
  
    [image: cover of real food all year long]

  


  
    [image: title page of real food all year long]

  


  
    “Real Food All Year puts the joy back into eating seasonally. A food educator with a background in Chinese medicine, Nishanga Bliss has meticulously researched how the seasons affect our bodies and gives lively instructions for enriching our connection to spring, summer, winter, and fall through mindful eating. Her recipes fuse fine dining with traditional hippie food to create astoundingly tasty dishes like kale caesar salad and red lentil dal with sweet corn. As a gardener, I found the book a delight: a pat on the back that endorses growing your own food and also a gentle reminder to harvest my root vegetables so I can make a batch of pickled beets and turnips.”


    —Novella Carpenter, author of Farm City and The Essential Urban Farmer


    “This is an excellent and intriguing book. Its overview of the seasons is quite comprehensive, the recipes are really well chosen and easy to make, and there is a lot of excellent scientific information in the text. This would be a worthwhile addition to any health-oriented cook’s collection!”


    —Annemarie Colbin, PhD, founder and CEO of the Natural Gourmet Institute in New York City and author of The Whole-Food Guide to Strong Bones


    “Deftly weaving together the principles of seasonality, sustainability, and healthy eating from a Chinese medicine perspective, Nishanga Bliss does something entirely new—she presents a system for eating that is both sensible and meaningful. Real Food all Year is a fascinating and inspiring read that goes far beyond the usual gastronomic reasons for eating local foods in season, but isn’t afraid to fully celebrate the pleasures of the table. Call it hedonism Rx.”


    —Vanessa Barrington, author of DIY Delicious


    “Real Food All Year is filled with invaluable tips and sound advice. Follow the guidance in this book and find yourself coming back into balance both in your health and with the natural world that surrounds you.”


    —Margaret Floyd, NTP, HHC, CHFS, author of Eat Naked and The Naked Foods Cookbook


    “Real Food All Year is filled with important practical information on nutrition and seasonality. Author Nishanga Bliss clearly explains essential concepts from both Chinese medicine and Western nutritional science and applies them with mouth-watering recipes and easy-to-follow techniques. This book is a valuable resource for anyone seeking to find their way back to the simplicity and harmony of local, seasonal eating.”


    —Sandor Ellix Katz, author of Wild Fermentation, The Revolution Will Not Be Microwaved, and The Art of Fermentation


    “I’ve been waiting for a book like this for years! Nishanga Bliss makes the ancient wisdom of traditional Chinese medicine accessible and relevant to today’s readers. She deftly weaves these time-tested teachings together with a practical approach to eating locally, seasonally, and sustainably. Well-written and full of useful information and recipes, this will book will be a resource I turn to again and again.”


    —Jessica Prentice, owner of Three Stone Hearth Community Supported Kitchen


    “I am a big fan of eating locally and seasonally as a vital part of healthy nutrition. Nishanga Bliss has created this wonderful new book, Real Food All Year, that helps us enjoy her great guidance and sumptuous recipes.”


    —Elson M. Haas, MD, integrated medicine practitioner and author of Staying Healthy with the Seasons

  


  
    Publisher’s Note


    This publication is designed to provide accurate and authoritative information in regard to the subject matter covered. It is sold with the understanding that the publisher is not engaged in rendering psychological, financial, legal, or other professional services. If expert assistance or counseling is needed, the services of a competent professional should be sought.



    Distributed in Canada by Raincoast Books


    Copyright © 2012 by Nishanga Bliss


    New Harbinger Publications, Inc.


    5674 Shattuck Avenue Oakland, CA 94609


    www.newharbinger.com



    Hibiscus and Rose Hip Soda recipe adapted from FULL MOON FEAST by Jessica Prentice, copyright © 2006. Used by permission of Chelsea Green Publishing. www.chelseagreen.com


    Cover design by Amy Shoup; Interior art by Sheila Metcalf-Tobin; Acquired by Melissa Kirk; Edited by Clancy Drake


    All Rights Reserved

    


    Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data


    Bliss, Nishanga.


    Real food all year : eating seasonal whole foods for optimal health and all-day energy / Nishanga Bliss ; Foreword by Liz Lipski.


    p. cm.


    Includes bibliographical references.


    ISBN 978-1-60882-155-6 (pbk.) -- ISBN 978-1-60882-156-3 (pdf e-book) -- ISBN 978-1-60882-157-0 (epub)


    1. Cooking (Natural foods) 2. Food supply--Seasonal variations. 3. Diet therapy. 4. Cookbooks. I. Title.


    TX741.B578 2012


    641.3’02--dc23


    2011044395

  


  
    To my grandmothers, and to grandmothers everywhere.
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    Foreword


    Nishanga Bliss wants us to incorporate more traditional foods into our diet. Real Food All Year, with its delectable descriptions of food, markets, and cooking techniques, will seduce you into wanting to shop, cook, and possibly even grow your own food—and you’ll be convinced by science that is relevant to our daily lives and health.


    Over millennia, cultures developed agricultural methods, cooking, and eating in harmony with other people and with the seasons. There was a lot of trial and error involved in discovering which foods worked to enhance health and well-being. In all cultures, food was prepared (whether soaked, cooked, sprouted, pounded, or fermented) in ways that ensured optimal digestion and absorption. People prepared and ate food in groups. There was a connection with community, season, and place.


    In our culture, all of this has changed. Modern agriculture has separated us from the food we eat so that we don’t really know where our food comes from. We eat different types of foods than our ancestors ate. According to government surveys, many of us fail to regularly get the recommended dietary allowances of many nutrients. We eat on the run, we eat by ourselves, and we eat food that is generally nutrient depleted and inflammatory. We eat what’s fast, easy, and convenient. Forty-five percent of our meals are eaten away from home. More than a quarter of us get over a third of our calories each day at fast food restaurants. This typical Western diet is inflammatory, and inflammation underlies virtually all illness. In a few short generations, we’ve gone from a culture that had basically no cancer, diabetes, or heart disease to a culture that is riddled with these diseases. As societies move to a more processed, westernized way of eating, chronic disease appears. When I first began working as a nutritionist thirty years ago, one person in eight developed cancer in the United States; now half of all men and one-third of all women will develop cancer. When people return to eating more “real food” prepared in traditional ways, incidence of disease goes down.


    Food is more than just nutrients. It’s information for your genes and your cells. The new field of nutritional genomics informs us that each time we eat, the food sends signals to our genes and cells telling them what to do. When we eat a dinner of broiled fish, steamed greens, and brown rice, our response is different than when we eat, let’s say, a fast food meal or a frosted cappuccino mocha.


    This book brings us back to our cultural traditions and invites us to embrace our food more fully. Nishanga Bliss synthesizes Chinese wisdom and current Western scientific information about food and puts it into a context that is practical and engaging. Her intimate knowledge and personal writing style hold our attention. She offers a detailed step-by-step guide with shopping lists, recipes, and even recommendations about which cooking utensils to use. We can renew ourselves in spring with detoxifying greens and omega-3–rich lamb koftas. We can spend our summers cooling off with probiotic-laden hibiscus and rose hip soda. In autumn we can ground ourselves with roasted root vegetables, or white bean and kabocha squash stew with herbed pesto. In winter we can alkalinize and renew our digestive system and bones with hearty homemade broths and soups. Enticing, to be sure. This book takes us on a trip through the seasons where we delight to find out more about our own rhythms and how to eat to nourish our body and spirit.


    —Elizabeth Lipski, PhD, CCN, CHN Education Director and Director of Doctoral Studies Hawthorn University Author of Digestive Wellness and Digestive Wellness for Children
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    Introduction


    We Americans are eating ourselves to death. According to the Centers for Disease Control, the top three causes of death in the United States are linked to poor diet and inactivity. This generation of American children can expect shorter life spans than their parents, due largely to the sad effects of the standard American diet (Olshansky et al. 2005). If you’ve picked up this book, you probably already have a sense that something is out of balance: your health or energy levels might be less than optimal, you might be eating healthfully but feel there is more that you can do, you might be concerned with the state of the food system, or you may simply be seeking inspiration in the kitchen. This book offers fresh answers to the age-old question of what to eat?


    In 2009, the average American supermarket carried almost fifty thousand products, according to the national Food Marketing Institute. Consider what guides your food choices when you are out shopping. Is it habit? Tradition? Taste? Pleasure? Advertising? Product placement? Science? Health concerns? Sustainability? There is so much conflicting information about what to eat today that negotiating the vast number of choices in the modern marketplace can be overwhelming. Real Food All Year offers a unique perspective to guide you: it integrates contemporary nutrition research with the ancient teachings of Chinese medicine to help you create a way of cooking and eating that is seasonal, sustainable, and appropriate for your body, and that can lead you to optimal energy and health. This book offers an adaptation of traditional dietary wisdom to the food supply and health concerns of contemporary North Americans.


    Why Chinese Medicine?


    You might wonder what makes the insights of Chinese medicine on nutrition so relevant to our times. Chinese medicine is one of the most widely used traditional health systems on the planet. The texts on which it is based were written over two thousand years ago and are thought to represent a compilation of thousands of years of observation and clinical practice before that (Ho and Lisowski 1997). While human lives have changed radically since that time, human physiology has in fact changed very little. The effectiveness of Chinese medicine has been continually validated as its practice has flourished and spread across the globe, and many of its insights are being confirmed by modern scientific research; these convergences will be highlighted throughout this book.


    Chinese medicine offers an important complement, and counterpoint, to Western allopathic medicine in that, like most other non-Western medicines, it is truly holistic, meaning that it is concerned with “the complete psychological and physiological individual” (Kaptchuk 2000, 4). Health in the Chinese medical system is seen as a state of balance, or harmony, between opposing forces, which can be couched in contemporary physiological terms as a state of dynamic equilibrium, or homeostasis, both within an individual and between an individual and her or his environment. The goal of vibrant health, or vitality, includes not only resistance to disease or but also appropriate energy levels, emotional balance, and longevity. A key way to reach this goal is through the diet.


    Balancing Your Diet


    While your grandmother and your nutritionist might both advise you to eat a balanced diet, they may mean two very different things by “balance.” A Western science–based conception of a balanced diet usually refers to eating a mix of food groups, or macronutrient (protein, carbohydrate, and fat) types. By contrast, traditional Asian nutrition, embedded in culture and folk wisdom, categorizes foods according to their energetic qualities, providing a way of summarizing the effects of ingesting foods on the body. The simplest system is based on a fundamental concept in Asian medicine, culture, and philosophy: the division between yin and yang. All phenomena are divided into one of these two major categories, which are both oppositional and interdependent, for example:


    [image: table of TCM qualities]


    Foods are categorized as either warming (yang) or cooling (yin). Warming foods tend to provide more thermal energy and macronutrient calories, while cooling foods tend to be less calorie dense, instead having higher water content and being relatively rich in micronutrients. Warming foods tend to stimulate or speed up metabolic processes, while cooling foods tend to slow them down and also to exert anti-inflammatory effects. Health requires an ever-shifting balance of the two. In general, animal-flesh foods, alcohol, and certain hot spices are considered more warming, while dairy, eggs, beans, and grains are neutral in energy, and most other plant foods, such as fruits and vegetables, are cooling to the body. Within these larger categories of foods, individual foods are characterized as relatively more yin or yang. For example, plant foods that grow below ground, such as root vegetables, as well as those that take longer to grow, are generally more warming than those that grow above ground or grow more quickly, like leafy greens. Foods of warmer colors, such as red, orange, or yellow, are generally more warming than foods of cooler colors, such as blue, green, purple, or black. Produce from tropical climates is generally much more cooling than that from temperate climates.


    Eat with the Seasons


    As you proceed through the book, you will learn that in-season foods tend to complement the prevailing season, helping our bodies adjust to the climate, supporting health, and preventing the illnesses typical of that time of year. Cooling vegetables, such as cucumbers and summer squash, ripen in the summertime and, when eaten then, help to cool the body and provide fluids and extra antioxidants needed when we are exposed to more sunshine. By contrast, vegetables that mature in winter, such as kale and broccoli, and those that store well to last throughout the year, like onions and winter squash, are more warming, typically providing more calories and a different set of beneficial phytonutrients.


    Just as important as the energy of the food itself is the effect of the method of preparing it. Intuitive cooks and worldwide culinary traditions make use of this principle all the time. Imagine eating a salad of raw shredded carrots, dressed with lemon juice and olive oil. Would that sound good on a hot day? Now imagine the very different effect of eating those carrots if you roasted them in olive oil, allowing the sugars to caramelize, and then drizzled them with the lemon juice. Such a dish would be much more hearty and satisfying in cold weather, right? Cooking methods in order from warming to cooling are: deep frying, roasting, baking, sautéing, pressure cooking, simmering, steaming, fermenting, marinating, sprouting, and serving raw. You’ll learn to use these different methods to prepare meals appropriate for the season and your state of health.


    There are many benefits to be gleaned from eating according to the seasons. From the point of view of Western nutrition, in-season food simply contains more nutrients. For example, in a 2008 study evaluating the vitamin C content of supermarket broccoli, a research team found that locally harvested fall broccoli had almost twice the vitamin C content of imported spring broccoli (Wunderlich et al. 2008), which had traveled many miles to reach the market. Since produce tends to lose nutrients after harvest, the shorter the time from harvest to your plate, the more nutritious your food will be. For example, in a 2004 study at Penn State, Luke LaBorde and his team found that spinach lost 47 percent of its folate by seven days after harvest (Pandrangi and LaBorde 2004).


    Remember the adage of both grandmothers and nutritionists to “eat a variety of foods”? As an added bonus to the sheer pleasure of this style of eating, varying your diet according to the seasons increases the variety of the food you eat, which in itself is associated with improved nutrition and resistance to chronic disease (Tucker 2001).


    The Theory of the Five Elements


    Chinese medicine and other Asian health systems, such as the macrobiotic diet, a contemporary adaptation that focuses on eating whole grains and vegetables and avoiding processed or refined foods, draw on the ancient theory of the five elements. This theory appears in the most influential ancient text of Chinese medicine, The Yellow Emperor’s Classic of Medicine, or Nei Jing, written as early as 300 BCE (Ni 1995). Five element theory is based on the close observation of the natural world, and it permeates not only the cuisines but also the literature, art, and belief systems of Asian cultures. The five element cycle describes the changes of seasons and the way that living things are born, grow, flourish, wither, and die in repeating patterns. As you get to know this system, you will be able to observe many examples of these cyclical changes in your life and in the world around you. Attention to the cycle can guide you on a path to wellness and remind you of the healthiest ways to live and eat throughout the year. Each element corresponds to a particular season of the year and to a major internal organ. The five elements are often portrayed as a seasonal cycle, as follows:
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    To understand and use this system, it is important to grasp some of the differences between Chinese and Western medicine. As you study the above chart, remember that the traditional Chinese understanding of the body organs is quite different from that of Western physiology. It evolved primarily from clinical observation, not dissection. The organs in this system are best thought of as representing not only the physical internal organs but also the entire body system of which they are a part. For example, the spleen in Chinese medicine is the primary organ of digestion, and may be thought of as encompassing the functions of the spleen, stomach, pancreas, and other parts of the digestive tract as it is understood in Western medicine. In all, this is thought of as the energy of the spleen. Note that spleen weakness in the Chinese medicine sense does not necessarily indicate any disorder of the spleen organ in the Western medical sense but instead indicates less than optimal digestive function. As I discuss each season throughout the book, I will explain how Chinese medicine views the related organs, as well as the corresponding thinking in Western medicine.


    There are five primary internal organs: the heart, spleen, lungs, kidneys, and liver, and each is paired with one or more secondary organs; for example, the stomach is paired with the spleen and the gallbladder with the liver. The internal organs are seen to work synergistically to create the physiological functions of the body. Imbalances in each organ can lead to symptoms and ill health. These imbalances generally fall into one of two types: excess, characterized by hyper function, acute inflammation, and/or congested energy or blood flow; and deficiency, which may entail reduced function, chronic inflammation, structural damage, and/or reduced energy or blood flow.


    If you’ve visited a practitioner of Chinese medicine or related arts, you may have been diagnosed, for example, with liver qi congestion, one of the most common imbalances among North Americans (qi means, essentially, energy). This diagnosis describes a pattern of disharmony or less-than-optimal function, not literally of your liver organ but of the physiological system to which it is connected. Each pattern of excess or deficiency in a particular organ is associated with a characteristic set of signs and symptoms.


    The Nei Jing teaches that each of the five elements corresponds to one of the major internal organ systems as well as to a particular season. It is beneficial to attend to the health of each organ in its corresponding season. While an imbalance or illness can affect an organ during any season, many health problems can be treated or, better yet, prevented by adjusting the diet—making it more warming or cooling—and by choosing foods to either strengthen or cleanse a particular organ. Following the wheel of the year and echoing the rhythms of nature by choosing seasonal food and preparing it appropriately will ensure that each organ and system is strengthened and cleansed in turn, promoting balanced energy and vitality. The Nei Jing also teaches that it is normal for our energy levels to change throughout the year. Summer, for example, is considered the time of maximum energy and activity levels, while in winter we are advised to go to bed early and rise with the sun, focusing on conserving energy and replenishing ourselves.


    Real Benefits from Real Food


    These ancient Chinese medical concepts of the effects of food are based on real food, that is, fresh, whole food that has been grown or produced with minimal refining and without chemical inputs. Unfortunately, much food eaten in North America today is not real food. Most of our choices are, in the words of best-selling author Michael Pollan (2008, 1), “edible foodlike substances…highly processed concoctions designed by food scientists, consisting mostly of ingredients derived from corn and soy.” To reap the health benefits of eating properly, we need to return to eating (mostly) real food. This doesn’t have to be 100 percent of the time—wise grandmothers and nutritionists know that striving for complete dietary compliance is foolish. Strive to eat as well and as consciously as you can 80 percent of the time and allow yourself to eat whatever you feel like the rest of the time. As your palate adjusts to the subtler flavors of real food prepared consciously, the desire for many refined foods often simply fades away.


    Finding Real Food


    One way to recognize real food is that it is whole. Whole food includes whole grains, whole fruits and vegetables, and whole animals. Eating whole fruit, for example, offers a much wider range of nutrients than drinking fruit juice. When grains are milled and refined, vitamins, minerals, and fiber are lost. This principle holds true for animal foods as well. Traditional peoples prized the parts of animals often neglected today, such as the organs, glands, and bones, for their concentrated nutrition. In general, eating whole foods best supports health. That said, all processing of food is not bad. While industrial processing and refining of foods generally decreases their nutritional value and adds potentially harmful compounds such as preservatives and additives, most traditional methods of food processing, like soaking, fermentation, and sprouting, actually increase the nutritional value and digestibility of food (Lipski 2010). You’ll learn many of these techniques in subsequent chapters.


    Real food can be found at the supermarket. It is hidden in plain sight around the perimeter, in the produce, meat, and dairy cases, and perhaps the bulk bins. Follow these two rules when shopping at the supermarket: look for food that has no label because it does not come in a box, bag, or package; and if it does have a label, avoid it if it has more than five ingredients or contains ingredients that you would never use when cooking in your own kitchen (Pollan 2008). Shopping at natural food stores makes this easier, but you still need to be wary. There are many “natural” products on the shelves that are still highly refined. When you shop at one of the thousands of farmers’ markets across the nation, you can feel confident that you are choosing real food. Plus, you get to connect with the people growing your food and with your community. Sociologists have found that farmers’ market shoppers have ten times more conversations while shopping than supermarket shoppers (Halweil 2004). See Resources if you need help finding a farmers’ market in your area.


    Community supported agriculture (CSA) is another wonderful resource for accessing real food from the source. The basic model is this: you subscribe (typically for a week, month, or year) to the products of a farm, paying the farmer directly and in advance. You pick up your produce from a nearby drop-off point, or for an extra fee, some farms will deliver to you. The benefits are many: by eliminating the middleman, the farmer gets a better price (which can enable small family farms to compete in the marketplace), you get to connect with the source of your food, and you receive the freshest and most delicious produce imaginable, in season. You also get exposed to wonderful new foods you might have never eaten otherwise, and most CSAs offer a newsletter or other resources to teach you how to cook any unfamiliar produce. There are CSAs for fruits and vegetables, grains and beans, meat and dairy, and even honey (see the resources section).


    Produce sold at farmers’ markets, farm stands, and CSAs is much more likely to have been harvested when ripe because of the shorter time it takes to get to you. Fruits and vegetables allowed to ripen on the plant taste better, and most are more nutritious than their counterparts, which are commonly harvested earlier and ripened artificially (Lee 2000). An additional nutrition bonus of food from the small family farms that typically sell to farmers’ markets and CSAs is the diversity of species they grow. Industrial-scale farms usually select varietals based on uniformity and yield, which has been shown to result in lowered nutritional value (Davis et al. 2004), while smaller-scale farmers often grow more diverse and heirloom varietals, which can pack a higher nutritional and flavor punch. Finally, organically grown plant foods have been shown, in a recent meta-analysis of every peer-reviewed study published since 1980 on the topic, to be nutritionally superior to food grown by conventional methods. On average, according to the research team at The Organic Center, a “serving of organic plant-based food contains about 25% more of the [11] nutrients encompassed in this study than a comparable-sized serving of the same food produced by conventional farming methods” (Benbrook 2008). The nutritional superiority of food produced organically largely derives from the rich soil that organic practices such as composting create, as well as the strict limitation of chemical inputs that organic certification mandates.


    The finest nutrition of all can be obtained from foods you grow, sprout, forage, or raise yourself. The gardener’s delight of eating straight out of the garden provides superb nutrition, is deeply seasonal, and is accessible, through sprouting, to all (see chapter 2). Foraging and gleaning in your neighborhood or wild places adds a whole new repertoire of seasonal delights to your diet. Finally, beekeeping, backyard poultry and goats, and other endeavors in homesteading can reconnect you to seasonal rhythms and turn you from a consumer to a producer of real food. The Resources section has books and websites to inspire you to get started.


    What about Animal Products?


    Animal foods are an important part of the diet for most people, yet many of us have concerns about the safety, sustainability, and source of animal foods. A basic rule of thumb when choosing animal products is, from the pen of Michael Pollan (2008, 167), “you are what what you eat eats too.” In short, the better the diet and life of an animal, the more nutritious are its meat, milk, or eggs (Robinson 2004). While factory-farmed animal products can have greater negative health and environmental impacts than almost any other food in your diet, choosing animal foods from sustainable sources is one of the most powerful ways you can positively influence your health and the food system. Seeking out organic or, better yet, pasture-raised animal products will have a big impact on your health and that of the planet, and will help support sustainable animal husbandry. You’ll read more about the benefits of pasture-raised animal foods in chapter 2.


    In general, as with other animal food, the better a fish’s diet, the more nutritious it is. Wild trumps farmed in most cases. Many farmed fish have been found to contain contaminants and industrial pollutants, and they are often fed a very poor diet. However, the world’s fish stocks are in imminent danger of collapse from overfishing and environmental destruction. Fish may be a healthy choice for us as individuals in the short run, but choosing fish from a fishery on the verge of collapse can’t be a healthy choice for us, collectively, in the long run. The conscientious fish eater must continuously learn about the sources of fish. Because the state of the world’s fish stocks is changing so quickly, Internet-based resources may be the most accurate. Try www.thefishlist.org, created by three reputable research and scientific bodies, for up-to-date information on both the state of fisheries and the health risks of certain kinds of fish and seafood.


    What if you choose to avoid animal foods for religious, spiritual, or political reasons? Chinese medicine has traditionally emphasized the importance of an omnivorous diet as the best for health. Recall the categorization of foods into those with warming or cooling energies. Animal foods are generally warming, while plant foods are much more cooling. Chinese doctors observe that many who go on extended vegetarian and vegan diets eventually exhibit signs of coldness and/or digestive weakness, with such complaints as bloating after meals, fatigue, feeling cold, and more. Those who choose to limit or avoid animal foods can improve their health by shifting the diet to make it more warming and cooking and eating in ways that are strengthening to digestion, following the principles described in this book. They may also use the recipes in this book to begin introducing the most beneficial animal foods, such as animal fats and bone broth, to create a diet that will support their health long term. Many of the recipes in this book can be adapted for those who limit animal foods in the diet, for example, by substituting tamari for fish sauce and vegetable stock for bone broth.


    The profound benefits of attuning your diet to the seasons go beyond personal health. Cooking and eating seasonally brings you into harmony with natural cycles, connects you to ancient human traditions almost forgotten in the modern era, teaches that personal and planetary health are interdependent, and can become a source of tremendous pleasure and satisfaction in your life.
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    The Foundation of Energy


    Until the last hundred years or so, human lives and diets have been closely tied to the rhythms of the seasons. The advent of industrial agriculture and food technology, along with the increasing role of imported food from distant climates, has changed that—to the detriment of human and planetary health. To return to a wiser way of eating and living, we will examine the wisdom of the ancients, as well as of our grandmothers. Local, seasonal food, prepared and eaten properly, naturally supports vibrant health and energy.


    Remember the theory of the five elements? Each element corresponds to a season, a taste, a set of internal organs, a color, one or more stages of plant growth, certain foods, and more. The wood element, for example, represents the dominant energy of springtime, the liver and gallbladder organs, the sour taste, the color green, and the emotion of anger. For optimal wellness, you should attend to the health of each internal organ during its corresponding season. The following table lists some basic correspondences, which will be explored through the rest of the book.
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    You may be surprised to see five seasons instead of four in the chart above. In the Chinese system, there is a fifth season, known as late summer. The earth element is associated with the season of late summer, and it also occurs throughout the year. Earth is often portrayed as the center of the wheel of the year, linking earth to the energy of harmony, or balance, between yin and yang, which is important for health year-round. The association of earth with the spleen, and indeed the digestive system as a whole, underscores the importance of digestion in Chinese medicine. The classic texts of Chinese medicine explain that spleen qi and stomach qi are the root of a person (Maciocia 1989). Strong digestive energy is linked to good health, long life, and a good prognosis in the case of disease.


    Maximum Digestion, Maximum Energy


    Our exploration of how to eat seasonally for optimal health and energy must begin with an exploration of digestion, as this is the means by which our bodies extract energy from the food we eat. Looking at the digestive system first from the perspective of traditional Asian medicine and then through the lens of contemporary Western medical science will yield insights from both systems that will help you get the most energy and nutrition from your food.


    Digestion: The View from the East


    Traditional Chinese medical theory is best understood as both literal and metaphoric. The process of digestion is described as follows: when food is eaten, the stomach receives it and there the food is “rotted and ripened.” The spleen separates the “pure” part of the food, which can be thought of as the nutrients it contains. This is sent upward to the lungs, where it is mixed with the energy extracted from the air (think oxygen) and sent to the heart, which distributes the food essence via the blood to nourish the entire body. The spleen is the master organ of digestion in the Chinese medical system, and its job of discerning the nutritive part of the food eaten is vital. The “impure part” of the food is sent downward, toward the small and then the large intestine, which is responsible for removing this waste from the body as the stool.


    Not just what you eat but also how you eat it has a big impact on your digestive function and your energy. The spleen functions best, extracting the most energy from the food you eat, when you eat regularly, slowly, and mindfully and when you chew thoroughly. Science has noted that digestion begins in the brain, when you plan your next meal. Your body starts preparing the appropriate digestive enzymes at this point, known as the cephalic phase of digestion (Guyton 1991). The digestive process really gets going in the mouth, as you break up the food by chewing. Most people don’t chew enough. There is a Chinese saying: “The stomach has no teeth.” You can increase your digestive power and your energy and improve digestive complaints simply with thorough chewing, particularly of fibrous and animal-flesh foods.


    Eating for the Best Digestion


    Your digestive system is like a soup pot. All food that you take in must be transformed into a 98 degree soup, quite literally. The farther away from soup the food you eat is, the harder your body must work to digest it. Chilled, frozen, and raw foods take more energy to digest. Drinking ice water with meals temporarily shocks the lining of the digestive system, constricting the blood vessels that line its walls and slowing down the soup-making process. The American restaurant custom of serving ice water with meals runs counter to the Chinese medicine view of healthy digestion. If you were making a soup on your stove top and kept adding glassfuls of ice water to the pot, imagine how much longer it would take for your soup to be done!


    It’s best to drink no more than a small amount of fluid with a meal; save the big glass of water for a between-meal refresher. Room-temperature or warm drinks are best. Many traditional cuisines include the use of fermented beverages at meals, such as wine or beer, or cultured ones, such as beet kvass and lactofermented sodas (see recipes in chapters 2 and 3), which provide digestive enzymes, probiotics, and lactic acid (a product of bacterial activity), all of which can enhance digestion. Enjoy beverages in small servings of two to eight ounces with a meal. Eating soup with a meal, or as part of a meal, is a time-honored way to nourish yourself, and research supports its value in increasing satiety: people who eat soup as a first course typically eat fewer calories in total at a meal and later in the same day, and report greater satisfaction with their meals (Rolls et al. 1999; Flood and Rolls 2007).


    How strong is your spleen? The spleen is responsible for transforming the food you eat into nutrition for the body, as well transporting these nutrients to where they are needed. The spleen also plays a big role in the fluid metabolism, along with the lungs and the kidneys, and is thought to make the blood of the body. These functions combined connect the strength of the spleen to the strength of our day-to-day energy, and low energy or fatigue is one of the primary symptoms of a weakness in spleen energy. Other symptoms of deficiency of spleen energy include poor appetite, abdominal distension after eating, loose stools, craving sweets, and a tendency to gain weight (Maciocia 1989).


    Chinese medicine teaches that sweet foods can strengthen the spleen; however, what is meant by this is naturally sweet foods, such as yams and brown rice, not the foods sweet from refined sugars that make up such a big part of the modern diet. Most grains, vegetables, legumes, dairy, and animal products are classified as having a sweet flavor, and these should form the bulk of the diet, punctuated by foods of other flavors, the effects of which will be described in subsequent chapters. Eating refined sweet foods, particularly refined sugar, in excess can damage the spleen and lead to weakened digestion and symptoms such as fatigue and loose stools.


    Eating at regular mealtimes, in a relaxed atmosphere, is a simple way to improve digestion. Chinese medicine advises us to avoid eating too quickly, working or studying while eating, eating in a state of emotional stress, and eating late at night. It is also important not to overwhelm your digestive capacity by overeating. The Japanese repeat a simple reminder before meals: hara hachi bu, which means “Eat until you are 80 percent full” (Miller and Sarubin-Fragakis 2008). Your goal is satiety, not fullness. Asian healing traditions teach that emphasizing warm, cooked foods in your diet and choosing simple meals, with a daily serving of soup, will lay the foundation for a strong spleen, good digestion, and abundant energy.


    Traditional foods for strengthening the spleen and digestion, available throughout the year, are:


    
      	Whole grains: barley, brown and sweet rice, oats, spelt, millet


      	Vegetables: carrots, green beans, leeks, onions, parsnips, pumpkins, turnips, winter squash, yams


      	Fruits: berries, cherries, dates, figs (choose dried or frozen fruit when local fresh fruit is not available)


      	Spices: caraway, cinnamon, fennel, garlic, ginger, nutmeg


      	Beans: black beans, garbanzo beans, peas


      	Animal foods: beef, chicken, ham

    


    Digestion: The View from the West


    From the viewpoint of Western science, our food provides us with energy, quantified in terms of the calories we consume, with macronutrients (fats, carbohydrates, and protein), and with micronutrients (vitamins, minerals, and other compounds in small quantities, including chemicals that function as antioxidants). Calories are a measure of the heat energy food gives off when burned. Calories are delivered in food in three distinct forms: proteins, which primarily provide body structure but can also be converted to fuel; carbohydrates, which act as our major fuel source; and fats, which serve many purposes in the body, including being used in cell membranes, nerve sheaths, and hormones, as well as energy storage, insulation, and cushioning internal organs. Digestion, therefore, is a mechanical and chemical process that breaks food down into its usable components.


    The digestive process begins in the brain, when you anticipate and prepare your next meal. Carbohydrate foods are ingested as starches and sugars, and the digestion of them begins in the mouth, when they are mixed with saliva. When your food reaches the stomach, it is disinfected by the addition of hydrochloric (stomach) acid and broken down by muscular churning. Protein digestion begins here with the enzyme pepsin, which is activated by the presence of adequate stomach acid. Once converted to a thick, soupy suspension called chyme, your food moves to the small intestine, passing by the pancreas, which secretes the majority of enzymes needed for digestion. In the small intestine, carbohydrates, now broken down primarily into glucose, and proteins, in the form of amino acids, are absorbed into the bloodstream, while fats, which require the action of bile secreted by the gallbladder to be properly digested, pass first through the lymphatic system and then into the blood.


    Digestive Power


    A few self-help tips for best digestion follow from the above discussion. Adequate chewing of food not only begins the digestion of carbohydrate foods in the mouth but also enhances the entire digestive process. Stomach acid is critical to adequate digestion, and while over-the-counter remedies to suppress it are common, they can cause long-term problems. Research suggests that many people are deficient in stomach acid, especially by middle age (Lipski 2005). Too little stomach acid can cause such common symptoms as bloating and gas after meals, indigestion, diarrhea, and constipation (ibid). Heartburn, caused by stomach acid irritating the esophagus, is often improved by increasing stomach acid. Eating fermented foods containing lactic acid (a bacterial by-product), such as fermented vegetables and drinks; consuming salad dressings or sauces made with vinegar or lemon juice; simply taking a little vinegar or lemon juice in water with meals; and eating bitter foods, such as greens, can help augment and/or normalize your production of stomach acid, resulting in better protein digestion and nutrient assimilation.


    Eating for Stable Blood Sugar


    Maintaining a steady supply of glucose to the brain and optimal amounts in the blood is so important that the body has complex mechanisms to ensure this, including the storage of glucose in the form of glycogen in the liver and the ability to create glucose from protein if needed. Insulin, secreted by the pancreas, is the hormone that enables your cells to make use of the glucose in your blood for energy. Eating carbohydrate foods that are high in simple sugars, such as sucrose (white sugar and other refined sweeteners), or that are quickly converted to simple sugars by digestive enzymes (white flour and other highly refined grains) creates a large increase in blood glucose, requiring a large release of insulin from the pancreas to help usher the glucose into the cells. High glycemic foods are defined as foods that tend to cause a large increase in blood sugar and insulin, promoting energy storage in the form of fat, while low glycemic foods cause lower increases and don’t tend to promote fat storage.


    The Blood Sugar Roller Coaster


    The typical North American diet, rich in refined, high glycemic, carbohydrate-filled foods, can create a great strain on the body. Many people eat sweetened and refined foods throughout the day, creating an initial rise in blood sugar, or “sugar high,” causing the pancreas to release a rush of insulin, ushering glucose into the cells and creating the familiar “sugar crash,” which frequently leads to craving more sugar. If the body releases too much insulin relative to glucose, low blood sugar (hypoglycemia) is the result. Hypoglycemia is very uncomfortable, causing such symptoms as fatigue, insomnia, headaches, sweet cravings, nausea, loss of appetite or constant hunger, moodiness, crying spells, irritability, and more (Pitchford 2002). Frequent bouts of hypoglycemia may signal damage to the body’s delicate hormonal mechanisms for regulating blood sugar, and, over time, can lead to insulin resistance (lack of response by the cells to insulin), weight gain, obesity, and diabetes (Jones 2005).


    If your day-to-day energy is less than you’d like, consider whether the culprit is low or unstable blood sugar. In my clinical practice, I have found that when my clients make sure to start the day with breakfast, eat at regular times, transition from refined to whole foods, and choose to eat some fat and protein with every meal and snack, most begin to stabilize their blood sugar and feel much better. These changes also provide sustained, rather than roller-coaster, energy and can help prevent the intense hunger that can lead to sugar cravings and poor food choices. Such changes are often a very important first step for those seeking to improve their overall diets and sense of well-being.


    Traditional Food Preparation for Optimal Nutrition


    In contrast to modern methods of refining foods, which tend to lower their nutritional value and raise glycemic response, most traditional methods of food processing actually increase nutritional availability and lower glycemic loads (Miller and Sarubin-Fragakis 2008). What are these traditional methods? There are many, but three of the most important are soaking, sprouting, and fermentation. These three techniques all create a kind of predigestion of your food, rendering its nutrients and energy more available to the body.


    Soaking and spouting are used around the world in the preparation of mature seed foods, which include grains, beans, and nuts and seeds (Steinkraus 1983). Mature seed foods, especially grains, can be difficult to digest, to the benefit of the plant. Look at it from a plant’s point of view: plants package their seeds in forms that will, ideally, be eaten and excreted, but not digested, by animals. An undigested seed, deposited by an animal away from the parent plant (encased in a helpful dose of fertilizer), has a chance to grow and propagate the species. Seed foods have hard, difficult-to-digest coats (the bran of grains, which contains most of the fiber) and contain powerful phytochemicals, such as phytic acid, that bind up and protect their nutrients. Phytic acid is the storage form of phosphorus in plants, and it easily binds with other minerals, such as calcium, magnesium, zinc, and iron, making them unavailable to whatever or whoever eats them. Soaking and sprouting help to neutralize phytic acid and other inhibitory compounds in seed foods.


    Soaking your seed foods before cooking will bring immediate improvements in digestibility and energy. To begin, put whole grains and beans in the conditions they need to sprout—a wet, warm, slightly acidic environment—for a period of time. Soak grains and beans overnight with a splash of lemon juice, vinegar, or yogurt whey (an acidic liquid made by draining yogurt) before thoroughly cooking. The same can be done with nuts and seeds, which you may then drain and use in recipes, or dehydrate or roast for storage or use. With a little more time and care, you can sprout grains, beans, and seeds for even more nutritional benefits. You’ll find directions for soaking and sprouting in chapter 2.


    Fermentation is likely the earliest food preservation technique used by human beings (Mollison 1993), and is used both in combination with soaking and sprouting and on its own. Fermentation is a kind of controlled rotting, where bacteria or yeasts, naturally present in the food, the environment, or introduced by inoculation with a culture, are given the conditions they need to grow. Lactic acid bacteria (LAB) consume the carbohydrate portion of the food and create organic acids, such as lactic acid, and carbon dioxide. Fermented foods, such as yogurt, sourdough bread, and pickled vegetables, typically have a more moderate effect on blood sugar than their unfermented counterparts. Bacterial fermentation also preserves vitamin C in the original food; synthesizes vitamins B, K, and A and beneficial fatty acids; reduces or eliminates lactose (milk sugar, to which many people are intolerant) in dairy foods (Lipski 2005); helps neutralize phytic acid, nitrates, and other potential harmful compounds in foods; and limits the growth of disease-causing bacteria in food. Fermentation also imparts wonderful, complex flavors to foods that cannot be achieved through other forms of food preparation. The art of fermentation is simple to learn, and there are many recipes for fermented foods throughout this book, beginning in chapter 2.


    Your Diet, Your Energy


    Optimal digestion is the foundation of optimal energy. You are not what you eat, but what you absorb. We’ll cover many more ways to strengthen digestion and discuss which foods and preparation techniques are best for each season in the chapters ahead. Before you begin your journey around the wheel of the year, take a few days to assess what your diet is doing for you right now.


    Keeping a Food Journal


    A food journal is a wonderful way to assess the effects of your diet on your mood and energy levels. While there is no one diet that is suitable for everyone, your body holds the key to understanding which way of eating is best for you. This exercise works best if you follow it during several weekdays and through the weekend, as your eating patterns may change significantly through the week. As you work your way through the chapters and the seasons, return to the food journal again and again as a way to see how your changing diet is affecting you. You can either copy the following chart from the book and carry it with you, or use a small notebook. In the left-hand column, record what you eat and your activities throughout the day. In the right-hand column, indicate your energy levels and moods. You might rate these on a 1 to 10 scale. Also, note any symptoms, such as headaches, bloating, or gas. Looking over a few days of journal entries, observe what patterns emerge. Are you eating at regular times? Skimping on breakfast only to overeat later in the day? Fueling up with caffeine instead of real food? Do certain foods or meals make you feel much worse or much better? Or are you fairly even-keeled throughout the day? There are no right answers here, just the answers you find within yourself. You can return to this exercise in each season or as often as you see fit.


    [image: food journal forms]
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