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Praise for The Autoimmune Fix

“The hero who has contributed so much to the field of non-celiac gluten sensitivity and celiac disease now shines a light on a mysterious epidemic that is still in the shadows for many: autoimmune disease. Dr. O’Bryan very elegantly connects the dots between environmental triggers such as food and how they can affect the very immune system that’s supposed to protect us. The Autoimmune Fix doesn’t pull any punches. It unflinchingly identifies the foods that put you at risk for future autoimmune disease, foods you might love, foods you might think nothing about eating daily, but it also gives you actual detailed recipes and protocols that will have you eating and living your way to health. Dr. O’Bryan also talks about predictive autoimmunity, one of my favorite subjects. With autoimmunity, you have two choices: Wait until millions are suffering from full-blown autoimmune disorders, then put them on a lifetime of immune suppressants and biologics as well as years of suffering. Or, you can use predictive antibodies to detect autoimmunity in the early stages of the disease and then take steps to halt or even reverse the course of the incipient autoimmune disorder. The Autoimmune Fix wisely tells us to take the latter, more proactive choice, and to paraphrase what Dr. O’Bryan says in his book: It’s not the doctors you see, the drugs you take, or the surgeries and therapies you undergo; what will impact your health, ultimately, are the choices you make in your life—and getting this book is one of those choices.”

—Aristo Vojdani, PhD, MSc, CLS, CEO, Immunosciences Lab, Inc., and author of Neuroimmunity and The Brain-Gut Connection

“We are so thrilled to support Dr. O’Bryan’s work The Autoimmune Fix, a book whose time has come. Medicine is evolving and there is a new paradigm for preventing and reversing autoimmune disease, one that is empowering and surprisingly simple to implement. So thankful for this step-by-step manual out in the world to make it easy for anyone to take control of their health.”

—James Maskell, founder and CEO, Evolution of Medicine

“Dr. Tom O’Bryan is a pioneer in the field of clinical autoimmunity. His explanations of extremely sophisticated mechanisms into everyday language help all of us to understand the path out of autoimmunity and into health. He’s been holding the line for patients who have been misdiagnosed and has helped countless people over the years. If you’re not feeling right, there’s a chance you may be suffering from this hidden cause. This book is a must-read!”

—Pedram Shojai, OMD, founder, Well.organd New York Times bestselling author, The Urban Monk

“Dr. O’Bryan, does not just ‘get’ the zeitgeist of immune dysfunction as a primary driver of major degenerative illness, he helps to define it! A great narrative underpinned with relevant research served up with practical solutions—ingest this, then switch your eating habits to those recommended; they will both have a profound effect on your health and life.”

—Dr. Michael Ash DO, ND, BSc, RNT, managing director & head of research and development, Nutri-Link, Ltd.

“I have admired and been informed by Dr. Tom O’Bryan’s perspective and approach to the topic of autoimmune disease for many years. In The Autoimmune Fix he brings his broad knowledge, with careful consideration of the scientific evidence, directly to those suffering from autoimmunity and those wishing to avoid that fate. He does not just ring the alarm bell, but provides proactive solutions to dealing with this epidemic sweeping through western industrialized society. When it comes to understanding this modern autoimmunity epidemic it doesn’t get any better than this.”

—David M. Brady, ND, CCN, DACBN, VP health sciences and director, Human Nutrition Institute, University of Bridgeport, and author of The Fibro Fix

“Dr. O’Bryan’s understanding of the physiopathology of autoimmune disease is second to none. His ability to translate complex research findings into practical, applicable recommendations that can be individualized to suit each patient’s case is admirable. Because of his ability to make complexity accessible, translational, and applicable, I recommend every nutrition practitioner to read Dr. O’Bryan’s book.”

—Miguel Toribio-Mateas MSc (Clin NeuroSc) BSc (Hons) NutMed ABAAHP FBANT CNCH Reg., chairman of the British Association for Applied Nutrition and Nutritional Therapy

“We all know that an ounce of prevention is worth a pound of cure. Well, when you read this book and implement the author’s advice you will be stacking the weights in your favor, helping yourself enjoy a healthier, longer life. Why? Because Dr. Tom O’Bryan has written a different kind of book here. He describes how you can prevent auto-immunity from occurring in the first place. Fortune favors the prepared mind; now you have this book in your hand, don’t let it go.”

—Antony Haynes, nutritional therapist, functional medicine practitioner, author, lecturer, and head of Technical Services, Nutri-Link, Ltd.

“This is a fascinatingly detailed book about the outcome of autoimmunity—its causes, mechanisms, and effects on the body. It tells you what to eat, and more importantly, what not to eat, if you want to remain healthy, keep doing your marathon running and not be subject to the diseases caused by our affluent Westernized lifestyle and junk foods, and to which most of us still fall prey. Read it and be enlightened! Warmly recommended for those worried about their bodies—and brains.”

—Michael N. Marsh, professor, Wolfson College, University of Oxford

“Dr. O’Bryan’s information is always cutting edge and he is a brilliant clinician and author. His new book The Autoimmune Fix should be read by anyone suffering from autoimmunity. The information contained in the book can be life changing.”

—Datis Kharrazian, DHSc, DC, FACN, CNS, associate clinical professor, Loma Linda University School of Medicine

“During the past two decades, no single person has contributed more to the understanding and importance of recognizing the negative effects that gluten has played in human health than Dr. Tom O’Bryan. The hundreds of seminars, lectures, and conferences where Dr. O’Bryan has presented this breakthrough information to literally thousands of physicians are proven true by the results these physicians have experienced as they applied this knowledge to tens of thousands of their patients.

Dr. O’Bryan’s new book The Autoimmune Fix will prove to become an essential tool to help assist the growing number of individuals whose health and lives are being impacted by the exposure to gluten on their immune system and quality of life. It is with gratitude and pride that I wish to offer my encouragement for everyone to get a copy of Dr. O’Bryan’s book as well as to each physician to also get a personal copy of this book and one for their waiting room as well.”

—Tom Schembari, president, NuMedica Advancing Nutrition

“When new health information is identified, it can sometimes take a long time before doctors actually implement this information in their treatment protocols. I have had the privilege of working with Dr. Tom O’Bryan for more than a decade and admire his passion and commitment to pushing new health information to the forefront, supporting it with his own research and clinical experience, particularly to help other clinicians and patients identify possible triggers of autoimmune disease. The sooner these triggers are identified in a person, the higher the chance of arresting or reversing the disease development. Dr. O’Bryan does a splendid job of explaining this difficult topic. You will be grateful you’ve read this.”

—Jean Bellin, president, Cyrex Laboratories and past president, Metagenics Nutrition

“As a doctor and brain scientist, I understand that autoimmune diseases pose one of the greatest threats to our bodies and our minds. Not only do they damage our organs, but they erode self-esteem and can be difficult to identify and treat. In this book, Tom O’Bryan offers a sensitive and comprehensive account of autoimmune disease, all at once engaging us in both the reasons they occur and what we can do about them. With the vast amount of information available, it’s important to know where to look when you or a loved one needs help. Look no further! With the combination of the highest scientific integrity and the ease of understanding, this book is a gem, worth getting and guarding, for it is bound to be regarded as a classic of its time.”

—Srini Pillay, MD, assistant professor, Harvard Medical School, and award-winning author of Life Unlocked

“Dr. Tom O’Bryan’s new book The Autoimmune Fix takes his readers down his path to health enlightenment, which is a much deeper understanding of the underlying cause of disease and poor health. Dr. O’Bryan clearly lays out why individuals with certain genetic predispositions will react to certain foods, which will trigger inflammation that will lead to intestinal permeability and the start of a process which, if not checked, will trigger poor health, autoimmune diseases, or worse. More importantly, Dr. O’Bryan lays out how to avoid all this and regain your health using his two phases of transition, which are described in this book in great detail and also include very helpful Transition Protocol Recipes to be used during his two phases of transition.

“I believe that anyone interested in living a healthier and longer life should read The Autoimmune Fix, including all doctors and health care practitioners, as it will lead all to a much greater understanding of health and disease.”

—Scott Adams, founder, Celiac.com

“In my opinion, everyone should read this book. My colleague Dr. Tom O’Bryan has been researching the serious progressive effects of the autoimmune spectrum for decades. He has gained incredible insights into its causes, effects, and how to vanquish the symptoms. This book contains his lifetime work. The concept of the autoimmune illness is complex to get your head around. However, Dr. O’Bryan expertly explains it to us step by step so you can understand why your body is steadily deteriorating and how to reverse this downward spiral. It is a progressive inflammatory state in your body that provokes your immune system to respond and attack itself. He explains this in easy-to-read detail so that parents can understand the implications for their children. He tells us that it is the quantity and quality of our food that is important. He reveals that the stand-out culprits are gluten, dairy, and sugar. Read this book and follow the steps to dampen down the fire of reactivity that can rage through your body.”

—Rodney Ford, MD, MBBS, FRACP, pediatric gastroenterologist and allergist and author of The Gluten Syndrome and Gluten: ZERO Global
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FOREWORD

The number of people in the United States with chronic conditions is rapidly rising. It is predicted that by the year 2030 close to half of the entire population will be diagnosed with some form of chronic disease. This has many implications. First, it means that more people are getting sicker earlier in life. Second, it’s predicted that by 2044 the cost to Medicare and Medicaid to treat these chronic conditions will be more than all of the taxes collected by our government. What’s more, the most common chronic conditions are grouped as autoimmune diseases, in which the body—in an effort to protect itself—is attacking instead.

How are we as a community going to deal with this? The answer is that health doesn’t happen in the doctor’s office. Health happens where we live, in our kitchens where we cook, and where we eat. I strongly believe that the fork is the most powerful tool we have to transform our health, and I know that my friend and colleague, Dr. Tom O’Bryan, agrees.

Today we know that the foods most of us were taught to enjoy our entire lives, and many of us still eat every day, are actually making us sick. These foods include wheat products as well as sugar, dairy, and commercially processed fats. Once you can understand this fact, you’re going to change your relationship with the foods you’re eating, and you’re going to feel better. This book provides that lesson.

The traditional medical community is partly to blame for the health problems millions of us are facing. When we suggested that the answer to fighting obesity was a low-fat diet, we told our patients to eat whole grain pasta and bread and margarine. Yet over the years, we found, in fact, that our advice was wrong, because the exact opposite happened. Low-fat eating wasn’t the cure for the obesity epidemic; it was a primary cause. I call the result diabesity.

Now we know that eating foods high in the right fats makes you thin. Sugar makes you fat. And flour products, which the body converts into sugar, are one of the biggest triggers of the diabesity epidemic.

The way in which we grind flour and the way in which it’s grown produce wheat with a much higher starch content compared to what our ancestors ate. The average whole wheat bread has more sugar content than sugar. If you have two slices of whole wheat bread, you’re going to raise your blood sugar more than if you ate a candy bar. In this book, you’ll learn that not only does this increase in blood sugar lead to obesity, it creates the silent killer of inflammation, which is at the root cause of most chronic illnesses doctors treat every day.

So if you think “I’m having whole wheat bread, that’s a good thing. It’s healthy,” Dr. O’Bryan is here to clear up the confusion. Most food industry companies are adding whole grains to their products to make them sound healthy just as we had low fat assigned to food labels 10, 20, 30 years ago. Dr. O’Bryan is going to teach you how to get them out of your diet. The truth is, any kind of gluten-containing flour product is a problem for the majority of people.

Over the years, I’ve seen more than 15,000 patients at the UltraWellness Center in Lenox, Massachusetts. There is nobody who comes into my office, not one single person, who doesn’t get a gluten sensitivity test. Anybody who has any chronic illness or any of its symptoms is considered “gluten guilty” until proven otherwise.

If you are one of the many millions of people who know that they don’t feel quite right, but don’t know exactly why, this book is for you. The information you’re about to read takes you outside of the traditional health-care system that is not providing the answers that you are looking for. Instead, you’ll learn how to implement strategies to change your everyday behaviors, so that you can begin to feel better, lose the weight you want, and regain your energy.

This exciting new book may be your first introduction to the world of functional medicine. Dr. O’Bryan and I, as well as thousands of doctors and health practitioners around the world, believe that functional medicine is the future of medicine. It seeks to identify and address the root causes of disease and views the body as one integrated system, not a collection of independent organs divided up by medical specialties. Functional medicine practitioners are specifically trained to treat the whole system, not just the symptoms. In this way, we can address the underlying causes of disease, often with the least invasive means possible. This line of thinking brings us back full circle, to your fork.

By choosing the right foods and avoiding the wrong ones, you can break your addictions to sugar and carbs, lower inflammation, and take back your health. You’ll also learn how to accurately diagnose the underlying problems that are pushing you further along the path to poor health, or what Dr. O’Bryan refers to as the autoimmune spectrum.

Tom and I went through our original functional medicine training together, almost 20 years ago. He is without a doubt part of the solution to the current health crisis, as he teaches thousands of health practitioners across the globe every year about the autoimmune spectrum. His gluten-free lifestyle and life story provide the best examples for the rest of us to follow. Adapting his suggestions, you too will become part of our community, get to better health, and improve your quality of life.

—Mark Hyman, MD, director of the Cleveland Clinic Center for Functional Medicine, chairman of the Institute for Functional Medicine, and New York Times bestselling author of The Blood Sugar Solution, The Blood Sugar Solution 10-Day Detox Diet Cookbook, and Eat Fat, Get Thin
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INTRODUCTION

As millions of people desperately seek solutions to an epidemic of mysterious and debilitating health issues, I’m going to show you that the underlying cause of many of these diseases is related to your immune system: the mechanism in your body that is designed to protect you yet is so overwhelmed it is unintentionally doing you a whole lot of harm.

When the body attacks itself and causes organ and tissue damage, we call the disorder autoimmunity. A person can go a lifetime with the earliest symptoms of autoimmunity—which can include joint pain, weight gain, brain fog, gut imbalances, depression, mood disorders, and fatigue—without ever receiving a diagnosis of a disease. Instead, you’re told by doctors or well-meaning family and friends that “you’re fine, it’s just stress,” even though your inner voice may be telling you that something’s wrong. The doctors who evaluate these symptoms are well intentioned, but because nothing shows up as a crisis on a blood test, you might have received generic advice, like “lose weight,” “get more sleep,” “eat cleaner,” or “reduce your stress.” Or worse, you might walk out of the doctor’s office with a prescription for antianxiety medications to help you “calm down.” It’s no wonder we lose hope as our conditions worsen, mystified as to what could possibly be wrong with our health. After all, our doctors said we’re healthy.

The truth, and what I’d like to share with you in this book, is that autoimmunity occurs on a spectrum. You don’t wake up with diabetes one day—it develops slowly, almost imperceptibly, over time. You don’t wake up with Alzheimer’s disease either—it’s a decades-long process with many steps of progression over the years. Scientists now know that for autoimmune diseases, including diabetes and Alzheimer’s, the process starts as early as your twenties or thirties, with multiple steps of declining health along the way. In the case of Alzheimer’s, it might begin with brain fog, then forgetfulness, confusion, memory loss, and, eventually, dementia. For diabetes, the spectrum might begin with food cravings, then blood sugar imbalances (hypoglycemia), next metabolic syndrome with weight gain, then followed by neuropathies (numbness and tingling that come and go), and finally a diagnosis of diabetes with a high risk of heart disease.

Aside from our discomfort, the largest problem we face is that a medical diagnosis can occur only after there is significant tissue damage. By then, the fix is severe: a lifetime of medications and an uphill battle to reverse disease. While science has been making clear advances in the treatment of many of the 80-plus autoimmune diseases, wouldn’t you like to know, sooner rather than later, if autoimmunity is causing your symptoms?

The stakes are high: Currently, in the United States, the number one cause of morbidity and mortality—meaning getting sick and eventually dying of some disease—is your immune system trying to protect you. Doctors and researchers have known for decades that the primary cause of getting sick and dying in the world is cardiovascular disease, with cancer being second and autoimmune diseases (as a whole) third. However, there is a paradigm shift occurring in understanding the development of heart disease and cancer. What was originally perceived as a lipid (fats)–storage disease of the arterial wall, atherosclerosis is now recognized as a chronic inflammatory disease. From this perspective, and with the knowledge that the only system of the body addressing inflammation is your immune system, we now believe that the immune system triggers are the number one mechanism behind getting sick and dying.1

I should know. Autoimmunity and gluten sensitivity, one of the most common mechanisms for launching the immune system into action, have been my world for the past 25 years. I’ve educated hundreds of thousands of members of the general public, and tens of thousands of doctors, nurses, and nutritionists across the globe, about how food selection, digestion, nutrition, and autoimmunity affect overall health. What’s more, my own health story, as well as what my family has experienced, exemplifies the drama of the autoimmune spectrum.

MY JOURNEY

I was not one of those men who always knew that they wanted to be a doctor or who were motivated to become one because of a firsthand experience with chronic illness. In fact, I always thought I was a healthy kid. Growing up on the streets of Detroit, I had a passion for martial arts. In my early twenties, I was introduced to aikido, a form of martial arts that has been called moving Zen. This practice resonated in my soul—the premise of removing resistance and redirecting powerful energy and letting the body flow.

Even though I’m now known the world over for my work on autoimmunity and gluten sensitivity, believe it or not, in my early twenties I was a baker in an organic restaurant in Ann Arbor, Michigan. Ironically, I used to bake the best bread. People would come from miles around for my unleavened whole grain, organic bread. I’d bake 48 loaves a day of this fabulous, really good bread by hand. I was so hungry all the time when I was younger: I remember that I would often take the bread out of the oven, slice off an end piece, spread peanut butter over it, then drizzle honey on it and lay sliced bananas on top. I thought I was being so healthy: It was whole wheat bread and organic peanut butter and honey. The bananas were natural. Honey is natural, and certainly better than processed sugar. Yet feeding that one hunger craving was probably the worst thing I could have been doing for my health: I was eating a blood sugar time bomb. I was hungry and tired all the time because of my own chronic low blood sugar, but this snack was flooding my body with the equivalent of four Snickers bars. I’d feel great for a while, but the unavoidable crash would happen about an hour later, and I’d be exhausted all over again. Do you ever notice that you’re tired and yawning about an hour after your last big meal? This spike and crash create the typical roller-coaster ride that many of us notice. I was just trying to live the healthiest life I could, so I kept eating my organic whole wheat bread, not recognizing the damage it was causing.

At the same time, being a long-haired “back to nature” hippie in Ann Arbor in 1970, I had a circle of friends who started reading articles about food and nutrition in Prevention magazine. I remember noticing the articles by Jonathan Wright, MD, from the University of Michigan, which is where I was studying. His point of view was my first introduction to health care, even though I was more interested in pursuing martial arts at the time.

After graduation, I decided to follow my passion to learn as much as I could about aikido, this gentle martial art. I moved to Japan and lived in a martial arts school as a deshi, honing my craft and cleaning the toilets for the grand master. Physically, I never felt better. My energy and endurance were up, and I was experiencing a full and joyous life. It’s just occurring to me now in writing this book that one of the reasons I was so clearheaded and performed so well physically was that my diet was primarily rice, which doesn’t have the toxic gluten proteins found in wheat; I had left my Western diet behind. Yet after a while, I was aching to get back to the United States. I had met my future wife before I went, and I missed her. So I came back and we were married within 6 months.

My wife suffered from back pain that stemmed from an accident when she was 12. The pain would flare up so severely that she would have to be hospitalized in traction for a week at a time. While I was searching for a new career and trying to find a way to relieve her pain, I met Dr. Harold Swanson, an 84-year-old chiropractor. When I first went to his office, I had to carry my wife in. Yet when he was finished, she could walk out. There was something about Dr. Swanson and the energy of chiropractic that reminded me of aikido, which translates from the Japanese to mean “get out of the way and allow the energy to flow.” That same theory is the premise of chiropractic: that the body can heal itself by freeing its energy flow. The link between the two disciplines was remarkable, so I decided to become a chiropractor.

It took me a while to notice that I wasn’t feeling well once I started back on my regular eating routine. I was at my physical peak after training with elite aikido practitioners; I was excited about getting married and thinking about what was in store in my future. Looking back, now I know I was running on adrenaline. Had I not been in the greatest shape of my life, I would have felt symptoms sooner.

In 1978, we moved to Chicago so I could study at the National University of Health Sciences, the most research-oriented chiropractic school. During my first weekend, I attended a seminar by Kirpal Singh, MD, a visiting scholar from Los Angeles, whose lecture on electroacupuncture literally changed my expectations of what a doctor could discern. He shared an anecdote of a 42-year-old woman that I remember verbatim to this day.

The woman had come to see him because she had just been diagnosed with adult-onset diabetes. After his initial examination, he told her, “I believe that when you were a young child, you had a virus, and it almost killed you. The virus settled into your pancreas, causing inflammation and upsetting your hormone balance to the point where you developed hypoglycemia. You’ve had hypoglycemia for the last 35 years. Now it just progressed into type 2 diabetes.”

Dr. Singh recalled that the woman was shocked and said, “Doctor, you’re right. I did have hypoglycemia for many, many years, but I never was sick as a child.”

He calmly replied, “Yes, you were. If your mother is alive, call and ask her.”

The woman called right from his office, and he recounted the conversation: “Hi Mom. I’m in a doctor’s office. Everything is fine, but he just told me that I must have been deathly sick as a child. Was I really?”

Her mother replied, “Honey, it’s true. You were so little, and our doctor was out of town. We tried everything because you had a really high fever, including putting ice packs on your feet. We didn’t realize it at the time, but you almost died.”

When I heard the story in its entirety, I just sat there, amazed. How did he know?

The next weekend, Sheldon Deal, DC, a former Mr. Arizona bodybuilder, came to lecture. Dr. Deal’s talk was given in a hotel just off campus, and the stage featured a working color TV without volume. He opened his briefcase and took out a magnet about the size of today’s smartphones, held it up, and walked over to the television. The picture on the television went upside down. When he walked away from it, the picture went right side up. Walked to it, it went upside down. He said, “That’s what electromagnetic energy does to your nervous system.” Back in 1978, people were first starting to wear electronic watches. It was the new big thing, and people were concerned. Today, the batteries in cell phones or Bluetooth devices are of even greater concern and might be contributing to inflammation in the brain and the development of brain tumors.2 This information made me realize that our environmental exposures can have a silent but profound impact on our health.

Just like the previous weekend, I sat there in awe. This was certainly not the status quo of any medical education with which I was familiar. I was fired up to learn all that I could. I realized that chiropractic care meant so much more than manipulating bones and muscles. It also focused on diet, nutrition, environment, and what was later to be organized as the principles of functional medicine.

During my last year of study, my wife and I were trying to start a family, but we were having difficulty conceiving. I picked up the phone and called the seven most famous holistic doctors I’d heard of, and every one of them graciously took the time and gave me their advice. Each expert contributed one piece of information that helped me solve the puzzle, including something radical: going gluten-free. So I put a program together based on all of their recommendations, and in 6 weeks we were pregnant. One of the critical components that we addressed was gluten and dairy sensitivities, and we both began to change our diet. I started running again, and my marathon times were better than ever, but I never connected my increased performance to my new diet.

Good friends of ours quickly asked if I would help them get pregnant. They, too, had been through artificial insemination, and nothing had worked. In 3 months, a second woman was pregnant! I was ecstatic to see that I could help people who were suffering from hormone imbalances and infertility, and I couldn’t wait to open my practice. I decided to focus my practice on treating couples with hormone imbalances and infertility.

When I graduated in 1980, I opened my practice, having already lined up 33 women as potential patients. I created a comprehensive, holistic approach to health care. I also took on leadership roles. I was at one point the president of the Illinois Chiropractic Society, and I was also responsible for initiating massage as a reimbursable therapy: In the early 1980s, I formalized the claim submission process by carefully documenting and standardizing the therapeutic value of massage for musculoskeletal concerns.

As my practice grew, I realized that patient after patient had food sensitivities that I could spot by putting them on a gluten-free diet. In fact, many of the women I saw with hormonal imbalances had a problem with gluten, manifesting as either PMS, infertility, amenorrhea, or unexplained miscarriages. We tested each of the women for celiac disease, and the results usually came back negative. This was a problem, because at that time, celiac was the only accepted disease linked to a wheat allergy or sensitivity. But the patients’ bodies never lied: Their issues resolved or made significant improvements when they would follow my advice to avoid wheat completely. Back then, science had no accepted way of confirming this, but I knew what I saw: Hundreds of my patients were responding favorably to a gluten-free diet. This realization, and the subsequent treatment protocol I developed, got me into the world of treating gluten sensitivity with or without celiac disease.

Meanwhile, my own health was suffering, and I didn’t even know it. At 40, I was a long-distance runner, still trim and with a nicely performing body. Then I was diagnosed with a cataract, which is very unusual for a healthy, 40-ish man. I took a few days to research the problem and found out that high lead levels can be a trigger for cataracts, but who has high lead levels in this day and age? I was certain it wasn’t me, but I did the tests anyway. Wouldn’t you know, I had the highest levels of lead poisoning of any of the hundreds of people I had ever tested. I reviewed my timeline, as life experiences often shed light on a problem, and I remembered that during the first 8 years of my life, my family lived in Detroit, just across the river from Ford’s largest assembly plant. In the 1950s, there weren’t pollution controls like there are now, and the air was highly toxic. Just think about the toxic water problems in Flint, Michigan, today.

Once I got the lead out of my system by following a protocol that included infrared saunas and the right nutrition that acted as a magnet to pull the lead out, I went back to running marathons and triathlons. Although I had a healthy lifestyle and ate good-quality foods, every once in a while I would feel like I needed more calories because my blood sugar would get low from exercising so aggressively. I knew the fix: I’d eat half a dozen apple-cinnamon doughnuts on the way to do a 15-mile run. After all, I’d burn it all off with the 2-plus hours of running. Nothing wrong with that kind of logic, right?

Then I had myself tested, using a protocol similar to the one you’ll learn about in this book, and the results came back and astounded me: three different elevated levels of antibodies that would affect my brain function over time. I had elevated antibodies to myelin basic protein, which is the mechanism for developing multiple sclerosis. I had elevated antibodies to cerebellar peptides, linked to a loss of balance and brain processing speed. And I had elevated antibodies to ganglioside, which shrinks your brain and causes cognitive decline and dementias. This test clearly showed that I, too, was on the autoimmune spectrum.

Let me be clear: I had all three elevated antibodies, and I was eating well and doing triathlons at the same time. On the outside, no one would ever say I was infirm. I felt like a pretty healthy guy. I didn’t have any symptoms, but you don’t argue with elevated antibodies. These test results were not something you can wish away or take an aspirin for in response. So I cleaned up my act and went completely gluten- and dairy-free and applied the right nutritional protocol that would support my immune system so that I could heal. About 2 years later, I repeated the tests. The elevated antibodies were all gone; the antibodies were down to normal range.

My observations were not fully validated until 2001, when my friend David Perlmutter, MD, was lecturing. He presented a study of 10 men whose migraines were so debilitating they had been receiving workers’ compensation for an average of 8 years. During the lecture, I started to think about the children in those families and how stressful their home environment must have been, constantly hearing, “Be quiet, shhh, shhh, Dad’s got a headache.” These families would have gone through their life savings and their retirement accounts just trying to survive. It turned out that all 10 men with unrelenting migraines had gluten sensitivity and not celiac disease. When the author of the study put them on a gluten-free diet, 7 out of 10 never had a headache again. Two got partial relief. The tenth one refused the diet. The MRIs of all 10 patients showed lesions on their brains, which were caused by inflammation that began with gluten sensitivity.

The pieces of the autoimmune story were beginning to come together. I realized then that millions of people were suffering from undiagnosed or, worse, poorly diagnosed autoimmune conditions causing tissue damage (like lesions on the brain) that would begin causing symptoms and eventually a disease diagnosis. I decided to focus my attention on nutrition education and the new world of functional medicine, a term first coined in the 1980s by one of my mentors, Jeffrey Bland, PhD. I wanted to spread my findings to a wider audience: that gluten sensitivity by itself was a tremendous problem, regardless of a confirmed celiac disease diagnosis. My work, and the work of others in functional medicine, also confirmed that if you have a sensitivity to gluten, or other food or environmental triggers, it can manifest as inflammation that can occur in any tissue of the body. We had found the trigger—the “gasoline on the fire”—that began the cascade of symptoms leading to autoimmune diseases. By this point, I was living entirely gluten-, dairy-, and sugar-free. At 52, I was feeling great, and my triathlete performances were competitive with the 30-year-old bracket.

I gave my first large lecture in 2004 to the International and American Academy of Clinical Nutritionists, and I haven’t stopped speaking to this day. My lectures continue to be received as an “OMG” moment for most in the audience: No matter where in the world I’m speaking, the average well-intentioned doctor or other health practitioner simply does not understand the extent to which the lifestyle choices we make, including the foods we eat and the environment we create, can so severely affect our health.

This message hit home once again when my 80-year-old mother was found by her friends, sitting in a chair at home, conscious but completely incoherent. In the emergency room, the doctors diagnosed her with toxic metabolic encephalopathy—big Scrabble words that refer to a neurological disorder that includes hallucinations and irrational conversations, caused by toxicity in the bloodstream called sepsis (what I refer to as crud in the blood). By the time I got there, the attending doctor advised me that there was nothing I could do besides make my mother comfortable and watch her go; his own mother was suffering from the same thing. But I wasn’t willing to accept that diagnosis. By that time, I had been practicing functional medicine for 20 years, and I knew that symptoms like my mother’s were rarely the problem but rather a signal from the body of some other underlying issue. I realized that even though I knew so much about gluten sensitivity, I had never tested my mom. When I ordered the tests, we learned that my mother had celiac disease that had never been diagnosed. Her body’s autoimmune response—exacerbated by the malabsorption, malnutrition, and dehydration that often accompany celiac in elderly patients—was causing the symptoms of toxic metabolic encephalopathy. I took her home from the hospital and put her on a gluten-free, dairy-free, sugar-free diet and increased her water intake to 3 liters of water a day. Within weeks, she was not only feeling better, she was demanding to get back behind the wheel of her car.

On one side of the autoimmune spectrum was my mother, who at 80 was diagnosed with celiac disease only because she had one really bad day. Over the course of her life, I don’t remember her ever complaining about her health, but now I’m sure there were plenty of days when she must have been uncomfortable. Celiac, like any other autoimmune disease, doesn’t come on overnight. Meanwhile, I’m sitting at the other end of the spectrum: Even though I was much younger and appeared healthy, I also had disease that could have caused devastating illness had it not been addressed. For both of us, lifestyle changes were the first step to healing.

WHAT’S IN IT FOR YOU?

Now it’s my turn to help you. If you have stomach cramps, bloating, constipation, occasional headaches, or acne, and if you’re fatigued even though you’re drinking coffee all day, I’m here to tell you that’s not normal. You don’t have to live this way. These annoying symptoms, let alone the more immobilizing symptoms, are a message from your body saying “something’s not right here.” In this book, you’ll learn how to listen to the messages your body is delivering, and you’ll be able to discern them because you will fully understand the most overlooked mechanism that’s directly affecting your health.

The good news is that it is not difficult to make changes in your lifestyle that will set the stage to transform your life and your health in just 3 weeks. The goal is to lower inflammation: the reason why you are feeling forgetful, sick, fat, or tired. Addressing these symptoms alone will not work, which is why you are frustrated. Instead, we’re going to find what’s causing the inflammation that’s creating these symptoms.

Gluten (the family of proteins in wheat), dairy, and sugar are the most common triggers that set up the entire mechanism of inflammation and autoimmunity. There are others, but the clinical world of functional medicine considers those to be “the big three.” Toxic chemicals and heavy metals found in the environment—like the lead I was carrying around—are also notorious initiators of the autoimmune mechanism. When you stop “throwing gasoline on the fire” by getting rid of these main food groups that cause inflammation and trigger autoimmunity, your body begins to cool down and reduce inflammation. Best of all, the science is clear: You then can arrest and eventually reverse the damage of many autoimmune diseases.

I’m not promising a panacea that will cure every possible disease in 3 weeks, but my program will put you on the right track. Following this plan will create an undeniable difference in how good you feel. Your sleep will improve, your energy will increase, and you’ll finally be able to get rid of the extra weight you’re carrying without having to starve yourself.

In fact, some of the symptoms that have often been holding you back for years will begin to fade away. Addressing inflammation is the primary reason why scientists, researchers, and doctors can share so many successful case studies in medical journals, and why you may have heard seemingly unbelievable testimonials about reversing attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), acne in teenagers, depression in adults, severe crippling arthritis, tumors in the eye (yes, that’s right), rheumatoid arthritis, psoriasis, lupus . . . the list goes on and on. Once the “emergency brake” of inflammation that has been holding their bodies back is released by addressing the foods that contribute to the immune system’s response, people do get better. That’s why I feel confident in saying that no matter what your current health issues, you will begin to transition into good health by following the program.

This book provides everything you’ll need to understand the autoimmune mechanism, see how it’s manifesting in your body, recognize where it began, and address the problem so that you can move forward and experience optimal health. Autoimmunity is a maze. I will show you the pathway out. What’s more, you’ll be so excited to have your health and vitality back that staying with the program becomes second nature.

STOP ACCEPTING MEDIOCRE HEALTH

Whenever I lecture on reversing autoimmunity, I start by asking my audience, “How many in the room are healthy?” Usually, almost everybody raises a hand. Then I ask, “How many in the room believe they have optimal physical, mental, and social well-being, and not merely the absence of disease and infirmity?” This statement is the definition of the word health in Dorland’s Illustrated Medical Dictionary. At this point, the hands go down, except for 1 person out of 300. I smile and say to her, “Way to go. High-five to you.” The truth is, we think we’re healthy, and we’re not. We accept mediocrity in our health and in our lives.

In this book, I am inciting a revolution, a revolution against mediocrity. There are two statistics that put my mission in perspective. First, the US health-care system is the most expensive in the world but reports consistently show that it grossly underperforms relative to other highly industrialized countries. Worse, according to the New England Journal of Medicine, we have finally crossed the line where for the first time in the history of the human species, our offspring will have a shorter projected life span than their parents. Our children are going to get sick earlier, get diagnosed with disease earlier, and die earlier than their parents from completely preventable diseases like diabetes, obesity, cardiovascular disease, and Alzheimer’s disease. More kids are diagnosed with diabetes, ADHD, autism, and pediatric juvenile idiopathic arthritis than ever before. This is simply unacceptable.

The mediocre health care that we accept is producing a world where our children will die at an earlier age than us. Here’s an example: When I went through my medical education, we were taught that adult-onset type 2 diabetes was going to be an upcoming epidemic. Now we don’t call it adult-onset diabetes because so many children share the same condition. It’s just type 2 diabetes—one of the greatest threats to health in the industrialized world. And the predictions were correct: The “upcoming epidemic” is here, now.

The outlook for adults isn’t much better. We have collectively bought into the crazy notion that the aches, pains, and fatigue that limit us are due to the “fact” that we are getting older or are under a lot of stress. We listen to the ridiculous commercials on television about drugs that can make us happy again if we would only overlook the warnings that they might cause cancer, blindness, brain deterioration, or death. We block out the warning messages and accept the happy visuals. But your life, especially as you age, doesn’t have to be a downward spiral of depression and poor health. Instead, you’ll learn the science that explains why you haven’t been experiencing optimal health, and you’ll find out what you can do about it right now. You’ll also learn why your nagging symptoms occur where they do.

Imagine that the human body is a chain of interconnected organs and systems. Whenever you pull on a chain, it will always break at the weakest link. Wherever your weak link is in your body, that’s where inflammation will impact, causing symptoms. This weak link might be why you have a vague sense of not feeling well. Perhaps it’s weight. Perhaps it’s memory. Perhaps it’s your thyroid. Perhaps it’s your joints or your hormones. The weak link in your chain is where, or how, you will experience illness. You might have
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