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Dedication

To Essential Workers everywhere.

Let’s get you some more energy, now!
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Introduction:
“I Just Don’t Have It in Me”

Confession: I had absolutely no intention to write this book. The idea of writing about energy didn’t fit into my plans. But then I received a phone call last year that I just couldn’t stop thinking about, and everything changed.

I had been driving to a television studio in Orange County, California, where I was scheduled to do one of my favorite extracurricular activities: appear on a fundraising segment for public television. As I got close to my destination, a phone call came in over the car’s speakers. The producer told me that Kathy, a PBS presenter who was supposed to interview me on-air, wouldn’t be able to make it in. “Did something serious come up?” I inquired, concerned for her and a little curious how we’d pull off the segment. The producer replied, “She’s really sorry; she said she’s been feeling like her energy has evaporated lately and today it hit her like a Mack Truck. She’d like to reschedule—she just doesn’t have it in her to work today.”

That simple phrase reverberated in my mind for a good few days. She just doesn’t have it in her. As a restorative medicine physician, I’m accustomed to the majority of my patients reporting fatigue as one symptom among many—typically mentioned in a weary aside after a list of more pressing complaints. These days, about 70 percent of the patients in my Centers for Restorative Medicine in Santa Barbara and Palm Springs, California, come for treatment of autoimmune conditions that have befuddled a series of doctors and specialists. I am never surprised that these folks—the patients I will always be grateful to for inspiring my first Paradox book, The Plant Paradox—feel like they’re running on empty. After all, autoimmune conditions are by their very nature fatiguing, because rampant inflammation—which is both a cause and a consequence of autoimmunity—is exhausting! I’ve helped so many of these patients restore their health from the ground up, and in the process reclaim their lost energy, that I’m afraid I quite took it for granted that fixing the underlying causes of disease was part and parcel of fixing energy levels. Regaining energy was a natural by-product of fixing what ails you. Energy comes back. That inner pep returns. Call me an optimist, but I had always put more focus on the bounce back than I had on that inevitable low starting point.

But that phone call about Kathy helped to clarify something that suddenly felt bracingly relevant. I’ve been an energy doctor for decades! I just hadn’t seen it that way, because that had been eclipsed by the more headline-grabbing stuff—the big-ticket items of cardiology, cardiothoracic surgery, and autoimmunity as well as aging and longevity—that take up more airtime in our current health conversation. The thing is, all of these health issues are intimately connected. Your baseline of energy, your resilience against diseases, your ability to live long and prosper—you cannot separate any of them from the other. And as the COVID-19 pandemic has proved, we can’t take our resilience for granted any longer.

So while she doesn’t know it, Kathy inspired me to start thinking more about energy and how we lose it. As I investigated the strange levels of fatigue plaguing people of all ages, it became clear to me that almost everyone experiences this unfortunate scenario to some degree today. I’m not talking about the sleep deprivation that comes after a night of caring for a newborn, or the wooziness that accompanies traveling across time zones, or the physical depletion that comes after a grueling workout; these are all situation-specific outcomes of unusual circumstances. I’m also not talking about the overwhelming fatigue suffered by my patients challenged with chronic fatigue syndrome, POTS (postural orthostatic tachycardia syndrome), or cancer—though for many, exhaustion is indeed a sign of underlying illness. The kind of tiredness I’m concerned with is the persistent experience of being drained of your usual energy, capacity, and sometimes clarity, within the context of your normal life. This is the hard-to-shake everyday tiredness that so many of us are familiar with but tend not to name—often sweeping it under the rug. It is a generalized inertia experienced by what I might call the “unsick,” or as some in functional medicine call it, the “walking well.” That term refers to those who consider themselves free of maladies—nothing’s driving them to the doctor—but may nonetheless feel less than their best. Today, the walking well have become proficient at shouldering a pretty heavy pack of fatigue. And it’s taking a toll on multiple fronts—from their personal contentment and fulfilment, to their ability to show up fully in relationships, to their ability to work, and to, I’m sorry to say, important aspects of their long-term health.

I started noticing this energy problem in patients who were seeing me for general maintenance—keeping their vehicle in good working order, so to speak. They represented this new, slow-moving groundswell. These men and women don’t have many diagnosed conditions per se, happily for them. They’re doing okay by most assessments. Yet it’s undeniable. An ever-increasing number of them admit, when I ask, that they are flagging and weary. It’s not only the ones you might expect, like parents of young children, or busy entrepreneurs, or essential workers. Feeling exhausted is prevalent more or less across the board.

This phenomenon is growing in scope and reach. I notice it outside my clinic walls as well, sometimes in age groups considerably younger than mine. The friend who canceled a midweek dinner because the day had taken it out of her again; the parent at my granddaughter’s school calling off the playdate because he didn’t have the energy for it; the two mothers talking in the post office parking lot about how drained they feel. Folks, we are in the midst of an energy crisis—a cellular energy crisis.

What I’ve learned is that the reason you feel like you “don’t have it in you” is because, well, you literally don’t have it in you! Our modern lifestyles—from our nutrition to our habits to our movement and sleep patterns—deplete more than they restore. The result? We’re constantly running on fumes. When our tank is empty, and we never refuel properly, we’re bound to crash or stall out sooner or later.

With this book, I want to give “it” back to you. I will show you that far from being a figment of your imagination like one or more medical professionals may have told you (if my patients’ anecdotes ring true for you), fatigue is a very real physiological state, and one that is intimately involved in your general health. After all, energy is what drives every cellular function. Energy is what keeps you alive. When you have less of it, your cells, organs, and tissues—including your brain—are at risk because they are being starved of the resources they require to function correctly. Unwelcome and disruptive though it may be, fatigue is a messenger from your body, delivering information about the state of things inside.

As I sometimes tell patients, feeling tired all the time is like being on the first curving section of what may become a downhill spiral. And you want to turn around now and scamper up to solid ground, while it’s still easy to do so. Because there is hope—as I plan to show you in the pages that follow—that you have a lot more control over your energy than you might think. We’re going to take a good look under the hood and address this conundrum from where the rubber meets the road: the condition of your cellular energy system.

It all starts with understanding the three underlying principles that influence energy production and how to better harness them for a lifetime of health and vitality:


	You are overfed but underpowered. Think about it. We have access to more fuel than ever before, and yet we feel out of gas. How is that possible? As you will learn shortly, the food we eat every day may look and taste “normal,” but in actuality, it has a fraction of the vitamins, minerals, and other nutrients than that same food our great-grandparents ate. In addition, the sheer volume and concentration of “energy-promoting” foods we consume almost continuously throughout the day actually taxes our cellular energy system, which struggles to keep up with the constant onslaught of calories. We’re going to look at why this is and how we can repair it, which brings us to #2.

	E = M2C2. Inspired by Einstein, I created this equation to illustrate simply how our energy (E) is maximized. Now, I don’t want to totally steal the thunder of what’s to come in the following chapters, but for now, understand that M2 stands for microbiome—the complex community of bacteria that mainly colonize your intestines (or “gut”)—and mitochondria—the minuscule organelles inside your cells that turn the nutrients from food and oxygen into energy, adenosine triphosphate or ATP. If you have followed my work, you know that I subscribe to the Hippocratic truth that (loosely translated from ancient Greek) All health and disease starts in your gut. And as you will soon learn, your energy starts there too, because the trillions of microbes that reside in the gut actually influence how much energy your body makes and how that energy is spent. Believe it or not, your microbiome and the energy-producing mitochondria that live inside almost all your cells have a long-standing relationship. Communication between gut microbes and mitochondria tells your body how to make and spend energy.
The C2 in the equation stands for chrono consumption, my version of time-controlled eating with the right food choices. Eating the right foods within the right window of time gives your mitochondria and your microbes the optimal power to heal and regenerate. The result? Energy! Which leads us to #3.


	You’ve heard of probiotics and prebiotics, now meet postbiotics. Your gut microbes and your cells (including the mitochondria contained within them) communicate via compounds called postbiotics. These are gases and short-chain fatty acids that are produced when certain fibrous foods are digested by bacteria in the gut. Postbiotics constitute a newly discovered communication system between your gut microbiome and your mitochondria—one that is now under enormous strain due to assaults from environmental chemicals, improper and inadequate nutrition, and stress. In order to restore our energy levels, we need to restore balance to this delicate ecosystem.



But now to the good news—there’s always good news, right? I’m the energy doc! You can absolutely turn around your energy production to make your energy equation work in your favor by attending to each part of the formula—the “Ms” and the “Cs”—and doing so in a manner that doesn’t overwhelm your already exhausted brain. I’m going to make this simple for you. The program I’ll share is a six-week process that meets you where you are now and helps you reclaim your health, step by step. No matter where on the diet and lifestyle spectrum you are starting from, there are ways to mitigate many of the assaults on your energy system, to restore balance in the gut, calm the immune system, redistribute your energy budget to the appropriate places, and care for your most important allies in health—your gut microbes and your mitochondria—so that your cellular energy system truly starts to work for you instead of against you.

As you may know, my life’s mission is to get us human hosts to do a better job of the care and feeding of our microbial residents—I often refer to them as our “gut buddies”—so that these organisms can do the tireless work of ensuring we stay healthy. I’ll teach you how to do just that. You will also learn how to repair and strengthen your gut wall, which will help banish energy-robbing inflammation for good. In addition, we’ll work on creating the necessary conditions for your mitochondria to do their work of turning food and oxygen into the “energy currency” that funds the activities across your body and brain. By pulling back from excessive food intake and curbing some environmental assaults, they’ll get a much-needed respite from being pushed to the brink. Then you will sprinkle in a little bit of challenge in the form of a unique type of time-controlled eating that I’ve used for myself and for my patients for the last twenty years that will further help heal a leaky gut and excite your microbiota and mitochondria into peak performance. Think of it as giving your cells—and your gut buddies—a proverbial kick in the derriere.

And there you have it: the recipe for reclaiming your energy. Doesn’t sound too exhausting, does it? I know that when you’re already dog-tired, your capacity for making big shifts to your lifestyle is pretty diminished. You need any changes to be easy, underwhelming (but over-delivering!), and to give you lots of small victories. You’ll get them. This is no quick fix—it is a sustainable plan for sustained energy and vitality. The Energy Paradox Program is all about helping you understand the missing links to feeling your best and reclaiming the natural levels of energy that are your birthright. It may even help you reclaim your hope and belief in yourself in the process.

So take heart. If you’re feeling demoralized about your low levels of energy, or if you feel that it’s somehow your fault, I’m here to remind you that your body has an intelligence of its own and an extraordinary capacity for healing. As you’ll soon discover, your body knows what to do if you give it what it needs and take away what it doesn’t. Let’s get started.




Part I

The Epidemic of Fatigue




Chapter 1


How Did We Get Here?

For years, we have internalized the belief that being tired most of the time is just part of modern life. I mean, isn’t that why coffee exists? Being the incredibly designed species that we are, we humans are wired to adapt to changes, even hard ones. Plus, we have strong wills. When we start feeling out of gas, we try harder, pulling energy from somewhere. We reach for caffeine, sugar, or healthier “energy boosting” foods and supplements. We stock our bathroom cabinets with an arsenal of products to hide the evidence. (It’s not surprising that a big trend in the beauty industry is concealer for men.) An attitude check—“What do I have to complain about anyway?”—may accompany the afternoon latte. And armed with all these reserves, we power through and get things done. Having studied and measured how we handle low energy for more than twenty years now, what I’ve heard from fatigued patients and readers of all walks of life is that they’ve learned to suck it up. Being tired much of the time is, they’ve told me, just a fact of today’s reality.

I’ve got news for them, and for you: Fatigue you can’t shake is not the sign of the times or the price you must pay for being busy or successful. It’s not a natural part of aging despite what your peers or physicians may suggest. Not to toot my own horn, but as I am now in my seventh decade, my schedule is pretty darn full. I see patients six days a week, even on Saturday and Sunday, and I work at GundryMD, my online health information, food, and supplement company, every Friday. If I’m any indication, I know that being tired all the time is not a side effect of getting older or being busy. But I am not the exception; we are all fully designed to enjoy sustained, unflagging energy during an active, multifaceted day; sound sleep at night; and plenty of enthusiasm to start it all over the next morning. Having nudged hundreds of thousands of folks of all ages onto the Paradox programs (many of whom have much busier demands than me because, hey, my kids are all grown up!) and seen them reboot their energy systems, I firmly push back against the myth that fatigue is par for the course. It’s not. The problem is we don’t know how to talk about it, define it—or, as health practitioners, test for and treat it. It seems that we have normalized fatigue, instead of acknowledging the cost it extracts. So, let me reiterate: Just because you can push through exhaustion doesn’t make it normal or right. And you most certainly do not have to live with it. As the poet Mary Oliver famously wrote, you have “one wild and precious life.”

And if you’ve picked up this book, perhaps that’s where you are too, ready to let go of the myth that tiredness is an inescapable truth of modern life. Maybe you’re reading this in the middle of the night, wracked by another evening of sleep disturbance, or listening to it on your commute, pushing through mental fog to get what needs to get done, done. Perhaps you’re “energy curious”—feeling more or less okay most days but wishing you had more of the mojo you used to have. Maybe, like some of my patients, you’re at the end of your rope with persistent fatigue, and hearing an inner clarion call that enough is enough.

Some describe it as being too young to feel this old, or at its extreme, being downright wiped out. It doesn’t matter exactly where on this spectrum of tiredness you feel you are right now; if any of this resonates, you’re part of a very widespread modern phenomenon that escapes notice by most in the medical community but that takes a significant toll on individuals and on society.

When I started my restorative medicine practice more than twenty years ago, one of the most common medical diagnosis codes I wrote on patients’ charts was, and perhaps not surprisingly still is, Fatigue and Malaise. In rare cases, such symptoms were the result of serious and life-altering illnesses, but much more frequently, I saw patients who suffered from milder, low-grade fatigue that can sometimes dull the mind and dampen the mood, and almost always drains quality of life. What might surprise you is that this second, larger group of patients, often coming for general checkups without any significant sign of disease, had identifiable, measurable markers of ill health in their bloodwork that were similar to the first group—not to the same extent, but still present. The very sick patients and the “sick and tired” patients are standing at two ends of the same spectrum of fatigue. I’m glad to say, the protocols I’ve developed have helped both groups—and those in the middle of the spectrum too—recover what they lost. Halfway into their programs, my patients are consistently amazed by the renewed pep in their step. It’s as if they’re suddenly recovering from what I call energy amnesia—a state in which their energy system was sputtering along for so long they’d forgotten what being fully energized feels like. With a nod to the cult 1960s novel by Richard Fariña, it’s a case of been down so long it looks like up to me. Perhaps you know how that feels.

A Fascination with Fatigue

If you’ve been coping with fatigue for some time, you might be surprised that it took me this long to tackle the topic. After all, my whole MO is to bring light to the anomalies in health—the conundrums that leave most of us scratching our heads. In my previous book The Longevity Paradox, I explained why, despite the apparent increasing life span of modern-day humans, our health span is decreasing precipitously. In its predecessor The Plant Paradox, I laid out why, despite the adoption of a seemingly healthy and hearty, whole grain and plant-centric diet, many people continue to struggle with inflammatory and autoimmune diseases. (In case you don’t recall, the answer is the improper consumption of gut-injuring plant compounds called lectins converging with a perfect storm of disrupters such as toxic chemicals and pharmaceuticals, causing leaky gut. You’ll learn more about this, or get a recap, in the pages that come.)

Though those autoimmune diseases and longevity desires tend to get higher billing in terms of medical research than fatigue, I can’t underscore enough that the ways we lose and gain energy indeed are the very essence of health or illness. Long before we coined more scientific ways to describe it, the father of medicine, Hippocrates, called it veriditas, loosely translated as the “green life force energy” that drives all living things. Having heard the same complaints of fatigue from people of all demographics, I’ve stopped taking this life force for granted. In fact, I’ve shifted this long-overlooked aspect of health—the functioning of your cellular energy system—from quiet supporting player to front and center star.

I realized there existed a glaring paradox I hadn’t yet acknowledged, one that lies at the core of health, longevity, and disease: Despite living in a time when we are eating more energy-laden fuel than ever before, we are feeling more deprived of energy. We’re living a much less physically demanding lifestyle than our forbearers, yet so many people are feeling physically depleted. It boggles the mind when you think about it. We’re truly living in an age of plenty, and yet, we are plenty tired.

Traditional medical training quite frankly doesn’t give everyday tiredness the time of day. This isn’t because doctors don’t care—most doctors and health care providers, just like you, are working hard under the burden of their own everyday fatigue. The system as it currently stands, however, is not designed to address issues that don’t fit its paradigm. Medicine likes things it can measure and track; your energy level is not nearly as easy to quantify as blood pressure or cholesterol. One person’s tired is another person’s normal—there’s no standard reference range for energy (though there are blood markers that correlate beautifully with your energy levels, as I’ll share). For the average time-pressed and under-resourced practitioner, loss of energy is a fairly ambiguous phenomenon. And given the wide range of patient complaints, some physicians may even be tempted to conclude that symptoms are imagined or exaggerated—in other words, “all in your head.”

Now, I don’t want to throw my colleagues in medicine under the bus. But let’s call it like it is: In the practice of modern medicine, if there isn’t a pill for it, we often don’t want to treat it. And if we can’t pinpoint what it is or give it a fancy name, then how can we prescribe a drug for it? Given the sheer number of patients most providers are forced to see, the advice is, “Come back when things are bad enough to warrant medication or surgery.” Sadly, what this means is that both inside and outside the medical provider’s office, subclinical phenomena like tiredness; digestive distress; mild, persistent anxiety or low mood; and many other symptoms that drain vitality are never addressed. They’re dismissed with a kind of “move along, nothing to see here” mentality—after all, tiredness is not contagious and, at least in a literal sense, not crippling.

Keeping Up with the Joneses

Of course, the medical establishment’s lack of attention to the issue isn’t the only reason why fatigue doesn’t get its due. We live in a time of unprecedented expectations and few real safety nets. This forces many folks to push through the fog of low energy with a stiff upper lip, putting mind over matter—because if you don’t show up for your family, your job, and your community, who will? Fatigue can also get shoved out of sight, out of mind in our competitive culture. When everyone else seems to be bursting with happiness and energy on social media, it can feel shameful to admit you’re stuck in a much less picture-perfect place, scrolling through your feed with eyes half open. To make matters worse, few of us share honestly about what’s going on. We’re all too busy and too tired to listen to someone complain about being busy and tired.

But it doesn’t have to be this way. First and foremost, let me assure you that tiredness is not “all in your head.” It may end up in your head as brain fog, low mood, and loss of your old mojo, but it starts somewhere lower down in a place you can actually more easily influence—your gut. As you’ll soon discover, gut-derived inflammation and microbiome changes are key drivers of this subclinical state, which, since it doesn’t have a long name in the medical textbooks, gets a long name in mine. I call it, “When your get-up-and-go has got up and gone” or “get-up-and-gone” for short. (You can call it GUAG if you like acronyms.) If medicine isn’t going to take it fully seriously, we might as well have a little fun with it.

The get-up-and-gone phenomenon exists on a spectrum from mild tiredness that persists despite following reasonable-seeming diet and lifestyle routines, to unpredictable moments of feeling like you’re running on fumes, to full-blown exhaustion that significantly disrupts your ability to function. It may be untethered to any other palpable symptoms. But it also may coexist with niggling issues like poor digestion and constipation, hair thinning, skin sensitivities or seasonal allergies, generalized stiffness or loss of mobility, low libido, headaches, disrupted or elusive sleep, perceived candida or mold issues, and more. The good news is that I’ve treated patients across the spectrum, and even those facing chronic and severe disruptions to their energy were able to recover their get-up-and-go by following the Energy Paradox Program.

Stress, Coffee, Stress, Coffee

If you’re thinking that the GUAG phenomenon describes many of the people you know, and you as well, you’re probably right. I believe the overlooked epidemic of fatigue is a major issue—perhaps the biggest health complaint of our time. Statistics support this. One recent survey reported that more than half of American adults do not feel well rested on any given weekday. (While it’s more anecdotal than scientific, when I surveyed the visitors to my own website, GundryMD.com, about what drove them there, the #1 answer was “need more energy” and #2 was “fatigue.”)

A seemingly greater amount of data gathering has occurred on the incidence of stress than fatigue. This is equally significant, because stress and fatigue are bosom buddies; where stress exists, so does fatigue, and vice versa. Stress, burnout, and the resulting mental health issues have gotten more attention among medical professionals than fatigue, perhaps in part because of the toll it takes on employers and, by proxy, our economy. Fifty-five percent of Americans are stressed on a daily basis and eighty-three percent of American workers experience work-related stress (women report slightly higher stress levels than men). A recent large Gallup survey suggests that companies are facing a crisis of employee burnout, with almost a quarter of employees reporting feeling burned out at work very often or always, and an additional 44 percent feeling burned out sometimes. The Harvard Business Review estimates that this phenomenon costs $125 to $190 billion in health care spending each year.1 It’s not a surprise that an estimated 75 to 90 percent of disease states are considered to be stress related (stress begets inflammation, which begets disease2), and millions of Americans have sought medical help for conditions directly related to stress3—a number that has surely risen after months of COVID-related lockdown, remote working conditions, and the anxiety that has come with it.

One common denominator I feel certain unites all the stressed souls who answer the surveys: They’re doggone tired. But here’s a news flash for you. Over 95 percent of my patients who report feeling stressed at work and/or home and are overweight or obese blame their “stress hormone” cortisol for the fact that they are tired, bleary-eyed, can’t sleep, and can’t lose weight. Yet they have absolutely normal fasting cortisol levels on their blood tests. I hate to break it to them, but the issue has very little to do with the circulating levels of this single hormone in their bloodstream. That’s right. I would bet that most people who think their problems relate to “high cortisol” on the one hand or “adrenal fatigue” on the other, in fact, don’t have either problem (if you’re shaking your head in disagreement, turn here for my take on why these issues are so widely misunderstood!).

The sneaky thing about fatigue and stress is that they sound relatively benign, but they have a large ripple effect. Tired and stressed-out humans tend to make poor diet and lifestyle choices that, unbeknownst to them, compound their fatigue. These choices include constantly grazing on food—thereby taxing, not supporting, their energy-producing mitochondria; filling up on “comforting” processed foods that starve their gut buddies of what they need to promote better energy; scrolling on devices after dark in search of distraction, inadvertently interfering with their natural sleep cycle; and even shying away from known stress-busters like exercise and connecting with others. The more tired we are, the worse our choices; the worse our choices, the more exhausted we become. It’s a cycle that’s hard to break.

To cope, we’ve become extremely adept at keeping tiredness at bay. We’ve come up with a panoply of substances to boost our flagging energy levels. The most obvious? Caffeine, a bitter alkaloid that, in nature, helps plants repel insects from eating them; in you, it helps repel waves of fatigue. No surprise caffeine is the most widely used psychoactive drug on the planet. Some data suggests almost 90 percent of American adults4 and 73 percent of teens gulp down this stimulant on a daily basis.5 Don’t even get me started on the proliferation of teas and plants that promise caffeine-like lifts, the massive global market for chocolate, the decade-plus explosion of the kombucha trend (has it clicked yet that the reason this sparkling tonic is so addictive is because it’s made of, well, caffeinated tea?), and the good old standby of diet sodas and energy drinks that deliver a buzz. You can all exhale here—I’m not inherently anti-caffeine. The problem is that relying on these quick-fix crutches masks the underlying issue: Your cellular energy system isn’t cutting the mustard. But powered up on cold brew or Red Bull—and we all know how amped up that makes us feel—you never stop and look “under the hood” to find out why. That changes now.

A Global Quest for Energy

My fascination with finding out where our get-up-and-go got up and gone led me to revisit the research into the health of the Hadza people, a population living in the savannah-woodlands of northern Tanzania. The Hadzas are some of the last hunter-gatherers in the world, and as such, their diet and lifestyle has been extensively studied. Their way of life bears striking similarities to Pleistocene ancestors—they hunt on foot using bows, arrows, and axes and have no vehicles or guns; men hunt game, often walking 6 to 10 miles per day; women gather plant foods, walking an average of 3.5 miles a day. The Hadzas eat from their land, consuming a diet rich in tubers, berries, and honey during one part of the year, and during the other part, large game animals. They are remarkably thin and fit people.

The most remarkable insight we’ve learned from the Hadzas came from a study that aimed to understand the impact of physical exertion on the Hadzas’ overall level of fitness.6 Researchers wanted to test the hypothesis that this group of hunter-gatherers expend more energy each day than people living sedentary modern lifestyles, and that’s why they are so fit. Of course, it would seem logical that all that walking and hunting and gathering ought to use up a lot of calories and ramp up the body’s energy production. So, imagine the researchers’ surprise at the counterintuitive results they gathered: The Hadzas’ energy expenditure was almost the same as desk workers!

You might be wondering the same thing as me: Where is all that energy expenditure going for the desk workers, who by and large are sitting all day? Now, as researchers, when a study doesn’t offer the data we expected, we still need to make a conclusion, even if it isn’t a very satisfactory one. The conclusion of this particular study was that all humans simply have the same daily energy expenditure, regardless of their demands and activities. Perhaps this explanation satisfied some, but I found it too easy. The idea that an office worker’s mental energy output rivals the physical efforts of a hunter-gatherer just didn’t add up. I suspected there was another force at work—something that was causing unexplained energy use for the desk jockeys.

I thought back to my own forbearers. Growing up around my great-grandparents and their neighbors in the Midwest, there was a rhythm to their life. They got up at 4 a.m. every morning, had their cup of Folgers, and headed out for a day of manual labor or worked diligently at the homestead, raising families without modern conveniences and doing everything by hand. Nobody sat in chairs typing or talking on the phone all day and then pronounced, I’m exhausted!

Over my years studying longevity, I had observed similar phenomena, albeit in more bucolic, sun-soaked locations than my native Nebraska. Visiting small villages in the hills of Italy, I met some of the world’s most vital nonagenarians and centenarians. In these places, the elders were still by and large living their traditional lifestyle, eating the same foods they’d grown up eating, following ancient routines. I was struck not only by their impressive health span, but by their extraordinary energy span; while most folks their age in our country find it hard to get out of a chair, the eighty-, ninety-, and sometimes even one-hundred-year-olds I met in Liguria and Acciaroli thought nothing of walking up steep hills multiple times a day, often herding goats and sheep ahead of them.

So why was the picture at home in the US so different, not only with the elderly but also in younger patients I saw who routinely complained of fatigue? And how could our relatively sedentary existence require so much fuel? It comes down to massive variations in diet and lifestyle, and a shift from exposure to natural forces (like full-spectrum daylight) to unnatural and disruptive forces like chemicals and artificial light—all of which conspire to change the conditions our energy systems need to operate optimally. The way I’ve come to see it, the average modern human is like a V-8 sports car that has lost half its engine power—it’s running on four cylinders, not eight, and can’t perform to its design.

The Hadzas, by contrast, not only had their original eight cylinders online and in great order, they had a supercharger on their engine and a turbocharger to boot. Their system is so finely tuned and well maintained, they’re using the same amount of energy yet getting infinitely more output. Their energy efficiency comes from a lifestyle that keeps the engines of their body, the tiny power plants called mitochondria, in good working order, a clean-fuel diet comprising fiber-rich plants and lean animal meat, and a third important factor. They’re avoiding the steady loss of energy that those living a standard Western lifestyle typically experience—one that happens via a phenomenon you’re likely quite familiar with: inflammation.





ENERGY MYTH #1: A Viral Mystery?

In years past, the debilitating chronic fatigue syndrome was thought to be caused by the Epstein-Barr virus (EBV), a type of herpes virus. Many patients who have come to see me for help in treating this condition had “proof” of the diagnosis from blood tests performed by their naturopaths, chiropractors, and MDs. Consequently, when they arrived in my office, they were taking lots of antiviral tinctures and prescription antivirals and performing elaborate detox regimens—yet were somehow not able to shake the fatigue. While it’s true that an active Epstein-Barr infection in the form of an illness like mononucleosis can lay you out for months of bed rest (like it did to me in college), that’s relatively uncommon. In fact, 95 percent of adults carry EBV in our white blood cells, and detectable antibodies to the virus are present in most of us. In focusing on such antibodies, these well-meaning professionals were missing the much more typical cause of chronic fatigue: chronic inflammation caused by leaky gut. Luckily, this is a condition that is quite straightforward to turn around.

Chronic fatigue syndrome isn’t the only common misdiagnosis for persistent tiredness; because “fatigue” is such a vague symptom, I’ve found that many clinicians often identify an erroneous culprit. The naturally occurring fungus candida is often blamed for becoming an overgrowth and causing fatigue; the same with toxic mold or mycotoxin exposure; and even cases of chronic Lyme disease, blamed on long-term active infections of the Lyme spirochete—which leads to rounds of often devastating long-term antibiotics in the attempt to conquer the infection. While markers for all these issues may be present (and people have spent thousands of dollars to have them measured), let me assure you that association does not mean causation. Instead, I help my patients who are convinced that EBV, candida, mold, or Lyme are the culprits behind their lethargy to shift their focus. We get to work on healing and sealing the injured gut wall and changing the gut microbiome, thereby calming inflammation, thus reeducating their immune system, and this usually reverses their symptoms for good. What’s more, over the years, I’ve heard from literally tens of thousands of people who, just by reading and following the protocols in my books, resolved these and many similar conditions that they thought were chronic and incurable.









Chapter 2


Body on Fire

How Inflammation Steals Your Energy

When Constance, a busy mom in her early forties, came to see me, she said she felt exhausted most of the time. She had been assured by both her gynecologist and her primary care doctor that as a working mom of two teenagers, it was normal to be wiped out every day. But when I ran her bloodwork, I saw that she had multiple elevated markers of inflammation. No wonder she was exhausted: Her body was on fire! Unfortunately, her doctors had not tested for elevated markers of systemic inflammation. Many—if not most—practitioners are still in the dark about these tests and, quite frankly, even if they did run them, they most likely wouldn’t know how to fix the problem. Armed with this information, however, Constance was able to commit to following the Energy Paradox Program and resolve the conditions causing the inflammation over several weeks. The result was a return of the vim and vigor that she’d worried had fallen far out of reach.

The classical definition of inflammation is the body’s “crucial response to microbe invasion or tissue injury to keep maintenance of tissue homeostasis.” It is an ancient, lifesaving immune response that dates back—to simplify things greatly—eighty million years, long before Homo sapiens emerged. Your immune system’s primary function is to protect the body from potentially lethal bacteria, fungi, molds, and/or viruses. It exists to swiftly detect any invaders the minute they breach the borders and then mount a defensive attack. That attack takes the form of inflammation. While you are sometimes aware of acute inflammation—the swelling of a sprained ankle, for example—much of the inflammation that is the most harmful to our health takes place outside of our awareness.

Inflammation really is like a fire; we need it to survive, but left unchecked, it causes damage, ravaging the body. Paradoxically, we now understand it’s not the massive, ten-alarm conflagrations (like the body’s lifesaving response to serious infections) that cause the most damage. Rather, it’s the chronic, low-grade inflammation in response to the assaults of our modern diet and lifestyle that lays the groundwork for chronic disease. In fact, recent research has linked inflammation to just about every chronic disease that plagues us today, from cardiovascular disease to metabolic disorders like obesity and diabetes, to cancer, autoimmune disease, and neurodegeneration. The evidence is clear on this: Inflammation makes us sick. It also makes us tired.

Remember those desk workers who expended the same amount of calories as the Hadzas? What could possibly explain such a phenomenon? Well, producing inflammation uses up a lot of energy. And after measuring inflammatory markers for two decades in patients who don’t feel particularly unwell, my conclusion is this: While the desk workers weren’t exactly catching their dinner, their bodies were burning with the fire of inflammation—and maintaining that fire requires energy.

Cytokines, the chemical messengers that mobilize the body’s inflammatory response, have a kind of executive privilege to spend energy where they see fit. This makes sense—after all, the body must prioritize survival above all other functions; if the immune system’s defense forces detect a threat and need to mobilize, you better believe they will receive as much energy as they need! In fact, a number of studies has shown that inflammatory agents in your body actually coordinate energy distribution.1 That means that when your body is devoting a lot of energy to its defense budget, there is less energy available to you for all of the things you need to do. Inflammation is a critically overlooked factor for people suffering from chronic exhaustion. It’s been documented that even subtle increases in inflammation can be an underlying culprit in persistent fatigue.2

There’s no denying it: An inflamed body is a tired body. So, you might be wondering, where is all of this inflammation coming from? If you’re a devoted Paradox reader, you may already have a hunch as to the answers. I call them the “three Ls.”

The Three Ls of Chronic Inflammation

The first of the three “Ls” refers to leaky gut. We’ll discuss this condition in more detail shortly, but the basic concept is this: Thanks to a steady stream of processed foods, certain plant foods, pesticides and other chemicals, and overprescribed pharmaceuticals, the protective lining of our intestinal tract—aka our “gut wall”—has to weather quite a storm. All of these agents combine to degrade the integrity of the gut wall, causing microscopic holes to form that then allow bacteria and other harmful molecules to leak out of the intestines and into the bloodstream and surrounding tissues. Because 70 to 80 percent of your immune system lives in the layers of tissue making up the gut wall and in the fat that surrounds your intestines, wherever there is leaky gut, there is also inflammation.

If you had asked me fifteen years ago when I was writing my first book about my thoughts on leaky gut, I would have told you quite honestly that it was pseudoscience. But thanks to sophisticated tests now available and the work of numerous other researchers, like Dr. Alessio Fasano at Harvard Medical School, I can say with virtual certainty that leaky gut is an epidemic of its own, and can be found in the majority of the population today. Indeed, 100 percent of my fatigued patients have tested positive for some degree of leaky gut.

The second “L” stands for lectins, which are proteins found in certain plants that serve as their defense system to protect them and their babies (seeds) from being eaten by predators—including humans. Gluten is one well-known lectin—perhaps one you already avoid. Yet there are many others in legumes and grains—they’re mainly found in the hulls of whole grains—and in some vegetables, like the nightshades, and in the peels and seeds of some fruits we call vegetables (like cucumbers and squashes), as well as fruits picked out of season. Conventional milk and dairy products are yet another source of lectins. Quite frankly, our modern diet is practically built on these pesky proteins (and, sorry, but most gluten-free foods are full of them!), and unless you are following one of my Paradox food programs, they’re pretty hard to avoid.

As part of their attack strategy, lectins create holes in the gut walls of predators—so imagine the field day they have when they come into contact with an already weakened or leaky gut. Not only do lectins irritate the gut and cause inflammation there, but they’re also able to sneak through the gut wall and into the bloodstream, where our immune system recognizes them as foreign proteins and triggers an even wider inflammatory response. I go into much greater detail about lectins and their relationship to autoimmune diseases in my previous books, but the key takeaway here is that lectins are also equally at play in the lower-grade epidemic of inflammatory exhaustion.

And that brings us to “L” number three, LPSs, short for lipopolysaccharides. These are fragments or pieces of bacterial cell walls that make it across the gut wall and trigger inflammation, even without a leaky gut. I sometimes call LPSs “little pieces of sh*t” because, well, that’s what they are. When contained within the gut, held amid the ecology of your microbiome, these tiny bits of bacterial cell walls are no big deal. But when they pass through the gut wall and into your bloodstream, they provoke a localized or even systemic defense attack by your immune system. Most of the time, the resulting inflammation takes place in your liver, which is bad enough for your energy production, but LPSs also can start cruising around in your blood and lymph, where they activate immune cells all over the body, including in your brain. Voila: a state of inflammation—and exhaustion—that never stops.

Unfortunately, there’s another insidious way LPSs sneak into circulation. Research3 shows that LPSs and even living bacteria can piggyback onto saturated fat transport molecules called chylomicrons and ride “through” the gut lining into the lymph system on the other side, circulating to lymph nodes (hot spots of white blood cells that catch pathogens to be destroyed) and to the liver—one of the most important sites of your energy ATP production. The ability of LPSs to make their way into circulation has led to a new understanding of why the standard Western diet—high in saturated fat—is so inflammatory.

Far from being something to muscle through or dismiss, fatigue is a warning from your body that it is burning with the fire of inflammation. It is a signal that it is trying valiantly to follow its innate programing and protect you from harm—but in many cases, you are the one unwittingly causing the harm. Instead of reaching for another double espresso, it’s time to stop and listen.

Your Immune System at Work: Protecting You at All Costs

Clearly your immune system is the ultimate arbiter of your body’s energy budget. In order to fully understand the role of this complex system in our overall health, let’s pause for a minute and take a closer look at just how our defense forces do their essential work.

Your immune system is a wide-reaching network that includes organs, glands, lymph fluid, lymph tissue, and an impressive array of various immune cells that you mostly know as your white blood cells. Your gut plays host to approximately 70 to 80 percent of your immune cells. Why? Because your intestines are where the majority of foreign molecules—including potential pathogens—enter the body. Obviously these molecules can hitch a ride in the food and liquid you consume, but they also find their way to the gut in surprising ways—through your eyes, ears, and nose, and even your lungs (tiny hairs in the lungs called cilia push the offenders back up into your throat, where they are swallowed). Given this potential onslaught of bad guys, your gut contains a fortress of defense for the entire body.

What do those defense forces do? First of all, they scan for incoming trouble. If you’ve read any of the first four Paradox books, you might remember the “Star Wars early warning system” of barcode scanners called TLRs, or what I like to call “tiny little radars.” They are found in all the cell membranes of your body including the white blood cells known as T cells, and they exist to look for patterns that indicate foreign invaders, mainly bacteria and viruses, but also lectins and LPSs that have escaped the gut. They also scan for friendly messages and proteins and serve as docking ports for hormones. TLRs constantly scan every protein that crosses their path—not unlike supermarket checkout scanners that read the barcodes on every product you purchase and instantly identify the item and its price.

Your TLRs have an important job: to ascertain if they recognize a protein or other foreign substance and assess its threat level—mild, serious, or nonexistent (aka “friend”). If a protein is deemed a credible threat to you, the TLRs immediately signal for inflammatory cytokines to get after them. These chemical messengers find the foreign protein, lock them in their sights, and call in waves of white blood cells to attack the invading enemy. It’s an astonishingly complex but silently occurring process, wherein your immune system learns to read the codes of infinite amounts of matter entering into your body and gives precise instructions to the battalions of immune cells on the front lines so they mount the appropriate response. It’s like a governing authority deciding if something is threat level one (a suspicious-looking package), threat level five (a missile heading your way), or absolutely benign (nothing to write home about).

Let’s imagine you’re exposed to the plain old flu. Your TLRs read its viral barcode, recognize it as foreign with the potential for harm, and say, “This is a bad actor; marshal the forces!” Pro-inflammatory cytokines flood the bloodstream to locate these invaders and trigger the first wave of defense—streams of sticky mucus to catch pathogens, coughing and sneezing to eject whatever it can. Meanwhile, signals are passed through cytokines that start calling in the heavy hitter forces—like phagocytes and lymphocytes, the fighter jets and missiles of the immune system—to directly attack the viral pathogens. And how do you actually feel while all this is going on? You’re probably pretty wiped out. Your muscles feel achy, heavy, and sore; your energy is tanked, and you don’t want to do much except watch TV or take a nap. In short, you feel like crap. But while you’re probably cursing the dastardly flu virus for taking you down, the reality is you’ve framed the wrong guy. That little strand of viral material didn’t in itself cause your fatigue and aches; your own immune cells get that honor.

While these adaptive measures are quickly being put in place, another even more fundamental imperative is put in play: a redistribution of energy. Your immune system wants you to binge-watch your favorite show or snooze on the couch. You are at war, and the frontline troops, your white blood cells, need all the energy they can get. Which means those back on the home front have to ration. Since your muscles are normally big energy hogs, your own inflammatory messengers make it hurt to move. Result: You won’t use those muscles much, and more fuel can be allocated to the troops. Ditto with productive, high-functioning mental work; that takes energy too! Cue the brain fog and dulled thinking (we’ll get to that particular pleasure in Chapter 5). No point flipping open the laptop today! You will need to rest. But it’s in aid of a worthy cause: The troops are being supplied with as much fuel as possible, and the immune system rules the day.





Starved of Oxygen, You’re Pooped

One rarely discussed nuance of our personal energy crisis is the way that chronic inflammation starves your cellular energy system of the oxygen and nutrients it needs to make energy. Inflammation constricts and stiffens the blood vessels, restricting the flow of those essential supply materials to your cells, thereby depriving your energy-making mitochondria of needed resources. I measure the “flexibility” of my fatigued patients’ blood vessels using a test called the EndoPAT—which temporarily restricts blood flow in the arm using a blood pressure cuff, then detects how well the blood vessels spring back open even wider after the cuff is deflated, allowing extra flow to make up for the lack. When chronic inflammation is present, the springing back is paltry because the vessels’ ability to dilate or expand has been lost.

As a way of understanding how this test works, imagine a car accident closing down the interstate, creating a backup of traffic. When the accident is cleared, wouldn’t it be great if
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