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			INTRODUCTION

			■ ■ ■

			The art of medicine consists of amusing the patient while nature cures the disease.

			—VOLTAIRE

			A doctor’s role is simple. As Samuel Hahnemann, the pioneering German physician and founder of homeopathic medicine, explained more than two hundred years ago: “The physician’s high and only purpose is to restore the sick to health, to cure, as it is termed.”

			Natural medicine works by metaphorically lighting a fuse, which helps ignite or supercharge the body’s defense mechanism or vital force. Health is first, health is second, health is third. This includes mental, emotional, and physical health.

			But what is health? As we learned many years ago on the beautiful Greek island of Alonissos in the Aegean Sea, from our friend, world-renowned author and teacher George Vithoulkas: Health is freedom.

			Physical health is freedom from undue pain and other symptoms of disease. Emotional health is freedom to experience the full range of emotions from sadness to happiness, while not being trapped or stuck in any one emotion, negative or positive. For example, it is normal to feel grief and sadness after a breakup or the loss of a loved one, but it is not healthy to be trapped in negative emotions forever. Mental freedom includes freedom of thought, clarity of mind, and selfless creativity.

			Finally, once we have physical, mental, and emotional health, we must have enough energy to enjoy our lives. And it’s this last part, enjoyment, that includes some “good vices” and often gets left out of the healthy living equation.

			The next time you’re at the doctor’s office, if she tells you to stop taking your medication and not to come back for a checkup so soon, you’d be confused. If she follows up by telling you that it’s okay to eat some chocolate and fatty foods, enjoy a glass of beer or wine, or have lots of coffee, you’d think she was crazy, right? But in fact she would be doing something far too few medical professionals do: advising patients based on the latest available science.

			Much of the health advice we receive today is misguided and based on old conventions rather than the latest research. To be healthy, we are led to believe that we must spend half our lives in doctors’ offices, ingest a constant stream of narcotic-strength drugs, consume a Spartan diet, drink so-called health elixirs that look like witch’s potions, and exercise with the intensity of an Olympic athlete and the joy of a KGB recruit. We must worry about the food we eat, the tests we don’t take, and the pills we don’t swallow. Above all, we must worry. And all that worry costs us dearly—monetarily, emotionally, and physically.

			The goal of medicine should be to increase two things: the quality and the quantity of life. In other words, after seeing your doctor, are you going to live longer and have a better life? Conventional medicine often scares us by telling us what might happen if we don’t use this or that drug, have this or that procedure, or take this or that test. Maybe they also should scare us by mentioning the potential risks associated with introducing these often unnecessary and unnatural substances and procedures into the body.

			Our old friend and mentor, famed Argentinian physician, professor, and author Francisco Eizayaga, often said that “a good doctor never follows money, even though money may follow a good doctor.” Yet the annual health-care expenditure in the United States is more than $3 trillion, or an average of close to $10,000 per person. Meanwhile, one study by researchers at Johns Hopkins Medicine estimated that more than 250,000 people die annually in the United States from medical mistakes or wrongdoing, making it the nation’s third-leading cause of death behind only cancer and heart disease. If this estimate is correct, it means that going to the doctor or hospital and doing exactly as we’re told may end up killing more of us each year than guns and automobile accidents. Let that sink in for a moment.1 Starting in the mid-1990s, if you went to a doctor and complained of pain, you may have been given narcotic painkillers so strong, they were once reserved solely for in-hospital use for terminally ill patients. If you said it wasn’t working and the pain was persisting, your dosage might have been increased. This pharmaceutical-industry-encouraged practice resulted in opioid use so aggressive that it has helped create a culture of addiction, claiming tens of thousands of lives a year. The prescription painkiller problem also has contributed to the nation’s heroin epidemic, as estimates indicate that four out of every five heroin users started by misusing prescription opioids.

			Opioid prescriptions may get the most press, but they are far from the only problem in medicine today. For example, currently more than a third of Americans take at least one prescription drug that has a side effect of depression, according to a study published in JAMA. Those who take such drugs—which include more than two hundred commonly prescribed medications—have higher rates of depression than those who don’t. Many of these drugs also list suicidal symptoms as a side effect, and ironically some of them are supposed to treat depression.2

			Yet the pharmaceutical industry remains a multibillion-dollar juggernaut with substantial influence over the U.S. Food and Drug Administration. Traditionally, a person who did not feel well would go to a physician, who would then try to figure out what was wrong and help restore the patient to a healthy state. Now we are told by one advertisement after another on prime-time TV to ask the doctor to give us a specific drug. We are by no means just throwing shade at conventional medicine, which of course can be indispensable and lifesaving. We are simply advocating greater objectivity and logic when it comes to the use of traditional medicine.

			We also have some good news. Being healthy is easier, less worrisome, less expensive, and a whole lot more enjoyable than you think. In this book, we—Dr. Harry Ofgang, a prominent naturopathic physician with nearly forty years of experience, and his son Erik Ofgang, a food and health journalist—aim to boldly take readers where no health book has gone before, tearing down generations of myth and prejudice to provide an unflinching look at some of society’s guilty pleasures that are not only okay but actually may help bolster our health.

			While other health books focus on the “thou shalt nots,” The Good Vices is a “thou shalt” guide to healthy and happy living. Ancient Greek physician Hippocrates, the father of medicine, famously said, “Let food be thy medicine.” Too often, contemporary medicine says to let worry and overprescribed drugs be thy medicine, but we say let good friends, family, food, nature, and happiness be thy medicine. And we suggest reminding your doctors of the words from the Hippocratic oath: “I will use those dietary regimens which will benefit my patients according to my greatest ability and judgment, and I will do no harm or injustice to them.”

			Throughout his nearly four-decade medical career, Dr. Ofgang has championed a more natural approach to health care. His grandfather, after whom he is named, was known as the neighborhood healer in turn-of-the-century Brooklyn. Though natural medicine is considered a “vice” by many conventional (allopathic) doctors, when used appropriately, in many cases it may be the better approach. Why not use a safe, gentle, natural method wherever possible and save the more toxic big guns (drugs and invasive procedures) for when they are really needed?

			Over the course of his career, Dr. Ofgang studied common trends among his patients, particularly those who aged gracefully and in good health. He noticed many of his oldest and most active patients incorporated certain so-called vices into their daily routines. He found that regular moderate consumption of beer, wine, coffee, butter, cheese, pickles, fermented vegetables, and other delicious natural foods were often at the top of these patients’ lists of daily rituals. He also noted that regularly enjoying these and other vices (and spices) while maintaining healthy and fun practices like walking outside, enjoying the company of friends and family, having hearty laughs, and listening to good music was often positively linked to a patient’s overall health. In short, patients seemed to benefit from a host of nonprescription practices and certain so-called good vices that lead not only to happier lives but also to healthier ones.

			Over the years, mainstream medical studies at respected institutions—from Harvard to Yale—have shown repeatedly that many of the foods and behaviors we’ve been warned to avoid all our lives may not really harm us, and when consumed or engaged in properly, actually may be beneficial. The list of good vices includes beverages like coffee, which research suggests can lower the risk of type 2 diabetes and possibly protect from Alzheimer’s disease and dementia; foods like chocolate and whole raw milk cheese; lifestyle choices like sleeping late and laughing a lot; and downright shocking practices like going to the doctor less, taking fewer medications, and avoiding many prescribed but often unnecessary medical procedures. Seeing that these studies were in line with his own observations, Dr. Ofgang suggested that some of his patients continue to enjoy certain foods and lifestyle choices heretofore considered vices. This book grew from the idea that some of the foods and behaviors considered vices were actually “good vices.”

			Dr. Ofgang first came to admire some of these good vices while studying medicine in Italy. Here he gained an appreciation for what Italians call la dolce vita, “the sweet life,” which can be described as consuming great food and fine drink, all in moderation and rarely to excess, surrounded by friends and family. Dr. Ofgang brought this appreciation back home to the United States, and the Ofgang household was the site of home-brewed beer, home-milled whole grains, handmade pasta, fresh-baked bread, home-roasted coffee, and natural medicines.

			Growing up within this context, Erik was equally fascinated with these pursuits and became a journalist and college professor focused on food and healthy living. One of his previous books is about beer and other craft beverages, and he is a professional food reviewer and health and science writer.

			At first our discussions of the good vices were informal and fueled by our mutual love of many of them and our interest in the way healthy living often seems to coincide with happy living. When we decided to write about some of these vices, what started out as a fun collaboration for a short article turned into a much longer work. It sometimes was shocking to find that a lot of these vices, including playing in dirt and being exposed to certain bacteria, actually could make us healthier.

			In the pages that follow, you’ll be taken on a tour of many of these vices, and research supporting their possible health benefits will be presented alongside our own observations. You can read the book cover to cover, or pick and choose the vices that interest you the most. Along the way you’ll see that we use the word moderation again and again. This caveat is important, as the secret to many of the good vices is enjoying them in moderation. For example, while moderate beer drinking may be healthy, excessive beer drinking is definitely not.

			If you come across a vice that you don’t already engage in, do not start it for health reasons; that is not the point of this book. We don’t necessarily understand the reasons some of these good vices can be good for us; it’s possible the joy we get from them is partly what makes them healthy.

			As we explore the good vices, we will also keep an eye out for the way statistics and studies can be used to market and promote rather than educate and enlighten.

			Often medical statistics are presented as relative statistics, which compare the odds of something happening for two groups in relation to each other. They are frequently confused with absolute statistics, which are the overall odds of something happening. Presenting only the relative statistics can make a treatment seem far more significant than it really is. Here’s a real-world example of relative stats in action. Routine mammograms are often cited as providing women with a 20 percent decreased risk of death. On the surface, this sounds like an enormous benefit. However, since the 20 percent refers to relative, not absolute risk, the absolute difference between those who get mammogram screenings and those who do not is much, much smaller. One famous study in The Lancet found that out of 129,750 women who had mammograms, 511 died of breast cancer over the next fifteen years, a death rate of 0.4 percent. A different group of 117,260 women, who didn’t have screenings, had 584 breast cancer deaths over the same time period, a death rate of 0.5 percent. That difference of one-tenth of 1 percent is what is used to declare the 20 percent improvement.3 You can argue that the 0.1 percentage point improvement still is an improvement, and it is. It’s just nowhere near the slam dunk it appears to be when a 20 percent improvement is mentioned. As Mark Twain said, “There are three kinds of lies: lies, damned lies, and statistics.”

			And these framed-in-a-good-light statistics may not be accurate to begin with. One important study conducted by researchers at Beth Israel Medical Center in New York found favorable outcomes were significantly more common in studies sponsored by the drug manufacturer than in studies sponsored by a competitor or studies without pharmaceutical industry sponsorship. When the drug manufacturer sponsored a study looking at its own drug, it found favorable results 78 percent of the time; competitors found favorable outcomes only 28 percent of the time; and non-industry-sponsored studies found favorable outcomes 48 percent of the time.4

			Conflicts of interest in health care are such that a 2009 report by the National Academy of Sciences, sponsored by the National Institutes of Health, found:

			
					
					Gifts from drug companies to physicians are ubiquitous.

				

					
					Visits to physicians’ offices by drug and medical device company representatives and the provision of drug samples are widespread.

				

					
					Many faculty members receive research support from the pharmaceutical industry, which funds most of the biomedical research in the United States.

				

					
					Many faculty members and community physicians provide scientific, marketing, and other consulting services to companies; and some serve on company boards of directors or on industry speakers bureaus.

				

					
					Commercial sources provide about half of the total funding for accredited continuing medical education programs.

				

			

			Recognizing that this was a problem, the authors of the report created a detailed set of recommendations to decrease the preponderance of conflict-of-interest issues “infecting” medical studies. These recommendations included calls to standardize stricter and more far-reaching disclosure statements and to reform physician interactions and financial links with the pharmaceutical industry, among many other efforts.5

			Almost a decade later, little progress has been made on this front. Well-respected medical reviewers such as Cochrane have questioned the usefulness and the need for common procedures and so-called preventative measures like routine mammograms.6,7 Research suggests that doctors who own their own MRI machines are more likely to order more MRIs, even for patients who may not need them.8 A landmark study found people with osteoarthritis improved equally well regardless of whether they received a real surgical procedure (i.e., arthroscopic knee surgery) or a fake one (i.e., a placebo procedure).9 Studies also show that commonly prescribed drugs like antibiotics,10 antidepressants,11,12 and antianxiety medications are often prescribed incorrectly, don’t cure, or are overprescribed. In addition, the United States is alone among developed countries in its common practice of prophylactically administering antibiotic eye drops to newborns within an hour of birth. The treatment is supposed to prevent pinkeye caused by the sexually transmitted diseases gonorrhea and chlamydia present in the mother, but is a curious practice for children of mothers who have been screened during pregnancy and don’t have either condition. Also, many of the antibiotics in use don’t work on both diseases, and the eye drops are sometimes administered to babies that have been born via cesarean section, when the risk (which is virtually nonexistent anyhow) only theoretically applies to babies born vaginally.

			Speaking of cesarean sections, as others have noted, “America’s Caesarean rate includes over one-third of birthing women. This rate varies by state and ranges from 23% to 40%. This is nearly triple the World Health Organization’s recommendation.”13

			All this leads us to caution the patient. Not only should the buyer (the patient) beware, but they should question their caregivers and do research on their own because the system has more than minor problems; in many ways it is broken. We tell you this not to upset you or to make you distrust all studies and medical professionals, but to encourage you to approach medicine with a healthy dose (pun intended) of skepticism, and that goes for the information offered in this book as well.

			Remember, although this book is based on decades of experience and the best available research, it is not intended, and should not be taken, as medical advice. It does attempt to entertain and promote free, open-minded, kind, and diverse thought.

			Health books deal in generalizations, but health is specific to each individual; and health-care, diet, and exercise decisions should be made in consultation with your health provider. In addition, new studies are constantly being conducted, and our understanding of what may or may not be healthy is always evolving.

			Finally, though this book celebrates good vices, it is by no means advocating wanton hedonism. Our point is not to encourage people to eat and drink bad foods and smoke and gain weight. The point is for people to be happier and healthier by being freer and following truth. Alas, not every vice is good for us; your parents were right about the wisdom of avoiding many of them. Cigarettes are as bad for you as your mother told you they were. A little sugar may be fine, but excessive consumption of candy and sweets shouldn’t be part of your daily routine, and bacon, we’re sorry to say, appears to be good only for your soul.

			But there are plenty of good vices, which aren’t really vices at all because in moderation they can provide long-term enjoyment for the mind and body. We regularly tell patients that no matter how busy or stressed they are, they should do something that they look forward to each day. It can be a short walk with the dog, a quick bike ride or swim, a delicious dinner, a quick game of poker or blackjack, or a single malt scotch or cold beer. Even if we haven’t discovered the “meaning of life,” when we look forward to something each day, it gives that day a little bit more meaning.

			When he was over seventy, the late great comedian Rodney Dangerfield told an audience that he had just come from his doctor, who told him that if he ate right, exercised, and got plenty of fresh air, he’d get old, sick, and die.

			Too true.

			Our fate is set and as far as we know, no one avoids leaving the earth when the time comes. What we want to do and can do is to have fun, live well, enjoy ourselves, and share health and happiness the best we can, for as long as we can.

			If we stretch our time on earth a little longer and live a little better, all the better.

			This book is a humble and lighthearted attempt to stack the deck in your favor. We do this not by making life more rigid, restrictive, and boring, but more colorful, enjoyable, and fulfilling.

			So get ready to learn about the benefits of a more satisfying, fun, and yes, healthier way of living. As they say in New Orleans: Laissez les bons temps rouler, or let the good times roll!

		

	
		
			CHAPTER ONE

			A BEER A DAY JUST MIGHT HELP KEEP THE DOCTOR AWAY

			■ ■ ■

			Beer he drank—seven goblets . . . His heart was glad and his face shone.

			—THE EPIC OF GILGAMESH, 2100 BC

			IN BRIEF: Moderate beer drinking is a fun and healthy way to enjoy life. Approximately one glass of beer a day for men or women can have a plethora of health benefits, including a reduced risk of heart attacks and other cardiac events and type 2 diabetes.

			It was time to set some things in stone.

			Almost four thousand years ago, Hammurabi, the sixth king of Babylon, decided someone had to start keeping track of the rules. Around 1754 BC, he ordered what would become known as the Code of Hammurabi etched in a stone tablet. The revolutionary code was one of the first sets of written laws and contained more than 282 rules covering many aspects of human life and inspiring the “eye for an eye” justice later echoed in the Bible.

			The code also addressed something less likely to be covered in your ancient history class: beer. Four laws within it govern the brewing and sale of beer, making it crystal clear where ancient society’s priorities were.

			In the nearly four millennia since these laws were literally set in stone, these priorities have not changed; beer is still one of the granddaddies of all vices, the companion many of us long for most deeply after a hard day’s work. And in this instance, at least, our longings do not lead us astray. Beer, we are happy to report, not only tastes
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