


people continue to lead productive,
meaningful lives within the context of
their cultures, and enjoy high status.

Of these three locations, Hunza has
received the greatest publicity and is best
known. Lowell Thomas brought it to
public attention through his Cinerama
presentations in the 1950s. Every now
and then an article will appear in the
-newspaper written by a new visitor to
Hunza, the land heralded as the Shangri-
La of James Hilton’s novel, Lost Horizon.

Health food advocates have written
quite a lot about Hunza’s lifestyle and at-
tempted to draw parallels to their philos-
ophies. In 1964 Renee Taylor published
Hunza Health Secrets in which she told of
people who had “no cancer, no heart at-
tacks, and practically no other disease to
cut down men and women in the prime
of life.”

Miss Taylor claims to have observed
men as old as 125 years and 145 years
playing volleyball. She also says that
Hunza is a land where childhood diseases
or cripples do not exist.

Another health foods devotee, op-
tometrist Allen E. Banik who traveled to
Hunza sponsored by the “People Are
Funny” television show, claims to have
examined the Hunzacuts and found them
to be the health subjects of the legends.
In his book, Hunza Land which he
wrote with Renee Taylor, he gives an ac-
. count of the physical examinations he

conducted. By viewing their retinas and-

testing their vision he concluded that
their health was all that it had been
claimed to be.

An article in the health foods maga-
zine Prevention by Jane Kinderlehrer
says that in Hunza, “Cancer has not been
invented. Everyone has 20/20 vision.
Cardiologists can't find a single trace of
heart disease. No one ever gets ulcers, ap-
pendicitis or gout. There’s nothing
unusual about men and women enjoyin;
vigorous life at age 100 or 120.” .

The Cancer News Journal, a publica-
tion which promotes a plethora of unor-
thodox cancer treatments, most of which
center around so-called diet therapy is a
leading proponent of Laetrile as a cancer
palliative. Laetrile is derived from apri-
cot pits, and they point to the use of apri-
cot oil extracted from the pits by the
Hunzacuts as the reason for their absence
of cancer.

Second to Hunza's fame is Abkhazia
in Russia’s Caucasus Mountains. At the
time of Leaf's visit they claimed to have
the world’s oldest human — Shirali Misli-
mov, an alleged 168-year-old patriarch
who was inaccessible because of travel
restrictions. These people amazed Dr.
Leaf the most because their lifestyle in-
cluded a lot of feasting and other habits
which ordinarily are associated with
shortening life span. It was there he oc-
casionally saw overweight centenarians.

Not all the spectacular reports we
hear about the health of the noble savage
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are limited to longevity or the absence of
disease. Sometimes they involve great
feats of human performance. Michael

_Jenkinson presents a fascinating account

of the Tarahumara Indians of the Sierra
Madre Occidental of northwestern Mex-
ico. These people are considered to be
the world’s greatest distance runners.
Jenkinson says, “Tarahumara hunters lit-
erally run deer into the ground. Once on
the track of a deer, a man or several men
will continue to jog after it for hours,
rarely in sight of the prey, skillfully read-
ing the most minute signs. By the second
day of steady chase the fleet animal usu-
ally drops, exhausted, and the hunters
kill it with knives or rocks.”

“Recently,” he continues, “a Tara-
humara courier was dispatched from the
Jesuit Mission Center at Sisoguichic to
assess food supplies in several Indian
hamlets. He was said to have covered
fifty miles of rough mountain trails in six
hours, including the stops at each hamlet.
Forty years ago, a Tarahumara chief was
invited to send runners to a marathon in
Kansas. Learning, to his great surprise,
that the course was a mere twenty-six
miles, the chief sent three girls.”

The Tarahumara’s favorite sport is
called rarijipari, a sort of marathon kick-
ball race. The race may last for three
days and cover up to two hundred miles,
with individual laps varying from three
to twelve miles at a time. The runners
continue even through the night, carry-
ing pine torches to light their way. This
is a subject of great curiosity to physiolo-
gists, because these remarkable people
will burn up more than 10,000 calories
during the runs, which represents at least
a week’s worth of eating for them.

One reason the Tarahumaras haven’t
been successful in the Olympic games is
because of the changes that take place in
their diet when they come to an Olympic
training camp. Jenkinson says, “He is
given beefsteaks to eat and his gaunt gut
is filled with eggs and milk and other
strange food. His metabolism begins to
run crazy. He doesn't sleep much, and
when he does, he has weird dreams.” The
Tarahumaras are accustomed to a sim-
ple, essentially vegetarian diet, which is
believed to contribute to their success as
distance runners.

These extraordinary reports combine
with our early images of the noble sav-
age to strengthen in our minds the con-
cept that primitive man enjoys a quality
of life that we should somehow seek to
emulate. This idea has received great im-
petus from the “ecology movement.” The
suggestion is that we abandon scientific
technology and return to “nature.” And
indeed, some have done so in a dramatic
way, setting up farm communes and at-
tempting to live directly off the land —an
idea that has appeal for many who are
tired of the pressures and demands of
modern living. Those of us who were
raised in “the good old days,” however,

might dispute the concept that life was
simpler then, after having scrubbed
clothes on a washboard, hoed weeds all
day, or done the season’s canning.

While most of us are not willing to go
to the extremes of quitting our jobs in the
city and buying a farm in the Ozarks, we
do seem to have bought the basic idea.
Today modern advertising, which can be
said to reflect and reinforce society’s
thinking, is using the word “natural” in
selling every type of product to which the
name can in some way be applied. Labels
sport, “no preservatives,” “no additives,”
“herbal” or “organic,” and salesmen
spout, “no chemicals,” “nothing that
wasn't intended for your stomach.”
“Mother (and Father) Nature,” and other
phrases which capitalize on the point.

No one has exploited our concept of
the healthy savage more than the health
foods industry. It is regularly seen in
their publications. Products of all types
which were supposed to be beneficial to
our health have cashed in on this impres-
sion we have of primitive man.

One of the convenient aspects of a
myth is that it lends itself to a wide range
of interpretations and a great deal of
imagination. To illustrate just how ver-

. satile our conjecture concerning the na-

ture of our human ancestors is, we can
compare the descriptions of two men,
both presenting an evolutionary view of
early man. Linus Pauling, in his book,
Vitamin C and the Common Cold, at-
tempts to justify his claim that we need
huge amounts of vitamin C daily, by hy-
pothesizing that ancient man ate so
much natural foliage, fruits and plants,
that he ingested as much as two to four
thousand milligrams daily. On the other
hand, we have Dr. Robert Atkins, also
with a book to sell, who is a proponent
of the low carbohydrate diet. Atkins
cldims that our ancestors didn't eat car-
bohydrates, but were meat-eaters, and
that our departure from that high pro-
tein existence is responsible for many of
today’s health problems. Obviously, both
men can’t be right. But neither can
either be proved wrong, so they are free
to make whatever claims they wish.

Fortunately, even though we cannot
prove what ancient man was really like,
we are not left to conjecture as to what is
the actual health picture of primitive
man. We can still observe him in a num-
ber of places in the world, and probably
in every phase of man's existence from
the Stone Age forward. Instead of the
healthy creature of our fantasies, scien-
tists have found that primitive man exists
in a condition far below the health stan-
dards we enjoy in modern civilization,
and this includes even those who live in
the apparent Shangri-La’s of the world.
You may find this surprising in light of
some of the spectacular reports we have
cited, but a more thorough investigation
reveals a clearer picture of the health of
the noble savage.
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First, if we are to obtain a com-
pletely true picture of the state of the
health of primitive peoples, we must
look at all of the facts, not just sort out
the glamorous. We must analyze the im-
portant factors which are present, and
also, as we shall see, be careful about ac-
cepting every report at face value,
because many of them appear to be less
than accurate.

ABSENCE OF RELIABLE HEALTH DATA

The factor which lends itself best to
perpetuating the myth of the health of
the noble savage is the absence of reli-
able health data among the primitives.
These people know nothing of calculat-
ing birth and death rates, the prevalence
of disease, causes of death among their
tribesmen, and often dont even know
how old they actually are.

Russian scientist Zhores A. Medvedev
recently explored the claims of longevity
by the residents of Russia’s Caucasus.
Apparently the people have been deliber-
ately lying about their ages for years.
Not only have they been encouraged to
do so by a situation where very old peo-
ple have the highest authority, more re-
spect and honor, and receive publicity,
but in recent decades, district, regional
and national attention has produced a
sort of competition for longevity. Hence,
records for being the oldest have been
climbing, with the ages becoming more
and more exaggerated.

Medvedev lists more than a dozen
factors which refute the longevity claims
of these people. Foremost'is the total ab-
sence of reliable documentation. Not one
Caucasus centenarian can produce evi-
dence to validate his age. Other points
include theoretically impossible age dis-
tributions, a sudden switch of distribu-
tion of the sexes among the oldsters as
men who trail the females before age
100, but gain on the females and even-
tually pass them as age claims soar. Also,
the existing vital statistics on longevity
are inferior to other areas of the USSR,
but become superior when documenta-
tion ceases. Metabolic studies do not sup-
port the centenarians’ claims either.
Compared to those in other countries
with well established ages, the Russian
oldsters appear to be in the 55 to 60
age range, not 100 to 110.

Renee Taylor’s claim that in Hunza
she saw men 125 and 145 years old play-
ing volleyball is contradicted by Dr.
Leaf's report that the oldest citizen of
Hunza, Tulah Beg, was only 110 years of
age, and the second oldest claimed to be
just 105. Dr. Leaf notes that the dating of
the Hunza's age is particularly difficult
because of the fact that their language
has no written form; therefore there is a
complete absence of any record keeping.

Another discrepancy exists between
reports that there is no cancer, heart dis-
ease, childhood diseases and so forth, in
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Hunza. In 1955 a group of Kyoto Uni-
versity medical scientists from Japan
made a study of the health of the Hunza
people. They had been led to believe that
Hunza was a sort of Shangri-La, as have
most of us. It was their purpose to study
the Hunzacuts and share whatever valu-
able information they learned with the
rest of the world.

‘The health team performed detailed
examinations of 277 Hunzacuts. To their
dismay, rather than finding them to be
superior, disease-free creatures of the
legends, the health of the Hunzas was, in
their words, “in a miserable state.” Both
cancer and heart disease were found and
each individual was found to have some
health defect. The Japanese team re-
ported, “We had to teach them how to
cure disease, instead of learning how to
be free from diseases.”

Recent correspondence with the Paki-
stan Embassy in Washington verified the
existence of cancer in Hunza. Cancer of
the lung, stomach, testicle, mastoid, and
lip are currently under treatment.

Though unable to conduct a statisti-
cal study on the infant and childhood
diseases because of insufficient time, the
health team made it known that a great
many Hunza children die during in-
fancy, mostly from skin disease and un-
dernourishment. The prominent diseases
found among the people of Hunza were
goiter, conjunctivitis, rheumatism and
asthma. Of greatest concern was the
spread of tuberculosis among them.

Why is there such a disparity between
the reporting of the scientists and the ac-
counts of Miss Taylor, Prevention maga-
zine, Cancer News Journal, Dr. Banik
and others? The answer seems to be that
all of these sources are representatives of
the negative philosophy of the so-called
health foods movement. They seek to
teach that our agricultural soils are de-
pleted, modern food technology is mis-
guided, the government protection agen-
cies are not doing their jobs, orthodox
medicine is “organized” and corrupted,
you can't trust the American Cancer Soci-
ety, American Medical Association, Food
and Drug Administration and so on. This
constant attack certainly undermines
public confidence in orthodoxy, because
without these beliefs there would be no
justification for a substitute source of
foods. The health foods industry owes its
existence to this negative philosophy.

Renee Taylor uses her book to pro-
mote food supplements, to declare the
food supply dangerous because of poison-
ous sprays, soil depletion, and cooking,
and to recommend the reading of many
other books about health foods. Many of
these appear on the “nutrition books not
recommended” list provided by a sub-
stantial number of nutrition scientists.
Banik’s credentials as an optometrist cer-
tainly limit his competence to conduct
thorough physical examinations. Also,
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given the area of his expertise, one can-
not help but wonder why he failed to no-
tice the conjunctivitis, which according
to the Kyoto University group, was one
of the “predominant diseases.” He cites
what he considers to be our “depleted
soil” and “processed food.” He reveals his
personal concepts by stating, “Our
health food stores offer the natural foods,
fruits and vegetables grown in enriched
soil which comes closest to providing our
bodies with the complete nourishment
they must have to maintain health and
ward off disease some of them now
carry.”

Prevention, Cancer News Journal
and other health foods publications pre-
sent a continual barrage of attacks on the
food supply, the Food and Drug Admin-
istration, orthodox medicine, and so
forth. Health foods, organically grown
produce, herbs or nutritional supple-
ments are offered as preventives, pallia-
tives, or cures for practically every
disease of modern civilization with the
perpetual implication that “natural” is
better, a la the health of the noble sav-
age. The paradox is that while the health
foods promoters, megavitaminists and
like-minded people argue the case for su-
pernutrition, the available evidence

. points in exactly the opposite direction.

Not only do the observations made of old
people enjoying extraordinarily good
health reveal undernutrition rather than
supernutrition to be the rule, but labora-
tory and field studies do as well. McCay
and Ross both have shown that nutri-
tional deprivation short of manifestation
of deficiency diseases, and protein re-
striction, significantly improve the lon-
gevity of animals.

McCay was able to extend the maxi-
mum life span of rats 50 to 100 percent
by feeding them a nutritionally ade-
quate, low calorie diet early in life.
These findings have been confirmed by
several other laboratories. The animals’
diets are restricted to the point that their
growth is stunted and sexual develop-
ment delayed. It is theorized that the
mechanism at work involves a slowing
down of the cell’s biological clock.

While McCay and others were able
to extend life span and curtail disease by
underfeeding animals very early in life,
Ross has been able to curtail or signifi-
cantly lengthen the life span of mature
animals by varying the level of calorie
restriction and the protein/calorie ratio
of diets. Some animals equilibriated a
180-year life span for humans.

David G. Jose cites a number of stud-
ies which show that cancer incidence is
reduced by malnutrition (see Nutrition
Today, 8 [March/April 1973] p. 4. He
mentions one particular strain of mice in

The Rocky Road to Paradise: a half-track of the
Haardt-Citroen Expedition exploring the Hunza
area near Gilgit in the Karakoram Mountains of
northeast India in 1931 finds the going tough on
the local highway. —

















