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Alpha Omega Labs:   Book Review

Dr. Citron’s Evolutionary Diet and Cookbook  (1997)
Help Prevent Cancer and Heart Disease—and Lose Weight Naturally—by Following the Diet of Your Cro-Magnon Ancestors!

Ronald S. Citron, M.D., and Kathye J. Citron

Part I: What Is the Evolutionary Diet?

1. Evolution and Why We Get Sick.  The basis of Dr. Citron’s diet is that despite drastic changes throughout human history, our digestive systems and metabolisms are basically the same as they were 30,000 years ago.  The disparity between our Cro-Magnon ancestors and us is that they ate lean meat, berries, and plants, whereas we eat greasy fried foods and chocolate.  This means that because our systems have not evolved to adapt to a high-fat diet, we make ourselves sick eating in a manner contrary to our evolution.  And because evolution changes the DNA of a species and not an individual over time, these digestive changes are not in our near future.  Dr. Citron’s answer is to eat the foods easiest for us to metabolize and digest.

2. Dietary Cholesterol Doesn’t Count.  As demonstrated in the cholesterol levels of present-day African tribes, the amount of cholesterol you eat does not in itself matter until the cholesterol is paired with saturated fat.  (The kind of fat that solidifies at room temperature.)  Cholesterol-heavy foods, like lobster, shrimp, and oysters, are mostly harmless unless buttered or fried.  Saturated fat can cause the cholesterol to be improperly metabolized, causing it to form plaque in the arteries, possibly leading to arteriosclerosis.  To keep this from happening, Dr. Citron advises lowering the amount of saturated fat in your diet.  Do this by eliminating red meat, dairy foods that are not non-fat, fast food, and “bad oils”
 from your diet.  Next, Citron deals with the relative unimportance of calories, in the face of bad fats, and explains how to determine how many calories you need to maintain your ideal weight through a few simple calculations.

3. Cancer: Battling the Dark Side of Medicine.  Here Dr. Citron explains his personal reasons for studying this diet and the prevention of cancer, the “dark” disease, and outlines the stages of cancer progression.  In order to get the assembly line of “cumulative genetic change” going, many factors contribute, such as hormonal changes in the body, chemical agents like tobacco and alcohol, and radiation.  Although some of these carcinogenic hazards cannot be avoided, a healthy diet can provide a measure of insurance against developing cancer.

4. Hunting, Anyone?  This chapter deals with the dilemma over sources of protein.  Animals have suffered many of the same environmental changes that we have, and as a result are less healthy for us to eat due to their high fat content.  Citron points out that manufacturers take advantage of labels to make their meat seem lower in fat.  IN order to keep your intake of fat below 25%, Citron says avoid domesticated red meat, pork and lamb, and processed meats.  Instead, opt for shellfish and fish, poultry, wild game, and other sources of protein like beans and lentils.  Four more tips that Citron provides in regard to preparation of meat are to trim your meat of fat, grill or pan roast your meat, take the skin off of chicken, separate the fat from pan juices, and never bread anything.  He also suggests trying different meats, such as bison and ostrich, eel, snail, or frogs’ legs.

5. Cro-Magnons Didn’t Eat Candy Bars.  Our ancestors got their carbohydrates from tubers, beans, and nuts.  Carbohydrates are related to sugars but aren’t metabolized as quickly, so we need to make them the bulk of our diet.  Breads are not a good source because of their high sugar and fat content, although a few whole wheat breads added to the diet are okay.  Also, the intake of sugar causes the release of insulin in the body, which can reach inappropriate levels when stimulated by lots of refined sugar.  High insulin levels have been associated with arteriosclerosis.

6. Uh-oh, Milk Is Full of Fat!  As written by many who have studied the link between diet and disease, Citron notes that we are the only animal species who continue to ingest milk after weaning.  He writes that there is no need to—there are other plentiful sources of calcium, like non-fat dairy foods, to start, and orange juice, broccoli, greens, dried beans, fortified cereals, figs, and oranges.

7. Healthy Diets Begin in the Womb.  Children, infants, and fetuses are all subject to the same dietary dangers as we are, because the mother is the source of all nutrition at the beginning of our lives.  It has been shown that saturated fat can pass from the mother to the child through breast milk, despite all the positive attributes of breast milk.  Citron’s research into formulas uncovered the fact that most if not all are 45 to 50% fat.  Children do need essential fatty acids in order to grow, but the taste for fat is an acquired one.  We must be more careful not to pass down destructive eating habits to our children.

8. Vitamins, Megavitamins, and Other Health Surprises.  Studies have shown that a daily multivitamin will do nothing to help prevent the onset of disease, and this is mostly because the best sources of vitamins and minerals are foods.  No one knows for certain, Citron writes, what the best dose of a vitamin is, so you’re best off eating natural sources of A, C, and E in foods like fruits and vegetables.  However, Citron suggests that you might want to take EPA
 capsules or a baby aspirin daily.  Citron also stresses the importance of fiber in the diet and regular exercise.

9. Shopping Like a Cro-Magnon and Reading Labels.  When you go to the grocery store, remind yourself that a Cro-Magnon could only eat what he found, so shop the perimeter of the store for fruits, vegetables, and meats.  Processed foods are mostly found in the center of the store.  Citron also notes that Nutrition Facts labels are mostly misleading, especially in the case of 2% milk and “leanest” beef.  Daily Values are not much better, because they are based on a 2,000-calorie diet, which may or may not meet your needs.  Beware of fat in all its disguised forms when shopping.

10. From a Woman’s Point of View.  In this chapter, Kathye Citron writes about the differences between us and our Cro-Magnon ancestors, pointing out that they probably spent less time on the beautification process because their beauty was naturally apparent, due to a healthy diet and exercise.  She asks female readers to confront some of their own myths, such as the one in which alcohol and desserts on vacation have no calories.  Kathye gives eight tips to maintain your ideal weight and beauty: stick to the Evolutionary Diet, try her sample week of menus to get started, reward yourself for your efforts (not with food!), eat half as much as you’re served when eating out, be aware of portion sizes, exercise while you watch the news (just make sure you exercise sometime!), remember who you are (use self affirmations), and believe that you have the power to be your best.

11. Curing Disease.  Along with using the Evolutionary Diet, Citron points out that due to our technology, there are many ways to avoid disease through screening and testing.  Citron explains what each one does in order to detect the presence of disease.  He covers physical exams, imaging studies, cytology
, biologic and genetic markers
, as well as screening for specific cancers, such as breast, cervical, uterine, ovarian, colon, testicular, skin, lung, prostate, and bladder cancers.  

12. The Evolutionary Diet—Your Chance to Live a Long and Healthy Life.  Essentially a recount of his book, this chapter sums everything up into fifteen guidelines for healthy living.  They are as follows: 1) Don’t count calories.  2) Get only 25% of calories from fat.  3) Eat more unsaturated than saturated fat.  4) Get 25% of your calories from protein.  5) Get 50% of your calories from carbohydrates.  6) Eat only non-fat dairy foods.  7) Don’t worry about cholesterol.  8) Eat lots of fiber.  9) Eat very little salt.  10) Take a baby aspirin every day.  11) Get appropriate health screenings.  12) Exercise often.  13) Affirm yourself every day by telling yourself that you deserve to be healthy and live a long life.  14) Feed your children a hunter-gatherer diet.  15) Occasionally break the rules.

Part II—Eating for Health and Enjoyment

13. The Joys of Food.  This chapter is the Citrons’ introduction into their recipe section.  They suggest expanding your dietary experience by asking yourself where in the world you’d like to eat tonight, and preparing your dishes accordingly.  They point out that having pre-made stock can cut down on cooking time, and recommend a few (perhaps exotic) foods to try.  Throughout the chapter, they emphasize enjoying cooking and eating.

14. The Recipes.  The recipes are divided into sections based on how difficult they are to prepare.  The categories include Quick and Easy, Easy, Quick and Adventurous, and Adventurous.  

Part III—Appendix

Glossary I  Information on Cooking Terms and Foreign and Exotic Ingredients

Glossary II  Mail-Order Resources for Foreign and Hard-to-Find Foods

Critical Interpretation

     The Citrons’ approach to adopting their Evolutionary Diet is humorous, easy to read, and informative.  Although Dr. Citron writes like a humorist, he’s still firmly a doctor, as evidenced by his nutritional reasoning.  After watching many, many patients of his die, Dr. Citron asked himself whether there was something he could do, as a doctor, to prevent so many early deaths.  He decided that disease prevention was much overlooked and much needed, so he directed his focus toward developing a diet plan.  (“Diet” in his sense of the word means, “what a group of people consume.”)  On a whim one day, Citron thought about our ancestors and the type of diet they necessarily would have eaten, and from there designed his diet plan to be as close as possible to that Cro-Magnon diet.

     This book is low on the technical jargon but still high on information.  Citron doesn’t neglect to put sound biology behind his ideas, supporting the fact that our diets are already too high in protein, calcium, and fat.  And his explanation of food labels is easy to understand and thus frightening; we are being lied to on a regular basis!  However, the power to change our tastes and our health is in our own hands.  Citron acknowledges the fact that the change he advocates is not easy or comfortable, but assures readers that once the pounds begin to slide off and your energy picks up, you too will be convinced that the rest of your life without ice cream may not be so bad!  (Although in his guidelines, Citron does relent, writing that if you maintain a healthy diet and exercise, a splurge here or there will not hurt you, and might even be psychologically healthy.)

Dr. Citron’s Evolutionary Diet is one that requires personal discipline, however, as he does not present any other information (such as meal calculations or restrictions) except recipes, noting that all the Citrons’ recipes are low in fat.  His diet mainly requires that you take responsibility for what you put into your body and what you buy.  He has provided your background education, but now you must read labels, choose wisely, and “think like a Cro-Magnon” for yourself.  The recipes included are perhaps a bit more elaborate that you typically see in this type of book, including dishes like Salmon Tartare, Vegetable Couscous, and Roasted Ostrich in a Chipotle Marinade Over Creamy Polenta.  Therefore, these might please your palate if you tend toward the sophisticated.  Overall, this is an easy-to-use and fun book that takes an interesting look at our modern diet.

DO:

· Follow Dr. Citron’s guidelines, as outlined in chapter twelve.  Reduce saturated fat intake, eat fruits and vegetables, and beware of meat and dairy products.

· Exercise.  Try to work up to forty-five minutes five times a week.

· Eat sugar and salt, but be conscious of how much.  Try to limit it to half a teaspoon of salt a day and two teaspoons of sugar a day.

· Rely on natural foods for your vitamins, minerals, and nutrients—not multivitamins.

DON’T: 

· Drink alcohol if you aren’t predisposed to it.  Its potential benefits are not worth its detrimental effects.  Don’t smoke.

· Rely on processed, refined foods.

· Be closed-minded—you can often buy wild game or exotic meats at locations near you.

· Fry, bread, or butter foods too much.

� Shortenings, coconut, palm, palm kernel oils, and margarine.


� Eicasopentanoic acid, a beneficial fish oil which can lower cholesterol.


� Studying cells under the microscope, as with a Pap smear.


� Biologic markers are substances that leak into the bloodstream, indicating possible cancer.  Genetic markers are found in analysis of the DNA.





