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	THE HUNDRED-YEAR LIE

INTRODUCTION
WHAT ARE WE DOING TO OURSELVES?

Over the past one hundred years, our species has been engaged in a vast and complicated chemistry experiment. Each and every one of us, along with our children, our parents, and our grandparents, has been a guinea pig in this experiment, which uses our bodies, our health, our wealth, and our goodwill to test the proposition that modern science can improve upon the foods and medicines of nature.
My awareness of what I will refer to on these pages as the Hundred-Year Lie came about gradually from a concern for members of my family who seemed to be on a slippery slope of health dilemmas. My younger brother had become overweight, apparently from the side effects of prescription drug use and a diet of processed foods. The excess weight facilitated the onset of type 2 diabetes, a diagnosis prompting physicians to prescribe still more drugs for his daily consumption. My father took the prescription drug Vioxx for arthritis and suffered a stroke, becoming one of thousands of people apparently victimized by this drug before it was withdrawn from the market as a health danger. Both my father and mother take more than a half dozen prescription drugs every day for various ailments ranging from thyroid imbalance to high blood pressure. Some of these drugs were prescribed to counteract the side effects of the other medications. Their total monthly cost of nine hundred dollars exceeds what my parents spend on food.
My sister had her uterus removed, at age forty-one, as a result of fibroid tumors. These tumors erupted a few months following the steroid injections she had received as treatment for a car accident injury. She has numerous female friends in her age group who have also had hysterectomies. Others have been found to be infertile. “If this trend continues,” she remarked to me after her surgery in 2005, “we may poison ourselves to extinction, and I mean that literally.”
Among my friends and acquaintances, all of whom are baby boomers like me, or younger, three are battling various forms of cancer, three others are in remission from cancer, two have come down with multiple sclerosis, one man and one woman have AIDS, two people suffer from Parkinson’s disease in its advanced stages, two in their thirties have Crohn’s disease, and three others endure such severe bouts of migraines and food allergies that doctors say, only half-jokingly, they must be “allergic to civilization.”
The synergy of imbalances in my own circle of friends mirrors the larger patterns at work throughout our culture. During the three decades I spent as an investigative reporter for newspapers and magazines, my journalistic survival often depended on an ability to recognize patterns in the activities of people, government, and businesses. Sometimes these patterns and trends could only be discerned if I visualized the broader historical context. To achieve that detachment and overview, I would pretend that I was a stranger in a strange land, an alien visiting this planet and this culture to see if anything made sense.
The patterns and observations you are about to confront may seem so alien and alarming, so contrary to your comforting worldview, that you too may feel like a stranger in your own strange land. But please don’t let this warning dissuade you from venturing forward. We all periodically need such jolts to awaken us to a larger web of truths that we have overlooked or chosen to ignore.
Like many people, I have mostly taken food and health for granted, at least until a medical crisis intervened to remind me that I am subject to the laws of nature. Once the crisis passes, once medical technology treats my symptoms (or doesn’t), I return slowly but surely to my old habits of thoughtless eating and reflexive consumption.
During the research for this book I began to see patterns etched in the mounting body of evidence that, despite our remarkable sophistication in medical technology that keeps the seriously ill alive and extends life spans, our overall health condition as a society has degenerated alarmingly and rapidly. Over the past one hundred years our cancer mortality rate has gone from 3 percent of all deaths to 20 percent of all deaths. Our incidence of diabetes went from 0.1 percent of the population to almost 20 percent. Heart disease went from being almost nonexistent to killing more than seven hundred thousand people a year. At the same time, health care costs have risen until the United States now spends twice as much on medicine and care per person per year than any other industrialized nation in the world.
What further jolted me into an awareness of the perils we face from our food, our medicine, and our health choices was a series of news stories that normally I would have overlooked, as many of you probably did, if only because the drumbeat of alarming headlines often feels overwhelming and beyond our control. This time, however, I paid close attention to how these news reports, appearing in the span of a few weeks in 2004, brought the slippery slope and our position on it into sharper focus.
In the first report, based on a study from the science journal Public Health, I learned that the incidence of death from brain diseases, such as Alzheimer’s, Parkinson’s, and motor neuron disorders, was found to have tripled in nine Western countries, including the United States, during the period of 1974 to 1997. The most likely causes researchers identified were exposure to pesticides sprayed on crops, synthetic chemicals from the processed foods that we consume, and industrial chemicals used in almost every aspect of our modern lives. “There’s no single cause,” admitted Colin Pritchard, one of the British authors of the study. “Most of the time we have no studies on all the multiple interactions of the chemical combinations.”
Food seemed to be a major culprit for this toxicity, because Japan, alone among the ten countries studied, experienced no increase in brain disease mortality, apparently as a result of the Japanese diet being healthier than Western diets. When Japanese citizens relocate to Western countries and consume processed foods, their disease rates exceed those of Japan as a whole.
A day after reading this report I heard a radio show during which a California state environmental official made this startling claim: Recent water testing had showed that 60 percent of the rivers and streams in that state contained high levels of Prozac, Ritalin, and antibiotics. How could such contamination possibly have happened? Because people had dumped their excess prescription drugs into those bodies of water or had flushed them directly or through bodily waste into sewer and septic systems, where the chemicals then leeched into groundwater. I had to wonder what effects those drugs were having on fish and other wildlife and what levels of toxins might be accumulating in the tissues of people who consume the contaminated fish.
Several days passed, and I came across another, even more disturbing report. American supermarket foods are polluted with toxic chemical flame retardants. (Yes, you read that correctly!) A fire-retardant chemical with the acronym of PBDE, used in carpeting, electronics, and furniture, is being absorbed by the fatty tissues of animals. Processed into food, these animal products have contaminated thirty-one of thirty-two common name-brand groceries found in a representative sampling of the nation’s supermarkets. That finding emerged in the peer-reviewed science journal Environmental Science & Technology, based on a survey and chemical analysis of thirty-two products, including ice cream, eggs, milk, butter, cheese, chicken, and turkey. Only nonfat milk contained no PBDE molecules in detectable levels. Once in the human body, PBDE can persist in our tissues for years, maybe a lifetime. No one has yet studied what levels of PBDE are harmful to humans. But animal tests have found the chemical to be carcinogenic and damaging to the nervous system, hormonal functions, and the reproductive organs.
After a little more digging I found a study sponsored by the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration that described how PBDE was concentrated in sediment hundreds of feet down in Lake Michigan. Fish have been absorbing the PBDE into their fatty tissues and passing the chemical on to humans who eat the fish. “These chemicals are showing up all over the world,” warned Bill Sonzogni, a University of Wisconsin scientist who helped draft the study. “The Great Lakes—because of the food chain for bioconcentrating contaminants—sometimes serves as a sentinel for other parts of the world.” (Bioconcentration means fish absorb the toxins, and when humans eat the fish, these toxins accumulate in their fatty tissues.)
Another report that surfaced from Britain tested how toxic human body tissues have become. Researchers with the World Wildlife Fund (WWF) conducted extensive blood testing on seven families and detected at least seventy-five synthetic chemicals in the bodies of the parents and their children, including pesticides and PCBs from electrical equipment.
A nine-year-old farm boy from Wales, Alwyn Jones, was found to be contaminated with twenty-nine separate toxic chemicals, despite having been born years after several of the chemicals had been outlawed as health threats. Alwyn’s mother, Enid, who registered twenty-one toxic chemicals in her body, handled the news philosophically: “It just shows we are exposed to such a variety of manmade chemicals. It is a lottery as to how many we have in our bodies and at what rate these are building up in our children. It worries me that we don’t know enough about what is in the products we use in our homes and their potential health effects.”
Subsequent studies have expanded the scope of concern. Medical researchers at the Mount Sinai School of Medicine in New York found an average of ninety-one industrial compounds, pollutants, and other synthetic chemicals in the blood and urine of nine volunteers who had no occupational or geographical connection to these chemicals or where they are manufactured. More than half of these chemicals are known to be responsible for birth defects, cancer, or brain and nervous system disorders in humans. An even more extensive round of testing by the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, involving 2,400 adults and children, documented more than two hundred synthetic chemical toxins in the subjects’ bodies, with hundreds more chemicals suspected to be present.
“An effect of this contamination is that we are now one of the most polluted species on the face of this planet,” contends Paula Baillie-Hamilton, an Oxford-educated physician in Britain who is one of the leading authorities on toxins in food. “Indeed, we are all so contaminated that if we were cannibals our meat would be banned from human consumption.”
How did we become so toxic? What thrust us as a culture and as individuals onto this slippery slope? How can we navigate our way back to a healthier and less toxic future? These were some of the questions that haunted me as I undertook the research for this book.
THE SYNTHETICS BELIEF SYSTEM
What links all of the preceding stories and studies and levels of toxicity is a belief system that emerged during the twentieth century. Some call it a better life through chemistry. I have labeled it the Hundred-Year Lie. The lie really began in earnest in 1906, the year the U.S. Congress enacted the Pure Foods and Drugs Act, the first law of its kind that gave the public a false sense of security about the safety of its foods and medicines. As we observe the centennial of this law, it is worth putting the belief system it spawned into some historical perspective.
The synthetics revolution is a by-product of activities within three sectors of the U.S. economy—the processed foods industry, the pharmaceutical industry, and the chemical industry. These economic interests influence our diet and health from the womb to the grave. The control we give them over our lives springs directly from our acceptance of this belief system’s primary conceit: their lab-created synthetics are as benign as—and more effective than—naturally occurring foods and medicines. That claim is what I describe as the Hundred-Year Lie.
Our indoctrination into the synthetics mythology has its deeper roots in an awestruck fealty to science and technology, whose powers have simultaneously blessed us and blinded us. We live in a prosperous system where the economic principles of supply and demand, competitive markets, and profit motives relentlessly drive the industrialization of our food, medicine, and health care. This system has created cheaper and more plentiful food and produced a host of medical technologies that may save lives and extend lives in almost miraculous ways (if we can afford them). But what have we overlooked, what have we sacrificed, in return?
In our food choices, we seem to have traded the safety of our long-term health for lower prices and convenience, though even the cost incentive may actually be an illusion, given the medical bills a diet of processed foods may eventually generate. This book will show that the sheer proliferation of processed food products (more than three hundred thousand currently on store shelves), prescription drugs (more than thirty thousand available), and nonprescription drugs (at least two hundred thousand brands) constitutes an inherently toxic synergy. We have introduced thousands of chemicals into our diet. How will they each affect us? And how will they react with one another inside our bodies? The study of synergy—the ways in which chemicals may react in unexpected ways—is a new field in which researchers are now making alarming discoveries. Lace our food and medicine with the toxic brew of synthetic chemicals that now percolate through every aspect of our natural environment and we have a recipe for massive immune system breakdown and a health-care system disaster.
The fundamental premise on which modern medicine was founded, the Hippocratic oath (with its edict to do no harm), no longer seems to motivate the provision of our drugs or our medical care, except perhaps as an afterthought to avoid lawsuits. Consider just a representative sampling of the findings collected from reputable sources about what is really in our food, water, vitamins, prescription drugs, childhood vaccines, cosmetics, and in our homes.
	When you read “made with natural flavors” on a food label, you are probably being deceived, because natural flavors and artificial flavors usually contain the same synthetic chemicals.
	In large feedlots, 100 percent of the cattle are fed five or more sex hormones, such as progesterone and testosterone, to accelerate weight gain, and these hormones are known to cause reproductive dysfunction and cancers in humans.
	Many of our commercial dairy and meat products come from animals that consumed livestock feed made from the remains of tens of millions of dogs and cats that were killed with euthanasia drugs at animal shelters and veterinary clinics.
	Medical evidence is emerging that suggests that the artificial sweeteners in diet soft drinks may cause brain tumors and neurological diseases, such as Parkinson’s and Alzheimer’s. The occurrence of these diseases has risen dramatically, in proportion with the expanded use of those synthetic sweeteners.
	At least 70 percent of the processed foods in your local grocery store contain at least one genetically engineered ingredient that has never been tested for its potential harm.
	More than three thousand synthetic chemicals are regularly added to U.S. food products, and hardly any have been tested for their synergistic (interactive) toxin-producing effects in the human body.
	Most vitamins and supplements sold in the United States that are advertised as natural are actually synthetic chemical concoctions that contain coal tar, preservatives, artificial colorings, and a vast range of other potentially harmful additives.
	More than twenty-five thousand chemicals are in the cosmetics sold in the United States, yet less than 4 percent of these ingredients have ever been tested for toxicity and safety.
	Within the nine or so vaccines given your children before they enter school are additives and preservatives, including mercury, aluminum, MSG, formaldehyde, and others linked to disorders ranging from brain and nerve damage to autism and attention deficit disorder.

Many people want to believe that the U.S. Food and Drug Administration protects them from anything dangerous in our drug or food supplies. The fact is that when the FDA approves a new drug for public use it has not studied that drug’s safety. The agency relies upon safety information from the drug manufacturers to make its approval decisions. Nor does the FDA test the safety of ingredients in cosmetics and personal-care products.
Chemical companies create and inject so many hundreds of new synthetic chemicals into our lives each year that regulatory agencies and toxicologists can no longer even find the time or resources to develop new tests to detect their presence in our bodies or in the environment.
Physicians can’t protect us either. A medical journal study found that 44 percent of drug advertising in medical journals, and 42 percent of drug information given doctors by drug company representatives, would lead physicians to improperly prescribe medications to their patients. More than 100,000 people in the United States die every year from adverse reactions to their prescription drugs and more than two million people a year have serious but nonfatal reactions.
For the first time in human history, we are tinkering with the developmental cycle of our species by taking short-sighted actions that, while intended to advance civilization, could actually threaten its very survival. We are on a slippery slope of redefining what it means to be “normal” or even human.
CHOOSING NATURAL ALTERNATIVES
Throughout my professional life, I have written and spoken favorably about maximizing individual freedom in all aspects of life, including free markets and free enterprise. The bedrock of my libertarian perspective has always been the idea that as individuals, our freedom to choose is dependent upon a right to treat our bodies as private property that we own and control. In that spirit I believe we each should have a private property right to keep our bodies free from trespass by toxins. Our private property rights should extend to keeping the air our bodies breathe clear of toxins, the water we drink free of toxins, the food we eat clean of toxins.
While we may never be able to totally eliminate our risk of exposure to harmful toxins, we can manage those risks and reduce our chances of harm. The future of food, nutrition, and health is about empowering ourselves as sovereign individuals. To accomplish that, to make informed decisions and choices, we all need the freedom of access to relevant information about the quality and purity of what our body absorbs.
Freedom to choose represents a shift in consciousness toward self-diagnosis, a wider range of medical choices, and natural approaches to food, health, and healing. This new system is what I call the naturally occurring paradigm—it is about empowering our immune systems the natural way, using food as nature intended, to help protect ourselves from illness and disease.
For many of us, before we can discover natural healing alternatives, we must first experience the desperation of having exhausted the entire range of synthetic chemical remedies offered by modern Western medicine. What happened to me personally, though my ailment was minor compared to most, still serves to dramatize the limitations of our reliance on synthetic drugs.
While on a journalistic assignment in South Dakota, I slipped and fell during a snowstorm. When I hit the street curb, I took the full force of impact on the right side of my lower back. The next day, my injury and pain were exacerbated by a cramped three-hour flight home to California. The throbbing sensation in my lower back became so severe that my body began slipping into shock.
Friends rushed me to the emergency room of a hospital, where I was hooked up to an intravenous morphine drip. The morphine barely dulled my sensation of pain. X-rays for broken bones were negative, and an attending physician speculated that the fall had bruised one of my kidneys. He wrote me a prescription for a strong narcotic painkiller and sent me home with the confession, “There is nothing else that can be done for you.” The emergency room visit cost seven hundred dollars, which came out of my own pocket since my insurance policy had a thousand-dollar deductible.
Though I debated whether to fill the prescription because of my concern about the narcotic’s potential for disorientation and addiction, the discomfort was so constant and intense, magnified by my every movement, that I could not imagine I had any other choice.
As I walked in agonizing pain to a neighborhood pharmacy, I happened to pass by a chiropractic clinic. Though I had no reason to believe that a chiropractor could provide relief, my intuition urged me to at least inquire. A middle-aged chiropractor tended to me immediately and applied a heat compress to my lower back, followed by an ultrasound treatment. She then spent ten minutes doing deep tissue massage on the affected area. She explained how these manipulations combined with heat and sound—a synergistic effect—would help to restore the internal alignment of my kidney.
Her technique worked like magic. I got off the table and my pain was instantly and completely gone, and it never returned. The session only cost fifty-five dollars, and the experience sold me on the idea that the synergistic effects of natural treatments and remedies can be effective and economical.
HOLDING OURSELVES ACCOUNTABLE
This book is intended to be a wake-up call that inspires action and accountability on your part, not a gloom-and-doom attempt to immobilize you with fear. It will offer tried and proven food and medicine alternatives to synthetic chemicals.
My hope is that this book becomes a step in the education process that will help to lift the fog of confusion we find ourselves in. We do have a choice about whether we will be a victim or not. We can view ourselves as an individual market; a consumer market that we own and control. Or we can allow our food and medicine and product-ingredient choices to be made for us by institutions that regard us as little more than interchangeable parts of an economic engine. If we fail to exercise our freedom in daily food and health choices, we affect not only our own well-being but the well-being of those we care about and who depend upon us for good judgment.
Effective natural-health solutions do exist, and they are rooted in ancient traditions that are our legacy. Thousands of years of trial and error, of human intuition and observation being tested and retested through the generations, confirm the existence of a veritable Garden of Eden of naturally occurring abundance for our well-being.
Some general, commonsense truths emerged from my research:
—Not all synthetics, at least as far as we know, are toxic to us.
—Not all naturally occurring substances from nature are benign.

However, broadly speaking, the evidence indicates that most naturally occurring foods and medicines are healthy for us, as they have been for our species for thousands of years, while many if not most synthetic chemicals in foods and medicines pose some health risk.
Exposure to a few toxic substances, or to a wide range of molecules from a variety of synthetics, may not trigger illness or disease in you. But then again, it might. Medical science simply cannot predict who is susceptible to which chemicals, at which dosage levels, or how synergies create toxic conditions in the human body. These risk-factor uncertainties during the normal course of our lives constitute a form of biological Russian roulette that each of us plays with our bodies every day based on our food, medicine, and environmental choices.
We cannot expect to totally eliminate these risk factors, at least not in our lifetimes. Chemical toxins respect no boundaries and trespass against us whenever we breathe or drink or eat. Our only reasonable hope is to learn how to limit our risks and manage our exposure to synthetic toxins so that we might increase our chances of leading healthy lives.
All that I ask of you the reader is that you pretend you are a stranger in a strange land. Pretend that you are being confronted for the first time by the evidence of what a century of human efforts has accomplished in trying to improve upon the intelligence of nature while ignoring nature’s inherent wisdom.
Let me tell you the story of the Hundred-Year Lie.


PART ONE
DOWN THE RABBIT HOLE

Our Vicious Cycle
We are surrounded every day by an invisible sea of synthetic chemicals, and our bodies absorb them like sponges until we are toxic.
We consume foods that have been depleted of essential natural healing nutrients. These nutrients have been replaced by synthetic chemical additives.
These additives in our processed foods interact synergistically in our bodies with synthetic chemicals absorbed from our water, our air, and our consumer products, weakening our immune systems.
Once weakened, we become susceptible to illnesses and diseases that medical practitioners treat with synthetic chemical drug compounds that often prove even more toxic to us.
And this cycle in our culture and in our lives repeats itself over and over….


CHAPTER ONE
READING THE SIGNS
“Today we are witnessing another medical anomaly—a unique pattern of illness involving chemically exposed people who subsequently report multisystem symptoms and new-onset chemical and food intolerances. These intolerances may be the hallmark for a new disease process, just as fever is a hallmark for infection.”
—Dr. Claudia Miller of the University of Texas
Health Science Center, writing in Annals of the New York
Academy of Sciences, 2001


About the size of a magazine, the sign has black lettering on a white background and can be found posted at eye level just inches from Wal-Mart’s main entrance:
 
WARNING: Products Sold Or Used On These Premises
May Contain Chemicals Known To The State Of
California To Cause Cancer, Birth Defects,
Or Other Reproductive Harm.
 
Wal-Mart shoppers are surging past the sign, and I notice that no one ever glances at it. After fifteen minutes of watching people ignore the sign as if it doesn’t exist or else has nothing to do with them, I decide to conduct an informal survey.
When a thirty-something lady approaches with two young children, I beckon to her, “Excuse me, what do you think this sign means?”
Her eyes follow my finger to the bold-lettered words.
“It’s a liability thing,” she replies after a quick read. “In case someone gets sick inside and tries to sue the store.”
She resumes her march, pulling both kids along.
“But wait!” I call after her. “Could it be too dangerous to go inside?”
Her head swivels around with irritation. “I shop here all the time! If there was any danger, someone would tell us!”
“Maybe that’s what they’re doing with the sign,” I respond, but too late. She is already charging through the automatic doors and headed for the inner sanctum of consumerism.
I ask a clerk inside if I can speak with a store manager. She directs me to an affable, rosy-cheeked woman in her mid-forties named Marilee, the customer service manager. Describing myself as a customer, I inquire what the sign outside the front door means. At first she doesn’t know what I am talking about. After I recite what the sign says, suddenly it dawns on her.
“Oh right, there is a sign. It’s because we sell products in here that contain harmful chemicals.”
“Should I be concerned about coming in?” I ask.
“Oh, it’s not in the air or anything. The state of California just requires us to warn people.”
She seems puzzled when I continue showing interest and asking questions. She professes that she can’t recall any customer wanting to know about the sign before.
“Can you tell me, what are the harmful chemicals?”
She thinks for a moment before slowly shaking her head. “No, I can’t. Why don’t you consult our Web site. It has everything you need to know.”
She is misinformed. After a half hour searching the Wal-Mart Web site, I discover it contains no information about anything other than products and services, so I shoot off an e-mail with my sign questions to Wal-Mart’s corporate office. My e-mail produces a telephone call several days later from an executive identifying himself as Mark. (Everyone seems to use only first names at Wal-Mart.)
“The sign is a federal mandate but state regulated,” explains Mark, who has about the most cheerful and courteous voice I have ever heard.
“So, does the state or the stores do any air quality tests inside to detect toxic fumes or chemical synergies?”
“Why, no,” replies Mark, still cheerful. “Other than the ventilating systems, no one does any monitoring of the air inside our stores at all.”
Before we hang up Mark promises to look for the list of harmful chemicals and contact me again. (I am still waiting!) Then he makes a confession: “By the way, you’re the first customer I know of who has contacted us about that sign.”
“Why do you think that is?” I reply.
Mark laughs. “People only seem to read a sign if there’s a price tag on it.”
As I later discover, the sign is mandated by Proposition 65, a state initiative passed by California voters in 1986, requiring businesses to post warnings if their premises contain dangerous chemicals. A state government agency, the Office of Environmental Health Hazard Assessment, every year updates its list of chemicals in public use that are known to cause cancer, birth defects, or other reproductive harm. That list now exceeds 750 chemicals and includes additives and ingredients in food, drugs, pesticides, solvents, and a range of common household products.
Walking into any Wal-Mart store today, or for that matter any Kmart or Target or similar business, provides us with a museum-quality tour of the synthetics belief system that evolved over the past century. We are confronted by tens of thousands of products containing synthetic chemicals. Many are releasing molecules into the air, a process called off-gassing. Practically every label we read on every product we pick up contains a list of chemical names that to most of us sound about as comprehensible as ancient Greek.
We either take an “ignorance is bliss” attitude about these chemicals, or we adopt a faith-based mind-set that assumes some agency of the federal or state government, or the product manufacturers themselves, will warn us of any health dangers. But even when such warnings are posted, as with the Wal-Mart sign, we nonchalantly go about our daily lives pretending that what we don’t know won’t hurt us.
Let’s examine the reality of what we confront on a daily basis. If you are a typical person, on any normal morning of your life the following routine should be similar to your experience. You awaken from sleeping on a mattress that was coated with flame-retardant chemicals during its manufacture—as most mattresses are—and which emits minuscule amounts of formaldehyde gas and a brominated substance known to be carcinogenic, which your body readily absorbs. You pad on your bare feet toward the bathroom, across a synthetic carpet treated—as most carpets are during manufacture—with benzene and styrene and several other cancer-causing chemicals.
Once in the bathroom, you turn on the faucet and splash your face with tap water laced with fluoride and chlorine, both carcinogens (most tap water also contains traces of herbicides and pharmaceutical drugs). You open a plastic bottle of Listerine mouthwash (or a similar brand) and gargle, not realizing that the plastic bottle has leached its own chemicals into a mouthwash mixture that already includes four active ingredients along with a half dozen flavoring and coloring chemicals. If you read the mouthwash label you will find the following: “WARNINGS: Do not administer to children under twelve years of age. Do not swallow. In case of accidental ingestion, seek professional assistance or contact a Poison Control Center immediately.” You pick up your Crest toothpaste and find it also has a warning label: “If more than used for brushing is accidentally swallowed, get medical help….” Though sodium fluoride is the only “active” ingredient listed on this toothpaste container, there are other chemicals in this concoction that don’t have to be revealed to you, because they are classified as “inert” and are thus protected under trade secrecy laws.
You raise your arms and apply Speed Stick deodorant, which contains seven chemicals, including aluminum, parabens (a preservative), propylene glycol (a lubricant and suspected cancer agent), and other chemicals disguised under “fragrance,” which is another trade secrecy term. On average, according to the FDA, we each use nine personal-care products daily, containing about 126 chemical ingredients. If you use body lotions, they contain penetration-enhancing chemicals that can drive toxins from other toiletries deeper into your flesh. Before leaving the bathroom you pull a prescription drug (with a warning label attached) out of the medicine cabinet and swallow this mixture of synthetic chemicals. All the while you have been breathing benzene fumes (capable of causing leukemia) from that deodorizer you installed under the commode seat lid.
Back in your bedroom you pull on clothes fresh from the dry cleaner and expose yourself to fumes and residues of trichloroethylene and n-hexane, chemicals known to cause nerve cell damage, memory loss, and cardiac abnormalities. If you have mothballs in your closet, you are exposing yourself to the carcinogenic pesticide dichlorobenzene, which is also found in toilet deodorizers. If your clothing contains synthetic fibers, you are being exposed to a form of plastic, and the newer the clothing, the more it off-gases molecules of plasticizer fumes. Your clothes may also contain flame-retardant chemicals that are notorious releasers of toxic fumes. The more tightly insulated your bedroom and the other rooms of your dwelling, the greater the outgas collection effect of the chemicals from your furniture, wall paint, rugs, and carpeting, and the greater the impact on your brain, with symptoms like mood swings, feelings of spaciness, headaches, and an inability to concentrate.
You walk into your kitchen and pour yourself a bowl of cereal containing nearly a dozen synthetic chemical food additives, including the sweetener aspartame, which has been linked to a wide range of allergies and illnesses. Meanwhile, while eating you turn on the dishwasher and expose yourself to a cloud of chlorine fumes. You fix yourself a sandwich you will eat for lunch later at work. You use meat that contains nitrates, synthetic hormones, and antibiotics that were injected into the animals when they were alive. You place lettuce and sliced tomato on top, each of which contains the residues of a half dozen different pesticides. Then you wrap the sandwich in Saran Wrap (or a similar brand of plastic), which contains vinyl chloride, a carcinogen known to cause liver, brain, and lung cancers. As you are preparing this meal, fumes from the toxic bug spray and the cleaning solvents beneath your sink (all with warning labels attached) are further contaminating the air you breathe.
Here we are barely into the first hour of your day, you haven’t even left your home yet, and already you’ve been absorbing molecules from hundreds of synthetic chemicals. You haven’t even come in contact yet with the really harsh toxins that lurk outside, generated by car exhaust and manufacturing processes, or that lie in wait for you at your workplace and in the fast food and junk food that you sometimes consume.
“We are the first generation of people to ever be exposed on a daily basis to such an unprecedented number of chemicals,” says Dr. Sherry A. Rogers, a fellow of the American College of Allergy and Immunology. “At no other time have patients, through reading and education, had such an important and crucial role in determining their own wellness.”
MYTHS WE CHERISH
TOXICITY IS SOMEONE ELSE’S PROBLEM
While it may sound rather harsh to label each and every one of us a living toxic waste dump, the reality of the body burden of toxins we each bear does support that description. We absorb so many synthetic chemicals during an average lifetime that, according to some reports, when we die our bodies decompose more slowly today than if we had died just three decades ago.
Five major public surveys testing blood and urine for chemical contamination have been conducted among thousands of volunteers, with results indicating that every resident of industrialized countries now carries within his or her body an average of seven hundred synthetic chemicals absorbed from our food, water, and air. The actual number of chemicals constituting our body burden is probably much higher, because some toxins are embedded deep in organs and tissues. A toxicologist’s ability to detect chemical toxins depends on knowing what to look for, and every time they devise a new test, they tend to find evidence for the presence of more toxic invaders.
In 2001, scientists at the U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention in Atlanta surveyed 2,400 people and searched for 148 specific toxic compounds in their blood and urine. Every single test subject’s body contained dozens of these toxins. Children were found to be carrying bigger doses of the chemicals than adults, especially a class of chemicals called pyrethroids—found in most household pesticides—and phthalates, a group of chemicals distributed widely in plastics and cosmetics, primarily nail polish.
Environment ministers from thirteen European Union countries had their blood tested at an international health conference in 2004 and were horrified to discover that every one of them had been contaminated by synthetic chemicals from pizza packaging, pesticides, plastics, fragrances, and industrial solvents. At least twenty-two chemicals banned in Europe during the 1970s still turned up in the blood samples of these government officials.
In response to these studies, the American Chemistry Council, representing the U.S. chemical manufacturing industry, issued a press release stating “the mere detection of a chemical does not necessarily indicate a risk to health.” It didn’t consider these reports to be a cause for undue concern. This attitude characterizes one of the myths that we as a culture tell ourselves. When we don’t like the evidence of what is happening to us, we redefine what is normal. So now it is considered normal and not a cause for concern that we carry around inside of us hundreds of potentially toxic synthetic chemicals that have never been inside of human beings before the twentieth century?
As a challenge to the chemical industry, a study was done by an organization called the Environmental Working Group that used two testing laboratories to measure chemical toxins in the umbilical-cord blood of ten randomly chosen babies born in August and September of 2004 in U.S. hospitals. An average of two hundred synthetic chemicals were detected, which means these ten babies were exposed to an onslaught of toxins from their mothers during a critical developmental phase before birth. Synthetics in their blood included eight perfluorochemicals used as stain and oil repellants in fast food packaging, dozens of flame retardants and pesticides, and the Teflon chemical PFOA. Nearly all of the toxins have been linked to cancer, brain and nervous system disorders, birth defects, or developmental problems. Should we consider that body burden being carried by fetuses as normal?
Because our planet is bathed in a synthetic chemical soup and the toxic molecules travel widely by attaching themselves to dust particles blowing in wind currents, no human being or food supply anywhere, no matter how remote, is immune to being contaminated. In Arctic Circle wilderness villages, the Inuit mothers now carry such huge loads of PCBs and mercury in their bodies that their breast milk would be categorized as hazardous waste by the Food and Drug Administration if it were being evaluated for human consumption.
“Arctic people and animals are hundreds of miles from any significant source of pollution, living in one of the most desolate spots on the planet, yet, paradoxically, they are among the planet’s most contaminated living organisms,” writes Los Angeles Times reporter Marla Cone in her 2005 book, Silent Snow: The Slow Poisoning of the Arctic. “The Arctic’s people and animals have been transformed into living, deep-freeze archives storing toxic memories of the industrialized world’s past and present.” (Molecules of toxic chemicals attach themselves to dust particles and travel the upper air currents north, to where colder climates draw them like a magnet.)
Cone identified at least two hundred synthetic chemicals that are adversely affecting the health of indigenous people at the top of the world. Children in this region suffer extremely high rates of infectious diseases apparently brought on by a suppression of their immune systems from exposure to chemical toxins. Similar effects are showing up in animal populations in the form of viral epidemics.
A favorable review of Cone’s book in The San Francisco Chronicle summarized the challenge that her findings pose for us: “…as more chemicals are being developed and marketed without sufficient toxicity testing—as more lawn products, pesticides and flame retardants, to name a few household culprits, are being spewed into the environment—it becomes increasingly urgent that every single person living in an industrialized nation learn what Greenlander Ingmar Egede already knows: ‘The chemical threat is the ultimate threat to mankind, worse than bombs and war. You cannot hide from it. It reaches everywhere in the world.’”
MYTHS WE CHERISH
THE GOVERNMENT KNOWS WHAT IS SAFE
No one knows exactly how many synthetic chemicals have been unleashed on this planet. A generally accepted figure—necessarily an estimate—is that one hundred thousand are in use worldwide, with more than one thousand new chemicals entering the marketplace every year. The United States Environmental Protection Agency keeps a list of about eighty-five thousand in its registry, and of these only a small fraction have ever been tested individually for their impact on the health of human beings. Many fewer still have been tested for their synergistic, multiple-interaction impacts on health.
Toxins expert Doris J. Rapp warns us that the rules have been written in such a way that we can never know what is safe until people or animals in the wild begin suffering. “The Toxic Substances Control Act of 1976 allows chemicals to be sold and used unless they are proven to be a risk. The EPA, however, does not conduct its own safety tests, but relies on research conducted by manufacturers. Yes, you read it correctly. Is the fox in charge of designing the chicken coop?”
Over the past three decades, chemical companies have provided the EPA with health data for only about 15 percent of the tens of thousands of new synthetic chemicals that have been introduced into the marketplace, according to a 2005 report by the Government Accountability Office, the investigative arm of the U.S. Congress. “EPA does not routinely assess existing chemicals, has limited information on their health and environmental risks, and has issued few regulations controlling such chemicals,” the report charged.
When it comes to chemicals added to cosmetics and many other personal-care products, the FDA knows as much about their safety as you
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