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FOREWORD

The late Sid Lerner, founder of the Meatless Monday campaign, once said, “Don’t let diet beat us.” I couldn’t agree more.

Just last week I saw a dozen patients, each of whom asked me some combination of the following:

• What’s the best diet for heart disease?

• What’s the best diet for diabetes?

• What’s the best diet for Alzheimer’s?

• What’s the best diet for weight loss?

• What’s the best diet for depression?

My response to all these questions is the same: eat a mostly plant-based diet.

For more than twenty years, as a practicing physician—board-certified in both internal medicine and integrative health, and with a master’s degree in public health—and a trained chef, I’ve been at the forefront of the epidemic of chronic diseases primarily driven by our poor diet. The standard American diet (SAD) has been slowly killing us over the past fifty years. I have seen the effects of obesity and, in particular, diabetes both in our clinics and in our hospitals. In my work in private and public service, I have witnessed a healthcare system that focuses on a reductionist model: a pill for an ill. The clinical encounter often goes, “You have diabetes, so take this pill.” Unfortunately, the current method of care focuses more on managing a disease like diabetes and rarely discusses prevention and/or reversal of disease.

In an article titled “We Can Do Better—Improving the Health of the American People,” author Steven A. Schroeder, MD, states: “The United States spends more on health care than any other nation in the world, yet it ranks poorly on nearly every measure of health status. How can this be? What explains this apparent paradox? The two-part answer is deceptively simple—first, the pathways to better health do not generally depend on better health care, and second, even in those instances in which health care is important, too many Americans do not receive it, receive it too late, or receive poor-quality care.”

A recent population-based study of 2,488 individuals showed no significant improvement in any of the diabetes-care targets (hemoglobin A1C level, blood pressure level, and cholesterol level) was achieved for those with a diagnosis of diabetes during the period of 2005 to 2016, particularly among young (18- to 44-year-old), female, and nonwhite adults. The authors concluded, “It appears that advances in diabetes care over the past decade have not translated into meaningful improvement in population-level treatment outcomes.”

The definition of insanity is doing the same thing over and over again and expecting different results. We must think anew. We need to ramp up our efforts to promote lifestyle changes in initial treatment for patients with type 2 diabetes, focusing on diet, increased physical activity, and weight reduction, reinforced by consultation with a registered dietitian and diabetes self-management education. Yes, monotherapy with medication may be indicated for most patients, but only after therapeutic lifestyle changes have been tried for six weeks. It has become clear that both doctors and patients are hungry for change. That’s why books like this one are so important.

In medicine, the natural history of most patients with type 2 diabetes is that their blood glucose concentrations rise gradually with time. In fact, one of my clinic mentors said to me, “At the age of thirty-five, we should start everyone who is overweight on a diabetes medication, a blood pressure medication, a statin [to control cholesterol], and a baby aspirin [for heart disease], because eventually they will need all of these things.” The idea didn’t resonate with me; in fact, it encouraged me to decide to practice the type of medicine I believe in: integrative, evidence-based practice that focuses on lifestyle as medicine—and as my first prescription of choice. We have learned from decades of study, specifically in the National Diabetes Prevention Program, that lifestyle is your best medicine—it’s even better than using diabetes medications to treat type 2 diabetes.

As the global epidemic of diet-related chronic diseases continues to expand, the discussion of and, at times, experimentation with using food as a formal part of patient care and treatment have grown. I believe that the “food is medicine” movement, which has been around for over two thousand years and is seeing an exciting resurgence, will be the intervention that will change healthcare.

A Lancet study revealed that one of every five deaths across the globe is attributable to suboptimal diet, more than any other risk factor, including tobacco. Research in the field of “food is medicine” has shown improvement in health outcomes like reductions in A1C levels, lowering of blood pressure, and weight loss, but its utilization has been hampered by lack of investment in additional research, low levels of clinician nutrition knowledge and awareness of interventions, poor referral patterns to registered dietitians, and narrow access to appropriate services and programs among payers and providers. A report titled “Food Is Medicine: Actions to Integrate Food and Nutrition into Healthcare” in the British Medical Journal concluded, “Tackling each of these challenges is critical to achieving a healthcare system in which nutrition and food are a routine part of evidence-based disease prevention and treatment.”

Until the day our healthcare system puts food first, the “food is medicine” initiative will be led by us, the #foodfighters of healthcare. The potential for food and nutrition interventions to play a large role in the prevention, management, treatment, and in some cases, reversal of disease is clear: it is the future of healthcare.

Allow this book to be your guide for evidence-based information, as well as your manual for the practical translation of this knowledge. Sharon describes how eating plants has long been known to protect against diabetes; in fact, studies have shown that eating a 90 percent plant-based diet can improve and even completely reverse type 2 diabetes. Just following this eating plan, without any restrictions on calories, not only improved diabetes significantly, it also reduced risks for other diseases, decreased blood pressure, increased weight loss, and improved mood, energy, and overall quality of life.

Additionally, Sharon reviews the compounds and nutrients in plants that provide benefits—including phytochemicals, vitamins, minerals, healthy fats, and protein—and explains why plant-based diets offer disease protection. She goes on to help you put a plant-based diet into action by offering meal plans, tips, and strategies for incorporating this eating plan into your daily life. And the one hundred recipes will help you launch your plant-based journey for health. The Plant-Powered Plan to Beat Diabetes will be your ultimate resource if you’re looking to take your health to the next level with plant-forward eating.

Because of the standard American diet, food has been a problem for us for the past fifty years; however, it can and will be the solution. The mission of my integrative medical practice, FRESH Medicine, is to make you healthier by addressing the five ingredients in your recipe to health: Food, Relaxation, Exercise, Sleep, and Happiness. We have a simple prescription when it comes to food: eat more plants. We have a lot more to offer our patients than just a medicine bottle. I can’t wait to recommend this book to any patient, registered dietitian, or physician as a prescription for health.

Robert Graham, MD, MPH, ABOIM, FACP,

chef, and cofounder of FRESH Medicine
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INTRODUCTION

It’s in my DNA to love plant foods. You see, I come from a long line of farmers, stretching back as far as I know. My parents were raised on farms—my mother in Arkansas and my father in Minnesota. They were born and bred to understand the soil and what it takes to make seeds break into life and nourish them into plants that thrive. Farming sustained my parents through the Great Depression, providing healthy, nourishing foods for their tables when others were hungry. And even though my parents would eventually move to the suburbs of Seattle, where I was raised, they always had a large garden, with tidy rows of vegetables and abundant fruit trees. My mother canned her own produce in my grandmother’s well-used mason jars (which are now on display in my cupboard); I remember how those jars gleamed with their bounty of jewel-like fruit preserves and vegetables. We baked our own whole-grain bread, made our own nut-filled granola, and enjoyed hearty, rustic dishes as a celebration of delicious plant foods. Simple stuff, like a pan of crispy cornbread baking in the oven. A pot of black-eyed peas simmering on the stove. A mess of green beans (as my mother used to call it) bubbling in her trusty Revere Ware pot. A plant-based meal made in heaven, right? While it seemed like “poor man’s food” at the time, this meal sounds absolutely satisfying and delicious now.

It’s no wonder that my parents’ dedication to wholesome plants as essential sustenance would translate into my own lifelong love of food and nutrition. I was right beside my parents tending the garden, wondering in awe over the brightly colored turban squash and the sweet tender peas tucked into their pretty pods. I couldn’t wait to come home from school to help my mother cook dinner, to hunt through her dog-eared cookbooks and faded recipe cards for inspiration. These earlier experiences started me on a journey of loving plant-based foods that continues to this day. As a registered dietitian, with a bachelor of science degree in dietetics and a master of science degree in sustainable food systems, my career has been spent sharing this passion for healthy food. I have helped thousands upon thousands of people find their way to wellness and vitality through plant-based eating.

My parents adopted a mostly vegetarian diet for health and moral reasons when I was a child, so I was raised on the quirky vegetarian foods of the 1970s: alfalfa sprout sandwiches, heavy breads, nut loaves, bean patties, ambrosia salad, lentil porridge, first-generation faux meats. I have to give my parents a generous thank-you, as these are the foods that fueled both my health and my passion for discovering delicious, nutritious ways to prepare plant-based foods. In fact, I received my undergraduate degree in nutrition from the world-famous Loma Linda University (I even got a scholarship from Loma Linda Foods, producer of one of the first lines of plant-based meat alternatives available in the United States). The community of Loma Linda would eventually gain recognition as one of the five original Blue Zones (and the only one found in the US); see this box—areas found to have a high concentration of centenarians (people who live past one hundred years old). Loma Linda University and Medical Center was way ahead of its time, hosting a meat-free, plant-based nutrition program for students, patients, and the entire community, really. So you can see why I naturally became The Plant-Powered Dietitian.

My passion for healthful food met up with my commitment to reduce our impact on the planet. Study after study supports the environmental benefits of eating a plant-based diet with a lower intake of animal foods and a higher intake of plant foods. This eating style is linked with a lower carbon footprint; lower use of land, water, and fossil fuels; and lower pollution levels. It’s a diet pattern that’s good for you and good for the planet.

While I eat a completely plant-based diet, I firmly believe that there are benefits from plant-based eating styles across the spectrum, including pescatarian, vegetarian, vegan, or even a flexitarian or semi-vegetarian approach (eating more plant-based meals during the week without being strictly vegetarian or vegan). You may not want to go completely vegetarian or vegan, but I believe everyone can eat a more plant-based diet by trimming the animal foods like meat and dairy products and ramping up the plant foods. Even the healthy Mediterranean diet—the most widely researched eating pattern on the planet—is primarily plant based. This diet pattern from the sunny countries surrounding the Mediterranean Sea is based primarily on pulses (beans, lentils, and peas); whole grains like wheat; seasonal vegetables, such as eggplant, tomatoes, squash, and greens; fruits, like apricots, dates, grapes, and pomegranate; and healthy fats, like avocados, eggplant, olives, and nuts. The main animal protein in the Mediterranean diet is fish.

After graduating from Loma Linda University, I fell in love with Southern California—oh, the sunshine, lifestyle, free spirit, and optimism—and began to fully appreciate the diversity of global plant-based food traditions that was at my fingertips in the melting pot of Los Angeles. The combination of so many fabulous food traditions from around the world and an abundant food supply further fueled my passion for plant-based cooking. California produces one-third of the nation’s vegetables and two-thirds of its fruits and nuts. The state has a Mediterranean climate, giving it the ability to grow so much good food—melons, berries, leafy greens, tomatoes, grapes, olives, stone fruit, citrus, avocados, nuts, grains, and pulses. It should be no surprise that my food aesthetic is heavily influenced by global flavors and seasonal, local produce.

Since I first started studying nutrition, we’ve learned so much more about the health-promoting qualities of simple plant foods, such as pulses, whole grains, fruits, vegetables, nuts, seeds, herbs, and spices. Thousands of studies have pointed out that these foods are packed with nutrients that can help protect our health and manage chronic diseases like diabetes and heart disease. Despite all the lively debate among nutrition experts on which eating pattern is the perfect diet for optimal health—how much protein is perfect, what about fat, should we trim carbs—most of us agree on one truth: eating more whole plant foods is a good thing.

The Plant-Powered Plan to Beat Diabetes is a guide and cookbook that gives you all the information and tools you need to tackle diabetes by simply putting the most delicious, healthy plant foods on your plate. The first part of the book gives you some background on diabetes and provides science-based evidence on why eating a plant-based diet filled with powerful disease-fighting properties makes a real difference in your body. This book is based on the latest evidence-based science, research, and guidelines from respected academic and health organizations (see here and here for a full list of references). The new knowledge you gain on fighting diabetes is then put into action with my practical tips on living a plant-powered life day by day. The eating guide presented in these pages offers a diet that is brimming with the nutrients you need to promote optimal health, reduce your risk of chronic diseases, and fight diabetes—whether you are at risk for developing diabetes or already have prediabetes, gestational diabetes, or type 1 or 2 diabetes. This eating style is appropriate for keeping your glucose in check while also satisfying your palate. A body of research has been brewing in recent years that illuminates the power of eating a more plant-based diet to wage war on diabetes, along with all the destructive chronic diseases that often accompany this condition, such as heart disease, hypertension, obesity, and kidney disease. By eating a diverse range of plant-strong meals—made with earthy beans, nutty grains, vivid veggies, naturally sweet fruits, and crunchy nuts and seeds—you can fuel your body with important nutrients like phytochemicals, fiber, and antioxidant compounds that can help manage diabetes or prevent it from catching hold in the first place. Eating mostly plants reduces the burden of oxidative stress and inflammation in the body, promotes a healthier weight, and helps set you up for a longer, more vibrant lifestyle. It’s wonderful when one simple diet is good for your whole body—your brain, heart, muscles, gut, and blood glucose levels. That’s the secret of a plant-powered diet.

The second part of the book is the delicious stuff: the recipes! These one hundred recipes were created with love and tasted by my family and friends time and time again in my home kitchen in Ojai, California (where I have lived for the past few years), to help you embark on a plant-powered eating journey in the most flavorful, satisfying, and healthy way. And these dishes are so simple; they’re easy to make because they highlight the natural beauty of fresh plants that are chock-full of nutrients. You’ll find dishes for breakfast, dessert, and everything in between. Start your day with naturally sweet Grapefruit-Coconut Baked Oatmeal or savory Breakfast Scramble Wraps. Enjoy appetizers like Curried Lentil Dip and soups like Tomato & Cucumber Gazpacho. Naturally, there are wonderful salads, such as Snow Pea & Carrot Salad and Plum Panzanella, and light meals like Poke-Style Watermelon Bowl and Zesty Cauliflower & Chickpea Tacos. There are heartier main dishes, too, like Moroccan Tofu & Vegetable Kebabs, Mushroom & Walnut Lasagna, and Spanish-Style Vegetable Paella, and great side dishes, including Roasted Sesame Broccolini and Summer Ratatouille. And there are desserts that have just a touch of natural sweetness: Summer Berry Cobbler with Rosemary and Chocolate Chia Pudding with Berries, for example. I am so happy to be sharing all these recipes with you today, along with my best nutrition advice for developing a diabetes-friendly plant-based eating plan that can change your life.

What are you going to be eating on your plant-based diet? There is so much gorgeous food awaiting you! After all, there are an estimated three hundred thousand edible plant species on the planet, and within each species there is remarkable diversity; for example, there are ten thousand types of tomatoes alone. And that’s just one species! A plant-based diet can have wonderful variety, be infinitely interesting, and, above all, be absolutely delicious. And now you can harness this beautiful eating style to fight diabetes and thrive in your life. Just think how much color, aroma, texture, and flavor awaits your plate! Let’s take this journey together.
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