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Epigraph

Generations of athletes have used exercise combined with animal protein diets to get bigger, stronger, and faster, all in the name of a competitive edge. Unknowingly to most, their efforts to achieve the short-term gain of athletic success have often resulted in the long-term pain of chronic disease. This book demonstrates that today’s athletes, from the top stars to the weekend warriors, are embracing the fact that they can reach their short-term goals without sacrificing their long-term health. Replacing an animal protein diet with a plant-based diet not only protects the heart, battles cancer, defeats diabetes, and stomps out strokes, but it also decreases inflammation, improves recovery time, and can fuel an athlete’s fire to win.

—Dr. Columbus Batiste, interventional cardiologist
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Foreword

Being a plant-based athlete is not a new concept. History is rife with examples, from the Gladiators in ancient Rome to the Tarahumara tribe of Northern Mexico, who run 160-mile races fueled by plants purely for enjoyment. While the research supporting plant-based athletes isn’t new either, it is more compelling than ever today. Take, for instance, the study “Is a Vegan Diet Detrimental to Endurance and Muscle Strength?” that was published in April 2020. Researchers followed two groups of healthy, young, lean, physically active women—a vegan group and the other omnivorous—over a two-year period. They evaluated body composition, estimated maximal oxygen consumption (VO2 Max), a submaximal endurance test, and muscle strength. The results revealed that both groups were comparable for physical activity levels, body mass index, percent body fat, lean body mass, and muscle strength. However, results also showed that the vegans had a significantly higher estimated VO2 Max and submaximal endurance time to exhaustion compared with the omnivores. The conclusion? A vegan diet is not detrimental to endurance and strength, and the vegan group achieved greater endurance. For those who follow the likes of legendary plant-based runners Fiona Oakes, Scott Jurek, and Brendan Brazier, these findings come as no surprise. It is, after all, the scientific evidence that explains the athletic success, not the other way around.

You’ll get your share of success stories from plant-based athletes in this book, such as those of Olympic gold medalists and world champions from seemingly every sports background, and they are all truly inspiring. I’m most interested in the science behind their athletic performance, though. We know a lot of the fundamentals, such as you can get all the protein you need from plants; plant foods contain sixty-four times more antioxidants than animal foods; fiber is only found in plants, and dietary cholesterol is only found in animal foods; and plants have a far superior nutrient density ratio of nutrients per calorie than animal foods. But the story is much deeper than that. Whether we’re discussing the way that nitric oxide in leafy green vegetables may increase blood flow, antioxidants may help muscle tissue repair, plants may improve resting metabolic rate, and avoidance of animal protein may lead to a decreased risk of obesity, the scientific literature makes it abundantly clear that plants have been our preferred fuel source for ages—and now they may be the solution to successful and prolonged active lifestyles.

Robert and Matt are the embodiment of these truths, as are the many athletes profiled in this book. What makes The Plant-Based Athlete a formidable and refreshingly unique resource is that it draws from not only decades of personal experience and world-class success stories, but also from both age-old and cutting-edge research. You would be wise to take heed of the advice in this book, as it is essential for creating a lifestyle—not a diet—to improve your athletic capabilities as well as your overall quality of life. Your opportunity to become your most healthful, happiest, and fittest self may very well be determined by what you choose to put on your plate. Choose thoughtfully and wisely, and discover your best athletic self along the way.

—Michael Greger, MD, FACLM, New York Times bestselling author of How Not to Die and How Not to Diet and founder of NutritionFacts.org
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Becoming a Plant-Based Athlete

Hidden behind the world-class performances of many of the planet’s elite athletes—the biggest, strongest, and fastest humans on the planet—is a secret weapon. These competitors swear by it, affirming that it helps them work harder, play longer, move faster, perform better, prevent injuries, and recover faster. It’s been credited for winning Olympic medals, World Cup championships, Wimbledon titles, and the Super Bowl, in addition to shattering world records. But it’s not high-tech gear or a grueling training regimen, nor is it access to a dedicated team of trainers or even the athletes’ DNA. On the contrary, it’s something that’s inexpensive, accessible, and available to anyone with the inclination to try it: a plant-based diet. Consider just a sampling of the evidence.

When Alex Morgan catapulted the US women’s soccer team to a World Cup championship and into the limelight in the summer of 2019, she credited a plant-based diet for her strength and endurance. Also in the summer of 2019, Novak Djokovic, the world’s number-one–ranked men’s tennis player, outlasted Roger Federer in epic fashion to capture his fifth Wimbledon title. When asked about his performance, Djokovic was quick to proclaim the benefits of a plant-based diet for his energy, stamina, and overall performance. When professional tennis icon Venus Williams discovered she was suffering from Sjogren’s syndrome, an autoimmune disease, which caused her to withdraw from the US Open (and later from competitive tennis entirely) because of fatigue and joint pain, she turned to a plant-based diet for help. The very next year, after adopting a plant-based diet, she won a Wimbledon title and an Olympic gold medal. Her sister Serena—who has dominated women’s tennis for years—has at times embraced a fully plant-based diet and currently follows more of a plant-centered diet (mostly plants, some animal-based foods).

When National Basketball Association all-star Kyrie Irving was traded from Cleveland to Boston in 2017, it represented an opportunity for him to finally emerge from the shadow of LeBron James. After his new team got off to an unexpectedly slow start, he adopted a plant-based diet. The Celtics went on to win the next thirteen games and Irving never looked back, becoming the leader of his team and a perennial all-star. He is now one of the faces of the Brooklyn Nets franchise, where he has a fresh start for putting his plant-based stamp on the NBA. Kyrie set an NBA record in his first game of the 2019–2020 season by scoring 50 points in his debut with a new team. And he’s not alone in looking to a plant-based diet as a competitive advantage in the NBA: fellow all-star Damian Lillard, also one of the NBA’s top 10, adopted a plant-based diet to both drop weight and improve his speed. He accomplished those two goals and catapulted himself from a second-tier all-star to one of the league’s very best players. NBA stars Chris Paul, JaVale McGee, DeAndre Jordan, Wilson Chandler, and others throughout the association have adopted a plant-based diet for improved performance. Chris Paul’s renaissance season in 2019–2020 speaks volumes about the personal benefits he has experienced after more than a full year of following a plant-based diet, having had one of his best seasons relatively late in his career. In the Women’s National Basketball Association, the plant-based diet is catching fire, and some of the greatest female basketball players in the world, including Diana Taurasi—considered by many to be the greatest of all time—have embraced a plant-based diet for energy, performance, and longevity. Fellow WNBA stars Liz Cambage, Rebekkah Brunson, and Nneka Ogwumike have also leaned on plants to elevate their game.

In 2017, National Football League linebacker Derrick Morgan adopted a plant-based diet, along with the rest of the starting defensive line of the Tennessee Titans, and led his team to the playoffs for the first time in nine years. Not to be outdone, the starting offensive line for the Washington Football Team implemented a plant-based diet for part of their 2017 season as well. More recently, former NFL MVP Cam Newton adopted a plant-based diet for its athletic benefits. He has been featured in a Vegan Strong campaign on major media outlets, proclaiming the positive results he has experienced with a plant-based diet on his recovery after injuries, which helped him fuel his comeback as a starting quarterback in the NFL.

Mike Tyson’s epic comeback to boxing at age fifty-four comes on the heels of a decade of following a plant-based diet, in which he reclaimed his health and his athletic youthfulness, power, and strength. Ultimate fighters Nate Diaz, Nick Diaz, Mac Danzig, James Wilks, and many others have embraced the power of plants to boost their endurance and aid their recovery in their grueling sport, just as renowned national and world champions in boxing Timothy Bradley, David Haye, Cam Awesome, Ünsal Arik, and Yuri Foreman incorporated a plant-based diet for endurance to last the intense rounds in one of the world’s toughest sports and for the ability to recover quickly and have constant improvement.

Olympic medalists Heather Mitts, Rebecca Soni, Meagan Duhamel, and Dotsie Bausch know the healing and performance-enhancing power of plants and embrace a plant-based diet to this day while encouraging others to do the same. One of the greatest Olympic athletes in history, track-and-field legend Carl Lewis, credited his best all-time performances to a vegan lifestyle and plant-based diet. He won ten Olympic medals, including nine gold medals, paving the way for the amazing world-class plant-based athletes who would follow in his footsteps on their own way to Olympic glory.

Cricket icon Virat Kohli not only is one of the best cricketers in the world, with a massively impressive résumé of awards and titles, but also ranked seventh in ESPN’s list of the one hundred most famous athletes, made the Forbes list of the top 100 highest-paid athletes, and was on TIME magazine’s list of the 100 most influential people. He’s in good company—among the top 21 most influential athletes in the world are these plant-based household names: Lionel and Lewis Hamilton.

Speaking of Lewis Hamilton, a six-time Formula One world champion and perhaps the most famous race-car driver in the world, he is one of the most outspoken about his plant-based diet, whereas some other leading plant-based athletes tend to keep their vegan lifestyle to themselves. Lewis not only follows a plant-based diet but also promotes the lifestyle frequently to his massive audience, encouraging his millions of followers to embrace a plant-based diet for their health and for the health of the environment. He set records in 2019 and 2020, making him one of the most consistent champions in any sport and one of the most recognized athletes in the world today.

And then there’s Arnold Schwarzenegger, as synonymous with power, strength, and masculinity as it gets, who has acknowledged that you don’t need meat to build muscle. In fact, he follows a mostly plant-based diet himself these days while encouraging others to do the same.

A plant-based diet isn’t a fringe topic for athletes anymore. Consider the headlines in recent years:

USA Today: Plant-Based Diets Take Over Sports World

CNBC: Why NFL Players and Other Athletes Are Going Vegan

U.S. News & World Report: Athletes Can Thrive on Plant-Based Diets

Forbes: Five Reasons Why Sport Is Going Vegan

New York Times: Lewis Hamilton Changed His Diet, and It’s Been Off to the Races Since

A growing group of decorated professional players, Olympians, and other elite athletes are embracing a plant-based approach to their fitness because they realize that it can not only improve their physical abilities in ways that they couldn’t have dreamed possible but also add years to their careers and their lives. This is powerful proof that the human body doesn’t need meat, eggs, or dairy to be strong. And if the NBA’s brightest stars can thrive during their high-intensity eighty-two-game season, the NFL’s biggest and best can do the same in the most physically demanding major US sport, and professional tennis players can make it through their taxing yearlong season while facing extreme elements and time-zone changes, imagine what the average athlete can experience by following a healthy plant-based diet. That’s the message we’ve dedicated the past twenty years of our careers to sharing, and that’s what The Plant-Based Athlete is all about: teaching you how you can adapt these strategies to your own life and unlock your own potential, then showing you firsthand how these exceptional athletes eat, train, and recover in real life.

It’s no secret that veganism is one of the biggest lifestyle trends of our times. It makes sense: almost everyone who tries this diet—whether fully plant-based or more tentatively plant-curious—reaps the benefits from eating more plants and fewer animal products, including loss of excess body fat, stabilization of blood sugar (and in many cases reversal of a diabetes diagnosis), lowering of cholesterol, reversal of heart disease, alleviation of joint pain and other forms of inflammation, and an end to various chronic ailments.

Now it’s time for the movement’s next evolution: plant-based fitness. This isn’t exactly a new idea in the plant-based world—and we should know, because between us we have a combined thirty years of experience as competitive vegan athletes. Robert Cheeke is considered the godfather of the vegan bodybuilding movement, having been a vegan athlete since the mid-1990s. And Matt Frazier is a competitive marathoner who has been leading the conversation about the plant-based athlete lifestyle since 2009 with perhaps the largest plant-based athlete platform in the world, No Meat Athlete (nomeatathlete.com). For years, the two of us have provided reassurance, backed by both research and firsthand experience, that athletes not only can get adequate protein and overall nutrition on a plant-based diet, but also can excel athletically and absolutely can achieve their highest physical goals. From experienced competitors to weekend warriors, die-hard vegans to plant-curious dabblers, we’ve helped many thousands of readers discover what’s possible for them. But up until now, this conversation had not made the jump into the mainstream fitness dialogue. The Plant-Based Athlete will change that.

Picking Up Where the Trailblazers Left Off

Champion athletes in many sports were fueled by plants long before the internet came around, before there were books and documentaries on the subject, before it was cool to proclaim that you were a vegetarian or a vegan, and before social media influencers got paid to promote products or could make a living by being muscular and fit. In the ages that preceded these modern updates to the plant-based landscape, there were plant-based athletes winning Olympic medals while also speaking out against food injustices, government subsidies, environmental degradation, factory farming, and animal cruelty. Others simply made the case that they didn’t need animal protein to compete at the highest level. Many, even decades ago, arrived at a plant-based diet in search of improved athletic performance and found what they were looking for. If it worked, why didn’t it catch on way back then? As they say, old habits die hard, change takes time, and going against the grain isn’t easy, even if it’s worth it. But that was then, and a new day is dawning for the modern plant-based athlete, a theme we will visit throughout this book.

Plant-based athletes have been around since the time of the Roman gladiators, who ate a mostly plant-based diet, as forensic scientists determined after studying the composition of their bones.1 While there are some records of plant-based Olympians in the early history of the competition, it was the 1970s and 1980s that saw the rise of legendary athletes who embraced a plant-based (either vegetarian or vegan) diet for sports performance benefits. This included track-and-field icons Edwin Moses and Carl Lewis, bodybuilding greats Bill Pearl and Andreas Cahling, and women’s tennis champion Martina Navratilova. Moses won a mind-boggling 122 consecutive races from 1977 to 1987, which is especially impressive when you factor in that his sport was the 400-meter hurdle, where one slip or one scrape of a spike from his sprinter shoe on the crossbar of the hurdle could cause a fall and end a perfect winning streak. The fact that Moses went on to set four world records, win two Olympic gold medals, and win two world championship gold medals following a diet devoid of meat sent a message to anyone who was paying attention: If one of the world’s greatest athletes, especially one in an explosive, powerful sport, can succeed at such a high level without consuming meat, what could the rest of us accomplish?

As Moses’s career was winding down, another track-and-field star’s career was in full bloom. Carl Lewis, a sprinter and long jumper who joined Moses as a gold medal winner in the 1984 Olympics in Los Angeles, set out to become one of the greatest Olympic champions of all time. He has said on multiple occasions that his best year in track and field was his first year as a vegan, and Lewis is still an advocate for a plant-based diet. Around that same time, Martina Navratilova was paving the way toward being considered one of the greatest, if not the greatest, female tennis players of all time. Her accomplishments and records seem to be endless, including being ranked the number one player in the world for hundreds of weeks during her career, in both singles and doubles. One notable attribute of her career was her longevity—she played at an elite level well into her forties. She once said in an interview that moving toward a more plant-based diet was the major reason she was able to continue playing professional tennis for so long. Though she wasn’t fully vegan during her playing days, she was a vegetarian, and she has since adopted a fully plant-based diet.

In the 1990s, four-time NBA champion John Salley opened the door for many NBA players to embrace a plant-based diet when, near the end of his playing career, he began vocally espousing its benefits. He ended up opening a vegan café in Southern California, was an early investor in Beyond Meat, and has appeared in countless documentaries and articles on the topic. But it was the long-distance runners of the 1990s who gave plant-based athletes their biggest push, most notably Brendan Brazier, Ruth Heidrich, and Scott Jurek. All legends in the plant-based and running worlds, they showed that plants can fuel some of the most challenging human athletic achievements, including running 100-plus-mile ultramarathons. After that incredible and convincing demonstration, vegan bodybuilders such as Robert, Kenneth Williams, Robbie Hazeley, and Alexander Dargatz came onboard, as did mixed martial arts (MMA) fighters such as Mac Danzig and Jake Shields, paving the way for many more to follow in their footsteps.

When it became unequivocally clear that that you could achieve and succeed on a plant-based diet—whether you were an endurance, strength, or power athlete—the world took notice, and by the early 2000s, a movement was born. Robert’s Vegan Bodybuilding & Fitness website launched in 2003, quickly becoming a popular destination for hundreds of thousands of plant-based athletes of all backgrounds to form a community. Matt’s No Meat Athlete site arrived on the scene six years later and became the largest platform of its kind, the current leading voice in the plant-based athlete community that is now millions of people strong.

Together, we have witnessed our heroes pave the way and make good on what they started. From having posters of Carl Lewis on our bedroom wall as a kid (Robert)—not knowing he was plant-based at the time—to having Brendan Brazier write the foreword for his first book (Matt), it has been a rewarding journey to get to the point where a plant-based diet is truly mainstream in sports. What these incredible individuals have taught us is that if all athletes train essentially the same way and all have similar performance results, what would separate one athlete from the next? It would be the ability to recover more efficiently, train more often, and improve their overall speed, endurance, strength, and performance. The hypothesis began as “What if the difference is in nutrition?” Decade after decade, these athletes have proven that to be the case. And they’ve also proven that there’s really no such thing as a specialized diet for each type of athlete. Instead, we now have ample evidence—from both experience and a number of scientific studies—that a well-planned, calorically sufficient plant-based diet in general is enough to boost energy, reduce inflammation, improve athletic recovery, minimize soreness, provide the most efficient pre- and post-workout fuel, improve gut health and digestion, reduce unwanted body fat, and even improve sleep—regardless of the sport. Add to that a robust collection of plant-based physicians, nutritionists, and other medical specialists who actively proclaim the health benefits of a plant-based diet in areas of cardiology, neurology, psychiatry, functional and lifestyle medicine, and autoimmune disease prevention and reversal.

Thanks to increasing awareness of the benefits of a plant-based diet, more and more prominent competitors are coming forward to share their experiences of how this dietary shift has improved their performance in unimaginable ways, from overcoming chronic illness to dramatically surpassing personal goals to extending the life of their careers well beyond what has been considered the norm. This has raised two very big, very important questions: What exactly are these athletes doing to get the most mileage out of their plant-based diets, and how exactly can you do it too?

We’re going to tell you just that.

We learned from the most decorated, visible plant-based athletes in the world—including pro football, basketball, soccer, and tennis players; surfers, wrestlers, MMA fighters, cyclists, and triathletes; and long-distance runners, boxers, powerlifters, and bodybuilders—about the specific and nuanced elements of how they’re eating and training to get maximum results with minimal injury. Then we set out to give you a step-by-step blueprint for how to build the best plant-based fitness regimen for you. We’ll help you figure out what exactly you should be eating, how much, and when (depending on specific physiological factors such as your sex, age, height, weight, activity type, and fitness goals—endurance, agility, strength, or speed), as well as how to recover from intense training more quickly and effectively and how to get in the kitchen and make the most delicious, nutrient-packed food possible.

Along the way, beyond the first-person experiences shared by elite plant-based athletes, we’ll include plenty of input from medical and nutritional experts, including doctors and registered dietitians. What they’ve seen in their research and in their patients confirms what we, and every single one of the athletes we’ve mentioned in this chapter, have seen in the gym: plants have the extraordinary power to increase circulation, oxygenate the blood, quell inflammation, flush out unwanted toxins, nourish the muscles, keep the heart robust, and feed the brain—all of which turbocharge athletic performance. Add in the specific knowledge of how to tailor this potent fuel specifically to your body and its needs—whether it’s moving or resting—and you’ll be taking your training to the next level as a plant-based athlete.

The truth is, everyone—not just athletes and those who lead an active lifestyle—can benefit from eating more whole-plant foods. What we’re challenging you to do is to keep an open mind about what is possible when taking your fitness to a higher level and about what role plant-based nutrition can play in your health, athletic, and everyday performance. If you take our advice—and the advice of these elite athletes and medical experts—you’ll have a significant set of tools to help in your training and performance, while at the same time profoundly benefiting your overall health.

As we’ve said before, we know this approach works. But you have to be willing to do the work and commit for the long haul, just as these athletes have. Our hope is that by following the advice outlined in this book, you’ll feel confident embracing plants as you attack your new and improved fitness goals. As with any challenge worth taking on, there will be some tough days and there will be roadblocks. But the measure of success is in how you overcome them. And when you come out on the other side, joining the ranks of hundreds of thousands of athletes who have experienced the performance benefits of adopting a plant-based diet, you’ll be stronger, faster, and more resilient. In the meantime, we’ll be here for you, cheering you on every step of the way.

* * *

One of the biggest advantages of a plant-based diet for athletes and other active individuals is that it prevents the hypertension, inflammation, oxidative stress, lipotoxicity, and dysbiosis associated with Western-style diets. Eating plant-based seems to provide an advantage where fuel, function, and recovery are concerned. I am constantly inspired by elite plant-based athletes who are setting world records. I am equally inspired by plant-based individuals in their seventies, eighties, and beyond who are still fit, vibrant, and free of chronic disease. To me, this is the real acid test . . . nothing surpasses plant-based diets where long-term health is concerned.

—Brenda Davis, RD, author, researcher, and speaker

Recovery time is the number one benefit of a plant-based diet. I am able to train more, and therefore improve quicker. Since my cortisol levels have dropped because of the removal of nutritional stress, I’m also able to sleep better.

—Brendan Brazier, ultramarathon champion

The industry has accepted that athletes can survive on a plant-based diet for years, but now thanks to legends who paved the way, other health professionals see that we do more than survive on a plant-based diet; we thrive! I challenged my college education in kinesiology and dietetics and searched for truth. Within a week of eating a whole-foods plant-based diet (imperfectly) I was pushing more weight and breaking more personal records than I had in years. I was ready to compete the next day feeling almost no inflammatory response. The epiphany came while I was lifting and felt a deep intuition with my placement because for the first time, I had a mind-body control that I didn’t know was possible.

—Alyssa Strong, American College of Sports Medicine–certified exercise physiologist

As I worked in hospitals through physical therapy school it became clear to me that I needed to change my diet to avoid the health problems I was seeing. It was definitely a long-term decision rather than one made for short-term performance gains. If [athletes] aren’t fueled properly, they don’t have great results.

—Scott Jurek, seven-time consecutive winner of the Western States 100-Mile Endurance Run and two-time winner of the 135-mile Badwater Ultramarathon

For me, the most significant change after switching to a whole-foods plant-based diet was that I had more energy and was less sore from my trainings. And because of that, I could add an extra training day into my week.

—Jeremy Reijnders, 2018 Netherlands’ Fittest Man
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Understanding the Power Behind the Food:
Macronutrients, Micronutrients, and Calorie Density

If you’re reading this book, you’ve opened your mind to the possibility of leaving behind animal-based foods in favor of plant-based ones so that you can take your health and athleticism to the next level (even if it’s level one). And that’s a great thing, because as you’ll see in every single chapter, there is ample evidence that such a switch could have huge effects on both your health and your athletic abilities. An athlete who exemplifies physical, mental, and overall athletic and lifestyle transformation as a result of switching to a plant-based diet during a critical period of his life is Rich Roll.

One of the most popular plant-based athletes in the world today, Rich Roll is an ultramarathon runner and host of The Rich Roll Podcast. Rich’s popularity has grown so much that for many elite athletes and thought leaders, simply being a guest on his podcast is a form of “making it,” much like landing on a magazine cover or making a major television appearance. He has an almost cultlike following, but it wasn’t always that way. In fact, it’s all fairly new. One of Rich’s most famous quotes is as follows: “I didn’t reach my athletic peak until I was 43. I didn’t write my first book until I was 44. I didn’t start my podcast until I was 45. At 30, I thought my life was over. At 52, I know it’s just beginning. Keep running. Never give up. And watch your kite soar.” He has completely transformed his life over the past decade, and a plant-based diet has been central to his personal growth.

Like many athletes we’ve interviewed, Rich has a complex story. Once a former standout swimmer at Stanford University, Rich saw his life crumble, even as a lawyer and perceived success story, as he succumbed to drugs and alcohol and ended up in jail and rehab. And like many people who create their own life transformations, Rich had a wake-up call. Though sober at the time of his fortieth birthday, as a husband and father of four, he was fifty pounds overweight and collapsed in pain while trying to ascend a staircase, fearing a heart attack was near. Though many years removed from being a competitive athlete, Rich felt compelled to take his life in a different direction and reclaim his health and vitality. It was a choice between remaining sick and depressed or becoming healthy and happy, and Rich chose to thrive. He adopted a plant-based diet, started swimming again, picked up running, and purchased a bike. This was the start of an ultrarunning career that would eventually see him featured on major magazine covers and proclaimed by Men’s Fitness magazine as one of the 25 Fittest Men in the World. It was also the start of his discovery of Ultraman triathlons, where he would leave a strong imprint as an innovator and a world-class athlete. He eventually became one of the most successful in the sport as a top finisher at the Ultraman World Championships, setting records along the way. Though Rich had a background in swimming, he didn’t even own a bike two years prior to competing in his first Ultraman triathlon, yet he cycled 170 miles in a single day during that three-day race.

In 2010, Rich and fellow ultra-endurance athlete Jason Lester completed what they called the EPIC5 Challenge. They finished five Ironman distance triathlons on five Hawaiian islands in under a week. Two years later, Rich released his number one bestselling memoir, Finding Ultra, and given his popular quote we mentioned earlier, you now know the rest of the story. Today, Rich is in his mid-fifties and still exercises daily. Much of his energy also goes to his award-winning podcast, sharing the stories of luminaries and thought leaders from around the world. To Rich, conversation is the key to improving the world. If we can talk about important issues, ask deeply meaningful questions, listen attentively without judgment, and have a respectful conversation about moving society forward, we can do just that. In fact, it was his quest for knowledge and thirst for self-improvement that brought him to a plant-based diet in the first place, which was the catalyst for everything he stands for and represents today.

A plant-based diet was the fuel that helped Rich discover his way as an athlete after drugs, alcohol, depression, stress, and poor eating habits engulfed his life. How exactly did a plant-based diet make a real impact on Rich’s athletic performance? By eating foods that are nutrient rich but calorie poor, Rich discovered that with a whole-foods plant-based diet, you can eat more food while being able to lose weight. And you can consume more total nutrition with diversity in calorie sources from fruits, vegetables, legumes, grains, nuts, and seeds, all packed with nutrients, by eating the colors of the rainbow and by avoiding animal-based foods, which cause inflammation and promote disease. Losing weight made exercise easier, more efficient, and more enjoyable for Rich as he swam, cycled, and ran his way into a new passion for sports and life. A nutrient-dense smoothie became a staple of his diet, and the absence of animal protein, dietary cholesterol, copious amounts of saturated fats, and dense calories enabled Rich to fill up on much more health-promoting foods, those highest in vitamins, minerals, antioxidants, fiber, and phytonutrients. For Rich, the plant-based diet was transformative. Rather than wondering if a heart attack was imminent and feeling tired and sluggish as a result of being overweight, like most of the American population, Rich transformed his body into a plant-powered machine, capable of incredible athletic feats such as completing Ironman distance triathlons for numerous consecutive days. It’s fair to say that without the influence of a plant-based diet, and the direct impact it had on increasing his energy, expediting his recovery, and improving his overall athleticism and happiness, there wouldn’t be The Rich Roll Podcast, and there wouldn’t be this powerful story to tell. But like so many others, Rich invested his whole self into a diet and lifestyle that would forever change him, just as a plant-based diet might forever change so many of you.

Rich has been a particularly inspirational athlete for both of us. We have had the honor of learning from his wisdom over the years, which we hold in high regard, especially his mantra of “keep showing up,” which reminds all of us to keep going even in the face of adversity and struggle. It’s deceptively simple, but if you indeed do show up, day after day, and do what you love to do, you will find happiness in the process, and you may even discover your best self.

As you’ve seen in Rich Roll’s profile, and as you’ll see in the stories of the other world-class athletes in this book, there’s plenty of evidence that choosing plants over animal-based foods is a game changer in the performance department. As elite athletes fueled exclusively by plants, this is not only something we can attest to firsthand—the fact that plants are optimal athlete fuel is confirmed by the medical and scientific communities. We can now say with certainty that plants are the preferred energy source, thanks to recent scientific study conclusions such as the following:


	A vegan diet is not detrimental to endurance or muscle strength. In fact, submaximal endurance might be better in vegans than in omnivores.1

	Adhering to vegetarian kinds of diets, but in particular to a vegan dietary pattern, is compatible with ambitious endurance running and is a healthy alternative to an omnivorous diet for athletes.2

	The possibility that a plant-based diet contributes to improved performance and accelerated recovery in endurance sports is raised by its effects on blood flow, body composition, antioxidant capacity, systemic inflammation, and glycogen storage. These attributes provide a scientific foundation for the increased use of plant-based diets by athletes.3



In the next few chapters, we’ll help you answer the common, and crucial, question “But what the heck do I eat?!” Because when it comes to plant-based athletes, the answer is more nuanced than “not animal products” or “only plants, mostly whole.” In this chapter we’ll break it down, giving you an essential introduction to how to fuel the plant-based body—especially one that’s being pushed to its limits.

The place to begin is with understanding macro- and micronutrients and calorie density. These concepts will influence not just which plant-based foods you eat but also how much and in what ratio. Learning how to calibrate your diet with regard to these factors will ensure that you get the most out of your fuel, whether your fitness goals are to lose weight, gain weight, improve endurance, build strength, or cultivate explosive agility. We’ll eventually get to creating your unique meal plans, but first we’re going to break down the universal ins and outs of what you’re eating so you won’t have to take our word for it—you’ll understand how to create a balanced plant-based diet, one that will deliver everything you need to be both an athlete and an all-around healthy person. (And yes, that includes plenty of protein—but more on that in a bit!)

To give you a sense of the power of harnessing the nutritional and caloric makeup of your daily diet, here are a few examples of how athletes implement this in real life.

First, we’ll start close to home. When Robert—who has been a vegan since his early teens—got into the sport of bodybuilding, coming off a long-distance running career, he had his sights set on building lots of muscle quickly. At twenty years of age, with optimal testosterone to grow muscle and armed with an exceptional level of enthusiasm, he embraced the pursuit of muscle building with a passion . . . but failed miserably. What happened was that Robert was still thinking like a runner. He had been a competitive runner since childhood and had run cross-country for one year in college, so his workouts entailed burning large amounts of calories while consuming a modest amount of food. This enabled him to maintain his light 150-pound weight on a six-foot-tall frame, which was beneficial to running. When he embraced weight lifting, he was still running to stay fit—and for the pure joy of it—while also cycling, doing daily calisthenics such as push-ups and crunches, and lifting weights—but without significantly increasing his calorie intake. So rather than building muscle and adding mass to his frame, after an entire year of training he hadn’t gained a single pound. He even documented his daily workouts in a journal, hoping for and expecting change, but came up short.

Robert’s problem wasn’t that his plant-based diet prevented him from building muscle—it was simply that he did not understand the role of calorie density and total calorie intake in relation to his calorie expenditure. In essence, he was burning far more calories than he was consuming with the goal of building muscle. His diet and his goals were at odds with each other. It was only after frustration set in and he nearly gave up entirely that he stumbled upon the Body for Life program (a weight-training program that was incredibly popular at the time), which encouraged him to follow a six-days-per-week exercise program and document his exercise and calorie intake. The program also encouraged him to consume six meals a day, eating every three hours, which meant he was consuming adequate calories on a regular basis. He also removed cycling and reduced the amount he was running, while incorporating a structured weight-training routine, which finally made his program sustainable. And this time around, he had the documentation, which he took the time to evaluate each day and determine what was working and what wasn’t.

The results spoke for themselves. After adding no mass and having no change in weight over an entire year, Robert gained 19 pounds in twelve weeks and a total of 28 pounds over a ten-month period. He added another 10 pounds the following year, became a competitive bodybuilder the year after that, and became a champion bodybuilder a couple of years later. With his new 200-pound frame, he helped establish that the concept of vegan bodybuilding was viable. That simple body transformation did more than just add muscle to Robert’s frame. It gave him confidence and permission to believe in himself and to believe in the power of a plant-based diet. He had become a vegan to reduce animal cruelty, and he had accepted the idea that it might hinder his athletic performance—or so he had been told by almost every friend, teammate, and coach when he was a five-sport high school vegan athlete in the 1990s. And when he struggled to build muscle as a weight lifter, he started to wonder if they were right. But Robert proved—to himself and to others—that it was possible not only to build plant-based muscle but also to become a champion in a sport he was told he had no business competing in.

He would later gain an even better understanding of nutrient density and calorie density, which enabled him to select the foods that provided the best return on investment for his muscle-building goals and reach a body weight of approximately 220 pounds by age forty, up a full 100 pounds from when he adopted a plant-based diet a quarter century earlier. Valuable lessons are often etched deeply in experience. Failing numerous times, learning from those experiences, and having the persistence to try again with an open mind changed Robert from someone who tried and failed to someone who tried again and succeeded.

Matt also got his start by thinking big . . . and failing bigger.

Having grown up like most kids—playing sports and eating the standard American diet—Matt didn’t get serious about his diet or fitness until he was in college. He and some friends decided they were going to not just run a marathon (despite having barely run more than three miles at a time, ever) but qualify for the prestigious Boston Marathon. At that time, qualifying for Boston meant running a marathon in 3 hours, 10 minutes—about a 7:15 mile pace. Ignoring that this was closer to his one-mile personal record time, a far cry from a marathon pace, Matt began logging miles and fumbling his way through the process of becoming a runner. Six months later, he and his friends crossed the finish line of the San Diego Rock ‘n’ Roll Marathon . . . after 4 hours and 52 of the most painful minutes they’d ever experienced, missing the Boston qualifying goal by more than 100 minutes.

This could have been the end of Matt’s running career, but instead it was the beginning. Rather than getting down about his disappointing result, he got inspired by the possibilities: If the shape I’m in now is enough to complete a marathon, what kind of shape would I have to be in to run one 100 minutes faster? How disciplined about my workouts, nutrition, and recovery would I have to be? How rock-solid a mindset would I have to develop?

Matt spent the next seven years working toward the Boston goal, failing over and over but all the while getting better at avoiding injuries, training efficiently, and, perhaps most important, eating for optimal performance. A few years into the process, Matt decided (mostly for ethical reasons) to stop eating cows and pigs. He wanted to go vegetarian, but like a lot of athletes, he worried about not getting enough protein. So he started by giving up meat from four-legged animals and gradually eliminated poultry and fish over the next couple of years. Having searched for information about how to fuel for endurance sports with a vegetarian diet but finding almost nothing helpful, Matt decided to detail his experiment with a blog, which he called No Meat Athlete.

Even though performance hadn’t been his motivating factor, Matt was surprised by how well the workouts—and, just as important, the subsequent recovery after each one—were going after he ditched meat. He lost a few pounds but maintained his strength, and the most surprising part was that once his marathon training hit peak mileage, with long runs topping 20 miles and unrelenting midweek speed and tempo workouts, Matt didn’t slow down. In the past, this level of training had always led to an injury, but this time . . . nothing. And after a summer of the most consistent and intense training of his life, Matt crossed the finish line of the Wineglass Marathon in Corning, New York, in a time of 3:09:59—enough to quality for the race of his dreams by one second. (Well, not quite one second; the official qualifying standard was 3:10:59, so he actually qualified by 1 minute and 1 second.)

After finally qualifying for Boston, Matt shifted his focus to ultrarunning goals. He started running 50-kilometer (50K) and 50-mile races and experimenting with a vegan diet. By the time Matt ran his first 100-mile race, he had been 100 percent vegan for two full years. Prior to that, running two marathons in three months would have been a sure way to get injured. But now Matt was routinely putting in 60 miles per week, with 30 of those miles coming within twenty-four hours of each other on weekends, not to mention that he was able to run a 50K, a 50-miler, and the 100-mile race all in the short span of a few months. Injury never became a factor, which Matt credits to the nutrient density and anti-inflammatory properties of his plant-based diet.

Making a Plant-Based Diet Work for You

We’ll be getting into the specifics of how to tailor your diet to your unique physiology, athletic endeavors, and goals, but for now let’s cover the basic building blocks that make up every single successful plant-based diet.

First up, macronutrients. These are the components of every food you eat that give your body its required fuel, and they’re a massive factor for athletic performance—in addition to overall health and wellness. Eating a diet with optimally calibrated macronutrients and plenty of micronutrients is crucial for using your food as fuel. If you are eating too much of one macronutrient and not enough of another, there could be consequences ranging from excess calorie intake and increased body fat to not having adequate energy for workouts, to not taking in enough vitamins and minerals that help your body repair after a workout. And beyond your training, your overall health can suffer if you’re not getting enough of a certain macronutrient.

Macronutrients are the three main nutrients in your diet. They comprise the calories (or energy) that you consume and fall into three categories: protein, carbohydrates, and fat. Each of these supplies its own unique benefits, which is why each macronutrient comes with its own general recommendations. Once they have been digested, absorbed by the intestines, transmitted into the bloodstream, and then metabolized by the liver, macronutrients fuel many specialized biological functions.

Protein


	Aids growth (especially important for children, teens, and pregnant women)

	Encourages tissue repair

	Strengthens immune function

	Makes essential hormones and enzymes

	Provides energy when carbohydrates are not available

	Preserves lean muscle mass



Carbohydrates


	Provide fuel for the body (all of the tissues and cells in our body can use glucose, a component of many carbohydrates, for energy)

	Are necessary for the functioning of the central nervous system, kidneys, brain, and muscles (including the heart)

	Can be stored in the muscles and liver and later used for energy

	Are important in intestinal health and waste elimination



Fat


	Assists normal growth and development

	Provides energy (fat is the most concentrated source we have)

	Encourages the absorption of certain vitamins (such as vitamins A, D, E, and K and carotenoids, or “fat-soluble vitamins”)

	Provides cushioning for the organs

	Maintains cell membranes

	Contributes to the taste, consistency, and shelf stability of foods4



Micronutrients: Small but Mighty

Even though macronutrients are usually the star of the show when we talk about the makeup of a diet, we can’t overlook the absolute power of micronutrients, the vitamins and minerals that provide the deep nutrition delivered by plants. Micronutrients are essential to keeping our bodies healthy. They play a vital role in energy production, immune function, protection of the body from oxidative damage and stress, creation of neurotransmitters, and generation and repair of muscles, tendons, ligaments, and cartilage. These vitamins and minerals keep our blood oxygenated, our bones strong, and our electrolytes replenished—all integral components of excelling in physical fitness.

Since our bodies can’t make most micronutrients, it is crucial that we get them from our diet. There are some exceptions, such as vitamins D and B12, which often need to be supplemented regardless of whether or not you’re eating a plant-based diet (more on this in chapter 6). All other micronutrients should come from the foods we eat. However, while it’s good to know where these sources of nutrition come from naturally, in order to make a conscious effort to consume the foods that provide the most nutrition (e.g., kale versus iceberg lettuce or potatoes versus potato chips), you’re never going to set out to hit your individual vitamin and mineral levels for the day. Instead, eating a wide variety of plant-based foods helps ensure that you’re getting adequate nutrition, including a diversity of micronutrients. The goal is not to think about vitamin C when eating fruits, or B2 when eating leafy greens, or B7 when eating sweet potatoes, or any other vitamin or mineral as we eat specific foods known to contain them.

Unless you have a medical condition that requires it, there is simply no need to consume 1,000 percent of your recommended daily allowance (RDA) of a specific micronutrient. You wouldn’t easily find numbers of that scale in nature, and there is rarely ever a need for such an extreme level of consumption. So be wary of the thousands of food products that have isolated nutrients injected into them in order to reach RDA scores in the hundreds or even thousands of percent. Rather, a balanced diet of fruits, vegetables, nuts, grains, seeds, and legumes will provide sufficient micronutrient diversity and quantities, assuming you have adequate calorie intake; more on that in a moment. (Note: For as rich as a plant-based diet is in most nutrients, certain vitamins and minerals, most notably vitamin B12, are hard to get from plants. We’ll cover supplementation options in chapter 6.)

Plant-Based Sources of Water-Soluble Vitamins

Vitamin B1: soy milk, watermelon, acorn squash

Vitamin B2: whole and enriched grains and cereals

Vitamin B3: fortified and whole grains, mushrooms, potatoes

Vitamin B5: whole grains, broccoli, avocados, mushrooms

Vitamin B6: legumes, tofu, bananas

Vitamin B7: whole grains, soybeans

Vitamin B9: asparagus, spinach, black-eyed peas

Vitamin C: citrus fruit, potatoes, bell peppers, tomatoes

Plant-Based Sources of Fat-Soluble Vitamins

Vitamin A: sweet potatoes, carrots, mangoes

Vitamin E: leafy green vegetables, nuts

Vitamin K1: kale, spinach, broccoli, asparagus, green beans

Plant-Based Sources of Major Minerals

Calcium: leafy green vegetables

Chloride: salt

Magnesium: spinach, broccoli, legumes, seeds

Potassium: fruits, vegetables, grains, legumes

Sodium: salt, soy sauce, vegetables

Plant-Based Sources of Trace Minerals

Chromium: nuts

Copper: nuts, seeds, whole grains, beans, prunes

Fluoride: teas

Iodine: iodized salt

Iron: fruits, green vegetables

Manganese: nuts, legumes, whole grains, teas

Selenium: Brazil nuts

Zinc: legumes, whole grains

Calorie Density

Let’s set aside micronutrients for a moment and swing back to the macros. We’ll look at what it means to eat carbohydrates versus fat versus protein in a bit, but for now, we’re going to use them as the foundation for understanding a just-as-crucial piece of nutrition: calorie density.

Calorie density is the number of calories a food item contains per unit of measurement—calories per gram, calories per pound, calories per serving, and so forth. The calorie density of foods that you most likely have in your fridge or pantry varies widely—nonstarchy vegetables (spinach, kale, green beans, cauliflower, broccoli, and so








Food Calorie Density Chart












	Understanding calorie density means that you won’t over- or undereat. If you require 3,000 calories a day to maintain your current ideal weight but are eating whatever you feel like without regard for calorie density, chances are you’re going to either overshoot that number and gain weight over time or undershoot and lose weight over time (which prevents you from building quality muscle).

	Calorie density sheds light on just how much food you can get away with eating when you’re sticking with plant-based options. For example, you’re going to get a lot more caloric mileage out of a huge bowl of grains, greens, and beans than you are out of a steak. And since you’ll ultimately be aiming to eat a mostly carbohydrate diet (which we’ll get to in chapter 4), that means rarely feeling deprived while also hitting your intake goals—no matter how frequently you need to fuel throughout the day.

	Calorie density plays a practical role in your meal planning because it helps you compare one food with another given the same serving size. For example, from a calorie-density perspective, 16 ounces of fruit is far different from 16 ounces of nuts. (As you saw in the preceding chart, the fruit contains about 300 calories, while the nuts pack 2,800 calories.) That’s why we’ll also talk about how to strategically build a meal so that you can still enjoy more calorie-dense foods without their needing to take up the majority of your plate.















Calorie Density at a Glance










	High Calorie Density
	Medium Calorie Density
	Low Calorie Density



	1,400–4,000 cal./lb.
	350–750 cal./lb.
	100–300 cal./lb.





	Oils
	Lentils
	Kale



	Processed foods
	Kidney beans
	Spinach



	Almonds
	Chickpeas
	Broccoli



	Walnuts
	Pinto beans
	Carrots



	Cashews
	Black beans
	Cauliflower



	Peanut butter
	Brown rice
	Peas



	Almond butter
	Split peas
	Mangoes



	Cashew butter
	Potatoes
	Bananas



	Sunflower butter
	Sweet potatoes
	Blueberries



	Pumpkin seeds
	Yams
	Strawberries



	Hempseeds
	Tofu
	Cherries



	Sunflower seeds
	Tempeh
	Apples



	Sesame seeds
	Oats
	Oranges





Calorie Density Versus Nutrient Density













	Mains
	Sides
	Condiments



	Legumes
	Greens
	Herbs





	Lentils
	Kale
	Basil



	Pinto beans
	Spinach
	Thyme



	Chickpeas
	Romaine lettuce
	Dill



	Black beans
	Swiss chard
	Oregano



	Kidney beans
	Arugula
	Parsley













	Grains
	Cruciferous vegetables
	Spices





	Rice
	Broccoli
	Turmeric



	Quinoa
	Cauliflower
	Cinnamon



	Wheat
	Cabbage
	Black pepper



	Barley
	Brussels sprouts
	Ginger



	Oats
	Radishes
	Peppermint



	Millet
	Turnips
	Nutmeg













	Starchy Vegetables
	Nonstarchy Vegetables
	Seeds





	Potatoes
	Carrots
	Flaxseeds



	Sweet potatoes
	Asparagus
	Sesame seeds



	Plantains
	Eggplant
	Hempseeds



	Butternut squash
	Peppers
	Sunflower seeds



	Acorn squash
	Cucumber
	Pumpkin seeds



	Yams
	Green beans
	Chia seeds



	Parsnips
	Mushrooms
	Pomegranate seeds



	Corn
	Zucchini
	Poppy seeds



	Cassava
	Onions
	Watermelon seeds













	Heavy Proteins
	High Water-Content Fruits
	Nuts





	Tofu
	Watermelon
	Cashews



	Tempeh
	Berries
	Almonds



	Seitan (vital wheat gluten)
	Oranges
	Walnuts



	Nut butters
	Cantaloupe
	Pistachios



	Seed butters
	Grapefruit
	Hazelnuts



	Textured Vegetable Protein (TVP)
	Pineapple
	Pecans



	Soy foods
	Peaches
	Brazil nuts












	Dense Fruits
	Condiments





	Avocados
	Salsas



	Bananas
	Dressings



	Jackfruit
	Hummus



	Plums
	Guacamole



	Apricots
	Ketchup



	Persimmons
	Mustard



	Pears
	Tahini



	Papayas
	Jams












	Common Snacks
	Common Beverages





	Crackers
	Nondairy milks



	Applesauce
	Fruit or vegetable juice



	Trail mix
	Coffee



	Granola
	Tea



	Dried fruit
	Coconut water



	Snack/energy/protein bars
	Sparkling water



	Energy gels/chews
	Freshly squeezed juice



	Rice cakes
	Dairy-free kefir



	Dairy-free yogurt
	Fermented drink (kombucha)
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