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PROLOGUE: FASTING TO FIND YOUR BEST SELF

The shaman’s instructions were quite specific: bring only a sleeping bag, a flashlight, water, and a knife for the vision quest. The first three items were critical for my survival. The last one was mostly for my peace of mind, apparently, because the biggest danger near my cave was coyotes, and coyotes don’t usually attack people. But on this kind of journey, there’s no simple boundary between physical and psychological well-being. Is there ever, really?

I had set off on my first vision quest in search of better health, greater self-awareness, and, above all, in the hope of achieving a deeper sense of peace. To an outside observer, I looked like a man who had found his success. It was in 2008, four years after my travels to Tibet and Mount Kailash, where I first learned about the mind-bending qualities of yak butter tea. There was a time when I wore size 46 pants and weighed more than 300 pounds, but that was behind me. After failing at every diet there was, I had invented a new one and had lost most of the weight I wanted to lose. I’d pushed myself into good physical condition. I was busily learning about ways to hack the body, seeking out new methods to radically enhance my energy, my abilities, and my longevity. I had already begun developing the concept for Bulletproof Coffee, the company I would start a couple years later.

Outside appearances are not what truly define us, however. On the inside, I was dealing with unsatisfied cravings in many different forms. I felt regular pangs of hunger, along with distracting yearnings for cookies, chips, and other low-quality foods. I would give in to those impulses at times and then quickly regret it. I was maintaining my weight, but I was not feeling in control of my body. I had worked hard on my personal development and extracted myself from a bad, self-destructive relationship. I now had a loving wife and a new baby. Here, too, though, my inner self told a starkly different story. I was not at peace. All my life I had wrestled with loneliness and had made some progress. Even in my seemingly idyllic circumstances, that sense of emptiness was always lurking.

At the time I was managing my life, but that was not enough. What I was searching for was a path to becoming bulletproof—to finding the unshakable inner strength that would let me become the master of all that I am, including the cravings for things that weren’t good for me. (The idea of becoming bulletproof later inspired my book and my company of the same name.) That search was what brought me to the shaman. I wanted to confront true hunger, to the point where I could free myself from food and all the ways it occupied my mind. There’s no way to fail at fasting if you’re alone in the desert! I also wanted to work through my loneliness by facing down the kind of isolation that comes only by completely removing yourself from human contact.

So I walked into a cave in the Arizona desert and away from the rest of the world. For four solitary days I consumed only water and maybe a little Sonoran dust. By the time I walked back out, I had experienced a fast that changed my life. By reading this book, you have just taken the first step toward changing yours, too.

The needs that drove me to my journey were unique to me, but they were also rooted in the kinds of universal human challenges that we all face. In my case, I grew up as a fat kid. I eventually learned that I had been exposed to toxic mold that triggered Hashimoto’s thyroiditis, a condition in which the body’s immune system attacks the thyroid, but I didn’t find that out until I was in my twenties. All I knew at the time was that I didn’t look like the kids I admired; with my teenage man boobs, I certainly didn’t look the way I wanted to.

If you struggle with your weight, and especially if you struggled with your weight when you were young, it’s hard not to feel judged by other people. Add to that some early childhood trauma or schoolyard bullying, and there may be a part of you that always feels alone. A common coping mechanism is to develop an emotional addiction to food, to rely on eating to soothe the hard feelings. I say all this without a trace of self-pity, because I know that everyone who reads this book has gone through his or her own versions of these struggles, even if he or she has never been overweight. Almost everyone has some form of physical or psychological addiction to food. Maybe yours is candy. Maybe it’s beer. Maybe it’s bread and cheese; gluten and milk protein are both highly addictive. Or perhaps you’re hooked on potatoes. Do you find it impossible to imagine life without French fries? I’ve been there.

The point is, addictions and cravings are built into us, even if you’ve never had a problem with your weight. They are easily activated, and there is a trillion-dollar food industry—what I call Big Food—that is specifically designed to do just that. When you’re bored, you eat. When you’re feeling stressed, you eat. Millions of years of evolutionary selection have hardwired us with these responses, as fundamental as our fear that things with sharp teeth might try to eat us. I sometimes refer to the four F’s of survival: fear, food, the F-word that involves reproduction, and friends. Without food, you would never get to enjoy those last two F’s, which is why the thought of going without food triggers such an intense, deeply irrational reaction before you even have time to think about it.

All of those thoughts were going through my head back in 2008 as I greeted the shaman and steeled myself for what lay ahead. Without being aware of it, I believed that even a single day without eating could leave me helplessly out of energy, which made me a prisoner to food. Going four days without food seemed a biological impossibility. This is how almost everyone in today’s society thinks. You can bet that if you ask ten people what would happen to them if they didn’t eat for a day or two, nine of them will say, “I’d starve.” They even believe those words.

By the time I emerged from the cave, I’d started to realize that none of this is true. I came to recognize that there’s a fundamental difference between hunger and craving. Hunger is a biological message, and it is something that you can control. Craving is a psychological need, and it is something that tries to control you. The truth is, you can go a long time without eating, and you won’t suffer for it. In fact, you will thrive.

The Big Food industry has worked hard to convince you that craving and hunger are one and the same. If every craving means that you’re about to starve, then you need to buy something to satisfy that craving immediately, right? And by a wonderful coincidence, Big Food is ready to take care of you with a candy bar that “really satisfies” and a thousand other processed drinks and snacks that shackle you to a relentless feeling of craving that subsides when you snack but never really leaves. The same dynamic plays out over and over every day, fooling us into thinking that we are prisoners to food. I wrote this book to help set you free and because no one wrote it for me when I was twenty-two and wearing size-46 pants.

GAIN WITHOUT PAIN

The key to that freedom is fasting—and learning how to do all styles of fasting without feeling pain, all the way from meal-skipping intermittent fasting to multiday fasts. What you’ll learn here contradicts almost everything people think about what fasting is and what it does. Intermittent fasting won’t make you weak, and it won’t cause you to starve. It also doesn’t require any one particular diet or one particular schedule of fasting, although you will experience a lot fewer cravings with some diets. Fasting is a tool kit that helps you unlock biological resources hidden in your body, resources you probably never knew you had.

Fasting can make you stronger and healthier, both physically and psychologically, by breaking you out of your food prison. It will free you from the burden of other people’s opinions about how you should feel and even of how your body is telling you to feel. Ultimately, it will help you live your best life—to be your best self, putting the most out into the world.

I know these are extravagant-sounding claims, but they are supported by an abundance of scientific research, ancient wisdom practiced for millennia on every continent, and by many years of my own experimentation. Our palette of fasting options has expanded greatly in that time. I’ve tried various kinds of fasts, and I will share my findings with you. But the most important message that you’re going to get from reading this book is just this: You can break away from the visceral feeling that if you skip a meal, or even several meals, you will be in danger—that you will be weak and miserable, unable to go on. You can overcome the feelings of fear, discomfort, starvation, terror, and loneliness, and replace them with liberation, power, and self-control. Work with me, and together we will make a better you. That matters more than whether you fast for a certain length of time or not.

Some of the things you want to change about yourself may be easy to spot. If you can’t see your feet when you look down or notice a muffin top when you look to the side, your metabolism is broken, and we can fix that. Other issues are subtler: maybe you don’t have the kind of energy and mental focus you wish you had. How many times a day do you catch yourself thinking about lunch instead of the meeting you’re in? Fasting can help you with that, too. Then there are the most insidious problems—the ones so ubiquitous that you hardly notice them at all. Even if you look and feel fit, you probably live with a background hum of fear. There is an ancient part of you that is always worried about what will happen if your food goes away, and, by extension, you fear all of the other things that might go missing. It is a subtle, pervasive, biological survival instinct, but you don’t have to let it control you.

All the way down at the cellular level, your body is programmed to think, “No matter how you’re eating—what kinds of foods, how often, how much—I can’t be sure what I’m getting will always be enough. Better store some extra.” That relentless message cultivates a broader mindset of anxiety toward all kinds of other needs in your life, emotional as well as physical. Training yourself to confront your anxieties (about food or other things) and master them may be the greatest fasting benefit of all.

In this book, you will learn the methods of intermittent fasting, but I will also help you understand the tremendous scope of what fasting can do to you and for you. You’re not ever going to choose to fast if you don’t know why it matters. And you’re definitely not going to choose to do it and stick with it if you associate fasting with suffering, misery, and deprivation.

When I came out of the shaman’s cave, I felt great. That was when I realized that fasting doesn’t need to be painful. It doesn’t need to be hard. It’s actually one of the most natural things you can do, because it is something that our species has naturally evolved to do. Fasting is a fundamental part of being human. After you finish this book and try some of these techniques until you find one that works for you, I am 100 percent convinced that you will like your life better than you did before—no matter what kind of diet you follow now, no matter what kinds of food you like to eat.

Remember what I said about intermittent fasting being a tool kit? I meant just that. It’s not a single set of rules but an entire program for hacking your biology to make it work better. You can still eat the standard garbage diet of fast foods every day, if that’s really what you want to do. You can be vegetarian, vegan, keto, Bulletproof, or anything else under the sun. Whatever type of diet you choose, if you eat your way in combination with the fasting techniques that I will describe here, you will be better off.

Here’s another big surprise: you won’t be hungry. Exactly the opposite. Intermittent fasting will set you free from hunger and all of the emotional baggage that comes with it.

Hunger heightens all your anxieties because it activates a powerful biochemical cascade in your brain. A lot of that action centers on a primitive brain structure known as the amygdala, which is about the size and shape of a small almond. That little structure is part of what Yale University neuroscientist Paul MacLean called the “reptilian brain”1 because of its primal nature. The amygdala handles rapid, automatic emotional decisions that help keep you alive when you’re not paying attention. It is the home of the “fight-or-flight” response that tells you to run away from a sudden lion attack or (more commonly these days) pull your hand away from a hot stove before you get burned. It can also trigger frightening spikes of hunger to make sure the body gets enough food—or more than enough, as the case was for me.

The actions of the amygdala were vital for our ancient ancestors, and they still serve a vital purpose in modern life. But as essential as the amygdala may be, it can also be a source of irrational, destructive fear. It’s a major contributor to that voice in your head that says you might just die if you do something you’re afraid of—such as going on a job interview, ending a bad relationship, speaking in public, or simply skipping a few meals.

Intermittent fasting enables you to put the amygdala and the whole reptilian part of your brain in its place, so that you can be more fully human, more fully yourself, less burned by your fears. When you start out, you might feel uncomfortable for a day or two. Then you will feel liberated. It’s not even hard. All you have to do is question a whole set of false assumptions about food and fasting:

What if it were easy to skip a meal—or two or three?

What if all fasts could be created equal?

What if you could eat and fast at the same time and have a better fast as a result?

What if you could use sleep and exercise to trick your body into thinking you’re fasting?

What if fasting could be personalized to your gender and your genes?

What if fasting could make you both physically and mentally stronger?

You can do all of these things. I’ll show you how. You can master your willpower and be in charge of yourself, more than you ever have before. Let’s go.










1

FASTING IS ONLY IN YOUR HEAD

To set off on a vision quest, tradition dictates that a shaman guide you. But how do you find a shaman? It would be great if I could tell you about a secret spiritual network, but the truth is, I tracked my shaman down by doing a Google search. In retrospect, it probably would have been smarter to seek out a personal referral or maybe do a background investigation before signing on for such a momentous rite of passage. What can I say? I was drawn to the experience, and I was feeling impulsive.

That’s not to say the shaman didn’t deliver, mind you. It’s just that some of her methods were … unique.

By tradition, shamans are rare, gifted humans who have attained a higher level of consciousness, enabling them to make a deep connection to the spiritual realm. The word itself gives you a sense of the tremendously rich history behind the practice. Shaman comes from the word sha’man,1 a spiritual figure among the Tungu people of Siberia. Keep pressing back in time, and you can trace the word all the way to sramana-s, a term for a Buddhist ascetic in ancient Sanskrit. Sanskrit! That goes back more than three thousand years, well before ancient Rome and Greece. Sanskrit was the language of many of the primary texts of Buddhism and Hinduism. Nobody knows when shamanic practice first began, but there were probably shamans around—and fasting—when the pigments on the first cave painting were still wet.

Although I may not have known much about this particular shaman, I was well aware that I was tapping into a primal, powerful aspect of the human experience. I grew up in New Mexico, where I was as likely to see a cultural ceremony performed by an indigenous tribe as I was to experience Western religion. Later, I experimented with altered states and immersed myself in different types of meditation. When I walked into that cave, the most important thing I brought with me was a lack of preconceptions and a willingness to stay curious. If you truly want to experience the world, you need to keep yourself open to new experiences, including ones that come from beyond your own cultural background. Just be sure to approach other cultures with understanding and with respect and ask permission. Respectful inquiry has worked for me in the jungles of South America, in monasteries in Tibet, and even in the caves of Sedona. A good shaman will tell you to get lost if you’re not a good fit and won’t feel bad about it, either.

It takes an extraordinary mix of training, abilities, and background to become a shaman, but it’s easy for someone to claim he or she is one without doing the work. Ancient peoples chose their shamans by their ability to sense things that others couldn’t and put them through rigorous, often dangerous, training for years. Shamanic knowledge was passed down from generation to generation through that rigorous apprenticeship. Most shamans must experience extreme personal adversity and overcome it before they can earn the authority to help others. The help I was seeking was only half formed in my mind back then. I wanted someone who could lead a vision quest with fasting, to reset my relationship with food and loneliness, but I was aware of my spiritual and emotional hungers as well.

And then I met Delilah (not her real name; I’ve hidden her identity to protect her privacy). She owned a small ranch populated with farm animals. In her backyard, she had a sweat lodge equipped with LED lighting and subwoofers so she could play mind-altering sounds while sweating. Delilah was eccentric, for sure, but I was seeking out a guide who could take me on a vision quest, and I had a sense that this powerful, enigmatic, tattooed woman could get me where I needed to go.

I’m calling Delilah eccentric, but I wouldn’t blame you if by now you’re thinking that maybe I’m a little eccentric, too, for choosing a shaman instead of a therapist or for heading off into a cave in the middle of nowhere guided by a woman I’d never met before. It does seem a little out of the ordinary to seek inner peace this way—except that it’s not. Whether it’s to mark the end of childhood, to celebrate a religious holiday, to take a spiritual retreat, or simply to escape from the bustle of everyday life into the calm of nature, people will often travel to an isolated location in search of a life-altering experience. These outings commonly include fasting or other ways of breaking with routine. People do it in all walks of life, all around the world, and they regularly return a lot better than when they left.

Put more bluntly: We are all eccentric in our own superficial ways, yet we are all profoundly the same. We each seek our own, idiosyncratic path toward the same goals of controlling our hungers and overcoming our cravings, cravings for anything we want but don’t have. That is exactly what makes fasting so powerful. Unlike many diets (or even some specific fasting plans you might have heard about), the program of fasting I’m talking about is not one rigid set of rules designed for one kind of person. It is a universal process of self-improvement that applies in specific, individual ways to every single person, based on biology, psychology, and even spirituality. It’s more than what’s (not) on your plate.

A LONG MENU OF FASTING OPTIONS

To understand what fasting does, let’s begin with a clear picture of what fasting is. People use the term in many different ways, so we’ll start by breaking it down to its essence. Its meaning is just two simple words: going without.

Note that I didn’t say “going without food,” because there are many ways to go without:

Sobriety is going without substances.

Meditation is going without thinking.

Solitude is going without other humans.

Sabbath (or Shabbat) is going without working.

Abstinence is going without sex and sexual release.

All of these are forms of fasting. They all involve turning away from something that people routinely feel they cannot live without. I know plenty of guys who say that they feel as though they’re going to die if they go too long without an orgasm. Or maybe it’s porn, a glass of wine, a piece of chocolate, or a busy day of feeling useful at the office. It may even be something that doesn’t seem like an addiction at all, such as going to the gym. Whatever it is you think you need, fasting is about deciding that you are in charge of it—about summoning the internal fire to say “no.”

I did many different forms of fasting in that cave, all at the same time. That’s why it was scary. When you go without, it creates space in your mind to examine the things you think you depend on and to discover whether that dependence is truly what you thought it was. For instance, our dependence on oxygen is real … but most people freak out when their lungs are empty after about ten seconds, even though they know that they can go one or two minutes without oxygen. You can actually fast from oxygen. It’s called hypoxic training, and it can increase endurance. Athletes often train2 in high-altitude locations such as my hometown of Albuquerque, New Mexico, or Chamonix, France, to experience the benefits of doing with less oxygen, and the most powerful are now exposing themselves to brief periods of no oxygen, which drives superhuman biological changes. There are also ways to “fast” from oxygen by controlling your breathing, which can greatly enhance a meditative state; you’ll learn more about that in chapter 7.

The same is true of food and drink: we do need those things, but we think we need them way before we actually do. (That goes for sex, companionship, work, and many other things, as well.) Examining your actual needs versus your perceived needs up close exposes how much power you actually have over your body and your behavior. You don’t need to go into a cave to do that kind of self-evaluation. You can just carve out the quiet time to cross-examine your internal story about the things you are certain you can’t do without. You will quickly discover that your certainties are not based on reality. Fasting from food, for instance, teaches you that you really don’t need French fries. Each little step helps set you free.

While we’re discussing what fasting is, I also want to clarify what fasting is not. It is not suffering. Although you may be uncomfortable the first few times you do it, fasting eventually becomes joyous and then transitions to … nothing consequential at all. Once you discover that you can do without, you gain power and control. When you end a fast from anything, it makes that substance or that experience much more appreciated. It causes heightened pleasure and brings easy gratitude into your life.

My ten-year-old son, inspired by the things he watched me do in the course of writing this book, recently decided he would try his own twenty-four-hour fast, with only a little black coffee in the morning. He was determined to pull it off, and he did. He turned down the fasting hacks you will learn about here, because he wanted to see what it was like to go it alone. At the end, he said, “Daddy, you’re right. Fasting really is the best spice. That food I had for dinner was the best-tasting meal I’ve ever had!” Seeing the immense look of accomplishment and self-confidence in his smile made the father in me happy. My son felt that way because fasting puts you in control of the things you thought you couldn’t live without. Fasting creates gratitude for things you probably took for granted. It’s that simple—and that complicated.

There’s another part of the definition that is absolutely crucial for you to know. Fasting does not mean eliminating something from your life completely. When athletes are hypoxic training, they are limiting their access to oxygen in a carefully controlled way; an uncontrolled oxygen fast is called suffocation. Even the most devout observer of the Sabbath will leap into action if he or she sees that someone is injured, because there are reasonable and unreasonable ways to give up work. So it is with dietary fasting. We normally think of fasting to mean going without food entirely, but it is much more flexible than that. Fasting, in all of its forms, is most effective if it is responsive to your circumstances. An uncontrolled fast from food is simply starvation.

Which brings us to a final, crucial part of the definition. Fasting is not just one thing. There are many forms of dietary fasting. Have you ever heard of a dry fast? That’s when you go without food and water. Have you ever heard of a dopamine fast?3 My friend Cameron Sepah, a psychologist at the University of California San Francisco, created that concept. A dopamine fast is basically a break from all the instant gratification stimuli in your life, from shopping to gaming to alcohol and drugs. Or have you heard of people who go into a cave and stay there for a week or two in absolute darkness? That is fasting, too, from food and even light. Anytime you reduce the inputs to your body, you may be fasting.

I’ve been fasting regularly for more than ten years. Through a lot of wide-ranging research and experimentation I’ve found that the best way to fast regularly—no matter what you’re going without—is a method called intermittent fasting.4 It delivers remarkable benefits to your body and your mind. It is surprisingly easy to do, because it can be customized to the way you eat now, improving your life no matter what your style. It also painlessly opens the door to longer fasts.

The basic principle of intermittent fasting is that you toggle between short periods of doing without and periods of returning to your baseline behavior. This idea has been catching on lately, so you may have seen books and articles promoting specific ideas about the right way to do intermittent fasting. Some people cite scientific research in support of the so-called 16:8 intermittent fast, built around sixteen hours of going without. Others argue that an eighteen-hour fast might be somewhat better. Or twenty-four hours, based on yet another study. Then there are fasting-mimicking diets, in which you’re allowed to eat so long as you limit yourself to a careful selection of foods, like the ones outlined in my Bulletproof Diet. A fast that includes food may sound like an oxymoron, but it’s a real thing and it works. It’s an important part of the fasting tool kit. I’ll explain more about that later.

The bottom line is, there’s no clear-cut rule of how long those “periods without” need to be, as long as they give you what you seek. In fact, obsessing over the rules runs counter to the big-picture goals of what fasting is supposed to achieve. We can therefore stop focusing on the details of the fast and instead pay attention to the shape of what fasting does for you. The details are just that: details.

HOW FASTING HACKS THE BODY

So what does fasting do for you?

One significant benefit is that fasting regulates your insulin levels. After you eat, your body breaks down carbohydrates from food into a sugar called glucose, which is one of the primary molecular energy sources in the body. The glucose level in your bloodstream goes up. In response, the pancreas secretes insulin, a hormone that acts as a kind of metabolic switch. The insulin attaches to cells in your body and causes them to fuel up on glucose. Finally, your body unleashes other hormones, including cholecystokinin and leptin, to signal that you’re full and to convince you to stop eating.

That is how the system is supposed to work, but the modern Big Food diet can overwhelm those delicate biological mechanisms, which evolved in a world where bad fats didn’t exist and honey was the only sweet thing available most of the year. Companies are under constant pressure to sell you the cheapest sources of calories, and those sources are almost always the least desirable from a health standpoint. To boost the appeal of those budget calories, the companies blend them with artificial flavors, artificial sweeteners, and whatever else they can to make the resulting product taste good. It’s not as though there’s anyone evil out there who wants you to be sick. These are just businesspeople doing what businesspeople do, trying to maximize profits and minimize costs. From the consumer’s point of view, though, the lack of evil intent is beside the point. All that matters is the result: supermarket shelves jammed full of processed foods that are mismatched to human metabolism.

If you eat a processed diet full of refined sugar and low-cost carbs, your body can’t always keep up with the flood of calories you’re consuming. The ramped-up flavors and sweetness in processed foods also tend to scramble the digestive system’s normal “stop-eating” signals, compounding the problem. When there is more energy coming into the body than there is going out, the extra glucose will be stored as fat. At the same time, your pancreas will be overworking in a frantic attempt to keep things in balance. Eventually your body may become insensitive to insulin; that’s a leading cause of type 2 diabetes.

Fasting slows down this insulin-glucose cycle and gives your body a rest. Such a rest period is especially welcome if you are eating low-quality foods, which is why fasting benefits everyone regardless of his or her normal diet. Basically, consuming less of the bad stuff for even a brief period helps. While you’re taking a break between meals, your body will also draw on its stored reserves of sugar and fat. Your glucose levels will remain stable, while your insulin levels will drop. Adrienne Barnosky, an endocrinologist at Duke University School of Medicine, and her colleagues confirmed that intermittent fasting helps prevent insulin resistance.5 There is persuasive clinical evidence that fasting helps prevent leptin resistance as well, which matters because leptin resistance is the first step of insulin resistance. As long as you don’t eat anything that raises your blood sugar, you can get most of the same benefits even while eating; that’s the principle behind a fasting-mimicking diet.

Another benefit of fasting: It triggers autophagy, a self-cleaning (literally “self-eating”) process in the body. Through the normal wear and tear of living, your cells gradually clog up with accumulated toxins, pathogens, misshapen proteins, and dead cell parts. All of that microscopic garbage can impair the normal operation of your cells, and can even make it so that they don’t divide and reproduce correctly. Autophagy is a whole package of biomolecular tools that constantly sweep through the body, collect the trash, and deposit it into tiny digestive vessels called lysosomes.6 Autophagy is essential for keeping your cells in good working order.

A growing number of studies indicate that triggering autophagy also helps slow the aging process, reduce inflammation, and enhance your body’s performance overall. Researchers still don’t totally understand why fasting boosts autophagy, and most of the studies have been done on mice, not on humans, but the biological mechanism seems to operate much the same way across the animal kingdom: when the body isn’t busy moving sugar and storing fat, it devotes more resources to basic maintenance. One recent study at the Scripps Research Institute in La Jolla, California, found especially pronounced cleanup of the neurons in the brain during fasting.7

More and more studies are finding that fasting makes your body work more efficiently and cleanly at the molecular level, in a complex set of ways that we are still exploring. For instance, a group of Japanese biologists reported in 2019 that a fifty-eight-hour fast—in people, not in mice!—increased the blood levels of forty-four different compounds that are involved in the chemical pathways that break down fat and control the structures of proteins.8

Intermittent fasting has been shown to influence a potent antiaging molecule known as nicotinamide adenine dinucleotide, or NAD. In its activated form, it’s known as NAD+. The deceptively simple-sounding job of NAD+ is to shuttle electrons around so that the chemical reactions in your body can proceed smoothly. That little molecule works hard: it enables your cells to generate energy; it helps repair the damage to your DNA that happens all the time; it keeps your proteins properly shaped, which is key to avoiding mental decline; and it protects your cells from oxidative stress, one of the relentless processes at the heart of aging. Intermittent fasting increases the levels of NAD+ in your blood. Seriously, you want that.

Every time I think I’ve caught up with the literature on the biological benefits of fasting, something new catches my eye and surprises me. A recent study out of MIT9 found that fasting for twenty-four hours substantially improves the ability of stem cells to regenerate. It appears to promote the growth of new nerve cells in your brain and to expand the brain’s ability to adapt to stimuli. Fasting even does good work on your microbiome, the ecosystem of bacteria that live in your gut. When these bacteria are deprived of food, they secrete a hormone called fasting-induced adipose factor; this hormone instructs the body to stop storing fat and start burning it instead.

In almost every instance, these fasting benefits don’t require going without food entirely. In 2014, I wrote about a special kind of intermittent fasting created to make it painless to ease into intermittent fasting.10 It led, in large part, to all the people who used it collectively losing an estimated 1 million pounds. It’s similar to 16:8 fasting but with a key difference: In the morning, while you’re taking a break from solid food, you drink a cup of Bulletproof Coffee, which contains fats that help people not feel hungry while they’re going without the stuff that they usually eat but keep insulin and protein metabolism silent. “Butter MCT coffee intermittent fasting” sounded silly, so I named it Bulletproof Intermittent Fasting a decade ago. Because it works, it has stood the test of time, and there are hundreds of thousands of views of the videos I’ve done about it.

With this version of intermittent fasting, the type of fats that you consume matters. Corn oil, soya bean oil, canola oil, and seed oils contain unstable fats that can contribute to inflammation and other undesirable effects. Grass-fed butter and MCT oil are much healthier. (MCT stands for medium-chain triglyceride, a group of fatty molecules that are relatively small and therefore easy for the body to absorb and process for energy.) These are the types of fats that go into Bulletproof Coffee, and they have been staples of my diet for the past decade.

Bulletproof Intermittent Fasting is a way to turn on the insulin-stabilizing and autophagy benefits of fasting while managing the other, less pleasant biological effects of fasting. I’m talking, of course, about the hungry/hangry feeling you get, especially when you are new to the fast and haven’t yet adapted to it. That’s the reptilian part of your brain talking. You can either use a bunch of energy to struggle with it to remain in control or tell it to shut the hell up with a cup of creamy coffee and save the energy for something better. Either way, your body thinks you fasted.

I suggest that you start fasting in the way I have developed through much research and trial—a way that works for almost everyone. Wake up in the morning and drink a cup of Bulletproof Coffee: black coffee, a dollop of grass-fed butter, and a teaspoon or more of C8 MCT oil. It’s the best latte you’ll ever drink. C8 MCT oil is a flavorless extract of coconut oil that has the ability to suppress hunger and increase energy in your body. The quality fats will keep you full until lunchtime. At the molecular level, you will continue autophagy and fat burning. At the personal level, you won’t miss your familiar breakfast at all. Instead of using up precious willpower to fight back against your hunger response, you are biologically pressing the “off” button on your food cravings.

Bulletproof Coffee hacks the feeling of hunger during fasting by boosting the level of ketones in your blood. Ketones are another important part of the biology of fasting. If your body isn’t getting enough glucose from what you’re eating and drinking, your liver and muscles use all the carbohydrates stored in your body, then prepare an alternate source of energy by converting fat into smaller molecules—ketones. The ketones circulate through the bloodstream and go to your muscle cells and other body tissues. This state is called ketosis; your body is literally burning fat as its primary fuel source.

Ketones not only provide energy, they also make you more alert. I recently met with Satchidananda Panda, an expert on the body’s internal circadian rhythm clock, as he was working at the Salk Institute in La Jolla, California. As we walked down the central outdoor path at the institute, I could see why its architect created it to be “worthy of a visit by Picasso.” Even so, Satchin’s research is far more epic than the buildings. He’s found that ketones act as miniature alarm bells, rousing the brain cells that regulate the circadian rhythm and instructing the body to switch into an active, awake state.11 A small rise in ketones from fasting provides a burst of energy, which likely evolved to help you have a more successful hunt. It is an evolutionary gift from our ancestors, and you can turn on that burst of energy at will by using ketosis. Ketones in the morning, when you “break fast,” flip the switch on that energy for many hours.

C8 MCT oil is converted directly into ketones in the body, and coffee contains caffeine, which doubles your ketone production, according to a study by Canadian researchers.12 An elevated ketone level stimulates production of cholecystokinin, or CCK (the “stop eating” hormone) and cuts off production of another troublemaking hormone, ghrelin, which is produced in the stomach and small intestine. Biologists have nicknamed ghrelin the “hunger hormone” because it stimulates the desire to eat and activates the hypothalamus, a part of the brain that helps regulate appetite. It’s all part of the many overlapping, synergistic benefits of intermittent fasting.

These days, people often use a term I created a decade ago, biohacking, to describe fine-tuning your control of your body. That word makes it sound like a futuristic idea, which is only half true. Adjusting the way you eat to promote healing and wellness is an ancient practice—as ancient as life itself. The biological mechanisms for self-cleansing and rejuvenation have been built into us by billions of years of evolution, as have our instinctive responses to food. What’s new is that we can study the processes happening inside us at the molecular level; understand exactly why they are happening; and make deliberate choices to enlist those processes for maximum benefit with minimum discomfort.

FAST YOUR WAY

Depending on your current lifestyle, fasting might put your body through some significant changes. I therefore recommend that you start gently, which will minimize any initial discomfort and bring you more quickly to the joyous stages of fasting. You might start your day with coffee and a teaspoon or two of MCT oil. Hey, maybe you’re a big guy and you need more. You read this and think, “I’m 400 pounds, and there’s no way I’m going to survive on a couple tiny teaspoons of MCT.” Fine, use a tablespoon or more if your body tells you it needs more. You can even try switching to black coffee some days and see if you feel better or more alert. The specifications are up to you; what matters is that your biological systems are going to read the chemistry in your blood and determine that are you’re fasting even though you’re drinking a cup of coffee and don’t feel hungry.

It’s not just a fake-out. Contrary to what water-drinking pedantic fasters might suggest, you’re really fasting! You’re fasting because you aren’t eating any protein, so your body doesn’t need to use up any of its protein-digesting molecules (proteases) to break down food, and your insulin level doesn’t change. Instead, your body is devoting all of those resources to folding new proteins, cleaning up old cells, and repairing cellular damage—that is, it’s busy doing autophagy. Though you think you’re eating, your body thinks it’s fasting. All the right healing mechanisms are already there in your body; all you have to do is set them free to do their job unhindered.

Maybe the idea of replacing breakfast with a coffee concoction just doesn’t sound great to you. At least it’s far better tasting than a kale smoothie, which doesn’t taste good and isn’t good for you, either. There’s still a way to get the benefits of fasting: try a protein fast. Protein fasting means that one day a week, or longer, you eat less than 15 grams of protein from all sources, including vegetables. You can enjoy some fat, have some vegetables (just not high-protein vegetables such as lima beans and spinach), and eat almost anything that’s not high protein or straight sugar. Do that once a week, and you’re going to get many of the benefits of fasting without fasting, because a low protein intake lowers insulin and a critical metabolic protein called mTOR,13 exactly as fasting does. As I said: fasting is going without, but going without doesn’t always mean going without everything. You get to pick.

This kind of flexibility is sure to piss off the fasting purists. There are some people out there who love ironclad rules for how to live your life. I’m sure you’ve met a lot of them or at least seen their comments online. There are people who genuinely believe that they aren’t dieting or fasting correctly unless they’re suffering. That’s not my fast. I’m going to do what works, even if there are no studies yet showing why it works. I’ve used protein fasting for more than a decade, and I’ve spoken to many other people who’ve adopted it since I set out the basic principles in my book The Bulletproof Diet. So I can tell you: protein fasts work; simple as that.

If you can’t live without protein, you can try another kind of fasting: don’t eat carbs; ingest only fat and protein. There’s a name for that kind of fasting, and it’s all the rage: the keto diet. What if we add onto that? How about avoiding inflammatory proteins and inflammatory fats? Your diet may be chock full of inflammatory fats without your knowing it, since Big Food doesn’t tell you (and often doesn’t even know) which fats are harmful to you. Many common oils—including canola, corn, peanut, and soya bean—are inflammatory omega-6 fats. You may be amazed how much better you’ll feel if you get rid of them. Plus, gluten and casein (milk protein) are inflammatory, and you won’t get results if those are your protein sources. All of these different approaches fall within the scope of Bulletproof Intermittent Fasting. We’ll discuss even more ways to fast in chapter 10.

Close your eyes for a moment, and picture what you imagined a fast would look or feel like before you started reading this book. Perhaps you were picturing a health fanatic exerting some sort of Herculean effort to refuse all food—and yourself suffering in an attempt to emulate that effort. I don’t blame you; there are plenty of books, magazines, and infomercials promoting this stereotype. Now close your eyes again, grab hold of those images, and erase them from your mind. I want to prepare you for embracing a fasting method designed around selectively and surgically going without. I want you to learn how to fast in any way that works for you—not just this week or this month or even this year but for the rest of your life. Fasting has to be sustainable to be meaningful, and being sustainable means that you make the least possible effort and feel the least possible pain.

You read that right: the least possible effort; the least possible pain.

Your decision to travel down this path will lead you into a very different world. You’re going to unleash the power of all of those biological mechanisms in your cells. They’ve been honed by millions of years of natural selection to take care of you. You just have to learn how to activate them correctly—to make them work for you, rather than the other way around.

Unlike other methods of fasting or dieting, I promise that when you fast this way you won’t be hungry. You won’t be cold, you won’t be tired, you won’t have brain fog, you won’t be hangry, you won’t be hypogly-bitchy (that’s the foul mood that often strikes when you have low blood sugar, or hypoglycemia). The ketones and metabolites and NAD+ and leptin and all of the other biochemicals you are enlisting will take care of you. You’ll feel focused at work all day and come home in a good mood. Your brain will feel sharper than ever and you’ll feel younger, with a gut that will repair itself. You’ll lose weight, too, even though that’s not the primary goal of intermittent fasting. What matters the most is that you’ll have the energy and clarity to pursue whatever it is that you want in life.

Your entry into the world of fasting begins the same as my entry into the shaman’s cave: you push ahead, take the first step, then another. Put it to your own personal test. Try going for twenty-four hours on just water and see how you like that. Or maybe try experimenting with just water and then black coffee in the morning. Don’t eat anything on the second day until two in the afternoon and see how you like that. If you’re metabolically fit, your body digests fat well, and you’re used to fasting, it’s not going to matter. You’ll be just fine. But if you’re new to this, and you are like I used to be in my twenties, you’re going to feel like crap on just water or black coffee. Anxiety. Anger. Brain fog. That’s fine, too. It will get easier with time, or you can explore a whole range of intermittent fasting biohacks here that make it easier now. Experimentation is part of the fun, as you learn more about yourself. Again, suffering is not the goal.

There’s another hack you should know in order to fast like a boss. Sometimes you’ll take on a fast because there’s something bad going on in your gut. You know what I’m talking about: there’s rumbling, there are things no one wants to smell, and, well, you have a most inconvenient problem. The best solution is to not have anything inside your gut, which will suppress the bad behavior of your internal bacteria. When your gut bacteria don’t have any food, they freak out. In fact, they freak out so badly that they make something called FIAF—fasting induced adipose factor—which they use to sneakily tell your body to burn extra fat for energy, so the bacteria’s home (your gut) will stay alive longer. This works to your advantage, except that when gut bacteria get stressed, they also increase the production of a group of compounds called lipopolysaccharides. And let me tell you, when lipopolysaccharides come across your gut barrier, you are not going to like how you feel. They are well-known toxins. This is one of the reasons that when you first go into ketosis or first start fasting, you typically get what is known as “keto flu.”

One of the simplest hacks is adding a little activated charcoal to your fasting protocol. It binds directly to those lipopolysaccharide molecules, which is probably why ingestion of activated charcoal extends animal (and likely human) life span,14 but it doesn’t stop the good guy, FIAF, according to current research. Taking activated charcoal is also a simple way to help soothe the gut pain and many other discomforts that might occur when you first start fasting. I’ve been sharing the benefits of activated charcoal for years, but it’s hardly original with me; it was a part of indigenous American dietary traditions for unknown ages before Europeans arrived. Various Native American peoples knew that activated charcoal soaks up toxins in the gut and tames the production of intestinal gas. I found it in the jungles of Peru and in Nepal; it’s one of the earliest


















	Makes your body burn fat (ketosis)

	Helps your gut heal itself

	Provokes the body’s self-cleaning (autophagy) and detoxification processes

	Reduces your risk of almost every chronic disease

	Causes your body to produce more stem cells

	Reduces your risk of type 2 diabetes by improving insulin sensitivity

	Slows aging from oxidative stress

	Reduces inflammation—both brain inflammation and love handles

	Boosts your emotional state, building self-confidence

	Improves your relationship with food

	Enhances your ability to enter a spiritual and meditational state
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