoes), nuts, seeds, legumes.








No matter your choices, plants are the ultimate “biohackers”; they interface with our biology in unpredictable ways that make us more robust and resilient. In a way, exposure to all of plants’ myriad phytochemicals—foreign to our bodies—forces us to adapt and become stronger. But to be truly strong, we should consider animal products, the focus of the following section, which help us in other ways—by supporting our brains, musculature, and nearly every other aspect of our bodies.

MIGHTY MEAT

To me, animal protein means salty, unctuous, nutritious bliss. Whether it’s a well-marbled rib eye, a nicely charred chicken thigh, fall-off-the-bone pork ribs, or even a simply grilled burger patty, when it comes to filling you up and nourishing your body and mind, it’s hard to compete with a piece of well-prepared meat. And as satisfying as it is to your taste buds, it’s equally satisfying to your body, containing the highest quality protein and other nutrients that nature has to offer.

I grew up in a house that was divided on meat—perhaps you did, too. My father enjoyed cooking it, and my brothers and I liked eating it. But my mother was a lifelong meat abstainer, consuming only certain types—usually lean poultry or fish—in strict moderation. My mom was a health-conscious eater and a lifelong animal rights advocate, which influenced her decision-making process at every meal. Considering meat had been demonized for so many years from both a health and animal welfare standpoint, it made sense at the time that she chose to avoid it.

Unfortunately, the advice that shaped my mom’s diet and that continues to inform millions like her was pseudoscience: half-truths or mistruths from agenda-driven organizations and celebrity doctors, corporate profiteers, and mainstream health media. This messaging continues today, influencing suggestible people to shun one of the widest and most important categories of nutritious food there is: meat. Meanwhile, we’re getting fatter and sicker, while the business of ultra–high margin processed meat alternatives—the equivalent of human pet food—is growing hand over fist.
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Let’s take a step back. When you look at most of the meat produced in the United States, it comes from what are called concentrated animal feeding operations (CAFOs for short). Also known as factory farms, these systems are cruel to the animals. They’re depicted in images you try to avoid when scrolling your Facebook newsfeed; the abhorrent hangar-sized barns where animals are stuffed in overcrowded pens, shackled, force-fed, covered in filth, and abused by underpaid workers. It’s merciless and inhumane, and once seen can’t be unseen. Rightfully so.

But alternatives exist. Today, consumers have access to farms that produce beef and other types of meat on a much smaller scale. On these farms, animals are allowed to roam on pastures for their entire lives, grazing and fertilizing the land. They consume their natural diets—not grain and other junk—transforming low-quality plants like weeds and grasses (which are useless to humans) to create powerful nutrition. The animals are vastly healthier and happier, and they ultimately experience “one bad day”—not the months of torture endured by feedlot animals.

In CAFO systems, younger cows consume grass but spend the final portion of their lives feeding on grain. Grain production is water intensive, requires irrigation, and is usually the result of a farming practice called monocropping, which damages our soil and yields higher levels of atmospheric carbon. Grass-finished cows, on the other hand, graze without the need for irrigated water. And by enriching the soil with their hooves and manure, they can actually cause the soil to sequester carbon, thus creating a net positive effect on climate change. This is known as a regenerative farming system.

Eating the right kinds of meat can also reduce animal suffering. Large-scale tilling and harvesting of crops causes the death of innumerable farmland critters like rabbits, squirrels, field mice, and insects—not to mention the wild birds and sea life harmed from herbicide spraying and runoff. “We know that animals are harmed in plant production,” write Bob Fischer and Andy Lamey in the Journal of Agricultural and Environmental Ethics. While it’s currently impossible to calculate the true cost to life, Fischer and Lamey offer a ballpark figure of at least 7.3 billion animal lives lost per year for industrial plant agriculture—in the same neighborhood as animal production.7

As you can see, “Meat is bad for the environment!” and “Meat is cruel!” are half-truths. Yes, 97 percent of our beef today comes from CAFO systems, while 3 percent comes from 100 percent grass-fed farms. But to partake in any aspect of modern life means complicity in a complicated web of industrial processes, the consequences of which are not always obvious. My hope is that you challenge the status quo by supporting regenerative farms. And while grass-fed and finished beef and pastured chicken can be more costly, it’s worth it for the environmental and animal welfare, not to mention the benefits to your health. Whatever your budget, here is a continuum to guide your meat purchases.












	AVOID

	GOOD

	BETTER

	BEST




	Fried or breaded meats. Fast food.

	Unprocessed or minimally processed meats.

	Pasture-raised. This is a great option for chicken, lamb, and pork.

	Organic. 100% grass-fed, grass-finished. Free-range for chicken. Certified humane.








As I’ve mentioned, animals have an incredible ability to “upcycle” plants that are inedible to humans and turn them into highly bioavailable nutrients for us and our families. Protein is one of these nutrients, and animal protein is—without controversy—the highest quality protein available. We can get protein from plants, but generally speaking it is not as concentrated, or digestible, as it is in meat.* For instance, to get the same quantity of protein as one four-ounce chicken breast, you’d need to consume five cups of rice and beans, containing an additional 180 grams of carbohydrates and 25 grams of fiber, and the quality of protein is lower to boot.

There are many benefits to eating more protein. For one, it is highly satiating. Well before government dietary guidelines, our bodies evolved a way of encouraging us to pursue important nutrients. When you consume a rich source of protein, you satisfy receptors in your tongue, stomach, and brain that control hunger. For this reason, it’s practically impossible to overconsume protein—it makes you feel so full! If you’re hungry, reach for higher-protein foods and watch that craving dissipate.

Protein also helps to grow and maintain your lean muscle tissue, which is important for your strength, mobility, and health as you age. In fact, your muscles collectively make up a hugely underappreciated organ that may as well be considered a fountain of youth. They soak up sugar from your blood (chronically high blood sugar accelerates aging), and they even release compounds called myokines, which can boost bone and brain health. Even a small increase in daily protein intake can help maintain or grow new muscle tissue, which should be one of your main anti-aging strategies. Perhaps this is why adults over the age of sixty-five who consume more protein have greater longevity and reduced cancer risk.8





PROTEIN QUALITY AND MUSCLE MAINTENANCE

Protein is comprised of amino acids, and a protein is considered “whole” only when it contains all of the nine essential amino acids. Each amino acid serves a different purpose in the body. One amino acid, leucine, is particularly important for building and maintaining muscle mass, which is crucial to aging well. Gram-for-gram, plant protein contains less leucine than animal proteins like chicken, beef, or fish. For example, you’d need to consume 42 grams of protein from quinoa to get the same leucine content as 23 grams of protein from whey (a dairy protein). Vegan or vegetarian? You can pick up the slack with protein supplements (research suggests that .7 to 1 gram per pound of lean or goal bodyweight is ideal to support muscle growth and maintenance in exercising individuals).9 One word of caution, however: many processed plant protein supplements harbor heavy metals.






One type of protein found in animal tissue that you won’t find in the plant kingdom is collagen. Collagen is the most abundant protein in the body—it’s the glue that holds it together while also providing elasticity to structures like your skin and arteries. Unfortunately, collagen production declines as we age, but by consuming more collagenous tissue (and vitamin C), you can actually increase your body’s own production of it, improving your hair, skin, nails, joints, bones, and possibly even the rate at which you heal.*

Animal parts under heavy load or with wide ranges of motion such as shoulders, legs, and bones are rich in collagen—a chicken leg, for example, contains up to four times the collagen content of a chicken breast. Collagen is not particularly pleasant to eat in its raw state; if you’ve ever bitten into an undercooked, tendonous chicken leg, you know that firsthand. But if you cook those legs low and slow, all that delicious, nourishing collagen melts down into gelatin and becomes butter-soft. You’ll find collagen in my Insanely Crispy Gluten-Free Buffalo Chicken Wings, Perfect Ribs, Brisket Chili, and Bone Broth Beef Stew with Purple Sweet Potatoes, among others.

Protein isn’t the only nutrient found in meat, of course—far from it! In fact, meat is a valuable source of other essential nutrients, particularly nutrients whose intakes are often lower than what is recommended.10 Take beef: it’s an incredible source of vitamin E, iron, zinc, and creatine—a natural substance that supports your energy levels. What’s most impressive about the nutrients found in beef and other animal products is that they are identical to the form your body needs. Certain plant nutrients, for example, must endure complex biochemical transformation before your body can utilize them, and these processes differ in their efficiency and efficacy from person to person. Not so with animal-derived nutrients, which are easily recognized by your body and brain.





ORGAN MEATS: NATURE’S MULTIVITAMIN

Most of the meat we consume today (and most of the meat used in my recipes) comes from the skeletal muscle of animals. These are the muscles that animals use to move around with. But organs, like heart and liver, and bones are particularly rich in a number of important nutrients that are either lacking or less abundant in skeletal muscle. For example, heart is loaded with CoQ10, an antioxidant that also aids energy production. Liver is packed with vitamin A, B vitamins, and copper. And bones are rich in minerals like calcium and magnesium as well as collagen. For picky modern humans, however, organ meats present a significant barrier to entry: funky tastes and textures. The key is to cook and season them well. With the exception of liver, most organ meats are rich in connective tissue (up to three times as much as skeletal muscle) and benefit from low and slow cooking. I love Bangin’ Liver, which singlehandedly converted me to a liver lover. Bone broth, utilizing the bones of the animal, is another great dish (see here for a simple recipe).






I’ve created many recipes for you that utilize animal proteins. I recommend dedicating half of your plate to protein; so if you’re cooking a beef dish (a steak, for example), a perfect complement would be my Kelp Noodles with Brazil Nut Pesto. If you’re making a stew that includes both protein and veggies in equal proportion, there’s no need for additional produce, though you may appreciate a non-meat side dish. Feel free to mix and match to create your perfect meal!

FABULOUS FISH

Fish holds an interesting place in the American diet. It’s either consumed as an indulgence exclusively in restaurants or reduced to junk food in the form of fried fish sandwiches, supermarket-bought fish sticks, or mayo-laden tuna salad. The reason for this? Most people simply don’t know how to prepare fish at home. As a protein, it doesn’t possess the vigor of beef, chicken, or pork, making it easy to overcook. But preparing fish the right way can be easy and rewarding to both your palate and your health.

When it comes to choosing fish, you always want fresh fish, or fish that was immediately frozen upon catching. It’s only fish that is beginning to spoil that has that distinctive fish-market smell, resulting from the bacterial breakdown of trimethylamine oxide (TMAO), a compound naturally occurring in fish, to trimethylamine (TMA). Fresh fish should never smell overwhelmingly fishy. In fact, fresh fish often smells like crushed green leaves, with hints of ocean or lake water. Fillets should have a brilliant, glossy appearance, free of brown edges.

[image: images]

When it comes to cooking fish, there are numerous ways to get the job done while yielding delicious, moist, and flaky flesh. You can poach it, you can fry it, you can roast it, and you can grill it. Everyone’s taste will be different, but I recommend medium to medium-rare when cooking fish. And while there’s always a risk of contracting a food-borne illness when consuming undercooked meat, the risk from cooking fresh fish to a nice medium temperature is low, especially if the surface—where bacteria like to congregate—is thoroughly cooked.

Fish consumption imparts numerous health benefits, many of which stem from its fat. Fish, like any animal, need their cell membranes to stay flexible, but because the deep seas are cold, fish fat is predominantly comprised of polyunsaturated fats, which stay liquid at cooler temperatures. This allows them to stay agile when cold. (Beef, for example, has a higher proportion of saturated fat, which would turn rigid at oceanic temperatures—more on fats here!) The colder the water, the oilier the fish, and cold-water fish fats are among the most precious we can ingest. They are the best source of omega-3 fatty acids EPA and DHA that support brain and cardiovascular health throughout life.

Among cold-water fish, salmon is the most commonly consumed today, but sardines are also loaded with omega-3s, can be found in most supermarkets, and are inexpensive. Tuna is also a great source of protein, though lower in omega-3 content. While all seafood today contains trace levels of mercury, a toxic heavy metal, tuna contains higher levels than salmon or sardines. Though mercury can be dangerous when we are exposed to it through industrial pollution, in tuna and other deep-sea fish it is packaged with an equal (or greater) proportion of selenium, making the fish harmless.11 Still, moderate tuna consumption may be wise, especially for people who are young, pregnant, or breastfeeding.

In general, smaller, nonpredatory fish like salmon and sardines also contain fewer environmental pollutants than larger fish (e.g., tuna), which accumulate the toxins that they consume. But when industrially farmed, even healthful fish like salmon can store toxins that enter their bodies through the artificial diets they are fed. Some of these persistent organic pollutants include dioxins and polychlorinated biphenyls, or PCBs, which are linked to reproductive and developmental problems and cancer. This is why you should opt for wild, which contains markedly lower levels of these pollutants, or seek out responsibly farmed fish as an alternative.





FARMED OR WILD?

If you can’t find or afford wild, should you eat farmed fish? Absolutely. Like land agriculture, industrial aquaculture has made a number of mistakes over the past century as it has rapidly scaled up to feed a growing population. It is continually improving, however, with regions like Alaska and Norway leading the way. Now, 65 percent of the globe’s fisheries are executed in a sustainable way, and this accounts for almost 80 percent of the fish that we eat, according to chef, TED speaker, and sustainable seafood expert Barton Seaver. Part of this has to do with the fact that the major supermarkets have adopted vigorous and continually evolving sustainability policies. Therefore, buying from a retailer that you trust can help ensure you’re getting fish you can feel good about. Wild or farmed, just eat fish.






Consuming any product of the industrial food chain—even wild-caught fish—has drawbacks, but the benefits of fish consumption (even farmed salmon and tuna) do seem to outweigh the risks. In one study of older adults, eating seafood twice a week protected their cognition over time compared to nonconsumers, and that effect was even stronger for those who carried a genetic risk factor for Alzheimer’s disease.12 For young folks, fish consumption is associated with higher intelligence scores.13 And for pregnant women who eat fish, those brain-boosting fats (among other nutrients readily found in fish) lead to stronger brain development for baby.14

I’ve primarily used salmon in my dishes, because it’s loaded with healthy fats and is found in most supermarkets. But don’t be afraid to change it up and venture beyond salmon. You’ll find some other favorites like salted cod (known in Portuguese as bacalao) and sardines in my recipes as well. Here are some of my favorite fish:










	Know Your Fish




	Tuna

	Tuna is a very common genus of fish that encompasses multiple species including yellowfin and albacore. A magnificent and predatory creature, tuna can grow up to 1,500 pounds! It is commonly consumed raw as sashimi, seared, or canned. It’s lean (though you can find fatty parts like its prized belly, aka toro) and rich in protein. Avoid bigeye tuna, which contains double the mercury levels of other species of tuna.




	Salmon (Atlantic)

	Atlantic salmon is usually farmed, since wild Atlantic salmon have become endangered. Farmed salmon can contain higher concentrations of certain environmental toxins like PCBs and even flame retardants. It should be stated that farming practices are improving, with nations like Norway leading the charge, and may provide a solution to overfishing. This is a good option if you can’t afford or access wild salmon.




	Salmon (Sockeye)

	Sockeye salmon is the strongest tasting of the salmons, and it’s also the leanest (don’t worry, it’s still a great source of brain-protecting omega-3 fatty acids). Casual salmon fans might opt for the milder choices below, but aficionados see sockeye as a wonderful, well-priced delicacy. What sets sockeye salmon apart is its high concentration of astaxanthin, the pigment responsible for its deep red color. Astaxanthin is a powerful antioxidant, especially beneficial in keeping your eyes, skin, and brain youthful.




	Salmon (Coho)

	Coho salmon has medium fat content and is a wonderful option for those who enjoy a moderate-flavored salmon. It’s typically lighter in color than sockeye and a great mid-priced option for salmon newbies.




	Salmon (King)

	King salmon is the most prized of the salmons due to its high fat content and rich, buttery taste. It’s also the most expensive. It tends to be lighter in color due to the higher fat content, which also means that it contains less astaxanthin, that powerful antioxidant most concentrated in sockeye.




	Sardines

	An abundant and sustainably caught staple in Mediterranean cuisine, sardines are small, cold-water fish that are rich in omega-3 fatty acids and minerals like selenium, which protect your brain and support thyroid function. Typically bought canned, look for varieties in water, marinara sauce, or extra-virgin olive oil. I enjoy eating them out of the can or in my Better Brain Bowl.




	Cod

	Cod is a mild-tasting, low-fat, white-fleshed fish and an excellent source of protein and other nutrients like selenium and vitamin B12. I love to order miso-marinated cod in Japanese restaurants, and cod also makes up the national dish of Portugal (bacalao), which my mother used to make for me. I’ve provided my own prized family recipe for salted cod here!






EPIC EGGS

There’s a reason why everyone in the culinary world has rushed to “put an egg on it”—eggs are delicious! And versatile. They can be made in a dozen different ways, add value to countless recipes, and pack a potent nutritional punch. Unfortunately, entire generations were taught to be fearful of eggs. From the demonization of cholesterol that took hold in the 1970s and ’80s to the “your brain on drugs” television campaign, which likened a drug-addled brain to a delicious fried egg, the poor egg’s reputation over the years has taken a beating (no pun intended). But, thankfully, the times they are a-changin’.
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If there’s anything that modern science has taught us, it’s that biology is complicated. How chemicals act outside of our bodies is seldom replicated once inside. For instance, the fat we eat doesn’t automatically become the fat on our thighs, even though we use the same word for both. The relationship dietary cholesterol has with blood cholesterol (the marker long associated with heart disease) is also not quite linear. You’d be surprised to know that for most people, there’s little long-term relationship between the two; you could eat all the cholesterol you want and not see your blood levels budge.*

We also now know that an egg may be nature’s perfect food, containing a little bit of everything required to grow and maintain a healthy brain. When an embryo is developing, the first structure to coalesce is the nervous system, which includes the brain. For that reason, an egg yolk is like a care package, designed by Mother Nature herself, to provide all the nutrition required for a well-functioning brain. It’s the non-mammal equivalent of mother’s milk, another perfect food and one that is also rich in cholesterol.

While cholesterol is distributed throughout your body to every cell and tissue, your brain contains the highest concentration, by far, for its volume: 25 percent of your body’s cholesterol is contained in the brain. (The amount of cholesterol in circulation is actually tiny by proportion.) In fact, while your other organs mostly receive cholesterol produced by your liver, your brain actually produces its own. This is how important cholesterol is to the brain, which is to say, it’s not by accident that egg yolks—or breast milk—are rich in it.

Before you go chasing down the highest-cholesterol-containing foods you can find, be aware that you don’t need to eat any cholesterol for good health—your body makes all that it needs. But foods that contain it, like egg yolks, also tend to contain myriad other nutrients that make your brain and body very happy. Eggs in particular are rich in vitamin B12, choline, copper, iodine, and folate, to name a few; each of these are required for healthy brain function. So, eat your eggs and remember, for the majority of people, there is no longer any scientifically valid reason to avoid the yolks.

When it comes to buying eggs, it’s always smart to support farming systems that are kinder to the chickens. As food writer Harold McGee put it in his seminal On Food and Cooking, chickens in the food industrial complex have been reduced to “biological machines that never see the sun, scratch in the dust, or have more than an inch or two to move.” Though their eggs are still healthful (yes, all eggs are healthy!), pasture-raised hens are happier and lay eggs that are even better for you, indicated by the thickness of their shells and the orange hue of their carotenoid-filled yolks.











	GOOD

	BETTER

	BEST




	Conventional.

	Organic and/or omega-3 enriched.

	Pasture-raised.








Eggs can be made in so many different ways, it’s hard to pick a favorite! While my favorites are poached and over easy, yours may be soft-boiled or sunny-side up. We may both love our eggs scrambled, but you may prefer yours hard scrambled (more well done), while I prefer mine soft scrambled (less cooked, more runny). Eggs are where life begins, so it’s fitting that you can prepare them in so many different ways. In a way, their versatility reflects the diversity of life itself.

One of the keys to making good eggs, regardless of how you cook them, is to not overcook them. This has a number of important benefits. Overcooking eggs (particularly the whites) releases more hydrogen sulfide (H2S), the chemical responsible for that unpleasant “egg” smell. It also may damage some of the delicate and otherwise beneficial fats within the yolk, which are sensitive to heat. And overcooked eggs are simply not as delicious.

Take the scramble, for example. When we scramble eggs, we typically try to accomplish the job as quickly as possible. But the best scrambled eggs require a little time and patience. Use low heat and stir your eggs constantly to ensure even cooking. In doing so, you yield creamy eggs with small, evenly distributed curds. Always take the eggs off the heat while slightly underdone (cooked just slightly below your preference), because the eggs will continue to thicken for a few minutes on their own from the residual heat. Sprinkle with a little flake salt and a dash of extra-virgin olive oil, and welcome to scrambled-egg heaven! You may also enjoy my Herb and Avocado Scrambled Eggs.

Here are some other ways to enjoy your eggs:










	Styles of Eggs




	Sunny-side up

	Sunny-side up is a method of frying eggs by cracking the eggs directly into a hot pan and not flipping them (which you’d do with over easy), giving the yolk the appearance of the sun. When making sunny-side up eggs, you can cover the pan to hasten cooking (this actually steams the eggs). Make sure the whites are fully cooked, but leave the yolks runny or more custard-like.




	Over easy

	Over easy is similar to sunny-side up, but you flip the eggs after a few minutes for a nice and even cook on both sides. “Easy” implies the yolk is left runny, whereas “over medium” would be a more well-done egg.




	Scrambled

	Scrambling is a quick and easy way to both enjoy eggs and combine ingredients that you have around into a substantial meal. Beat the eggs in a mug or bowl. The longer you spend beating, the better. Then place the eggs in a pan (set on low heat) and slowly stir. Remove from the heat just before your desired level of doneness.




	Poached

	Poaching is one of my favorite ways to cook eggs; they require minimal preparation, no additional fats, and the cleanup is minimal. See here for a primer on how to make perfect poached eggs.




	Baked

	Baking your eggs is a novel and delicious way to enjoy eggs along with other foods. You’ll enjoy baked eggs in my “Cheesy” Baked Eggs with Broccoli and Baked Eggs in Sweet Potato “Boats.”




	Boiled

	I’ve never been a fan of boiled eggs, probably because they’re so often overcooked (or cooked too fast) and frequently harbor that infamous “egg” smell. However, if you’re making them yourself, it’s possible to cook them just right and enjoy a healthy and convenient snack. To cook, place eggs in a pot of water and bring to a boil over high heat. Once boiling, immediately turn off the heat and leave the eggs in the water for 10 to 11 minutes to yield hard-boiled eggs (7 to 8 will yield a softer yolk—also delicious!). Remove and place in ice water for a minute, peel, and enjoy.






FAR-OUT FUNGI

From the big portobellos seasoned with salt, pepper, and extra-virgin olive oil that my mother would roast every summer to the button mushrooms I now regularly saute as an accompaniment to meat dishes, I’ve been a fan of mushrooms my whole life. Each mushroom has a different flavor and texture, so if you’re weary of fungi, it’s possible that you haven’t found the ’shroom for you. (Yes, finding
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FANTASTIC FATS AND OMINOUS OILS


















[image: images]



























































Extra-Virgin Olive Oil


Avocado Oil


Butter


Ghee


Coconut Oil













EXTRA-VIRGIN OLIVE OIL
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	To saute. Olive oil is a perfect fat to use at temperatures typically used to saute (low to medium heat). Start with 1 tablespoon of oil (or more depending on the recipe) and spread it around. It’s a wonderful starter for sauteing garlic, onions, mushrooms, and more. Keep in mind that without any food in the pan, any setting on the stovetop—even low—will cause the oil to get hotter and hotter and eventually burn. Make sure to put your ingredients in the pan before the oil burns.

	As a sauce. I love to drizzle extra-virgin olive oil on all types of dishes, from eggs to steak. It’s a perfect sauce, as it enhances the flavor of whatever you put it on but does not overpower. Keep in mind that olive oil still is calorie dense, healthful as it is. Generally, 1 or 2 tablespoons per day max is plenty (that’s 120 or 240 calories, respectively).

	To roast. I love to toss veggies in extra-virgin olive oil and then roast them. If I’m cooking at 400ºF or lower, it’s the perfect fat to complement cauliflower, Brussels sprouts, squash, and more. Make sure to add plenty of salt, and maybe pepper and garlic, and you’ll never consider veggies dull again.

	As a spread. I occasionally buy gluten-free sourdough bread or breads made with nutrient-dense flours like almond flour (sometimes called “Paleo” breads). While some grass-fed butter is a good topping, if you’ve never tried dipping your bread into extra-virgin olive oil, you’ve been missing out. Try placing the oil in a small plate and adding a splash of balsamic vinegar and maybe a sprinkle of flake salt. Divine!

	In dressings. Extra-virgin olive oil is the primary oil I use in salad dressings. It lends such a strong foundation to which you can add lemon juice, your favorite vinegar (see here for some options), salt, pepper, garlic . . . there are no rules! You can even use it by itself, topped with some flake salt—perfect for sliced tomatoes, an avocado, or even some grapefruit slices! Writing this is making me hungry.














DAMN GOOD DAIRY
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NEXT-LEVEL NUTS AND NUT MILKS
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HEROIC HERBS AND SPICES
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STOKED ON SALT
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VERY AWESOME VINEGAR
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