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			Praise for Food Can Fix It

			“It was Hippocrates who once said, ‘Let food be thy medicine, and medicine be thy food.’ Both Dr. Oz and I first heard that in medical school many years ago. Now, with Food Can Fix It, Dr. Oz will teach everyone this valuable lesson and explain what it means and how to draw upon the amazing healing powers of food.”

			—Sanjay Gupta, M.D., Associate Chief of Neurosurgery at Grady Memorial Hospital, Chief Medical Correspondent at CNN, and contributor to 60 Minutes

			“As a heart surgeon and early pioneer to some of the Blue Zones areas, Dr. Oz knows how to eat your way to a longer and stronger life. Fix what you eat, and you could very well fix your health problems. Dr. Oz explains how in this informative, accessible book filled with anecdotes, science, recipes, and guidelines for cooking, shopping, and eating out.”

			—Dan Buettner, author of The Blue Zones Solution: Eating and Living Like the World’s Healthiest People

			“This extraordinary book by Dr. Oz is a must-read for anyone who wants to understand how food can be the best medicine and how you can evoke the body’s natural healing mechanisms. Follow his simple plan and you’ll be on a healthy journey for life.”

			—Deepak Chopra, M.D., F.A.C.P, Founder of the Chopra Foundation and Co-founder of the Chopra Center for Wellbeing

			“If you’re aiming for virtuous good health, you’ll certainly find a book to fuel your ­preoccupation . . . Dr. Mehmet Oz’s Food Can Fix It.”

			—The New York Times Book Review

			“Sprinkled throughout the book, making it not only an interesting but also a fun read, are tips and factoids to devour. We give Dr. Oz three cheers for his thoughts on how food should be thought of as even more than just good for the physical body.”

			—Healthy Aging magazine

			“I am a firsthand witness to Dr. Oz’s holistic approach to modern medicine and healing. When he performed my mom’s heart valve replacement surgery, he asked her first to heal herself with food. His work gave me ten more years with my mom. In the years since, I have seen him live the life he preaches and the results. Food Can Fix It hits all notes of a nutritious and delicious lifestyle. I know from personal experience, food can fix it!”

			—Rocco DiSpirito, award-winning chef and author of Rocco’s Healthy & Delicious

			“Food Can Fix It elegantly reveals the science and wisdom that food can be a powerful medicine for the body.”

			—Mike Roizen, M.D., Chief Wellness Officer at Cleveland Clinic and coauthor of YOU: On a Diet

			“What we eat is one of the most powerful determinants of our health and well-being. In Food Can Fix It, Dr. Oz—America’s doctor—has written one of the most authoritative yet user-friendly guides to foods that keep us healthy and vibrant that are also delicious, familiar, and fun. If you read only one book on nutrition this year, this is it. Highly recommended!”

			—Dean Ornish, M.D., Founder and President of Preventive Medicine Research Institute and author of The Spectrum and Dr. Dean Ornish’s Program for Reversing Heart Disease

			“Experts have long known that food has remarkable potential as medicine to prevent, treat, and even reverse disease. Far too little, however, has been done with this crucial information. No one is better suited to fix this problem, deliver this empowering memo, and help millions add years to their lives and life to their years than Dr. Mehmet Oz.”

			—David L. Katz, M.D., M.P.H., Founding Director of Yale University Prevention Research Center and Founder and President of the True Health Initiative
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INTRODUCTION

The Power of Your Plate

How food heals your body and energizes your life.

Right here, right now, I want you to stop what you’re doing and think of the last thing you ate.

I don’t care if it was healthy or unhealthy, homemade or plucked out of a vending machine, plain or smothered in cheese. Remember what it looked like and how it tasted?

Now think about this: Do you know what happened afterward?

Sure, you may understand in broad terms—some of it exited your body, some might have trespassed on your belly, hips, or thighs. Beyond that, do you understand how food interacts with your biological universe, in all of its mystery and majesty?

Every ingredient in every bite of every meal you eat is a passenger on a ride through the magical kingdom that is made up of your organs, cells, tissues, and various vessels. And they’re not passive passengers who just ooh and ahh at the attractions (“Cool! Look at that colon rolling!”). These passengers participate in the way your body works—how you operate, how you feel, how you live.

Of all the personal choices you can make about your health, nothing holds greater influence than the food you eat. Yes, food can break you, but it also holds the power to fix your body, prevent some diseases, and reverse others. I wrote this book to help you harness that power and to share some of the lessons I have learned about food, eating, and life. I’ll begin with my top five.

Food is medicine. In Italy, pharmacy is spelled farmacia, and there is a lot of truth embedded in how we read that word. Some of the world’s best cures are grown on our farms and available in our supermarkets, ready to go to work in your body if you know what to reach for and how to prepare it. The right food can even replace that daily pill (and all the annoying side effects that come with it).

Food is an eraser that can wipe away past lifestyle lapses and health mistakes.

Food is the extension cord that energizes and lengthens your life. Science is only now advanced enough to prove what our ancestors may have figured out with trial and error, and scores and scores of new studies annually are reinforcing the power of food on longevity.

Food is sacred and historically has brought people together in a unique way. When you can unite good eating with good feelings, you reap tremendous biological, spiritual, and emotional rewards.

Food can fix it, and I want to show you how.

In this book, you will find a map—a way forward that lets food improve your journey. It begins with my 21-Day Plan (along with 33 recipes, plus snacks), a chance to retrain your body and your taste buds so that you can start a lifelong commitment to eating well—and loving every body-changing bite. I’m going to give you the knowledge, the tools, and the strategies to help you heal or prevent the problems you’re most concerned about, because food can fix so many health issues, big and small, from your weight to your heart to your ability to fight off a nasty cold.

I call this approach a “superfood switch.” Now, people throw around the term “superfood” a lot, sometimes implying that there’s a single food with magical properties that can overhaul your health. No such food exists. I wouldn’t even offer you a list of “Top 20 Superfoods” because a nutritious diet cannot be reduced that way. Instead, I will introduce you to an eating philosophy that emphasizes a range of healing whole foods, including hundreds of vegetables, fruits, sources of protein and fats, spices, herbs, teas, and more. They’re all superfoods that work hard for your body, and when you embrace them, you’ll not only reap their benefits but also crowd the bad stuff right off your plate. It’s not a buy-this label or an eat-this checklist, but a superfood way of life.

Throughout my personal and professional journey, I have seen food change people. In fact, food has changed me. Let’s take a quick look back at my childhood and I’ll explain how.

In lots of kitchens, you’ll find some kind of junk drawer. You know the one I’m talking about—it’s filled with rubber bands, fourteen half-used tubes of ChapStick, some batteries, a recipe you tore out of a magazine, and various other random morsels.

When I was growing up, my mother kept a junk drawer. This one? Had nothing but candy.

Even now, I can see it perfectly—a little to the right of our kitchen sink. My mother kept it filled up like the car’s gas tank. It never hit empty. Leftover Halloween candy? Went in the drawer. A handful of mints from a restaurant? Went in the drawer. Impulse chocolate buy from the supermarket line, lollipop from the barber, stick of gum from the bottom of a purse? Drawer, drawer, drawer.

That treasure chest was stocked, and my duty was to unstock it.

It’s no wonder I had lots of cavities as a kid. Every day when I got home from school, I scooped out something sweet. Looking back at it now, I really was the poster child for the Pavlovian response: see drawer, drool, pop a treat.

I wish I could say that was my worst food habit. The first time I became aware of the effects of dumb eating came in fifth grade. I fell in love, and the object of my affection was Fluffernutter sandwiches.

White bread, peanut butter, Marshmallow Fluff.

I ate a couple of those gooey concoctions every day at lunch, and thought nothing of it until one afternoon in sixth grade, when a teacher came up to me in the cafeteria and said, “My, you’ve become a portly boy.” Even though I didn’t understand a lick about nutrition and had to look up the definition of portly, I sensed deep down that the Fluffernutters were probably to blame.

After this incident, I gradually started to pick up on the ways food could change you, but it really hit home once I started playing college football. There, we learned about nutrition as it related to performance—what we should eat to gain muscle, what we needed to do on game day, how to stay hydrated, and so on.

Coaches would warn us that all of our hard (and often painful) work on the practice field would be wasted if we made bad decisions in the dining hall. They made it seem simple. If I was going to push myself to lift weights, I should also skip the sweets so I wouldn’t reverse all my training progress in the gym.

This was the first time I remember food being something that people talked about in a medicinal way, emphasizing how it could help our bodies. The message: Football wasn’t just about making plays and lifting weights. It was about fueling ourselves to perform the best we could. That seems to me to be a truth that can apply to all of us in the stadium of life as well. We should eat to function, live, and perform as well as we can.

In medical school, I assumed my courses would teach everything I needed to know to diagnose and hopefully cure people. (As a kid, doctors were like Sherlock Holmes. Not only was my pediatrician all-knowing, he could even predict realities. Once he noted that I must be right handed because my left shoulder was higher than my right when I walked. I was stunned. Who notices this stuff?) I took classes in pharmacology, histology, physiology, pathology, every -ology you can think of.

Yet there was no food-ology.

We weren’t offered any courses or material about nutrition. As president of the student body, I listened to what my fellow students wanted, and we agreed that we needed coursework on food’s effect on health. Initially, the school developed classes on malnourished populations around the world, but we pushed for more on how vitamins and nutrients worked in conjunction with the body’s systems. There wasn’t much data available at the time, so I started to become more involved in research about food, working on papers about how nutrients functioned in the body (we did this by putting a needle in people’s veins and feeding vitamins directly into the blood).

Later, as a cardiac surgeon and professor of surgery at Columbia University, I saw how nutrition was directly related to health and recovery. Yes, we could fix many problems with our scalpels and techniques. We were trained to heal with steel. But that approach wasn’t all we needed to succeed. For example, when we did research on patients receiving artificial hearts, it turned out that one of the best ways we could predict their health outcomes was to look at how good their nutrition was before and after the operation. We were surprised to find that compared to major risk factors like the complexity of the operation or the type of machines we used, nutrition could also be an important predictor of how well they did.

My lightbulb moment: Our efforts in surgery wouldn’t mean much if people opted back in to a life of gravy and doughnuts afterward. I remember one young woman whose arteries were blocked and needed bypass surgery. After the operation, her husband brought fast food to her hospital bed as soon as she could eat. The scene hit me hard. He unknowingly helped her negate the work we had done. I’ve also seen it go in the opposite direction. Many patients have fully reversed their bad health situations, avoiding surgeries and other treatments, just by changing their diet.

Now, as host of The Dr. Oz Show and founder of Dr. Oz The Good Life magazine, I have had many unique opportunities to gather and share knowledge. Our team has published about one thousand articles and done some 1,500 shows (making up over ten thousand segments), and a large number of them have focused on our ever-changing nutritional world. I have interviewed some of the top thinkers in nutrition and food science—from universities like Harvard, University of Pennsylvania, and Stanford, as well as the country’s leading hospitals, like Cleveland Clinic, Mayo Clinic, and my own NewYork–Presbyterian. It is my job to take my ideas as well as the thoughts of others and present them in a cohesive way that makes sense for my viewers and readers. I act like glue, piecing together some of the best ideas and tactics, even if they come from different sources.

My sources, by the way, aren’t always scientists; I’ve also talked to athletes, celebrities, and regular folks who have experimented and found food strategies that have helped them improve performance or fight a disease or lose weight. On my show and in my magazine, we’ve listened to and learned from your struggles and your successes in the real world, where kids, spouses, and bosses are tugging at you for attention and where temptation awaits you under every neon sign.

Of all my nutritional influences, though, none has been more important than my wife, Lisa, and her family. When I met Lisa at age twenty-three, I experienced a life-changing education in what food was. Here I was eating steak and potatoes every night, and along comes this woman whose family operated on a totally different nutritional plane. Lisa’s father, Gerald Lemole, M.D., was a heart surgeon as well, and so famous that he was the answer to a Trivial Pursuit question. My in-laws weren’t farmers, yet they shared some of those same from-the-ground principles. The Lemoles grew lots of their own fruits, vegetables, and herbs, or sourced them locally. They made medicinal teas. They ate 100% whole-grain and Ezekiel bread. I went for white everything, but they chose grains I had never heard of. It was wonderful to learn about a whole new way of eating. I started sharing meals with them and loved not just the food, but also their different table traditions. Everyone gathered together and even shared “readings” at dinner—I grew up watching the news at our family dinners.

The Lemoles were ahead of their time, no doubt, as they instinctually linked nutrition and health together. It was fascinating to see them use food as their fountain of youth and vitality. And their six kids never seemed to get sick. Even their pets seemed healthier than normal.

This was the foundation for how Lisa and I raised our own family. Throughout these pages, I’m going to take you inside our family kitchen not just to pass along favorite recipes, but also because the kitchen is the focal point of our home. That’s where big and small moments are celebrated, issues discussed (and resolved), and energy generated. I want the same for you. I want your kitchen to be a place of happiness and satisfaction.


[image: images]
Fresh produce, like these greens in Lisa’s parents’ garden, is one of summer’s best gifts. Fill up on it whenever you can.



My experiences in life and science have shaped my guiding principles about food and what it can (and can’t) fix. The following seven principles serve as the foundation for much of what you will read in this book.
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The kitchen island is where we all come together to laugh, connect, and prep meals. Yes, even our grandkids, Philomena and John, help out.



Food can be an answer, but it’s not the only one. There is indisputable evidence that food plays a major role in how well our bodies work. You can use food to improve issues involving weight, heart disease, fatigue, and so many other ailments (you’ll read about the biggies in the next section). But I also want to make this perfectly clear: Food cannot fix everything.

In some areas, we just don’t know for sure what kind of an effect food might have. Also, I hope it goes without saying that while food indeed has superpowers, there are many ailments, diseases, and conditions that absolutely call for modern interventions—surgery, medication, or other treatments. Taking care of yourself often means tapping in to the latest developments in the health care field. After all, a salmon sandwich won’t fix a bone-on-bone hip joint, but a hip replacement almost certainly will. That said, you can and should use food to prevent and improve many ailments—and doing so may mean you’ll need fewer traditional interventions. You can actually heal with meals. That power you hold? Pretty amazing.

Many factors influence your health, but food is often the most important. Numerous variables play a role in determining how healthy you are, such as genetics, exercise, stress, and lifestyle choices (like smoking and other addictions). Your food decisions commingle with all those factors, amplifying some and counterbalancing others, and they all work in concert to determine your overall wellness. I won’t refer to these other influences as much here, because I want the focus to stay on the potential power of food. But diet does not exist in isolation.

The goal isn’t speed, but habit. This book is about bodily fixes, not magic bullets. It’s not as if you can eat a bowl of walnuts and suddenly snap out of a bad mood or that three days of kale smoothies will make your heart stronger than a 747. But when you shift your dietary choices to delicious foods that become habitual and make you happy, you will slowly but surely reverse damage, restore your original body settings, and give yourself the best chance at living a strong and energetic life. That said, the effects deep down inside the body can kick in very quickly (at the biological level, things start shifting within two weeks). And changes in what you eat can make you feel different immediately.

You should use your body as a lab. The highest order of data—well-designed and peer-reviewed scientific studies—make up some of the evidence I will present. However, the most important studies about nutrition tend to be population-based—meaning that you can’t say x causes y, but rather that there is a relationship between x and y. The takeaway for you: Plenty of nutritional evidence is revealing, but you also have to use individual experimentation to see how it works in your body. There’s no perfect diet that can be applied to everyone, but there are major principles that have been shown to work for many.

We can also take cues from communities that do some of their own experimentation, simply through the way they live. For example, I’ll talk about the areas of the world where people live the longest. The insights from these populations can give us hints about food not yet covered thoroughly by traditional scientific research.

My basic approach is to take the best evidence that is available and translate it for my family and friends, with the understanding that it all goes back to the point I made above: You have to use your own body as sort of a mini lab. Try things, make adjustments, fine-tune, and experiment to hit on what works for you.

My goal? To provide a general field guide, so you know the basics about what to eat, how to eat, and why it matters. While we’re all designed the same way, we don’t all operate the same way. When you fiddle with the controls, you can zero in on what helps you feel better, live healthy, and heal when necessary.

You can’t learn if you aren’t willing to exit your comfort zone. The great musician and philosopher (well, sort of) Frank Zappa once said, “A mind is like a parachute. It doesn’t work if it’s not open.” So I ask you to open your mind to new foods, to retry foods you think you don’t like, and to give new ways of eating a shot.

In college, I roomed with a bright 6-foot-5 basketball player. One night he was rummaging around our fridge (tall men call these armrests), discovered a banana on top, and asked me what one tasted like. I couldn’t believe my ears: Had this full-grown man never eaten a banana? He said that he remembered trying the fruit as a young child and not liking it, so he never tried it again, even though he knew the potassium would come in handy after long practices. We wrestled with the banana (literally) until I got him to taste it. That bite went over pretty well, and he ate bananas daily for the rest of our college days together. I tell this story because many people do what my roommate did: They say “never again” to foods they’ve sampled only once. I’m hoping you will follow along for a gastronomic ride in which you take some new routes, see new sights, and perhaps expand your world to options that you never considered before.

Good food doesn’t have to be boring. Nowadays, people equate fun eating with helpings the size of sand castles and a Friday night date with a log of cookie dough. The flip side is that healthy eating must involve sad violin music playing as you nibble on four nuts and a baby carrot. Over the years I’ve tried to change the narrative about healthy eating, and this has been one of the most frustrating challenges. Can you trust that eating can be good for you and taste good to you? When you believe that both are possible, that’s the real recipe for success.

Healing foods help to heal the planet. If your body could talk, it would tell you to eat the way this book suggests, fueling up with foods that provide sustainable energy and maintain your biological balance. And guess what: If the planet had a voice, it would cheer for the choices you’ll be making. That’s because you’ll be cutting back a bit on red meat, though you’ll never miss it, with all the luscious plant-based foods heaped on your plate. Anytime one of us replaces an animal protein with something grown from the ground, we do the environment a giant favor. My friend David Katz, Director of the Yale University Prevention Research Center, points to a recent study that suggests we could meet half or more of the greenhouse gas reductions pledged in the Paris Accord just by swapping beans for beef on a regular basis. It’s that simple to help repair our environment while you rejuvenate your body.

The main ingredient in as many meals as possible: laughter. This is at the heart of the book you are holding: You should not only love the foods you eat, but also love the people you eat with. That way, meals become memories. As often as you can, make meals a time for building relationships, bonding with old and new friends, and learning about life. Above all, if healing with meals feels like a chore or makes you sad or doesn’t send jolts of joy onto your tongue and down into your belly, then something’s not right, and I want to fix that—so that food can fix you.

This isn’t a cookbook, though you’ll find plenty of delicious recipes here. This isn’t a diet book, though my plan will help you lose weight if you need to. And this isn’t a textbook, though I hope you learn a lot. In a way, Food Can Fix It is a bit of a stew that includes all of these things.

Here’s what you’ll find inside:

Part 1: Food Foundations. Right from the start, I will take you through the basics about how food interacts with your body, for better or worse. The biological principles we’ll cover will explain why you’re eating what you’re eating in my 21-Day Plan. I will also include everyday tricks and strategies to help you eat well, because I understand that knowing the material isn’t the same as living it. Finally, I will spend a few pages talking about the more spiritual and sacred elements of eating and why those play a role in helping you heal. In order to make the most of your meals, you have to really think about the biological, practical, and soulful elements of food. You’ll get the big picture of all three to help you understand the biology of your body, make smart food decisions, and automate your great new habits.

Part 2: Food Fixes. The book’s bread-and-butter (which is not a food fix, by the way), this section covers some of the most common and feared ailments, and gives you the main eating approach for improving problems or preventing them in the first place. You can focus on only the individual ailments that are most concerning to you, but I recommend that you read them all to get a whole-body picture of how food acts as medicine.

Part 3: Eat It, Love It, Live It. This section explains how to put your nutritional know-how into action. My program includes the 21-Day Plan with 33 recipes and snacks, a 3-day optional cleanse, and strategies for eating well forever. Here you’ll find more than 100 recipes as well as ideas to put this plan into action every day, including when you’re dining out. You’ll start the process of healing your body—fortifying yourself against a host of health threats—and, perhaps most important, you’ll have fun doing it.

Throughout, I’m going to pepper your reading with bits of trivia about food. Some of them might make you smile, or just inspire an I-never-knew-that head shake. I’m not prepping you for an appearance on Jeopardy! or tossing out cocktail-party fodder; I have simply loved learning about all the different ways that food is grown and prepared, and how it nourishes us. I want to share some of the cool facts I’ve learned about coffee, chicken, wine, fruit, and more, because when you know about the origin and preparation of food, you understand why your choices matter. Plus, it just makes eating more interesting.

Before we get started, it’s worth asking yourself one question:

What’s your version of the candy drawer?

I want you to clean it out, whatever it is. Because we’re going to create a new one filled with nourishing ingredients, easy and delicious meals, and a new way of thinking about nature’s most powerful—and pleasing—medicine.
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PART 1

FOOD FOUNDATIONS
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1.

How Food Fixes You

Meals can work like medicine, or create mayhem in your body. Watch how it happens (and you may never eat junk again).

In this day and age, the collective medical bag of tricks is overflowing. We use robots to help perform surgery. We can transplant hearts and replace joints. We laser corneas to restore perfect eyesight, freeze off suspicious skin spots, and design prosthetic limbs worthy of an Olympian.

The scientific and medical communities have worked together to improve the length and quality of our lives. I am proud to have played a small part in this effort, but I am also a staunch believer in low-tech, patient-powered solutions. When it comes to food, I want you to have your own sort of medical license—a license to strengthen your body through the most effective tool that you control.

As you already know, candy, meat, potatoes, and ice cream made up most of my childhood diet. I’ve come a long way since then. When my eating habits changed, I changed. I had more energy, I had more stamina, I was in a better mood, I didn’t get run down or suffer from colds and long streaks of blahness. I found enjoyment by living a healthy, zestful life, not from eating processed marshmallow goo.

That’s my story. There are thousands of others who have discovered that you don’t always need fancy interventions; you can direct your own well-being, largely through how you nourish yourself. Of the many guests who have been on my show to talk about their transformations, a few stand out. For example, a woman named Jenny, who told me she once weighed over five hundred pounds. Sometimes she would eat six bowls of pasta in a day. There were many things she couldn’t do with her children, and she got angry when her family tried to help her. But her eye-opening moment came when she saw a picture of herself with her daughter. She started to cry. That was the moment, she said, when she realized she was a “double woman, living half a life.”

Soon after, she embarked on a new food journey—changing what and how much she ate—with the encouragement of her husband and mother-in-law. She had two goals: to lose 250 pounds and to ride a bike again, something she hadn’t been able to do for a long, long time.
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She cut her portion sizes, for sure, but also made the superfood switch. She replaced foods that hurt with foods that healed. She found that healthful foods could taste good, give her energy, shrink her body, and soothe her soul. It took several years, but eventually she was able to ride that bike. And she lost more than three hundred pounds. Wow.

While Jenny’s story is extreme, the takeaway is the same for anyone: Change the food you eat, and you change your body. It may take some time, but along the way, you will feel differences in your energy and happiness—and you will see the results in a stronger, fitter, healthier life.

I know it’s not easy. Temptations, stresses, and various other hurdles mess with our good-eating intentions. But the picture gets clearer and simpler when you view it through this filter: Your body deserves for you to eat respectfully. And you can do that while enjoying delicious meals. But the first step is learning how food functions in your body so you can comprehend how it fixes your body. Understanding motivates change.

The thirty-thousand-foot view: Everything we eat and drink is measured by calories—the unit that represents how much energy a particular food gives us to fuel our organs and systems. Those calories get processed and distributed throughout the body. Too few calories? That’s like running on an empty tank of gas—it just won’t work. Too many calories? Well, you already know that’s what triggers weight gain in the form of fat storage. But I don’t want you to count every calorie or obsess about them. I’d much rather you concentrate on the kinds of foods you eat—and what they’re made of.

That’s because a calorie is not a calorie is not a calorie. They all interact in your body in ways that can be either messy or medicinal. Consider a small portion of food—say, 100 calories of cooked black beans (about 1/2 cup) versus 100 calories of jelly beans (about 25). The black beans have all sorts of things that are good for you, like fiber and protein. Your body breaks them down during digestion and takes those nutrients and puts them to good work. But because the candy is pure sugar, there’s not a lot of nutritional value in it for your body. Your brain is searching for nutrients rather than calories. Give it empty calories, and your brain has you rummaging through the fridge for more nutrients. But if you give it nutrients, calories become an afterthought.

Food is made up of three macronutrients—protein, carbohydrates, and fat. Most foods aren’t wholly one or the other, but rather a combination of the three. Some foods are considered “carbs” or “protein” or “fat” because they’re predominantly made up of one of those macros, and that’s how you will come to think of them.

In the next chapter, I will take you through each of these macros so you can see what constitutes low-quality food and high-quality food—the kind that will help you live longer and stronger. As you learn about them, keep this golden rule in mind:

The closer you can get to eating foods the way they appear in nature, the better off you will be.

Eat grilled fish, not fish sticks. Eat orange slices, not orange soda.

Think of it this way: The more “process” a food goes through outside your body, the higher the chance it will mess up the processes inside your body.

After you decide what goes from your fork to your mouth, that food essentially hits a fork in the road. During digestion, it will go one of three ways: Your body will use it, toss it, or store it.

Use It: Your body takes the calories you consume and turns them into glucose—sugar that circulates in your blood. That glucose is shuttled through a series of highways. The hormone insulin transports glucose into your cells to provide energy that will keep everything working. Some glucose goes to your muscles, some will help rev your brain, and so on.

Toss It: Bathroom breaks, basically. Your body knows it needs to eliminate some of what it doesn’t immediately need, so it does so via our waste systems. After foods and drinks are digested through the stomach and intestines, some of the excess moves down and out.

Store It: Your body is smart, so it keeps a system to store some of your glucose. It knows you may not always have food on hand to give you energy (this was a need long ago, when we experienced periods of famine), so it holds on to some in reserve. Your body stores those extra calories as a substance called glycogen. This backup fuel tank isn’t very large (only about 300 calories are in there), but it does come in handy; glycogen allows you to keep functioning even if it’s been hours and hours since your last meal. The trouble comes when you eat more than your glycogen tank can store. That overflow? It gets stored in the form of fat cells. An excess intake of about 3,500 calories adds up to approximately one pound of fat. So if you are twenty-five pounds overweight (the average in America), you could be storing about 87,500 calories in fat.

To truly understand the effect of food, though, you have to parachute down from the thirty-thousand-foot view and look around in the weeds at all the chemical interactions that happen in your body day after day after day. Let’s start with two more detailed scientific scenarios—one in which food plays the villain and another where food comes to the rescue.

Meals Making Mayhem

For this part of our journey, we need to cast an archenemy—that is, a sinister meal on a mission to sabotage your body. A number of culprits could take on this role (one look at a mall food court should give you a few ideas), but I’ll stick with the All-American antagonist: a cheeseburger, a bucket of fries, a soda, and a sundae.
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Even if you think you don’t know diddly about nutrition, you’re probably aware that this combo is often equated with weight gain, clogged arteries, and general body breakdown. In fact, some food joints get right to the point, calling their craziest burger platters the 9-1-1 or the Widow-Maker. You’re about to see that there’s truth to that menu-speak. This heaping helping of toxicity features all kinds of nasties that work against us—from bad fats to refined sugar to wacky chemicals. So let’s give the scoundrel our own name: the Body Breaker.

What makes the Body Breaker a bad guy like no other? It lures you in, then turns on you.

That’s because it tastes good. Fat has nice mouthfeel, and sugar pleases the tongue and mind (literally by hitting our brain like crack cocaine). As you dig in, you feel immediate satisfaction. But while the Body Breaker romances you with taste and texture, it vandalizes your insides. Let’s take a look at all the things that are happening as this meal moves through your biological universe:

It gets stored as fat. A Body Breaker meal can have upward of 1,500 calories, which is more fuel than most people need for an entire day. Your body converts those calories into blood glucose and machine-guns it into your bloodstream. Because there’s too much for you to use, your body decides some needs to be socked away. Through a complex chemical process, that glucose can eventually get converted into fat. Your body—via your genetic programming—will decide whether to store that fat in your belly, hips, thighs, or backside (usually some special combo of all four). Extra fat taxes your body’s systems, which can contribute to heart and arterial problems. The most dangerous kind is stored deep in the belly—that’s called visceral fat. Why is it so harmful? Fat releases toxins and stress hormones. Because the belly is so close to your vital organs, the toxins can damage those organs.
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It puts you at risk for developing diabetes. Your pancreas produces insulin, which is your body’s Uber driver, taking glucose where it needs to go. But when you overload your system with glucose (in the form of too much food and too many simple sugars that can’t be used immediately), your body can’t always produce enough insulin to keep up. The result is a condition called insulin resistance—and that means there’s no vehicle to take the glucose around the body. The extra glucose hangs around, and those stranded sugar molecules float through your system looking for something to do. Diabetes happens when you have too much of that circulating blood sugar (officially defined as 126 milligrams per deciliter) and affects nearly 10 percent of us. Prediabetes (defined as 100 to 125 mg/dL) afflicts one-third of Americans. The excess glucose winds up looting your body by damaging blood vessels and organs, which also contributes to the next problem.

It nicks and clogs your arteries. Of all the crimes the Body Breaker commits, roughing up your arteries may be the scariest. This is the damage associated with life-changers like high blood pressure and other heart and arterial disease, as well as life-enders like heart attacks. Here’s how it works: Your arteries are made up of various layers—the outer layer protecting the inner ones. The Body Breaker, which sends all of that extra glucose floating around, acts like a graffiti artist, leaving its mark all over the inside walls of the arteries in the form of nicks and scratches (FYI: Cigarette smoke vandalizes similarly). Your body picks up on the damage and wants to do anything it can to protect the inside of the artery from further harm. So it covers the wound and forms a scab like it would anywhere else that’s hurt (for example a skinned knee). But the only plaster your body has is cholesterol. Some foods (including that burger) lead to increased LDL cholesterol (the bad kind—think L for Lousy), which burrows into those nicks and cuts in the arterial wall and eventually turns into plaque. The resulting clot means you risk cutting off blood flow in the artery. No blood flow is no bueno, because that’s what causes heart attacks, strokes, kidney issues, impotence, and more. It’s a process that started with having too much blood sugar from eating too much food and the wrong kinds of food. And it got helped along by having a lot of LDL “plaster” around, from saturated fats in stuff like red meat. Make Body Breaker meals a regular habit, and your body just can’t keep up.


HOW PREDIABETES WORKS

1. Your digestive system breaks down carbs into molecules, including glucose, that enter your blood through the intestinal wall. In your bloodstream, the glucose is called blood sugar.

2. When your blood sugar level rises, the pancreas releases insulin into the bloodstream. It helps unlock your cells so the blood sugar can enter and be used for energy.

3. When you have prediabetes or type 2 diabetes, the body doesn’t make enough insulin or can’t use it properly—so the muscle cells can’t take up enough sugar from the blood. All those sugar molecules build up in your blood and go floating around your system like vandals on a crime spree, damaging blood vessels and organs and raising your risk of cardiovascular disease, stroke, kidney disease, blindness, and amputation.
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ARTERIES FRIENDS AND ENEMIES
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It creates a systematic riot in the form of inflammation. Your body is smart enough to recognize the Body Breaker and its team of hooligans, out to make trouble, and it has a police force in the form of immune cells. Their jobs are to heal damage and to bring peace to biological riots. Whenever your body is damaged—let’s say you twist an ankle or cut yourself—your immune cells come in to protect the area. The resulting action is inflammation. It’s the sign of the fight: the ankle swelling after you twist it, the skin scabbing after you cut it. Immune fighters come in, do their job, and go back to their headquarters to fight another day.

But the inflammation process happens deep inside your body as well, and can do more harm than good. When too many Body Breaker meals cause plaque to form in your arteries, inflammation happens there and raises your risk of heart trouble. And the fat those Body Breakers add to your hips? It triggers inflammation, too. Fat cells don’t just sit there; they actually contain and release chemicals that are toxic to nearby organs. Immune soldiers migrate to fight them off, and that brings on—you guessed it—more inflammation. When inflammation is elevated, immune cells are in overdrive, keeping your body in a constant state of stress and hyperactivity. It’s called chronic inflammation, and it contributes to all-over destruction—not just heart damage, but brain decline, GI trouble, and more.


4 NUMBERS YOU NEED TO KNOW

These blood tests are a crucial tool because they give you an indication of what’s happening inside your arteries. You can raise or lower your scores (and risks) via the foods you eat. Find out your . . .

LDL cholesterol (ideal = less than 100 mg/dL): Your body naturally produces this waxy fat—your cell membranes and some of your hormones need it. But eating too much of the wrong things can push production beyond what’s good for you. That’s why we call it the bad cholesterol (remember, L is for Lousy).

HDL cholesterol (ideal = 60 mg/dL or higher): The body’s sanitation worker, this stuff picks up cholesterol and shuttles it off to the liver to be disposed of. Exercise and eating the right foods help your body make more HDL (H is for Healthy).

Blood sugar (ideal = less than 100 mg/dL): The amount of circulating glucose. The higher the number, the more inflammation, fat storage
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Meals as Medicine
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WHERE INFLAMMATION HITS AND HURTS
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