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Healthy Diet
Healthy diet refers to the intake of certain nutrients that sup-

port healthy life and extend lifespan. PubMed search for “healthy 
diet” reveals a fast-growing interest in this issue during the last few 
decades (Figure 1). Studies support the notion that certain diets are 
positively associated with better health and lower risk of common 
non-communicable diseases, whereas suboptimal diets increase 
chances of such diseases [1]. To highlight the magnitude of the as-
sociation, the EAT-Lancet Commission claimed that unhealthy di-
ets pose a greater risk to morbidity and mortality than unsafe sex, 
alcohol, drug, and tobacco use combined (https://eatforum.org/
eat-lancet-commission/eat-lancet-commission-summary-report/). 
The definition of healthy diet is relatively dynamic, reflecting the 
ongoing evolution in understanding of the roles that different nu-
trients play in health and disease. Numerous articles and websites 
provide guidelines to help information seekers with food choices.

Figure 1: Number of PubMed publications on “healthy diet” 
per year.

The Current Consensus of What Constitutes Healthy Diet 
Can be Found at the Centers of Disease Control (CDC) 
Website, it Includes

a) Fruits, vegetables, whole grains, and fat-free or low-fat milk, 
and milk products

b) A variety of protein rich foods such as seafood, lean meats and 
poultry, eggs, legumes (beans and peas), soy products, nuts, 
and seeds.

c) Low amounts of added sugars, sodium, saturated fats, trans 
fats, and cholesterol.

 (https://www.cdc.gov/healthyweight/healthy_eating/index.
html). In further support, very similar food intake guidelines can be 
found in the Genesis.

Recently, the FDA updated the definition of the “healthy” nutri-
ent content claim, which was previously set in 1994. This definition 
has limits for total fat, saturated fat, cholesterol, and sodium. Foods 
must also provide at least 10% of the Daily Value (DV) for one or 
more of the following nutrients: vitamin A, vitamin C, calcium, iron, 
protein, and fiber. The Mediterranean diet is considered one of the 
closest to an ideal diet. This notion is supported by the longev-
ity and remarkable health of people living on the Mediterranean 
islands, including Crete and Icaria. Cretans, for example, lead the 
world in longevity with highest proportion of the population living 
past 100 years old. It is not surprising that their diet has attracted 
so much attention. With some differences between healthy nutri-
tion recommendations, there is also an agreement that an excess of 
saturated fat and refined sugar should be avoided. Two successful 
diets discussed below challenge these recommendations and as-
sumptions: a diet from 13th century Mongolia, and one followed by 
contemporary elite athletes.
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Diet in the Genghis Khan Horde
While Mongolian culture itself has no records of eating habits in 

the 13th century, some information can be found in notes published 
by European travelers such as Marko Polo and John of Carpini, and 
in Chinese scripts from that time. They describe a Mongol diet of 
milk-derived products and all sorts of meat, but without bread, 
herbs, or vegetables [2]. According to CDC guidelines, this diet is far 
from being called healthy. Saturated fat from meat, for example, is 
associated with elevated risk of heart disease, therefore the Ameri-
can Heart Association recommends diets with no more than 5% of 
calories coming from saturated fat. Apparently, Mongols in Genghis 
Khan’s army had a substantially higher proportion of saturated fat 
in their diets. Were their unhealthy eating habits associated with 
an elevated risk of heart disease and a shortened life expectancy?

There can be no clear answer to this question due to a lack of 
data. However, we know that every Mongol from sixteen to six-
ty-one years of age was liable to military service [3] (https://www.
worldhistory.org/Mongol_Warfare/). There is even a claim that the 
mandatory service age in Genghis Khan’s army was from 15 to 70 
[4]. For example, one of his best generals, Subutai, retired at the 
age of 72. We can assume that an average 60-year-old Mongol male 
in the 13th century was sufficiently healthy and fit to serve in long 
distance operations and to be competitive in highly intense battles. 
Between military campaigns, Mongols exercised hard every day to 
maintain high fitness levels. For comparison, in the 21st century, 
members of the Armed Forces can retire after 20 years of service, 
with a mandatory retirement age of 62 for all officers other than 
generals or flag officers (US Army code). In this regard, there is 
no big difference between the US 21st and the Mongol 13th century 
armies. It is hard to compare health and fitness levels of a 60-year-
old Mongolian warrior a thousand years ago and a same age officer 
in a modern army, but it is reasonable to assume that Mongols’ diet 
was adequate to maintain proper endurance and fitness levels that 
allowed their army to conquer vast lands of their continent.

Diet of elite athletes: Extensive research has been conducted on 
the impact of exercise on health and life span. Most studies agree 
that exercise improves multiple health parameters including de-
creased incidence of cancer. According to a recent comprehensive 
study, elite athletes have 5-fold lower all-cause mortality rates (in-
cluding cancer) than people that do not exercise at all [5]. Even the 
adverse health impact of smoking is not as bad as lack of exercise. 
Not surprisingly, athletes live longer than the general population 
[6,7]. 

There is no one diet that all athletes use. Preferred food choices 
are aimed to maintain proper endurance and fitness levels. General 
considerations include higher carb consumption for energy needs 
and ingestion of certain protein amounts to maintain muscle mass. 
Thus, the best diet for an athlete is one that allows them to reach 
certain fitness goals, rather than one that follows CDC recommen-
dations on healthy food choices. For example, to maintain a compet-

itive long-distance running pace, an average runner needs to ingest 
200-300 calories per hour, and most of these calories come from 
sugar rather than fat. To boost energy, runners use products like Gel 
100 (100 calories) which contains 25g of added sugar per serving. 
It translates to 50-75g per hour, and more than a kilogram or sug-
ar consumed by an ultramarathon runner per day. One can argue 
that they do not have ultramarathons every day but, like Mongolian 
warriors, elite athletes also exercise hard every day, with the differ-
ence that they consume somewhat less sugar per hour to maintain 
lower levels of activity. And yet, while eating unhealthy amounts of 
sugar, elite athletes stay healthy and live long.

Conclusions
On one hand, these examples highlight an obvious argument 

that calory consumption should not exceed energy expenditure, 
or how the CDC phrases it, “Stay within your daily calorie needs”. 
On the other hand, they indicate that instead of “healthy” or “un-
healthy” diets, there are diets that serve to support certain activities 
or lifestyles. These examples also highlight the unknown relative 
contribution of nutrition, physical exercise, mental state and oth-
er factors to health and longevity. Are these factors independent of 
each other and how additive are their effects? For example, would 
a Mongolian warrior on a Mediterranean diet be able to serve in 
the army even longer and retire, say, around ninety? We cannot be 
certain, but there is no doubt that potential adverse consequences 
of “unhealthy” food consumption, intended or not, can be compen-
sated by exercise.
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