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Foreword

This book can transform your life. Here’s why:

Our bodies often have a remarkable capacity to begin healing if we allow them to do so—to a much greater degree and more quickly than had previously been realized—if we simply stop doing what’s causing the problem.

So much of Western medicine is based on the supposition that we need to get our health from outside ourselves. The internist says, “Take this pill, you’ll feel better.” The surgeon says, “To cut is to cure.”

But we now know better. For most people, health is not something we get; it’s something that we already have until we damage it.

The concept of detoxification is to identify what is harmful to your health and to stop doing it. This simple idea allows your body to maximize its potential for healing.

In this context, the most useful question can be, “What am I doing that is disturbing my inner health?” For a surprising number of chronic diseases, the answers are:

• what we eat;

• how we respond to stress;

• how much we exercise;

• whether or not we smoke cigarettes;

• how much we sleep;

• how much love and support we have in our lives.

In this wonderful new book, Dr. Woodson “Woody” Merrell broadens the concept of detoxification beyond food to include these other aspects of our lives that so profoundly affect our health.

When we realize what’s causing the problem, we can make different choices that allow our bodies to begin healing. Dr. Merrell shows how, and why. He can help you tailor a program that’s just right for you, one that is based on good science and extensive clinical experience. You’ve come to the right place.

I’ve known and admired Dr. Merrell for many years. He is a renowned leader and pioneering clinician helping to create a new paradigm of true health care, rather than just sick care—one that is more caring and compassionate as well as more cost effective and competent. He is an extraordinary healer and educator. His patients love him, and so do I. You’re in good hands.
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We often think of advances in medicine as something high-tech and expensive: a new drug, a powerful laser, an innovative surgical technique. It may seem hard to believe that such simple aspects of our lifestyles can have such a powerful impact on our health and well-being, but they often do.

For the past 36 years, my colleagues and I at the nonprofit Preventive Medicine Research Institute have conducted a series of clinical research studies showing what a potent difference changes in diet and lifestyle can make and how quickly they can occur. These lifestyle changes include stress management techniques such as yoga and meditation; a mostly plant-based diet; moderate exercise; and increased social support, community, and love.

We used high-tech, state-of-the-art scientific measures to prove the power and efficacy of these simple, low-tech, and low-cost interventions.

We showed that these lifestyle changes alone may reverse even severe heart disease. At any age. We also found that these lifestyle changes may reverse type 2 diabetes and may slow, stop, or even reverse the progression of early-stage prostate cancer.

Because of these findings, Medicare and many insurance companies are now covering our program of comprehensive lifestyle changes for reversing heart disease for those with type 2 diabetes and early-stage prostate cancer. Dr. Merrell and his colleagues at the Continuum Center for Health and Healing at Beth Israel Medical Center in New York are now offering this program.

The major determinant of our health and well-being is not our genes but primarily the lifestyle choices we make each day. When we change our lifestyle, it actually changes our genes. In our research, we found that more than 500 genes were beneficially affected in only three months—upregulating (turning on) disease-preventing genes and downregulating (turning off) disease-promoting genes, especially those controlling inflammation, oxidative stress, and the RAS oncogenes that promote prostate cancer, breast cancer, and colon cancer.

Also, these lifestyle changes may even begin to reverse aging by lengthening your telomeres, the ends of your DNA that control aging. Telomeres are like the plastic tips at the ends of shoelaces that keep them from unraveling. They keep your DNA from unraveling. As your telomeres get longer, your life gets longer.

But living longer isn’t the only goal. The detox prescription that Dr. Merrell eloquently describes in this book is designed to help you live better as well as live longer.

I’m continually amazed by how dynamic the biological mechanisms are that affect our health and well-being—for better and for worse. When you follow Dr. Merrell’s recommendations, you’re likely to feel so much better, so quickly, it reframes the reason for making and maintaining these changes from fear of dying (which is not sustainable) to joy of living (which is).

If it’s pleasurable, it’s sustainable.

Dean Ornish, MD

Founder and President, Preventive Medicine Research Institute; Clinical Professor of Medicine, University of California, San Francisco; author, The Spectrum and Dr. Dean Ornish’s Program for Reversing Heart Disease

www.ornish.com


Introduction

You may have heard about the detox process before. You may have read one of the dozens of books on the market about the subject. You may have followed some sort of cleanse you found on the Internet. You may have fasted, or purged, or abstained for the sake of your health. You may be sick, you may be tired, you may be wracked with problems that result from being overweight, overworked, and overstressed. You may have tried everything—and still be seeking “the” answer.

Here it is.

I have dedicated my entire 35-year career as a medical doctor to helping patients heal themselves. For the last 10, I’ve focused on detoxification as one of the most powerful proactive steps that any modern human can take in evolving toward better health. Sleep, relaxation, social connection, and exercise are also key to an overall sense of well-being. But detox, done my way, naturally includes a healthy diet and yields results you can really feel within only a day or two. It is the quickest way I know to jump-start a healthy new life.

I know that much of what is out there in terms of advice is questionable, if not outright quackery. A lot of it is a thinly disguised way to sell you pricey supplements, powders, and other such fairy dust. “Detox” has become the new Wild West, full of shoot-from-the-hip healers and modern snake-oil salesmen, looking to profit from the desperate and debilitated, who are willing to embrace magical thinking in their search for a real cure.

I have to tell you that there is no magic involved. Indeed, the answer is not ethereal but completely down-to-earth. You just need a knowledgeable guide. And you can trust me to be that. I’ve spent 15 years reviewing the science and applying medically proven techniques in my role as director of the Continuum Center for Health and Healing at Beth Israel Medical Center in New York City, as a medical professor at Columbia University’s College of Physicians and Surgeons, and in my own private practice on Manhattan’s Upper East Side. I have seen real results in literally hundreds of patients, and I can tell you with authority that the Detox Prescription has nothing to do with abnegation and everything to do with embracing and eating food. Real food. Healing, healthful, detoxifying food.

This is the work I was born to do. I have always been interested in helping others support their own health: I was raised by parents who took me to see the pediatrician when I was sick but also understood that homeopathy and other self-healing therapies could work just as well in some situations. As I moved through high school and college, I took up yoga and meditation and began to see for myself how the mind, breath, and body are completely interconnected.

I had planned to enter medical school but loved these metaphysical practices so much that I was hesitant to leave them behind in pursuit of what was thought at the time to be “harder science.” So I didn’t—I vowed to combine Eastern wisdom with Western medical understanding, aiming to create a new kind of medicine focused on supporting the body’s incredible power to heal itself.

Don’t misunderstand: My training in Western medicine is unimpeachable. Like most doctors, I was taught in depth how the body functions and how it is susceptible to disease. At Columbia—where I teach to this day—I was trained to put my trust in the findings of gold-standard medical studies and to make calls based on the field’s cumulative body of experience. Yes, my instructors told me, I should always listen to my patients and examine them carefully, but I should also weigh their complaints carefully against the canon of knowledge held by the medical establishment. I was trained to sort patients into relatively fixed categories based on their symptoms, the standard practice in 20th-century American medicine, fundamentally laid out in the game-changing Flexner Report published in 1910. They taught me to use pharmaceuticals for frontline treatment of just about everything.

All this I accepted readily and learned fully—it’s what we know today as evidence-based medicine, and it is a great guide for many problems. But I think of it now as just a starting point.

As my experience and knowledge in medicine matured, I began to realize that no two patients with similar symptoms, or even the same diagnosis, ever have the same exact problems. That is to say, each is the product of a unique set of genetic factors, environmental influences, and lifestyle habits. They don’t fit easily into the neat boxes that medical school had so exquisitely equipped me to use. Some patients who came to see me were really, truly sick and in need of medical intervention—for them, drugs and/or surgery were lifesavers. Too many, however, were basically healthy by every medical measure but often felt horrible. They were living in a gray area: tired, foggy, flabby, irritable, achy, depressed, and, in some cases, despondent. They were just beginning to slip into illness and wanted nondrug ways to reverse it.

These patients helped me realize that each one of us is longing only for health and happiness, in search of a way of living in the world that will let us appreciate our bodies, make good use of our minds, and fulfill our spirits. To treat my patients well, I needed to treat them as souls rather than symptoms. I needed to help them learn how to live, and live well.

This was not a set of tools I’d been given in the course of my medical training. For most of my career, lifestyle recommendations regarding diet, exercise, and relaxation had been dismissed by the medical establishment as “soft science.” Any additional outside-the-box approaches to healing—including acupuncture, massage, herbal medicine, meditation, breath work, and therapeutic use of vitamins and minerals—were considered at best to be a form of benign neglect, and at worst viewed as outright quackery.

But these were exactly the approaches I used with my gray-area patients to help them regain the balance in their lives. And they often were working far better than most any drug ever could or would have!

Now, of course, medical practice has come around to my way of thinking. Over the past 10 or 15 years, we’ve seen an explosion of studies in peer-reviewed medical journals showing that lifestyle interventions and complementary practices really do work. (In fact, the most recent wave of evidence shows that even most complementary practices are rendered unnecessary if proper changes to diet, exercise, and lifestyle are made.) Researchers at the Stanford Prevention Research Center found that of the $2.5 trillion we Americans spend annually on health care, 78 percent goes toward treating chronic diseases such as diabetes, high blood pressure, and heart disease. At least 50 percent of these chronic diseases are preventable or even reversible with lifestyle changes: This means a potential savings of about $1 trillion a year in health care spending, while improving patient lives.

So why doesn’t this happen? Medical schools are beginning to tiptoe into these waters now, but many doctors simply don’t learn much about lifestyle medicine or complementary practices in their training. If they don’t seek out the information, they don’t know how diet changes, or meditation, or yoga, or social support, or supplements, or a daily walk can change your life; they don’t know how to prescribe this new kind of medicine. In some cases, you the patient might have to tell them about it!

Pharmaceuticals are still the favored recourse among the American medical elite. God knows that drugs can work wonders, in so many cases greatly improving and even saving lives. But just as often (dare I say more often?), they are unnecessary! Rather than treat discomfort and disease with chemicals, I think it better to work with food and lifestyle measures that support the body’s own internal healing processes whenever possible.

I like the taxonomy of disease recently proposed by the brilliant physician and health researcher Stephen Genuis. He tells us that all disease and discomfort in the body can be traced to one of only five root causes:

Infectious agents

Inherited tendencies (that is to say, what’s bred into our DNA)

Psychological dysfunction

Nutritional deficiency

Toxicity

Modern medical practice is largely focused on the first three of these, all of which can sometimes respond marvelously to our pharmaceutical arsenal. Still, the psychological bases of disease (and many of our “functional” problems) are primarily practiced and reimbursed on the pharmaceutical model, rather than engaged on more fully realigning our minds with more productive thought processes. The last two—nutritional deficiency and toxicity—are rarely addressed at all, and when they are, it is only in the most severe cases—anemia, say, or ingestion of rat poison.

That is a shame, since nutritional deficiency and toxicity, along with psychological dysfunction, offer our greatest opportunity to intervene in disease before it manifests in chronic symptoms and before our patients need to step on the treadmill of Western medical care. They are a kind of medical “sweet spot,” the areas in which I believe we doctors have our greatest opportunity to do good in the world. We can help our patients make simple changes in their lives that can not only really, truly make them feel and operate better but actually circumvent the kinds of serious diseases—heart disease, diabetes, cancer—that are eating away at their bodies and bank accounts and even our social structure.

Today we’ve mapped the human genome and logged the potential to treat many inherited diseases right at the source. Though the technology for direct intervention in the disease process is still nascent, we know now—through the work of such pioneers as my brilliant, groundbreaking colleague Dean Ornish, MD, and Nobel Prize–winning geneticist Elizabeth Blackburn, PhD—that heredity is not destiny. Our lifestyle choices, our sleep and stress levels, our bad habits, and our diets dictate whether or not many disease-producing genes get “turned on” or “turned off” and literally how quickly our chromosomes age. This exciting new field of epigenetics—meaning literally “around” the gene—allows us to see how environmental factors alter our gene expression in a specific place within each cell. As a result, we now know that when we take active control of these factors, we can literally help control our health and genetic destiny—no doctors or drugs necessary!

I keep a prescription pad handy for those cases where drugs really can provide a solution. I keep an entire medical center, and a good one, behind me for the patients who need advanced screening or surgical interventions. But by and large, the work I mainly do is to educate and empower my patients to take charge of their own body-mind-spirit health and to enable their own bodies to be their best healer. Ironically in some ways, I have dedicated my career and my life to making myself absolutely redundant.

Still, the work of balance can be a struggle for many of us, as it is for my patients. I see people from all walks of life—from schoolteachers to corporate accountants to movie stars. As I mentioned above, they don’t always show up sick. In fact, because some of them make their living based on their looks (actors and actresses, models) or physical performance (musicians, athletes, dancers, etc.), they take great care to take care of themselves. But across the board, most are not living up to what they feel is their true potential in terms of capability, resilience, and energy.

I love to help people with all of it: I teach people how to breathe deeply and reduce their stress with meditation. I educate them about the importance of rest and show them how to get a good night’s sleep. I help them devise exercise plans that are both efficient and effective. I tell them how to use the power of their thoughts to create more of what it is they want. And I help them understand the importance of making meaningful interpersonal connections. It’s all important.

But truthfully? It can be a struggle to eat in a way that is truly optimal; there are so many different diet plans, trendy superfoods, and strong opinions out there that people get confused, if not completely overwhelmed. It’s worth the effort to sort through the dross, because when you discover the way to eat right and eat well, results are profound. That’s because food allows us to directly address the last two of Genuis’s disease factors, the most overlooked in our society: toxicity and nutritional deficiency.

In my opinion, the scariest thing happening today is the typical American diet, and its truly monumental environmental and health consequences. Our culture has become focused on quantity over quality and given birth to a food industry that cranks out ever more of what we most like to eat: meats and sweets. We do that by bullying nature into producing more, too—with chemical pesticides and herbicides and fertilizers that can be nearly as damaging as industrial waste. As a result, most of us are overfed but undernourished, toxic, chronically inflamed, and well on our way toward the whole range of symptoms that comprise metabolic syndrome, characterized by high blood pressure and serum cholesterol levels, obesity, and prediabetic insulin resistance—the chronic conditions that increasingly rule over our health care mess.
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We all know this, if only subconsciously. And yet we are surrounded by an onslaught of messages encouraging us to eat highly processed foods. They’re quick! They’re easy! They’re cheap! Never mind that they’re also potentially harmful, or even deadly.

The situation sounds dire because it is dire, but don’t get too depressed. You can get off the crazy train. In fact, you have the chance to turn things around pretty quickly by combining the arts of detoxification and optimal nutrition. That’s what this book is about.

You can build a better new you every time you pick up a spoon, a fork, or a straw. You’ve heard it before, but I’ll say it again: Food is medicine. Every bite you eat (of unprocessed real food, that is) or sip you take (of juice or tea) is composed of hundreds of thousands of tiny molecules that make your cells what they are and tell them what to do. That’s right. Food components are literally genetic signaling molecules that tell those disease tendencies bred in our bones to stay dormant by providing the nutrition your body needs to keep on functioning optimally. When you eat well, you have a chance to create energy, forestall disease, remove toxins from your system, and improve every aspect of your health.

Because you replace every molecule of every cell in your body within the course of only 1 year, I am not being flip when I refer to the “new you.” It is quite literally possible, no matter how bad you’re feeling or eating today, to be utterly transformed in just 365 days. But it won’t take you that long. You can be feeling significantly better in just a couple of days and make lasting changes to your health within a month. It’s amazing, really, the potential you have for health and healing—if you only can recognize it and can learn to work with it, rather than against it.

You can, and I am here to tell you how to do it!

Consider The Detox Prescription a giant leap from where you are right now toward where you want to be. As the name suggests, this program is a cleanse plan, carefully designed to help you undo whatever damage has already been done, prevent further damage, and release toxins that have accumulated in the body’s tissues. But beyond that, it’s also a crash course in optimal nutrition, teaching you how to nourish your own body with all the phytonutrients and antioxidants it needs to support the processes of detoxification and health. Eating a diet based on fruits and vegetables, preferably organic, you can become maximally healthy, cleaning out toxins, putting out free-radical fires, improving metabolism, and supporting your own disease-fighting capacity.

The evolution of my career has led to developing the 7- and 21-day detox cleanses offered in this book, based on all the solid science I’ve seen supporting a plant-based diet, modified with limited amounts of fish, as the absolute healthiest on Earth. The anecdotal evidence is just as strong. Hundreds of my patients have done this most gentle cleanse to rave results. They have lost weight. They have found more energy. They experience less headache, indigestion, and achiness. Most important, they feel empowered to take control of their health.

I started using the 3-day cleanse a little later, emboldened by a series of medical studies published in Scandinavian medical journals in the 1990s. These followed a group of patients suffering from the notoriously debilitating autoimmune disease rheumatoid arthritis. Researchers found that what worked best for these difficult patients was a weeklong juice cleanse, followed by 3 weeks on a vegan diet (free from dairy, eggs, and meat), after which symptoms were dramatically reduced and the need for medication mediated or even eliminated. Better yet, the positive changes accrued in only 28 days lasted for a full 2 years—even after many returned to their normal diet. Incredible! As these studies were also published in prestigious American arthritis journals, I couldn’t see why rheumatologists weren’t using this dietary technique. I didn’t understand why every doctor in America wasn’t looking into it for patients experiencing any kind of chronic pain, fatigue, or discomfort.

I felt that I’d found the Holy Grail of nutrition. These studies provided me with proof positive that my own ideas and experiences in the field of detoxification were valid and showed me precisely how to kick my own cleansing plan up a notch. By adding only 3 days of juicing, which virtually anyone can do without risk or discomfort, I could let my patients rest their digestion, powerfully nourish their bodies, and kick-start a new state of health. The 3-day juice cleanse is the best way I know to unwind damage from past behavior and rapidly begin to reduce systemic inflammation. When I started introducing it to my patients, I, too, began to observe amazing results in them. Having seen and felt the changes in their own bodies, these patients were thrilled with their new selves (and with me). Eager to keep up the good work, they found it both easy and unintimidating to move on to the 7- or 21-day plant-based cleanses.
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What you will see in this book is the sum total of all that I have learned, taught, practiced, and studied over the last 35-plus years—and carefully refined over the last 10—about how to change your health by removing toxins from your life and eating optimally healthy foods. Read this book and you’ll understand how food can be used every day to detoxify the body, flood the system with beneficial nutrients, and keep health gremlins at bay.

With the help of Mary Beth Augustine, MS, RDN, an incredibly experienced and knowledgeable colleague I’ve worked with for 15 years, I’ve made it easy for you, providing a detailed plan along with recipes, convenience options, and even little healthy “cheats” to keep it absolutely real . . . and completely doable. Moreover, this plan is not about subtraction, as so many Western diet plans are. Rather than harping on what you can’t or shouldn’t eat, it keeps its focus squarely on the delicious foods you can enjoy. That’s addition—a net positive for you and your body.

You will not be starved. You will not feel horrible. You won’t have to radically change your life. You won’t need thousands of dollars’ worth of herbs or colonic therapy sessions to do it. I’m not selling any special vitamin formulas or protein shakes or any product at all; I’m simply telling you how to do what you already do three times a day (at the minimum) in a way that can transform your health.

In fact, the entire 21-day cleanse is delicious, nutritious, and ultimately life enhancing. It will not only stop the madness but leave your body in better shape than it was before toxins and bad choices began to take their toll in the first place. It can begin to reverse many of the disease processes you might be experiencing and put you in a better place to start healing. It can lower blood pressure and blood sugar, quell systemic inflammation, and eliminate nagging problems like headaches and indigestion. It may even allow you, with your own physician’s permission, to cut out (or cut back on) medications. You won’t even need to replace them with a fistful of over-the-counter supplements.

Try it, and you will experience all the benefits my patients do: weight loss, glowing skin, abundant energy, clear mind, and solid health. You don’t even have to take my word for it. Try any one of the three plans offered here (or combine them, as I suggest, for maximum effect). You be your own doctor: Prescribe it for yourself! Study it carefully in the laboratory of your own body. Log your own progress. With a little effort, and a willingness to change a few things around, you will at the very least really see how it feels to eat well and eat clean.

I’ve accomplished a lot in my career but feel especially proud to have the information and experience at my disposal now to offer the first detox book in the marketplace to be fully grounded in good science. (To learn more about the studies underpinning the program, visit www.woodsonmerrell.com.) Read it, do it, and you will find yourself transformed and better educated about how to be clean and clear for the rest of your life. I hope it will be only a first step on your journey toward true health . . . truly, a life’s work.


CHAPTER ONE

what’s the problem?

Isee them every day: the walking wounded. They drag themselves into my office looking pasty, bloated, and wan. They are tired—often bone tired, with barely enough energy to make it through the day. At the same time, they are working harder than ever, running 100 miles an hour on scant fumes, stepping on the stress accelerator all day until it’s time to pass out. But then they don’t. Then they lie awake, fraught with worry, trying to sleep, knowing they need to recharge. As with big tired-wired toddlers, much-needed rest is out of their reach.

They’re overweight (maybe just a little, maybe a lot). They’re achy. They complain of arthritis, or back pain, or stiff neck, or one of the millions of other painful little messages that their bodies are sending, trying to prompt them to slow it all down. To take care of themselves.

There’s no time, though, so they’ve got a few other complaints, too. Heartburn, irritable bowel, constipation, and reflux are common—their digestion just isn’t what it used to be. Blood pressure may be going up; blood sugar levels might be teetering right on the edge of what’s normal. Cholesterol has become an issue. They’re flirting with metabolic syndrome (a combination of the preceding three problems—blood pressure, cholesterol, and blood sugar)—and they know just enough about it to get worried. Enough to come to me for help, seeking a diagnosis that will make sense of their symptoms, and perhaps a prescription that will allay all their ills.

These patients are each unique, of course, with their own personal blend of hereditary challenges, life stressors, and health histories. But even so, they are all suffering from the same pervasive, insidious disease: modern American life.

The majority of my patients have the best of intentions. They try to eat well, but they’re more likely to eat easy—relying on what’s fast and available to fill their stomachs. That means too many processed foods, high in sugars, fats, and preservatives. They try to get a few fruits and veggies each day, but it’s hard. Do potato chips count?

When sleep won’t come, they stay up late into the night, watching the news on television, surfing the Internet, keeping up with their friends on Facebook. They wake up exhausted, grab some coffee, get the day going. Maybe there are kids to wrangle, maybe not. But there is work, whether it’s at home or in the office, and lots of it. More coffee. Perhaps a doughnut or two; a 4 p.m. candy bar reward.

There’s a commute, a trip to the grocery store, then it’s back home. The house is a mess, but they do what they can, relying on chemical-filled cleaning products to do for them what elbow grease could and would do (if only they had the time). They’re thankful for the miraculous plastics that make life easy for them, letting them take their coffee or cola to go, cordoning off single servings of salads, soup, sandwiches. What did we ever do before such convenience items existed? How did we live?

They’re thankful, too, for the handful of pills they take every day to keep going—high-tech supplements, antidepressants, statins, blood pressure medication, antacids, etc. Modern medicine’s pharmaceutical arsenal really is a miracle, they’ll tell me. They want to believe it.

The only thing is, why do they feel like they’re lurching through life like the undead—functioning in their lives, but not really living. Why do so many of them feel so bad?

Toxic Avengers

Although, as I said earlier, all of my patients are unique, they are also alike in one key way: They are all toxic to some degree, simply as a result of living in our chemically dependent society. This toxicity may or may not manifest itself. But nearly every pathological diagnosis is accompanied by an underlying systemic toxicity, which (especially if accompanied by nutritional deficiencies) can undermine the body’s inborn genius for healing itself.

Toxins are a fact of modern life—and there is really no escaping them. (By toxin, we mean a substance that is in some way essentially poisonous to the body.) They are in the air and the water and the food; they’re in nearly everything we touch. They’re in our bodies, created within as we struggle to keep up the pace. They’re in our media and minds. And yes, they’re even in our medicine.

More than 80,000 different chemicals are produced and used in the United States—in everything from cosmetics and cleaning products to food and furniture; most of them are new to us, at least in terms of evolutionary history. Nobody really knows the full story of how they work on us or what they can do to us, as the Environmental Protection Agency has required testing on only about 200 of them. Science is showing that some big offenders, like bisphenol A, dioxins, or DDT (see “The Usual Suspects”), can act like hormones in the body, disrupting its natural function and tinkering under the hood of our natural metabolic machinery. We know that many of them even have the ability to interact with our genes themselves, effectively “turning on” innate tendencies to develop disease. It’s compelling and scary stuff. But the truth is, I think we’re barely scratching the surface.

Chemical agents are everywhere, and messing with every bodily function. In fact, a very recent study out of Tufts University, published in the journal Endocrine Review, suggests that we are more sensitive than we ever knew to more substances than we could possibly suspect. It revealed that our bodies are sensitive to a very minute amount of chemicals—equal to one-twentieth of one drop of water in an Olympic-size pool.

In the vast majority of cases I see, there is no “smoking gun” toxin to point at, no one trigger of the discomfort and dysfunction of mind and body that motivates the person to get help.

The real problem, as I see in my practice every day, is a chronic onslaught of multiple chemical exposures. The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) has confirmed that the average person’s body contains 153 chemical agents known to be toxic or probably toxic to the human body. And that’s just what is known; many other chemicals are so new that we just don’t understand their long-term effects.

The body was designed to deal with many toxic substances, both outside the body (exogenous) and inside it (endogenous)—think about our ancestors eating an occasional poisonous mushroom or flooding their systems with cortisol so that they could outrun a saber-toothed tiger. Such an occasional physical insult could easily be addressed by the body’s system of detoxification, ever ready to wage all-out war. But it was not meant to be in contact with so very many toxins 24/7. The body is simply not equipped to deal with the daily load of hundreds or even thousands of chemicals, many at or just below the level of what’s acceptable.

The liver, kidneys, and the bowels—our main organs of detoxification and elimination and our body’s natural defense against the dark arts of modern chemistry—are overloaded; our natural detoxification mechanisms don’t work as well as they should because they just can’t keep up with the burden. A truly effective detox means not only flushing out unwanted chemicals absorbed from air, food, water, and the body’s own internal metabolic and stress-related processes, but also binding them efficiently with nutrition drawn from a healthy diet, then eliminating them from our bodies effectively and efficiently. It can be hard to keep up.

Because we are overloaded, our bodies have no choice but to store unprocessed toxins in bodily tissues—especially fat cells, since most toxins are fat-soluble. We accumulate toxins over time. No wonder we feel so bad.

No wonder we all need a little help!

The Phases of Detox

The help you need—that we all need—is a detox cleanse.

But not just any detox will do. Despite what a cursory Internet search will tell you, there are no magic formulas for detox, including the so-called “Master Cleanse,” which involves drinking a mixture of water, lemon juice, maple syrup, cayenne pepper, and salt. There is no way to bully your body into doing a better job through deprivation, fasting, or purgation.

Detox isn’t something that requires extreme measures—in fact, radical plans can cause much more harm than good, flooding and overwhelming the system with too many toxins without supporting their elimination.

In the simplest terms, here’s why: The body’s detoxification system operates in two phases. In phase I, the body identifies toxins and transforms them into unstable molecules, or free radicals, to be excreted. In a sense, phase I makes the toxins more toxic, so that the body can’t help but notice them and try to get rid of them. Most detox plans focus solely on phase I, which offers incomplete support and can be downright dangerous.



Your body simply cannot process toxins without adequate nutrition.




During a healthy and normal phase II, these hypertoxic free radicals are then bound up with specific dietary nutrients to render them water soluble so that they can be eliminated from the body via the urinary or digestive tract. Here is where most detox plans come up short—phase II requires maximal (not minimal) nutrition, meaning that vitamins, minerals, and phytonutrients needed for the successful binding of phase II must be readily available. If they are not, you are only releasing, reprocessing, and restoring toxins. (For a complete explanation of this process, see Chapter 9.)

In other words, for phase II to work optimally, the body must be well nourished with the dietary nutrients (or “substrates”) needed for this crucial binding process. The body has six primary pathways for successful detoxification (the most important being sulfation, glucuronidation, glutathione, methylation, acetylation, and amino acids). All of these require the nutrients found in a plant-based diet, as well as adequate fiber and hydration. By definition, these come from food.

If you are doing a detox that focuses on phase I at the expense of phase II, you are allowing free radicals to roam about like a crazy man with a loaded gun, doing damage anywhere and anyhow they can. Fruits and vegetables are nature’s phase II SWAT team—there to neutralize the threat before things get lethal! If you’re overweight, sick, and toxic, 2 weeks of an imbalanced diet such as the Master Cleanse can make you look and feel worse than ever. Any plan that requires fasting or reliance on one, two, or three foods will be a net loss. Your body simply cannot process toxins without adequate nutrition. Without it, you may never even get to phase I!



Where Do Toxins Come From?

Everywhere, is the short answer. But for the purposes of understanding the scope of toxicity, here’s a brief list of the primary sources of our cumulative exposure:

Fruits and vegetables: Conventional produce is routinely exposed to pesticides and herbicides, which can contain neurotoxins or carcinogens. Organics are a far better bet, though they, too, can be exposed to chemicals that have persisted in the soil or water. One good example is DDT, which has been illegal since 1972 but will take thousands of years to break down in nature. It is ubiquitous and was found by scientists at Consumers Union to be present in nearly 25 percent of organic produce.

Meat and dairy: Beyond the health-depleting burden of animal fats, which have been linked to heart disease, obesity, and even cancers, conventionally raised meat and dairy are exposed to chemical pesticides (in the feed) and, in many cases, hormones and antibiotics used to promote growth and fend off disease. Dairy is especially toxic if you are among the 60 percent of Caucasians, 75 percent of African Americans, or 90 percent of Asians who are lactose intolerant (in which case lactose acts as a toxin to your system).

Sugar: Sugar is a sneaky subverter of health, but in excess (which isn’t a lot) it’s nearly as toxic as any man-made substance. Because sugar, or glucose, raises blood insulin levels and promotes inflammation, constant exposure leads inexorably to diabetes, high blood pressure, and heart disease—not to mention any of numerous cancers that have been linked to elevated insulin levels. Fructose, another kind of sugar that does not raise insulin, has been shown to perhaps be even worse for health.

Plastics: Chances are you’ve heard about the problems associated with the use of bisphenol A (BPA) in plastic bottles, food storage containers, can liners, and packaging materials. Guess what? It’s even worse than you know, as cash register receipts can deposit literally a thousand times more of the substance than containers can. Worse, literally hundreds of chemical compounds are used to create plastic products, which have been proven to leach chemicals into air, water, and food when under pressure from heat or routine wear and tear. Perfluorooctanoic acid (PFOA), a chemical used in creating nonstick plastic coatings in cookware and some clothing, was recently associated with heart disease in a study published in the Archives of Internal Medicine. Researchers found what appears to be a direct relationship: The more PFOA you have in your body, the more likely you are to experience cardiovascular disease. Hundreds of good published studies chronicle the adverse health effects of dozens of common man-made chemicals to which we are exposed daily.

Air: Particulate matter (smog), containing toxic organic compounds and heavy metals, is mostly the result of cars or power plants. Chemical fragrances, cleaners, synthetic furniture, and building materials add to the chemical burden indoors.

Water: Municipally treated water is likely to be free of microorganisms. But it likely contains chemicals, excreted pharmaceuticals (including birth control pills), or lead leached from old pipes, unless you are purifying it yourself through reverse osmosis. Treatment plants were not designed to filter out most chemicals (including environmental toxins and medications).

Household and personal care products: Take a close look at the labels on the products under your kitchen sink (surface, floor, and tile cleaners) and in your bathroom (shampoos, lotions, sunscreen, and deodorants). You’ll likely see a long list of chemical agents, which you’re exposed to through the air or, in the case of personal care products, the skin. “Fragrance” is a tip-off that toxic chemicals such as endocrine-disrupting phthalates and benzophenones, which can interfere with thyroid function, are present. How susceptible you will be to them is a matter of genetics—and diet, because these toxins compete strongly with others for control of detox pathways.

Drugs: Not many docs will tell you this, but I will: Drugs, even the prescription kind, can be toxic to the body. We use chemicals to cause a reaction in the body, and the huge list of side effects you will see on the package insert demonstrates that one man’s medicine is another man’s poison. With Western pharmaceuticals, we can only hope that more good is done than harm.

Excess weight: Obesity takes a toll on every human system. Once thought of as inert, fat is now understood as a systemic stressor, and is itself a creator of inflammatory chemicals that add to your own body burden. If you’re overweight, you need to lose weight to feel your best. But one word of caution: Fat is the body’s favorite storehouse for unprocessed toxins, which are released when pounds are dropped. Keep weight loss low and slow to avoid making things precipitously worse.

Smoking: Are you smoking? Quit now—and for good. Evidence that smoke of all and any burning inhalants is toxic is overwhelming.

Stress: Stress is a catch-all term for the cascade of human hormones, neurotransmitters, and other biochemical events that occur when we respond to our environments and life situations with anxiety. The two major “stress hormones”—cortisol and adrenaline—are useful in short bursts but toxic in the long term. These endogenous toxins can disrupt sleep, lead to weight gain, and undermine brain function.




Let me say that again, a little bit louder: Your body cannot process toxins without adequate nutrition.

In my opinion, the only medically sound way to detoxify your system, create better health, and lose weight sustainably is to support your body with a clean, nutritious diet. No disastrous deprivations or superexpensive supplements or consultations with elite doctors or dietitians are necessary. Food, as ever, is the very best medicine—and with a little education and detox savvy, you can prescribe it for yourself every time you pick up a fork.

In fact, consider this book your prescription pad. This is the best detox plan available, period, one I’ve dedicated 35 years of practice to developing. I use it to treat nearly every category of patient I see—whether they’re healthy and looking to get healthier, basically well but in need of more energy, or seriously sick and seeking to heal themselves in the most holistic way possible.



The Usual Suspects

Here are a few of the biggest chemical offenders in our modern environment. Many of these are known to have hormone-disrupting effects; others are carcinogenic. Each of these has studies to prove it is deleterious to human health. Yet this is just a small sampling of what is out there!

BPA: What is it? Shatterproofer. Where is it? Plastic bottles, plates, containers, packaging; also can linings. What’s it do? Mimics the effects of estrogen and has been associated with obesity.

Atrazine: What is it? A pesticide. Where is it? Corn. What’s it do? Causes reproductive dysfunction.

Dioxin: What is it? Good old industrial waste. Where is it? In soil and food, particularly animal products. What’s it do? Associated with lower sperm counts, breast cancer, and reproductive and mental disorders.

PCB: What is it? Insulating material. Where is it? In household items, wiring, paints, foams. What’s it do? Linked directly to cancer and to problems with the immune, reproductive, nervous, and endocrine systems.

PFOA: What is it? Plastic coating. Where is it? Coated pans, Gore-Tex clothing, drinking water. What’s it do? Associated with increased cardiovascular disease.

Phthalate: What is it? Plasticizer and fixative. Where’s it found? Perfumes, cosmetics, toys, adhesives. What’s it do? Carcinogenic and disrupts hormones—interferes with male reproductive system.

DDT: What is it? Pesticide. Where’s it found? Outlawed in 1972 but persists in soil and water for thousands of years. (It’s still being used legally in high-mosquito-risk countries.) What’s it do? Toxic to the liver and nervous system, disrupts reproduction.

PBDE: What is it? Flame retardant. Where’s it found? Couches, pillows, carpets, children’s clothing. What’s it do? Linked to problems with brain development as well as thyroid and reproductive function.

Paraben: What is it? Preservative. Where’s it found? Cosmetics, lotions, personal care items. What’s it do? Mimics estrogen; linked to breast cancer.

Perchlorate: What is it? Rocket fuel. Where’s it found? The water supply. What’s it do? Disrupts thryroid hormone, interferes with energy production in the mitochondria of cells.

Triclosan: What is it? Antibacterial agent. Where’s it found? Personal care and housekeeping supplies. What’s it do? Depresses production of testosterone and thyroid hormones in humans. Contributes, via infiltration of the water system, to the infertility of frogs and other species.

EMF: What is it? By-product of electrical gadgets and appliances. Where’s it found? Computers, phones, televisions, power lines. What’s it do? Depresses production of testosterone and thyroid hormones, with long-term effects on brain function (in studies, hyperactivity of the brain cells has been demonstrated near where the cell phone is pressed to the ear).




The Detox Prescription plan can change your life in as little as 3 days. Because it starts with an intensive focus on whole-food juices, teas, and nut milks, it works to give digestion a break, unwind inflammation, and flood the system with the vital phytonutrients it needs to do the entire job of detoxification (not just phase I). From there, it adds back whole foods judiciously, allowing the body to recover and reset itself over the course of a week. And finally, it introduces a 21-day plan to make a low-toxin, high-energy diet and lifestyle a way of life, rather than an emergency measure.

The 3-day juice cleanse can require a bit of self-discipline, at least for the first 24 hours. But this is not a plan for die-hards or ascetics. I’m not preaching any particular dietary gospel. Despite my appreciation for the healthy benefits of a plant-based diet, I’m no vegangelist. Rather, I simply want to help you come to grips with a way of eating that enhances, rather than undermines, your life. I know that the senses of taste and smell are primary to an enjoyable life—they make us feel good. So this plan is designed to have you looking forward to every meal, every snack.

I could go on and on about the science behind it, the outcomes I’ve seen. But rather than tell you what the Detox Prescription can do, let me show you. The following case studies are real people in real life (though names have been fudged a bit to protect privacy). Each represents a real struggle and reflects real results. I’ll let those results speak for themselves, beyond which I’ll only say this: If they can do it, you can, too!

CASE HISTORY

The Headachy Thinker

Celeste had always dreamed of being an editor, of working with brilliant writers and helping them to create the kind of literature that could change lives. She pictured herself at the top someday, calling the shots, promoting pure excellence in the publishing industry. At age 32, she was on her way, situated as an associate editor with a prestigious publishing house.

She was, she told me, what her industry called a workhorse (as opposed to a show pony—those editors who do nothing but look good and schmooze). She spent long hours in the office poring through manuscripts, volunteered for weekend duty, and frequently took work home at night in an effort to catch the eye of her talented, demanding boss. She drank copious amounts of coffee to keep her going. She was willing to work longer, harder, and faster to make her dreams come true. Trouble was, her body seemed to be balking at the workload.

Celeste is the perfect example of someone who lives in her head—bright, intellectual, curious, driven, and all about ideas. And ironically (or not?), her big problem was headaches. Specifically migraine headaches—whopping pounders that would put her in bed for at least a day, then lead to another day or two of functioning at half speed. She’d had them for several years, but now they were happening more frequently—once a week, sometimes more. “And they happen at inconvenient times,” she said, clearly frustrated. “They don’t care about my deadlines.”

Luckily, she had decent health insurance and could afford to keep a triptan drug (like Imitrex or Zomig) with her at all times. These, if taken soon enough in the process, can stop a migraine in its tracks. But Celeste felt she was missing that mark too often, and once the pain came—accompanied in her case by nausea and blurred vision—nothing would ease it.

When her boss made a note of her increasing absences at work, Celeste was motivated to call me. She’d talked to her doctor about this and had been referred to a neurologist, who promptly suggested Topamax, an antiseizure medication often used as a migraine preventive. She tried it for a while, but the side effects were simply not tolerable: slowed speech, muddled thinking, and difficulty finding the right word. Clearly, not acceptable for someone who thinks, speaks, edits, and writes for a living!

She was aware that in certain cases migraines could be triggered by foods but had never been able to detect a pattern in her own diet—red wine, hard cheese, processed meats . . . they all seemed to be okay. Based on her medication use, as well as her dependence on caffeine (which can both hurt and help migraines), I also knew that Celeste was likely to be toxic. So I recommended that she spend a week weaning herself off of coffee and onto green tea and then undertake the 7-day cleanse, kicked off with 3 days of juices. By doing this, I explained, she could start to clean up her system and make it easier to identify her triggers and maybe even stop migraines for good. So she did it happily and reported the usual results: better thinking, clearer head, more energy. No migraines.

Still, it was hard to tell what was going on—her body responded well to a cleaner, plant-based diet, but adding foods back in might prove tricky. Dietary irritants specific to Celeste were likely to be setting off her migraines. With input from our senior nutritionist, Mary Beth Augustine, I devised a special 21-day elimination/challenge designed to identify Celeste’s problem foods. (If you’d like to try an elimination diet for yourself, you’ll find a general version on this page.)

Finally, through trial and error, the culprit was identified: She was sensitive to histamine-containing foods, which include eggplants and spinach (both of which she adored), avocado, mushrooms, and dried fruits, as well as many commonly used condiments and fermented foods such as sauerkraut, vinegar, or yogurt. That’s a list of very healthy and nutritious foods—for most people. But it goes to show the truth behind the axiom “One person’s medicine is another’s poison.” Celeste’s highly reactive nervous system was easily triggered by these comparatively mild food irritants. She needed to cut them out to experience relief.

Diet had a major positive impact, but it wasn’t the whole story. As long as Celeste continued to work around the clock and turn over her whole body and mind to stress and worry, migraines would be there. She needed an “off switch” for these to restore order in her life, whether she liked it or not. She dismissed yoga as “too time-consuming” and meditation as “too hard.” But she was willing to sit quietly and learn a simple breathing technique, which she perceived she could take on the road of her fast-paced life. It was a perfect choice for a patient I had observed to be breathing shallowly and likely to hold her breath when concentrating.

Moreover, I recommended that she combine her dietary changes with a couple of nutritional supplements that would serve as natural migraine prevention: magnesium and butterbur. And I had her undergo a course of acupuncture to treat both her headaches and the associated body imbalances that come from overwork and overworry.

Four months later, Celeste had all but eliminated her migraines—though she gets them occasionally, they happen no more than once every few months and are much less intensive and shorter in duration than they had been. Having gone through the process with me, she felt more confident that she could predict risk factors—foods, stress, lack of sleep, her menstrual cycle—and know when to take her triptans to abort the headache cycle. She knew she could use the 3-day juice cleanse anytime she needed to “reset” her mind and body.

Despite her initial resistance, Celeste had signed up for a meditation course at a local community center—and was even enjoying it. It calmed her nerves and gave her perspective, she reported. Better yet, her boss had noticed and appreciated her consistency and new steadiness on the job, enough to suggest her for a new job within their company—one that would lead to a promotion, the next logical step along Celeste’s career path.

TOXIC TRIGGER: OVERWORK

Because she was both ambitious and driven, Celeste worked in overdrive nearly all the time. That meant she was stuck in sympathetic nervous system mode—that classic fight-or-flight state that taxes the adrenal system and pumps cortisol and adrenaline into the body. This leads, as we’ve seen, to weight gain over time—though Celeste was not quite there yet. It also leads to shallow breathing, anxiety, higher pulse rate, and an increase in vascular tone . . . all migraine stage setters, if not outright triggers. She needed to get active in stimulating her body’s natural antidote: the calming parasympathetic nervous system. We have learned to measure real and lasting health in terms of heart rate variability—meaning that our heart rate goes up and down as our nervous system dominance switches from sympathetic to parasympathetic. The more variability, the better. If you are stuck, as Celeste was, in sympathetic overdrive, do all you can to cultivate a better relationship with your parasympathetic system—the more the better.

MY ADVICE

Meditation is the gold-standard practice for relaxation and perspective. The health benefits are innumerable and are being borne out by study after study showing that it promotes very real and beneficial changes in body and brain. It doesn’t have to be hard; in fact, my favorite technique is one used by the Vietnamese Zen monk Thich Nhat Hanh. Simply sit, breathe, and connect your breath to this mantra: “Breathing in, I feel calm. Breathing out, I smile.” Even four or five rounds of this simple meditation can change your mood, improve your health, and create balance between your sympathetic and parasympathetic system dominance.

CASE HISTORY

Type-A Wonder Woman

Mara had been my patient for years, and she was a real go-getter. A high-powered attorney with a keen intellect and nerves of steel, she was ruthless in her negotiations. She was also ruthless with herself. She woke at 5 a.m. every morning to squeeze in a 2-hour, cardio-focused workout. She worked intensely and late into the night, allowing herself a meager 4 hours of sleep per day. She carefully tracked her










TOXIC TRIGGER: LACK OF SLEEP


MY ADVICE


CASE HISTORY

Overweight Couch Potato












TOXIC TRIGGER: CONVENIENCE FOODS
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CASE HISTORY

The Aging Model










TOXIC TRIGGER: A CHECKERED PAST
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CASE HISTORY

Midlife [Health] Crisis Couple











TOXIC TRIGGER: TRAVEL
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CASE HISTORY

Two Exhausted Caregivers











TOXIC TRIGGER: SOCIAL ISOLATION
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TOXIC TRIGGER: HOUSEHOLD CLEANING PRODUCTS
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CASE HISTORY

The Sensitive Superstar







TOXIC TRIGGER: WHEAT
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