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Foreword

Every day in my practice, I’m asked if food can really make a difference in the fight against cancer. The quick answer is yes, but, since you’ve picked up Rebecca’s Katz’s latest book, The Cancer-Fighting Kitchen, I think you deserve a little more than a simple affirmative. So, here’s the backstory: Until very recently, most cancer research has focused on cancer cells, rather than the environment in the human body in which these cells function and sometimes flourish. The impact of this research omission has played a significant role in our often failing efforts to beat cancer.

For nearly three decades at the Block Center for Integrative Cancer Treatment, my research staff and I have studied the biological environment these cells reside in. This “soup” is a biochemical milieu that, when optimized through things patients can do for themselves—such as diet and lifestyle changes—can help inhibit malignant growth, mitigate treatment toxicity, improve quality of life, and provide a survivor’s edge.

For example, breast cancer patients who keep their insulin levels under control—a factor most often associated with diet and lifestyle—cut their risk of cancer recurrence in half and decrease cancer mortality by two-thirds. It’s also well known that decreasing inflammation can help reduce cancer growth, boost treatment efficacy, and diminish side effects. We know that refined flours and sugars, most fast food and soda pop, increase the enzymes that promote inflammatory cascades. This is why I encourage patients to avoid these pro-inflammatory foods and increase ingredients that have anti-inflammatory properties. Rebecca understands this and her book includes countless spices, herbs, and foods that can optimize the environment necessary for battling cancer and reducing treatment toxicity. But, importantly, Rebecca presents delicious, enticing recipes that will keep you coming back for more. This is vital, as patients who are well-fed during treatment enhance their quality of life, and improve their chances for recovery.

The fact is, everything you eat and drink changes the chemistry of your blood. Our cell membranes are lined with fats that are comprised primarily of those we’ve eaten in the last 90 days. If you’ve been making unhealthy choices, which include the “typical” American diet, there’s a price to pay.

Eating a plant-based diet is fundamental to a successful fight. The conundrum is that no one likes to feel like they’re going on a diet, especially when they’re ill. As you read this, you might be thinking, “Am I going to have to live on food resembling a pot of brown, cardboard-textured hippie chow in order to prevent or help treat cancer?”

The answer is a resounding “no, absolutely not!” And here lies the value of The Cancer-Fighting Kitchen. Patients need a variety of colorful, delicious, savory dishes that satisfy their palates while helping set the stage to more effectively battle cancer—and to inspire living, as well. Rebecca Katz’s book does just this in a way that takes the negativity and fear out of changing one’s food choices. I can attest to the pleasure of eating her nutrient-rich meals, having enjoyed her cooking many times over the years.

When it comes to chefs with the unique skill set and creative talent for preparing health-promoting foods that taste more like an indulgence then the healing therapy they are, Rebecca is a true culinary artist.


—Keith I. Block, MD, author of Life Over Cancer, medical director of the Block Center for Integrative Cancer Treatment, and director of integrative medical education at University of Illinois College of Medicine







Acknowledgments

This book would never have come to pass without the following people. I’m awed by their generosity of spirit and time, as well as their heartfelt desire to make this book all that it could be. My heartfelt thanks to Keith I. Block, MD, and Penny B. Block, PhD, of the Block Center for Integrative Cancer Treatment, for their commitment to state-of-the-art integrative cancer care and their understanding of the critical role nutrition and nourishment play in healing; and thanks to Leni Kass for facilitating communications with professionalism and grace.

I bow to the master, Jeremy Katz, my agent and friend, for sitting me down and, in no uncertain terms, saying that this was the book I needed to write. A heaping amount of praise and thanks to Mat Edelson, a brilliant and gifted writer, for transforming copious amounts of dense information into easy digestible and delectable words. Thanks to Wendy Remer, dear friend and baker supreme; Christine Kaddaras, my assistant, whose hard work, good cheer, and positive attitude are essential ingredients in this book; Catherine McConkie, amazing person and recipe tester along with her intern, Drake Cameron. Katherine Wilson for her love of the Vita Mix; Emily Marciniak for her organizational charts; and Wendy Hess, for her expert nutritional analysis that accompanies each recipe. A big 16-quart hug to Julie Burford, my soup sister, and a special kiss on the head to both her husband, Stan, and Josie, pooch supreme, for their moral support.

Humble appreciation to Phil Wood, Lorena Jones, and Jo Ann Deck, who saw the possibilities for my first book, One Bite at a Time: Nourishing Recipes for Cancer Survivors and Their Friends. Kudos to the amazing talented team at Ten Speed Press under the leadership of Aaron Wehner for their steadfast belief in this project: my awesome editor and master juggler, Melissa Moore, for her deft skills in shaping this manuscript and her keen editorial eye; Chloe Rawlins for the absolutely beautiful design; Nancy Austin for her sensitive art direction; Jasmine Star for her excellent copyediting; proofreader Linda Bouchard; Veronica and Victoria Randall for their inspirational stories; and Patricia Kelly, Michele Crim, Debra Matsumoto, and Kara Van De Water for their sales, marketing, and publicity expertise. Blessings to photographer Leo Gong and his wife and studio manager, Harumi Shimizu, and stylists Jen Straus and Alexa Hyman for the beautiful images.

A huge debt of thanks to Donald Abrams, MD ; Debu Tripathy, MD ; Gerry Mullin, MD ; Joel Evans, MD; Linda Bartoshuk, PhD; Jeanne Wallace, PhD; Suzanne Dixon, MPH, MS, RD; Jeremy Geffen, MD; Teressa Koetters, RN, MS; Annemarie Colbin, PhD; and Nancy Novack, PhD for their time and expertise. To my colleagues at Commonweal’s Cancer Help Program, I am so honored to have been witness to your collective wisdom and incredible program participants. To Michael Lerner for his continued guidance and support; Lenore Lefer, MS, MFCC, MFT, whose sagacity and compassion helps so many people find meaning in their lives during fragile times; Waz Thomas for making the phone call that changed my life; Claire Heart for being a wonderful cook and culinary alchemist; Ethan Funk for being the quickest prep cook in the west; and Rachael Remens, MD, Kate Holcombe, Stuart Horance, Susan Braun, Jhani Chapman, Irene Gallway, Sabriga Turgon, Elizabeth Evans, Jenepher Stowell, and Mimi Mindel for making Commonweal such a special and magical place for people to find healing. Thanks to the folks at Smith Farm Center for Healing and the Arts, especially Shanti Norris, co-founder and executive director, and Laura Pole, RN, MSN, for keeping me in the know.

A special thanks to Jim Gordon, MD, founder and director of the Center for Mind Body Medicine, for his vision to improve the quality of health care, and his insights found within the pages of this book; Kathie Swift, MS, RD, LDN, co-course director of the Food As Medicine nutritional training program; the staff and faculty of Food as Medicine and Cancer Guides; and Jo Cooper, dear friend and colleague, for your passion for food and your big heart. A hug to my friends at the Pine Street Clinic, Michael Broffman, the ever supportive Louise, Jane, Johanna, and Michael McCulloh, PhD ; to Phyllis Cox, Elizabeth Blickman, Rebecca Farrell, Tanya Coller, Chris Hall, and all the talented people I work with at Berkeley Heart Labs; and to my editors Celeste McCauley and Anne Simpkinson at Guideposts. Many bows to Paula Bartholomy, MS, co-founder of Hawthorn University and Liz Lipski PhD, who supported this project in its embryonic stages; Sarah Bearden, MS, for helping me on my nutritional journey; Montse Vallory, Ruth Fehr, and Cathryn Couch for teaching others how to cook for people with cancer; and the gracious Caroline Nation, founder of My Food My Health.

A shout-out to Gina Gallo, Gia Passalaqua, Patricia Lewis, and the charming Jean Charles Boisset. A salute to the following friends and cheerleaders: Victor Marchese for his love of the farmer’s market; the gang on Rustic Way; Jennifer Omholt for always telling it like it is with a extra dash of humor; Jill Leiner for her courage and lifelong friendship; Jodie Chase for her PR savvy; Karen Omholt for her strategic marketing expertise; Paul and Vicki Remer and John, Henry, and William Silva for being willing to taste many of the recipes in this book during various stages of development; and Judy Witts Francini, Italian life coach and amazing cook who, many years ago, steered me towards the kitchen where I belonged.

My gratitude to my parents, Barbara and Jay Katz, for their love and support throughout my journey, along with their wonderful community of friends; my brother Jeff for his advise and counsel; my talented nephew and niece Harry and Amelia; Bella, my muse and kitchen dog; and my husband Gregg Kellogg, for his belief in my work, unwavering support, and patience. And, finally, thank you to all my clients and students for all you have taught me along the way.





Introduction

If you’ve picked up this book, it’s probably because you or someone very close to you is going through a difficult time. A cancer diagnosis and the prospect of cancer treatment is scary, even for the most upbeat soul. There are probably a million questions and thoughts running around your head, and while I can’t address them all, I can speak to one: Am I going to enjoy eating during treatment? Heck, am I going to be able to eat at all?

This book is all about enhancing your appetite during treatment, and much more. For me, the key concept is something I think of as “the power of yum,” a phrase I’ve used throughout my career as a “culinary translator,” if you will. I work with oncologists, nutritionists, and cancer wellness professionals to help their patients stay well fed during treatment by translating nutritional recommendations into delicious, nourishing meals. To me, this was always the power of yum in action: showing people that great nutrition and great taste could join together joyously on the same plate. Working with cancer patients for the past decade, I’ve seen heartening results. People who had truly disconnected from food could be brought back to the table and nourished, so long as the food was appealing to all the senses; was presented in a manner that fit their often shifting tastes and appetite (think small, nutrient-dense portions that are easily stored and reheated); and could easily be shopped for, prepped, and cooked by either the patient or their caregivers.

If that was all there was to the power of yum, I’d be eternally grateful. It turns out that this is only half of the story. Over the past five years, the study of nutrition has expanded, exploded really, especially when it comes to understanding the many incredible properties foods have to fight cancer and limit the side effects of treatment. This isn’t fly-by-night science either; it’s the result of thousands of credible studies done by the country’s finest academic research institutes and presented in first-rate peer-reviewed scientific journals such the New England Journal of Medicine and the Journal of the American Medical Association.

As a chef, I’ve been awed by this data and, truth be told, a little intimidated. I intuitively and experientially understood how taste and flavor could positively affect the people I worked with. It had long been known that as many as 80 percent of cancer patients were malnourished, in some cases leaving them too weakened to withstand ongoing treatment. By keeping them nourished with healthy foods, both the patients and I knew they stood a better chance of making the transition from patient to survivor.

Still, it seemed like a new study was coming out every week on this food or that, and all of this nutritional data was a bit confusing to me. And from the conversations I had with clients, I knew it was confounding to them at times. Yet this information held such promise that I decided I’d better learn to talk the talk. I was excited at the prospect of being able to make dishes that not only tasted great, but could make someone with a specific side effect feel better.

So I went and got a masters in nutrition, not to impress my clients, but to be able to converse with those doctors and scientists working in the trenches with these foods to get a feel for where the research and the cancer-food connection was strong and where it wasn’t, and so I could translate all that information into more outrageously scrumptious dishes to lure people in treatment back to the table.

The result of this melding of science and taste is the cookbook and resource you hold in your hands. It’s the culmination of conversations with what I think of as my counsel of experts: more than a dozen of the best minds in medical and cancer wellness in the country. Each of these individuals sees nutrition and food as a vital, complementary part of their healing arsenal, a tool that patients themselves can use to keep their bodies and minds in optimal shape while enduring treatment.

That last point is so crucial. A cancer diagnosis is shocking, disorienting, and capable of scrambling anybody’s mental GPS. To find a stabilizing force, a grounding activity such as cooking and eating well can provide more than nourishment; it can offer a huge psychological boost.

Jeanne Wallace, PhD, a researcher and expert in cancer nutrition, articulates this idea of sustenance beautifully. Jeanne’s voluminous, meticulously researched, personalized action plans for her clients in treatment include numerous food recommendations to combat their cancer. She says, “When you get a cancer diagnosis, suddenly you become a very powerless person. You’re traipsing through the hospital as a name and number, people do all kinds of procedures to you, and you have a life-threatening condition, which many doctors maintain you have no control over. So when I’m handing someone their plan, saying, ‘You could make some changes with your diet and it would give you some sense of empowerment,’ many of my clients are so willing to do that. They embrace the sense of not being powerless, that even though they might not have total control over the cancer, they do have some influence.”

Defining that potential influence is fascinating. Can what you eat really affect cancer? Professor Jim Gordon, MD, founder and director of the Center for Mind-Body Medicine in Washington, DC, sponsors several annual symposia that address the issue. His Cancer Guides training and Food as Medicine programs attract hundreds of doctors from across the country, including top integrative oncologists, internists, and other cancer wellness professionals. Gordon, a pioneer in the use of nutrition to impact cancer, uses a bit of scientifically informed common sense when asked if what he teaches makes a difference. “People with cancer are told by their oncologists, ‘This is the treatment: surgery, chemotherapy, radiation, maybe even immune therapy. Everything else is regarded as, at worst, unnecessary, peripheral, or, at best, complementary… . ‘ I think that’s a major misconception. The data in standard textbooks on nutrition and cancer is that cancer is related in some way to nutrition. It stands to reason that if nutrition is a significant factor in the development of cancer, you would want there to be to a focus on nutrition as part of the treatment and the prevention of recurrence in cancer.” Gerry Mullin, MD, a contributing editor to Nutrition in Clinical Practice, agrees: “Cancer is a consequence of the complex interplay of genes and environment on the immune system, and diet, as part of the environment, plays a role that can influence cancer’s development and treatment.”

A key area of nutritional research is looking at the environment in which tumors function within the body. Part of what makes cancer such a difficult foe is its ability to send out signals that divert vital resources, such as blood and energy, for its own nefarious purposes. Researchers are now looking at how various nutrients in food—especially plant-based foods, spices, and herbs, with their abundant phytochemicals—can block cancer’s communication. If we can cut off this internal dialogue, tumors may become much more vulnerable to treatment.

Integrative oncologist Donald Abrams, director of clinical programs for the Osher Center for Integrative Medicine at the University of California, San Francisco (UCSF), tells his patients by way of analogy that when it comes to cancer, it’s perfectly acceptable to be a bad host. In fact, it’s encouraged. “I tell them that cancer is a weed, you’re the garden, and our job is take make your soil as inhospitable as possible to further growth and spread of the weed. The first approach I take is through diet and nutrition.”

The wonderful aspect of this work is that so many common foods—everything from broccoli to blueberries—have multiple cancer-fighting properties, including controlling blood sugar so you avoid insulin issues and obesity, which are major secondary risk factors for cancer. Similarly, everyday herbs and spices ranging from ginger to cinnamon to turmeric can help quell side effects ranging from nausea to fatigue. If you’d like to learn more about these properties, see the Culinary Pharmacy, where we’ve detailed the beneficial properties of most of the foods used in the recipes in this book. We’ve included the science because many of my clients get interested in the particulars once they realize how much better they often feel as they become well nourished. Still, others couldn’t care less about the science; they just want to be able to eat something, anything, because during treatment, their appetite has left the building.

First and foremost, I’m a chef and a teacher who believes everyone has the ability to nourish themselves, even in the most dire of circumstances. This book was designed to meet you wherever you are in your treatment journey. If you just want to eat without giving a second thought to nutrition, worry not; every recipe in this book was created to be a nutrient-dense, delicious powerhouse, full of what your body needs to support your immune system, which is called upon to do yeoman’s work during treatment.

The Cancer-Fighting Kitchen emphasizes what’s known as a whole foods approach. As the name suggests, whole foods come straight from the farm to the table with their nutrients intact, unlike refined and processed foods, such as white flour and sugar, which are stripped of so much of their nutritional value. (I call them empty calories).

In addition to offering the broadest range of nutrients, the whole foods approach serves another purpose. People often ask me, “If science knows specific foods that fight cancer, why don’t I just eat those?” Ah, if only a single food had such abilities. But that’s not the way it works … at least not yet. Eating a wide variety of foods allows you to hedge your bets, as each of us absorbs nutrients differently. Since we haven’t gotten to the point yet where we can identify which specific foods work best for each individual, a wide-ranging diet is the only way to guarantee you’ll get the nourishment you need.

I realize I’ve just put a lot on your plate. Now let me put your mind at ease. I understand that stepping into the kitchen to cook for someone with cancer (whether that’s you or someone else) takes a lot of courage. You so want them to like the food so they’ll eat. I’m here to let you know I’ll be holding your hand all the way. Life is serious enough for you and your loved ones right now. Although this book deals with a difficult topic, it comes at eating from a stance of joy and fun. Believe me, when you see the results—and the healing effect they have on all who partake—your motivation to get into the kitchen will take a quantum leap.

When people ask me what I enjoy most about my work, I tell them I love being what I call a culinary translator. To me, that means really listening to my clients’ hopes and dreams for eating well, and then, using my culinary experience and education, helping them to develop the practical kitchen skills, nourishing recipes, and support systems (like learning how to shop a farmers’ market without fear) that make their desires a reality. It’s a role I relish and that I’ve brought to the fore in this book. Similarly, my coauthor, Mat Edelson, is a whiz at taking complex medical topics and explaining them in language that’s informative, entertaining, and easy to understand.

It’s not only our voices you’ll hear in this book, but that of experts who have dedicated their careers to helping patients to live and eat well during treatment. You’ll also see tips from the real voices of experience, those who have personally dealt with cancer and want to share what they’ve learned about eating and other ways to stay well during treatment. Like me, they all believe in the power of yum. I’m hoping that as you read and use this book, you’ll come to believe in it too.

How to Use This Book

The most important advice I have on how to use this book is to have fun. So many things following a cancer diagnosis are chores; eating from this book shouldn’t be one of them. There are probably going to be days when swallowing a few sips of broth is going to be an accomplishment. By all means, celebrate that nourishment. Don’t beat yourself up for the meals you miss. When you accentuate the positive, your connection to food will remain intact during treatment and even build upon itself.

Think of this book as a toolbox, full of great ideas that can entice you to eat with a minimum of stress in the kitchen for whoever is cooking. Will you utilize every tool in the box? Perhaps—but it isn’t necessary. I’ve tried to be all-inclusive because I want to give you ways to address issues that commonly crop up during treatment.

Chapter 1, Cancer-Fighting Tool Kit, is a guide to scrumptious foods, recipes, and kitchen techniques that can lessen the impact of side effects, improve appetite and immunity, and overcome changes in the sense of taste or impaired taste buds, which is a common consequence of treatment. It includes very specific suggestions on what to eat before, during, and after chemotherapy. I’ve also included a questionnaire that’s a simple way to figure out people’s food preferences—your own or, if you’re a caregiver, someone else’s. Treatments can throw people’s tastes for such a loop that old favorites may not be appetizing. When that’s the case, knowing more about the person’s inherent preferences is valuable information. Chapter 1 also includes information on what I call global flavorprints—lists of herbs and spices that characterize different cuisines—and an introduction to the powerhouse foods used in the recipes, including their amazing cancer-fighting properties and other nutritional effects. I call this the culinary pharmacy, and it’s an incredibly powerful prescription for both health and appetite.

Chapter 2, Strategies for Thriving during Treatment, sets out a game plan for making sure that everyone is on the same page and that as many people as possible get involved in the process. Cancer is such an emotional experience that the joy of caregiving can be jeopardized if organization and communication aren’t brought to the process. I’ll show you how to organize a culinary support team to cover shopping and cooking tasks, and how to clearly define roles so people don’t step on each other’s toes—and, most importantly, the patient’s. The guidance in chapter 2 will allow everyone to contribute in a way that’s desired and appreciated. On a practical level, this chapter will show you how to make sure a wide variety of healthy, yummy meals and snacks are available whenever hunger hits, even in settings outside the home, such as at work, in the hospital, or during treatment sessions. Eating small portions often is the best route for delivering nourishment to the body during treatment. And it gives detailed instructions on various food preparation techniques, and advice on storage and reheating.

For those without easy access to a farmers’ market or well-stocked grocery stores, the Resources section provides online sources for many of the ingredients in the recipes. It also includes information on cancer support groups and medical information. The extensive bibliography documents sources for the information used in this book.

As for the recipes and variations that are the heart and soul of the book, they have been tried and tested more times than I can count, by a battery of tasters who refused to be satisfied until they were moaning with delight. You’ve paid for a cookbook with the expectation that every recipe will deliver in terms of both taste and nutrition; my team and I have done the utmost to meet, and hopefully exceed, those expectations.

Throughout the recipes, you’ll find suggestions on substitutions for common food sensitivities. For those who want to avoid dairy, you can generally use soy or rice milk—just be sure to use an unsweetened variety. Folks with gluten intolerance will find substitutions for wheat, as well.

Whenever possible, I suggest eating organic for all of my clients, and that’s especially important for people in treatment, particularly when it comes to meat and dairy. I realize organics can cost a bit more across the board, but consider that undergoing treatment means you’re already dealing with plenty of toxins in your body. It makes sense to me that you don’t want to introduce more, in the form of pesticides, hormones, antibiotics, and other drugs, in your food. Plus, organically grown produce raised outdoors without pesticides produces phytochemicals to protect itself from the environment, and one school of scientific thought holds that many of these same chemicals offer chemoprotective benefits in the body. Either way, here’s one thing I can tell you for sure: organic, fresh-picked produce, pasture-raised chicken, and fish caught in the wild are absolutely delicious, offering the finest flavors that can land on your plate. Speaking as a chef and the little pixie in your ear, why would you settle for anything less?
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CHAPTER 1
Cancer-Fighting Tool Kit
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Side Effects

Recipes for Specific Side Effects

Menu Planning

Enhancing Flavor and Dealing with Taste Changes

FASS Fixes for Taste Bud Troubles

Learning Your Food Preferences

The Power of Herbs and Spices

Culinary Pharmacy

 

The first thing you need to remember about this chapter is there won’t be a test at the end. There’s no midterm or final here, no omnipotent voice of the annoyed schoolmarm standing over your shoulder in the kitchen, sighing in a way that makes her words seem to say, “This one is never going to get it.” The point of all of the tools in this chapter is to use them as you like, take from them what you will, and know that they’re all country roads that lead to the same joyous place: a dish, a meal, a snack, or a tea that will help you or your loved one feel a little better and live a little easier during a tough time.

Here are a few things I can tell you about these tools: They all come from firsthand experience. Folks I’ve worked with who have “been there, done that” have shared their culinary discoveries and recipes or foods that have made dealing with treatment less onerous. Indeed, they’ve often told me that eating well gives them a chance to forget what they’re dealing with during the rest of the day. Many cancer wellness professionals have also generously imparted nutritional tips and explained the science behind them. I can’t tell you how good it makes me feel to know that so many fantastic doctors, nurses, nutritionists, dieticians, and researchers are seriously looking into the ways that nutrition and cancer interact. But more than that, they’re coming up with practical applications for their findings, in the form of suggestions on the best ways to approach eating during cancer treatment.

Then there’s the trial and error of my own culinary journey in cooking for people with cancer and learning how people’s tastes and taste buds literally change during treatment. Over time, working with friends, family, and clients, I’ve created a simple tool consisting of four pantry staples that can greatly enhance the flavor of any dish, even for those with the most impaired taste buds. I’ve also seen how clients felt about food as they traversed their treatment schedules and will share solutions I’ve come up with to cajole them into eating enjoyably—even when at first they might have wrinkled up their nose at the idea. The nice thing about this tool kit is that everything in it is easy to use. It’s the culinary equivalent of handling a screwdriver, wrench, and hammer; there are no miter saws or power tools involved. (Okay, maybe a blender, but that’s fun.)

Basic tools can be powerful, and the power of yum can tackle many of the difficult aspects of treatment, including the following:


	Lessening the impact of common side effects, including nausea, fatigue, and muscle loss


	Improving appetite, which will enhance the immune system and keep people stronger, allowing them to get the maximum benefit from cancer treatments


	Appealing to those with impaired taste buds by using simple ingredients to boost flavor


	Utilizing strategies to ensure that people can eat delicious nourishing foods that they like whenever they want, no matter how quickly or often their tastes and appetite changes


	Offering outstanding anticancer properties—not to mention unparalleled flavor—with generous amounts of spices




Side Effects

Ah, the things we’re supposed to endure to retain or regain our health. Cancer treatments and their side effects are one nasty tag team. Most of the people I’ve worked with have dealt with one or more side effects due to chemotherapy, radiation, or surgery. This brings me to a few important points. The good news is that doctors should be able to medically treat most side effects. But—and this is a huge but—you have to speak up and let someone know you’re not feeling well.

I know this can be a hard thing to do. Sometimes it stems from perfectionism. You want to be a good patient or the best patient, which for some translates into a “grin and bear it” attitude. And some doctors are tightly focused on the therapies they need to apply to help you beat cancer. In the usually all-too-short time of an office visit, they want to cover those therapies with you and conversations about side effects may take a backseat as a result.

The problem is, not addressing side effects can have larger consequences. Cancer treatments impact the immune system, and other side effects, especially those that make people avoid eating, can further hinder immunity. All of this can impact your treatment schedule.

Think of it this way: Thousands of researchers have spent hundreds of thousands of hours devising precise dosing schedules. The clinical goal is to take you right to that edge where you receive the maximum therapy dose to wipe out your cancer while keeping your body intact. Each treatment takes you to this precipice in an effort to get ahead of the cancer. Any side effect that isn’t addressed leaves your body less than 100 percent prepared for the next treatment. At times, this may force your doctor to lessen your chemo dose or skip a treatment altogether to give your body more time to recover. Obviously, the odds suggest you don’t want to be missing treatments too often.

Some therapy side effects are seemingly beyond being addressed by nutrition, at least at this point, such as neuropathy, hair loss, and loss of function due to surgery. But fortunately, in many cases what you eat can lessen the impact of side effects. A lot of my clients have heard of using ginger to soothe an upset stomach. There are dozens of other healing foods, which appear often in the recipes in this book—foods that can help you deal with fatigue, nausea, anemia, constipation, dehydration, diarrhea, mouth sores, swallowing issues, weight loss, and low immune function or low white blood cell counts.

You’ll find a listing of these foods in the Culinary Pharmacy, but let me suggest that you first take a look at the listing of side effects and recommended recipes below. I’m steering you toward these sections because consulting them is quick and easy and often offers answers. A glance, a flip of the page, and you’re right where you need to be. Feeling a little queasy? There you are, Ginger Peppermint Green Tea. Flip-flip, sip-sip, in no time at all, you may be feeling better.

There’s another reason I’m nudging you toward recipes versus individual foods. The experts I consulted generally recommend getting nutrients from multiple foods, like you’ll find in most any recipe, rather than focusing on individual foods. Why? Because we’re all unique, and the same DNA that determines whether you have blue eyes or brown also determines what enzymes you produce to help you break down and assimilate food. Put another way, two people eating grapes off the same bunch may get vastly different health benefits. Science doesn’t yet have a way of figuring out each individual’s digestive “blueprint,” but they’re getting there; it’s a field called proteomics, which eventually will allow us to determine which proteins and enzymes each individual is capable of producing. In the meanwhile, experts suggest that you hedge your bets during treatment by eating a wide variety of healthy foods—just what a chef like me loves to hear.

Recipes for Specific Side Effects

Anemia

Soups: Minestrone, Pasture Beef Bone Broth, Velvety Red Lentil Dahl

Vegetables: Kale with Carrots, Kale with Sweet Potatoes and Pecans

Anytime Foods: Mediterranean Lentil Salad

Constipation

General recommendations: Drink warm fluids throughout the day and eat fruit.

Soups: Chicken Magic Mineral Broth, Italian White Bean Soup, Magic Mineral Broth, Pasture Beef Bone Broth, Velvety Red Lentil Dahl

Vegetables: Baby Bok Choy with Yam and Ginger, Basil Broccoli, Emerald Greens with Orange, Kale with Carrots, Kale with Sweet Potatoes and Pecans, Shredded Carrot and Beet Salad, Stir-Fried Baby Bok Choy with Shiitake Mushrooms

Anytime Foods: Anytime Bars, Mediterranean Lentil Salad

Tonics and Elixirs: Cinnamon Ginger Tea, Commonweal’s Most Nourishing and Healing Tea, Ginger Peppermint Green Tea, Green Tea Ginger Lemonade

Dollops of Yum!: Dried Fruit Compote, Seasonal Stewed Fruit

Sweet Bites: Baked Apples Filled with Dates and Pecans, Poached Pears with Saffron Broth

Dehydration

Soups: All of the recipes in Chapter 3

Tonics and Elixirs: All of the recipes in Chapter 7

Diarrhea

Anytime Foods: Best Oatmeal Ever, Creamiest Buckwheat, Creamy Millet, Creamy Polenta, Simple Tuscan Farro

Tonics and Elixirs: Anee Maries Calming Kudzu Elixir

Sweet Bites: Coconut Rice Pudding, Chocolate Tapioca Pudding (without the chocolate)

Fatigue

Soups: Pasture Beef Bone Broth, Chicken Magic Mineral Broth, Chicken Vegetable Soup with Ginger Meatballs, Italian White Bean Soup, Lemony Greek Chicken Soup, Magic Mineral Broth, Ma’s Mushroom Barley Soup, Thai It Up Chicken Soup, Velvety Red Lentil Dahl

Vegetables: Gregg’s Stuffed Acorn Squash with Quinoa, Cranberries, and Swiss Chard

Protein-Building Foods: All of the recipes in Chapter 5

Anytime Foods: Anytime Bars, Black Bean Hummus, Cannellini Bean Dip with Kalamata Olives, Curried Hummus, Curried Hummus and Vegetable Pinwheels, Edamame Avocado Dip with Wasabi, Navy Bean and Sun-Dried Tomato Dip, Quinoa Pilaf, Rice Paper Moo-Shu Rolls

Tonics and Elixirs: Chocolate Banana Smoothie, Cinnamon Ginger Tea, Mango Coconut Smoothie, Commonweal’s Most Nourishing and Healing Tea, Ginger Peppermint Green Tea, Green Tea Ginger Lemonade, Papaya Pineapple Smoothie, Peach Ginger Smoothie, Pineapple Ginger Smoothie, Triple Berry Smoothie

Nausea and Vomiting

Soups: Chicken Magic Mineral Broth, Magic Mineral Broth, Pasture Beef Bone Broth

Tonics and Elixirs: Cinnamon Ginger Tea, Ginger Ale with Frozen Grapes, Ginger Peppermint Green Tea, Ginger Tea Spritzer

Neutropenia

Soups: Bella’s Carrot, Orange, and Fennel Soup, Creamy Broccoli and Potato Soup, Curry Cauliflower Soup, Italian White Bean Soup, Magic Mineral Broth, Ma’s Mushroom Barley Soup, Minestrone, Rockin’ Black Bean Soup, Spiced Sweet Potato Soup, Summer’s Best Zucchini Soup, Velvety Red Lentil Dahl

Vegetables: Hungarian Roasted Root Vegetable Potpie

Protein-Building Foods: Lemon Mustard Salmon Salad

Anytime Foods: Best Oatmeal Ever, Beyond Just Good Cornbread, Creamiest Buckwheat, Creamy Polenta, Quinoa Pilaf, Simple Tuscan Farro

Tonics and Elixirs: Annemarie’s Calming Kudzu Elixir, Cinnamon Ginger Tea, Commonweal’s Most Nourishing and Healing Tea, Ginger Peppermint Green Tea, Ginger Ale with Frozen Grapes

Dollops of Yum!: Seasonal Stewed Fruit

Sweet Bites: Almond Muffin Mania, Chocolate Tapioca Pudding, Coconut Rice Pudding, Great Pumpkin Custard, Triple Ginger Snap Cookies with Pecans

Sore Mouth and Difficulty Swallowing

General recommendations: Omit spicy ingredients and ginger from all recipes.

Soups: Bella’s Carrot, Orange, and Fennel Soup, Chicken Magic Mineral Broth, Cooling Cucumber Avocado Soup, Creamy Broccoli and Potato Soup, Magic Mineral Broth, Pasture Beef Bone Broth, Rockin’ Black Bean Soup, Spiced Sweet Potato Soup, Summer’s Best Zucchini Soup

Anytime Foods: Best Oatmeal Ever, Creamiest Buckwheat

Tonics and Elixirs: Annemarie’s Calming Kudzu Elixir, Cantaloupe Granita with Mint, Chocolate Banana Smoothie, Cinnamon Ginger Tea, Commonweal’s Most Nourishing and Healing Tea, Ginger Peppermint Green Tea, Green Tea Ginger Lemonade, Mango Coconut Smoothie, Mouthwatering Watermelon Granita, Papaya Pineapple Smoothie, Peach Ginger Smoothie, Pineapple Ginger Smoothie, Triple Berry Smoothie

Weight Loss

Soups: Bella’s Carrot, Orange, and Fennel Soup, Chicken Vegetable Soup with Ginger Meatballs, Curry Cauliflower Soup, Italian White Bean Soup, Lemony Greek Chicken Soup, Ma’s Mushroom Barley Soup, Minestrone, Thai It Up Chicken Soup, Velvety Red Lentil Dahl

Vegetables: Gregg’s Stuffed Acorn Squash with Quinoa, Cranberries, and Swiss Chard, Hungarian Roasted Root Vegetable Potpie, Purple Peruvian Smashed Potatoes

Protein-Building Foods: Chicken and Broccoli Stir-Fry with Cashews, Cozy Comfy Chicken and Rice, Curried Chicken Salad, Easy Eggs in a Cup, Middle Eastern Chickpea Burgers, My Family’s Favorite Chicken, Nana’s Egg Salad, Orange Ginger Roasted Chicken, Poached Eggs with Basil Lemon Drizzle

Anytime Foods: All of the recipes in Chapter 6

Tonics and Elixirs: Chocolate Banana Smoothie, Mango Coconut Smoothie, Papaya Pineapple Smoothie, Peach Ginger Smoothie, Pineapple Ginger Smoothie, Triple Berry Smoothie

Sweet Bites: Almond Muffin Mania, Cardamom Maple Mini Macaroons, Chocolate Tapioca Pudding, Great Pumpkin Custard, Triple Ginger Snap Cookies with Pecans, Wendy’s Date Nut Truffles
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Menu Planning

If you’re undergoing cancer treatment, whether it’s surgery, chemotherapy, radiation, or any medical procedure, it’s always worthwhile to schedule your eating in a way that maximizes the benefits of treatment and minimizes side effects. Part of this involves a conversation with your doctor or nutritionist about what you can and can’t eat—and, just as importantly, when you can eat—before, during, and after treatment. There may be issues particular to your treatment that both you and she should discuss.

That said, here are some recommendations, based on what I’ve found effective for my clients. Good nutrition is always a key to regaining and maintaining health, but some general rules apply depending upon what treatment you’re getting.

Surgery tends to dehydrate the body, partially because of stress and partially because you’re often asked, because of anesthesia, to go without food and water for at least 12 hours prior to the procedure. I suggest that you concentrate on staying well hydrated for two weeks prior to a procedure, with an eye toward eating broths and smoothies with protein powder. The protein helps with wound healing, while the extra fluids help anesthesia flush from the body. I think of this extra attention to detail as “pre-hab"; research is showing that by getting your body ready for medical procedures before they take place, you often set yourself up for a quicker recovery.

Similarly, fluids play a big role with chemotherapy because they can limit nausea, which is by far the most common effect I see from that treatment. Also, fried foods, ice cream, anything with a high fat content should be avoided around treatment days. Believe me, your stomach will thank you.

As for radiation treatments, they often prompt fatigue. To help alleviate this, I suggest focusing on high-energy foods you can find in the side-effect chart section (no, they’re not laced with sugar, but your body will love them nonetheless). In addition to radiation used for therapy, the many X-rays and scans that are involved in treatment expose your body to radiation. Miso, as well as nori, kombu, and other sea vegetables, pulls radiation from the body, so be sure to eat foods with sea vegetables after scans—but avoid eating them just after radiation treatment because they can reduce its effectiveness.

Now, some ideas about what to eat and when, all with the goal of making treatment as easy as possible.

Two Days before Chemotherapy

In the days leading up to your chemotherapy session, remember that eating right will give your body the extra boost it needs to stay strong and make the most of the treatments you receive—and hopefully minimize side effects as well. Here are two points to remember in the few days leading up to your chemotherapy session:


	Avoid your favorite foods, so as to avoid developing an aversion to them in the event that you get sick from chemotherapy. (For the same reason, avoid your favorite foods for three days after chemotherapy as well.)


	Avoid eating fat-filled, fried, and greasy foods.




Week of Chemotherapy, Including Treatment Days

During treatment, you should try to eat a small nibble every hour or so, even if you aren’t especially hungry. Small meals throughout the day will keep you fueled and keep your strength up. Pay attention to the time; set an alarm, if necessary, to make sure you eat something nutritious. You’re more likely to feel nauseous if your stomach is empty, so keep it supplied with good food.

If you’re at a loss as to what, specifically, to eat during chemotherapy, fear not. Below you’ll find recommendations for three different appetite levels: minimal, fairly normal, and hearty. If you fall into the minimal appetite category, I hope that the healing foods and delicious recipes in this book will help you work your way up to a regular appetite, and eventually a hearty appetite. It may seem inconceivable now, but I’ve seen this with many clients.

Bare Minimum Menu

No matter how awful you’re feeling, you need nourishment. At a bare minimum, this is what you should eat each day during the week surrounding chemotherapy:


	4 cups of Magic Mineral Broth, Chicken Magic Mineral Broth, or Pasture Beef Bone Broth


	2 servings of smoothies with protein powder


	2 cups of Commonweal’s Most Nourishing and Healing Tea


	2 cups of green tea or any variation on green tea in this book




Regular Menu

Here’s a list of recipes that might work well during the week of chemotherapy treatment. All are easy to digest, comforting, nourishing, and full of the vitamins and minerals your body needs to heal. This is a perfect reference list to give to friends and family who offer to cook for you during this time.

Soups: Bella’s Carrot, Orange, and Fennel Soup, Chicken Magic Mineral Broth, Chicken Vegetable Soup with Ginger Meatballs, Creamy Broccoli and Potato Soup, Magic Mineral Broth, Pasture Beef Bone Broth, Spiced Sweet Potato Soup, Summer’s Best Zucchini Soup, Thai It Up Chicken Soup

Vegetables: Hungarian Roasted Root Vegetable Potpie, Mashed Cinnamon Butternut Squash, Purple Peruvian Smashed Potatoes

Protein-Building Foods: Cozy Comfy Chicken and Rice, Easy Eggs in a Cup, Nana’s Egg Salad, Poached Eggs with Basil Lemon Drizzle

Anytime Foods: Best Oatmeal Ever, Black Bean Hummus, Cannellini Bean Dip with Kalamata Olives, Catherine’s Magic Green Tea Rice, Creamy Millet, Creamy Polenta, Creamiest Buckwheat, Curried Hummus, Curried Hummus and Vegetable Pinwheels, Edamame Avocado Dip with Wasabi, Maple-Glazed Walnuts, Navy Bean and Sun-Dried Tomato Dip, Quinoa Pilaf, Rice Paper Moo-Shu Rolls, Spiced Toasted Almonds

Tonics and Elixirs: Annemarie’s Calming Kudzu Elixir, Cantaloupe Granita with Mint, Chocolate Banana Smoothie, Cinnamon Ginger Tea, Commonweal’s Most Nourishing and Healing Tea, Ginger Peppermint Green Tea, Green Tea Ginger Lemonade, Mango Coconut Smoothie, Mouthwatering Watermelon Granita, Papaya Pineapple Smoothie, Peach Ginger Smoothie, Pineapple Ginger Smoothie, Triple Berry Smoothie

Sweet Bites: Chocolate Tapioca Pudding Coconut Rice Pudding, Great Pumpkin Custard, Strawberries with Mango Coconut “Sabayon”

Hearty Appetite Menu

If you’re lucky to have a voracious appetite, eat up! Here’s a list of additional foods that are beneficial during treatment.

Soups: Italian White Bean Soup, Minestrone, Velvety Red Lentil Dahl

Vegetables: Basil Broccoli, Warm and Toasty Cumin Carrots

Protein-Building Foods: Chicken and Broccoli Stir-Fry with Cashews, Middle Eastern Chickpea Burgers (with Tomato Mint Chutney or Sweet and Savory Yogurt), My Family’s Favorite Chicken, Orange Ginger Roasted Chicken

Anytime Foods: Orange Pistachio Couscous

Dollops of Yum!: Sweet and Savory Yogurt, Tomato Mint Chutney

Sweet Bites: Almond Muffin Mania, Triple Ginger Snap Cookies with Pecans

One Week after Chemotherapy

At some point during the week after chemo, your mouth is going to wake up and want to taste food again. Pay attention to this list of recipes that can jump-start your taste buds and get your appetite up and running again.

Soups: Bella’s Carrot, Orange, and Fennel Soup, Curry Cauliflower Soup, Lemony Greek Chicken Soup, Rockin’ Black Bean Soup, Spiced Sweet Potato Soup, Thai It Up Chicken Soup, Velvety Red Lentil Dahl

Vegetables: Baby Bok Choy with Yam and Ginger, Cucumber, Jicama, and Mango Salad, Emerald Greens with Orange, Gregg’s Stuffed Acorn Squash with Quinoa, Cranberries, and Swiss Chard, Kale with Carrots, Kale with Sweet Potatoes and Pecans, Mashed Cinnamon Butternut Squash, Mixed Greens with Edamame, Radish, and Avocado, Shredded Carrot and Beet Salad, Stir-Fried Baby Bok Choy with Shiitake Mushrooms, Warm Napa Cabbage Slaw

Protein-Building Foods: Baked Citrus Halibut with Tomato Sauce, Middle Eastern Chickpea Burgers, Poached Salmon with Moroccan Pesto, Triple-Citrus Ginger Black Cod

Anytime Foods: Black Bean Hummus, Cannellini Bean Dip with Kalamata Olives, Curried Hummus, Edamame Avocado Dip with Wasabi, Mediterranean Lentil Salad, Navy Bean and Sun-Dried Tomato Dip

Tonics and Elixirs: Cantaloupe Granita with Mint, Commonweal’s Most Nourishing and Healing Tea, Green Tea Ginger Lemonade, Mango Coconut Smoothie, Mouthwatering Watermelon Granita, Pineapple Ginger Smoothie

Dollops of Yum!: Apricot Pear Chutney, Avocado Dressing, Basil Lemon Drizzle, Cashew Cream, Cilantro Lime Vinaigrette, Parsley Basil Drizzle, Pistachio Cream, Seasonal Stewed Fruit, Signora’s Tomato Sauce, Sweet and Savory Yogurt, Tomato Mint Chutney, Zesty Lemon Fennel Vinaigrette

Sweet Bites: Baked Apples Filled with Dates and Pecans, Cardamom Maple Mini Macaroons, Poached Pears with Saffron Broth

Between Treatments

Once your appetite returns to what feels like normal, continue to eat in a healthy and nourishing manner.

One colorful way to stay well nourished is to eat a rainbow of deeply hued fruits and vegetables, as they generally contain the highest level of cancer-fighting nutrients. All of the recipes in this cookbook are appropriate then—or anytime. In addition, I recommend the following immune boosters on a daily basis:


	Smoothie or protein shake


	Commonweal’s Most Nourishing and Healing Tea


	Chicken Magic Mineral Broth, Magic Mineral Broth, or Pasture Beef Bone Broth


	Cinnamon Ginger Tea, Ginger Peppermint Green Tea, Green Tea Ginger Lemonade, or any other green tea




Enhancing Flavor and Dealing with Taste Changes

There’s one side effect I didn’t discuss above because in the context of a cookbook, it really deserves a whole section unto itself. The technical term is “transient taste change,” but I just say it’s what happens when your taste buds go kaflooey during treatment. A good number of the people I’ve worked with complain of a metallic taste in their mouth as they go through their cancer therapies, most notably chemotherapy. They’re not imagining things. Cancer therapies can not only damage taste buds or throw off their balance but also cause sudden sensitivities to hot and cold. That’s the bad news. The good news is that many of these changes wax and wane even between treatments, and they often disappear after treatment. The reason, according to Dr. Linda Bartoshuk of the University of Florida Dental School, is that taste buds and taste nerves regenerate rapidly, often within weeks.

The great news is that, even if your taste buds have been drained of vitality, I have a tool that can help revitalize them. It’s called FASS, which stands for Fat, Acid, Salt, and Sweet. In my kitchen, olive oil represents the fat, lemons are the acid, sea salt is the only salt I’ll touch, and Grade B organic maple syrup is my preferred sweet. You’ll find this Fantastic Four of seasonings right next to my stove, as ever-present and important to me as a spreadsheet is to an accountant.

FASS started off as a culinary tool to help any dish whose flavor strayed off course during the cooking process, and to bring food to the table bursting with flavor. Think of cooking as a game of darts, with the bull’s-eye being that absolute moment of yum. Each element of FASS represents a culinary quadrant of the dartboard. When they’re balanced and work in harmony, you’ll hit the bull’s-eye. Acid and salt add high notes to taste, each in their own way; fat and sweet tend to bring roundness and fullness to a dish. FASS is really just an acronym to remind you of these fundamentals, which chefs and many cooks do by intuition much of the time.

When I make a soup, I taste it throughout the cooking process. When I teach, I always suggest that people develop this habit. It’s a fun way to fix into your memory what each new player brings to the table, and constant tasting is the only way to ensure a dish has optimum flavor without running the risk of having to resort to drastic measures after it’s completed. If you’ve ever tried to put wiring into a house after the walls are up, you know what I’m talking about. By adding a spritz of lemon here or a pinch of salt there, you can alchemize the ingredients so that what hits the tongue in the end is pure bliss.

That’s FASS as a culinary tool, and it’s a mighty powerful use of yum. But it only scratches the surface of what FASS can do to address taste changes in people undergoing treatment. It’s a strange thing about chefs and taste—we all depend on it to make a living, yet very few chefs, or even physicians and scientists, know how the taste buds work. But to most effectively compensate for malfunction of the taste buds, you need to know how they work when things are normal.

For nearly a century, the conventional wisdom said that individual taste buds resided in different regions of the tongue: Sweet up front, bitter in back, and sour and salt on different sides. Fat wasn’t even seen as a taste but more as a sense. As it turns out, this conventional wisdom wasn’t so wise. Researchers now think there are small islands of different types of taste buds spread around the tongue and—get this—even on the soft palate, upper esophagus, and epiglottis.

Our taste guru, Linda Bartoshuk, says, “If you want to prove this to yourself, put a little salt on your finger and touch it to the area about halfway back in your mouth where the hard palate meets the soft palate.” We did, and she’s right; you can taste salt there. When you think about it, this built-in redundancy makes sense. The ability to taste sweet versus bitter—which allowed our ancient ancestors to differentiate what was edible from what was poisonous—was crucial for allowing our species to get where it is today.

So what’s going on when suddenly your mouth feels like it’s full of aluminum, or when everything starts tasting like cardboard? And, more importantly, what can we do to bring the sense of taste back to life?

Normally, the brain combines sensory input from the taste buds and the sense of smell, and the resulting neuronal input is taste. It’s kind of like a color wheel; mix blue and yellow in equal portions and you get green, without fail. Now imagine the painter who one day starts mixing paints only to find that blue and yellow are yielding a very pale shade of green, certainly not the tone she wants and expects. Frustrated and annoyed, she throws down her palette in disgust and stalks off to watch Judge Judy. So it is with taste buds damaged by cancer therapy: Their sensory output becomes distorted or impaired, so the brain can only pick up a whisper of the flavor and therefore produces a taste in conflict with what the eater expects. As a result, your all-time favorite treat, say warm banana bread fresh from the oven, may look delicious, and it may even smell delicious, but when you taste it, it’s anything but. So you push back from the table, disappointed and disengaging from one of the most important things you must do during treatment: eat. And as for those phantom metallic tastes? Well, that would be like our painter looking down at her palette and realizing that no matter what colors she wants to mix, there’s always a splotch of orange to contend with. Again, who wants to deal with that?

I recently conducted a cooking class for a bunch of second-year medical students at UCSF who were in a program entitled “Caring for the Seriously Ill.” I wanted to give them a feel of what it’s like to live with transient taste change during cancer therapy. They watched hungrily as I cooked up a batch of carrot-ginger soup, which unbeknownst to them I had watered down just enough to throw off the taste. Still the bright orange color looked just about right, and a hint of the smell was also there. They lined up to taste the soup, anticipation in their eyes, but upon taking a sip they looked disappointed, to say the least.

Now that I had their attention, I explained the role that FASS plays for the taste impaired. Salt is where I often start. Not regular table salt, mind you, as it’s bitter and devoid of trace minerals. Sea salt, on the other hand, has more than eighty minerals and a much fuller flavor as a result. For people experiencing deadened taste buds, a tiny amount of sea salt can make a huge difference as it stimulates nerve endings and ignites taste. It’s kind of like cranking up the volume on your stereo. By contrast, lemons, citrus in general, and other acidic ingredients are like turning up the treble and can brighten up whatever tastes you’ve brought out with the salt.

Sweet—in this case Grade B organic maple syrup—adds a depth or roundness to flavor that’s the equivalent of hearing an orchestra in a concert hall, rather than on your stereo. Just a bit of sweetness can transform a two-dimensional taste encounter into a memorable 3-D culinary experience.

As for fat, think of it as the taxi that provides transportation to the concert hall for all of the tastes sweet, salt, and acidity generate; without a ride, they can’t get there. Fat serves as a chauffeur supreme, carrying tastes to the different islands of taste buds throughout the mouth, guaranteeing that all the buds—impaired and healthy—have an opportunity to at least listen to the concert.

FASS isn’t foolproof. In some cases there’s damage to the nerve roots, the highways that take the information from taste buds to the brain. But fortunately there’s some built-in redundancy here, too, and I’ve yet to meet anyone in treatment who wasn’t helped by an application of the FASS principle. For those with little or no change in the sense of taste, FASS makes a good meal great. For those with more challenging taste issues, it can spell the difference between finding meals palatable, which keeps the appetite engaged, and losing interest in eating. A case in point is Susan, a woman in treatment for breast cancer who was in the audience at a cooking demonstration I gave at a hospital. I was making butternut squash soup and had used FASS to get it to yum for everyone—everyone that is, except Susan. When the little cups of soup were passed out to the audience, the crowd responded with “yummms” and “ahhhs.” But Susan wasn’t smiling. “Okay,” I told the audience, “nobody’s leaving until Susan is happy!”

Susan explained that even before treatment she’d had especially sensitive taste buds (making her fall into that category of people known as “supertasters”), and that treatment had left her with a bitter taste in her mouth. I asked Susan to rate the soup on a scale of 1 to 10, and she gave the soup a 7. To me, that’s the culinary equivalent of dressing up in a beautiful gown only to hear someone say, “Gee, she’s a nice gal"—not exactly a raving endorsement. I knew I could do better, so I called Susan up to make sure she really did have sensitivity to bitterness. It wasn’t that I doubted her; sometimes people aren’t sure exactly what their taste deficit is, so they take their best guess. In Susan’s case, she was spot on, but I wanted to give her taste buds a little workout. First I added just two little pinches of sea salt to the pot, which contained about four cups of soup.

“Better,” she said.

Then I added just five drops of lemon juice. Yes, this was bitter, but would this tiny amount affect Susan? Again, a taste—and a face.

“I liked it better before,” she said.

The audience was astounded that such small amounts could affect the taste of that volume of soup. Then came the clincher: an eighth of a teaspoon (no, that’s not a misprint) of maple syrup. Taste. Nod. Grin. “Now that’s more like it!” said Susan.

FASS Fixes for Taste Bud Troubles

If your taste buds are saying______, use this FASS fix.


Things have a metallic taste. Add a little sweetener, like maple syrup or agave nectar, and a squeeze of lemon. You could also try adding fat, such as a nut cream or butter.

Things taste too sweet. Start by adding 6 drops of lemon or lime juice. Keep adding it in small increments until the sweet taste becomes muted.

Things taste too salty. Add ¼ teaspoon of lemon juice. It erases the taste of salt.

Things taste too bitter. Add a little sweetener, like maple syrup or agave nectar.

Everything tastes like cardboard. Add more sea salt until the flavor of the dish moves toward the front of the mouth. A spritz of fresh lemon juice also helps.



If you are having trouble swallowing or dealing with mouth sores, add fat, such as a nut cream, to your food. Eat blended or pureed foods, such as blended soups, smoothies, and granitas. Stay away from ginger, curry, red pepper flakes, and other strong spices.
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Learning Your Food Preferences

Okay, we’ve covered some fundamentals about taste, but that’s only half the game. An often-ignored part of appetite allure is texture. Let’s use mushrooms as an example. People tend to love ‘em or hate ‘em (in my experience there’s rarely a middle ground). And the reason usually has nothing to do with taste; it’s the slippery texture they often have once they’re cooked.

So how do you figure out taste and texture preferences—whether yours or someone else’s? For those in treatment, this isn’t an idle question; it’s absolutely vital. Sometimes the question “What do you like to eat?” can be so hard to answer. Yet a detailed answer is necessary if people with cancer are to find healthier, more nutritious, and appealing substitutes for the foods they prefer. I’ve learned that sustainable change only occurs if you meet people where they are, rather than insisting that they start where you’d like them to be. Especially at first, changes to a more healthful diet might have to take place gradually, with lots of hand-holding and understanding. I wouldn’t take someone who is basically a meat-and-potatoes guy and expect to perform a culinary coup d’état that lands him in a strict vegan diet. That’s counterproductive. It will never last, and he’ll resent the change every step of the way. It doesn’t matter how nutritious and healthful the new regime is; in the long run, as Chinese medicine and nutrition expert Michael Broffman notes, “If it doesn’t taste good and you won’t eat it, by definition it can’t be good food.”

I’ve come up with a tool that gets to the heart of people’s connection or disconnection with food. It’s a questionnaire I use during what I call my “culinary intake,” an hour-or-so process where I sit down with a new client and their caregivers (usually family members) to get to know the person and his or her situation. It’s a fun process—and often funny. I’ll ask people what their favorite food is and because they think of me as the “healthy” chef in the room, they’ll say something like “Oh, I really like broccoli.”

And I’ll say, “Really? Broccoli? That’s funny, because I love cinnamon jelly beans. Used to eat ‘em by the handful.”

The only way to get an honest answer is to drop any judgments. The point is to find the person’s comfort level and work within those parameters. If someone’s straight with me and admits to being a Ding Dong addict, that’s fine—great, in fact. Why? Because it tells me they have a sweet tooth. How can I make that work in the person’s favor? By remembering to add something a little sweet—a healthy sweet—into each meal. For example, I’d be sure to top Velvety Red Lentil Dahl with Apricot Pear Chutney. Similarly, if my interview turns up the fact that a person really likes crunchy foods like pretzel sticks, I’d make darn sure to include croutons or another crunchy topping on every healthy soup.

Doing this accomplishes two nutritional goals, both of which serve people in treatment. First, by including their favorite textures and tastes as often as possible, I’m creating allure to bring them to a dish they might not otherwise try. By giving them that hit of a taste or texture they like, I help them experience the delicious, nutritious nature of the other outstanding foods in the meal. So a woman who wouldn’t go near a broccoli stalk suddenly finds herself enjoying creamy broccoli potato soup. Why? Because potatoes, which she likes, are in the foreground, and the broccoli, instead of being presented in chunks—a texture she eschews—is creamy and colorful, a background canvas for the rest of the meal. Put a small shaving of Cheddar on top—another food she craves—and there’s no way she’ll turn her nose up at this soup. Secondly, by getting that satisfying hit of a taste they like, they won’t feel so deprived, making it far less likely that they’ll go on a binge.

Many of the questions below are pretty straightforward, but I recommend that you really give them some thought, and even write down your answers. I also recommend paying special attention to one question that may seem a bit unusual: If your taste buds could travel around the world, where would they go? After the questionnaire you’ll find a tool I call global flavorprints, which can help you make the most of the insight you gain from this questionnaire.

Discovering Your Culinary Preferences


	Do you have any food allergies, for example, to nuts?


	What are your favorite foods? (Don’t hold back; chocolate and jelly beans count!)


	Why do you like them? What, specifically, about them do you like?


	What are your comfort foods, or what foods make you happy?


	If you were banished to a desert island, what’s the one food you would take with you and why?


	What kinds of food do you crave and why?


	What are your favorite tastes? If your taste buds could travel around the world, where would they go? Multiple landings are allowed!


	What are your favorite or least favorite textures? Do you enjoy crispy, crunchy, or smooth textures? For example, do you like chunky, hearty soups, or smooth and creamy soups, or both?


	What foods do you not like or not want included in your meals? For example, do you love or hate cilantro?


	What kind of relationship do you have with food? Did you grow up with family members who cooked? Was gathering at the dinner table a happy or upsetting experience?


	Where are your ancestors from?


	Do you have any specific comforting food memories?


	How many meals do you eat a day—small meals more often, or one big meal?


	How do you feel when you’re eating? Do you feel nourished and satiated?


	Do you eat to live or live to eat?


	Do you cook or does someone else in your family cook?


	Do you want to cook or be a part of the cooking process?


	If you cook, how often do you cook?


	What are your goals pertaining to food; for example, do you want to become re-inspired or make a transition to new dietary guidelines?




The Power of Herbs and Spices

When it comes to increasing the yum factor of food, nothing does the trick better than herbs and spices. (And as you’ll learn below, these flavorful ingredients also have powerful healing properties.) Here’s a little tip about how to use herbs and spices to release maximum flavor and phytochemicals. When using dried herbs and spices, don’t sprinkle them on at the end. Instead, add them near the beginning of the process, especially if the dish is cooked. The reason? Heat, especially in combination with a bit of fat, like olive oil, breaks down the oils in the spices and releases them into the food. These oils carry much of the taste, and with it the healing benefits of the spice. As far as fresh herbs like cilantro, mint, and parsley are concerned, it’s best to add them at the end, to retain maximum flavor and color.

A lot of people I teach are afraid of adding herbs and spices, fearful of overdoing it. Use the recipes in the book as a guide for how much of each herb or spice to add and when. After a while, you’ll get a feel for the amounts that work for you. You’ll also find that certain groups of spices like to hang out together, as indicated in the following chart of global flavorprints. It lists many of the herbs and spices associated with a variety of popular cuisines. To capture the essence of a cuisine, I generally recommend using three spices from its list. This will allow you to bring the flavors of your favorite restaurants home in far healthier versions to create in your own kitchen.

Global Flavorprints

Italian: Garlic, basil, oregano, parsley, rosemary, bay leaves, nutmeg, fennel seeds, red pepper flakes, marjoram, sage (and mint in Sicilian cooking)

French: Tarragon, chervil, parsley, thyme, rosemary, nutmeg, saffron, bay leaves, garlic, green and pink peppercorns

Spanish: Saffron, paprika, garlic, parsley, cumin seeds

Greek: Oregano, mint, garlic, cinnamon, dill weed, nutmeg

Middle Eastern: Allspice, oregano, marjoram, mint, sesame seeds, garlic, dill weed, cinnamon, cumin seeds, coriander seeds, cilantro, anise seeds

North African (Moroccan): Red pepper flakes, cumin seeds, coriander seeds, cilantro, mint, saffron, garlic, cinnamon, ginger, turmeric

German: Caraway seeds, dill seeds and weed, cinnamon, ginger, nutmeg, white pepper, juniper berries, allspice, mustard seeds

Hungarian: Paprika, poppy seeds, caraway seeds, garlic, white pepper

Russian: Dill weed, cilantro, parsley, mint

Chinese: Ginger, anise seeds, garlic, red pepper flakes, sesame seeds, star anise, five-spice powder (a blend of star anise, Szechuan pepper, cinnamon, fennel, and clove)

Thai: Lemongrass, galangal root, ginger, Thai basil, mint, kaffir lime leaves, lime, curry powder, turmeric, coriander seeds, chiles, garlic, cilantro, five-spice powder, red pepper flakes, bay leaves

Indian: Red pepper flakes, chiles, saffron, mint, cumin seeds, coriander seeds, cilantro, garlic, turmeric, nutmeg, cinnamon, ginger, anise seeds, dill weed, cloves, mace, cardamom seeds, mustard seeds, sesame seeds, fenugreek, curry powder

Mexican: Chiles, oregano, cumin seeds, sesame seeds, cinnamon, cilantro

(This list was adapted from the Information Bureau of the American Spice Trade Association.)

Culinary Pharmacy

Clearly, herbs and spices play an important role in the appeal of food and can help bring reluctant eaters back to the table. But they have other benefits too: an unparalleled concentration of cancer-fighting compounds. Hundreds if not thousands of studies have looked at the effects of various spices or the compounds within them on tumors, cell regeneration, and numerous other biological processes that play a role in determining the effectiveness of cancer treatments. (For a list of some of these studies, consult the Bibliography.)

The following Cancer-Fighting Ingredients section outlines some of these healing properties, everything from cinnamon’s ability to keep blood sugar levels stable (which is important because people on chemo can be more prone to insulin swings and diabetes) to curcumin’s role in helping regulate nuclear factor kappa B (NF-kB), a protein complex involved in immune and inflammatory processes. Incorrect regulation of NF-kB and inflammation is thought to play a role in many diseases, including cancer. A fantastic study by Dr. Bharat B. Aggarwal at the University of Texas M. D. Anderson Cancer Center shows that many other herbs and spices, including basil, rosemary, cloves, ginger, and fennel contain compounds with similar effects on NF-kB, and that these compounds may actually stop the “master switch” that turns on cancer genes from being activated. Similarly, cancer treatments often tax the immune system, making people more vulnerable to infection and illness from viruses, bacteria, and the like. I’ve noted the foods that have antiviral and antimicrobial properties, such as rosemary, cloves, and mustard seed, which may offer protective benefits.

One final point about my benchmark for all these citations, namely peer-reviewed scientific studies. You’ll see a lot of qualifiers in how I describe the medicinal activity of foods—lots of ‘may’s and ‘could’s, as in ‘this may help reduce the risk of colon cancer.’ There’s a reason for this. While the number of studies looking at the food/cancer-fighting connection has exploded over the past ten years, much of the work has been done in the lab or on animals. Promising? Yes. But it’s too early in many cases to definitively say that something that works in a mouse will work in humans. Similarly, when studies of human diet show a particular population to be less prone to a certain cancer, it often takes a long time to tease what particular food—and what compound in that food—is responsible. Generally, the greatest amount of study in humans has come with research that looks at antioxidants and beta-carotene and how they affect cancer rates. The newer research, more limited to the lab and animals at this point, looks at phytochemicals—the properties that make up everything in a plant from its pigment to its enzymes—and how they interact when consumed. All this research is, in my opinion, great news. But the fact that the jury is still out in many areas argues—and my medical experts concur—for playing the odds when it comes to eating by consuming a wide-ranging diet. That way, you’ll consume more potentially beneficial nutrients, which is really the name of the game.

I like to think of the culinary pharmacy as a shop that’s open 24/7, with something in every aisle that can help people thrive during treatment. It’s one of my favorite tools in the tool kit. To find recipes that include each ingredient, consult the index.

Cancer-Fighting Ingredients

Agave Nectar: Anti-inflammatory. For all its sweetness, agave nectar actually has a lower glycemic index (in other words, sugar content) than many other sweeteners. This makes it an excellent substitute for folks worried about their blood sugar levels during chemotherapy, especially if they’re also receiving steroids that affect blood sugar.

Allspice/Allspice Berries: Digestion aid, antimicrobial. Allspice is great if you’re feeling bloated or gassy, as it relieves indigestion and soothes discomfort, especially in the upper intestines. Its volatile oil component is also a weak antimicrobial agent.

Almonds: Anti-inflammatory. Almonds are a fantastic source of fiber, which may help prevent colon cancer. They have twice the antioxidant power with their skins on. They’re also good blood sugar regulators, important if you’re on chemo or steroids that can elevate blood sugar.

Anise/Aniseed: Digestion aid, anti-inflammatory, NF-kB regulator. As a phytoestrogen, that is, a plant (from the Greek phyto)-based estrogen, anise can mildly boost production of female sex hormones. Since these hormones are sometimes used to treat prostate cancer in men (to counter the effects of testosterone), there’s some medical thought that anise could assist such treatments, though this has yet to be proven conclusively.

Apples: Anti-inflammatory. Apples, scientists say, have been shown in the lab to keep liver, breast, and colon cancer cells at bay.

Apricots: Anti-inflammatory. Dehydration from treatments can wreak havoc on electrolyte balance. Apricots, wonderful sources of potassium, can help rebalance your system, including regulating your blood pressure. Apricots’ iron content, which benefits oxygen transport, keeps hemoglobin and energy levels steady as well.

Asparagus: Anti-inflammatory. Inflammation in the body is now thought to contribute to cancer proliferation. Many foods, such as asparagus, have anti-inflammatory properties. In fact, the phytochemicals in asparagus mimic a type of anti-inflammatory called a COX-2 inhibitor. Asparagus is also rich in potential cancer-fighting nutrients such as vitamin A (in lab and animal models it takes on skin, breast, liver, colon, and prostate cancers), vitamin K (prostate and lung cancers), and folic acid (many cancers including colorectal, esophageal, stomach, and breast).

Avocados: Anti-inflammatory. The oleic acid that’s part of avocado’s monounsaturated fats may protect against breast cancer, while other phytochemicals and vitamin E are believed to combat prostate cancer growth. Glutathione, a combination of amino acids abundant in avocados, works as an internal vacuum cleaner, taking carcinogens (outside substances known to promote cancer, such as cigarette smoke) away from healthy cells they can damage. California’s Hass avocados have shown promising effects in taking on oral and prostate cancers.

Bananas: The high potassium levels in bananas replace electrolytes that can be lost during treatments. As with apples, they’re full of pectin, which soothes the stomach, and their natural fiber sweeps toxins from the intestinal tract, improves bowel function, and lowers the risk of colon cancer.

Barley: Anti-inflammatory. A certain percentage of breast cancers and other hormone-dependent cancers is linked to too much estrogen; lignan, a phytochemical in barley, binds with estrogen receptors in the body, which may interfere with estrogen production. As with bananas, barley is a high fiber food, benefiting digestion, and bowel function, and lowering the risk of colon cancer.

Basil: Digestion aid, anti-inflammatory, antimicrobial, antibacterial, NF-kB regulator. Radiation destroys cancer cells but can also be harmful to healthy cells. Two flavonoids (chemicals that are part of a plant’s metabolism) in basil, orientin and vicenin, protect human cells from radiation damage, as well as oxygen damage (too much oxygen in the cells, also known as free radicals, can be harmful). Basil’s oils also have anti-inflammatory effects similar to those found in asparagus. If your taste buds are off, or a sore throat or irritated mouth is affecting taste, basil can have a corrective effect.

Bay Leaf: If you need relief from abdominal cramps and gas, seek out bay leaves. They have a soothing and relaxing effect on the digestive tract, which can be thrown off-kilter by treatment.

Beans and Lentils: Anti-inflammatory. Having cancer once can put you at greater risk for recurrence, but beans and lentils can lower the odds. Studies show that diets high in beans or lentils lowered breast cancer recurrence in women. As with many high fiber foods, both lower colon cancer risk. They’re also linked to controlling blood sugar and carrying toxins from the body, both of which are important when undergoing treatment. They are fantastic sources of protein and numerous minerals including phosphorus, iron, protein, and the impossible to pronounce molybdenum, which, when deficient in the body, has been linked to stomach and esophageal cancers.

Beets: Anti-inflammatory. The rich red color of beets comes from the phytochemical betacyanin; studies show that it combines with the fiber in beets to fight colon cancer. Beet fiber is also unusual in that it helps increase levels of glutathione, which cleanses toxins from cells and the bloodstream.

Bell Peppers: Anti-inflammatory. Lycopene—also found in tomatoes—along with vitamin C and lots of fiber in bell peppers may offer protection against colon, cervical, bladder, prostate, and pancreatic cancers. The vitamin A—promoting carotenoid beta-cryptoxanthin works its wonders against lung cancer, lowering the risk of development. A host of antioxidants, including vitamins A, C, K, folic acid, and B6, also absorbs cancer-causing free radicals.

Black Pepper: Digestion aid, antibacterial, NF-kB regulator. Black pepper stimulates the taste buds to signal the stomach to produce hydrochloric acid, which aids digestion. The outer layer of peppercorns also contains piperine, an alkaloid that increases the body’s ability to assimilate cancer-fighting nutrients including beta-carotene, curcumin, and selenium. The National Cancer Institute says piperine also may have anti-inflammatory and antitumor properties.

Blueberries: Anti-inflammatory. Blueberries rule when it comes to anticancer properties. Their phytochemicals include ellagic acid, which interferes with the metabolic pathways that feed certain cancers. Another ingredient, kaempferol, can help reduce risk of pancreatic cancer. Another set of acids, called phenols, causes colon cells to self-destruct. Blueberries are also high in pectin (see Bananas).

Brazil Nuts: Anti-inflammatory. Brazil nuts contain high amounts of selenium, which helps fight colon and prostate cancers. The American Cancer Society notes that another Brazil nut antioxidant, quercetin, may trigger cell death in certain cancer cells.

Broccoli: Anti-inflammatory, antibacterial. Sulforaphane, a well-studied phytochemical in broccoli, appears to slow the growth of leukemia and melanoma. Another metabolite, glucosinolate, can inhibit breast and cancer growth. When broccoli and tomatoes are eaten together, their cancer-fighting capabilities are more powerful because their active compounds work on different anticancer pathways.

Buckwheat: Anti-inflammatory. Another grain that eases digestion, buckwheat has a high fiber content that regulates bowel function and carries toxins quickly and efficiently out of the body, which may help decrease the risk of colon cancer.

Cabbage: Anti-inflammatory, antibacterial. Cabbage, along with cruciferous kin such as cauliflower, kale, Brussels sprouts, broccoli, bok choy, and turnips, is extremely high in anticancer phytochemicals. One such property, indole-3-carbinol (called I3C for short), nearly doubles how quickly the liver can break down estrogen so it doesn’t remain in the body. Cooking cabbage for the right amount of time (in other words, not too long) is important to retain a compound called sinigrin, which reacts with an enzyme to release molecules that detoxify carinogens and inhibit the division and growth of tumor cells.

Cantaloupe: Anti-inflammatory. Studies at Kansas State showed that a carcinogen in cigarette smoke depletes vitamin A, which may lead to emphysema and lung inflammation. Cantaloupes, a rich source of vitamin A, can help make up for this deficiency in those exposed to second hand smoke. The American Cancer Society also suggests eating melons to protect against colorectal cancer.

Caraway: Appetite stimulant, digestion aid, NF-kB regulator. Like the peel of an orange, caraway contains the volatile oil limonene, which has been shown to protect against breast, skin, liver, and lung cancers in animals. It also has long been used to promote appetite and soothe digestion.

Cardamom: Digestion aid, anti-inflammatory, NF-kB regulator. A favorite of practitioners of Chinese medicine, cardamom is used to treat a whole host of digestive issues common to people on chemotherapy, including constipation, gas, and stomachaches. Just chewing on cardamom seeds can ease indigestion and brighten the breath. Indian animal studies offered preliminary evidence that cardamom may reduce inflammation and protect against growth of colon cancer cells.

Carrots: Anti-inflammatory. Studies show that just a carrot a day could cut lung cancer risk in half. That’s probably due to their extremely high vitamin A content, which is vital to promoting lung health. They’re also rich in beta-carotene (that’s what accounts in part for their beautiful orange color), which is associated with preventing lung, mouth, throat, stomach, intestinal, bladder, prostate, and breast cancers.

Cashews: Cashews provide a rich source of copper, which is important because copper deficiency is associated with increased risk of colon cancer. Like avocados, they’re also high in oleic acid, an anticancer component of monounsaturated fat.

Cauliflower: Anti-inflammatory. See Cabbage.

Cayenne and Chili Flakes: Appetite stimulant, digestion aid, anti-inflammatory, antibacterial. Capsaicin protects chili peppers from disease, and may also extend its protective properties to humans. Studies show that it decreases PSA levels—that’s the antigen whose level normally rises as prostate cancer develops. Capsaicin may also prevent stomach cancer and perhaps affect the spread of brain and spinal cord tumors known as gliomas.

Celery: Anti-inflammatory. Coumarin are radar-like phytochemicals that help white blood cells seek out potentially harmful cells, in this case cancer cells and the free radicals that cause normal cells to mutate into a cancerous state. Celery’s coumarins help to prevent free radicals from damaging cells, thereby decreasing the mutations that can cause cells to become cancerous. In addition, acetylinic compounds in celery can stop the growth of tumor cells.

Cherries: Anti-inflammatory. The tartness in cherries comes from perillyl alcohol, which, studies suggest, deprives cancer of the proteins it needs to flourish. It’s done well in lab studies against advanced breast, prostate, and ovarian cancers. Two other cherry phytochemicals, isoquercitrin and quercetin, inhibit colon cancer cells.

Chicken: Organic, free-range fowl such as chickens are nice sources of niacin and selenium, both of which have cancer-preventive qualities. Selenium is like a DNA repair kit that induces cancer cells to stop functioning and replicating, especially colon and prostate cancer cells.

Chickpeas: Anti-inflammatory. Aside from being a fantastic source of protein, chickpeas are good regulators of blood sugar and cholesterol, which can be affected by treatments. As with other high fiber veggies, chickpeas help flush toxins from the body and may reduce colon cancer risk.

Chives: Anti-inflammatory, antibacterial. Eat a lot of chives and studies say you’ll help decrease your risk of stomach and colon cancers. The magic ingredient appears to be sulfur; it’s abundant in chives and helps carry carcinogens out of the body.

Chocolate: Anti-inflammatory. We know about the incredible psychological benefits of chocolate, but it’s a physiological powerhouse as well. Chemically, the body literally sucks in chocolate’s nutrients, especially flavonoids (that’s the proanthcyanidins), which have chemoprotective effects. If you want to get the most bang for your chocolate buck, eat dark chocolate: It has four times the antioxidants found in tea.

Cilantro and Coriander: Digestion aid, anti-inflammatory, antimicrobial, antibacterial, NF-kB regulator. Cilantro packs a punch in the lab; its antimicrobial and antibacterial properties have taken out salmonella under the microscope. With regard to chemo treatments, cilantro is good if you have an upset stomach or nausea, as it relieves both. It’s been shown to help with general anxiety.

Cinnamon: Appetite stimulant, digestion aid, anti-inflammatory, antimicrobial, antibacterial, NF-kB regulator. One of my favorite spices for soothing the stomach, cinnamon—or more precisely one of its compounds, cinnamaldehyde—lessens inflammation associated with certain cancers. For those on steroids during chemotherapy, cinnamon also helps to keep blood sugar levels balanced, while its antioxidant and calcium/fiber combination lowers cholesterol and reduces the risk of colon cancer.

Cloves: Digestion aid, anti-inflammatory, antibacterial, NF-kB regulator. The kaempferol in cloves (and also in almonds, Brazil nuts, and broccoli) may especially benefit women: Human studies show that a higher kaempferol intake lowered ovarian cancer risk. As with cinnamon, cloves aid digestion. Cloves also contain a wonderful oil, eugenol, that seems to throw up a shield against digestive cancers, offering anti-inflammatory benefits while attacking toxicities from environmental pollutants. Another phytochemical, rhamnetin, kicks up clove’s antioxidant factor.

Coconut Milk and Coconut Oil: Anti-inflammatory, antimicrobial, antibacterial. Coconut is a great antibiotic. Half of its saturated fat content comes from lauric acid, which the body converts into monolaurin, a powerful antibacterial and antiviral compound. Monolaurin is the absolute enemy of many disease-causing germs, and may play a role in attacking cancer as well.

Corn: Cornell researchers found that the longer they cooked sweet corn on high heat, the more antioxidants were released from the kernels’ fibers and walls. This included ferulic acid, which appears to have cancer-fighting properties. Beta-cryptoxanthin, a corn carotenoid partly responsible for its lovely color, also may lower the risk for lung cancer.

Cranberries: Anti-inflammatory. No fruit is better at inhibiting the growth of liver cancer cells in humans. Many of cranberry’s compounds appear to be toxic to other cancer cells, while leaving healthy cells alone. This includes lung, cervical, prostate, and breast cancers, as well as leukemia. New studies say that whole cranberries may also target skin, lung, and brain cancers.

Cumin: Appetite stimulant, digestion aid, antimicrobial, NF-kB regulator. Like many spices used in Indian and Asian cooking, cumin has received increased laboratory attention for its potential cancer-fighting activities. Studies looking into cumin seeds showed a potential ability to slow down the growth of stomach and cervical tumors. Other studies suggest that it’s good for an upset stomach and relieving cramping, especially when the seeds are toasted.

Dates: Some of the sugars found in Libyan dates were shown to have potent antitumor properties. Another sugar, beta-D-glucan, regulates cholesterol and blood sugar levels by slowing down gut absorption of glucose.

Edamame: Anti-inflammatory. Edamame (or soybeans) jumpstart the immune system, and in one study soybeans kept cancer from developing in animals exposed to carcinogens. Their isoflavones act like roadblocks, starving cancer cells by preventing the formation of new blood vessels in the body.

Eggs: Anti-inflammatory. A huge study of 121,000 women suggested that eating three eggs a week during adolescence dropped the risk of breast cancer by 18 percent. Other components of eggs, such as choline and lecithin, improve brain and gallbladder function.

Fennel: Digestion aid, anti-inflammatory, NF-kB regulator. Fennel is good for the stomach because it’s very soothing, while anethole—a compound that largely accounts for fennel’s licorice aroma—lowers inflammation that may affect the development of cancer cells.

Flaxseeds: Anti-inflammatory. Flaxseeds are perhaps the best source in nature for lignans, a phytoestrogen that may help women who are dealing with estrogen-sensitive breast cancer by blocking estrogen receptor sites in the body.

Garlic: Anti-inflammatory, antimicrobial, antibacterial. Allicin, a compound in garlic that’s also found in onions, accounts for garlic’s pungeant smell and cancer-protective punch, especially with regard to colon cancer. A strong antibacterial and antiviral compound, allicin appears to keep carcinogens from affecting healthy colon cells.

Ginger: Nausea reducer, anti-inflammatory, antibacterial, NF-kB regulator. Even your grandmother knew that ginger was good for nausea and an upset stomach; that effect is increased when it’s consumed with some protein, which can be especially helpful for chemotherapy-induced nausea. Ginger’s active component, spicy gingerol, controlled the growth of human bowel cancer cells in animal models.

Green Tea: Anti-inflammatory. Green tea’s polyphenols appear to help keep carcinogens inactive in the body; they seem to have the greatest effect blocking cancers of the gastrointestinal tract, though they may also help prevent breast, prostate, and lung cancers. One potentially negative note: In a 2009 study, USC researchers found that some compounds in green tea, notably EGCG, appeared to block the anticancer action of the drug Velcade (also known as Bortezomib), used for multiple myeloma treatment. They suggested that patients taking this drug might want to avoid green tea.

Halibut: Anti-inflammatory. The omega-3 fatty acids found in fish such as halibut have great health-promoting properties. A few servings a week of fish rich in omega-3 fatty acids could reduce the risk of cancers including non-Hodgkin’s lymphoma, multiple myeloma, and childhood leukemia. This protection may extend to common forms of kidney cancer, as well as colon, breast, prostate, and lung cancers.

Honey: Antimicrobial. Most of the health buzz around honey comes from propolis, a resin-like substance that bees use to seal off unused combs in the hive. Animal studies have found that propolis has antimicrobial and anticancer factors. It also aids liver function.

Kale: Anti-inflammatory. Brassicas, the family of crucerifous vegetables that includes kale, contain loads of a compound called indole-3-carbinol. Animal studies in particular are looking at the compound’s ability to change the way estrogen metabolizes. That could affect estrogen-sensitive tissues, perhaps preventing lesions from turning cancerous or keeping cancer cells from proliferating.

Kombu: The presence of chlorophyllins in sea vegetables such as kombu may offer benefits to those dealing with breast cancer. Kombu also contains lignans (as do edamame and barley), which may prevent cancer from spreading beyond its original site.

Kudzu: Kudzu, a vine, and its vegetable offshoot may have many medicinal properties. Among its phytochemicals are daidzin and genistin, which in animal studies slowed the development of prostate cancer.

Leeks: Anti-inflammatory, antibacterial. Leeks, like their kin onions and garlic, are linked to a reduced risk of colon and prostate cancers. Kaempferol (which is also present in almonds, Brazil nuts, and cloves) may offer some protection with regard to development of ovarian cancer.

Lemongrass: Native to India, lemongrass is known for its powerful citrus taste. This comes in part from citral, an oil also found in lemon peel, that’s an infection fighter and muscle relaxant. It’s great if you’re dealing with cramps or muscle-related headaches.

Lemons: Anti-inflammatory, antimicrobial. The high vitamin C content in citrus fruits helps the immune system stay strong. Additionally, citrus provides the body with several anti-inflammatory and anticancer compounds, including limonene (in the zest), which promotes cell death in cancer cells. Liminoids are helpful if you’re dealing with cancers of the skin, lung, breast, colon, stomach, or mouth.

Limes: Anti-inflammatory, antimicrobial. Limes not only brighten up your taste buds, but they may boost white blood cell activity as well. Studies show that lime juice may help fight infections related to cancer, while lime sugars known as glycosides have demonstrated the ability to stop division of some cancer cells.

Mangoes: This fruit has many helpful properties, but it’s especially important for the gallbladder; regular mango eaters reduce their risk for gallbladder cancer by up to 60 percent. Mango extract may also keep healthy cells from turning cancerous.

Maple Syrup, Grade B: Maple syrup contains lots of zinc, which is good because the prostate concentrates more zinc than any other organ in the body, but if you’re low on zinc, your risk for prostate cancer goes up.

Millet: Anti-inflammatory. Millet contains laetrile (another name for amygdalin), which in the 1980s was touted by some as being a miracle cure for cancer; science quickly disproved that, and laetrile was discredited. But at least one recent study suggests that amygdalin may have some beneficial properties after all, especially the ability to induce cell death in prostate cancer cells. Millet’s high fiber also cleans out the bowel, which may decrease colon cancer risk.

Mint: Digestion aid, antimicrobial, NF-kB regulator. Mint is more than a great-tasting ingredient; it can actually make foods that don’t taste quite right more palatable to the taste buds. It’s also quite effective in relieving indigestion. As with cherries, mint contains perillyl alcohol, which in the lab stalls growth of liver, mammary, and pancreatic tumors. Mint is also loaded with vitamin C and beta-carotene, which lower colorectal cancer risk.

Mushrooms: Anti-inflammatory. Shiitake, maitake, and reishi mushrooms all appear to pump up the body’s immune system, potentially making it more resistant to cancer. The secrets may lay in their sugars—polysaccharides, to be precise—especially lentinan. Gastric cancer cells that were exposed to lentinan literally disintegrated. Another compound, lectin, stopped cancer cell division in its tracks. Some mushrooms also trigger the body’s ability to create interferon, which can help chemotherapy do its job more effectively.

Mustard Seed: Appetite stimulant, digestion aid. Mustard seed contains sulfur and nitrogen compounds known as glucosinolates, which break down into isothiocynates that slow down cancer growth in the GI tract and colon. Mustard seed also has a nice hit of selenium, which may offer protection against prostate cancer. On the tongue, mustard prompts salivation, which in turn promotes appetite. And it can help prevent indigestion.

Nutmeg: Appetite stimulant, digestion aid, nausea reducer, anti-inflammatory, antibacterial, NF-kB regulator. Preliminary studies suggest that one of nutmeg’s compounds, myristicin (also found in parsley), might prompt tumor-fighting ability in the body.

Olives/Olive Oil: Anti-inflammatory, antibacterial. The abundance of vitamin E and monounsaturated fats in olive oil translates into lowered colon cancer rates, while the oleic acid in olive oil cuts gene expression of a particular breast-cancer gene by 46 percent.

Onions: Anti-inflammatory, antibacterial. Onions—shallots, in particular—were effective in taking on leukemia in animal studies. Onion extract also showed antitumor properties, possibly because it helps carcinogens leave the body quickly.

Oranges: Anti-inflammatory, antimicrobial. Citrus helps against many cancers, notably mouth, throat, and stomach cancers. Indiana University researchers found that some of the oils in citrus, called monoterpenes, help eat up carcinogens in animals, slowing tumor growth. Vitamin C, which is abundant in oranges, has been associated with cutting colon cancer risk.

Oregano: Digestion aid, anti-inflammatory, antimicrobial, antibacterial, NF-kB regulator. Two antioxidants in oregano, thymol and rosmarinic acid (found in rosemary as well), scavenge for oxygen molecules that, left to their own devices, could damage healthy cells and lead to cancerous changes. Oregano is also a good source of antibacterial and antimicrobial agents, which are helpful when your immune system is being taxed by treatment.

Papayas: Nitrosamines, which are often found in the soil and in processed foods, can cause cancer, but vitamin C may negate this effect. Other papaya vitamins, such as folic acid and vitamin E, have cancer-fighting properties, and the fruit’s high fiber content can reduce colon cancer risk. Papayas are also a good source of lycopene, more commonly associated with tomatoes.

Parsley: Appetite stimulant, digestion aid, anti-inflammatory, NF-kB regulator. As with oregano, parsley’s oils, such as myristicin, have strong antitumor properties, especially with regard to lung tumors. Parsley also appears to neutralize particular types of carcinogens, like the benzopyrenes that are present in cigarette smoke, charcoal grill smoke, and fried foods.

Parsnips: An active ingredient in parsnips called psoralen shows promise for cancer treatment. Because light appears to trigger its activity, it has been used in drug form, in combination with UV light, to treat skin nodules of a type of lymphoma. Parsnips also have a high fiber content, which is good for staying regular.

Peppermint: Digestion aid, nausea reducer, anti-inflammatory, antibacterial. Mint makes our entire GI tract happy, from the tip of the tongue to the bottom of the stomach. It’s an extremely useful herb, which relaxes abdominal and stomach muscles, making it great for relieving cramps, decreasing gas, and aiding overall digestion.

Pineapple: Anti-inflammatory. It turns out there’s more to pineapple than a sweet taste and a load of vitamin C. Australian scientists looking at one of pineapple’s enzymes, bromelain, found two molecules that block cancer-related proteins and turn on immune cells that then attack cancer cells in animals. The researchers found this combination most effective in taking on lung, ovarian, bowel, and breast cancers.

Potatoes: Vitamin B6 in potatoes appears to control activation of a tumor-suppression gene, which is like turning on a power switch with the potential to zap cancer. And potatoes may have an overall detoxifying effect, as other compounds present seek out cancer-causing free-radicals.

Quinoa: Anti-inflammatory. Quinoa contains lignans; in the body, the gut converts lignans into enterolactone, which some scientists believe mimics estrogen, but in a way that might protect against hormone-dependent breast cancer.

Radishes: Anti-inflammatory. Eating a radish gives your liver some love. The sulfur compounds in radishes go right to the liver and gallbladder, increasing the flow of bile to maintain organ health and, as a nice by-product, improving digestion.

Raisins: The phenolic activity in raisins is simply phenomenal when it comes to controlling some cancers in animals. Cornell researchers found that mice that were fed a phenol-rich diet had a 70 percent reduction in intestinal tumors. These same phenols have excellent antioxidant action.

Raspberries: Anti-inflammatory. Certain pigments in raspberries, called anthocyanidins, kick-start a process that blocks the ability of tumors to grow. Ohio State researchers also found that black raspberries in particular prevented the beginning of esophageal cancer in animals and interfered with precancerous growths that already existed.

Rice: Anti-inflammatory. Rice derived from whole grains, such as brown rice, is a fantastic source of fiber and may also protect premenopausal women against breast cancer, particularly those who are overweight. Whole grain rice fiber can also reduce colon cancer risk.

Rosemary: Digestion aid, anti-inflammatory, NF-kB regulator. One of rosemary’s antioxidants, carnosol, inhibited skin and breast tumor development in animals. Rosemary has salutary effects on people as well, improving digestion, circulation, and immune function. It even gets the blood flowing to the brain.

Saffron: Digestion aid, anti-inflammatory, NF-kB regulator. A pigment in saffron, crocin, seems to convince human cancer cells to induce their own death—including leukemia and liver cancer cells. Saffron is also great if you’re having trouble digesting.

Sage: Another member of the mint family, sage is similar to rosemary in many of its medicinal properties. An extract of its essential oils is being highly investigated by cancer researchers who believe it may have therapeutic benefits.

Salmon: Anti-inflammatory. Researchers think that fatty fish like salmon have compounds that trip a series of cellular reactions leading to the release of ceramide, which could be a key factor in cell metabolism—it may tell cells, especially cancer cells, when it’s time to stop functioning. Salmon’s selenium may also offer protection against colon and pancreatic cancers.

Sea Salt: Appetite stimulant. Unlike table salt, which is generally stripped of minerals and to which iodine is added, sea salt contains numerous essential minerals, including calcium, magnesium, and potassium. Aside from its cooking benefits, sea salt is a wonderful source of elements that you don’t always get in your diet.

Sesame Seeds: Anti-inflammatory. As with flaxseeds, sesame seeds are rich in lignans, which may offer protection against hormone-related cancers. Similarly, sesame seeds are rich in gamma-tocopherols (a form of vitamin E), which studies say may help men dealing with prostate cancer.

Spelt: Anti-inflammatory. Unique among grains, spelt contains the tongue-twisting sugars known as mucopolysaccharides, which play a role in connective tissues such as cartilage. These same sugars invigorate the immune system and assist in blood clotting.

Spinach: Spinach carotenoids may offer help in taking on human prostate cancer, while another by-product, kaempferol, is being looked at with regard to lowering ovarian cancer risk. Spinach extracts are also being researched for their ability to inhibit stomach cancer cells from dividing.

Squash: Research on squash is not extensive, but preliminary reports suggest that the juice from squash may limit the ability of healthy cells to mutate into a cancerous state. Generally speaking, the fiber in squash, particularly winter squash, is thought to offer colon-cleansing benefits.

Star Anise: Antimicrobial. A popular food in Asia, Chinese star anise’s (Illicium verum) oils contain anethole, which has antimicrobial properties. It’s traditionally been used as a stimulant, as an expectorant, and to aid digestion.

Strawberries: Anti-inflammatory. As with raspberries, strawberries are loaded with anthocyanidins that inhibit tumor growth, as well as ellagitannins, which appear to have similar health benefits. (In one study, ellagitannins taken from pomegranates limited the growth of prostate cancer in the lab.) Strawberries also slow the growth of liver cancer cells.

Sweet Potatoes and Yams: Those beautiful orange-yellows of yams and sweet potatoes are the tip-off that these vegetables are loaded with cancer-fighting beta-carotene and vitamin C. One note: Wild yams created concern for a time among medical professionals because of their alleged ability to affect estrogen levels (they were thought for a time to be an alternative to hormone replacement therapy). More recent studies show no such link between yams and estrogen levels.

Swiss Chard: Anti-inflammatory. Perhaps one of the most powerful cancer-fighting foods, Swiss chard is loaded with beta-carotene, fiber, and vitamins A and C. Betalain, a pigment in Swiss chard, is also being studied for potential anticancer properties.

Thyme: Antimicrobial, antibacterial. Think of thyme as nature’s version of a throat lozenge. Soothing to the mouth and oral cavity in general, it’s also helpful with nagging coughs and congestion. It also has antiseptic and antibacterial properties.

Tomatoes: Tomatoes contain the powerful antioxidant lycopene. Put that antioxidant together with a healthy oil (such as olive oil) and the combination reduces risk for cancers of the pancreas, prostate, breast, and colon. Speaking of prostate cancer, it appears that eating tomatoes and broccoli together has a synergistic protective effect.

Turmeric: Appetite stimulant, digestion aid, anti-inflammatory, NF-kB regulator. When turmeric is consumed with a crucerifous vegetable, the curcumin in turmeric lowered the growth of prostate tumors as well as the tumors’ ability to spread to other parts of the body. Curcumin is also an anti-inflammatory. Traditional eastern Indian medicine, also known as Ayurveda, has long used turmeric for digestive disorders.

Walnuts: Anti-inflammatory. Walnuts contain ellagic acid (as do many berries), which caused cancer cells to self-destruct in the lab. It also appears to limit estrogen’s growth potential regarding breast cancer cells and it may help the liver to remove cancer-causing elements in the blood.

Yogurt: Plain yogurt, especially when fortified with probiotics such as lactobacillus, can moderate diarrhea and fight GI tract infections. It can also help keep the immune system strong.
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