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INTRODUCTION



Since the publication of The Zone 1995, more than 3 million Zone books have been sold in America. Furthermore, these books have been translated into 14 languages, making the Zone a worldwide phenomenon. The concept that hormones can be controlled by the diet is quickly becoming recognized as one of the key medical breakthroughs that will be the centerpiece for twenty-first-century health care.

Even with this growing recognition, the Zone remains misunderstood by many. Some think of the Zone as a high-protein diet, which it is not. Many more consider the Zone too difficult to follow, which it is not. What the Zone is is a powerful, yet simple to use dietary program that will allow you to lose excess body fat, reduce the likelihood of chronic disease, and enable you to live a longer and better life. All of these benefits come from your ability to use food to lower excess insulin levels.

This book represents the condensation of many of the themes that I have explored in greater detail in my previous five Zone books. It is written in such a form that makes it extraordinarily simple for you to spend a week in the Zone. Within that short time span you will experience the power of improved insulin control. That power can be yours on a lifetime basis as long as you follow the simple how-to instructions in this book.

This book answers many questions people have asked me over the past five years of how and why the Zone works. For more detailed information on various components of the Zone, I strongly refer you back to the appropriate Zone book that describes in more detail the science behind the Zone or in-depth discussions of how to cook in the Zone. At the same time, I also present here some of the newest published research that validates the Zone as your key to a better and healthier life in the new millennium. All that I ask is you try the Zone for a week. I promise you it will change your life forever.
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WHAT IS THE ZONE?



For generations, every male on my fathers side of my family suffered from a similar fate: a premature heart attack that cut their life short decades too early. After my father died in 1972 at the age of 54, I realized that I had a genetic time bomb ticking away inside me. I knew I couldnt change my genes, but I was determined to find a way to lead a normal, healthy life span.

My quest to save myself has led me to a surprisingly simple conclusion. As it turns out, the key to a longer, better life is not some magic pill or potion. It is a powerful hormone produced by your diet called insulin. My research showed that if you were able to keep insulin levels within a certain zonenot too high and not too lowyou could dramatically improve your health and prevent a wide range of diseases. Whats more, you could also make your body start using fat for energy, thus allowing you to lose excess body fat without feeling hungry!

So how do you begin to regulate your insulin levels and begin the journey to better health? Again, I found that the answer was simple: by eating the right combination of foods at every meal. Essentially, you need to start treating the Zone diet as a drug. Once you start taking this drug, you will automatically achieve:


	Permanent loss of excess body fat

	Dramatic reduction in the risk of chronic diseases like heart disease, diabetes, and cancer

	Improved mental and physical performance

	A longer life




The first person to recognize food as a wonder drug was Hippocrates, the father of medicine, who instructed us to let food be your medicine, and let medicine be your food. Now some twenty-five hundred years later, we are just beginning to understand the importance of his words.

Make no mistake about it; food is a powerful drug. In fact, it may be the most powerful drug you will ever take. However, like any drug, food can help you or harm you depending on how you use it. Used correctly, food can make you more energized and healthier with the guarantee of a longer and more active life. Used incorrectly, food can become your worst enemyrobbing you of a healthy body, healthy weight, and a healthy mind, as millions of Americans are quickly finding out for themselves. Most important, if food is used improperly, it can also shorten your life.

You may think you already know how to properly use food by avoiding fat, and eating plenty of carbohydrates like pasta, bagels, bread, and rice. If youve been following these dietary guidelines, however, you may be puzzled as to why youre gaining rather than losing weight. Truth is, you have it backward. If youre like most Americans, youre probably eating far too many carbohydrates. This is why more than 50 percent of Americans are overweight today compared to 33 percent twenty years agoeven though were now eating less fat than ever before. This is called the American paradox. If fat were the enemy, then we should have declared victory over obesity many years ago. The fact is that dietary fat was never the real enemy. The real cause of our growing epidemic of obesity is excess production of the hormone insulin. It is excess insulin that makes you fat and keeps you fat.

You are constantly reminded that a calorie is a calorie, and that weight gain is simply more calories coming in than calories going out. Since fat contains more calories per gram than does protein or carbohydrate, simple logic would dictate that removing fat from the diet should make us thinner. Such caloric thinking can be summarized as follows if no fat touches my lips, then no fat reaches my hips. Well, it doesnt take a rocket scientist to walk on the streets of America and realize that statement simply isnt true. On the hormonal level, all calories are not created equal. The hormonal effect of a calorie of carbohydrate is different than the hormonal effect of a calorie of protein, and is still different from the hormonal effect of a calorie of fat. Each of these three nutrients has its own unique effects on your bodys hormones. In the proper balance, these three nutrients are exactly what your body needs to remain healthy by keeping insulin within the Zone. When these nutrients are out of balance and insulin levels surge too high, they can wreak havoc on your bodys hormonal equilibrium, resulting in weight gain, an increased likelihood of chronic disease, and acceleration of the aging process. On the other hand, if insulin levels are too low, your cells begin to starve because a certain amount of insulin is required to drive life-sustaining nutrients into your cells.

The Zone is like the story of Goldilocks and the Three Bears. One bowl of porridge was too hot (too much insulin), one bowl was too cold (too little insulin), and one was just right (the Zone).

ZONE BENEFITS

In the Zone, almost magical metabolic changes occur. Only in the Zone can you release excess fat from your fat cells to be used as fuel by your body twenty-four hours a day, allowing you to lose weight and enjoy more energy simultaneously. Only in the Zone can you reduce the likelihood of chronic disease. Only in the Zone can you live a longer life. Its as easy as eating the right combination of protein, carbohydrates, and fat at every meal and snack.

The benefits of maintaining insulin in the Zone are almost immediate, because your blood sugar is also automatically stabilized. As a result, you feel less hungry, you are more mentally alert and more energized throughout the day. Carbohydrate cravings become a thing of the past so that you can free your body from its slavery to food. How long does it take to see these benefits if you follow the basic guidelines presented in this book? No more than seven days.

With one week in the Zone, you will feel more alert, less fatigued, and never be hungry. And you will lose excess body fat at the fastest possible rate. Most important, youll be doing everything in your power to keep yourself healthy and reduce the likelihood of developing such killers as heart disease, diabetes, and cancer. The end result is that you will live longer.


THE BASIC ZONE RULES

Although the next chapters will give you more details of the Zone program and additional tools you need to get yourself into the Zone, here is the basic starter package. To get your feet wet, read these basic Zone rules. You may even want to make a copy of this page and keep it in your wallet for reference when youre eating on the road.

Make sure every meal and snack gets you to the Zone by eating the right combination of low-fat protein, the appropriate type carbohydrate (preferably fruits and vegetables), and a little dash of good fat (like a sprinkling of nuts or olive oil).


	Always eat a Zone meal within one hour after waking.

	Try to eat five times per day: three Zone meals and two Zone snacks.

	Never let more than five hours go by without eating a Zone meal or snackregardless of whether you are hungry or not. In fact, the best time to eat is when you arent hungry because that means you have stabilized your insulin levels. Afternoon and late evening snacks (which are really mini-Zone meals) are important to keep you in the Zone throughout the day.

	Eat more fruits and vegetables (yes, these are carbohydrates) and ease off the bread, pasta, grains, and other starches. Treat breads, pasta, grains, and other starches like condiments.

	Drink at least eight 8-ounce glasses of water every day. Thats about a gallon of water.

	If you make a mistake at a meal, dont worry about it. Theres no guilt in the Zone. Just make your next meal a Zone meal to get you back where you (and your hormones) belong.



Now that wasnt so hard. In fact, you are probably telling yourself, I can do that. If you want to jump right into the Zone, then go immediately to Chapter 5, in which youll find a week of Zone meals for males and females. If you want a little more information about the Zone, continue to Chapter 2, and Ill show you why living in the Zone is controlled by the hormones and how those hormones are generated by the food you eat.
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FOOD AND HORMONES: YOUR KEYS TO ENTERING THE ZONE



Entering the Zone is simply learning how to maintain the hormones generated by the food you eat within zones (not too high, not too low) from meal to meal. Its like riding a hormonal bicycle. If you can maintain your balance, you have unlimited freedom to go almost anywhere. However, if you cant balance your bicycle, you will always be falling down, never reaching your final destinationa longer and better life.

The Zone is not some mystical place or clever marketing phrase. The Zone has precise medical definitions that can be measured by simple blood tests. But the easiest test to determine whether or not you are in the Zone is to take off your clothes and take a look at yourself in front of a mirror. If you are fat and shaped like an apple, you are definitely not in the Zone. As you can quickly see, most Americans are not in the Zone. But even if you are thin, you can still be out of the Zone, as indicated by constant fatigue, low stamina, and persistent hunger. A quick blood test to measure your insulin levels will tell you for sure. And if they are too high, getting into the Zone will lower them.

Just because the Zone is based on treating food with the same respect that you would treat any prescription drug doesnt mean food has to taste like a drug. In fact, this book will show how incredibly easy it is to take the foods you like to eat, make a few minor adjustments, and get into the Zone on a lifetime basis.


To enter the Zone, you need to begin thinking of food in terms of three categories: protein, carbohydrates, and fats. All foods are composed of these three macronutrients to varying degrees: most foods contain a bulk of one group, and trace amounts of the others. Just to make sure we are talking the same language, I often tell people that protein moves around, and carbohydrates grow in the ground. Obviously, fish and chicken are both proteins, since they move around. But what about carbohydrates? Well, pasta is a carbohydrate because it comes from wheat and that grows in the ground. What about broccoli? It grows in the ground, so it also must be a carbohydrate. And apples? They come from apple trees, which grow in the ground. That also makes an apple a carbohydrate. The fact that fruits and vegetables are carbohydrates comes as a major revelation to most Americans. One reason people are so confused about what to eat is that they often dont fully understand what they are eating.

Protein, carbohydrates, and fats all have unique hormonal impacts. Carbohydrates stimulate insulin, protein affects the hormone glucagon, and fats affect still another group of hormones called eicosanoids. How these three hormone systems impact your life is the science behind the Zone.

Lets take insulin first. Insulin is a storage hormone. It tells the body to store incoming nutrients. Without adequate insulin, your cells starve to death and you die. On the other hand, too much insulin will make you fat, and accelerates the aging process. There are two ways to increase insulin and drive yourself out of the Zone. The first is to eat too many carbohydrates at any one meal. Carbohydrates are powerful stimulators of insulin secretion. The other is to eat too many calories at any one meal. Excess calories (especially carbohydrates) increase insulin levels because they must be stored somewhere in the body, and that demands more insulin. Furthermore, any excess calories the body cannot immediately store will be converted to fat and sent straight to your hips, stomach, or other problem areas for storage. Unfortunately, the same high levels of insulin that cause you to store fat will also block the release of any stored body fat for energy. This is why excess insulin makes you fat and keeps you fat.

On the other hand, dietary protein stimulates the release of glucagon, which has the opposite hormonal effect of insulin. Glucagon is a mobilization hormone. It tells the body to release stored carbohydrate in the liver to replenish blood sugar levels for the brain. Without adequate levels of glucagon, you will always feel hungry and mentally fatigued because the brain is not getting enough of its primary fuelblood sugar.

Insulin and glucagon are constantly performing this balancing act. If one hormone goes up, then the other hormone goes down. This is why the balance of protein to carbohydrate at every meal and snack is critical for maintaining insulin within the Zone.

Finally, there is fat. Fat has no direct effect on insulin. Nor does it have any effect on glucagon. So why not simply take all fat out of the diet? The reason is that fat has an effect on another group of hormones called eicosanoids, and these hormones also help control insulin levels. In many ways, eicosanoids are master hormones that orchestrate the functions of a vast array of other hormonal systems in your body. In a way, eicosanoids are analogous to a computer. Each of these hormones is shown below in a cartoon-like format.

The Zone is about how these three hormonal systems (insulin, glucagon, and eicosanoids) are controlled by the food you eat. The Zone is about hormonal thinking, not caloric thinking. Its a new way of looking at the food we eat, and thats what makes the Zone controversial, even though it is ultimately based on balance and moderation.

[image: image]

More than three million Americans have entered the Zone, and they can attest that the Zone works. More important, in the last year numerous scientific studies (see Chapter 15) by independent investigators have validated the Zone. Yet how could our government and all the nutritional experts have missed the boat? Because they are still thinking calorically, not hormonally.

Before you can fully understand the revolutionary implications of the Zone and all the vast benefits of being in the Zone, you need to clear your mind of many misconceptions about nutrition.

All too frequently, the dietary advice you read about in newspapers or magazines is totally conflicting, if not downright dangerous to your health. Yet the more you hear something, the more you read about it, the more youre likely to believe it. With all the news reports and TV commercials touting the wonders of bagels, pasta, and breakfast cereals, you have more than likely been piling on these fat-free carbohydrates at the expense of protein and fat. Nutritional mantras like eat no fat, avoid protein, and use pasta as the main course dance around in your head at every meal. What passes as nutritional wisdom can sabotage your weight and health unless you understand some Zone facts that are based on hormonal thinking. These facts upset much of this nutritional mythology that currently pervades America.

ZONE FACT #1: IT IS EXCESS INSULIN THAT MAKES YOU FAT AND KEEPS YOU FAT

You cant get fat by eating dietary fat alonealthough none of us could live on only olive oil and vegetable shortening anyway. This is because dietary fat has no direct effect on insulin. So what does make you fat? Its excess levels of insulin. There are two ways to increase insulin levels in your body. The first is by eating too many fat-free carbohydrates at any one meal. The other is by eating too many calories at any one meal. In the past 15 years, Americans have done both simultaneously. This is why we have become the fattest people on the face of the earth, even though we are eating less fat than we were 15 years ago. Think of it this way: the best way to fatten cattle is to raise their insulin levels by feeding them excessive amounts of low-fat grain. By the same token, the best way to fatten humans is to raise their insulin levels by feeding them excessive amounts of low-fat grain, but now in the form of pasta and bagels.


ZONE FACT #2: YOUR STOMACH IS POLITICALLY INCORRECT

Your stomach is one giant vat of acid that cant tell one carbohydrate from another. From that perspective, one Snickers bar will be broken down by the stomach into the same amount of carbohydrate as found in 2 ounces of pasta. Now, you probably wouldnt eat four Snickers bars at one sitting, but its very easy to eat 8 ounces of pasta. And that 8 ounces of pasta will send your insulin levels soaring. The more insulin you produce, the fatter you become.

ZONE FACT #3: EVERYONE IS NOT GENETICALLY THE SAME

Life just isnt fair. Genetically, some of us are luckier than others when it comes to handling dietary carbohydrates. For some, it seems as if just looking at a potato will make us fat. Others can eat all the potato chips they want without gaining an ounce because they dont make very much insulin when they eat carbohydrates. You know who these people are, and they probably arent your closest friends. Unfortunately, about 75 percent of us have a relatively strong insulin response to carbohydrates, which means that our bodies make too much insulin if they overconsume carbohydrates. Excess insulin production makes our blood sugar fall too quickly, which makes us tired, fatigued, and hungry for more carbohydrates. (This is the biochemical reason that you crave carbohydrates all day long.) The amount of carbohydrates your body can handle properly without an excessive insulin response depends on your own genetic makeup. How can you tell if youre sensitive to carbohydrates? Eat a big pasta meal at noon, and then see how you feel three hours later. If you are hungry and having trouble staying awake, then you fall into the 75 percent of the population who are not so genetically lucky.

ZONE FACT #4: UNTIL 10,000 YEARS AGO, THERE WERE NO GRAINS ON EARTH

We are told that bread is the staff of life. The fact is that modern man has not changed, to any great extent, genetically for the past 100,000 years. For most of the time that humans have lived on the planet, we ate only two food groups: low-fat protein, and fruits and vegetables. The Zone is the diet that we were genetically designed to eat. Grains were simply not part of the diet that modern man evolved from. When grains were introduced 10,000 years ago, three things happened immediately:


	Mankind shrank in size due to the lack of adequate protein.

	Diseases of modern civilization, such as heart attacks and arthritis, first appeared and were routinely reported in the medical textbooks of ancient Egypt.

	Obesity became prevalent. In fact, it is estimated that the ancient Egyptianswith their grain-based dietshad about the same rate of obesity as Americans do today.



Since our genes havent changed much in the past 100,000 years, dont expect them to change much in the next 100,000 years.

ZONE FACT #5: IT TAKES FAT TO BURN FAT

If you are thinking calorically, this statement makes no sense because fat contains calories. On the other hand, if you are thinking hormonally, this statement makes perfect sense, because fat has no effect on insulin. However, the right types of fat do play an indirect role in helping lower the insulin response to carbohydrates. First, fat slows down the entry rate of carbohydrates into the bloodstream, thereby decreasing the production of insulin. Second, fat sends a hormonal signal to the brain that says, Stop eating, and the fewer calories you eat, the less insulin you make. Third, fat makes food taste better (just ask the French). So by taking fat (which has no effect on insulin) out of the diet and replacing it with carbohydrates (which have a strong stimulatory effect on insulin), you are virtually guaranteeing that you will become fatter. However, not all fats are created equal. The best type of fat to add back into your diet is heart-healthy monounsaturated fat, found in such foods as olive oil, avocados, almonds, and macadamia nuts, and long-chain omega-3 fats, found in fish and fish oils.


ZONE FACT #6: THE PRIMARY PREDICTOR OF HEART DISEASE IS HIGH LEVELS OF INSULIN

Heart disease is the number-one killer of both men and women in America. However, the best predictor of heart disease is not high cholesterol, not high blood pressure, but elevated levels of insulin. How can you tell if you have elevated insulin? Look in the mirror. If youre fat and shaped like an apple, you have elevated insulin. However, you can be thin and still have elevated insulin. How can you tell? Have a blood test to measure your lipid levels. If you have high triglycerides (more than 150 mg idl) and low HDL cholesterol (less than 35 mg idl), you are producing too much insulin and are at increased risk for heart disease. This is why high-carbohydrate, low-fat diets can be extremely dangerous for cardiovascular patients. They may lose weight if theyre eating fewer calories, but they often experience an increase in triglycerides and a decrease in HDL cholesterol, which dramatically increases cardiac risk.

ZONE FACT #7: CARBOHYDRATES ARE DRUGS THAT CAN ACCELERATE AGING

Carbohydrates are not manna from heaven. You need some carbohydrates at every meal for optimal brain function, but like any drug, excess carbohydrates at a meal will have a toxic side effect: the overproduction of insulin. The primary cause of aging is due to the continued production of excess insulin and its ability to accelerate the development of chronic disease.

ZONE FACT #8: THE ZONE IS NOT A HIGH-PROTEIN DIET

A high-protein diet is exactly that: you are eating excessive amounts of protein, often rich in saturated fat. In the Zone, you never eat more than 3 to 4 ounces of low-fat protein at any one meal. This is exactly what virtually every nutritionist recommends. Furthermore, you are always eating more carbohydrates than protein in the Zone, so its impossible for the Zone to be considered a high-protein diet. As I explain in greater

















	You will achieve permanent fat loss. The only way to control your weight is to control your insulin levels. In the Zone, you will begin shedding all the excess body fat you need to lose: Many readers who have followed the plan have lost 20, 40, or even in some cases, more than 100 pounds. More important, they have kept those pounds off.

	You will reduce the risk of heart disease. As you decrease insulin levels, your risk of heart disease plummets. This was demonstrated in a study published in the Journal of the American Medical Association that found that insulin levels are far more predictive for the development of heart disease than any other risk factor.

	You will be less likely to develop adult-onset (Type 2) diabetes. We usually think of diabetes as a disease in which you make no insulin. This is called Type 1 diabetes. However, more than 90 percent of all diabetics have the opposite problem: they make too much insulin. They are known as Type 2 diabetics, and now number some 15 million Americans. Clinical studies have shown that the Zone lowers excess insulin levels in Type 2 diabetics within four days.

	You will be protected from arthritis and osteoporosis. Lowering insulin can alleviate tissue inflammation, because reduced insulin levels also mean reduced levels of the building blocks of pain-producing eicosanoids. By decreasing these eicosanoids, you relieve the pain and inflammation associated with arthritis. Essentially, the Zone works in much the same way as aspirin: both control pain by controlling eicosanoids. It has also been shown that increased protein consumption actually decreases the number of hip fractures in post-menopausal women.

	You may reduce the risk of developing breast cancer. A number of studies have found an association between high insulin levels and the increased risk of breast cancer. This is coupled with new research from Harvard Medical School demonstrating that the more protein (and less carbohydrates) a woman consumes, the better her survival rate after breast cancer.

	Youll get fewer infections. Adequate protein ensures proper functioning of the immune system, the bodys natural defense mechanism against disease. Many people on high-carbohydrate diets have suppressed immune systems and are more susceptible to infection because of excess insulin levels. Theyre more likely to get sick (not to mention catching more colds and the flu) than people getting adequate protein throughout the day.
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