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Dedication

To my late father,
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in the face of adversity, and to my mother, who forever
nurtured and loved me as I found my way
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Introduction

I’m really psyched.

But before I explain why, I want to tell you about when I saw the comedian Louis CK on one of the late-night talk shows.

He’d just been on a plane, he said, when the attendant announced that Wi-Fi service was now available. The guy sitting next to him immediately began working away on his laptop, but after a few minutes the Wi-Fi suddenly went off.

“This is bullshit!” the guy said angrily.

Louis CK said he immediately thought, here we are sitting in chairs that fly through the air at five hundred miles an hour, and this guy is pissed because he can’t read his e-mail?

That’s funny and brilliant because it’s so true—about all of us. We become so accustomed to the miracles that surround us every day, we don’t even notice them.

I’m talking about your body. My body, too. Everybody’s body.

It’s a freaking miracle. Not just one miracle, either—it’s an infinite number of freaking miracles.

It’s so mind-boggling that we can hardly begin to grasp it all. If we really had to stop and think about every amazing, breathtaking, jaw-dropping thing that our bodies are constantly doing, completely on their own and without any conscious effort on our part, without us even knowing about it, we wouldn’t have time to do anything else. We’d be too dazzled to try.

Turning water into wine is a miracle, no doubt. But is it more miraculous than turning broccoli, walnuts, beets, apples, and water into bones and organs and blood and brains? Not to me.

I started writing this book when I was thirteen years old.

I was sitting on the living room floor back home in Minnesota, eating my Cocoa Puffs and watching cartoons. Next thing I remember, somebody was talking about the grapefruit diet and how it made them feel fantastic and healthier than they had ever been before.

I began paying very close attention.

At this point in my life, I was a mess. I had been born prematurely, weighed 3.5 pounds and was given a fifty-fifty chance of surviving. I made it, but with underdeveloped lungs and a lot of other difficulties. By second grade I wore glasses and a patch over one eye and had severe headaches, a resting heart rate of 120 beats per minute—about the same as a hummingbird’s—a bad case of hyperactivity, and some kind of thyroid problem, which they medicated with a pharmaceutical cocktail. By the age of ten I had water on my knees and had undergone various medical treatments for allergies and immune system dysfunction and other weirdness. I was removed from the normal kids’ classroom due to what the doctors and teachers believed were learning disabilities.

I was a wreck.

After the commercial ended, I put down my Cocoa Puffs and asked my mother to buy me some grapefruit—a lot of it. I began eating it for breakfast and several other times a day. The grapefruit replaced the pizza, candy, soda, and all the rest of the junk I had been pouring into my body.

I started to feel different. Better. Making my own decisions, ones that worked, empowered me. I stopped taking my hyperactivity pills too. I didn’t tell anybody. I just did it. That made me feel even better. Cooler.

Of course I didn’t stay on the grapefruit diet permanently. I reverted to the sketchy eating routine of a normal midwestern kid. But as I grew up, I continued paying close attention to what I ate and drank and how it made me feel.

I’ve been on this path—trying things and getting feedback—ever since. I’m not a professional scientist—I’m an eternal student. But I’ve learned a lot along the way, and I’m constantly discovering more.

I became an athlete in high school and played football in college. A back injury eventually ended my career, but my passion for learning about what makes us healthy was stronger than ever. I studied exercise physiology and nutrition in college, worked one-on-one helping people who were injured, discovered more about what makes our bodies tick. I read everything I could get my hands on, and then I went out to meet scientists and researchers who were devoting their lives to the study of health and nutrition, and picked their brains.

When an expert told me something that made sense, I tried it out on myself. If I felt better, I stuck with it. If I didn’t, I moved on. I read lots of scholarly papers, but I didn’t wait around for experts to tell me what to do. I jumped in and figured it out on my own.

I went from thirteen-year-old wreck to college football player to nutrition counselor and physical trainer, and now I spend my time traveling around the world investigating and searching for the most intensely powerful foods, the healthiest, most amazingly nutritious things that nature has ever made. Superfood Hunter is the title that’s stuck, but my passion for this subject goes so much farther and deeper than that.

Now I’m psyched because I get the chance to tell you everything I’ve learned about our bodies, what they need, and how they really operate.

Like this: disease doesn’t exist.

I know how insane that sounds, but it’s true. Disease doesn’t exist. At least not how it’s been explained to us by doctors and scientists.

Here’s how we’ve been taught to think: We go through life feeling fine, with fingers crossed, hoping we always stay that way, but knowing that at some point something bad is going to happen. Something’s going to break down. Something’s going to go haywire. Maybe it will be our hearts, or our livers, or our blood, our lungs, our colons, our bones, our brains, our breasts. Someday, something will go wrong.

And then it does. Dammit! Why me?

Now we have a disease. It’s probably got a scary name. There’s usually a specialist nearby who treats nothing else. If we’re lucky, it’s something the doctors and pharmacists can fix. Otherwise, we may be in real trouble.

According to what we’ve been taught by the experts, that’s disease. Except it’s not.

If we’re worrying about our heart or our head or our prostate or our pancreas or our kidneys or anything like that, we’re already looking at the wrong thing. We’re working with bad information.

We’re not paying attention to what really matters.

All those “diseases”—they’re just symptoms. They are signs that something has been allowed to go wrong inside us. Once the symptoms get bad enough, they become genuine problems, true. But even when we treat them, we’re still dealing only with the symptom. Not the underlying cause.

Here’s what I’ve learned: every disease has many possible little causes, but the little causes are all the result of just a few big causes. We keep treating the little causes, and they keep on happening. If instead we deal with the big causes, then suddenly disease becomes something we can prevent rather than just treat.

I’m talking about every sickness, especially the seriously gnarly ones, the modern-day terrors that either end our lives too soon or leave us alive but sickly and infirm for years, decades. Chronic ailments like diabetes, emphysema, arthritis, heart disease, cancer ...

The truth is, we’re not supposed to get sick at all. And if we do, we’re meant to recover fully and fast. We’re built to be amazing physical beings, each one of us. Our bodies are genetically programmed to be healthy and lively and strong. When we do become ill, it’s unnatural, not inevitable.

Our number-one killer, heart disease—mostly preventable. Our number-two killer, cancer—the same. Believe it or not, there are places on this planet where those two scourges are uncommon. But here, where we enjoy the most expensive and scientifically advanced medical care in the world, they are everyday tragedies.

I’m always amazed when I ask people how they’re doing, and their answer goes something like this: Oh, I’m OK. No complaints. Just the usual little aches and pains. My knees hurt sometimes. My back, too. I get these headaches once in a while. I’ve always had trouble falling asleep at night, and then by the middle of the afternoon I’m fighting to stay awake. A little heartburn occasionally. Constipated now and then. Wish I still had the same old energy in the sack, but who does? Just the normal stuff, like everybody else ...

What? I want to yell. You think that’s normal? We’re not meant to have any of those complaints. We’re built to feel great—full of energy and life. No headaches or backaches or stomachaches, no weariness, no digestive system distress. No uninspired sex. No joyless existence. We’ve somehow accepted that this is what it’s like to be an adult. Wrong!

So many people feel just slightly lousy and still think they’re doing OK. Isn’t OK good enough? You know what? This is the only lifetime we’re getting, and OK is definitely not good enough.

In fact, all those little complaints are really early warning signals of something seriously bad in the future. Constipation today, colon cancer tomorrow. Insomnia now, a major heart attack someday. Even erectile dysfunction—by treating it with pills we mask the causes, but if blood vessels in the penis have narrowed, it means that arteries elsewhere are closing off, too. A limp dick tonight, a stroke down the line.

We’ll discuss all that and more, but for now I just want you to think about this: by our actions, we determine our fate. Health or sickness? Joy or misery? Pain or pleasure? Life or death? Largely up to us.

All those big, bad, scary diseases? We invite them in or we shut them out. That can be a heavy burden, I realize. But it’s also a great freedom to determine how healthy we will be. Either way, it all depends on whether we did or did not take care of something important.

That’s what this whole book is all about. The something important.

I want to help people take responsibility for the one thing we will have from when we are born until we die. I want us all to take what nature has given us and use it to the fullest, and for the longest time possible. Not just go through life accepting whatever comes along, waiting for that bad thing to happen. Because we can do a lot to prevent ill health, and we can feel great as we do it. I want us all to be open to the possibility of feeling amazing every day.

It starts with the beautiful freaking miracle that carries us through our lives from start to finish—our bodies.


Part One

The [image: ] Life Forces


What Are the Five Life Forces?

And Why Do They Matter So Much?

I probably should have mentioned this before: I’m giving everyone who reads this book a Ferrari.

That’s right, a beautiful top-of-the-line, world-class precision machine just for the price of a book. Of course there’s a catch: you have to take care of it. That means the right kind of fuel. The proper treatment. And you need to drive it the way it was meant to be driven.

Do all that, though, and the Ferrari is yours.

Actually, it’s already yours, though it may feel more like a rusted-out junker than a high-performance work of automotive art. But somewhere inside each of us is a human body that can operate and respond like a Ferrari.

I’m going to give you your Ferrari by providing you with the operating manual they neglected to include back when you were born. Because how can you take care of yourself properly if you don’t know what makes you run right? You can’t.

My operating manual is a lot simpler than the booklet that comes with a fancy Italian car, trust me.

You only need to pay attention to five things to control what kind of health you’ll enjoy. That’s right—just five factors that determine whether you will be strong and vital and fit and happy, or if you will be sickly and infirm and out of shape and miserable. Whether you will age well or badly, or at all.

Five factors.

The word factors is kind of boring, but the scientific world hasn’t come up with a term yet for exactly what I’m talking about. So let’s just call them what they truly are: life forces.

Five life forces—the only things that control our health. The only things we need to think about.

It’s like they say about money—if we take care of the pennies, the dollars take care of themselves. Take care of the five life forces, and our bodies will do the rest. That’s what our bodies were made to do.

The life forces are:


NUTRITION. Pretty straightforward, right? It means everything we eat. The foods themselves, and also everything they contain, which can be a very long list. We may not always know everything that’s on that list, but our bodies do.

HYDRATION. The mere fact that we are mostly water should be enough to explain this one.

OXYGENATION. Like water, we know we need it, though we don’t all know the many reasons why.

ALKALIZATION. This one’s a bit trickier. It has to do with the balance of acidity and alkalinity of our internal environment.

DETOXIFICATION. This includes our immune system, which has a lot to deal with, plus the process of handling all the toxins and poisons and other junk the world throws at us.



That’s all of it.

We’ve been taught to think of our blood and organs and bones and nerves and skin and everything else as separate matters, each of which comes with different issues and concerns. But the truth is that every single thing in our bodies, every molecule and cell, responds to those five life forces.

The medical world has organized itself by specialty—one doctor treats the brain, another our feet, our hearts, our endocrine systems, and each comes up with its own rules and regulations. But the same internal conditions that affect our brains also affect our feet, our skin, our genitals, and our joints. The internal environment we create is identical for our livers, our immune systems, our stomachs, and our eyeballs. We are made up of around 70 trillion cells, and they all have the same basic needs.

We just have to understand what those needs are—the five life forces. And then we have to do our best to fulfill them.

Let’s talk about how.


Life Force Number One: Nutrition

Nutrition is a great, important subject. It’s truly the cornerstone of health. There’s no better place to begin a discussion of the five life forces.

But I’d much rather talk about eating.

Eating is the most intimate thing we will ever do, and I know what you’re thinking, but eating is even more intimate than that, and I’ll tell you why. When we eat, we open our bodies wide and expose ourselves, every single cell, to whatever’s out there in our environment. It’s how we turn the out there into the in here. When we eat, those external things actually become us. Our organs, bones, muscles, nerves, skin, blood, and everything else are made from what we eat and drink—there’s nothing else to work with. Before we were born, we were completely created, cell by cell, by what our mothers ate and drank. Today, it’s no different, except now we’re the ones doing the eating and the drinking, inventing our bodies.

When we look in the mirror, that’s what we see—all the things we’ve eaten. Want to know what shape you’re in? Just think back to everything you consumed over the past week. There’s your answer. Now, let’s talk about the big, fresh, leafy green salad loaded with raw vegetables and nuts you had for lunch, or the organic berry smoothie you just made. Or was it a bacon double cheeseburger and a jelly doughnut or some other manufactured fake food, and some heavily sugared or—even worse—chemically sweetened carbonated liquid candy to wash it down?

Either way, ask yourself: Is this what I want to be made out of? Is this the being I want to be?

These questions are the beginning of all wisdom when it comes to nutrition—or, even better, eating.

Okay, so what should we eat?

A huge percentage of all the scientific research ever conducted has been devoted to answering that seemingly simple question. It’s amazing how much brilliance and effort have to go into something so basic. What am I supposed to eat? How can it be that every beast, every fish, every insect—every other critter on the face of the planet—can figure this out so easily, and yet here we are, still wondering?

Maybe we just have too many choices.

Let’s face it, we already know how we should eat. The problem is that we’re too good at pretending we don’t. It’s the only way we could go on downing some of the junk we consume, stuff we know is doing us harm. No other animal does that.

I’m going to distill this entire book into a single sentence:

Eat a wide variety of whole, fresh, clean foods—mostly vegetables, fruit, beans, nuts, seeds, grains, sprouts, and healthy fats. Eat a lot of it raw.

Okay, it took me two sentences, but there! It’s that simple. How can we pretend not to understand? I think maybe part of the problem is that it’s too simple. There’s no wiggle room. No loopholes. We either adopt it or ignore it.

Now you may have noticed that my description of what we should eat includes a conspicuous omission: animal foods, meaning meat, fish, eggs, and dairy products. It wasn’t an accident. After a great deal of personal experience and study, I have reached the conclusion that the fewer of these foods we eat, the healthier we tend to be. But this isn’t a blanket endorsement of the vegan route either. I used to eat meat, and I was real healthy. Some people have a hard time getting all the nutrients they need from plant foods, and so for them some animal-based foods are a necessity. This would be a less complicated subject if meat, fish, and all the rest hadn’t been turned into industrial products that often come with unhealthy, unnatural baggage. I’ll discuss this in more detail in “The Protein-Fat Myths,” and the one on nutritional stress. But for now I want to keep the focus on the healthiest foods we can eat.

In 2013 the results of a major scientific trial of the so-called Mediterranean diet were published by the New England Journal of Medicine. Researchers from the University of Barcelona and elsewhere put over 7,000 adult subjects onto various eating plans; those on the typical Mediterranean diet offered definitive proof at last that if we eat leafy greens and lots of other vegetables, fruit, nuts, fish, and olive oil, everything fresh and unprocessed, and only a small amount of meat and dairy, we’ll be healthier and enjoy greater longevity. In other words, they discovered that if we want to live long and well, we should eat like Greek grandmothers do. Those grandmothers could have told us the same thing for free, but would we have listened?

The same basic advice comes from Dr. Caldwell Esselstyn, formerly of the renowned Cleveland Clinic, and one of the world’s most respected experts on the subject of cardiac health. He calls heart disease “a completely preventable food-borne illness.”

If only we had known! Or did we? At any rate, once he made this pronouncement, which was widely reported, it became a lot harder to pretend ignorance. About 600,000 deaths a year in the United States alone. Almost all caused by lousy eating. Completely preventable.

A wide variety of whole, fresh, clean, mostly plant-based foods. Adopt or ignore?

Feeding Our Cells

To understand why these are the keys to proper nutrition, we need to remind ourselves of something pretty basic: before we eat our food, our food eats.

It, too, is nourished; it grows up and develops; it absorbs and metabolizes and excretes and retains and makes use of what it needs.

What does food eat? Sunlight. Plants actually consume and store the energy of a star that’s 93 million miles away, a pretty cool trick. Air. Water.

Mostly, though, it is nourished by the soil. What’s in there? More than we imagine. Dirt is a mysterious, complex stew of minerals, vitamins, metals, organic materials, microbes—microscopic living organisms that themselves consume and excrete—and lots of other essential stuff. The plant, the tree, the vine, they take their nourishment from the soil and use it to grow their product—the produce—until we come along and eat it.

Not coincidentally—since we and those plants are all alive, an important thing to have in common—we animals require many of the same substances plants do. And in the same forms. So when we eat the vegetable, the fruit, the berry, the bean, the grain, the nut—the thing itself—then we get its nutrients intact and available for absorption by another living being: us. A fruit or vegetable is like the go-between—a way for us to absorb the substances that exist in the soil, in the world.

That’s the amazing journey of nutrition, from the soil to the plant’s cells to ours. We feed our bodies, but we nourish our cells. That’s the level at which we most truly exist—each of us a miraculous collection of over 70 trillion or so cells.

A lot goes on inside our cell walls. Chemicals flow in and out on tides of fluid. Energy is generated. Messages are sent and received. Substances are created and destroyed. Debris is carried away. Our cells contain our blueprints, the genetic instructions for keeping us alive and thriving. But even our genes and chromosomes respond to their environment—to the conditions we create by our choices. We have genetic dispositions, true, but how they are expressed depends to a large degree on what we put into our mouths.

There’s a whole new science devoted to this very subject—epigenetics, which looks at how and why genes express themselves. Once, we believed our genes were our destiny. Now we’re learning that we have more control over them than we thought. If we maintain the health of our DNA through positive lifestyle choices—food, water, habits, even thoughts—we have a chance for long, productive lives. We can also turn on gene expression that causes disease with poor choices. If the damage to our DNA becomes too great, bad things ensue. Like cancer, to name just one.

Lately scientists have devoted lots of attention to our telomeres—the tails of our chromosomes. Telomere length is connected to how much stress—nutritional and otherwise—we put on our bodies. The more stress, the shorter the telomere length, the briefer the life. Every single food choice we make matters at the cellular and even the chromosomal levels.

As amazing as our cells and chromosomes and telomeres are, they still need us to provide the proper raw materials. To fuel all those cellular functions, we have to eat what our cells need.

So what do our cells need?

They need water, which we’ll discuss in “Life Force Number Two: Hydration.” Oxygen, too, which is the subject of “Life Force Number Three: Oxygenation.”

And they need food. Protein. Carbohydrates. Fats. Those are the so-called macronutrients—the basic requirements of life, the substances that create our bodies and fuel them. Beyond those, we need a long list of other things just as vital, like vitamins, minerals, salts, enzymes, coenzymes, antioxidants, electrolytes, micronutrients, phytonutrients, flavonoids, carotenoids, microbes, acids, on and on. It’s a lot to keep track of. Science is always discovering new ones. No way we’ll remember them all.

So what’s the best way to give our cells what they need? You guessed it—a wide variety of whole, fresh, clean plant-based food, a lot of it raw. Let’s go through that list one by one.

Why Whole Matters

Whole—meaning simply the entire fruit, vegetable, or whatever in its natural state—should be simple for us to manage. It’s not only the healthiest, it’s the easiest.

T. Colin Campbell is the author of the famed China Study, a massive twenty-year research project he directed on the relationship between nutrition and health. Here’s his observation about whole food:

“Every apple contains thousands of antioxidants whose names, beyond a few like vitamin C, are unfamiliar to us, and each of these powerful chemicals has the potential to play an important role in supporting our health. They impact thousands upon thousands of metabolic reactions inside the human body. But calculating the specific influence of each of these chemicals isn’t nearly sufficient to explain the effect of the apple as a whole. Because almost every chemical can affect every other chemical, there is an almost infinite number of possible biological consequences.”

An almost infinite number of possible biological consequences, and that’s from just one apple. Now imagine what’s going on inside our bodies if, on a typical day, we eat a lot of whole fresh vegetables, fruit, grains, beans, nuts, and seeds. We’d get all the basic nutrients required by life, of course, but also a nearly infinite number of events that increase our well-being.

And all we have to do is eat it, and maybe show our food a little respect, a little gratitude, a little love.

But mainly, we have to eat it. As is.

Let’s look at the gold standard of nutritious whole food—green, funny-looking, fibrous, satisfyingly unsweet, despised by vegetable haters everywhere, righteously good for us in every way.

Broccoli is a crucifer, one of a group of vegetables with four-petaled flowers that resemble a cross—or crux, in Latin, hence the name. In Italy, where it originally came from, it was a good, cheap, nutritious peasant staple. Now it’s everywhere. Like every plant food, broccoli contains thousands of chemical substances, many of them still unknown even to science. But we do know that broccoli is insanely healthy. If somebody developed a pill that contained every lifesaving substance in a serving of broccoli, we would all start taking it immediately, and we’d give its inventor the Nobel Prize. But it is beyond science’s ability to create such a pill, and anyway we don’t need one. We can eat broccoli.

What exactly is so great about broccoli? To begin with, it’s an excellent source of vitamins A, C, and K, folate, and fiber, and a good source of manganese, tryptophan, potassium, magnesium, omega-3 fatty acids, iron, calcium, zinc, vitamins B and E, and the carotenoids lutein and zeaxanthin, which protect the eyes, among other things.

It even provides something it doesn’t actually contain, technically speaking—a chemical called sulforaphane, a sulfur compound. This substance doesn’t exist in broccoli, but when we chew it, enzymes in our saliva combine with sulforaphane’s precursors contained in the vegetable, and, presto, there it is, like a magic trick. The sulforaphane then activates two hundred different genes, some of them protecting us from cancer and others preventing the disease’s spread. Sulforaphane has been found to hinder the growth of breast cancer and prostate cancer cells specifically, although its benefits appear to extend to genes everywhere in the body. It kills cancer stem cells. It normalizes DNA methylation, a process that regulates gene expression. It kills an enzyme that damages cartilage. (You thought all enzymes are good? Nature doesn’t work that way.)

The other cruciferous vegetables—cauliflower, kale, Brussels sprouts, cabbage—have similar protective and disease-fighting powers. If all that sounds impressive, keep in mind that the raw sprouts of the broccoli plant have between twenty and fifty times as much of the protective chemicals as the vegetable itself.

And that’s not even all the benefit they bring us! The truth is, we don’t know everything that’s inside a simple piece of fruit or vegetable, and even the most sophisticated laboratory analysis can’t explain how all the chemicals act and interact once they enter our bodies.

As Dr. Joel Fuhrman, author of Eat to Live, points out, a tomato contains about ten thousand phytonutrients, many of which haven’t yet been identified. In other words, even a common tomato is a mysterious force of health and healing. We can hold it, we can buy it, we can eat it, but we can’t really know it.

Now, if a single vegetable contains such amazing, abundant treasure, what is the beneficial content of an entire big, varied salad? And keep in mind, sheer number of nutrients is only the beginning of the story. What matters most is how their cells react with our cells, which produce enzymes and other substances of their own, and how the chemicals and single-celled organisms in all the vegetables and spices and herbs interact—how they amplify and support and enable each other. Now add in the water we drink, the air we breathe, the energy of the sunlight we absorb. The possibilities for good things from whole food suddenly become unimaginably huge.

We will never know everything about nature’s power, but we can easily harness it—by eating it whole.

Every time we try to separate one part of a food from the rest, we risk losing something important. We think we can improve upon food as nature made it, but sometimes we just screw it up. Every time we process something or pull one component out, we create an unknown. We subject our bodies to nutritional instability and the potential for chaos. That’s why whole matters.

It happens when food manufacturers strip the bran from grains in order to make cereal and bread that contains no beneficial fiber or nutrients—just simple carbs, like a pure hit of sugar. Or when we squeeze the juice from fruit, discarding the pulp. Or when we extract the oil from nuts, seeds, and vegetables, essentially juicing them—using the calorie-dense fat and leaving behind the fiber.

We talk about fiber as though it is just one part of the fruit or vegetable, but truly it is the fruit or vegetable—the flesh itself, which contains the juice along with the nutrients and everything else. Fiber isn’t just this useful stuff we need to slow down digestion and scrub our colons (though it is that, too). We don’t digest fiber, but the healthy microbes in our intestines do, producing even more beneficial, protective chemicals.

Here’s how dramatically food can change when we tamper with it. A large-scale study published in the British Medical Journal found that people who ate fruit at least twice a week—especially apples, blueberries, and grapes—were up to 23 percent less likely to develop type 2 diabetes than those who ate fruit no more than once a month. But subjects who drank fruit juice once a day or more had an increased risk of developing diabetes, up to 21 percent higher than those who did not.

“Our data further endorse current recommendations on increasing whole fruits, but not fruit juice, as a measure for diabetes prevention,” said lead study author Isao Muraki, a research fellow with the Harvard School of Public Health’s Department of Nutrition.

A study done at Pomona College and published in Food & Nutrition Research fed two groups of subjects meals that were identical in calories, fats, proteins, and carbs. The only difference was that one group ate all whole foods, while the other had everything processed and packaged. Then the researchers measured the calories each group metabolized—and found that those who ate processed foods burned off only half as many calories as the others. According to the authors, “this would indicate that diets with a high proportion of PFs (processed foods) will result in increased energy assimilation and may be a contributor to weight gain.”

Another study, performed at Memorial University of Newfoundland, St. John’s, Canada, measured how processing affects the nutraceutical content of food—the beneficial substances that act as natural medicines. “In most cases,” according to the study, “processing negatively affects the bioactive components of functional foods and nutraceuticals. Therefore, minimally processed products better serve the health conscious consumers.”

If the things we eat have been processed—manipulated, broken apart, adulterated, with most of the fiber (and nutrients) thrown away—then we end up consuming something that’s food, technically speaking, but lacks many of the health benefits that eating is supposed to bring us. We get calories—which we need to survive, of course—but little else. None of the nutrition. As Dr. Fuhrman puts it, we end up mechanically full but nutritionally starved. If we do that often enough, we will absolutely harm ourselves at the cellular level. Over time, that may bring about some chronic condition.

Even when the calorie count is identical to what’s in whole foods, as we saw in that study I quoted earlier, our metabolisms respond to processed food differently, which is really how people end up obese and unhealthy—not only because they eat too much, but because they eat too much nonwhole food.

Processed, packaged foods invariably contain things we know are bad for our cells—sugar, high-fructose corn syrup, refined wheat flour, chemical preservatives, flavorings, and coloring agents. You can read the list of ingredients and still not know everything that’s in there. (Don’t ask about the legal allowances for insect parts and rodent feces.) The commercial food industry has spun totally out of control—we no longer know what we’re eating when we eat processed food.

But if we eat enough whole food, we won’t have room left for the other kind.

What Fresh Means

Fresh is one of the most overused terms when it comes to our foods. It is a word that has been co-opted by advertising and marketers to mean virtually anything. The best definition of fresh food is produce that hasn’t been lying around too long before we eat it. Within hours of picking, all the protective nutrients contained in fruit or vegetables begin to break down. The light energy the plant has absorbed from the sun begins to dim.

In a 2003 study conducted by the Laboratorio de Fitoquimica, Departamento de Ciencia y Tecnología de los Alimentos, Spain, the vitamin C and flavonoid content of freshly harvested broccoli were measured, and then the vegetable was wrapped in plastic film and stored for a week at just above freezing, to simulate conditions during commercial transport and distribution. At that point the nutrients were measured again, and then once more three days later, at the end of their typical on-sale period.

According to the paper, published in the Journal of Agricultural and Food Chemistry, “Results showed major losses at the end of both periods, in comparison with broccoli at harvest. Thus, the respective losses, at the end of cold storage and retail periods, were 71 and 80 percent of total glucosinolates [cancer-fighting chemicals], 62 and 51 percent of total flavonoids, 44 and 51 percent of sinapic acid derivatives, and 73 and 74 percent of caffeoyl-quinic acid derivatives. Slight differences in all compound concentrations between storage and retail sale periods were detected.”

In short, that ten-day period killed off significant amounts of the good things that broccoli contained at the moment it was picked. “Distribution and retail periods had minimal effects on vitamin C,” according to the paper, but that’s not much comfort.

The word fresh, when speaking about produce, also means that it has been allowed to grow until it is fully mature, or ripe—when all its nutrients and enzymes are at their peak—before it is picked. This is just as crucial.

When the fruit is immature, so are all its contents. Vitamins, minerals, enzymes, and antioxidants need time to fully develop. If we pick produce when it is underripe, we unplug it prematurely from its source of nutrition, the soil, thereby depriving it (and us) of potential benefit. By the time we eat it, the produce may look beautiful and ripe and nutritious. But because it was picked when immature, the nutrients just aren’t there.

Researchers from the Department of Pomology, University of California–Davis, in a paper titled “Preharvest and Postharvest Factors Influencing Vitamin C Content of Horticultural Crops,” measured how various factors, among them the maturity of the fruits and vegetables at the time of picking, affect vitamin C content of produce.“While full color may be achieved after harvest,” the authors wrote, “nutritional quality may not. Total vitamin C content of red peppers, tomatoes, apricots, peaches and papayas has been shown to be higher when these crops are picked ripe from the plant.”

Of course, that eliminates virtually everything we buy in stores and supermarkets, since all produce that is shipped any distance has to be picked before it is ripe, or it will be mush by the time we get it.

What’s the solution? First, we need to eat all the plant-based foods we can, to make up for any lack of nutrients in them. But we also need to do everything we can to get our fruit and vegetables as fresh as possible, with the shortest amount of time from harvest to table.

We do that, first, by paying attention to the produce we buy, especially its place of origin. Once upon a time fruits and vegetables were seasonal—they were available at certain times of the year and not others. Transportation and refrigeration brought an end to that quaint idea, and now we can find anything at just about any time. There are no seasons now, where most produce is concerned. We may see that as progress, but it’s a mixed blessing at best.

An apple grown ten miles away and an apple grown fifteen hundred miles away are not equal, even though we seem to be comparing apples and apples. Should we eat a Fuji apple from New Zealand or a melon apple from Minnesota? That’s a no-brainer even if you prefer the Fuji variety. Better to go without something for a few months than to eat it when it’s out of season on our continent.

Actually, frozen fruits and vegetables, especially if organic, are preferable to unfrozen produce that has traveled great distances. Fresh conventionally grown blueberries from Argentina or frozen organic wild blueberries from Canada? I choose the latter. I’m a fanatic about fresh, but most of the year I eat frozen berries. A ripe fruit that’s frozen as soon as it’s picked will retain nutrients that a fresh fruit picked unripe will never possess.

Another strategy is to get as much food as possible from a farm stand or farmers’ market. The locavore argument isn’t just philosophical—it makes a genuine difference in the level of nutrition if we eat things that were grown close to home and picked recently. Buying from small farmers also keeps some of the food supply out of the hands of the agribusiness giants. That’s good for our health, too. The small growers actually touch (and eat) the things they grow.

Starting an organic garden is a great way to get fresh food. Grow it at home or nearby without chemicals, pick it at its peak, eat it five minutes later (if not right off the stem). Even a single tree or the smallest patch of dirt can yield a lot of produce and herbs, enough to make a genuine difference in our well-being. And it reconnects us with our food—we’re bound to take more care preparing and eating something we’ve raised ourselves. Growing our own food is a great way of taking more responsibility for our health.

A final way to make sure we’re getting fresh vegetables is to eat the sprout instead of the vegetable itself. As we said before, the sprout almost always has a much higher nutrient content than the full-grown produce.

A study of cereal grains that were allowed to sprout before they were eaten was conducted at the Department of Biochemistry at Mahatma Phule Agricultural University, India, and published in Critical Reviews in Food Science and Nutrition. “Sprouting of grains for a limited period,” the researchers concluded, “causes increased activities of hydrolytic enzymes, improvement in the contents of certain essential amino acids, total sugars, and B-group vitamins, and a decrease in dry matter, starch, and antinutrients.”

In another study, German researchers sprouted wheat kernels for up to a week, analyzing them at different stages to learn the effects of germination on nutrients. Overall, the sprouting process decreased gluten proteins substantially while increasing folate, a win-win. According to a paper published in the Journal of Agriculture and Food Chemistry, longer germination times “led to a substantial increase of total dietary fiber and to a strong increase of the soluble dietary fiber,” with soluble fiber tripling and insoluble fiber decreasing by half.

You can find a variety of sprouts in most health food stores. They’re really easy to grow at home, too. You need some organic seeds, a little water, jars or
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