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Alpha Omega Labs:  Book Review

What to Eat Now  (1996)
The Cancer Lifeline Cookbook and easy-to-use nutrition guide to delicious and healthy eating for cancer patients, survivors, and caregivers

By Rachel Keim and Ginny Smith

1. The Top Ten “Superfoods.”  The Superfoods are: cruciferous vegetables, garlic, carotenoid-rich foods, yogurt, beans, soybeans, citrus fruit, fiber-rich foods, fish, and mushrooms.  For each of these foods, the authors present the possible benefits and ways to “optimize” the food.  For example, one way to optimize garlic is to mix a few diced pieces with applesauce when you feel a cold coming on.  Other important cancer-fighting foods are tomatoes, green tea, cucumbers, grapes, onions, radishes, parsley, chile peppers, and asparagus.  

2. Nutrients that Promote Good Health.  This chapter lists the six most important nutrients for health-conscious eating (water, protein, carbohydrates, fat, vitamins, and minerals).  Vitamins and minerals are classified as micronutrients because they are needed in smaller amounts than fat, protein, and carbohydrates, the macronutrients.  The authors include a formula for determining how much protein you need, and advocate getting most protein from plant sources like broccoli.  The authors examine the four different kinds of fat, types of proteins, carbohydrates, and list sources for vitamins and minerals.

3. Creating a Healthier Diet.  This chapter is based on the USDA food pyramid.  The authors discuss how much equals one serving, and encourage patients to find their fat limit, anywhere from 20 to 30% of your daily diet.  The rest of this brief chapter focuses on tips to avoid food spoiling and food-borne illnesses by reading the “sell by” dates, cooking food thoroughly, and putting away groceries as soon as possible, and many more.

4. Making Favorite Recipes Healthier.  To lower fat, sugar, and salt content in your favorite recipes, you can do a number of things: substitute other sweeteners when recipes call for sugar, use leaner cuts of meat, substitute low-fat dairy products, and get creative with other spices when a recipe calls for salt.  There are also tips to increase fiber content, which include choosing whole wheat flours instead of refined white flour.  Change only one ingredient at a time, the authors caution.  That way, you can always tell what went wrong if the recipe doesn’t work out.

5. Getting Organized.  Here you will find tips centered around what to stock up on in your pantry and fridge, advice about meal planning and grocery shopping, and how to simplify meal preparation.  While the authors recommend reading the Nutrition Fact labels on the foods you buy, they suggest that the number representing the percent daily value are of little use because these are based on an “average” diet that may not dovetail with your own, and can thus be confusing.  Interesting also is a list of terms commonly found on food labels that the authors say are regulated by the government.  Some of those are “fat free,” “low fat,” “low sodium,” and “good source of fiber.”

6. Managing Treatment-Related Symptoms.  Here the authors list a number of helpful suggestions geared toward preventing such uncomfortable symptoms as nausea, vomiting, constipation, diarrhea, sore mouth or throat, lactose intolerance, loss of appetite, weight loss, weight gain, fatigue, and changes in sense of taste.  For patients who are nauseated or losing weight, the authors suggest eating what you can until you feel better, even if all you can stomach is fast food.

7. Getting the Help You Need.  This chapter addresses the tasks and chores you may not feel like doing while undergoing treatment, and suggests solutions for both getting family involved and coping if you are alone.  The main suggestion is to ask family and friends for help, whether it is doing the laundry or planning meals for a week.  If you are alone, there are still options, such as calling your church or the Cancer Lifeline to find out about services available to you, such as Meals on Wheels.

Recipes for Healthy Eating

     The bulk of this book is recipes, ranging from a butter substitute, “Better Than Butter,” to smoothies, desserts, breakfasts, salads, rolls, protein shakes, and entrees.  Each recipe is followed by information about its carbohydrate, fat, and fiber content.  

Critical Interpretation 

     This book might be an option for people seeking out a more moderate approach to diet, since the authors are so flexible about what constitutes a healthy diet.  In fact, several of their recipes call for small amounts of brown sugar and soy sauce, two ingredients that other nutritionists warn against in the face of advanced stages of cancer.  However, their recipes also reflect what might seem like a more palatable selection of foods, and include several of the authors’ chosen Superfoods.  Their “Better Than Butter” recipe, suggested as a healthier alternative to butter, actually contains a whole cup of sweet cream butter, and their recipe for macaroni and cheese calls for a box of supermarket macaroni and cheese, along with its packet of processed cheese.  While some nutritional “purists” might balk at these inclusions, the moderately healthy cancer patient might appreciate them because they are not so far removed from the typical American diet.  Furthermore, the tips and food lists preceding the recipes do reflect the findings of cancer research, and are a good foundation for a healthy diet.  

     Another downfall of this small text is that is does not address supplements at all, except to say that "Supplements may interfere with chemo- or radiation therapy.”  Without discussing types of supplements, the authors write that the best source of nutrients are whole foods, and therefore a healthy diet is best fortified by its raw sources of nutrients, which is true.  It would be bad advice to advocate any supplement taking the place of a healthy, plant-rich diet.

     However, in spite of the book’s other shortcomings, its assets may make it more suitable to a patient’s or caregiver’s needs.  For instance, the fact that the book is compact and the information is thorough but brief makes it an ideal quick read.  It might make an accessible place to start learning about the health benefits of good nutrition, as well as a springboard for healthy cooking habits.

DO:

· Eat the Superfoods, as well as other spices, fruits, vegetables, and whole grains.

· Drink lots of clean water.

· Ask your doctor, nurse, or nutritionist about what you can do to aid your health through diet.

· Ask for help, whether it be from family, friends, or service organizations.

DON’T:

· Defeat yourself by worrying too much over your diet; eat what you can, or what you find tolerable, and in the meantime try to make as many healthy choices as possible.

· Go to the grocery store hungry.

· Forget to cook food thoroughly, especially eggs and meat.

· Be taken in by labels that claim their product is “95 % fat free,” since this may be misleading.

