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ve-gan
(most commonly pronounced “VEE-gun”)
A person who does not eat animal products,

including meat, fish, seafood, eggs
and dairy products; All-plant.
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AUTHOR'S NOTE

Some conversations quoted in this book were, for the sake of clarity and cohesive-
ness, adapted from a composite of personal interviews, letters, e-mails, telephone
conversations, and other communications which occurred over a period of time.
Occasionally, these quotations were rephrased to remove abstruse technical
wording. The persons who were quoted were given the opportunity to review the
resultant quotes and approve them as representative of their expert opinions.
Finally, to preserve the narrative flow of the original edition, | have updated the
figures quoted by Lynn Jacobs and Gene Bauston to reflect current grazing fees
and slaughter totals.
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Foreword

ALMOST 70 PERCENT OF ALL AMERICANS, according to former Surgeon General C.
Everett Koop, are dying from ailments associated with their diets. About half of
us will die of one thing: heart disease. Another third of all Americans will have
cancer, and one-quarter will die of it. Study after study proves the inseparable
link between diet and health. We can no longer afford to stick our heads in the
sand and ignore these facts, if we expect to lead long and healthy lives.
However, the American people can change the odds dramatically if
they adopt two very simple practices: refrain from eating animal products
and spend the grocery budget on organically produced fruits and vegetables.
A study at Loma Linda University has shown that a group of vegetarian men
lived about seven years longer than their meat-eating counterparts. Studies
in Germany and Finland also have shown that people who eat no animal prod-
ucts—vegans—may live an additional 15 years over the animal-eating popu-
lation.
| made this lifestyle change several years ago, undeniably improving
my life and possibly extending it as well. If a person like me can understand
the necessity for such a change, anyone can. | am a fourth-generation farmer,
rancher, and feedlot operator. | raised beef cattle, | poured pesticides and
herbicides onto my grain crops, and | ate meat with the best of them.
| now travel around the world telling people that the proper amount of
animal products to include in their diets is zero. | have made the transition
from animal producer to a practicing vegan and president of the International
Vegetarian Union all in one lifetime!
My life started on a small organic dairy farm in rural Montana during
World War Il. Child care back then amounted to being set to work in the
garden, and this was the beginning of my love of the soil and of growing
crops. The only thing | ever wanted to be was a farmer. | went to college
where | learned about “better living through chemistry.” | graduated with a
degree in agriculture and returned home determined to turn the small organic
farm into a large agribusiness.
Within a few years, | was operating a farm with thousands of acres of
crops, thousands of heads of cattle, and many employees. It was almost a
dream come true. The only problem was that the farm environment was chang-
ing drastically. The birds were dying, the trees were dying, and the soil was
changing. | was using thousands of dollars’ worth of chemicals each year, and
they were making significant and damaging changes in my farm.
| saw the changes, but | thought they were just the price of being on the
cutting edge. Then in 1979, | was paralyzed from the waist down from a tumor on
my spinal cord. | had less than one chance in a million of ever walking again.
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Fear has a way of making us reassess and see a lifetime of mistakes
with a newfound clarity. Lying in the hospital at night, waiting for morning and
surgery, many of the things | had previously ignored started to play on my
mind. | realized | was killing my family’s farm. | was killing the soil, the birds,
and the trees with chemicals. | had to admit that | was killing the things |
loved most.

| was blessed with a great gift the day | walked out of the hospital.
From December, 1979 until today, my life has been very different. | read
Silent Spring by Rachel Carson, and | could see all around me on my own
farm what she was talking about, what chemicals were doing to our world.
Retreating from the new way was much more difficult than | imagined, and in
1983, | had to give up and sell most of my farm to repay debts. However, |
never gave up on my commitment to change the way we produce our food.

The number of people living on this planet today is twice what it was
the day | was born. If | live the average American lifetime of 75.5 years, | may
see that number double again. To think that the world population would qua-
druple in my lifetime is mind-boggling. We are running out of resources to
support the human race. We are behaving like parasites, blindly consuming
and ravaging our host with little thought for ourselves, our future, and the
future of the entire planet. Never in man’s history on the earth have we had
less clean water, less topsoil, and fewer trees.

The United States is considered to be the breadbasket of the world,
but our food production methods show little concern for the planet or the
future. For every calorie of grain we produce with our chemical-mechanical
system of agriculture, we expend 16 calories of energy. For every calorie of
meat we produce, we expend 70 calories of energy. You don’t have to be a
rocket scientist to see that we are headed toward disaster if we continue to
pursue the present course of using large amounts of energy to support a
meat-based, non-organic national diet.

Reading Erik Marcus’s Vegan is a critical first step for anyone wanting
to extend both the quality and length of their life, and the planet’s life. The
future of the planet depends on the decisions we make every day. Every
consumer who spends a dollar on organic produce and not on meat is voting
for the future. This is the kind of action that is heard in Washington; it's the
kind of action that comes from education and awareness.

Making the public aware of the dangerous and critical state of our
food supply is my ultimate goal. The education contained in this book fits
comfortably with the commitment | made many years ago while lying para-
lyzed in a hospital bed.

A vegan lifestyle is not only a healthy one; it is a kind and intelligent
one. Add a large dose of love for yourself and all the things around you and
you have a prescription that can’t be topped.

— Howard Lyman

Director, Eating with Conscience Campaign
Humane Society of the United States
January 1997
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Introduction

AN AWAKENING IS AT HAND. From hot dogs at a ballpark to the Thanksgiv-
ing turkey, America’s national diet has long centered around meat. But
now, substantial numbers of people are becoming vegetarians. In the
past decade, millions of people who have eaten meat all their lives have
decided never to take another bite of beef, pork, turkey, chicken, fish,
wild or domestic game, or any other animal. Many people are also
becoming vegans—eliminating from their diets not just flesh foods but
milk, eggs, and all other animal products.

Why the growing interest in vegetarian diets? Individual reasons
range from wanting to stay healthy to being concerned about the fu-
ture of the earth and its population. Whatever the personal motivation,
more and more people are realizing that being vegetarian makes
sense—today more than ever. Over the past decade, we've discov-
ered that vegetarian diets, and especially vegan diets, deliver far
greater rewards than previously thought. This book examines some of
these new discoveries and shows why a change in what you eat can
be so simple and yet so significant.

The first chapters present some of the remarkable health ad-
vantages provided by vegan diets. Strong evidence shows that a low-
fat vegan diet can practically eliminate the possibility of having a heart
attack. Not only that, such a diet dramatically reduces cancer risk and
can add years to your life. A vegan diet can also help you to reach and
maintain your ideal weight, as well as providing a foundation for last-
ing health and greater energy. In addition, with many experts warning
that mad cow disease could surface in the United States, there’s no
need to be exposed to possible infection: a vegan diet eliminates the
risk of eating contaminated beef.

The second section of the book examines the modern meat and

animal products industries. In many ways, these stories offer the most
compelling reasons to switch to an all-plant diet. It is hard to deny that
animals deserve some measure of compassion, and the technology for
raising and slaughtering farm animals has grown increasingly inhumane
over the past two decades. Modern “factory farming” methods mean
that many of today’s food animals never see sunlight or soil. They live
under conditions of intense crowding in a world of cages, conveyor belts,
and artificial light. | have been particularly careful not to exaggerate any
of the facts presented in this book, especially those relating to animal
production. The plain truth is enough to appeal to most people’s sense of
ethics. The stories and photos in this section are intended to help you
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make the mental link between the miserable lives and deaths of animals
raised for your consumption, and what you eat for dinner.

A further concern about meat production is its effect on world
food supplies. As the human population grows, our world is becoming
less able to afford the inefficiencies of cycling massive amounts of food
resources through livestock. By moving to plant-based diets, we can do
our part to push back the worldwide food shortages that scientists warn
are probable in the coming decades.

Our food choices also affect the environment. To touch on this
issue, this book follows the story of a man who was determined to ex-
pose the consequences to the environment of cattle ranching in the
Western United States. Destruction of fragile rangeland, water pollution,
and the decimation of wildlife are among the “side effects” of raising
beef cattle.

This book is also about people—doctors, scientists, activists,
people who were sick and got well, people who care about humanity,
people who want to make the world a better place. You'll meet them in
the chapters that follow.

The book ends with a brief explanation of how | came to be a
vegan and why it has been so important to me.

Eating meat is a strong tradition in this culture, and the meat,
dairy, and egg industries have a large interest in seeing that tradition
continue. In their efforts to maintain the status quo, they can call on
huge financial resources, armadas of experts, and some of the slickest
advertising campaigns ever created. Yet despite their many strengths,
these industries are being called into question. Why? Because on so
many levels, the arguments against the eating of animal products are
overwhelmingly convincing. In this book, | have tried to consistently avoid
exaggeration or misstatements. Hyperbole is unnecessary when the facts
come down so strongly in favor of being a vegan. And that is why | can
state here my belief, which | think is amply justified by the evidence
presented in the following pages:

A vegan diet is most in harmony with our bodies’ needs, our
innate sense of compassion, and our ability to survive on earth.
Moving to a plant-based diet is comparatively easy and it opens

the door to a gentler, healthier, and happier way of being.

Xi
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To your health

“Nothing will benefit
human health and
increase chances for
survival on Earth

as much as the
evolution to a

vegetarian diet.”

— Albert Einstein
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Heart disease—America’s number one killer—has
met its match. A landmark program established
by Dr. Dean Ornish has shown that changes in
diet and lifestyle can stop and, in some cases,
reverse the damage done by heart disease. The

diet that Ornish recommends is largely vegan.

The beat goes on

hink of all the people you know—from world leaders to a
beloved relative—whose lives have been diminished by heart
disease, or who have died of a heart attack or stroke. Think
of the complex surgeries they undergo, the shelves of drugs
they consume, the bills we all share in paying, the lost time and tal-
ents, the ruined lives, the grieving. Think about the irony of our ac-
ceptance of this set of tragedies as commonplace and “normal,” when
“normal” really should mean long life and many years of good health.
We have been prey to a disease of our own making. In our
pursuit of the good life, we've piled our plates high with meats and
creamy sauces. We've believed in the virtue of drinking big glasses of
milk, even as grown-ups. In fast-food restaurants, we choose our meat,
cheese, egg, and high-fat foods from appealing, full-color pictures.
“It's no surprise that half of all Americans develop heart
disease,” says researcher and clinician Dr. Dean Ornish, “because the
typical U.S. diet puts everyone at risk.”
The diet of prosperity has turned out to be a killer. A high-fat,
animal-based diet is the single most significant cause of death from heart

disease.!
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Worried that a
second heart
attack was
striking,
Werner felt
confused by
this invisible

enemy.

The good news is that, for many people, America’s leading cause
of death is no longer inevitable. Living healthy lives in general—reducing
stress, exercising, not smoking—can help, but the most effective way to
stop the progress of heart disease is to switch to an all-plant or nearly
all-plant diet.

Let's look at the story of a man who, after suffering two heart
attacks and a severe degree of disability, enrolled in Dr. Ornish’s Open-
ing Your Heart program. His health rapidly regained, this man—now 82—

hikes mountain trails as a pastime.

THE DEALMAKER

Midway on a transcontinental flight, an older man kept checking his watch.
Nobody noticed. The passengers around him were caught up in the ba-
nalities of the flight—watching a forgettable movie, reading, and choos-
ing between steak or chicken when the flight attendants wheeled the
meal cart down the aisle. Pale, his forehead clammy with perspiration,
and with his watch reminding him that the flight wouldn’t touch down for
another four hours, Werner Hebenstreit wondered if he would reach the
San Francisco airport alive.

Five years earlier, his first heart attack had nearly killed him. In the
aftermath of this frightening experience, Werner, always a man to follow
instructions to the letter, did exactly what the cardiologists told him to
do. He stopped eating red meat and cut back on eggs. He swallowed a
fistful of pills every day, enduring their numerous side effects. He tried
to exercise moderately. Despite all this, his condition worsened. When
out walking, he would sometimes be unable to finish crossing the street
before the light changed. As honking cars sped by, Werner would stand
exhausted in the middle of the intersection while his oxygen-starved heart
struggled to keep beating. Neither medical advice nor his own determi-
nation was enough to stave off Werner’s heart disease. Sick and weak,
the 71-year-old Werner had boarded this flight in a wheelchair.

For most of his life, Werner had felt himself to be very healthy. He

had excelled in boyhood sports, and as an adult, he was strong and
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vigorous. A courageous man whose life was forever changed by events

in Nazi Germany, Werner had overcome a series of ordeals unthinkable

to most Americans. Now, worried that a second heart attack was strik-

ing, Werner felt confused by this invisible enemy. He looked around the

airplane and felt cheated, and very alone.

In fact, Werner need not have felt singled out—he merely topped

the list of those on board whom heart disease would eventually kill. Sooner

or later, nearly half his 400 fellow passengers would share his fate.

After decades of eating meat, dairy products, and eggs, Werner

had unwittingly clogged his arteries to such an extent that the blood flow

to his heart was seriously im-
peded. The buildup of choles-

terol, fat, and cellular debris

had so narrowed these major
pipelines, that Werner's heart
wasn't getting enough blood.
Short episodes of this dep-
rivation of blood, and hence
oxygen, could bring on
chest pains, or angina. If a
blood clot were to get
caught in one of the narrow
places in Werner's arteries,
cutting off the flow, it could
result in the actual death
of heart tissue; in other
words, a heart attack.
Werner's fears were
confirmed. He had his sec-
ond heart attack on the air-
plane. He was met by an
ambulance when the flight
landed, and the other pas-

sengers saw him whisked

FACING THE ULTIMATE ENEMY

I]n 1935, the Nazis began rounding up Jews in Werner
Hebenstreit's native Germany. Werner was barely 20 years
old when, on a moonless night, he kayaked down the Danube
river into the safety of Austria. From there, it took him until
the end of 1937 to reach India by hitchhiking east from coun-
try to country. He made his living playing a concertina in third-
rate nightclubs. He decided to make India his home, though
without a university education or even a trade or craft, oppor-
tunity was scarce. Nevertheless, he raised enough money to
get his parents and sister out of Germany shortly before the
outbreak of war in Europe. Once war was declared, the British
sent Werner to an internment camp for two years, in the erro-
neous belief that he was a German spy.

Werner survived the internment and managed to keep his
family alive. In 1946, they emi-
grated to San Francisco. Werner
had a photographic memory and
a business aptitude that he had
honed during years of desperate

wartime conditions. Shortly »

The Hebenstreits at the San Francisco air-
port on their way to Germany. Werner had
been following Dr. Ornish’s program for five |
years when this photo was taken.

The Beat Goes On

Courtesy of Werner Hebenstreit
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« after arriving in San Francisco, he ob-
tained a broker’s license and began in-
suring German immigrants. Werner made
the most of his skills of salesmanship and
deal-making. In the 1950s he wrote thou-
sands of insurance contracts. By the
1960s he was negotiating for a partner-
ship in one of San Francisco’s most pres-
tigious brokerage firms.

Life was rewarding and full for Werner
until his first heart attack in 1981. He
slowed down and followed his doctors’
orders, but became progressively more
debilitated until his second attack in Janu-
ary, 1986. “After that, | felt nearly dead,”
says Werner. Four months later, tired and
discouraged, Werner joined the first
group of patients to enter Dr. Dean Orn-

ish's program for reversing heart disease.

away across the tarmac, not knowing if he

would live or die.

In Werner’s career as an insurance bro-
ker, he had mastered the art of negotiation.
And once he made a deal, he would move
heaven and earth to hold up his end of the bar-
gain. Werner survived the in-flight heart attack,
but he knew now that it was time to make the
deal of his life. A cardiogram had revealed the
worst possible news: one coronary artery was
completely closed up, and two others showed
severe blockages.

“What can | do to get better?” he asked
his cardiologist. “What kind of deal can | make to
stay alive?” is what he was thinking.

The doctor wrote several new prescriptions
for more powerful medication and sent Werner
home. He was now armed with propanolol and

nifedipine, whose effects helped to combat the an-

Vegan:

gina pain, Isordil to reduce the load on his heart, and Persantine to pre-
vent blood clots. The medications, while potentially saving his life, made
him feel worse. Headaches, dizziness, nausea, depression, and fatigue
were among the side effects.

Werner's life settled into a routine of sitting in a chair in his living
room, swallowing fourteen pills throughout the day, and feeling constant
pain, weakness, and fear. Any physical exertion, even shaving or comb-
ing his hair, shot fierce pains through his chest. As the weeks went by,
Werner shrank further into his brown easy chair, awaiting the end. His
only uncertainty was whether the heart attack that would finish him would
strike in months or in hours. He was angry and bitter, and his tongue
grew so sharp that only his wife Eva would spend time with him.

Then one day the Hebenstreits got an unexpected phone call. Eva

answered it, listened for awhile, and then said to her husband, “A Dr.

The New Ethics of Eating
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Dean Ornish wants to speak to you about a heart study.” Another doctor

wanting to make deals. Werner didn’t hesitate: “Tell him I'm sick and

tired of doctors.”

But Dr. Ornish kept Eva on the line, telling her about his program.

“Your husband fits exactly the profile we think we can help the most,” he

explained. Werner gestured angrily for Eva to hang up, but instead she

carried the phone across the room to the brown easy chair. “At least

listen to what he has to say.” Werner scowled, then took the receiver and

said icily, “Okay, Doctor, whatever you have to sell—I'm not buying.”

Ornish laughed. “That's
good, because I'm not trying to
sell anything. Mr. Hebenstreit,
I'm putting together a study
of Bay Area residents who
have had recent heart at-
tacks and angiograms.
We've developed a program
that we think offers an ef-
fective treatment and a real
possibility for improve-
ment. | was hoping to get
together with you to see if
this is a program you
would like to pursue.”

“No offense, Dr.
Ornish, but | don’t see any
reason to. I've already
done everything my doc-
tors advise. I'm so sick
from the drugs I'm taking,

I'm just not interested in
experimental treatments.”

“I understand, Mr.

Hebenstreit. But a main

LOVE AND MEDICINE

medical doctor and researcher whose
patients include celebrities and public
figures, Dean Ornish is something of a ce- ¥ e
lebrity in his own right. (A People magazine & A
photograph published in June 1995 cap-
tured him clutching a guitar and leaping like ‘
a rock star across his living room floor.) Ornish was the first
clinician to present findings that showed that changes in diet
and lifestyle can reverse even severe heart disease without
surgery or drugs. The results of his groundbreaking study ap-
peared in the Journal of the American Medical Association
(JAMA) in 1983 and in the British journal, The Lancet, in 1990.
That same year, Ornish shared his revolutionary findings with
the general public in a book titled Dr. Dean Ornish’s Program
for Reversing Heart Disease. The book quickly hopped onto
The New York Times bestseller list, and each of Ornish’s other
books has enjoyed similar success. Eat More, Weigh Less, pub-
lished in 1994, was reviewed in publications ranging from JAMA
to Glamour.

Ornish grew up in Dallas, Texas. His father was a dentist
and his mother a historian. A National Merit Scholar, Ornish
entered Rice University only to drop out in his sophomore year.
Feelings of depression led him to discover the healing qualities
of meditation and a vegetarian diet. A year later, he resumed

his studies, this time at the University of Texas. In 1975 he »
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« graduated first in his class. He enrolled in Baylor
College of Medicine, where he became interested in
cardiology and first began to research the potentially
beneficial effects of diet and meditation in treating
heart patients. Ornish received his M.D. in 1980, be-
came a clinical fellow at Harvard Medical School, and
fulfilled his internship and residency in internal medi-
cine at Massachusetts General Hospital in Boston.
In 1984, Ornish founded the nonprofit Preventive
Medicine Research Institute in Sausalito, California,
where he and his colleagues focus on alternatives to
surgery and drugs for the care and prevention of heart
disease. A firm believer in such stress-relievers as
meditation, yoga, moderate exercise, and group ses-
sions to relieve feelings of isolation, Ornish combines
many techniques in his Opening Your Heart program.
In his book on reversing heart disease, he explains:
“Physically, this program can help you begin to
open your heart's arteries and to feel stronger and
more energetic, freer of pain. Emotionally, it can help
you open your heart to others and to experience
greater happiness, intimacy, and love in your rela-
tionships. Spiritually, it can help you open your heart
to a higher force (however you experience it) and to

rediscover your inner sources of peace and joy.”

point of this study is to replace drugs
with dietary changes, moderate ex-
ercise, stress management, and
group support. In my past studies,
most of my patients soon became
able to stop taking much of their
medication.”

“That sounds very nice, Doc-
tor, but I'm tired. And | really don't
want to pay for another program that
probably won't work. Good day.”

But before Werner could hang
up, Ornish responded, “Don’t worry
about cost—this study is funded. It
won't cost you a dime to participate.
Now if you and your wife can come

to my office, I'd love to explain the
program to you. What have you got
to lose?”
After a long pause Werner
sighed. “All right, Dr. Ornish,” he said.
“We will meet with you.”

With that phone conversation,

Vegan:

Werner had started on the road back to
health and a full and active life. He didn’t know it yet, but he was about to
share in the success of a study that would redefine cardiac treatment.
Werner was about to become one of the first Americans to experience a

reversal of advanced heart disease.

THE EXPECTED WAY TO0O DIE
Heart disease is the leading killer of men and women in the United States.?
Almost one of every two Americans will die from heart disease.® The

numbers associated with it are staggering: 40 million diagnosed with
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heart disease, and 1.5 million a year having heart attacks.* Cardiovascu-
lar disease kills over 700,000 U.S. citizens each year; one-fourth of the
victims are under age 65.5 Much effort has gone into developing surger-
ies and drugs to help victims survive, but in the end, heart attacks are
seen by many as a natural and expected way to die.

But heart disease is much less common in countries where people
consistently eat low-fat diets containing minimal amounts of animal prod-
ucts. Low-fat, plant-based diets keep blood cholesterol levels low.

According to Antonio Gotto, past president of the American Heart
Association, societies whose average blood cholesterol is very low have
virtually no coronary heart disease or atherosclerosis—hardening of the
arteries which leads to cardiovascular disease.® The risk of heart
disease in China is only about 5 percent of the risk Western popula-
tions face.” In Japan, life expectancies exceed those in the U.S. at every
age, but when Japanese people move to this country and start to eat as
we do, their mortality rates become indistinguishable from ours.®

In fact, over 200 studies involving people who move from one
country to settle in another have shown that atherosclerosis is largely a
disease of dietary lifestyle.® New arrivals in this country who adopt the
American diet, or supplement their largely plant-based meals with Ameri-
can fast-food or meat-centered dishes, often give up their freedom from
heart disease.

Over the past several years, the evidence implicating elevated
serum, or “blood,” cholesterol as a major risk and causal factor in car-
diovascular disease has grown conclusive. A 1984 National Institutes of
Health panel of experts agreed that an “elevated blood cholesterol level
is a major cause of coronary heart disease,”*® and in 1990, the Ameri-
can Heart Association issued a report stating: “The evidence linking el-
evated serum cholesterol to coronary heart disease is overwhelming.”'*
By 1995, medical textbooks covered the issue with phrases like, “Evi-
dence incriminating cholesterol in coronary heart disease is extensive
and unequivocal.”?

High blood cholesterol is one of three major risk factors for car-

diovascular disease, along with smoking and high blood pressure.*?

The

The risk of
heart disease
in China is
only about 5
percent of the
risk Western
populations

face.
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Lack of exercise, obesity, stress, diabetes, or a family history of
heart disease are also contributing factors. Esteemed cardiology expert,
William Roberts, however, has concluded that the most significant risk
factor for heart disease is the lifetime presence of a blood cholesterol
level above 150.* (Cholesterol is measured in milligrams per deciliter of
blood. People at high risk for heart disease may have cholesterol levels
of over 300.'® The average cholesterol level of vegans in the U.S. is
128.)* Roberts pointed out that even in the presence of other common
risk factors, arteries just will not harden when cholesterol levels are low.”

The connection between low cholesterol levels and reduced risk of
death by heart disease is upheld by the often-cited Framingham Heart
Study. Framingham, Massachusetts is a town near Boston where scien-
tists have been monitoring about 5,000 people since 1948. They have
considered every conceivable cause of heart disease, including choles-
terol levels. The data produced by the Framingham study have been ex-
tremely useful in identifying such risk factors as smoking, obesity, and
diabetes, but perhaps the most important finding is this: In the nearly
four decades of the study, other than a few individuals with overall se-
vere health problems, no person whose blood cholesterol was less than

150 ever had a heart attack.*®

GETTING CHOLESTEROL
UNDER CONTROL

More than anything else, blood cholesterol determines your likelihood of
having a heart attack.*® Fortunately, cholesterol levels can be lowered,
and even a small reduction can produce substantial health benefits. For
every 1 percent that your blood cholesterol drops, your risk of having a
heart attack falls by 2 to 3 percent.?®

Researchers have long known that high blood cholesterol levels—
and consequently the risk of heart disease—tend to run in families. And
while it's true that the genes you've inherited do have an influence, diet
can counter most genetic risk. Indeed, people with a genetic propensity

to heart disease are among those who should be most concerned with diet.

The New Ethics of Eating

VEGAN: THE NEW ETHICS OF EATING COPYRIGHT © 1998, 2001 BY ERIK MARCUS ALL RIGHTS RESERVED




Almost everyone can reduce high blood cholesterol simply

by making appropriate food choices. The best way to do this is to

minimize your daily intake of dietary cholesterol, saturated fat, and
total fat. Vegans, in general, have low blood cholesterol levels be-

cause they tend to eat less total fat, much less saturated fat, and

no dietary cholesterol—since plants don’t contain cholesterol.?*

Cholesterol is a waxy yellow substance that all animal cells

require in order to function. Produced by the liver, cholesterol cir-

culates through the blood and into the body’s cells. Cholesterol is
essential for all animal life, and it is found in large quantities in
meat of any kind, eggs, and whole dairy products.??

Like other animals, human beings also require cholesterol
to survive. This might lead one to believe that it's a good idea to
consume food that contains cholesterol. It isn’'t. Because the hu-
man liver makes all the cholesterol the body needs, any choles-
terol obtained through diet provides no benefit.?® Indeed, the ex-
cess cholesterol that we eat can wreak havoc with our health.

Harvard nutrition expert Walter Willet advises: “The optimal
intake of cholesterol is probably zero, meaning the avoidance of
animal products; people will need to balance their desire to mini-
mize the risk of coronary heart disease against their taste for
meat and dairy foods.”?*

Choosing a longer and healthier life over steak and ice cream
seems like an easy decision to make. It's even easier to figure out
which foods contain cholesterol and which don’t. Plants have no

need for cholesterol to survive, nor do they have the ability to manu-

facture it. If a food comes from a plant, then it has no cholesterol.
This means that the surest way to completely eliminate cholesterol
consumption is to follow a vegan diet. What's more, vegan diets

minimize saturated fat, which is an even greater health hazard than

dietary cholesterol.

Saturated fat intake determines what your cholesterol levels

Almost everyone
can reduce
high blood
cholesterol

simply
by making

appropriate

food choices.

will be. If you eat foods containing high percentages of saturated fat,

your cholesterol levels will go up. Too much saturated fat can also
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upset the optimal balance between the two kinds of cholesterol carried
in the blood stream.

By now, most people have heard about “good” cholesterol and
“bad” cholesterol. The designation has to do with the way in which cho-
lesterol is ferried around the blood stream. Cholesterol attaches to pro-
tein for transport. The combination is called a lipoprotein. The so-called
good cholesterol is a component of high-density lipoproteins, or HDLs.
HDLs transport cholesterol away from the arteries and allow it to be
broken down. HDLs can even clean up the arteries by picking up and
carrying away fatty deposits. A relatively high HDL level is considered
good protection against heart disease.

LDL, or low-density lipoprotein, contains the “bad” cholesterol. LDLs
carry cholesterol to the arteries, where it is deposited. High levels of
LDL lead to the build-up of plaques inside the arteries, constricting the
passageways and leading to heart disease or heart attacks. The main
source of elevated LDLs is saturated fat. Saturated fat causes the liver
to produce mainly low-density cholesterol. The best way to increase your

ratio of “good” to “bad” cholesterol is to stay away from saturated fats.

LOW-FAT EATING

In epidemiological studies, the consumption of saturated fat is more
strongly correlated with mortality than stress or even cigarette smok-
ing.2® Belgium epidemiologist H. Kesteloot, who presided over two inter-
national nutrition and health symposiums, writes “A decrease in the di-
etary intake of saturated fat . . . should get the highest priority as a
means to improve public health.”2¢

What is the greatest source of saturated fat? Dairy products sup-
ply about one-third of the saturated fat in the typical American diet. Red
meat supplies another third, and poultry and fish contribute the next
highest amounts. The vegan diet tends to contain very little saturated
fat, and the proportion of saturated fat to total fat tends to be low as
well. The only concentrated sources of saturated fat in the plant king-

dom are tropical oils and artificially hydrogenated oils like margarine.
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Thirty-seven percent of the calories in the average American diet
come from fat. The most conservative experts—such as the U.S. gov-
ernment—say that total fat consumption should be no more than 30
percent of calories. Others suggest that the most healthful diet contains
no more than 20 percent of calories from fat. But it's usually quite diffi-
cult to follow a truly low-fat diet when you're eating meat and other ani-
mal products.

An effective step in reducing saturated fat in your diet is to
replace animal foods with vegetable foods. Because almost all grains,
fruits, and vegetables are fat-free, just by eliminating animal foods from
your diet, you can reduce your total fat intake. About the only way to
have a high-fat vegan diet is to eat large amounts of the few vegan foods
that are high in fat—nuts, seeds, and avocados, for instance—or to
cook with large amounts of vegetable oils. If you follow a balanced
vegan diet, you will automatically be eating less fat than with almost any
non-vegetarian diet.

Beware, however, of assuming that vegetarians will automatically
enjoy similar reductions in fat. A vegetarian diet that includes eggs and

whole dairy products can contain as much fat as a meat-based diet.

YOUTH OFFERS NO BARRIERS

Although heart attacks typically strike people who are middle-aged or
older, the factors that lead to heart disease can begin much earlier in
life. In fact, signs of the disease have been revealed in outwardly healthy
young people under 20 years of age.

During the Korean and Vietnamese wars, U.S. doctors discovered
that many young men were already developing coronary disease. In these
wartime studies, surgeons removed the hearts of soldiers killed in battle.
Most of the dead soldiers were barely into their twenties and many
were still in their teens; the average age of death was 22 years. Not only
were these soldiers too young to be considered candidates for heart
disease, they were also apparently in prime physical health. Most had

recently undergone the rigors of basic training, a program demanding

An effective
step in
reducing
saturated fat
in your diet is
to replace
animal foods

with vegetable

foods.
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extraordinary physical exertion to foster unparalled fitness.

Yet even with their youth and their high physical fitness levels,
many of these soldiers already had clear indications of heart disease.
When doctors studied their hearts, they discovered that many had ath-
erosclerotic plagues on the coronary artery walls. The typical dairy, egg,
and meat-centered diet that was then considered the best thing for ac-
tive people had already started many of these young men down the road
toward a potentially fatal heart attack.

In the Korean War heart studies, over 75 percent of war casual-
ties showed signs of atherosclerosis.?” Among Vietnam War casualties
studied, 45 percent showed indications of atherosclerosis, with around
5 percent showing “gross evidence of severe coronary atherosclerosis.”?8

The Vietnam War casualty study was the last of its kind done by
American doctors. However, recent autopsies of healthy children killed
in accidents have revealed cholesterol buildup, and there is strong rea-
son to suspect that many Americans continue to develop the first stages
of heart disease at a young age. A 1996 study examined risk factors
among 82 teenagers at a Midwestern high school. The study evaluated
the teenagers’ rate of obesity, blood pressure, blood cholesterol levels,
and substance abuse. More than one-third of the group had at least one

risk factor for developing heart disease.?®

pPuBLIC POLICY SHROUDS
THE TRUTH ABOUT DIET

Because vegans eat no cholesterol and typically consume less saturated
and total fat, their cholesterol levels are generally much lower than that
of the general population. In the United States, the average cholesterol
level in vegetarians (who eat dairy products and/or eggs) is 14 percent
lower than in non-vegetarians. Vegans do even better, having cholesterol
levels that are 35 percent lower than average!

Given the clear health benefits, why doesn’t the U.S. government
promote vegetarian or vegan diets? Part of the answer can be found in a

paper prepared by the Food and Drug Administration. The paper uses
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negatively charged words, indicating that a move to a low-fat vegetarian
diet is “severe” and “extreme” and that the average American will only
“accept” and consider “palatable” the standard meat-based diet. For ex-
ample:

“The diet need contain no cholesterol for health, and any dietary
cholesterol will raise LDL [or “bad”] cholesterol to some extent. Consid-
erations or recommendations thus are based on practicality.

“It would be desirable if cholesterol intake could be reduced by
another 200 mg/d; but in practical terms, this probably is impossible for
a majority of adult Americans. Such a change would require a severe
reduction in consumption of animal products, a change that may not be
acceptable to some persons.”°

Ornish takes umbrage at this language, calling it “patronizing.”
The public is fully capable of making wise decisions based on sound
information, he contends. Government officials now know what the
most healthful diet is, and yet will not recommend it. Professor T. Colin
Campbell, a Cornell University nutrition expert profiled later in this book,
also thinks such advice betrays the public: “We, as scientists, can no
longer take the attitude that the public cannot benefit from information

they are not ready for. | personally have great faith in the public.”

A LIFE RECLAIMED

The morning after Dr. Ornish telephoned, Werner and Eva took their car
for the twenty-minute drive across the Golden Gate Bridge to his medical
office in Sausalito. Ornish greeted them with a smile and a warm hand-
shake. Werner immediately noticed that Ornish appeared in much better
health than any of the other cardiologists he had visited. He also lacked
the distant attitude Werner had observed in his other cardiologists, con-
veying instead a manner of approachability and warmth. For the first
time in weeks, Werner felt a bit at ease.

“So why are we here today?” Ornish began, “Why do so many Ameri-
cans develop heart trouble? You are certainly not alone, Mr. Hebenstreit,

in struggling with this illness.”

Government
officials now
know what the
most healthful
diet is, and

yet will not

recommend it.
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“Plant foods
are always
100 percent
free of

cholesterol.”

Ornish continued, “Let’s start with cholesterol. Your body knows
exactly how much cholesterol it needs. Even if you eat no cholesterol at
all and limit your fat intake to no more than ten percent of calories, your
body automatically manufactures enough cholesterol to ensure good
health. Plant foods—from fruit to rice to vegetables to beans—tend to
be quite low in saturated fat and are always 100 percent free of choles-
terol. But Americans eat all kinds of meat and dairy products, which
short-circuit how our bodies manage cholesterol.

“Let’s look at how the average person eats during a typical day on
the American diet. Many people start their day with a breakfast contain-
ing generous quantities of bacon or eggs or dairy products. At lunch it's
more fatty animal products, and your body hasn't even finished handling
the fat and cholesterol from breakfast! By six o’clock the bloodstream is
overloaded with cholesterol and the body is trying to get rid of it when
the dinner bell rings. Then, for most people, it's the biggest meal of the
day, with more meat and more fat than even the first two meals. Some
people eat a sirloin, while other people convince themselves they are
eating healthy by cooking a chicken. What does your body do with all this
fat? Much of it gets carried into the bloodstream, where it accumulates
on artery walls.

“Imagine the long-term effect of this lifestyle, day in and day out,
for decades on end. To stop the process a heart patient should eat en-
tirely vegetarian food with no added fats. That gives the body a chance
to start healing.”

Werner responded, “But I've always avoided beef, and rarely have
bacon. | used to eat 14 eggs a week and now eat only four. Why should
| have developed heart disease?”

“Because even on your improved diet, the odds are still against
you. Chicken has as much cholesterol, ounce-for-ounce, as beef. And
whether your fat comes from meat, poultry, eggs, or milk, a high ratio of
the fat will be saturated, which further drives up your blood cholesterol
levels.

“This link between animal products and heart disease is now very

well documented. It's no surprise that half of all Americans develop heart
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disease, because the typical U.S. diet puts almost everyone at risk. Ev-
ery meal that is rich in fatty animal products has an immediate impact on
heart risks. The blood literally becomes thick with cholesterol and other
lipids, which are deposited on the body’s arteries.”

Werner asked, “So what's your solution?”

“The dietary component of our program is to attack the problem
at its source. It's easy to construct a diet based on plant foods that
markedly lowers cholesterol in just about everyone. The basis of the diet
is simple—it's vegetarian, and made up of whole grains, fruits, vegetables,
and beans. We also allow limited quantities of egg whites and non-fat
milk and yogurt. There are other factors which play an important part in
the development of heart disease. Therefore, we also focus on lifestyle
changes, in particular, stress management and group support sessions
to recognize one’s feelings of isolation and hostility.”

Werner grew suddenly suspicious. In his kitchen, “low in fat” had
always meant “low in taste.” He asked, “What's the food like?”

“In designing the program, we knew we had to make the food
delicious or people wouldn't stay on the diet. Plus, if you've got a sweet
tooth, our dessert recipes are unbelievable.”

Werner looked at Eva, and she nodded back in approval. He took a
breath and said, “I'm willing to give this a shot. How long a commitment
do | have to make?”

“The study runs for one year. At the end of the year, it's all up to
you if the program is worthwhile to continue.”

“Okay, Dr. Ornish,” said Werner, extending his hand, “I will commit
to one year of meeting every requirement you set. You've got yourself a
deal.”

Driving back, Werner and Eva made plans for adjusting to the
program. Upon arriving home, they gave the chicken, eggs, and milk in
their refrigerator to a neighbor. They then looked over some recipes
from the program, and Eva drove to the store to purchase the necessary
ingredients. That night, they dined on egg-free pasta, non-fat marinara
sauce with vegetables, and mushrooms sautéed in non-fat salad

dressing.
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Improvement came more quickly than Werner had dared hope.
Within days, the angina pains greatly diminished. He even had the en-
ergy to get out of his easy chair and walk around the house. He began
looking forward to his twice-weekly trips to Sausalito, meeting other
Ornish program members, and learning the relaxation and gentle exer-
cise techniques that would help to restore his health.

Not everything was solved overnight. He felt that the heart medi-
cation still soured his mood, and he still had a hair-trigger temper. But
four months after beginning the program, a follow-up test provided the
first solid basis for hope in years. Dr. Ornish telephoned with the re-
sults.

“Congratulations, Werner. Your cholesterol level has dropped by
over 100 points. This drop, coupled with the results of your other tests,
means that it's now safe for you to discontinue your propranolol,
nifedipine, and Isordil medications, and to cut your Persantine in half.”

Freedom from most of the pills, plus exercise, stress reduction
classes, and group support sessions all contributed to Werner’s improv-
ing health. When Werner went on a short hike for the first time in six
months, he knew his recovery was underway.

The improvements kept coming. Within months, all his angina pains
had vanished. He and Eva began taking lengthy hikes through Muir Woods,
all over Mount Tamalpais, and in other scenic areas near San Francisco.
On his one-year anniversary in the Ornish program, Werner’s cholesterol
level had dropped from 320 after his second heart attack to 145. By
then, at Ornish’s recommendation, he stopped taking any medications
except one baby aspirin every other day.

As the years went by, Werner’s angiograms showed a remarkable
reversal of his blockages. A 54 percent blockage at the beginning of the
program went down to 40 percent after one year and to 13 percent
after four years. Even his totally blocked artery began to open up again

and after four years showed a 71 percent blockage. In his first six years
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