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Dedicated to my mom, Kathy. I love and miss you.
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Preface



On the surface, my mother seemed to have checked all the boxes for a long life and great health. She wasn’t overweight, didn’t drink, and never smoked. She consumed lots of fruits and vegetables and always loaded up on low-fat and salt-free “heart healthy” grain products. So it was a shock to my family when, in 2010, at the age of fifty-eight, her brain began to fail her.

It was subtle at first but became apparent when we’d cook together—one of our favorite things to do—that her ability to perform simple tasks had become mentally labored. I’d ask her to pass a ladle, for example, and it would take her a few extra seconds to respond. It was strange to see my mom suddenly struggle, but no one in my family had ever had brain problems. I thought I was just watching her get older.

Things got a little more serious when she told the family that she had seen a doctor in New York, but even then, the details of her visit were murky, lost in translation between the fear and confusion she was probably experiencing. In August of 2011, we decided to book a trip to the Cleveland Clinic in Ohio and that I would accompany her. After running a battery of esoteric tests, the neurologist looked up from his notes and assigned my mom a strange Parkinson’s-like disease. Handing us a few prescriptions, he sent us on our way.

Later that night, I did what any millennial with a Wi-Fi connection would do and consulted the oracle of our time: Google. I learned that my mom had been prescribed drugs not only for Parkinson’s disease, but for Alzheimer’s disease as well. Why Alzheimer’s disease? I wondered. Did this mean my mom was going to die? Or forget who I was?

As these questions began to circle my head, feelings of fear and helplessness started to bubble up and spill over like water boiling on too high a flame. My heart started pounding, the room went black, and all I could hear was a ringing in my ears. I was having a panic attack. How could this have happened to the person I loved most, and right under my nose? What could be done? How could I save her?

The next day, we flew back to New York and began making more doctor’s appointments. I went with her to all of them because if there’s anything a career in journalism has taught me, it is how to ask questions. Desperate for answers, what we’d get was often little more than “diagnose and adios.” Many times a doctor would add on a new drug to my mother’s regimen or increase the dose of one she was already on.

Despondent but still hopeful, we kept searching. I did more research, we scheduled new appointments. And my mom always had a great attitude. “I’m happy that I’ve gotten so far,” she’d say.

In the years that followed, my mother’s symptoms grew worse, especially where thinking was concerned. Alzheimer’s disease makes a person’s memories ephemeral, like chalk on a sidewalk. In my mom’s case, it was more like a slow and crippling strangulation of her brain power. She lost the ability to communicate with any depth or richness, and many times she’d lose her train of thought soon after starting to speak.

Her eyesight suffered. I’d catch her reaching for objects that weren’t there, or “missing” what she intended to pick up. Reading was one of her favorite hobbies (my mom loved to collect books), but she was no longer able to do it. She struggled with basic everyday habits of self-care, “forgetting” how to use the toilet, feed and wash herself, and pick up the phone. Even opening doors became a challenge. And, of course, she could no longer leave the house alone.

Then there were the movement problems. My mom gradually became less and less mobile, suffering from weakness, stiffness, and instability. She came to rely on me, her health aides, or my brothers to sit down, stand up, and everything in between.

I was tasked with filling her pillbox, which at one point had nearly a dozen different pharmaceuticals in it. Though they were meant to help, the medications never seemed to do anything but make her feel worse. I’d often catch myself staring at the pastel-colored tablets, wondering how they each were interacting in her increasingly frail system. Giving them to her, I’d often feel like I was deceiving her. But what choice did I have?

It was Labor Day 2018 when everything changed again. I was in Los Angeles for work when I received a call from my brother.

“Mom is in the emergency room,” he told me.

“For what?” I asked. I was with her only a few days before and had taken her to the doctor. There had been a decline in both her appetite and cognition, but the doctor’s visit was, as usual, frustratingly unremarkable.

“She turned yellow,” my brother told me. Confused and worried, my family had rushed her to get help.

“Well, what’s wrong?” I asked.

“They don’t know,” he said. “They think it could be a gallstone, but . . .”

Before he could finish his thought, I hung up the phone and changed my flight to get the next plane out. “What now?” I wondered, anxious the whole way home.

When I arrived at the emergency room the next day, my mom was unintelligible and, indeed, a bit yellow. The doctors had just done an MRI of her abdomen.

A gallstone would have been a perfectly good explanation for her unusual hue, but what they found was much worse: a tumor. It was on the head of my mom’s pancreas, pressing into her bile duct. This had caused bilirubin (the pigment that gives stool its color) to back up into her blood, seeping into her skin and eyes. And it looked like the cancer had already spread.

They put a stent into her bile duct, and we went home. It took a day or two for her color to return to normal. And her cognition improved right away. For the next twelve hours, she seemed almost like her old self. That night, my whole family present, we ordered Chinese food and put her favorite band, the Rolling Stones, on the TV.

The following three months, however, were wrought with pain, weight loss, and desperate attempts to find a cancer treatment that would buy time for my mom. There was infighting in my family as to how aggressively we should seek medical treatment. After trips to three different hospitals, it became clear that doctors were unable to offer her much, reminding me of all those early trips to neurologists’ offices. And all my mom wanted to do, it seemed, was stay at home.

At 11 a.m. on December 6, 2018, at the age of sixty-six, she passed away. I, my two brothers, Andrew and Benny, and our dad beside her.



My Hope for You



My mother’s health suffered immensely, and watching her lose everything was heartbreaking. Was there anything that could have been done to avert her illness? What factors were to blame for her transformation from a seemingly healthy person to someone ravaged by disease? What could I do to improve my prospects for a long life with sound body and mind? Questions like these have become my obsession.

Although I began in the desperation of a family crisis, my search for answers has taught me more than I ever could have imagined about human health, and especially the brain. I’ve had the privilege to learn from scientists at top research institutions around the world, and I’ve been able to collaborate with many as well. I’ve created educational tools used to teach the clinical practice of dementia prevention, and I’ve even coauthored a chapter in a medical textbook on the topic.1 And my discoveries about the important connection between our brains and what we eat were the basis of my first book, Genius Foods. Since its publication in 2018, I’ve received thousands of notes from doctors, nurses, dietitians, and nutritionists all around the world, many of whom have recommended it to their patients.

The work I did on Genius Foods changed my perspective on diet, but nutrition is a continually evolving science—and it’s just one part of the puzzle for optimal health. So, in mid-2018, I launched a podcast, also called The Genius Life. Through it I’ve had the ability to learn even more about the brain-body connection from researchers working on the frontlines of nutrition and fasting, circadian biology (which examines our body’s relationship with time), sleep science, exercise physiology, and more.

For a long time, people believed that their genes were their destiny. And our genes do matter, but how much we can attribute our health problems to them is up for debate. In the United States, the most well-defined Alzheimer’s risk gene, carried by one in four people, increases the risk for Alzheimer’s disease anywhere between two- and fourteenfold. In other parts of the world, that same gene has little impact.2 Many cancers are thought to be triggered by our environment as well and are becoming more common. A woman’s lifetime risk of developing breast cancer, for instance, was about one in twenty in the 1960s. Today, it is one in eight.3

Over the last seventy years, our genes haven’t changed, but our environment has—a lot. New research is emerging all the time that points to the key role that environmental factors play in your health. Everything from the temperature and lighting of your home to the utensils you use to cook your food to the chemicals used to make your furniture are having a profound effect on your health and how you feel—and you likely aren’t even aware of it.

Here’s the truth: living in the modern world isn’t good for us. Our bodies have defenses, but they can only contend with so much. For starters, the food we eat is making and keeping us fat and sick. Being overweight is a driver of about 40 percent of modern cancers, and having an oversized waistline also correlates to accelerated brain aging.4 All told, one in five deaths globally today occur due to diet alone, according to research published in the Lancet.5

But the food supply isn’t the only problem in our fight for healthier bodies and brains. Our nights are now flooded with light, causing confusion to our internal timekeeping systems. We are deprived of clean air, sunlight (and the vitamin D our bodies badly need), and the many benefits associated with being in nature. Time spent exercising has declined dramatically while time spent commuting in cars or trains or sitting in front of TV screens has climbed sharply. Our homes have become saturated with untested industrial chemicals that wreak havoc inside us. We suffer from an epidemic of stress and few of us get enough sleep.

These forces gang up, overwhelming our bodies and leaving us anxious, depressed, and unwell. What’s worse, we’ve come to believe that it’s normal to be tired all the time; that chronic stress, anxiety, depression, and distraction are par for the course; that feeling bloated, fat, and weak is somehow how we’re meant to feel. This state of affairs isn’t natural, however. It’s shortening our life spans and robbing us of our loved ones. And when it becomes unbearable enough, we self-medicate with food, drugs, reckless behavior, and, worst of all, apathy. But it doesn’t have to be this way.

The good news is that many of the environmental factors that are making us sick fall under our control. We can restore our health by reengineering our habits and our habitats to resemble the environment in which human beings have evolved to thrive. This is what I call living a Genius Life, and it’s accessible to everyone.

In the words of John F. Kennedy, the time to repair the roof is when the sun is shining. I was shocked to learn that dementia often begins in the brain decades before the first symptom. Even Parkinson’s disease reveals itself late: by the time you experience your first symptom, at least half of the associated brain cells are already dead.6 In truth, none of the conditions we fear most—including cancer or heart disease—develop overnight. To stand any chance at beating them, you must be proactive about your health. I wrote this book to help you build a strong, healthy, and resilient body, laying the groundwork for better health today, and for years to come.




Introduction



Have you ever experienced anxiety, fatigue, or brain fog? What about sluggishness, memory problems, or despair? Today these feelings are commonplace, but they needn’t be. After all, we live in a time of unprecedented insight into the workings of the human brain, with millions of dollars spent annually to uncover truths about our most powerful organ. But these insights often go unnoticed, leaving many of us to suffer in silent desperation.

This book is going to change that. In the following seven chapters, you’re going to discover powerful strategies that can help your brain function the way it ought to—not just the way you’ve accepted it to. That means less sluggishness, anxiety, and depression, and more energy and a better memory. If followed routinely, these strategies will even reduce your risk for some of humanity’s most feared conditions—Alzheimer’s, cancer, and heart disease, to name a few.

The gateway to healing your brain is your body. Myriad variables can affect the latter, and as a result can influence your thoughts, behaviors, and even emotions. New research, for example, shows the same steps that will produce a strong and resilient heart also benefit the brain. And that by losing weight or gaining muscle, we fortify our ability to feel happy and remember things. These relationships will become increasingly clear in the pages to come.

Another relationship to nurture—and one that has been most sorely neglected—is that of your body to its environment. We’ve inherited a world that is much different than that of our ancestors, which was the world in which our bodies and brains were designed to thrive. Twenty-first-century life and its trappings—including easily attained convenience foods, endless streams of digital distraction, and certain chemicals to which the average person is routinely exposed—all impose a burden on the body, overwhelming its defenses and predisposing us to sickness, malaise, and even shorter lifespans.

Mending these relationships is key to living a Genius Life. The following pages will endow you with a deep understanding of what it takes to get healthy, revealing the small changes that you can make in your daily routine that will have a huge impact on how you feel today, and your health later on. No matter your age or background, the time to act is now, and the plan is in your hands.



The Relationship Has Hit the Fan



For almost a century, experts believed that the brain was shut off from the rest of the body. Though connected to a blood supply, the brain once appeared to reside in a fortress of strict solitude, guarded by a checkpoint of cells known as the blood-brain barrier. But research over the past few decades has dismantled that idea. A new picture is emerging, one that proves that the brain and body are linked in innumerable ways.

Unfortunately, modern living does a number on the body. Many people are now overweight, and one in two adults have type 2 diabetes or are on their way there. Either of these scenarios affect an invisible process called metabolism, which is how our cells create energy. Problems with metabolism are overwhelmingly common. In fact, researchers are hard-pressed to find people in ideal metabolic health today.1 And when metabolism falters, our brains begin to suffer.

If our cells can’t create enough energy, inflammation ensues, which is a sign of immune activation. This also occurs when we’re sick, and it’s no wonder so many of us feel crappy all the time. Animals, for example, display striking behavior changes when inflamed. They lose interest in grooming and socializing, and eating, one of the most powerful instincts a creature has, becomes an afterthought. Human beings are no different. New research shows that anxiety, anhedonia (a decreased ability to feel pleasure), and mental fatigue can all follow blood markers of inflammation.2

Even depression may be a response to inflammation. It may surprise you to hear that one third of clinically depressed people respond poorly to traditional treatments but react well to anti-inflammatory drugs.3 These drugs, often prescribed to treat bodily pain, seem to treat emotional pain for a subset of patients—a revolutionary finding in the field of psychiatry. Though the science is evolving, one thing seems clear: reducing inflammation in our bodies leads to happier, healthier brains.

One powerful lever at our disposal is food. Today our diets have become saturated with packaged, ultraprocessed products. These products now comprise 60 percent of our energy intake every day. Densely packed with empty calories and inflammatory chemicals, these foods are hard to avoid—they’re so convenient and tasty!—but we must end the addiction if we want our bodies and brains to flourish. In chapter 1, I’ll lay out a plan for eating the right foods for nutrient density and fullness, helping you shift your body into a healthier state without forsaking the pleasure of eating.

Having an optimally functioning brain and body requires more than just proper nutrition. For one thing, research suggests that when you eat may matter as much as what you eat. An ancient timekeeping system, hard-coded into your genes, regulates your body’s key defense forces. Modern life has caused this clockwork to get out of sync, and this may be a factor in conditions like heart disease, cancer, and even dementia. Chapter 2 explores the rapidly evolving field of circadian biology, which has much to teach us about how to set our clocks so that we have optimal energy, focus, clarity, and digestion.

Our disconnection from the natural world is another source of trouble. Your doctor might not say as much, but the sun has medicinal value, influencing every organ in your body by way of the vitamin D it helps us produce. Unfortunately, most of us don’t get enough sun. In chapter 3, I’ll share how to get (and optimize) your vitamin D, ways to minimize the harm from air pollution, and how your ambient temperature can modulate fat burning, mental health, and even your risk for Alzheimer’s disease and other forms of dementia.

Our thoughts may dictate our actions, but movement can change our thoughts. Getting fit is simply one of the best gifts we can give to our brain, strengthening its ability to stay resilient against degeneration as we age. For our premodern ancestors, exercise was a part of daily life. But modern life has all but eliminated our need for exertion, further advancing the metabolic mayhem. In chapter 4, you’ll discover how to build strength and muscle, speed up your metabolism, and clear out all but the most stubborn of mental cobwebs with exercise. I’ll include specific guidance for beginners and advanced trainees alike.

Unfortunately, some aspects of modern life are simply unavoidable; exposure to damaging industrial chemicals is one of them. History is littered with toxins foisted into the marketplace before appropriate testing has been done. Some examples include environment-destroying pesticides, lead-based paints, asbestos home insulation, and hormone-scrambling antiseptics in our soaps and toothpastes. A tiny fraction of these poisons may end up on the nightly news, but it’s usually only after profound consequences to our health and environment have been wrought.

Between heavy metal overexposure and myriad toxins now present in everything from food containers to our furniture and even dental floss, your body is under attack. Some of these chemicals you’ve encountered every day of your life; the Environmental Working Group has identified over 287 industrial pollutants in the wombs of mothers-to-be, including pesticides, flame retardants, and waste from burning coal, gasoline, and garbage, each having clear links to neurotoxicity, developmental problems, and even cancer.

Prepare to be alarmed by what you read in chapter 5, but also to be empowered to identify and drastically cut down on your exposure to potentially hazardous chemicals. I’ll dive into your medicine cabinet to reveal the drugs that may be doing more harm than good, and then into your kitchen to examine the dangers of common food additives and storage methods. Plus, you’ll learn about heavy metals such as lead, cadmium, and arsenic, and what you can do to reduce your exposure and help detoxify what you’ve accumulated already.

Lastly, stress. Nowhere is our collective brain drain reflected more powerfully than in our stress levels, which soar to new heights every year according to the American Psychological Association. In chapter 6, we’ll look at different ways of de-stressing, from finding meaningful work to managing your social media addiction (hey, we all have it), plus a meditation technique and mind-set tactics to help you better relate with those around you—including yourself. And, I’ll share proven strategies to help you get the best, most rejuvenating sleep of your life, regularly.

I’ve written this book to be read from start to finish, but feel free to skip around. And if the information presented feels overwhelming, fear not; in chapter 7, I present the Plan, where I reintroduce many of the core concepts and overlay them onto your day.



Refresh, Reboot, Rebuild



Beginning with the first appearance of life on Earth approximately four billion years ago, every species has had to contend with various selection pressures, allowing only the fittest to pass on their genetic material. Over time, each generation would become strengthened by their natural habitat. All organisms—from the magnificent blue whale to the microbes in your mouth—are elegantly adapted to survive the environment in which they have evolved. You are no different.

Unfortunately, the last few hundred years have seen our environment mutate rapidly, and it continues to do so at a blistering pace. Not all of the change is bad. We don’t have to live in darkness when the sun goes down, the industrialization of our food supply means starvation is less of a threat than it was in the past, and who can argue with toilet paper? But the changes are too numerous and are occurring too fast for our bodies to effectively adapt and respond. As a result, we are fat, stressed, tired, and sick. But we need not be.

What we now know about the brain is that it is influenced by our bodies, which, in turn, are affected by aspects of our environment over which we have some control. That means that by following the protocol outlined in this book, you’ll have a fighting chance at preventing the onset of major medical woes such as cancer, dementia, and autoimmunity. And unlike traditional medicines that target only single chemicals or biological pathways, the approach I’ve outlined considers the entirety of the system, strengthening your body in all of its miraculous complexity.

My goal in writing this book was to make the science of living long and healthy, easy and actionable. Whether it’s your relationship with food, nature, light, stress, sleep, or even those nasty industrial chemicals I mentioned earlier, you now have a tactical and easy-to-follow guide to living your best life. I can’t change what happened to my mom. But thanks to her, the rest of us have the opportunity to optimize our physical and mental well-being for a longer, healthier existence. The Genius Life is within reach, and I’m excited for you to begin this journey with me.




1

Don’t Fork Around

“Truth is singular; its ‘versions’ are mistruths.”

—FROM DAVID MITCHELL’S CLOUD ATLAS



You might not get to choose your genes, but what you put past your lips is a decision that falls largely under your control. For that reason, food is a frontline defense against the conditions of aging and the foundation to living a Genius Life. The foods you eat can either feed or fight lethargy, malaise, and your predilection for disease. Food also dictates the amount of fat that you carry around with you on your thighs and waist.

There tends to be a lot of confusion about what we should—and shouldn’t—be eating. Much of it is warranted. Studying diet is harder than studying drugs, and yet nutrition is much less well funded. Even among the scientifically literate, finding answers can feel like shooting a moving target . . . in the dark. Our healthcare providers are undertrained on these topics, and yet health books, documentaries, and celebrities alike all publicly proselytize their versions of the truth as if it’s gospel. Then there’s the media, which often resorts to sensationalized hyperbole—reliable as a traffic generator in the era of social media, but less helpful if you’re actually looking for guidance. It’s no wonder the average person is left feeling lost.

And yet truth and transparency are more important than ever. Food is as plentiful as it’s ever been, but the majority of us are cripplingly undernourished. Corporations regularly launch food products to market aimed directly at the ignorance and fragile willpower of the average consumer. And industrial toxins are ever-present, from the oils used to cook our food in restaurants to the very receipts we are handed at checkout (innocuous as they seem, cash register receipts are usually covered in hormone-disrupting chemicals that feed directly into our skin—more on this in chapter 5). All these factors combine to sabotage our mental status and make getting healthy feel like walking across an open minefield.

The odds may seem against you, but by the end of this chapter you will be armed with an artillery of your own: the know-how to use food to attain your best health yet, so that you can feel great and manage your weight in the process. I’ve done my best to sift through and distill all of the latest nutritional information, delivering you only the most potent and pertinent findings to help you stamp out nutrient deficiencies and achieve the body you deserve. And, most critically, you’re going to gain a deprivation-free road map to healing your relationship with food.



Avoid Mouth Porn



If there’s any one food category that typifies the Standard American Diet, it’s processed foods. Born of refined grains, bizarro oils, and stripped of essential nutrients, these foods zap your energy, undermine brain function, and cause you to gain weight. Cutting out this type of food, which includes most breads, pastas, granola bars, sugary snacks and beverages, and cereals, may be the single most effective step you can take for a slimmer waistline.1

If you’re anything like me, when you crack open a bag of chips or pint of ice cream, or even try the half-decent bread at your favorite restaurant, it takes real mental muscle to stop. Personally, I want to eat until the container or bread basket is empty. If you’ve been there, you’ve experienced firsthand the power of hyperpalatability. These foods are so pleasurable they are difficult if not impossible to eat in moderation. The good news is, we can predict the effects that these foods have on behavior, because they aren’t unique to you. It can be likened to another modern phenomenon: Internet porn.

Presenting an array of camera angles, fantastical fetishes, and professionally maintained bodies, pornography is very exciting to the brain, and its ubiquity today has led some to becoming addicted. To a vulnerable brain, porn can have a drug-like effect, escalating one’s desire for an ever-more potent “hit.” Porn addicts report an “overriding of satiation mechanisms,” a “numbed pleasure response,” and an “erosion of willpower.”2 Does that sound familiar? Though porn addiction is a relatively new area for psychiatry, many of the neurobiological underpinnings linking it to food addiction are the same.

What are the ingredients that take a depiction of sensuality and make it pornographic, or turn a food hyperpalatable? In porn, it’s the combination of forbidden fetishes, willing bodies, and the ease with which it can all be accessed. In food, it’s the combination of flavors and textures like sugar, fat, and salt—usually added in by manufacturers with reasonable intent—to create a delicious product that sells. But these essential components that are now freely available hadn’t been for most of human evolution. As a result, they are coveted by the human brain for their historical scarcity—and life-saving potential—which persisted until only a short time ago.





FINDING YOUR FOOD REWARD TRIP WIRE



To get a sense of the power of food combining, try this simple experiment at home, which requires only two ingredients: a potato and a stick of salted butter. Bake the potato as you normally would. Keeping it plain, slice it open and, using a fork, scoop up a mouthful and eat it (be careful not to burn your mouth!). You likely won’t get very far, as the pure, fat-free starch by itself is not likely prone to overconsumption—or even consumption for that matter. Now combine the salted butter and the potato, letting the butter melt, and taste the combination. What you’ll notice is that the fat and salt from the butter suddenly makes the potato delicious. Though you might have predicted this outcome, it illustrates a powerful point: the combination of certain flavors and textures provides a gateway to hyperpalatability and thus insatiable appetite. By being aware of this fact, we may make better choices where our health and weight is concerned both in the supermarket and in our kitchens. Now, don’t waste food—enjoy that potato.





Hyperpalatable junk foods now overrun our supermarket aisles, ending up in our shopping carts and, frequently, around our waists. The advice from the food industry (and often parroted by health authorities and fitness gurus alike) is to simply “eat less and move more” to lose weight, but this ignores the reality of how these foods affect our behavior. Moderating your consumption of packaged processed foods is like telling a pornography addict to moderate their viewing of porn, or a drug addict to just use fewer drugs: it doesn’t work. In the end, you’re left feeling like a failure when you simply can’t eat less.

In groundbreaking research from the National Institutes of Health, scientists saw firsthand what effect these processed foods have on the consumption habits of regular folks. The researchers took a group of people and, over time, exposed them to either a packaged food supply—think bagels with cream cheese, potato chips, and fruit juice—or perishable, fresh foods. In each phase, subjects could eat whatever they wanted, and their food choices were documented. When eating whole, unprocessed foods like properly raised meats and veggies, subjects ate until they were full and yet experienced effortless weight loss (I’ll give you lots of food options in my shopping list in chapter 7).3 The processed food diet on the other hand was less satiating for the same number of calories. It created an average daily energy surplus of 508 calories, mostly from fat and carbs. If sustained, that adds up to an extra pound of fat stored, every week!

Weight gain may be caused by consuming more calories than you burn every day, but hyperpalatable junk foods don’t just make it ridiculously easy to overeat. They also influence your daily energy expenditure. That’s because the digestion of food itself burns calories, and whole foods burn about double that of processed foods.4 Combine that with the insatiable hunger that these foods trigger, and say goodbye to your waistline.



Sugar, Sugar, Everywhere



The round-the-clock availability of refined sugar in the human diet is a brand-new phenomenon. Today we overconsume sugar to the tune of sixty-six pounds per person, per year. But in the past, the only sweet food available to a forager would be ripe fruit, and these fruits would only taste a fraction as sweet as they do today. When in season, a hunter-gatherer would likely gorge on what he could lest it spoil or be eaten by other animals; any ambivalence in doing so would mean greater risk of starvation. Our tastes have thus been engineered by natural selection, creating a preference for sugar that is likely as deeply embedded as our appreciation for sex—the former to aid in individual survival, the latter to aid in species survival.

Like fat and protein, sugar can take many forms, though for all the choice modern agriculture brings, we are presented only with the illusion of variety. Chances are, most of the foods stocked within your supermarket are the processed permutations of just three plants—wheat, corn, and rice. These grains, which look nothing like the sugar your grandmother used to bake cookies with, have just as potent an effect on your blood sugar when pulverized and used to create the bagels, breads and breading, granola bars, muffins, crackers, and commercial cereals we now call “food.” Any grain flour today, unless you’ve ground it yourself, should be cause for concern, as it begins to break down and release sugar molecules as soon as it passes your lips, adding to the sugar tsunami in your body’s circulatory system.

Here are some “foods” to watch out for. Keep in mind that while they may look different on your plate, their ultimate form is sugar and their final destination is in your blood.



Nothin’ Fine About These Refined Grain Products



    Bagels

    Biscuits

    Bread

    Buns

    Cakes

    Cereals

    Chips

    Cookies

    Crackers

    Croissants

    Cupcakes

    Doughnuts

    Energy bars

    Granola

    Gravy

    Muffins

    Pancakes

    Pasta

    Pizza

    Pretzels

    Rice

    Rolls

    Waffles

    Wraps



Whenever sugar is elevated in the blood, regardless of which of the above foods it has come from, a hormone called insulin is released by your pancreas. Insulin shuttles blood sugar into the cells of the liver and muscle, thereby bringing your blood sugar back down to its normal level. The occasional insulin spike can be beneficial, like after a tough workout (see chapter 4). But today, our insulin spikes are frequently stacked one on top of another because of the grain-based sandwiches, wraps, muffins, and snacks that we are bingeing on around the clock . . . to say nothing of the sugar-sweetened beverages and cultivated modern fruits and fruit products we also consume with abandon.

Like they can to any other substance, our cells have the ability to become tolerant to insulin. In an insulin-resistant person, insulin is inefficient at clearing sugar from the blood, causing it to remain elevated for extended bouts of time. There is nothing sweet about this scenario, as sugar is not inert once it’s inside your body. Chronically elevated blood sugar creates widespread damage, slowly destroying the body as it inflames and ultimately damages your blood vessels from your toes up to your brain. (The word “flame” in inflammation is not a coincidence; the inflammation wrought by sugar can literally scorch your insides—more on this shortly.)

Prior to high blood sugar, however, chronically elevated insulin, or hyperinsulinemia, can create a host of problems. As a growth hormone, insulin creates an environment in our bodies favorable to fat storage. And while the spare tire (or saddlebags, or muffin top) may present aesthetic challenges for some, hyperinsulinemia may manifest visibly in other ways. Male-pattern baldness, skin discoloration, and early wrinkling are all associated with chronically high insulin levels. Perhaps the most tangible sign of chronically high insulin is unsightly skin tags. These benign tumors are the physical manifestations of insulin’s powerful growth effect, displayed for all to see on your skin.5





LOW-FAT, LOW-CARB, AND THE DIET WARS



There are many roads to the body and health you desire. This is evidenced by the dietary diversity in both world’s Blue Zones and by modern hunter-gatherers who live long, are free of chronic disease, and whose bodies would be described as athletic. Some, like the Okinawans, consume low-fat diets centered around fish, rice, and tubers. Others do well with high-fat diets, like the Maasai, who incorporate the meat, milk, and blood from their cattle. The one thing they all have in common? Their foods are whole and unprocessed, save for the limited processing they do by hand. The low-fat diet of the Okinawans, for example, does not contain the depleted fat-free or low-fat processed foods that line our supermarket shelves—they’re consuming real foods that are naturally low in fat.

For these reasons, I suspect that average folks navigating the modern food environment will find it easiest to adhere to a plan centered around whole foods that minimize glycemic variability (i.e., blood sugar spikes) and maximize nutrient density. Indulge in fibrous veggies, low-sugar fruits (avocado, citrus, berries), properly raised proteins (fatty fish, grass-fed beef, pastured pork and eggs, and free-range chicken), and Mediterranean fats like extra-virgin olive oil at every meal. Avoid processed foods—this goes for breads, pastas, grain and seed oils, and even purportedly “healthy” products like granola and protein bars. This will help to ensure powerful nutrition for
























































































































	Stick to a smaller shopping list of nonnegotiables. Fresh produce. Eggs. Nuts. Free-range chicken. Grass-fed beef. Extra-virgin olive oil. Cut the packaged foods, fancy beverages, branded products, and other nonessentials.

	Cut down on ingredients. In delicious and healthy Mediterranean-style cooking, less is more. Cut the pricey sauces and seasoning mixes and grab a high-quality bottle of extra-virgin olive oil and basic spices like salt, pepper, and garlic. You’d be surprised at the range of delicious dishes you can make with these four staples. In the plan section I will offer more simple staples.

	Buy 100 percent grass-fed ground beef and lamb instead of steaks. Ground is always cheaper, and for the money, you can’t get better in terms of nutrition. And because a cow’s diet mainly influences the quality of its fat, if grass-fed is totally off-limits or difficult to find, you can still enjoy beef; just stick to leaner cuts or grinds.

	Buy whole poultry. In the United States, precut chicken breasts can cost almost twice the price per pound as a whole chicken or turkey. Learn how to break down a chicken so you can store the various parts as needed. When in a rush, stick to thighs and drumsticks, which are inexpensive as well.

	Frozen is okay! Frozen produce is in many ways as nutritious as fresh, although some nutrients, like folate, do get lost over time.21 Try to incorporate a mix of fresh and frozen.

	Buy in bulk. You can shop at wholesale supermarkets or make use of the numerous online stores that ship frozen items to your doorstep, ranging from grass-fed beef and wild fish to fresh produce.

	Know when organic matters and when it doesn’t. No need to buy everything organic, just wherever you eat the “skin.” For example, avocados and citrus can be conventional, but you should always try to buy berries, tomatoes, apples, leafy greens, and bell peppers organic (more on this here).



























































	Food
	Protein content



	Egg (1 whole egg)
	6 grams



	Chicken breast (6 ounces, cooked)
	50 grams



	Ground beef, 80% lean (6 ounces, cooked)
	42 grams



	Wild salmon (6 ounces, cooked)
	42 grams



	Shrimp, cooked (4 ounces, cooked)
	24 grams



	Lentils (½ cup, cooked)
	9 grams



	Black beans (½ cup, cooked)
	7.5 grams






































































































	Food (1 cup, cooked)
	Combined L+Z content



	Kale
	24 milligrams



	Spinach
	20 milligrams



	Swiss chard
	19 milligrams



	Mustard greens
	15 milligrams



	Collard greens
	12 milligrams



	Green peas
	4 milligrams



	Brussels sprouts
	2 milligrams



	Sweet corn
	2 milligrams



	Broccoli
	2 milligrams















































	Hyperpalatable junk foods (mouth porn) hijack your brain’s reward centers, making it difficult to moderate their consumption, so work to avoid them.

	Keeping insulin pulsatile (i.e., by choosing to eat higher-carb foods after workouts) can not only keep you insulin sensitive but promote healthy sugar distribution.

	Avoid trans fat–containing grain and seed oils, which promote systemic inflammation and collateral damage to your tissues.

	Don’t fear salt; salt your veggies to taste.

	Higher protein consumption (double the recommended daily intake) supports lean mass growth and maintenance, which plays numerous health-promoting and antiaging roles in the body.

	Protein can also help with weight loss by decreasing hunger and increasing calorie expenditure, i.e., the thermic effect of feeding.

	Our food is becoming less nutritious over time thanks to agricultural practices that aim to maximize yield and increased CO2 in the atmosphere. This makes it especially important to base your diet around nutrient-dense foods.
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