Paleolithic eating – it could take your health and fat loss to the next level.

By Julianne Taylor, October 2009
The Zone diet is based on the principle that our bodies work best on a low glycemic load, balanced diet. Lean protein, fruit, vegetables and good fats are emphasised. Other foods such as grains and treat foods are recommended to be kept to a minimum, not necessarily cut out entirely.

I would like to introduce you to Paleolithic eating principles in addition to the Zone balance.

It was only 10,000 years ago that humans settled and began growing large amounts of grains. Prior to this our ancestors were hunters and gatherers. We ate wild meat and seafood - which was lean and high in omega 3 fats, whatever roots, vegetables, leaves and fruits we could find, plus seeds and nuts. The majority of us are still genetically hunters and gatherers and our bodies digest and assimilate paleolithic foods most easily.

 

Up to 80 percent of foods we now eat are foreign to our hunter and gatherer ancestors. In addition hundreds of chemicals and processed foods have been added to our diets in just the last 100 years. Even though we can eat these foods and stay relatively healthy for the most part, it is tough on our bodies to get so much of our food from sources that our digestive system and liver are ill adapted to break down, detoxify and assimilate. It is no wonder that obesity, auto-immune disease, type 2 diabetes, heart disease, digestive problems etc. are rife in our society. Our society has adapted to these diseases not by treating the cause (primarily diet and lifestyle) but by adding yet more chemicals in the form of prescription drugs. Drugs do not cure (as in remove the cause) of many of these types of illnesses, they merely treat and diminish some of the symptoms. And often, I believe at a cost. 

Take heart disease and Statin drug treatment for example: yes, they reduce cholesterol, by forcing the liver to make less, however in the process they reduce the body’s Co Q 10 levels (a critical nutrient for cellular energy), and cause muscle pain and weakness in large numbers of people. Statin drugs appear to work by reducing inflammation, not by cholesterol reduction. However increasing dietary omega 3, reducing refined carbohydrates and omega 6, has been shown not only to reduce inflammation more effectively than statin drugs, but to cut deaths from heart attacks and indeed from all causes by a massive 70% (Lyon diet heart study). This is in contrast to results from large studies using statin drugs; while the heart attack death risk fell by 30%, this study notes “There were no statistically significant differences between the statin and control groups in the rates of patients who died from cardiovascular disease or from all causes.”  So while these drugs while appear successful, they DO NOT alter your risk of dying at all. (http://www.medicalnewstoday.com/articles/57687.php)

Okay so my point is – first look for the cause of your health problem, and fix that – don’t just treat the symptoms, it will not cure you.

I believe, as do many nutrition researchers, that many maladies of today would disappear if we ate the way we were genetically designed to eat. I also believe the closer we eat to the pure hunter and gatherer diet the better your health will be. Not only that, but you will find it easy to reach and stay at your ideal weight and your body will be more resilient to disease.

Recently I have done a bit of research on the Palaeolithic or hunter and gatherer diet. I believe it gives many additional health benefits when these principals are added to the Zone diet.

Paleolithic eating:

Protein: Eat lean protein at each meal. Wild animals are lean and low in saturated fat, so ideally eat organic meat, if not, it should be free range, and grass fed. Do not eat grain fed meat or meat that has been processed with chemicals such as nitrates (like ham). 

While not true paleo, protein powder makes life easier – especially for breakfast, use whey concentrate or isolate, or egg white protein powder - preferably without synthetic sweeteners and flavours. (http://www.zonediet.co.nz/shop/viewcategory.aspx?id=8)

Limit or cut out dairy, if you use milk, use A2 non homogenised, organic milk (found at health food stores and some supermarkets).

Carbohydrates: get your carbohydrates from fresh fruit and vegetables, especially those with lots of colour. Use plenty of raw vegetables and salads. 

Starchy carbohydrates: cut out all grains and legumes, these types of carbs have many anti-nutrients such as phytates which reduce mineral absorption in the gut, difficult to digest protein molecules such as gluten, and lectins which can trigger auto-immune problems. 1 in 10 people are gluten sensitive and are probably not aware that they are. New research is linking grains and legumes with increases in auto-immune diseases such as rheumatoid arthritis and multiple sclerosis. If you have an auto-immune problem – do cut out grains and legumes. For starchy carbs – use fruit and root vegetables such as kumara (not potatoes). If you have severe auto immune problems or MS, also cut out nightshade plants; potatoes, tomatoes, eggplants and capsicum.

Fats: Use fresh raw nuts, avocado and smaller amounts of seeds, (not peanuts, these are legumes). Use cold pressed oils high in monounsaturated fats, such as olive and nut oils. 

Professor Loren Cordain PhD, at Colorado State University has done enormous amounts of research into the Paleo diet. Here is his website – there is a lot of great information here:  www.thepaleodiet.com
My own experience of Paleo eating:

I have followed the Zone diet for around 12 years now. Not always exactly, but close enough to keep my blood sugar and weight stable.

Many of my problems had improved dramatically since following the Zone diet combined with fish oil omega 3. Weight loss, blood sugar control, reduction of PMT and improvements in some inflamed joints.

A few months ago I decided to try cutting grains and legumes, and limiting dairy. I was surprised to find that problems that had continued to remain niggling completely disappeared:

A large ganglion cyst on my wrist stopped hurting and has shrunk considerably, PMT completely disappeared, and my waist shrunk a couple of centimetres. My left knee that periodically swells especially with more exercise, despite increasing exercise, hasn’t done so once. 

So if you have niggling complaints, auto immune problems, and your weight loss is not as good as you wish – I highly recommend try going paleo, give it a month to test it out. Stick close to the Zone amounts and balance though – it keeps your portions and carbohydrate: protein ratio on track.

Do have a look at these books by Loren Cordain:

The Paleo Diet 

The Paleo Diet for Athletes

