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Praise for The Food Revolution

“In what promises to be the publishing event of the decade, John Robbins provides both the information and the encouragement we need in order to reclaim the health of our bodies and our planet. Packed with political dynamite, this book will change your life. Forthright and fearless, thoroughly researched and engagingly presented, this is must reading for everyone who eats.”

Joanna Macy, author of Coming Back to Life



“In The Food Revolution, John Robbins continues his groundbreaking research into the ill effects, both personal and collective, of the modern diet. Our food habits are the hardest addictions we face. Save your life. Save the world. Follow this book.”

James Redfield, author of The Celestine Prophecy



“A person who leads me to eat in a way that cultivates spiritual awareness is my kind of prophet. John Robbins gives me a light at the end of the tunnel as well as providing a moral compass. The truth has few allies these days. I have deep respect for John Robbins and join him in the belief that the way we eat has profound environmental impact on our planet. I think it's high time we had a food revolution.”

Woody Harrelson, movie and TV star



“With his brilliant and sharp pen / sword, John Robbins punctures the myths and lie balloons that lay millions of Americans in their graves every year. The Food Revolution will tell you how to save and extend your own life, show you how we can all easily work to reduce suffering on Earth, and give you a vibrant and vital sensation of life and health. This is one of those rare and truly transformational books: Buy it, read it, and share it with everybody you know!”

Thom Hartmann, author of The Last Hours of Ancient Sunlight



“Provocative and compelling, The Food Revolution delivers one of the most important messages of our time. Presented with clarity and conviction, Robbins leaves the reader sobered but inspired. He underscores the power that individuals can have when they vote with their knives and forks to save themselves and the planet. Nothing short of a call to action, this is a book to give to family, friends, and colleagues. I highly recommend it.”

Suzanne Havala, author of the seminal 1988 and 1992 American

Dietetic Association position papers on vegetarian diets, and author of

Being Vegetarian for Dummies and The Natural Kitchen



“This important book reminds us of the joys of aligning our personal choices with a concern for the environment. In my path of being vegan, my body, mind, heart, and spirit have all healed and grown stronger. And the incredible joy I receive from knowing that I am lessening my impact on this beautiful planet fulfills me in ways that a meat and dairy diet never could and never will.”

Julia Butterfly Hill, environmental activist, author of The Legacy of Luna



“John Robbins has done it again. The Food Revolution is a riveting sequel to Diet for a New America. I started reading it and I couldn't put it down. I was especially impressed with the chapters on genetic engineering. Robbins explains the situation better than anyone I've ever heard. For the hundreds of thousands of people like me, whose lives have been forever changed by Robbins' work, The Food Revolution is a MUST READ. The word revolution is normally reserved in our society for guerrillas and telemarketers. THIS revolution is ours. It's a simple choice in the foods we eat that will have a radical effect on the world around us.”

Adam Werbach, Former President, Sierra Club



“Beautifully written, The Food Revolution is a remarkable book by a remarkable man. It opened both my eyes and my heart. This is indeed a book that can save our lives.”

Riane Eisler, author of The Chalice and the Blade and Tomorrow's Children



“The environmental health movement has become one of the most powerful grassroots movements of our time. With this book John Robbins continues his role as one of the movement's most outspoken and eloquent leaders.”

Fritjof Capra, author of The Web of Life



“A vital and wonderful book, and easy to digest, this is a perfect read for anyone with a body, a mind, and a heart. The Food Revolution is the most positive book of the decade.”

Ingrid Newkirk, President, People for the Ethical Treatment of Animals (PETA)



“The Food Revolution provides a cornucopia of arresting and revealing information. Robbins shows, in ways that both shock and fascinate, how the food we produce functions as a fateful link between our health as individuals and the health of the planet that gives us life. Particularly powerful is his well-documented account of the havoc wreaked by the “big cattle” industry on everything from our arteries to our aquifers.”

Ed Ayres, Editorial Director, WorldWatch, author of God's Last Offer



“Once again, John Robbins enables us to find our way through the maze of information about food choices and the food industry. His impeccable research and visionary outlook are a gift to those of us who wish to make wise food choices. Personally, I found his reflections on many of the popular diets of our time to be extremely helpful.”

Ann Mortifee, vocal artist and composer



“The Food Revolution will finish what Diet for a New America started. It is magnificent. Give a copy to everyone you care about!”

Howard Lyman, President, EarthSave, author of Mad Cowboy



“Revealing a host of astounding facts that the food industry would like to keep hidden, John Robbins shows how healthy eating is not only good for ourselves but also for the environment. Excellent and essential reading for all who want to live healthy lives and help make the world a better place.”

Peter Russell, author of Waking Up in Time and From Science to God



“The Food Revolution has arrived in the nick of time to lead us toward healthy diets and healthy farms. Readable, poignant, brilliant, and amazing, this is the book to consult for the health of your family.”

Brent Blackwelder, President, Friends of the Earth



“In The Food Revolution, John Robbins points out that the typical ‘American diet’ is not only associated with adverse effects on human health, but with the reprehensible treatment of animals and irreparable harm to our land and water. Packed with startling facts and provocative insights, The Food Revolution is compelling reading for anyone interested in nutritional health, the treatment of animals, or even, simply, the fate of the planet!”

David L. Katz, M.D., M.P.H., Yale University School of Medicine



“John Robbins' The Food Revolution is undoubtedly the most comprehensive and sophisticated study on the political, ethical, and sane choices for a healthy diet. His candor and compassion guide the reader through advertising misconceptions to propaganda perpetuated by our food industry. If you wish to learn how to give your body optimal health, you had better tune in to the messages in The Food Revolution.”

Dave Scott, six-time Ironman Triathlon World Champion,

first inductee into the Ironman Hall of Fame, and

author of Dave Scott's Triathlon Training



“John Robbins does it again! The Food Revolution is a powerful and provocative expose of the political, economic, and social realities of our current food system. It challenges and inspires individuals to accept responsibility for our choices and to take action for positive change.”

Vesanto Melina and Brenda Davis, registered dietitians,

co-authors of Becoming Vegetarian and Becoming Vegan



“The Food Revolution is the most comprehensive and persuasive argument ever assembled for a plant-based diet being proper human nutrition. Your life and the future of humankind may depend upon the spread of John Robbins' vital message.”

John McDougall, M.D., Medical Director of the McDougall Program at

St. Helena Hospital, author of ten national bestselling books, and

host of the nationally syndicated TV Show McDougall, MD



“In The Food Revolution, John Robbins once again opens our eyes and awakens our hearts. His vision of health-enhancing, Earth-friendly food choices offers hope and direction for a nourishing and sustainable tomorrow.”

Michael A. Klaper, M.D., Director, Institute of

Nutrition Education and Research



“John Robbins is a wise man. In his engaging new book, The Food Revolution, John shares his wisdom in a way that touches our heart and mind. He makes us feel good about eating in a compassionate way that nurtures our body and soul. And his research into the dangers of genetically engineered foods is must reading for anyone concerned about health and the environment.”

Craig Winters, Executive Director, the Campaign to

Label Genetically Engineered Foods



“Indispensable reading for the concerned consumer, John Robbins' book tells you how to vote, with your knife and fork, for a sustainable, healthy, and humane world.”

Ronnie Cummins, National Director Organic Consumers Association, and

co-author of Genetically Engineered Food



“John Robbins has scored again. His writing style is engaging and sufficiently personal to make it MUST reading. And most importantly, he connects the dots that need connecting—environment, personal health, societal economics, and personal meaning. Scientific researchers also would do well to read what Robbins says.”

Colin Campbell, Senior Science Advisor, American Institute for

Cancer Research, Professor of Nutritional Biochemistry, Cornell University



“The Food Revolution is John Robbins' opening salvo of the twenty-first century to save our health and our planet. It is a review packed with facts confirming how our health is held captive by the greed of industry. It is a must read and an excellent review source.”

Caldwell Esselstyn, M.D.,

Preventative Cardiology Consultant, the Cleveland Clinic



“John Robbins shows the seamless integration between our food and our world. Diet and farming practices that are causing human disease are hurting animals and the planet. Now, genetic engineering, based on these damaging misunderstandings, is creating new dangers. Robbins clearly shows that the sensible path to restoring personal health is one with the path to restoring planetary health and with restoring moral relations with other living creatures.”

Martha Herbert, M.D., Ph.D., Pediatric Neurology, Massachusetts

General Hospital, Vice-chair, Council for Responsible Genetics,

Instructor in Neurology, Harvard Medical School
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Foreword

by Dean Ornish, M.D.

We tend to think of advances in medicine as a new drug, a new surgical technique, a laser, something high-tech and expensive. We often have a hard time believing that the simple choices we make each day—what we eat, how we respond to stress, whether we smoke, how much we exercise, and how well our social relationships support us—can make powerful differences in our health and well-being, even in our survival. But often they do.

I have spent most of my professional life using the latest high-tech medical technology to assess the power of low-tech and low-cost interventions. For the past twenty-five years, my colleagues and I at the nonprofit Preventive Medicine Research Institute have, in collaboration with other institutions, conducted a series of scientific studies and randomized clinical trials demonstrating that the progression of even severe coronary heart disease can be stopped or reversed simply by making comprehensive changes in one's diet and lifestyle. These lifestyle changes include adopting a low-fat, plant-based, whole foods diet; stress management techniques (including yoga and meditation); moderate exercise; smoking cessation; and psychosocial group support.

When diet and lifestyle—often the underlying causes of poor health—are adjusted, the body has a remarkable capacity to begin healing itself, much more quickly than we had once thought possible. On the other hand, if we literally bypass the problem with surgery or figuratively with medications without also addressing its underlying causes, the same problem may recur, new problems may emerge, or we may be faced with painful choices—sort of like mopping up the floor around an overflowing sink without turning off the faucet first.

While our work at the Institute has focused primarily on the individual health benefits and cost effectiveness of choices in diet and lifestyle, there is a larger, more global context for lifestyle changes as well. John Robbins has for years been an eloquent spokesperson for these larger consequences of our personal choices. And, as he clearly describes in The Food Revolution, the personal and the global are deeply related. Your own body and the body politic affect each other—for better and for worse.

Sometimes the world's problems seem so overwhelming that all we can do is focus on our own lives and those of our families and friends. Maybe you aren't interested in running for political office, or writing a book, or conducting research, or endowing a foundation. But the choices you make each day in something as fundamental as what you eat have consequences that are far-reaching, not only for yourself but also for a much wider society. Some choices may lead to healing, whereas others may lead to suffering, both individually and globally.

Awareness is the first step in healing, whether personal or social. Understanding the connection between when we suffer and why is a fundamental step in having the freedom to make different choices. Awareness can help transform suffering into meaning and action and may even be a catalyst for healing. In this context, pain becomes information and motivation, not punishment.

Good science also can help increase our awareness. Scientific research linking smoking with serious health consequences such as heart disease, lung cancer, emphysema, and birth defects has caused many people to choose not to smoke. These social changes have occurred slowly—over a period of several decades—but look how far we've come! Fifty years ago, every office building, meeting room, and airplane was filled with cigarette smoke. What used to be acceptable and even cool or hip is now stigmatized.

Many people are confused by the conflicting information they hear. For example, first they are told, “Margarine is better than butter.” Then, “Uh-oh—margarine isn't so good either; too many trans fatty acids.” “High-protein diets are good.” “Low-protein diets are good.” People often get exasperated: “These damn doctors, they can't make up their minds, just bring out the bacon and eggs and quit worrying about it!”

News media report on what's new, and they like controversy. There can be a hundred studies showing, for example, that a diet high in fat and animal protein is unhealthful, but if a new study comes out purporting that a high-fat diet is good for you, often it makes headlines, however poorly designed the study might be.

After reviewing the scientific literature, however, it becomes clear that the evidence is mostly consistent, not controversial. There is more scientific evidence than ever that switching from a high-fat diet rich in animal protein and simple carbohydrates such as sugar to a whole foods, plant-based diet high in complex carbohydrates provides a double benefit: You significantly reduce your intake of disease-promoting substances such as cholesterol, saturated fat, and oxidants, and increase your intake of protective food substances.

There are in foods at least a thousand substances—phytochemicals, bioflavonoids, carotenoids, retinols, isoflavones, lycopene, genistein, and so on—that have anti-cancer, anti-heart disease, and anti-aging properties. Where are these important substances found? With few exceptions, they are in fruits, vegetables, grains, and beans, including soy products.

New studies provide additional mechanisms and insights to help understand why a plant-based diet is more healthful than one high in animal protein. For example, elevated blood levels of a substance called homocysteine may increase your risk of developing coronary heart disease. Animal protein in your diet increases your homocysteine levels, whereas folate and vitamins B-6, which are found in whole grains and green leafy vegetables, help reduce homocysteine levels.

Unfortunately, a globalization of illness is occurring. Many countries have copied the Western way of eating and living, and they are now copying the Western way of dying. Illnesses like coronary heart disease, which used to be very rare in countries such as Japan and other Asian countries, are becoming epidemics, causing huge drains on economies as well as personal suffering—much of which could be avoided. Japanese boys now have cholesterol levels as high as those of American boys. We need a globalization of health to counter these trends.

Sometimes, people tell me, “I don't care if I die sooner, I want to enjoy my life.” They believe that eating a healthful diet is borrrrr-ing.

To me, there is no point in giving up something that I enjoy unless I get something back that's even better—and not thirty years from now, but after only a few weeks. When you change your diet, practice stress management techniques such as yoga and meditation, exercise, and quit smoking, the blood flow to your brain may improve. You may think more clearly, feel better, have more energy. (Remember a time when you had a rich Thanksgiving feast, and how tired and sluggish you felt afterward.) Also, when you make these changes in diet and lifestyle, the blood flow to your heart may improve. In our studies, we found an average reduction of 91 percent in the frequency of angina (chest pain) within just a few weeks. Even the blood flow to your sexual organs may increase when you make these changes in diet and lifestyle. As a result, sexual potency may improve. In addition, low-fat, plant-based foods can be both delicious and nutritious.

In the final analysis, of course, all of us are destined to die. The mortality rate is still 100 percent, one per person. So the most important question, to me, is not just how long we live but also how well we live. When we look back over our lives, how much distress did we cause? How much suffering did we help alleviate? How much love did we give, and how much did we receive? How many people did we help? These are profoundly spiritual questions; as such, they are often the most meaningful.

To the degree we can change our diets, we may be able to enhance our health, enjoy our lives even more fully, and reduce the suffering in our wake. We face a spectrum of choices every day; it's not all or nothing. You may not want to give up eating animal protein or fatty foods completely, but you may be able to consume them less frequently if you understand the benefits of cutting back, how quickly they may occur, and how far-reaching they may be.

John Robbins has dedicated his life to the journey of trying to make the world a better place for the next generation. Sometimes, he is intentionally provocative in order to get our attention and to make a point. Whether or not we agree with everything in this book (for example, McDonald's may deserve more credit for moving in the right direction) is less important than drawing our own conclusions based on the data and evidence that he and others provide. I greatly respect his intelligence and commitment; even more, I appreciate and remain inspired by his extraordinary compassion.



Dean Ornish, M.D.

Founder and President, Preventive Medicine Research Institute

Clinical Professor of Medicine, University of California, San Francisco

www.ornish.com

Sausalito, California, April 17, 2001
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Introduction to the 
10th Anniversary Edition

[image: Image] For some years now, the U. S. Congress and the entire country have been engaged in an intense debate over health care reform. Although the debate has been at times vitriolic, most people agree that something has to be done. For one thing, the U.S. is the only industrialized country in the world that doesn't guarantee basic health care to all its citizens. Forty-seven million people in the country are without health insurance. And for another, the U.S. spends far more on health care than any other nation—nearly double that spent per capita in those countries that come closest to us in spending, such as Germany, Canada, Denmark, and France.

The annual health insurance premium paid by the average American family now exceeds the gross yearly income of a full-time minimum wage worker.i Every 30 seconds, someone in the U.S. files for bankruptcy due to the costs of treating a health problem.ii

Health care spending is so far out of control that not only individuals and families, but the entire economy is buckling under the strain. In 2007, General Motors was spending so much money for its employees' health care that Warren Buffet called the corporation “a health and benefits company with an auto company attached.” That year, General Motors, like Ford and other U.S. automakers, paid more than $1,500 in health care costs for every car it made, while Japan's Honda paid only $150. Meanwhile, the chairman of Starbucks, Howard Schultz, was saying that his company was spending more money on insurance for its employees than it was spending on coffee.iii

It hasn't always been like this. In 2010, we spent more than $2.5 trillion on medical care. But as recently as 1950, Americans spent only about $8.4 billion ($70 billion in today's dollars).iv The increase has been mind-boggling. Now, adjusting for inflation, we spend as much on health care every ten days as we did in the entire year of 1950.

Perhaps such skyrocketing spending could be justified if the result was greatly improved health for the nation's citizens. But such, alas, has hardly been the case. It is not widely known, but our health has actually been declining in recent decades. According to a 2005 Johns Hopkins University analysis, “On most health indicators, the U.S. relative performance declined since 1960; on none did it improve.”v

Despite spending far more per capita on health care than any other nation, the U.S. now ranks a dismally low 37th among nations in infant mortality rates, and 38th in life expectancy. In 2010, the World Health Organization assessed the overall health outcomes of different nations. It placed 36 other nations ahead of the United States.

It's striking to me that in all the heated debate about health care reform, one basic fact is rarely discussed, and that is the one thing that could dramatically bring down the costs of health care while improving the health of our people. Studies have shown that 50 to 70 percent of the nation's health care costs are preventable, and the single most effective step most people can take to improve their health is to eat a healthier diet. If Americans were to stop overeating, to stop eating unhealthy foods and to instead eat foods with higher nutrient densities and cancer protective properties, we could have a more affordable, sustainable, and effective health care system. And more importantly, we'd be less dependent on insurance companies and doctors, and more dependent on our own health-giving choices.

Today, we have an epidemic of largely preventable diseases. To these illnesses, Americans are losing not only their health but also their life savings. Meanwhile, the evidence keeps growing that the path to improved health lies in eating more vegetables, fruits, whole grains, and legumes, and eating far less animal products.

At this point, the number of studies documenting the importance of eating more plant foods and fewer animal foods is enormous, and the data continues to pour in. The Physicians Committee for Responsible Medicine (PCRM) tracks such studies. Just in the six months before this edition of The Food Revolution went to press, PCRM noted, the following 13 studies were published in major medical journals:


Eating more fruits and vegetables increases survival rates in women with ovarian cancer. Women with the highest fruit and vegetable intakes have better ovarian cancer survival rates than whose who eat fewer of those foods, according to a study published in the March 2010 Journal of the American Dietetic Association. Researchers found that yellow and cruciferous vegetables (cabbage, broccoli, kale, collards, cauliflower, etc.) in particular contributed to longer survival, while consumption of dairy products and red and processed meats shortened lifespan. The authors concluded that low-fat, plant-based diets are not only beneficial for cancer prevention, they can also increase survival time in people diagnosed with cancer.vi



Eating more fruits, vegetables, and soy reduces the risk of breast cancer. Consumption of soy, fruits, and vegetables helps reduce the risk of breast cancer, according to a study published in the March 2010 issue of the American Journal of Clinical Nutrition. The research, based on more than 34,000 women in the Singapore Chinese Health Study, found that the longer the women had consumed these healthy foods, the less chance they had of developing breast cancer.vii



Animal protein is associated with decreased bone health. Animal protein is associated with decreased bone mineral density, according to a study published in the British Journal of Nutrition in March 2010. In a fiveyear study undertaken in Beijing, China, involving more than 750 girls, animal protein, particularly from meat and eggs, was found to weaken bones.viii



Soy protects against lung cancer. A report based on a major Japanese study involving more than 76,000 participants was published in the February 2010 issue of the American Journal of Clinical Nutrition. It found a significantly lower risk of lung cancer in non-smoking men and women who consumed the most soy, compared to those who consumed the least.ix Soy foods in the study included miso soup, soymilk, tofu, and fermented soybean products.x



A low-fat vegetarian diet and healthy lifestyle rejuvenates coronary arteries. Researchers reporting in the February 2010 edition of the American Journal of Cardiology found that men and women who followed a low-fat vegetarian diet, along with a moderate exercise program and stress management, measurably improved the function of their endothelium (the inner lining of arteries that is key to preventing heart attacks).xi



Chicken implicated in urinary tract infections. Bacteria from chicken products are a major cause of urinary tract infections, according to a study published by the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention in January 2010. Researchers examined urine samples from women who had urinary tract infections and traced the E. coli pathogens in the samples to contaminated foods. They found that most of the E. coli was ingested through meat products, 61 percent of which were chicken products. The authors concluded that chicken was the main source of urinary tract infection-causing E. coli. They also warned that E. coli from animal products are increasingly drug-resistant, due to the widespread misuse of antibiotics in modern livestock production.xii



Animal protein increases diabetes risk. Researchers analyzed the diets of more than 38,000 Dutch participants in the European Prospective Investigation into Cancer and Nutrition study. Their report, published in the January 2010 issue of the medical journal Diabetes Care, found a strong correlation between the amount of animal protein consumed and the risk of developing diabetes. Increased animal protein intake also coincided with increased body mass index, waist circumference, and blood pressure. Increased vegetable protein intake, on the other hand, was not associated with diabetes risk.xiii



Soy increases breast cancer survival. In a report published in the December 2009 issue of the Journal of the American Medical Association, researchers found that women diagnosed with breast cancer who consumed soy products such as soymilk, tofu, or edamame have a 32 percent lower risk of recurrence and a 29 percent decreased risk of death, compared with similar women who consume little or no soy. The report was based on the largest population-based study of breast cancer survival, the Shanghai Breast Cancer Survival Study, which followed more than 5,000 women for four years.xiv



Going vegetarian improves mood. Omnivores who cut meat out of their diets experience mood improvements, according to a report presented in December 2009 at the annual conference of the American Public Health Association. Researchers at Arizona State University divided omnivorous participants into three dietary groups: control (made no changes in diet); fish (consumed three to four servings of fish per week and no other meat); and vegetarian (consumed no meat or eggs). The vegetarian group experienced improvements in both tension and confusion categories, while the meat-eating and fish eating groups showed no significant changes in mood.xv



Pregnant women's diet affects their babies' risk of diabetes. In a study published in Pediatric Diabetes in October 2009, researchers found that women who consumed the least amount of vegetables during pregnancy were more likely to have babies who developed type 1 diabetes. Compared with women who ate vegetables daily, those consuming vegetables only three to five times per week had a 71 percent increased risk of having a child with diabetes.xvi



Meat consumption increases the risk of diabetes. According to a systematic review published in the October 2009 issue of the medical journal Diabetologia, intakes of red meat and processed meat were associated with 21 and 41 percent increased risk of diabetes, respectively.xvii



Soy intake decreases risk of hip fractures. In a study published in the October 2009 issue of the American Journal of Epidemiology, intake of soy products reduced the risk of hip fracture as much as 36 percent among women who consumed the greatest amount of soy. The study was part of the Singapore Chinese Health Study, involving more than 63,000 adults.xviii



Red meat increases risk of prostate cancer. In a study of more than 175,000 men published in the American Journal of Epidemiology in October 2009, the men who consumed the most red meat had a 30 percent increased risk of prostate cancer, compared to those who consumed the least.



Healthy People, Healthy Planet

The financial and health implications of our diets are nearly impossible to overstate. And there are other compelling reasons that we need a food revolution. President Herbert Hoover famously promised “a chicken in every pot and a car in every garage.” But as bestselling author and health advocate Kathy Freston points out: “With warnings about global warming reaching feverish levels, many are having second thoughts about all those cars. It seems they should instead be worrying about the chickens.”

Kathy Freston's comments appeared in her provocatively titled article, “Vegetarian is the New Prius.”xix She wrote it in the wake of a seminal report published in 2007 by the Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) of the United Nations.xx Titled Livestock's Long Shadow, the report states that meat production is the second or third largest contributor to environmental problems at every level and at every scale, from global to local. It is a primary culprit in land degradation, air pollution, water shortage, water pollution, species extinction, loss of biodiversity, and climate change. Henning Steinfeld, a senior author of the report, stated, “Livestock are one of the most significant contributors to today's most serious environmental problems. Urgent action is needed to remedy the situation.”

Comparing eating little or no animal products with driving a Prius, and likewise comparing eating meat with driving a Hummer, may seem farfetched. But this comparison, as striking as it is, actually understates the amount of greenhouse gases that stem from meat production. In 2006, a University of Chicago study found that a vegan diet is far more effective than driving a hybrid car in reducing our carbon footprint.xxi The scientists who did the calculations said that a Prius driver who consumes a meat-based diet actually contributes more to global warming than a Hummer driver who eats low on the food chain.

As Ezra Klein wrote in the Washington Post in 2009, “The evidence is strong. It's not simply that meat is a contributor to global warming; it's that it is a huge contributor. Larger, by a significant margin, than the global transportation sector.”xxii

One of the reasons is methane. Some people find it difficult to take cow burps and flatulence seriously, but livestock emissions are no joke. Methane comes from both ends of the cow, and in such enormous quantities that scientists increasingly view it as one of the greatest threats to our earth's climate.

And there's more. The United Nations' FAO report states that livestock production generates fully 65 percent of the nitrous oxide (another extremely potent greenhouse gas) produced by human activities. The FAO concludes that overall, livestock production is responsible for 18 percent of greenhouse gas emissions, a bigger share than all the SUVs, cars, trucks, buses, trains, ships, and planes in the world combined.

Similarly, a 2009 report published in Scientific American remarked that “producing beef for the table has a surprising environmental cost: it releases prodigious amounts of heat-trapping greenhouse gases.”xxiii The greenhouse gas emissions from producing a pound of beef, the study found, are 58 times greater than those from producing a pound of potatoes.

Some people thought the Live Earth concert handbook was exaggerating when it stated that, “Refusing meat is the single most effective thing you can do to reduce your carbon footprint,” but it wasn't. This is literally true. Even Environmental Defense, a group hardly known for taking radical stands, calculates that if every meat eater in the U.S. swapped just one meal of chicken per week for a vegetarian meal, the carbon savings would be equivalent to taking half a million cars off the road.

Not surprisingly, the U.S. meat industry has claimed that livestock production isn't to blame for global warming, and has tried to persuade the public, opinion leaders, and government officials that the FAO indictment of meat is overstated. But in 2009, the prestigious Worldwatch Institute published a landmark report that made the FAO report seem ultra-conservative in comparison.xxiv This thoughtful and meticulously thorough study, written by World Bank agricultural scientists Robert Goodland, who spent 23 years as the Bank's lead environmental advisor, and Jeff Anhang, an environmental specialist for the Bank, came to the staggering conclusion that animals raised for food actually account for more than half of all human-caused greenhouse gases. Eating plants instead of animals, the authors conclude, would be by far the most effective strategy to reverse climate change, because it “would have far more rapid effects on greenhouse gas emissions and their atmospheric concentrations—and thus on the rate that the climate is warming—than actions to replace fossil fuels with renewable energy.”

A Time for Action

A growing and overwhelming body of evidence tells us that there is a tremendous correlation between the food choices that are the healthiest, and those that are most socially and environmentally responsible. But this information does us little good if we keep right on doing the same thing.

While efforts to use government policy for social impact are controversial, there might be a place for it here. Why don't we tax the things that are bad for the world and that cost our society in the long run? What if we were to lower taxes on income, for example, while raising taxes on unhealthy and environmentally destructive activities? This could be a revenue-neutral way of encouraging steps towards a healthier population and a healthier world.

Could it be that the time has come for creating fiscal incentives that support people in making lifestyle choices that are healthier for the planet and that reduce the risk of the chronic diseases that are imposing an intolerable burden on us financially? What if we taxed agrochemicals, and used the revenue to subsidize organic and other safe forms of growing food? What if we taxed junk food and used the income to subsidize fresh fruits and vegetables? What if we taxed high fructose corn syrup, and used the income to subsidize and thus lower the price people pay for fresh vegetables? What if we taxed products that are responsible for a disproportionate share of greenhouse gases, like meat, and used the money to subsidize vegetable gardens and fruit orchards in every school and neighborhood in the country?

And government aside, what if the business community got on board? What if health insurance companies educated their members about the health benefits of a plant based diet, or lobbied for healthier food in such formative places as schools and hospitals? Might they realize payout savings, thus being able to reduce their member's premiums? What if large companies gave their employees bonuses and incentives to take steps towards a healthier lifestyle, and found that they reduced their health insurance costs in the process?

And without depending on government, business, or anyone else, what would happen if each of us took steps towards a healthier diet and a healthier life? What if we stopped eating the most saturated fat and junk food of any large population in the history of the world, and started on the path to a healthier diet, a healthier life, and a healthier world? The results would be impressive: We'd have genuinely happy meals, because we'd be eating far better and at far less expense. We'd be so much healthier as people that the amount we'd save in medical bills would go a long way toward solving the crisis in the health care system and toward stabilizing our precarious economy. And we'd dramatically reduce our emissions of greenhouse gases and thus have a more stable climate.

What do you say? Food revolution, anyone?



John Robbins

Soquel, CA





chapter 1

Introduction 
What Is the Food Revolution?

[image: Image] I was born into ice cream. Well, not literally, but just about. My father, Irv Robbins, founded, and for many years owned and ran what would become the world's largest ice cream company: Baskin-Robbins (31 Flavors). Along with my uncle, Burt Baskin, he built an empire, with thousands of stores worldwide and sales eventually measuring in the billions of dollars. We had an ice cream cone-shaped swimming pool, our cats were named after ice cream flavors, and I sometimes ate ice cream for breakfast. Not all that surprisingly, many people in the family struggled with weight problems, my uncle died of a heart attack in his early fifties, my father developed serious diabetes and high blood pressure, and I was sick more often than not.

None of that showed up on the balance sheets, however, and my father was grooming me to succeed him. I was his only son, and he expected me to follow in his footsteps. But things did not develop that way. I chose to leave behind the ice cream company and the money it represented, in order to take my own rocky road. I walked away from an opportunity to live a life of wealth to live a different kind of life, a life in which, I hoped, I might be able to be true to my values and learn to make a contribution to the well-being and happiness of others. It was a choice for integrity. Instead of the Great American Dream of financial success, I was pulled forward by a deeper dream.

Explaining that kind of thing to my father, a conservative Republican businessman who sometimes drove a Rolls Royce and never to my knowledge went a day without reading the Wall Street Journal, was not easy. At one point I told him, “Look, Dad, it's a different world than when you grew up. The environment is deteriorating rapidly under the impact of human activities. Every two seconds somewhere on Earth a child dies of starvation while elsewhere there are abundant food resources going to waste. Do you see that for me, under these circumstances, inventing a thirty-second flavor just would not be an adequate response for my life?”

My father was not pleased. He had worked hard his whole life and had achieved a level of financial success most people can only fantasize about, and he wanted to share his success and his company with his only son. From his point of view, I am sure, he got the only kid in the country who would turn down such a golden opportunity.

But turn it down I did, and, hungering for connection to the natural world and life's deeper rhythms, I moved with my wife, Deo, in 1969, to a little island off the coast of British Columbia. There we proceeded to build a one-room log cabin, where we lived for the next ten years, growing most of our own food. We were financially poor, some years spending less than $1,000 total, but we were rich in love. Four years into our time on the island, our son Ocean was born into my hands. Deo and I are still lovingly together all these years later, by the way—a rarity in our generation.

During this time we began to live by the values that would culminate, in 1987, with the publication of my book Diet for a New America. I was learning to perceive the immense toll exacted by the standard North American diet—and the benefits that might be gained by a shift in a healthier direction. I was learning that the same food choices that do so much to prevent disease—that give you the most vitality, the strongest immune system, and the greatest life expectancy—were also the ones that took the least toll on the environment, conserved our precious natural resources, and were the most compassionate toward our fellow creatures.

In Diet for a New America I described what it was that pulled me away from the path my father had envisioned and prepared for me, and set me instead on the one I took:


“It's a dream of a success in which all beings share because it's founded on reverence for life. A dream of a society at peace with its conscience because it respects and lives in harmony with all life forms. A dream of a people living in accord with the natural laws of Creation, cherishing and caring for the environment, conserving nature instead of destroying it. A dream of a society that is truly healthy, practicing a wise and compassionate stewardship of a balanced ecosystem.

“This is not my dream alone. It is really the dream of all human beings who feel the plight of the Earth as their own, and sense our obligation to respect and protect the world in which we live. To some degree, all of us share in this dream. Yet few of us are satisfied that we are doing all that is needed to make it happen. Almost none of us are aware of just how powerfully our eating habits affect the possibility of this dream becoming a reality. We do not realize that one way or the other, how we eat has a tremendous impact.”





In Diet for a New America, I attempted to show in full detail the nature of this impact on our health, and in addition on the vigor of our society, on the health of our world, and on the well-being of its creatures. I had no idea, while writing that book, that it would become a bestseller. I never suspected that I would receive 75,000 letters from people who read the book or who heard me speak about its message. And even if I had known how widely the book would be read, and how deeply it would impact the course of many people's lives, I don't think I could ever have imagined that it might help to impact choices on a larger scale. In the five years immediately following the book's publication, beef consumption in the United States dropped nearly 20 percent.

But in the last few years there's been a backlash. Fad diet books have sold millions of copies telling people they can lose weight and obtain optimum health while eating all the bacon and sausage they want. The U.S. meat industry has managed to divert attention away from the fact that the animals raised in modern factory farms are forced to endure conditions of almost unimaginable cruelty and deprivation. The USDA is proposing to irradiate increasing numbers of foods to combat the deadly food-borne diseases such as E. coli 0157:H7 that increasingly breed in today's factory farms and slaughterhouses.

Rather than clean up the conditions that produce these pathogens in the first place, the U.S. meat industry has strongly supported food disparagement laws that make it illegal to criticize perishable food products, and then has used such legislation to sue those who challenge their control over your wallet. They even sued Oprah Winfrey for saying that, based on what she'd learned about meat production in the United States, she was never going to eat another burger.

Meanwhile, the chemical industry has mounted an aggressive campaign to discredit organic food. And without the knowledge or consent of most Americans, two-thirds of the products on our supermarket shelves now contain genetically engineered ingredients.

The debate about animal products and genetically engineered foods, and about their impact on our health and our world, is not going to go away. It will be fought in courtrooms and the media, but it will also be fought in people's minds, hearts, and kitchens. In the process, those seeking a more humane and sustainable way of life—for themselves and for our society—will be criticized and attacked by the industries that profit from activities that are harming people and the planet.

As the discussion intensifies, so will the amount of information floating around. Some of it will be valid and rigorously accurate. And some of it will be the product of the public relations machinery of the industries that are selling unhealthy food and exploiting our world. I have written The Food Revolution because I believe that, given a chance, most people can tell the difference between the propaganda of industries whose entire intention is to promote and sell products, and data from researchers and scientists whose focus is the public interest.

I have written The Food Revolution to provide solid, reliable information for the struggle to achieve a world where the health of people and the Earth community is more important than the profit margins of any industry, where basic human needs take precedence over corporate greed. I have written this book so that you might have clear information on which to base your food choices. It will show you how to attain greater health and respond more deeply from your connection to all of life.

There is still strong in our society the belief that animals and the natural world have value only insofar as they can be converted into revenue. That nature is a commodity. And that the American dream is one of unlimited consumption.

There are many of us, on the other hand, who believe that animals and the natural world have value by virtue of being alive. That Nature is a community to which we belong and to which we owe our lives. And that the deeper American dream is one of unlimited compassion.

In 1962, Rachel Carson dedicated Silent Spring to the “host of people” who are “even now fighting the thousands of small battles that in the end will bring victory for sanity and common sense.” I have written The Food Revolution because I believe that virtually every one of us, if given a chance, would choose to be one of those people and would make our lives, if we knew how, into statements of caring and compassion.

I believe there is within every human being a desire to make choices that help create a healthier future for ourselves, for our children, and for our beleaguered planet and all the life it holds. This desire may be buried, it may be twisted, bent, and broken, it may seem all but destroyed, but it still remains, driving each of us even if from afar, hungering for an opportunity to be seen and heard and felt.

Judging by what appears in the mass media, it would be easy to think that people are only interested in the most shallow and trivial of concerns, that all we want is to eat our burgers, that we couldn't care less about how our food is produced and what the consequences will be to our health and to the wider Earth community. But that's a grievous lie, and it dishonors who we are. The truth is, most people care about world hunger, they are deeply concerned about global warming, they abhor cruelty to animals, they know the planet is in crisis, they sense much of the food we eat in this society is unhealthy, they are alarmed about the uncertainties of genetic engineering, and they are looking for ways to express their caring and concern.

I don't care whether you call yourself a vegetarian, a vegan, or an asparagus. I care whether you live in accord with your values, whether your life has integrity and purpose, whether you act with compassion for yourself and for all of life.

I don't care whether your diet is politically correct. I care whether your food choices are consistent with your love. I care whether they bring you health, uphold your spirit, and help you to fulfill your true nature and reason for being alive.

The truth, as has been said countless times, will set you free. But what is said far less often is that sometimes it first will make you confront habits of behavior and thought that might be limiting you, so that you might attain the awareness to use your freedom for the benefit of your greater self and all of life.

Not that long ago, the average American mother would have been more concerned to learn that her son or daughter was becoming a vegetarian than to learn that he or she was taking up smoking. Not that long ago, organic food products could only be found in specialty stores. Blood cholesterol levels of 300 milligrams per deciliter were considered normal, and patients in hospital coronary care units were fed bacon and eggs, and white toast with margarine and jam for breakfast. Not that long ago, people who ate food that was healthy, environmentally friendly, and caused no animals to suffer were considered health nuts, while those who ate food that caused disease, took a staggering toll on the resource base, and depended on immense animal suffering were considered normal. But all this is changing.

The revolution sweeping our relationship to our food and our world, I believe, is part of an historical imperative. This is what happens when the human spirit is activated. One hundred and fifty years ago, slavery was legal in the United States. One hundred years ago, women could not vote in most states. Eighty years ago, there were no laws in the United States against any form of child abuse. Fifty years ago, we had no Civil Rights Act, no Clean Air or Clean Water legislation, no Endangered Species Act. Today, millions of people are refusing to buy clothes and shoes made in sweatshops and are seeking to live healthier and more Earth-friendly lifestyles. In the last fifteen years alone, as people in the United States have realized how cruelly veal calves are treated, veal consumption has dropped 62 percent.

I don't believe we are isolated consumers, alienated from what gives life, and condemned to make a terrible mess of things on this planet. I believe we are human beings, flawed but learning, stumbling but somehow making our way toward wisdom, sometimes ignorant but learning through it all to live with respect for ourselves, for each other, and for the whole Earth community.

I have written The Food Revolution in the belief that—wounded and human as we are—we can still create a thriving and sustainable way of life for all. The restorative powers of both the human body and the Earth are immense.

When I walked away from Baskin-Robbins and the money it represented, I did so because I knew there was a deeper dream. I did it because I knew that with all the reasons that each of us has to despair and become cynical, there still beats in our common heart our deepest prayers for a better life and a more loving world.

When I look out into the world, I see the forces that would bring us disaster. I see the deep night of unthinkable cruelty and blindness. But I also look within the human heart and find something of love there, something that cares and shines out into the dark universe like a bright beacon. And in the shining of that light, I feel the dreams and prayers of all beings. In the shining of that beacon I feel all of our hopes for a better future, and the strength to do what we are here to do.

May all be fed. May all be healed. May all be loved.





PART I

Food and Healing





chapter 2

Healthy Heart, Healthy Life

 [image: Image] Has anyone in your life ever had a heart attack or suffered from serious heart disease? If you answered Yes to that question, you're not alone. In fact, most people in our society would be with you.

I would. I'm thinking at the moment about my uncle. Burton Baskin was my father's brother-in-law, and also his business partner. Together, they founded, owned, and ran the Baskin-Robbins Ice Cream Company. A talented man with a great sense of style, my Uncle Butch, as we called him, touched countless lives with his expansive spirit. His fatal heart attack struck while he was still in his early fifties, with a loving wife, two incredible kids, a wildly successful business, and everything in the world to look forward to.

Tact was never my strong suit, and maybe I should never have mentioned it, but a few years later I asked my father whether he thought there could be any connection between the amount of ice cream my uncle had eaten and his fatal heart attack. Given that my uncle had weighed something like 220 pounds and that he had certainly enjoyed the family product, the question seemed a reasonable one. But my father was not particularly interested in such reflections. “No,” he said. “His ticker just got tired and stopped working.”

I can now understand why my father would not have wanted to consider the question. He had by that time manufactured and sold more ice cream than any other human being who had ever lived on this planet, and he most definitely did not want to think that ice cream might be harming anyone, much less that it might have contributed to my uncle's death. Besides, not nearly as much was known, then, about the effects of saturated fat and cholesterol on the human cardiovascular system.

To this day there are a number of people in my family who are angry at me for mentioning any of this in public. They tell me that when I bring this up I am dishonoring my uncle's memory. But I disagree. Burton Baskin loved life, and I believe that he would want his story told, if in the telling it might help others to be more aware of the choices they are making, and more able to live in a way that brings greater health and happiness into their lives.

Similarly, it's poignant that Ben & Jerry's ice cream cofounder Ben Cohen needed to undergo quadruple bypass surgery in 2001, at age 49, due to serious coronary artery disease.

Am I saying that an ice cream cone is going to kill you? Of course not. What I am saying, though, is that ice cream is very high in saturated fat and sugar; and the more saturated fat and sugar you eat, the more likely you are to have a heart attack. This is not a value judgment, and it's not just my opinion. It is a statistical reality, arrived at by the most comprehensive and conscientious body of medical research in world history. What we eat does matter.

The irony is that my father, who like many men of his generation did not believe there was much connection between diet and health, ended up suffering from severely high blood pressure and diabetes, two conditions which also are directly linked with the kind of high-saturated fat, high-sugar diet he ate for most of his life. Thankfully, however, when he was in his late seventies, he changed his diet in the direction I've long been advocating, and he experienced major improvements in his overall health. I cannot tell you how grateful I was the day he told me, “Thank God some of us have lived long enough to learn a few new things.”

Many of us, though, will go on eating bacon and eggs for breakfast, and hamburgers and milkshakes for lunch, until the day we wind up in a hospital, hurting badly. We won't change until we get hit over the head.

Some of us, it seems, only know how to learn from pain. I can remember more times than I like to admit when I resisted learning new things with stunning tenacity, and held on to my opinions and behavior patterns despite insurmountable evidence that I was harming myself by doing so. I have been able, under a wide variety of circumstances, to remain loyally committed, despite everything, to my familiar ways of behaving, even when they no longer served any conceivable good purpose. Having acquired a great deal of experience that way, however, I now want to understand the messages life sends me and embrace the changes that are called for, without necessarily having to go through ungodly amounts of pain first.

The philosopher Nietzsche said it well: “He who will, the fates lead; he who won't, they drag.”

What keeps us stuck? What keeps us from recognizing the power that we have to make choices that honor our spirits and enrich our lives? What keeps us passive and distant from our greatness? What keeps us closed down when we could be vibrant and creative? The same thing that keeps the animal in his cage, even when the door is opened and he has the chance to walk free. Habit.

When it comes to food choices, habit is stupendously powerful. Our familiar foods give us comfort, reassurance, and a sense of identity. They are there for us when the world may not be. They can be our best friends, loyal and true. It does not take effort or creativity to do the same thing over and over again. There is ease and relaxation in doing what we have always done. And if our habits are continually reinforced by the society around us, they can become even more powerful and alluring.

On the other hand, it does take effort to question whether our conventional ways of thinking and acting truly serve us. It takes effort to ask whether our lives are in alignment with the prayers and deeper purposes of our hearts. It takes effort to consciously make choices that deviate from the cultural norms, yet bring us closer to our wholeness and true health.

We all know people who eat with great care and still get sick, and we all know others who eat any old thing and seem to thrive. But does this change the fact that we have far better odds for healthy lives and vibrant bodies that express our living spirit when we eat more consciously and make healthier choices?

If I told you that you could join either group A, in which one out of every two men and one out of every three women would die of heart disease, or group B, in which heart disease deaths would be practically unknown and people would be healthier in every other way as well, which group would you join? Group B, of course. You'd be nuts to choose otherwise. And yet, tragically, the vast majority of people in our society are in fact members in good standing of group A. Eating the standard American diet that's based on meat and dairy products, with plenty of white flour and white sugar, one-third of the women and one-half of the men in the U.S. population die of heart disease. Meanwhile, medical research is telling us that vegetarians and vegans (vegetarians who consume no dairy products or eggs) not only have far less heart disease, but also have lower rates of cancer, hypertension, diabetes, gallstones, kidney disease, obesity, and colon disease.1 They live on average six to ten years longer than the rest of the population, and in fact seem to be healthier by every measurement we have of assessing health outcomes.

I know what some of you are thinking. Maybe vegetarians don't actually live longer; maybe their lives are so boring it only seems that way. You're thinking, Being a vegetarian is like being celibate; it might work for some people, but not for me. But I want to ask you a question: How much pleasure is there in illness? Who do you think enjoys life more, the person who is flourishing in vibrant health, eating a deliciously prepared yet simple meal of wholesome foods, or the person who is burdened by weight problems and high blood pressure, gorging on steak and ice cream?

I'll tell you this: If you want to know what health is worth, ask the person who has lost it.

Scientific Data or Industry Propaganda?

The meat and dairy industries, naturally, disagree with everything I'm saying. They tell us repeatedly that their products are the cornerstones of a balanced and complete diet. They say we need the foods they produce to have adequate protein, calcium, iron, B-12, riboflavin, and zinc. They say that without the consumption of animal products, human health would decline dramatically.

What I think any sane person would want to know is this: Opinions aside, what does the hard data indicate? Does it support the contention of vegetarians and vegans that they have lower rates and less risk of heart disease, and indeed for almost all of the “diseases of affluence” that plague our culture? Is there sound science behind the claims that vegetarians are leaner and more fit people who outlive the rest of the population by six to 10 years? Or is this simply the fuzzy rhetoric of radical extremists?

The National Cattlemen's Beef Association and the National Dairy Council tell us again and again that we jeopardize our health and wellbeing if we do not consume the products they provide. Impartial researchers and nonprofit public health organizations such as the World Health Organization, the American Institute for Cancer Research, the American Heart Association, the Physicians Committee for Responsible Medicine, the National Cancer Institute, and the Center for Science in the Public Interest, however, have a different perspective.

It can get contentious. . . .

IS THAT SO?


“[It's a] myth [that] people who eat vegetarian diets are healthier than people who eat meat.”

—National Cattlemen's Beef Association2



“Studies indicate that vegetarians often have lower morbidity and mortality rates. . . . Not only is mortality from coronary artery disease lower in vegetarians than in nonvegetarians, but vegetarian diets have also been successful in arresting coronary artery disease. Scientific data suggest positive relationships between a vegetarian diet and reduced risk for . . . obesity, coronary artery disease, hypertension, diabetes mellitus, and some types of cancer.”

—American Dietetic Association Position Paper on Vegetarian Diets3





When we see industry statements juxtaposed nakedly against those from more objective sources, it is possible to see the contrast, get a sense of the differences, and appraise which is more likely to be true. But in everyday life, we are hardly ever given the opportunity to compare the messages we receive from industries promoting the sale of their food products with messages from more reliable sources.

The statements of the meat and dairy industries are important to evaluate because, even though they are no more true than any other form of advertising, they are broadcast so pervasively in our culture that they very likely have insinuated themselves into your mind. The meat and dairy industries in the United States spend literally billions of dollars annually, not only on advertising, but on thousands of other ways by which they influence what you think and how you spend your money. They provide free educational materials to schools. They issue a constant stream of public service announcements to radio and TV stations. They continually flood newspapers and magazines with press releases. They promote their products heavily to doctors, nurses, and dieticians. And they typically proceed with a veneer that implies they're doing all this for your own good.

The amount of money spent on food in our culture is phenomenal, and these dollars are, of course, highly coveted. There are whole industries with massive budgets whose entire goal is to sell their products. From their point of view, if their products are healthy, great, and if not, they'll find another marketing angle. They typically spend the most money promoting the very foods that are most harmful. They'll want you to be more concerned with what's cool or what other people are doing than what's healthy. And they'll tell you that their foods are healthy even when they're not.

This is not just misinformation. It is really affecting people's lives, and probably yours. There are industries profiting from keeping you ignorant, confused, and misinformed, buying and consuming products that lead to unnecessary suffering and death for you and your loved ones.

Today, heart disease is the number one killer of Americans.4 More people die from heart and blood vessel diseases each year in the United States than from all other causes of death combined.

What is the single greatest risk factor for heart disease? A high blood cholesterol level.5 And what is the single most important factor in raising blood cholesterol levels? The consumption of saturated fat. The correlations between cholesterol levels, saturated fat intake, and heart disease are among the strongest and most consistent in the history of world medical research. This is why every authoritative health body in the world, from the American Heart Association to the World Health Organization to the National Heart, Lung and Blood Institute, is calling for reductions in saturated fat consumption.

It is also, however, why the meat and dairy industries sometimes have not been happy with what has been learned. . . .

IS THAT SO?


“Who says meat is high in saturated fat? This politically correct nutrition campaign is just another example of the diet dictocrats trying to run our lives.”

—Sam Abramson, CEO, Springfield Meats6



“Meat contributes an extraordinarily significant percentage of the saturated fat in the American diet.”

—Marion Nestle, Chair of the Nutrition Department, New York University7





Take hamburgers, for example. . . .

WHAT WE KNOW


Percentage of adult daily value for saturated fat in one Double Whopper with cheese: 130 percent



Percentage of eight-year-old child's daily value for saturated fat in one Double Whopper with cheese: More than 200 percent





Scientists at the Center for Science in the Public Interest have studied the American diet for years, and have sought to give people sound information on which they can base healthy food choices. Recognizing the saturated fat in hamburgers, they have been outspoken about the health consequences of such food. “If you had to pick a single food that inflicts the most damage in the American diet,” they said in their newsletter in 1999, “ground beef would be a prime contender. Whether it's tacos, meatloaf, lasagna, or the ubiquitous hamburger, Americans stuff themselves with ground beef without a second thought about its consequences. ‘Billions and billions served’ means ‘billions and billions spent’—on doctor's visits and hospital bills.”8

How has the U.S. meat industry responded? Some of its representatives have called the Center for Science in the Public Interest “food fascists,” “culinary dictators,” and similar names.9 This gives me pause. Name-calling has never impressed me as a valid form of argument. I suppose it shows the frustration of an industry with increasingly reduced scientific grounds on which to defend its products. Still, I would think these people could grasp that there is an enormous difference between dictating your food choices, which is a form of coercion, and providing education as to what science has learned about diet and health, so you can make informed choices about matters that affect your health.

Others, a little more thoughtfully, have pointed out that there are some kinds of saturated fat that don't raise cholesterol levels. Red meat, for example, contains a type of saturated fat—stearic acid—that has little effect on cholesterol levels. But these comparatively rare types of saturated fat are almost always accompanied by the kinds of saturated fat that do raise cholesterol levels. Red meat is very high in another kind of saturated fat—palmitic acid—that is notorious for raising cholesterol levels.

With what we've learned about diet and heart disease, it is not easy to defend animal fat consumption today. Even the American Meat Institute and National Dairy Council acknowledge that the primary suppliers of saturated fat in the American diet are animal products—beef, cheese, butter, chicken, milk, pork, eggs, and ice cream. They like to point out, however, that their products are not the only culprits. There are a few other foods that are also high in saturated fat, such as palm and palm kernel oil, hydrogenated oils, margarine, and chocolate.

They are correct. But the producers of chocolate aren't trying to convince you and me and the rest of the public that the foods they sell should be the mainstays of our diets. You won't see famous actors and celebrities in expensive ad campaigns telling you that palm kernel oil is “real food for real people.” James Garner, speaking for the American beef industry, said that about beef. That was just before the actor, who was so fond of beef, was hospitalized for a quintuple bypass heart operation.

WHAT WE KNOW


Drop in heart disease risk for every 1 percent decrease in blood cholesterol: 3–4 percent10



Blood cholesterol levels of vegetarians compared to non-vegetarians: 14 percent lower11

Risk of death from heart disease for vegetarians compared to nonvegetarians: Half12



Blood cholesterol levels of vegans (vegetarians who eat no meat, eggs, or dairy products) compared to non-vegetarians: 35 percent lower13





Most of us grew up believing that animal protein is superior to plant protein, and that if we don't eat animal protein we are risking our health. This is ironic given that animal proteins, in particular, have been found to raise cholesterol levels.14 Soy proteins, on the other hand, have consistently been found to lower cholesterol levels.15

Meanwhile, the meat, dairy, and egg industries in the United States continue to tell you that you should eat their products. And medical researchers continue to say something else.

IS THAT SO?


“[It's a] myth [that] the risk of death from heart disease can be greatly reduced if a person avoids eating a meat-centered diet.”

—National Cattlemen's Beef Association16



“Vegetarians have the best diet; they have the lowest rates of coronary heart disease of any group in the country.”

—William Castelli, M.D., Director, Framingham Health Study, the longest-running study of diet and heart disease in world medical history17





It reminds me of the three stages any new truth always goes through. First, it is ignored. Second, it is violently opposed. And third, it is accepted as self-evident.

When it comes to the benefits of a plant-based diet for heart disease, we seem today to be in the middle of the violent opposition stage.

IS THAT SO?


“The fallacy . . . is that animal foods are the critical elements in the diet that are causing coronary heart disease.”

—National Cattlemen's Association18



“In regions where . . . meat is scarce, cardiovascular disease is unknown.”

—Time magazine19



________________



“[Advocates of plant-based diets] lack a firm scientific basis. . . . No study . . . has demonstrated that changing diet prevents coronary artery disease.”

—Dairy Bureau of Canada20



“A large and convincing body of evidence from studies in humans . . . shows that diets low in saturated fatty acids and cholesterol are associated with low risks and rates of atherosclerotic cardiovascular disease.”

—U.S. National Research Council, in “Diet and Health,

Implications for Reducing Chronic Disease Risk”





The meat, dairy, and egg industries are having a hard time. They can't dispute that the primary dietary sources of cholesterol are eggs, shellfish, chicken, beef, fish, pork, cheese, butter, and milk. Nor can they dispute the fact that no plant food contains any cholesterol. Sometimes the chicken industry will imply that chicken is lower in cholesterol than beef. But that simply isn't true. Chicken has about as much cholesterol as beef. There is simply no escaping the correlation between meat consumption and cholesterol levels.

WHAT WE KNOW


Intake of cholesterol for non-vegetarians: 300–500 milligrams / day21

Intake of cholesterol for lacto-ovo vegetarians: 150–300 milligrams / day22

Intake of cholesterol for vegans: Zero23

________________



Average cholesterol level in the United States: 21024

Average cholesterol level of U.S. vegetarians: 16125

Average cholesterol level of U.S. vegans: 13326





Blood cholesterol levels are of course not the only dietary factor affecting the risk of heart disease, but the advantages of having a lower level are enormous. William Castelli, M.D., Director of the Framingham Health Study, says that when people keep their cholesterol levels below 150, they are virtually assured of never suffering a heart attack. “We've never had a heart attack in Framingham in 35 years in anyone who had a cholesterol under 150.”27

It can be stunning how quickly people with heart disease improve when they adopt a low-fat vegan diet. Patients enrolled in the Mc-Dougall Program at St. Helena Hospital in Santa Rosa, California, consistently show dramatic improvement after only two weeks on a very low-fat vegan diet.

Faced with evidence like this, the meat, dairy, and egg industries persist nonetheless in trying to defend their products. Sometimes they attempt to shift responsibility onto your genes. It's not what you eat that matters most, they say, it's your DNA, so you may as well go ahead and have a steak. . .

IS THAT SO?


“Your genetics are a prime determinant of whether you will get atherosclerosis and heart disease. If your parents and grandparents had it, then you are a candidate; if they didn't have it, your risk is much lower.”

—The Beef-Eaters Guide to Modern Meat28



“It's true that a small percentage of patients have a hereditary form of arteriosclerosis in the sense that in their immediate family and their parents' and grandparents' families, there is a high incidence of atherosclerosis and coronary heart disease. . . . But that only constitutes about five percent of the cases. Most people (who develop heart disease) don't really have a hereditary disease.”

—Michael Debakey, M.D., Director, Cardiovascular Research Center,

pioneer in heart transplants, bypasses, and the artificial heart29





The meat, dairy and egg industries have had a difficult time in recent years, as study after study has confirmed the link between their products and heart disease. In the effort to exonerate their products, they have often tried to make much of what is, in fact, very little.

In 1999, a study appeared in the Archives of Internal Medicine that has since been widely touted by the U.S. meat industry. This study, they say, “proves” that red meat should be part of a healthy diet. The reason for the industry's enthusiasm is that participants in the study who ate lean red meat lowered their cholesterol levels by 1 percent.30

People who eat low-fat, near-vegan, plant-based diets, on the other hand, regularly lower their cholesterol levels by 10 to 35 percent.31

Another important risk factor in determining your risk of heart disease is the ratio of your total cholesterol to your HDL (high-density lipoprotein) level. The higher the ratio, the greater your danger of heart disease. The ideal ratio of total cholesterol to HDL is 3.0 to 1 or lower.32

The average American male's ratio is 5.1 to 1.33 The average vegetarian's ratio, on the other hand, is 2.9 to 1.34

When it comes to heart disease, the evidence against animal products has today become so convincing and so thorough that even many in the livestock industry can see the handwriting on the wall. Dr. Peter R. Cheeke is a professor of animal science at Oregon State University and serves on the editorial boards of the Journal of Animal Science and Animal Feed Science and Technology. In his widely used animal science textbook, he says,


“Many studies, involving hundreds of thousands of people, have shown . . . a positive relationship between coronary heart disease and serum (blood) cholesterol. The higher the serum cholesterol, the higher the risk for coronary heart disease. Populations in which the average serum cholesterol level is (low) . . . are those on the lower end of the per capita meat consumption scale, while those (with high cholesterol levels) are populations with high intakes of animal products. . . . It's more useful to the livestock industries and animal scientists to come to grips with the demonstrated relationships among saturated fat and cholesterol intakes and coronary heart disease, than to claim that there is no relationship or that there's some sort of conspiracy against animal products by the medical community.”35



Treating Heart Disease

For many heart attack victims, the first sign that anything is wrong is a searing pain, followed by a fatal heart attack. The more fortunate victims of heart disease have advance notice. They develop chest pain, called angina, and / or other symptoms that tell them something is seriously wrong. They are alerted by these signals to the reality that their arteries have become dangerously clogged, and that the flow of oxygen and nutrition carried by the blood throughout their cardiovascular system has become seriously impeded.

This year, more than 1 million Americans will undergo coronary bypass surgery or angioplasty to relieve pain by enlarging the opening in clogged arteries. The national cost for these two operations will be $15.6 billion.36 This, of course, is only the dollar cost, which takes no account of the agony and anxiety that will be experienced by these patients and their families. Nor does it say anything of the unwanted side effects and trauma they will endure.

WHAT WE KNOW


Risk of dying during bypass surgery: 4.6–11.9 percent37

Risk of permanent brain damage from bypass surgery: 15–44 percent38

Recipients of bypass surgery for whom it prolongs life: 2 percent39

________________



Risk of death during angioplasty: 0.4–2.8 percent40

Risk of major complications developing during angioplasty: 10 percent41

Studies that have found that angioplasty prolongs life or prevents heart attacks: Zero42





Patients undergo bypass and angioplasty operations primarily to relieve angina and improve blood flow to the heart. Yet there is a 25 to 50 percent likelihood that within six months their blood vessels will again become blocked, and their chest pain will recur—assuming they continue to eat a meat-based diet.43

On the other hand, three-quarters of the patients who follow the renowned program for reversing heart disease developed by Dean Ornish, M.D., clinical professor of medicine and attending physician at the School of Medicine, University of California, San Francisco, experience marked and long-lasting reduction in angina—without surgery.44

The Ornish program is made up of five basic components:



	A very low-fat, whole foods, vegetarian (near-vegan) diet

	Half an hour a day of walking or other exercise

	Half an hour a day of stretching, meditation, relaxation, stress reduction, etc.

	Psychological and emotional support groups

	No smoking





Of course, there are people with heart disease who won't follow these kinds of guidelines. They want it to be easier. They don't want to change their lifestyles that much. Accordingly, the American Heart Association has come up with a program that includes some low-fat animal products and utilizes high doses of cholesterol-lowering drugs. I find it fascinating to compare the results patients obtain from these two programs.


How many patients on the American Heart Association program achieve discernible reversal of atherosclerosis? One out of every six.45

How many patients on Dr. Dean Ornish's program achieve discernible reversal of atherosclerosis? Three out of every four.46

What kind of change do patients on average see in arterial blockage in five years on the American Heart Association program? A 28

percent increase.47

What kind of change do patients on average see in arterial blockage in five years on the Ornish program? An 8 percent reduction.48





There is a reason why more than forty insurance companies now cover all or part of the Ornish program. Nearly 80 percent of patients with severely clogged arteries who follow the Ornish program for a year or more are able to avoid bypass or angioplasty.49

Despite (or maybe because of) such outstanding results, the Ornish program has been the subject of massive controversy. Some say his approach is too drastic, and we should stick to more medically conservative methods. Ornish's reply is simple and difficult to argue with: “I don't understand why asking people to eat a well-balanced vegetarian diet is considered drastic, while it's medically conservative to cut people open or put them on powerful cholesterol-lowering drugs for the rest of their lives.”

Some people in the meat and dairy industries, as you might imagine, have not been overly fond of Dr. Dean Ornish's approach. They might have cringed when Newsweek, heralding his breakthrough approach, put his photo on the cover of an issue. They were not pleased when there were rumors he might be appointed Surgeon General. They have criticized his program from any angle they could find. Among other things, they have said that diet and lifestyle changes might be okay for younger people who aren't all that sick, but they won't work for older people and those who have severe heart disease.

The reality, however, is that people who follow the Ornish program consistently show dramatic improvements, regardless of how old or ill they are.50

Critics of Ornish's program have countered that it is not clear whether the improvements patients experience are due to the diet or to the other health-supporting components in the program. This is true. Ornish's approach is essentially holistic, which means that all of the various pieces of the program work together to produce the intended effect. He has never had an intention to isolate the various components.

Interestingly, however, Cleveland Clinic general surgeon and researcher Caldwell B. Esselstyn, M.D., has demonstrated comparable results using a low-fat near-vegan diet, without employing the other factors in the Ornish program. Reporting in the American Journal of Cardiology, Esselstyn wrote, “In this study, patients become virtually heart-attack proof. We achieved these excellent results without structured exercise, meditation, stress management, and other added lifestyle changes.”51

Not ones to give up easily, meat and dairy industry advocates tried to refute Esselstyn's work by saying that it's not clear whether these kinds of results will continue over the long term, and besides, maybe his patients weren't that sick to begin with.

Hardly. All of the patients in Esselstyn's study had severe heart disease at the outset, yet after twelve years on his program, 95 percent of them were alive and well. How sick were they to begin with? The patients in Esselstyn's study had experienced 48 serious cardiac events in the eight years before they joined the study. But in the 12 years after they joined the study, those patients who were compliant with the program experienced a grand total of zero cardiac events.52

Yes, said those holding court for the meat industry, but the diet is too restrictive for most people to comply with for any length of time. You just can't ask people to be that restrictive in their diets and expect very many of them to comply.

This sounds reasonable. But what percentage of the patients in Esselstyn's 12-year study do you think were compliant?

Ninety-five.53

Does his program ask too much of people? Is an exclusively plantbased diet too radical? Esselstyn doesn't think so. “Some criticize this exclusively plant-based diet as extreme or draconian,” he writes. “Webster's dictionary defines draconian as ‘inhumanly cruel.’ A closer look reveals that ‘extreme’ or ‘inhumanly cruel’ describes not plant-based nutrition, but the consequences of our present Western diet. Having a sternum divided for bypass surgery or a stroke that renders one an aphasic invalid can be construed as extreme; and having a breast, prostate, colon, or rectum removed to treat cancer may seem inhumanly cruel. These diseases are rarely seen in populations consuming a plant-based diet.”54

From every direction, the evidence keeps piling up. Twenty-five years ago, the region of the world with the worst heart disease problem was North Karelia, in Eastern Finland. Today, the region of the world with the fastest dropping rates of heart disease is the very same North Karelia. What happened? The area adopted a “get fit” program, based on reducing cholesterol and smoking through government-sponsored media campaigns, labeling meats and other foods as to their saturated fat and cholesterol levels, and converting farms that had been producing animal products to growing vitamin-rich fruits and vegetables. How much difference did it make? In the past twenty-five years, heart disease deaths in North Karelia have been reduced by an astonishing 65 percent.55

How to Lower Blood Pressure

In Western societies, many of us would like to eat our bacon and eggs for breakfast, and then, if need be, take a cholesterol-lowering pill to lessen our risk of heart disease. We don't want to change our lifestyles. We don't want to question what we eat.

Even the most conscious of us may not realize what we are doing to ourselves, and may not see when we are harming ourselves.

I'm thinking, at the moment, of one of the great spiritual mentors of our time, Be Here Now author Ram Dass. After he read Diet for a New America, Ram Dass told me, “You've really made it hard for me to eat chicken now. I've always liked chicken. But you've left me no excuse. You've made it clear what I need to do.” He wrote an endorsement, stating, “John Robbins' extraordinary book points out in an uncompromising fashion that our cultural dietary habits are killing us in spirit and body, and leaves little doubt as to the inevitable course of our actions.” Ram Dass was kind enough to serve for nearly ten years on the board of advisors for EarthSave, the nonprofit organization I founded to channel the public response to Diet for a New America into sustained, positive, and effective action.

But like many of us, Ram Dass has had food habits that might not be in keeping with his own best interest. He returned, in time, to eating chicken and ice cream and other such foods—and probably too much of them for his own good. He continued, even though his blood pressure was too high and his weight a challenge.

It does not dishonor this man, who has given so much of such value to so many, to acknowledge that he is human, and that he too has had struggles learning to care for himself and eat in accord with his optimal health and well-being. One of the things that has endeared Ram Dass to millions and made his message so meaningful over the years has been that he doesn't pretend to be perfect or act as if he has it all together. I've always appreciated this about him, because it's helped me, too, to be more fully human, and more fully honest with my own struggles.

Eventually, and tragically, he suffered a stroke. I love Ram Dass dearly, and am sad that he has had to suffer as a result of his stroke. I have only admiration for the courage with which he has sought to find meaning in his pain and to transform his suffering into growth. He is one of the people referred to in the saying, “Things tend to turn out the best for those people who make the best of things, however they turn out.”

After his stroke, Ram Dass finished writing his book Still Here, a moving guide to the final phases of life. In it, he talks about his stroke, which left him in a wheelchair and with limited speech. “One of the reasons for the stroke was that I had been ignoring my body. I had spent most of my life keeping my Awareness ‘free of my body,’ as I thought of it then; but I can see now that I was also ignoring my body, pushing it away. By forgetting to take my blood pressure medicine, I showed how I was disregarding my body.”56

We may never know why Ram Dass' blood pressure was too high, nor what role his diet might have played in the stroke. We cannot know whether or not this dear man's stroke would have happened if he had eaten more healthfully. But people with high blood pressure are seven times more likely to suffer a stroke, four times more likely to have a heart attack, and five times more likely to die of congestive heart failure than people with normal blood pressure.

It is certainly sad that so many people suffer from the consequences of high blood pressure without knowing how much of this is preventable through different food choices. Today, a greater portion of people are taking medication for high blood pressure than have ever taken medicine for any illness ever encountered in human history.

WHAT WE KNOW


Most common problem for which people go to doctors in the United States: High blood pressure Ideal blood pressure: 110/70 or less (without medication)57



Average blood pressure of vegetarians: 112/6958



Average blood pressure of non-vegetarians: 121/7759



________________



Definition of high blood pressure: The top number (systolic) is consistently over 140, or the bottom number (diastolic) is consistently over 90, while the person is at rest



Incidence of high blood pressure in meat eaters compared to vegetarians: Nearly triple60



Incidence of very high blood pressure in meat eaters compared to vegetarians: 13 times higher61



Patients with high blood pressure who achieve substantial improvement by switching to a vegetarian diet: 30–75 percent62



What patients are typically told when prescribed medications for high blood pressure: “You'll probably need to take these for the rest of your life.”



Patients with high blood pressure who are able to completely discontinue use of medications after adopting a low-sodium, low-fat, high-fiber vegetarian diet: 58 percent63



Incidence of high blood pressure among senior citizens in United States: More than 50 percent64



Incidence of high blood pressure among senior citizens in countries eating traditional low-fat plant based diets:Virtually none65



Breaking Free

We know today that the same diets that help to prevent most heart attacks also help to prevent most cases of high blood pressure. And we know that these same diets also do wonders for those who, unfortunately, have already developed these problems. This is marvelous news, for it places in our hands the means to prevent massive amounts of unnecessary suffering.

Not everyone, however, is pleased that this knowledge has been attained. There are those who, perhaps a little biased by their own selfinterest, say and do some remarkable things. . . .

IS THAT SO?


“We must be eternally vigilant to guard against those who would undermine confidence in the health benefits of eating meat. If meat-eaters have higher blood pressure, it's from the stress of having to defend the perfectly reasonable desire to chow down on a thick sirloin against the misguided and intrusive efforts of the food police.”

—Sam Abramson, CEO, Springfield Meats66



“Blood pressure fell within hours of starting the (very low-fat vegan diet) McDougall Program. Twenty percent of the people were on blood pressure medications the day they began the program. In almost every case the medications were stopped that day. Yet the blood pressure dropped (significantly) by the second day. This data is from over 1,000 participants at the McDougall Program at St. Helena Hospital in the Napa Valley of California.”

—John McDougall, M.D.





The irony is that many of us still think we must eat animal products in order to have balanced diets and be healthy. We still think heart attacks and high blood pressure are regrettable but more or less inevitable byproducts that come with living well and growing old. We think that the best we can do for heart attacks is to take cholesterol-lowering drugs, and that the best we can do for high blood pressure is take medication to bring it under control. These illnesses have become so much a part of the American scene as to virtually be institutions. We don't realize to what extent our destinies lie in our own hands, and on our own plates. We don't realize how powerfully and inexorably our food choices lead us toward or away from these afflictions.

Many of us feel confused. There is so much information about diet and health all around us. How do we sort it out? Our task is not made easier when those who sell the foods that contribute to heart disease, high blood pressure, and many other diseases are doing everything they can, and spending billions of dollars in the effort, to influence how we think and what we eat.

Confused and disempowered, we too often end up not making the food choices that could dramatically improve the health of our cardiovascular systems, greatly reduce our risk of heart disease and high blood pressure, and vastly improve the quality of our lives. We complain, we feel bad, we get sick, but we don't do the one thing that could in fact go far to restore our inner vitality and the unimpeded circulation of our bloodstreams.

It's a shame that we allow people and industries to keep us bewildered and alienated from our personal power. It's a shame that we allow them to keep us ignorant of the enormous health advantages that would be ours with a shift toward a more healthy plant-based diet.

Fortunately, more and more of us are every day realizing we can choose a way of life, and a way of eating, that free us to our highest health potential and lead us to a far more fulfilling experience of our bodies and our lives. We can experience the joy of healthy cardiovascular systems and healthy hearts, and naturally healthy blood pressure levels. We don't need any longer to clog our arteries with saturated fat and cholesterol, but can feed our bodies with wholesome natural food so we can truly live to the heights of our potential. We can break out of the habits that tell us to conform and stay put, and say No to the lies of industries that profit from our pain.

We can do what gives us power, energy, and aliveness. We can say Yes to our vitality and passion. Leaving behind the standard American meatbased diet in favor of a healthy plant-based diet can be like breaking free from chains, to become, perhaps for the first time, truly free.

Dick Gregory, the human rights activist and devoted vegetarian, has said that when you eat consciously and cleanse your body of toxins and fears, something truly wonderful happens. “You are really at home with Mother Nature and happily at peace with life in Mother Nature's World. You can shout the words of the familiar freedom phrase and they will have a meaning only you will truly realize: ‘Free at last!’”67





chapter 3

Preventing Cancer

[image: Image] I am, it is certainly true, a proponent of each of us taking as much responsibility for our own health as we can. I am, without a doubt, in favor of each of us making food choices that are in alignment with our highest good, and developing relationships to food that serve the natural unfolding of our well-being. I do not believe that, in this society, we can become fully compassionate, conscious beings without deeply questioning the food we eat.

But that does not mean any of us are to blame for the illnesses we might experience. I'm talking about greater self-responsibility here, not greater guilt. None of us should ever be made to feel a failure for becoming sick, or for failing to cure ourselves. None of us should ever be made to feel that we are letting ourselves or anyone else down if we become ill. Eating healthfully raises your odds of being well. It greatly reduces your risk of many diseases, and it opens the door to experiencing new levels of joy and passion and purpose in your body. But it can not guarantee that you won't become ill.

If I have learned anything about our true power, it is this: It does not come from our opinions. Our true power comes from responding to and nurturing life.

Our beauty does not come from dominating and conquering and winning. It comes from blessing and appreciating and loving. Our glory does not come from being right or being in charge. Our glory comes from being who we really are.

This life we lead may be hard, may be downright agonizing at times, but it's not about finding fault. It's about finding a way of life that honors your living spirit. It's not about blame. It's about coming to a deeper understanding of who you are, and of the love and power that lie within you. It's not about pointing fingers. It's about pointing the way, whenever possible, to a thriving, healthy, and compassionate life.

We live in a Judeo-Christian cultural context that has historically shown a stupendous ability to produce feelings of guilt. Many of us have been taught to see God as a punishing parent. It's easy for us to see illness as a punishment for wrongdoing, or wrong thinking. It's easy for us to see the ill as responsible for their own suffering. It's easy to blame ourselves for our woes, to see our suffering as proof that we have sinned.

To me this is, to speak frankly, cruel. As if being sick weren't enough of a travail, we add to it the further burden of responsibility for having gotten sick in the first place. If you have cancer, it must be because you repressed your anger, or because you don't really want to get well, or because you have eaten the wrong foods.

We don't need this.

Treya Wilber cofounded the Cancer Support Community, a nonprofit organization that provided support groups, educational programs, and special events, all free of charge, for people with cancer and their families. She wrote movingly of her struggle with this very concept:


“Five years ago I was sitting at my kitchen table, having tea with a friend, when he told me that, some months earlier, he had learned he had thyroid cancer. I told him about my mother who had surgery for colon cancer fifteen years ago and has been fine ever since. I then described the various theories my sisters and I had come up with to explain why she had gotten cancer.

“We had a number of explanations, our favorite being that she had been too much my father's wife and not enough of her own person. (For example, had she not married a cattleman, we speculated, she might have become a vegetarian and avoided the dietary fats linked to colon cancer.) We also theorized that her family's difficulty expressing emotions had played a role. . . .

“My friend, who obviously had thought deeply about the implications of his illness, then said something that shook me deeply. ‘Don't you see what you're doing?’ he asked. ‘You're treating your mother like an object, spinning theories about her. Other people's theories about you can feel like a violation. I know, because in my case the reasons my friends have come up with about why I have cancer have felt like an imposition and a burden. I don't feel they're offered solely out of concern for me. Rather, the thought of my having cancer must have frightened them so much they needed to find a reason, an explanation, a meaning for it. The theories were to help them, not to help me, and they cause me a lot of pain.’

“I was shocked. I had never looked at what was behind my theorizing, never speculated about how my theories affected my mother. Even though none of us in the family ever told her about our ideas, I'm quite certain she sensed how we felt. That kind of climate, I realized, wouldn't encourage trust or openness. I suddenly saw that my attitude had kept me distant from my mother during the greatest crisis of her life.

“That incident with my friend opened a door. It was the beginning of a shift toward my becoming more compassionate toward people who are sick, more respectful of their integrity, more kindly in my approach—and more humble about my own ideas. I began to see the judgment only partly hidden behind my theorizing and to recognize the unacknowledged fear that lay deeper still. The implicit message behind such theories began to emerge. Instead of saying, ‘I care about you; what I can do to help?’ I was actually saying, ‘What did you do wrong? Where did you make your mistake? How did you fail?’ And, not incidentally, ‘How can I protect myself?’”1



Treya wrote these words as someone who herself had cancer and who wanted to know where her true responsibility lay. She continued,


“I'm certain that I played a role in my becoming ill, a role that was mostly unconscious and unintentional, and I know that I play a large role, this one very conscious and intentional, in getting well and staying well. I try to focus on what I can do now; unraveling the past too easily degenerates into a kind of self-blame which makes it harder, not easier, to make healthy, conscious choices in the present.

“As a correction to the belief that we are at the mercy of larger forces or that illness is due to external agents only, this idea that we create our own reality and therefore our own illnesses is important and necessary. But it goes too far. It is an overreaction, an oversimplification. It is more accurate to say we affect our own reality. This leaves room both for effective personal action and for the wondrous rich mysteriousness of life.

“I try to use my own setbacks and weaknesses and illnesses to develop compassion for others and for myself, while remembering not to take serious things too seriously. I try to stay aware of the opportunities for psychological and spiritual healing around me in the very real pain and suffering that ask for our compassion.”2





Sadly, the author of these beautiful words, Treya Wilber, died of breast cancer. And meanwhile, the numbers of people with cancer keeps rising. . . .

The Search for a Cure

It was in 1971 that President Richard Nixon declared war on cancer, pledging to spend whatever it would take to find a cure for the disease. The United States had put a man on the moon, and the belief in technology was at an all-time high. The power of antibiotics seemed to suggest that any disease could be conquered if only the right drug were found. In the following years, hundreds of billions of dollars were poured into chemotherapy research and treatment.

Although patients who were given chemotherapy suffered tremendously, extended remissions were achieved for some forms of childhood cancer, most notably acute lymphocytic leukemia, as well as for some cancers, such as Hodgkin's disease, that struck primarily adolescents. It became possible to cure a number of childhood cancers that had previously been fatal. Further, chemotherapy contributed to the successful treatment of other rare kinds of cancer, such as Burkitt's lymphoma, choriocarcinoma, lymphosarcoma, Wilms' tumor, and Ewing's sarcoma. There were breakthroughs in the use of chemotherapy for testicular cancer, and promising signs of an ability to prolong life in cases of ovarian cancer.

The belief was widespread that with enough money, researchers would eventually discover how to conquer the more common cancers, the solid tumors. Surely, these cancers would be the next to fall. One leading chemotherapy advocate called the effort to defeat cancer “the greatest mobilization of resources . . . ever undertaken to conquer a single disease.”3

It was a time of grand hope.

Unfortunately, as the years passed, the successes remained isolated to a few relatively rare forms of cancer. Campaigns to raise money for cancer research kept saying we could “see the light at the end of the tunnel,” but the light never reached the ever-increasing millions of people with cancer and their families. The hoped-for breakthrough in the war against cancer was always “just around the corner,” and it never really materialized.

With it all, there was little real improvement in survival rates for the vast majority of cancers. The sober truth was that for most people with cancer chemotherapy continued to be a disappointment. The inescapable fact that researchers could never manage to circumvent was that the amount of chemotherapy necessary to kill every last cancer cell in a human body was almost invariably lethal for the body itself.

As time went along, the bad news began to be announced in scientific journals. In 1985, a professor at the Harvard University School of Public Health, John Cairns, M.D., published a seminal article on the war on cancer in Scientific American, in which he showed that chemotherapy was able to save the lives of only 2 to 3 percent of cancer patients. Despite the overwhelming investment the medical community had made in chemotherapy, he said, it was not capable of defeating any of the common cancers.4

The next year, the former editor of the Journal of the National Cancer Institute, John C. Bailar, M.D., published a landmark study in the New England Journal of Medicine. Simply looking long and hard at the data, Dr. Bailar said, had compelled him to lose faith in chemotherapy, and indeed in the entire war on cancer. “Some 35 years of intense and growing efforts to improve the treatment of cancer,” he wrote, “has not had much overall effect. . . . Overall, the effort to control cancer has failed, so far, to attain its objectives.”5

It was becoming increasingly difficult to ignore the painful contrast between the great hopes that had once been held for chemotherapy and the dismal reality that had thus far come to pass.

Meanwhile, the number of deaths due to cancer was continuing to grow. By the mid-1990s, more than half a million Americans were dying of cancer yearly. The numbers showed a continual and significant increase even after adjusting for the growth and aging of the population.

The breakthroughs that had occurred with chemotherapy were mostly in childhood cancers. And yet by 1997, cancer had become the leading cause of death due to disease among U.S. children.

With cancer rates rising, and attempts to find a cure problematic at best, the need to prevent cancer could not be more urgent.

Focus on Prevention

In 1997, the American Institute for Cancer Research, in collaboration with its international affiliate, the World Cancer Research Fund, issued a major international report, Food, Nutrition and the Prevention of Cancer: A Global Perspective.6 This report analyzed more than 4,500 research studies, and its production involved the participation of more than 120 contributors and peer reviewers, including participants from the World Health Organization, the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations, the International Agency on Research in Cancer, and the U.S. National Cancer Institute. Since its publication, the report has been hailed by scientists around the world and has helped establish a new foundation for research and education efforts related to cancer prevention.

The report finds that 60 to 70 percent of all cancers can be prevented by staying physically active, not smoking, and most important, by following the report's number one dietary recommendation: “Choose predominantly plant-based diets rich in a variety of vegetables and fruits, legumes, and minimally processed starchy staple foods.”7

The study included a panel of 15 of the world's leading researchers in diet and cancer who reviewed more than 200 case-controlled studies on the link between fruits and vegetables and cancer. An astounding 78 percent of these studies were found to show a statistically protective effect in regard to one or more kinds of cancer. Only 22 percent showed no significant link. None showed an increase of cancer with consumption of these foods.

The report by the World Cancer Research Fund and the American Institute for Cancer Research concludes its analysis of vegetarian diets and cancer by stating simply, “Vegetarian diets decrease the risk of cancer.”8

T. Colin Campbell, the former Senior Science Advisor to the American Institute for Cancer Research, is outspoken on the diet / disease connection. He says, “The vast majority of all cancers, cardiovascular diseases, and other forms of degenerative illness can be prevented simply by adopting a plant-based diet.”

The cattlemen, however, have their own point of view. . .

IS THAT SO?


“The basic reason why heart disease and cancer have become the number one and number two causes of death in the U.S. and other affluent countries is that people are living longer. What has allowed us to live long enough to run these risks? Meat, among other things.”

—National Cattlemen's Association9



“Now some people scoff at vegetarians, but they have only 40 percent of our cancer rate. They outlive us. On average they outlive other men by about six years now.”

—William Castelli, M.D., Director, Framingham Health Study;

National Heart, Lung, and Blood Institute10





Researchers have found that the likelihood of a vegetarian reaching the age of 80 is 1.8 times greater than that of the general population—even after adjusting for smoking.11 And cancer rates for vegetarians are 25 to 50 percent less than those of the general population—even after controlling for smoking, body mass index, and socioeconomic status.12

It was in recognition of this that the American Cancer Society, in 1996, released guidelines calling for a reduction in meat intake to lower the risk of cancer. The American Meat Institute responded by saying: “Guidelines go too far when they begin to dictate food choices.”13

But no one had been proposing dictating food choices. The American Cancer Society was simply telling people what they could do to lower their risk of cancer. The facts are simply the facts. Indeed, a few years later the British Medical Journal reiterated, “What is remarkable about the diet-cancer story is the consistency with which certain foods emerge as important in reducing risks across the range of cancers. Millions of cancer cases could be prevented each year if more individuals adopted diets low in meat and high in fruits and vegetables.”14

When Prevention And Profits Don't Mix

In 1998, the National Cancer Institute announced with much fanfare that a breakthrough in prevention had occurred. A drug that had been used for chemotherapy for two decades, called Tamoxifen, had cut the occurrence of new breast cancer by 45 percent in a group of 13,388 women who were believed to have a high risk for the disease.15 An excited spokesperson for the FDA said “potentially tens of millions of women” could be candidates for Tamoxifen treatment.16

Unfortunately, Tamoxifen may not deserve such acclaim. According to recent data, for every 1,000 women who take the drug for five years, 17 breast cancers are avoided. However, in the same 1,000 women, it causes an additional 12 endometrial (uterine) cancers, and at least 10 potentially fatal blood clots. There are reductions in bone fractures, but there are also increases in strokes and eye cataracts.17

Tamoxifen is now being touted as a cancer preventative drug, but critics have pointed out that it's an odd kind of prevention that calls for treating people with toxic drugs year after year.

Zeneca Pharmaceuticals, the company that sells Tamoxifen under the brand name Nolvadex, has mounted an aggressive sales effort on behalf of the drug, widely promoting it as a means of preventing breast cancer. Since Tamoxifen costs more than $1,000 a year, tens of millions of women taking it would mean tens of billions of dollars in annual sales to Zeneca.

You might think Zeneca Pharmaceuticals would know something about breast cancer prevention, for Zeneca is the very company that sponsors the highly publicized annual Breast Cancer Awareness Month. But a closer look reveals something different.

Breast Cancer Awareness Month was launched in 1987 by Zeneca's parent company, Imperial Chemical Industries (ICI). This highly publicized event takes place every October, and is “focused on educating women about early detection of breast cancer”—with a particular focus on mammograms. Its trademark slogan, “Early Detection Is Your Best Prevention,” seems convincing at first, but it is actually absurd. By the time a cancer can be detected, it already exists, so it's too late to prevent it. Breast Cancer Awareness Month says it's about prevention, but by focusing so much on mammograms, many people believe it diverts attention away from real prevention.18

What are we to make of the almost total absence of concern for real prevention in Breast Cancer Awareness Month? ICI / Zeneca has been the sole financial sponsor of Breast Cancer Awareness Month since the event's beginnings. In return for its investment of many millions of dollars, the corporation has been allowed to approve—or veto—every poster, pamphlet, and advertisement Breast Cancer Awareness Month uses.19

The problem is that ICI is one of the world's largest manufacturers of pesticides and plastics, and one of the world's most notorious chemical polluters.20 Zeneca Pharmaceuticals, the ICI spin-off that now exclusively funds and controls Breast Cancer Awareness Month, earns more than $300 million a year from the sale of a carcinogenic herbicide (acetochlor) while simultaneously marketing Tamoxifen, which has now become the world's bestselling cancer therapy drug.21

With so much concern and passion arising about the epidemics of cancer, with women marching to raise money for breast cancer research, with huge campaigns to get women to have mammograms, and with all kinds of people wearing pink ribbons to demonstrate solidarity with the effort, it's sad how little understanding most people actually have of the steps they can take to reduce their risk of cancer. Poignantly, there is not a word in the literature of Breast Cancer Awareness Month to suggest the role diet can play in cancer prevention, nor is there any mention of how to decrease other forms of exposure to carcinogens.

Yet people need to know that the primary route through which many environmental carcinogens enter the human body is through food, and specifically through animal products. If we eat high on the food chain today, we expose ourselves to levels of environmental toxicity that have never before existed on Earth.

There are many environmental factors that can contribute to cancer. The list includes exposure to radiation, pesticides, and xenoestrogens (synthetic chemicals which mimic or block estrogen in the human body), and many others. Much of the damage is caused by “persistent organic pollutants” (POPs), a group of highly toxic, long-lived, bio-accumulative chemicals. The harmful effects of these long-lasting compounds have only begun to be discovered in recent years, because they can emerge years (and sometimes generations) after exposure.


“Scientists are only now discovering that many of these chemicals cause irreversible damage in people and animals at levels that were dismissed as inconsequential by the experts less than a decade ago. The catalog of the destructive effects of POPs is long and growing, from cancer and reproductive health effects to learning disorders and reduced immunity. People receive about 90 percent of their total intake of these compounds from foods of animal origin. Something as common as a McDonald's Big Mac carries 30 percent of the World Health Organization's recommendation for daily dioxin intake.” (Worldwatch Institute, 2000)22





Dioxin is an extraordinarily carcinogenic and perilous threat to the health and biological integrity of human beings and the environment. A prestigious group of German scientists concluded in 1998 that dioxin may be responsible for 12 percent of human cancers in industrialized societies.23 Dr. Diane Courtney, head of the Toxic Effects Branch of the EPA's National Environmental Research Center, told Congress that “dioxin is by far the most toxic chemical known to mankind.”24 Dioxin is obviously not a substance you'd want on your plate. Yet the EPA says that up to 95 percent of human dioxin exposure comes from red meat, fish, and dairy products.25

As if to prove the point, in June 1998, Consumer Reports published test results that found alarming levels of dioxin in the meat-based baby foods sold by all the major baby food brands.26

So great is the contamination of animal products today with dioxin that even those meat and dairy companies that are trying to offer healthier products find it nearly impossible today to provide pure foods. Ben & Jerry's, for example, seeks to be environmentally aware and to use milk from family farms. The company's promotional literature and Web site states that “dioxin is known to cause cancer, genetic and reproductive defects and learning disabilities. . . . The only safe level of dioxin exposure is no exposure at all.”

Yet so pervasive is dioxin in dairy, meat, and fish products today that in November 1999, a level of dioxin 200 times greater than the “virtually safe (daily) dose” determined by the EPA was found in Ben & Jerry's Vanilla Ice Cream.27 In fact, a study presented at the “Dioxins 2000” conference in August 2000, found “levels of dioxin in a sample serving of Ben & Jerry's brand ice cream are approximately 2,200 times greater than the level of dioxin allowed in a ‘serving’ of wastewater discharged into San Francisco Bay from the Tosco Refinery.”28

In view of findings like this, there is one question the meat, dairy, and chemical companies do not want people to ask. It is a question, however, that I find important. How much less cancer and suffering would there be if people were spreading information about true prevention with the same passion and zeal with which they are telling women to get mammograms and raising money for chemotherapy research?

Breast Cancer

The incidence of breast cancer in the United States began climbing steadily in the early 1970s, and is now the highest ever seen in human history. Nearly 50,000 American women die of the disease every year. In the face of this tragedy, a great deal of attention has been given to genetics, but the presence of the breast cancer susceptibility gene, called BRCA-1, only accounts for at most 5 percent of breast cancers.

Exercise is very important to breast cancer risk. In fact, women who exercise (walk) for four hours per week lower their risk by 33 percent. And women who exercise more than that lower their risk even further.29

But diet, it turns out, is even more important. . .

WHAT WE KNOW


Death rate from breast cancer in the United States: 22.4 (per 100,000)



Death rate from breast cancer in Japan: 6.3 (per 100,000)



Death rate from breast cancer in China: 4.6 (per 100,000)



Primary reasons for difference: People in China and Japan eat more fruits and vegetables and less animal products, weigh less, drink less alcohol, and get more exercise than people in the United States.



________________



Breast cancer rate for women in Italy who eat a lot of animal products compared to women in Italy who don't: 3 times greater30



Breast cancer rate for women in Uruguay who eat meat often compared to women in Uruguay who rarely or never eat meat: 4.2 times greater31



Breast cancer rate for affluent Japanese women who eat meat daily compared to poorer Japanese women who rarely or never eat meat: 8.5 times greater32



________________



Impact on breast cancer risk for adult women who are 45 pounds overweight: Double33



________________



American women who are aware that there are any dietary steps they can take to lower their chances of developing breast cancer: 23 percent34



American women with less than high school educations who are aware that there are any dietary steps they can take to lower their risk of developing breast cancer: 3 percent35



American women who believe that mammograms prevent breast cancer: 37 percent36



Lung Cancer

I have a good friend, Patrick Reynolds, who is the grandson of R. J. Reynolds of tobacco and aluminum fortune and fame. Patrick's grandfather died of emphysema and his father died of lung cancer, no doubt from smoking the family product. Patrick upset many in his family when he decided not only to sell all his tobacco stocks, but to speak out in congressional hearings about the dangers of tobacco and to mount an antismoking campaign.

We've done many TV shows together. They call us “rebels with a cause.”

Once, a TV anchor asked Patrick whether he felt guilty about the enormous amount of damage his family's tobacco products had caused to the health of millions. He was quick to respond: “No, I throw guilt out the window! I'm here to change things now!”

I'm glad Patrick “throws guilt out the window.” Feeling guilty wouldn't do a thing to help matters. But taking action, such as he has done, makes a difference.

Taking your power is not about guilt. It's about the privilege of responsibility. It's about living what you've woken up to, making your life congruent with the visions you have had of how best to live. It's not about feeling bad about the past. It's about creating a positive future.

I have no desire to look down on people who still smoke. I don't want to make their lives any more difficult. That wouldn't help a thing. And I have no interest in judging or criticizing people who still eat meat with every meal. No one needs that, no one wants that, no one is helped by that.

And yet being respectful of another's path doesn't mean colluding with that person in patterns to which we are opposed. It means honoring the heart of those with whom we differ. We don't have to understand or agree with other people's decisions in order to respect and uphold the worthiness of their lives.

I don't always find it easy to love people when they make choices I disagree with, but I know it's incredibly important to do so. And it's also important to me to provide people with clear and accurate information from which to make their choices. My role is to support people in understanding and clarifying their choices using reliable information. I have far too much respect for the vastness and mystery of the human journey to attempt to make anyone's choices for them. My prayer, and that of many, is that we all have the courage to change the things we can, the serenity to accept the things we can't, and the wisdom to know the difference.

WHAT WE KNOW


Most common cause of cancer mortality worldwide: Lung cancer



Number of lives lost to lung cancer each year in the United States: 150,000



Impact of smoking on lung cancer incidence: So overwhelming that even people exposed to secondhand smoke are at heightened risk



Impact on risk of lung cancer for people who frequently eat green, orange, and yellow vegetables: 20–60 percent reduction37



The vegetable with the strongest protective effect: Carrot38



Impact on risk of lung cancer among people who consume a lot of apples, bananas, and grapes: 40 percent reduction39



Rate of lung cancer in British vegetarian men compared to the general British population: 27 percent40



Rate of lung cancer in British vegetarian women compared to the general British population: 37 percent41



Rate of lung cancer in German vegetarian men compared to the general German population: 8 percent42





As you might imagine, the meat and dairy industries are not entirely pleased with what is being learned about diet and cancer rates. They may not have science on their side, but that hasn't stopped them from spending millions of dollars a day to broadcast their opinions, influence what we think, feel, and do, and maintain their control over U.S. food policies.

These industries, of course, have a right to express their points of view. But the more I listen to them, the more I'm reminded of the old adage: “Never ask a barber whether you need a haircut.”

IS THAT SO?


“Reported links between diet and cancer have been mostly hypothetical. . . . No single dietary factor, including fat or meat, could possibly account for more than a small fraction of cancer in the U.S.”

—National Cattlemen's Association43



“A low-fat plant-based diet would not only lower the heart attack rate about 85 percent, but would lower the cancer rate 60 percent.”

—William Castelli, M.D., Director, Framingham Health Study; National Heart, Lung, and Blood Institute



Prostate Cancer

The year 2000 was an eventful one for New York City Mayor Rudolph Giuliani. He began the year running for senator against Hillary Clinton, but withdrew when he learned that he had prostate cancer. His marital problems became front-page news. And satirical anti-dairy billboards appeared portraying him with a milk mustache, asking, “Got Prostate Cancer?”

The mayor denied there was any connection between his cancer and his consumption of dairy products, and even kept a glass of milk by his side during public events arising from the controversy.

No one likes to think they have brought their misfortunes upon themselves. And it's true; we don't know with certainty what the connection might be between Guiliani's eating habits and his illness. It's rarely possible to unravel the past and determine with certainty what caused a particular disease. In addition to diet, there are so many other influences, including upbringing, genetics, and exposure to toxic chemicals. The list is long. But just as the data indicate a strong connection between consumption of animal fat, high blood pressure, and stroke, so too does the evidence suggest stunning correlations between dairy consumption and prostate cancer.

WHAT WE KNOW


Most common cancer among American men: Prostate cancer



Risk of prostate cancer for men who consume high amounts of dairy products: 70 percent increase44



Risk of prostate cancer for men who consume soy milk daily: 70 percent reduction45



Risk of prostate cancer for men with low blood levels of beta-carotene: 45 percent increase46



Best sources of beta-carotene: Carrots, sweet potatoes, yams



Risk of prostate cancer for men whose diet is abundant with lycopene-rich foods: 45 percent reduction47



Best sources of lycopene: Tomatoes



Amount of beta-carotene and lycopene in meats, dairy products, and eggs: None



Risk of prostate cancer for men whose intake of cruciferous vegetables (broccoli, Brussels sprouts, cabbage, cauliflower, collards, kale, mustard greens, and turnips) is high: 41 percent reduction48



American men who are aware of a link between animal products and prostate cancer: 2 percent49





We may not be able to pin down the causes of a particular case of cancer. But there is one thing we can predict with near certainty. The meat and dairy industries will continue to resist the medical research that finds correlations between consumption of their products and cancer rates.

That's what they've done in the past, and that's what they will continue to do. No one wants to be accused of contributing to a disease that is causing such an enormous amount of suffering. And of course, they have their profits to protect. But if we are to learn from this suffering and take the steps necessary to lessen or prevent it, to whom should we listen, the meat industry or independent researchers?

IS THAT SO?


“[It's a] myth [that] beef contributes to cancer.”

—National Cattlemen's Beef Association50



“If you step back and look at the data [on beef and cancer], the optimum amount of red meat you eat should be zero.”

—Walter Willett, M.D., Chairman of the Nutrition Department,

Harvard School of Public Health, and director of a study of 88,000

American nurses that analyzed the link between diet and colon cancer51



Colon Cancer

The colon is another name for the large intestine, the lower half of the digestive tract. Obviously, the food you eat has a great impact on the health of your colon. Of all forms of cancer, colon cancer may be the most strongly linked to diet.

WHAT WE KNOW


Number of lives lost to colon cancer each year in the United States: 55,000



Risk of colon cancer for women who eat red meat daily compared to those who eat it less than once a month: 250 percent greater52



Risk of colon cancer for people who eat red meat once a week compared to those who abstain: 38 percent greater53



Risk of colon cancer for people who eat poultry once a week compared to those who abstain: 55 percent greater54



Risk of colon cancer for people who eat poultry four times a week compared to those who abstain: 200–300 percent greater55



Risk of colon cancer for people who eat beans, peas, or lentils at least twice a week compared to people who avoid these foods: 50 percent lower56



Impact on risk for colon cancer when diets are rich in the B-vitamin folic acid: 75 percent lower



Primary food sources of folic acid: Dark green leafy vegetables, beans, and peas



________________



Ratio of colon cancer rates for white South Africans compared to black South Africans: 17 to 157



Explanation for this vast discrepancy (according to the American Journal of Gastroenterology): South African blacks are protected from colon cancer by the absence of animal fat and animal protein, and by the resulting differences in bacterial fermentation58



Americans who are aware that eating less meat reduces colon cancer risk: 2 percent59



What We Hear

Fortunately, there are some voices within the meat industry who face the facts. They speak with regret about the associations between meat consumption and cancer, but they acknowledge them. Peter R. Cheeke, professor of animal science at Oregon State University and the author of the textbook, Contemporary Issues in Animal Agriculture, writes,


“Rates of colorectal cancer in various countries are strongly correlated with per capita consumption of red meat and animal fat, and inversely associated with fiber consumption. Even the most dedicated Animal Scientist or meat supporter must be somewhat dismayed by the preponderance of evidence suggesting a role of meat consumption in the etiology of colon cancer.”60





But voices like Cheeke's are rarely the ones the American public hears. You and I and the rest of the country are still bombarded with the prevailing viewpoints of the meat and dairy industry. They speak to us in billboards, TV ads, magazine ads, newspaper ads. They flood our daily papers with op-ed pieces and “news” articles, and in a thousand other ways use their money and the sophistication of their public relations companies to keep us hooked on their products.

You have to give them credit. They have not always been able to avoid stumbling over the truth, but they always seem to manage to pick themselves up and carry on as if nothing had happened.

IS THAT SO?


“The associations between cancer and meat-eating are overblown. Genetics are more important than diet.”

—The Beef-Eaters Guide to Modern Meat61



“Five to ten percent of all cancers are caused by inherited genetic mutations. By contrast, 70 to 80 percent have been linked to [diet and other] behavioral factors.”

—Karen Emmons, M.D., Dana-Farber Cancer Institute, Boston62



________________



“If a person accepts the theory that a low-fat diet will help prevent cancer, beef should probably be in that person's diet, because modern beef is lower in fat and calories.”

—National Cattlemen's Association63



“The beef industry has contributed to more deaths than all the wars of this century, all natural disasters, and all automobile accidents combined. If beef is your idea of ‘real food for real people,’ you'd better live real close to a real good hospital.”

—Neal Barnard, M.D., President, Physicians Committee for Responsible Medicine



My Friend Mike

My commitment not to judge the food choices of others was sorely tested when a friend of mine came down with colon cancer. Not that my relationship with Mike had ever been particularly easy. He could be, to be perfectly frank, a bit of a pain. When we would go out to eat, he would always, knowing full well that I was a vegetarian and had written on the subject, ask me whether I felt more like a steak or a hamburger. He always made a point of telling me during the meal how fabulous his meat or ice cream tasted, and made a display of offering to share it with me, all the while acting as if his doing so was motivated entirely by affection and generous concern for my well-being.

It wasn't only at restaurants that this kind of thing went on. When he would outrace me in the long distance runs we sometimes took together, he would announce triumphantly that his prowess was entirely due to the bacon he had eaten that morning. He did this, I am sure, even on those days when his breakfast had been granola.

But I was not about to let him get my goat. I'd just smile, and inwardly vow that next time I would win. Not that I ever did. He had been a champion cross-country runner in high school, and was naturally gifted. I, on the other hand—well, let's just say I tried hard.

Still, I worried about him. Perhaps because things physical had always come easy to Mike, he seemed to take his health for granted. Aside from our runs, he didn't exercise much, and as time passed, and he gained quite a bit of weight, he became less and less interested in running and eventually stopped altogether. I told him it was obvious that he was terrified of losing to me and simply wanted to avoid the inevitable. His reply wasn't particularly subtle. “My ass, Mr. Bean-sprouts-for-breakfast. You couldn't beat me if I had to hop on one leg.” Of course he was wrong. I've never once eaten bean sprouts for breakfast.

Once I spoke to him about ahimsa, the practice of nonviolence, the practice of living with compassion for all creatures. “That sounds great,” he answered. “I'm into ahimsa, ahimsa for myself. I'm not going to do violence to myself by denying myself a nice thick slice of roast beef. Want to join me?”

“No, thanks,” I answered, softly. I didn't say any more. I didn't feel like arguing with him. I didn't want to create any more separation. I thought he was creating quite enough all by himself.

“No problem,” he responded. “But don't forget that plants have consciousness, too.” He pointed to my salad. “You're murdering those poor lettuce leaves.”

On another occasion I told him that I was concerned about his health. “I don't want to see you get sick.” I mentioned that people who ate the way he did very often developed chronic diseases like cancer.

“Maybe,” he answered. “But I've been to the health food store. The people there are all skinny and sickly. If it's in the cards, that's what's going to happen.”

When Mike gained ever more weight and stopped exercising entirely, his wife Carol became concerned. “He isn't happy in his work,” she told me, “and he's becoming increasingly irritable and short-tempered. What's worse, he doesn't talk to me anymore about what he's feeling, and spends all his free time on his computer.”

We were seeing each other less and less, until one day Mike called, and said he needed to talk to me. Could I come over? My first thought was I had better things to do, but there was something in his voice that seemed somehow different. I said Yes, I'd be right over.

When I arrived, the atmosphere in their house was heavy and dark. Mike had been to the doctor, he and his wife told me, and had been diagnosed with a very serious form of colon cancer—Dukes' D, it's called, which means the cancer has already spread quite widely through the body. The prognosis with Dukes' D is terrible. The five-year survival rate is about 5 percent, at best maybe 20 percent if liver metastases can be surgically removed.

They were scared. I listened, and my heart felt sick. Oh Mike, I thought, Oh Mike! Why didn't you listen? Didn't I tell you? Outwardly, I tried to listen and be supportive, but inside I was angry and hurt. Angry at Mike for not taking better care of himself, angry at God for letting this happen, and angry at myself for not having been able to prevent it.

I listened as attentively as I could, and asked a few questions. They talked about his treatment options, and about the financial pressures they were dealing with. Not a word about diet. I stayed for dinner. Mike had a thick slab of beef. At least this time he didn't offer me any. The truth, though, is that night, for the first time ever, I was wishing he would. Not that I'd have taken it. I just wanted him to be his old, stupid, teasing self. He might have been a jerk, but we were buddies, pals, compadres, friends. Oh, Mike.

I was hurting and I was in denial. I didn't want to face what was happening. I wanted the old Mike back, even if he was a jerk.

In the weeks that followed, Mike underwent surgery and, then chemotherapy. He was having a terribly hard time with nausea, abdominal pain, vomiting, diarrhea, and a host of other kinds of distress, but he and Carol pinned their hopes for a cure on the drugs. They made it clear that they didn't want to discuss alternative treatments.

It was hard for me not to be judgmental. When Mike complained about how helpless he felt, I tried to be understanding and to help him make intelligent and grounded choices, but inside I was thinking, “Why didn't you think about that before? What do you expect when you eat the way you have?” He said he was at last cleaning up his diet, but I wasn't convinced. He was still going to McDonald's and Burger King.

Mike's last days weren't pleasant or comfortable. But there was one thing that happened that, now when I look back on that time, stands out for me. I don't want to make too much of this, but to me it feels important.

One of the last times I saw him, Mike said to me, “Thank you for not pushing your trip on me. I hate vegetables, that's all there is to it.”

“You can say that, but honestly, Mike, I feel bad that I wasn't more assertive. Maybe it would have done some good.”

“No, it wouldn't have. I was set in my ways. I've always been set in my ways. I wouldn't have listened.” He paused, and reached for my hand. “I felt your love, John. I always felt your love. Do you know what that's meant?”

“No.”

“More than you'll ever know, carrot brain.”

I can't remember the rest of the conversation. I was weeping too hard.
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