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THE PALEO FACTOR
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Introduction: Our Stories

About a year and a half ago, we each were tackling a full-time job in marketing, as well as a night and weekend commitment to writing. This left little time to focus on our health and well-being. Time slipped away from us and later that year, determined to get back on track with daily exercising, we took on the extreme home workout DVD the Insanity Workout in full force and rocked it!

Doing Insanity nightly meant eating a lot—a lot of protein and carbohydrates in particular. It was awesomely delicious and a great excuse to consume as much lean meat as possible. The diet centered around a hearty bagel breakfast, whey protein shakes, amino energy drinks, smoked salmon, and steak salad wraps. We couldn’t eat enough.

When the nine weeks of Insanity finally ended, we were exhausted and somewhat satisfied. Don’t get this wrong—we love the Insanity workout and still do Insanity regularly today, only the diet we were consuming left us both feeling depleted and experiencing regular blood sugar lows. It wasn’t a good enough diet to consider continuing long term, but we didn’t realize why just yet.

It wasn’t until Camilla’s boyfriend, Matt, bought a copy of The Paleo Manifesto by John Durant—which explained exactly why wheat, dairy, and the legume family should be avoided—that it all started to make sense to us.

Less than a month later, we began our 30-Day Paleo Cleanse, which focused on eating as much lean meat, fruit, and vegetables as possible, while exercising regularly and writing about it, of course. That Cleanse laid the foundation for this book.

Camilla’s Story

I grew up in a very close middle-class family that knew the importance of diet, exercise, and general well-being. Mealtimes were family times, and we all lent a helping hand as we prepared delicious, balanced meals. We didn’t eat out often; we avoided fast food, processed foods, and candy. We were certainly healthier than most people we knew in South Africa, and I believe South Africans to be pretty healthy in general.

After a very difficult and emotionally taxing two-year struggle, my dad lost his battle against bone marrow failure. The news came a week before my sixth birthday. My mother and I were forced to regain some sense of normality in our lives, but naturally something was always missing. Together we made it work. We had mother-daughter TV nights, painted, cooked homemade pizza, devoured chicken soup, and baked what I still believe to be the most delicious chocolate cakes in the entire world.

I became an avid figure skater and competed in the young woman’s section for my province. I was fit and toned, yet I still had troubled skin and got severe tonsillitis very regularly. For someone who exercised so much and ate well (or so I thought) we couldn’t quite figure out the problem. I was presented with a whole range of topical “solutions” and strong antibiotics. Nothing worked. We finally came to the conclusion that there was something else at play and that all these medicines were doing were trying to treat the symptoms, rather than the root cause.

About six months later I found myself in the waiting room of a well-known Ayurvedic doctor (a form of alternative medicine based on the science of life) who had trained with the reputable Deepak Chopra. I had broken my ankle figure skating and had unknowingly skated on it for many months as I was trained to withstand pain. Subsequently, I had worn away the tissue surrounding the bone and tendon in my right foot. This Ayurvedic idea was a last resort. I had tried physiotherapy and acupuncture at the top sports medicine clinic in my city, had x-rays, had worn a removable boot cast for six weeks, and had still not seen any sign of improvement on the x-rays or in day-to-day mobility. Plus I was still in pain, though I didn’t regularly admit it, as I desperately wanted to return to the skating rink.

The doctor greeted me kindly and, unlike a regular physician, did not begin with “What brings you in?” Instead he asked to feel my pulse and gestured for my wrist. I was baffled but obliged and sat in silence for about a minute while he appeared to be concentrating very hard as he listened to my pulse. Finally he looked up at me and said that I was too stressed out (that comes with the territory of a Type A personality, doesn’t it?), that I needed to cut out wheat, dairy, brown rice, and lentils from my diet, and that I needed to rebuild the tissue around the tendons that support my right ankle. I’m not too sure how he picked all that up from my pulse, but a couple of moments later I was lying on the massage bed and he was applying steam to my broken ankle while massaging it vigorously with a proprietary sesame oil blend. Who was I to judge? I’d tried Western medicine for months without any luck.

When he finally spoke it made sense to me. It all came back to treating the root cause. The steam and pressure on the area forced the cells to focus on the depleted tissue, ultimately speeding up the recovery process. It was a little wacky, and the opposite of the “apply ice” theory in Western medicine, but truthfully, it made sense.

He wanted me to come in once a week for steam treatments for about two months, after which he said I’d be back to my former strong self. I asked him when he thought I may be able to return to figure skating and his answer was astounding:

“You can go right now,” he said. And so I did.

My ankle has never been a problem since. I also gave up cheese, yogurt, brown rice, and lentils. I did this for about seven years and felt better. I had far more energy and far less congestion and allergy complications. It was clear to me that not only can disease be brought about by a “dis-ease” in the mind (we can think ourselves sick, just as we can think ourselves healthy), but disease can also manifest from a dis-ease in the body.

But then came university and all went rapidly downhill. I took an additional major, leaving little time for working out, not that there was an ice rink in my university town anyway. Plus, the numerous late nights left me turning to carbohydrates and energy drinks like the majority of college students do, which caused a vicious cycle of bad health.

In 2006 I visited America for the first time. I went on a student exchange program to the University of Iowa. I had the time of my life, but one thing I cannot erase from my mind is the extent of fast food, frozen food, and preservatives consumed by American college students.

I remember sending a photograph of a vending machine in the lobby of my residence that had burgers sitting in it for days. My friends back home in South Africa were mortified. There were TV dinners on the shelves that didn’t require refrigeration. I had to wipe the oil off my pizza and my roommate couldn’t believe that I had never eaten deep-fried onion rings. Worst of all was the cafeteria, which was an all-you-can-eat buffet of waffles, Sloppy Joes, pizza, and sugary cereals for a very nominal fee. I was horrified by the sheer gluttony of the industrial food buffet and only ate there once. Finding healthy options became more of a challenge than ever before.

Later that year I returned to South Africa, and now, more aware than ever before, began to return to stricter Ayurvedic eating habits while I completed my thesis. I kept this up whenever and wherever possible, spending only $15 CAD a week on food when I moved to Vancouver to work and save for my U.S. immigration. People cannot believe it when I tell them this, but honestly, I ate well. My main diet consisted of beef-stuffed butternut squash, sushi, and green vegetables.

In early 2009, green card in hand, I packed my bags and moved to Hawaii. I sought sunshine, freedom, and translucent waters, but got more than I bargained for. For a year and a half I worked two jobs, lived in three different apartments, sipped many a tropical cocktail (until I realized that I was allergic to pineapple) and ate at happy hours whenever possible. You can’t beat $5 appetizers!

In June of 2010 an account director of a renowned resort in Waikiki contacted me about one of my restaurant reviews on Examiner.com. Three months later I was working for the resort full-time. I worked hard and was committed to many evening events; I got to the beach very seldom and I ate daily at the hotel cafeteria (think comfort food buffet), like everyone else. I gained weight, experienced blood sugar spikes and lows, drank way too much coffee, and eventually realized I was lactase non-persistent.

When I turned 28 I came to the conclusion that while life was fabulous in Hawaii, it wasn’t really suited to the life I was trying to live. I wanted to settle down in a place of my own, get healthy again, and truly live the American Dream. That’s when my boyfriend, Matt, took the reins and convinced me to move to his home state, Colorado.

Two years later and here I am, living in my very own home in Colorado. Only Matt, despite understanding caloric intake and always keeping fit and lean, didn’t share my thoughts and beliefs about being low-carb and dairy-free. We ate plenty of pizza and pasta, and not nearly enough vegetables. That was until recently when he came across The Paleo Manifesto, a book by John Durant that finally spoke to him in the language he understood and gave him the insight he needed to radically change his diet. I was ecstatic.

He read the oversized book in three days and on day four I found myself being dragged to a bookstore at a ridiculous hour for a Paleo recipe book. Interestingly, the recipe book even referred to the Ayurvedic diet.

Now that Matt was sold on a healthier diet idea, I wasn’t about to miss a beat. A week later, along with Melissa we went fully Paleo, cold turkey. It tied together everything I’d learned and experienced over the years. Paleo simply made sense.

I then realized I wasn’t suffering from my regular blood sugar roller coaster ride or migraine headaches, plus my skin cleared up entirely. After a few weeks, neither of us had food cravings and my seasonal allergies began to diminish.

The better I felt the more I realized just how much of an effect wheat, dairy, and sugar have on the body. Healing yourself starts from the inside and we should all take note of what we are feeding our cells. I’ve never felt better. The rest is history. Now it’s your turn to try.

Melissa’s Story

When I was younger I didn’t pay much attention to my health or wellness. Let’s be honest, I was a kid in America, which basically sums it up. I was also stick thin and could eat whatever I wanted without gaining weight. I did sports occasionally, but outside of that I was pretty lazy. I, like most kids in the USA, liked TV a lot. I also managed to find every excuse to skip out on PE and since I was skinny, no one saw an issue with it. This taught me a lesson: Just because you’re skinny doesn’t mean you’re healthy.

So let’s fast-forward to when I was about 17 and everything began to change. I started to get sick; I was having random heart palpitations, becoming dizzy, and having trouble breathing. This is where my story really begins. I started a seven-year-long journey of sickness. When you’re 17 and you start getting these symptoms, it’s really not considered normal, and it shouldn’t be. During the next four years I underwent every test known to man and “potentially” had every disease as well. I had to wear heart monitors; I had more blood drawn than I think was in my body; I had MRIs, ultrasounds, and the list goes on.

From what the doctors could tell, I had a high white blood count and my thyroid antibodies were through the roof. This resulted in me being told that I had leukemia, cancer, a heart murmur, an issue with my endocrine system, an infectious disease…and believe me, this was just the tip of the iceberg. Then, when they couldn’t concretely figure anything out, I was considered crazy! I learned two things during this time: 1. Generally doctors in the United States only focus on diseases that are in their specialty, and 2. If a doctor doesn’t know what you have, you’re simply considered nuts.

Fast-forward two years. I’m in college. At this point I’ve been up and down with not feeling good. I’m still having the heart issues; in fact, I’ve been rushed to the ER because my heart rate jumped to 175 bpm and wouldn’t come down. Believe me, being carried out of a dorm room on a stretcher at 1 a.m. is not a fun experience and since it was college, everyone saw. I spent the night in the ER, which was an experience. The nurses treated me horribly until they realized I wasn’t some stupid college student with alcohol poisoning. While the nurses had warmed up to me when they decided I wasn’t on drugs, the doctor didn’t seemed to care that I was there and sent me home after six hours, telling me nothing was wrong with me even though my pulse was still at 130 bpm. Yeah, because that is totally normal.

After this experience a couple of things started to happen: 1. My symptoms began to change, and 2. I was in the ER every six months. Some of the other symptoms I started to get were focused around my GI system, and, overall, I was really, really tired. I was experiencing these symptoms almost every day and this continued for two years.

This is when I started to put it all together. Yes, you heard right. After the multiple doctors I had seen, I figured it out, with the help of my mother. Sometime during this period, my mother, who is a nurse practitioner, started asking if I noticed any trends with what I was eating. I didn’t notice anything particularly with what I was eating, but I did notice that everything generally happened around when I was eating.

Finally I managed to figure it out on a family vacation to South America. I was in the town of Las Calientes at the foot of Machu Picchu, basically in the middle of nowhere. I had a Pisco Sour, a glorified margarita with foam on top. I got really sick after this; I was lucky that nothing serious happened. The foam on top of the drink was made out of egg whites. This is the point where I thought, okay, maybe I was allergic to egg.

A few months later when I got the flu shot this was confirmed. To say the least, I had quite an unpleasant reaction to it. I ended up going to an allergist and made them test me for eggs and, Bingo! I had found part of the problem. I cut out eggs cold turkey. Most of my symptoms went away and I started to feel better.

Over the next couple of years I was doing better. However, I was still tired overall and still had symptoms periodically. I noticed that they would get worse after I exercised heavily for a period of time; I later determined that this was because I increased the amount of wheat in my diet when I increased my exercise, but we’ll get back to that.

I had given up on trying to go to doctors; honestly, I had had enough during the previous few years to last me a lifetime. Finally, I decided I’d give it one last chance. This was unfortunately during a time that I started to feel worse again. I was getting aches in the joints in my hand. I had a history of rheumatoid arthritis in my family, and since I already had one autoimmune disease that affected my thyroid, (Hashimoto’s) I was nervous I might have another.

My ANA test, which is a general test for autoimmune diseases like lupus and rheumatoid arthritis, was about a hundredth of a point off from being positive.

At this time one of my good friends, who happened to have a lot of food allergies, recommended that I go to her doctor, who was both an allergist and an immunologist. This doctor looked at the whole picture, not just his specialty, and this is where things started to get interesting.

The doctor ended up running a battery of tests on me and discovered I had a few other food allergies. In particular, I was allergic to wheat. So not only did he direct me to cut those foods out, he also explained that certain foods could make autoimmune diseases worse, wheat and tomatoes being two examples. This research was also something I had read about in The Paleo Diet by Loren Cordain. My doctor’s theory was that my allergies and immune system were feeding off of one another and giving me many of my symptoms. He believed a correction of my diet would help. His recommendation of a diet for me was essentially a Paleo Diet. Needless to say, if I continued on my current path, things were only going to get worse.

The biggest difference came when I cut out wheat. Essentially, all of my symptoms went away like a puff of smoke. I didn’t have that weird malaise tiredness anymore and I had no stomach issues. Finally, after seven years I was back to normal. Back to normal may not seem that great, but it is if you haven’t been there in a while. A few times I cracked and had wheat again. It wasn’t a fun slope back down to where I had begun.

Then Camilla and I decided to take a Paleo pact: a 30-Day Paleo cleanse. I was on board even though we only decided to do it about a week before we started. It wasn’t a lot of time to get ready, but we were committed and energized so we made it happen. It was the beginning of a healthier lifestyle, that focused on avoiding foods that aggravated my allergies and autoimmune disease prevention. To put it mildly, I’m feeling amazing now.


CHAPTER 1
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What Is the Paleo Diet?

It began with Hominins about 2.6 million years ago, in the depths of jungles and the heat of grassy plains. The early Hominins—our ancestors—roamed freely, living off the earth and hunting for protein and animal fats to fuel their developing bodies. During the winter, the meats they consumed kept them warm, and throughout the summer, the fresh berries they picked gave them bursts of natural energy. They were an organic species, living harmoniously off the abundance that our earth provides and the prey that they outsmarted.

Over millions of years the diet they consumed remained consistent, yet seasonal, and reliant only upon that which nature provided. It nourished their cells, allowing them to evolve into Homo sapiens. As Homo sapiens they grew taller, stood upright on two feet, and began to entertain thought.

They were the predecessors to the species we have become. They lived solely off the land and spent their days chasing prey and wandering fields to gather fruits and vegetables to feed their families.

But here we are today. We seem to have forgotten our heritage. As humans we now live largely off genetically modified and overly processed substances and spend our days riding the elevators of office buildings before returning home to slouch on our sofas while devouring TV dinners and large sodas.

What Happened?

After 2.4 million years of roaming free—spanning a hundred thousand generations—our ancestors grew curious about cultivating food rather than searching and hunting for it. It seemed like a great idea (or so they thought), and just like that, Agriculture was born.

The birth of the Agricultural Era changed the way our ancestors lived and fueled their bodies. While their diet evolved, their genetics and natural dietary needs remained virtually unchanged.

The Agricultural Era adjustments meant that the typical daily activities of running miles on a hunt and wandering fields for fresh berries ceased to exist. These adjustments also led to a significant alteration of their diet—food by-products suddenly became a large part of daily consumption. Seeds and grains were introduced as a starch-based dietary supplement. This movement also encouraged the consumption of dairy, seizing the opportunity to “liberate” the natural milk from farm animals and drink it freely.

It all seemed like such a great idea. Starch was filling and cheap, and dairy was readily available. Both made for quick and accessible dietary “fixes” to keep nourished. The problem was, and still is, that the body is not naturally developed to digest these food by-products. So the rise of Agriculture simultaneously resulted in the downfall of the human diet.

When you do the math, the Agricultural Era began just over 12 thousand years ago, spanning less than five hundred generations and equating to only a fraction of the time that our species has existed (0.5 percent of the time, to be exact).

Extensive research has shown, and continues to illustrate, that our human species is not naturally tolerant of grain, dairy, or legumes. It also demonstrates that to gain optimum health, we should eat what we can easily absorb nutrients from. Our Paleolithic ancestors had it right; we should in fact be following their diet.

What Exactly Did Our Paleolithic Ancestors Eat?

They ate what the earth provided and what they could hunt. Their diet consisted largely of animal protein and vegetables, varying in quantity and ratio depending on the region and landscape that they called home. The category of animal protein included hunted game and wild-caught fish. Their vegetable intake consisted mainly of roots and tubers. They would also consume berries whenever available. Seeds and legumes (which include soybeans, chickpeas, and peanuts) were not regularly consumed. Both seeds and legumes are naturally designed by nature to propagate and therefore pass through the body virtually untouched. Consequently, seeds and legumes failed to provide our ancestors with the energy they sought in food and therefore served them little to no purpose. Back then, they ate to live, not the other way around.1

When Did the Paleo Diet Gain Popularity in Our Modern Era?

Back in the 1970s, evolutionary science placed its attention and consideration on the concept of returning to Ancestral eating habits in order to achieve optimum health. In 1975, gastroenterologist Walter L. Voegtlin published the book titled The Stone Age Diet: Based on In-depth Studies of Human Ecology and the Diet of Man. The book suggested that following a diet similar to our Paleolithic ancestors’ would improve our health. This trend continued as various articles, books, and papers of the same theme surfaced throughout the 1980s and ’90’s.

In 2002 Loren Cordain introduced a book on the subject, The Paleo Diet. While the diet itself is nothing new—being that it’s based on Ancestral eating—the popular book and Cordain’s detailed findings made the world look twice. Cordain caused others to wonder if he was indeed right and if we had in fact drifted off of our natural dietary course. Cordain coined the term “Paleo Diet,” after the Paleolithic Era. Call it what you will—the “Caveman Diet,” the “Ancestral Diet,” the “Primal Diet,” the “Stone Age Diet,” or, simply, the “Natural Human Diet”—it all refers to the diet that we are biologically adapted to eat.

Since the release of Cordain’s book, the Paleo Diet has gained the attention of millions of curious, health-conscious Homo sapiens around the globe. In 2013 “Paleo Diet” was the most searched diet term on Google. This curiosity has led to more research into the accuracy of the Diet’s foundation and to many more books on the subject, all aiming to illustrate the benefits we would gain in returning to our natural eating habits.

What Is Considered Paleo, and What Isn’t?

It seems complex at first, but truthfully Paleo Diet food choices are very logical:

       •   Say “Yes!” to organic fruits and vegetables, nutritional nuts, fish, healthy fats, and grass-fed meats.

       •   Say “No way” to grains, dairy, refined sugar, vegetable oils, legumes (like peanuts, lentils, and chickpeas), industrial foods, GMOs (genetically modified organisms), preservatives, sodas, candy, and tons of salt.

It’s not rocket science; just use common sense. The Golden Rule of the Paleo Diet is not to eat anything you know is not good for you. If you’re unsure, give it the Flintstone Test: Would our ancestors (hunters, gatherers, cavemen) have been able to keep food on their cave “shelf” for months? No! Good-bye long-life foods and frozen dinners. Would cavemen have been able to bake donuts? No! Good-bye processed sweets and pastries. Would cavemen have been able to eat fresh meat and handpicked vegetables? Yes! Hello earth to table!

Now that you know the basics, let’s go into the science behind why the Paleo Diet supports our natural biology.

Why Should I Say “Yes!” to Fruits, Vegetables, Healthy Fats, and Grass-Fed Meats?

Fruits: Fruits are typically rich in fiber and contain beneficial quantities of vitamins, antioxidants, and water. Fruits also contain phytonutrients, which are believed to promote cellular health and keep disease at bay.

Vegetables: Vegetables contain various vitamins, minerals, and antioxidants, depending on their variety. Many vegetables are also rich in natural fiber, which is vital to gastrointestinal function. All dietary schools generally agree that the nutrients found in vegetables are necessary to human health.

Healthy Fats: Healthy fats can be consumed in various forms, such as nuts, fish, grass-fed meat, and coconut oil. These foods are fatty in a good way—they provide your body with omega-3, vitamin E, and other fatty acids. These are all considered essential for brain and heart health, and are believed to aid the body in absorbing vitamins while preventing internal inflammation.

Grass-fed Meats: Grass-fed meats come from animals that have been fed their own natural diet. Consequently, those animals are less prone to disease and the food you consume is free of genetically modified grains and hormones that are toxic to your body.

Why Should I Say “No Way” to Grains, Dairy, Refined Sugar, Vegetable Oils, and Legumes?

Gluten: Gluten is found in wheat, a grain designed by nature to be untouched when digested so that it can return to the earth to propagate. The majority of wheat protein consists of gluten, which the body cannot absorb and causes internal inflammation when consumed.2

Grains: Grain has the same impact on the body as gluten (which also falls into the grain category but has become such a well-known term that we mention it as a freestanding topic). As with gluten, toxic proteins in grains such as corn and barley cause digestive complications in humans, as we are not designed to digest the food group.3

Dairy: Dairy products derived from animals were only introduced to our human digestive system during the Agricultural Era and are consequently not foods that we are naturally able to digest (with the exception of human breast milk during childhood). As a result, many people are unable to consume dairy, or are lactase non-persistent (commonly known as “lactose intolerant”).4

Refined Sugar: Refined sugar is typically found in soda, candy, and other industrial foods. Too much sugar of any kind is damaging to our health as it causes insulin reactions and an excess of glycogen in the body. Excessive sugar intake can cause diseases such as diabetes, obesity, and gout, and is believed to accelerate aging.5

Vegetable Oils: Vegetable oils such as canola oil, soybean oil, and corn oil are all by-products that were introduced with the Agricultural Era. They contain grains and seeds that we now know have toxic proteins indigestible to humans. In addition to these toxins, vegetable oils have very high quantities of omega-6 fatty acids. A healthy human diet needs fatty acids, but excessive amounts of omega-6 prohibit the body from properly absorbing omega-3 fatty acids, the healthier fat. An excess of omega-6 (which is easy to achieve since vegetable oils are present in the majority of industrial foods) continues to attribute to obesity, allergies, and cancer.6

Legumes: Legumes, like grains, contain proteins that are toxic to the human body. Because they are not able to be absorbed by our digestive system, and prevent us from absorbing the nutrients found in legumes, these toxic proteins are sometimes referred to as antinutrients. The consumption of legumes is essentially an empty calorie and one that inflames the gut.7
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