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Praise for The Plant-Powered Diet

“The Plant-Powered Diet is a compilation of compelling arguments for the ideal nutrition plan—one that is based on whole plant foods. Palmer is welcoming to her readers as she provides solutions for eating in a more health-promoting way. I recommend this as a resource for anyone seeking a healthier diet.”

—Julieanna Hever, MS, RD, CPT, plant-based dietitian and author of The Complete Idiot’s Guide to Plant-Based Nutrition
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“The Plant-Powered Diet makes the transition to a plant-powered lifestyle simple. The support tools, such as pantry lists, dining out tips, and recipes, will help anyone realistically make the leap into a plant-powered lifestyle. It’s refreshing to see a focus on whole food, vegetarian recipes.”

—Dawn Jackson Blatner, RD, author of The Flexitarian Diet
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“In The Plant-Powered Diet, Sharon Palmer shares her passion for wholesome, delicious plant foods. This book, which is based on compelling scientific evidence, will help you find your own plant-based eating style that’s healthy, sustainable, and delicious.”

—Cheryl Forberg, RD, James Beard Award–winning chef, New York Times bestselling author, and original nutritionist for The Biggest Loser
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“A plant-powered diet is a very powerful step in the right direction toward an all plant-based, whole-food diet. A very useful and very informative book.”

—Gene Stone, editor of Forks Over Knives: The Plant-Based Way to Health and author of The Secrets of People Who Never Get Sick
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“The Plant-Powered Diet is not your typical ‘diet’ book, but a very well-researched and practical guide to help people shift away from the typical meat-centric lifestyle. Sharon Palmer’s wisdom will be invaluable in helping people embrace efforts like Meatless Monday, which can benefit their health and the health of the planet.”

—Peggy Neu, president of The Monday Campaigns
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“The Plant Powered Diet is a spot-on roadmap for our time. Eating deliciously, healthfully, and with a sense of our place in the world has never been easier, thanks to Sharon—I love this book!”

—Kate Geagan, MS, RD, author of Go Green Get Lean: Trim Your Waistline with the Ultimate Low-Carbon Footprint Diet
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“The Plant-Powered Diet is a celebration of the delicious, healthful qualities of beautiful plant foods in their natural form. Everyone can gain tremendous benefits from eating this way.”

—Patricia Bannan, MS, RD, nutrition expert and author of Eat Right When Time Is Tight
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“Sharon Palmer gently guides you to a menu of healthier food choices in this well-researched and beautifully written comprehensive plan. The Plant-Powered Diet will educate you and motivate you to include more powerful plant foods in your diet every day.”

—Jill Weisenberger, MS, RD, CDE, author of Diabetes Weight Loss—Week by Week
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Foreword

BY DR. DAVID L. KATZ

We actually can’t say on the basis of truly conclusive evidence what specific dietary pattern is “best” for human health. There is evidence that a Mediterranean diet can be better than a low-fat diet at improving a wide array of cardiac risk factors. There is evidence that a portfolio of foods—such as whole grains, nuts, legumes, fruits, and vegetables—assembled with the specific goal of lowering cholesterol can do so better than a low-fat diet, and as well as a cholesterol-lowering drug. And yet there is also evidence that a very low-fat, plant-based diet can reverse the damaging effects of plaques that accumulate in the coronary arteries and lead to heart disease, as well as alter the way certain genes are expressed in a manner expected to reduce cancer risk.

We cannot say what specific dietary pattern is best, because definitive head-to-head comparison trials have not been done, and almost certainly won’t be. Would you sign up to be randomly assigned to a specific dietary pattern for the next several decades? Only if thousands were to answer “yes” would such a trial be feasible—with the enormous costs and daunting logistics still standing in the way.

What we can agree upon, on the basis of a decisive confluence of evidence from numerous and diverse sources, is a theme of healthful eating. And perhaps none has summed it up more concisely than Michael Pollan: “Eat food, not too much, mostly plants.”

The theme of healthful eating consistently emphasizes the same basic constellation of foods: vegetables, fruits, beans, legumes, nuts, seeds, and whole grains. There are several legitimate variations on the theme: Some include low- and nonfat dairy and eggs, others do not. Some include fish and seafood, others do not. Some include lean meats, others do not. All banish to the realm of rare indulgence those highly processed foods that deliver concentrated doses of refined starch, sugar, trans fat, certain saturated fats, and sodium. All start with the building blocks of actual foods that are recognizable and pronounceable, especially plant foods, and the portion control that tends to occur all but automatically when eating these foods.

That we can assert a theme of healthful eating with a confidence we lack for any specific variant is arguably a good thing. An allowance for variations on a theme is an allowance for customization. Food is a source of important pleasure in our lives, and while we should not mortgage our health for that pleasure, neither should we mortgage that pleasure for our health. The dietary sweet spot, as it were, is loving food that loves us back! Variations on the theme of healthful eating allow us each to get there in our own particular way. Several of these dietary variations have been investigated regarding their potential for health promotion.

The Mediterranean diet—more a class of diets than one per se—stands out as a candidate for best mixed diet laurels. Studies suggest benefits across a spectrum of health outcomes, from weight to cancer, and from cardiovascular disease to life expectancy.

A balanced, mixed diet of plant and animal foods was used in the Diabetes Prevention Program and produced a 58 percent reduction in the incidence of Type 2 diabetes in high-risk adults. In the various DASH diet studies, a diet including low- and nonfat dairy was more effective at lowering blood pressure than a plant-based diet without dairy.

As for the low-carb diet, this is somewhat of a misnomer—a truly low-carb diet would have to be low in vegetables, fruits, whole grains, and, to a lesser extent, beans and other legumes as well. This truly low-carb diet would not, in my view, be a reasonable consideration. A low-carb diet that does not limit vegetables or beans could more precisely be termed a “selective-carb diet,” in which “good” carbs are highlighted and “bad” carbs are limited. And in fact, every “good” diet—every reasonable contender for best-diet laurels—is already a selective-carb diet, while also preserving the good sense to include fruits.

One noteworthy variation on the theme of low-carb eating is the so-called “Eco-Atkins” diet, a way to eat more protein without imposing the environmental harms attached to eating more meat (which I will discuss in more detail further on). Perhaps Eco-Atkins deserves a spot in the diet pageant, but frankly, that’s debatable. There is research to show that given a choice between achieving a low dietary glycemic load by eating fewer carbohydrates or by eating better carbohydrates, eating better carbohydrates is more helpful.

For those inclined to eat only plants, a consistent body of evidence supports health benefits of a vegetarian or vegan diet, although not discernibly more than those of a Mediterranean diet. And of course, eating only plant foods does not guarantee a healthful, balanced diet. Sugar—among the more reviled of modern dietary excesses and the ultimate “bad carb”—comes from plants, after all. So the potential health benefits of veganism require that it be well practiced.

What may surprise the staunchest proponents of a vegan diet is the lack of evidence that veganism, even well practiced, is better for our personal health than well-practiced omnivorousness. There are three important considerations related to this point.

First, it stands to reason that human physiology is well adapted to certain animal foods. While paleoanthropologists may continue to debate the exact degree to which our Stone Age ancestors were gatherers versus hunters, there is consensus that they were both. Animal foods—meat, fish, and eggs—are a native part of the human diet.

Second, dietary details matter in both the animal and plant kingdoms. The category of animal foods is home to everything from wild salmon to a wide array of salamis. Some choices are likely to promote health, others to threaten it. A one-size-fits-all assessment of the health effects of eating “animal foods” is almost certain to be erroneous.

And third, what we have here is an absence of evidence, rather than evidence of absent (or present) health effects. As noted, the decades-long randomized trial of optimized vegan eating versus optimized omnivorous eating has not been conducted, and likely will not be. That said, veganism and plant-based eating are viable variations on the theme of healthy eating. And a vegan diet, when well devised, offers benefits to one’s personal health and the health of the planet as well—an increasingly urgent concern.

In fact, we might do well to consider sustainability as a feature of any diet competing to be “best.” Not to put too fine a point on it, but in our voracious multitudes—now roughly 7 billion of us—we can quite literally destroy the planet by the injudicious indulgence of our appetites—in particular by placing an emphasis on meat. We are fast becoming to the whole planet what locusts are to a field of wheat. And as ostensibly sentient creatures with options, we should find that hard to justify.

All of which encourages us to embrace the theme of mostly plant-based eating. But even if we do so in principle, many of us are apt to need some help putting the commitment into practice. That’s where The Plant-Powered Diet enters the picture.

In this book, Sharon Palmer makes an impassioned and persuasive case for plant-based eating, while appropriately acknowledging the room for variations on that theme, which include plant-based vegan, vegetarian, and omnivorous diets. So much of modern health advice is about marketing a particular perspective that such a balanced and moderate approach is a truly surprising and welcome departure. Palmer highlights the destination—overall, lifelong health—but leaves you in the driver’s seat to choose the route you prefer.

But The Plant-Powered Diet does more than point out and explain patterns of eating that will assuredly facilitate weight control and promote health—it makes the progress toward those prizes easy and incremental. Combining new insights with common sense, the book demonstrates an unintimidating, step-by-step route to improving your diet. Each chapter includes user-friendly tools and tips, and to further ease your progress, the book culminates with a 14-day suggested meal plan and 75 recipes for plant-based fare that can fit into any healthy diet. Whether these recipes mark the start of entirely plant-based eating or simply serve to incorporate more nutritious plant foods into an omnivorous diet, they will benefit all readers. The Plant-Powered Diet is, itself, powerful—blending good judgment, persuasive argument, balanced positions, keen insights, and empowering strategies. Sharon Palmer further seasons that mix with conviction and enthusiasm—putting on display the delight she obviously derives from loving food that loves her back. Altogether, that makes for a very enticing recipe!

So without further ado … bon appétit!

DAVID L. KATZ, MD, MPH, FACPM, FACP, is Founding Director of the Yale University Prevention Research Center. For more information on Dr. Katz, please visit his website, www.davidkatzmd.com.


Introduction

Eat more whole plants. That’s the simple advice I dole out when asked about the best diet for optimal health and weight. It’s a question that’s come up a lot in my long career as a registered dietitian and food and nutrition journalist. You see, I live and breathe nutrition; it’s my job to pore over nutrition studies, travel to nutrition research conferences, and talk to scientists in a search for strategies to help you live a longer, more vibrant life.

Recently, I’ve noticed a consensus growing in the nutrition world. The diet debate among dietitians and nutrition scientists has moved beyond low-fat versus low-carb versus high-protein—even beyond micronutrients like vitamins and minerals. Now we’re starting to take a fresh look at diet patterns, the overall style in which people eat food. And everyone, from internationally renowned health experts to government nutrition policy–makers to food system advocates, is beginning to agree on one overarching principle: All of us can benefit from shifting to a plant-based diet.

The conversation on plant-based eating is flourishing in the mainstream, too, well outside the confines of scientific journals and conference rooms. A number of influential people in the public eye are speaking out on the benefits of eating more plants. For example, former president Bill Clinton is an often-quoted supporter of a plant-based diet, which helped him regain the physique of his youth and arrest the progression of serious heart disease.

The scientific research on the benefits of shifting away from the typical American diet—stuffed with high amounts of processed foods, meats, sugars, saturated fats, and sodium—and toward a whole-foods, plant-based diet has come to a crescendo. It’s now clear that our current diet, referred to by researchers as the “Western diet,” is leading us down a road to obesity, disease, shortened lifespan, and diminished quality of life.

Sadly, we’re also exporting our diet around the world, with industrializing countries partly measuring their accomplishment by the growth of fast food chains and the increasing availability of convenience foods. Sure enough, as cultures move away from their healthy traditional diets—which are often plant based—and begin to imitate our broken-down way of eating, their rates of obesity and chronic disease soar. This phenomenon has also been clearly documented among people who have moved away from their homelands in search of greener pastures in the United States.

As our food supply has become increasingly efficient, convenient, and processed, so have our weight and chronic disease rates spiraled out of control. In this book, I pledge to introduce you to a whole new plant-based way of eating for life.

PLANT-BASED DIETS LEAD TO OPTIMAL HEALTH

A plant-based diet is surely becoming a buzzword, but what does it really mean? The definition of a plant-based diet isn’t precise: To some it may mean a strict vegan diet that includes no animal products, and to others it may take the form of a semi-vegetarian diet. The definition of a plant-based diet is very broad and allows for your own personal spin—at its core, it’s simply a diet that emphasizes whole plant foods, such as beans, vegetables, fruits, whole grains, nuts, and seeds. So you don’t have to commit to being a strict vegetarian for life to gain the benefits of a powerful plant-based diet—anyone can do it. However, the more whole plant foods you include in your diet, the more health benefits you’ll probably gain.

Scientists have discovered thousands of bioactive compounds hidden in plant foods. These plant compounds helped the living plant survive assaults from pests and UV radiation, and now we understand that they provide protection to humans, too. Researchers are only beginning to scratch the surface on how these powerful compounds squelch highly reactive free radicals in the body that can damage your cells, halt chronic inflammation levels in the body that lead to chronic disease, and more. What’s interesting is that, when you isolate these compounds into single chemicals, they don’t seem to possess these same protective effects. A tiny miracle happens in every plant: Hundreds of compounds and nutrients act together to protect the plant, but you need to eat the whole plant in order to gain these benefits, not the refined and enriched pseudo-foods you’ll find lining food shelves today.

Surveys show that now people are more interested in their diet and health than ever, but unfortunately, in practice we’re falling short of the mark. We live in a society in which two-thirds of adults and nearly one-third of children and teens are obese or overweight. Today, you can even find toddlers that fall into the obese category. Obesity is a downward spiral; it automatically puts a person at risk for more than twenty major diseases, including type 2 diabetes, rates of which have surged to epidemic proportions. Once called adult-onset diabetes because it was a disease reserved for the aging, type 2 diabetes now strikes people at younger and younger ages.

Now we know that chronic diseases are related to the choices that we make every day, from what we put on our plates to what we do with our feet. By adopting a healthier lifestyle that includes a plant-based diet and plenty of physical activity, you can not only look great and keep your weight in a healthy place, you can prevent life-threatening diseases from ravaging your body and stealing years from your life. You can keep your brain humming at a higher capacity, pump up your immune system, sleep better, feel more content and vibrant, and flex your muscles and joints better. You can age well, preserving your ability to remain physically, mentally, and socially active for years to come, so you’ll be able to pick up your grandchildren, travel the world—and stay out of hospitals.

And that’s not all. By offering this food to your family, you can ensure the health of every member, from the youngest to the oldest. The way it stands now, our future generation is set to live shorter lives hobbled by disease, disability, and a bankrupted society paying for sky-high medical bills. Do you want your children, nieces, nephews, and grandchildren to face that sort of future? You can change the course of their lives today by making changes at the dinner table and buying a pair of athletic shoes. The awesome power of prevention is in your hands.

PLANT-BASED DIETS PRESERVE THE PLANET

What you put on your plate not only affects the health of you and your family, it impacts the health of the entire planet. As our animal food consumption has soared over the past years, so have our environmental impacts. In the United States, the greenhouse gas emissions from meat production exceed those from the entire transportation sector. The more your diet centers on plants in their whole, unprocessed form, the more gently you tread on Mother Earth, preserving our natural resources for future generations to come. Ways of eating have ethical ramifications, too: Most agricultural animals are raised unsustainably and inhumanely in concentrated animal feeding operations (CAFOs), where they suffer miserable lives packed together with no room to move, caked in feces, and eating an unhealthy, unsuitable diet designed to cheaply and quickly fatten them up for slaughter. A plant-based diet is healthier for us and more humane to our fellow creatures.

I believe that the twenty-first century should become marked by our evolution toward a plant-based diet. Although we certainly had a prehistorical past in which our sustenance involved both hunting animals and gathering plants, I think our future relies on “gathering” more plants and “hunting” fewer animals. The animals our ancestors hunted—an activity that involved rigorous activity that burned a lot of calories—were literally a different breed. As these animals foraged over wild expanses of the natural grasses that they evolved with, they built leaner tissues that contained healthier fat profiles than we can find today. Today, our corn-fed, CAFO-raised cattle share little resemblance to our ancestors’ wild game—even today’s wild game, in fact. And as our population increases and world powers banter over how to feed the global population in the coming decades, one fact remains: An acre of land planted with crops more efficiently feeds people than an acre of land dedicated to raising animals. That’s not even factoring in the amount of resources such as synthetic inputs, water, and fossil fuels that are used to raise, process, and bring animal foods to the market versus plant foods. Basically, we can get most of our nutrients directly from plants, or we can get most of our nutrients indirectly—and inefficiently—from eating the animals that eat the plants.

PLANT-BASED EATING IN MY OWN LIFE AND WORK

As a child, I was lucky to grow up in the woodsy Northwest at a plant-based dinner table long before people called it that. I suppose we were known as semi-vegetarians in those days, because most of the time we ate plant proteins such as soy foods, beans, and nuts instead of animal foods. During the “crunchy” ’70s, we feasted on homemade granola, dense whole wheat bread, meat substitutes made of soybeans, nut loafs, and simmered lentils and beans. At the time, I didn’t think we were all that different from everyone else. (However, I’ll admit I was a bit ashamed of my rough, dark slabs of homemade bread smeared with peanut butter when all the other kids had snow-white bread with bologna in their lunch boxes.)

My mother had a green thumb—having grown up on a farm in Arkansas—so in our kitchen sink there were always fresh fruits and vegetables recently plucked from the garden. But our small garden couldn’t supply our family’s food needs for the entire year, so every summer my family would pile into our station wagon, roll down the windows, and drive to the farms in eastern Washington, where we’d stop at local fruit and vegetable stands and buy box after box of ripe produce: green beans, salad-plate–sized tomatoes, golden peaches, succulent berries, squashes in every shape and color. I can still remember the smells swirling around in our hot car—the dusky, earthy aromas of our cache of ripe fruits and vegetables making my stomach growl all the way home. Once home, we were allowed to eat our fill of the perfectly ripe bounty—we’d make thick tomato sandwiches and eat peaches at the sink, letting the juice run down our chins—but when we were finally glutted, it was time to pull out the canner and start preserving. Eventually our garage would be lined with rows of glass jars that sparkled like colorful gems.

With all those good homemade foods filling our table, who needed to eat out? Restaurants were virtually unknown territory for me. Processed convenience foods were just beginning to enjoy their heyday in supermarkets as more women entered the workforce and the food industry graciously helped out. Still, we rarely ate out of a box, can, or bag, and we stuck to our old-fashioned, plant-based ways most of the time. I believe this lifestyle is one reason why my parents are still active in their 70s and 80s. And it certainly helped lure me into the kitchen, where I grew fascinated with the connections between the food we eat and our health. Later, as a dietitian, I continued to eat up every bit of the discovery that surrounds the complicated yet important question, What should we eat for optimal health and enjoyment?

Now that I’ve settled down in California with my own family, I’ve started up my own food traditions that revolve around plant foods. Visiting farmers markets, welcoming in the strawberry season, shucking fresh corn on the cob, whizzing up homemade smoothies, and stirring a bubbling pot of vegetable soup in the wintertime are all part of our family’s own food culture. I’m a vegetarian, but my husband and children are plant-based omnivores, eating moderate amounts of animal foods in addition to lots of healthy, whole plants. No matter how busy we are, we find time to gather at the table to eat simple, whole foods. Sure, like other kids, my children complain about the fact that all I prepare is “organic” and “healthy” food, but they never seem to mind actually eating these foods. I’m happy to say that we all enjoy vibrant health as a reward for our plant-based eating style.

PLANT-BASED EATING IS DELICIOUS

Some people blanch at shifting to a plant-based diet because they fear it will suck the enjoyment and flavor from their meals. Have I got news for them! I’ve had the pleasure of speaking (and eating) with some of today’s most talented chefs working in modern cuisine, from award winners like Grant Achatz to young hipsters running street food carts, and I’m happy to report that today’s culinary movers and shakers appreciate a freshly picked vegetable. It’s commonplace to find chefs maintaining their own vegetable gardens—even on the rooftops, if they must—in order to feature freshly harvested seasonal produce on their menus. The culinary world has come to fully appreciate just how delicious a stalk of spring asparagus or a perfect ripe peach can be, and they showcase these nutritious treasures in their menus every day. More important, home cooks are learning to see with fresh eyes the beauty of a freshly picked green bean or an apricot plucked at its peak, to notice the difference between a tomato that’s been picked green and shipped around the country and one grown in their own backyard.

Fine plant foods do not only reside in expensive restaurants, hip eateries, and modern home kitchens, though. They can be found in your grandmother’s red beans and rice or curried chickpeas or ratatouille. They all start with simple, fresh, seasonal plants prepared with care and thoughtfulness. And they all end with something delicious.

Consider this: When you focus on animal foods at every meal, your choices are limited to the basic beef, pork, chicken, or seafood selection. But when you plan your meals around plant foods, the sky’s the limit. Just think how many greens are available in the middle of summer, from dainty microgreens to hearty kale. There are more than 150 varieties of squashes, such as yellow crookneck, tender courgette, earthy butternut, and stringy spaghetti squash. The shades and flavors of berries that grow in forests and on farms are staggering, from delicate golden salmonberries to deep purple blackberries. And don’t even get me started on heirloom tomatoes. A plant-powered diet is more about what you can eat than what you can’t eat. I even encourage you to enjoy the decadent flavors of dark chocolate, coffee, herbs, spices, extra virgin olive oil, and red wine—what’s not to like about that! A delicious world of discovery—with an astonishing variety of flavors, textures, and aromas—awaits you.

A PLANT-POWERED DIET FOR LIFE

Remember, no matter where you are, no matter what your personal health or weight goals may be, you can gain benefits from a plant-based diet today. You may decide to move toward a vegan, vegetarian, or plant-based omnivorous diet, but whatever you choose, know that you will improve your health and reap a multitude of rewards. I have poured all of my experience in food and nutrition into the following pages to help you find your own version of a powerful, plant-based diet. I will show you how to move away from a processed, meat-obsessed diet to a simpler, more vital way of living. A plant-powered diet isn’t a “diet” that you are either “on” or “off”; it’s a style of eating, for life. Each chapter opens up a wide world of plant foods—whole grains, legumes, nuts, seeds, fruits, and vegetables—in new combinations and old. I’ll walk you through the aisles of supermarkets and farmers markets, give you my top tips for making the best selections of foods, and share examples of positive decision making. Most of all, I will share with you the delicious wonders of eating whole plant foods.

In chapters 2 through 11, you will find daily Plant-Powered Action Alerts—activities that will help you discover your own plant-powered eating style. After completing 14 days of Plant-Powered Action Alerts, you’ll be equipped with the tools to get started on your individual plant-based way of eating for life. I’ll share my Daily Plant-Powered Guide, which will help you figure out what to eat every day in order to find balance, meet your nutritional needs, and attain a healthy weight. You’ll also find a Plant-Powered Pantry List and a guide to Plant-Powered Kitchen Equipment Essentials that will help you assemble the tools you’ll need for your new healthy eating style. My 14-Day Plant-Powered Menu Planner will start you off with great ideas for two weeks of delicious, balanced meals. And finally, the Plant-Powered Recipe Collection in chapter 14 presents seventy-five recipes that I’ve personally developed and tested in my own home kitchen, complete with nutritional information. Welcome to the wonderful world of powerful plants.
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