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Sunday, May 11, 2003 - Aesthetician Susan Amos struggled with her weight for years. 

After surgery to remove her uterus in the early '90s, the pounds crept on, adding a comfortable layer of upholstery to her midsized frame. She wasn't fat, exactly, but she had the satisfied, pillowy look of a suburban mom - one who indulged in a box of Girl Scout cookies or a pint of Haagen-Dazs now and then.

But Amos wasn't eating that way.

She followed the current food orthodoxy: grilled chicken, raw fruits and vegetables, salads, never too much fat. She exercised for an hour a day, three times a week. She tried Weight Watchers and weight lifting, but the pounds refused to budge.

She was intrigued, however, when she learned about "The Detox Diet," Dr. Paula Baillie-Hamilton's book published in the United Kingdom in April 2002. The book was recently released in the United States under the title "The Body Restoration Plan: Eliminate Chemical Calories and Repair Your Body's Natural Slimming System" (Avery/Penguin Putnam, $24.95).

Baillie-Hamilton contends that "chemical calories" - the environmental pollutants, pesticides and medicines people encounter in their daily lives, especially in food - are the cause of the global obesity epidemic.

In three months on the diet, Amos reports she lost 20 pounds, 18 inches and 12 percent of her body fat. Her current goal is to drop about 40 more pounds.

"The hardest part is eating out," says Amos, 44. "I'm always going to lunches and seminars, so I keep organic nuts, apples and carrots with me so I can skip the meal."

Baillie-Hamilton suggests that toxins in foods insinuate themselves into the body, wreaking havoc on the human metabolism.

"First they appear to damage the appetite 'switch,' so that we eat more food than we generally need," she writes. "In addition, they reduce the amount of food our body needs by damaging its ability to burn off food, thereby making the food we eat go further."

Even more insidious, she says, is that these chemicals may hinder the body from burning up existing stores of fat.

The chief of endocrinology at Denver Health acknowledges that an increasing body of science suggests that when stored environmental toxins in body fat are released into the bloodstream through weight loss, it might overwhelm the body's ability to detoxify.

"But that's far from saying that environmental pollutants are the cause of obesity," says Dr. Dan Bessesen.

The idea of ridding toxins through organic means is an idea that has been floating around for a while, observes obesity expert Dr. James O. Hill, co-founder of Colorado on the Move and director of the National Weight Control Registry.

"I'm not saying don't eat organic. I think that's a good thing. But we know how to lose weight and it's hard work. If this is one of those books that promises it's easy to lose weight, that's really misleading. We know how to lose weight. Reduce food intake and increase your level of activity."

Dr. Alvin C. Bronstein, medical director of the Rocky Mountain Poison and Drug Center, says even though he tends to buy organic himself, no evidence exists demonstrating any benefits of eating that way.

"I struggle with weight," he says. "Everyone is looking for the panacea to lose it, and it doesn't work that way."

Baillie-Hamilton hit upon her theory while trying to shed weight after the birth of her second son.

A medical doctor with an additional academic doctorate in human metabolism from the University of Oxford, Baillie-Hamilton was horrified to find herself pushing 160 pounds and wearing her husband's jeans.

She tried a low-carbohydrate diet, but fell ill as a result. Then she stumbled upon a newspaper article about how pesticides can damage hormones. She wondered, if pesticides can alter human hormones and hormones influence weight, then couldn't these toxins make one fat?

Rifling through the medical and scientific literature online and at libraries in Scotland where she lives, Baillie-Hamilton became convinced of the body-altering potential of various chemicals, so she began eliminating them.

She "detoxed" gradually, she says, by taking good multivitamins, Omega-3 and Omega-6 essential fats and lots of fiber. She also started buying organic vegetables and meats and installed a household water filtration system. In a matter of months, 35 pounds melted off. Now, she says, "I can control my weight without even trying."

Subsequently Baillie-Hamilton devised a dietary system whereby she assigned foods levels of "chemical calories" from very low to very high. Some foods tend to be relatively benign like many grains and cereals. Others, apparently, are little toxic waste sites waiting to be ingested.

Some of the chemical culprits are surprising: Salmon is bad, but fish sticks are OK. Likewise tuna steaks are labeled "high," while canned tuna in water is "very low." Eat a strawberry and you might as well be gnawing on the air freshener in your car. These discrepancies, Baillie-Hamilton suggests, result from different levels of processing and cooking, or have to do with the amount of pesticides a fruit or vegetable might receive in cultivation.

In the case of the mighty salmon, its position in the food chain - a meat eater dining on other polluted fish - renders it more toxic than, say, the non-carnivorous cod.

To "do" the chemical calorie diet then, one must limit one's consumption of grossly toxic foods (or replace with organics), gradually decontaminate the house (no microwaving in plastic containers, no flea powder), drink tons of filtered water, take supplements (including fiber and essential fats), exercise, and possibly engage in a limited program of food restriction, depending on how fast you want to drop the tonnage.

"You can make this a gradual thing without changing everything out at once," Baillie-Hamilton says. "When you replace items, do so with something more natural. It's more of a lifestyle change."

While the 38-year-old Baillie-Hamilton has not usurped former royal Sarah Ferguson as Britain's weight-loss poster girl, her book has enjoyed some success. "The Detox Diet" has spent time as one of the top 100 best-selling books in the U.K. and has been featured in radio, television and newspaper stories throughout Scotland.

Here in the United States, her ideas have gained cache among a small but zealous group of distributors and customers associated with the Shaklee Corp., a multilevel marketing company specializing in natural products and supplements, with which Baillie-Hamilton has formed a strategic alliance.

Introduced last fall, Shaklee's Weight Management Starter Kit ($174 for non-Shaklee members) bundles a special edition of "The Body Restoration Plan," which features Baillie-Hamilton's endorsement of Shaklee products, along with Shaklee's Slim Plan Gold Shake, a homeopathic Appetite Reducing Spray, an herbal/vitamin Craving Reduction Complex, program guide, journal, a Chemical Calorie Calculator and tape measure.

(The non-Shaklee edition of Baillie-Hamilton's book doesn't contain the endorsement but lists Shaklee under "resources.")

Baillie-Hamilton says that although Shaklee's products offer "particularly good" levels of nutrients, the diet is not dependent on the Shaklee supplements.

"We don't have Shaklee in the U.K.," she says. "You don't have to use them, you can use other products and long as you use products that offer good levels of nutrients."

To Amos, who has used and distributed Shaklee products for years, the diet made perfect sense. Long convinced that her own metabolism performs at the rate of (her words) a "dead person's," Amos decided to seriously detoxify.

Already equipped with a home air-filtration system, Amos switched her family to organic foods, installed a water-filtration unit, had her lipstick and eyeliner permanently tattooed on so she could avoid cosmetics and replaced her plastic storage containers and baggies with glass canisters and wax paper wrap.

She also bought organic sheets for the bed and is searching for organic undies. Her next purchase is an organic mattress pad because fire retardants in mattresses are contaminants.

Annie Whitney, a 30-year Shaklee sales veteran who lives outside Santa Fe, participated in Shaklee's field trial of the diet and trimmed 18 pounds off her frame using Shaklee's plan only. Later, when she started counting her chemical calories, she dropped another 4 pounds in the first week. She's now down to her goal - a total of 26 pounds lost.

But the diet doesn't come without its costs. Whitney estimates that her food bill has almost doubled, which in her case, is a price she's willing to pay. "I've always spent money on supplements," Whitney says. "If we don't have our health, nothing else we have means anything."

To limit the cost of the diet, Baillie-Hamilton suggests buying organic when possible or peeling non-organic fruits and vegetables to remove residual pesticides and herbicides.

Because the primary edition of the book is not yet readily available in the United States, even anecdotal evidence about its success is hard to come by. Although Baillie-Hamilton has published a literature review of her research in The Journal of Complementary and Alternative Medicine, no scientific studies exist on the diet's efficacy. U.S. adherents to Baillie-Hamilton's system come mostly from Shaklee's ranks.

But for Amos, who continues to search out sources of organic clothing and other non-toxic products, her continued weight loss is all the evidence she needs.

"I've always thought there was something wrong with my metabolism. I've always thought this can't be right, I'm so structured about what I eat. There is an intuitive thing about this diet. This is it. This is what's wrong."

Detoxifying:
The Top 10

Dr. Paula Baillie-Hamilton suggests these first steps to detoxify your body and home:

1. Take vitamin and mineral supplements, including sources of Omega-3 and Omega-6 fats. (If you take fish oil, make sure it is non-contaminated, she says.)

2.Take detoxifying fiber in the form of psyllium seed husks, fruit pectin and oats.

3. Avoid pesticides.

4. Avoid weed killers.

5. Eat more organically. Or peel non-organic fruits and vegetables.

6. Filter your water. And drink plenty of it.

7. Use an air-cleaning system and open your windows. (Indoor air tends to be more polluted than the air outside.)

8. Buy more environmentally friendly products, including natural fiber clothing, organic cosmetics and natural home-cleaning supplies.

9. Avoid using plastic in the microwave. Use more natural products for storing food.

10. Exercise.

Baillie-Hamilton's 'Dirty Dozen'

These are the 12 foods that, according to Baillie-Hamilton's analysis of the U.S. Food and Drug Administration Total Diet Study, are the most contaminated:

1. Butter, regular salted

2. Salmon, steaks or fillets, fresh, frozen or baked

3. Spinach, fresh, frozen or boiled

4. Strawberries, raw

5. Cream cheese

6. Raisins

7. Apple, red, raw, unpeeled

8. Dill cucumber pickles

9. Summer squash, fresh, frozen or boiled

10. Green peppers

11. Collards, fresh, frozen or boiled

12. Processed cheese, U.S.

