
1. Yerushalmy and Hilleboe Paper 

Yerushalmy and Hilleboe described the association between heart disease and dietary fat as 
being "greatly reduced" when all the countries are used. It's true this is not the same as 
vanishing, but in the context of their finding that the association is stronger for animal protein 
(there was no anti-red meat campaign back then) and that "a strong negative association is 
found for both animal protein and fat with mortality from noncardiac diseases," I would 
hesitate to say I grossly miscommunicated their findings. That said, technically you're absolutely 
right.  

Now just for your own interest, I'll explain how even this error comes about. In order to do the 
massive amount of research for GCBC (those 1500 references, which represented only a portion 
of all those read) and then synthesize it, I would read articles and books quickly, highlight key 
portions, and then the articles and books would go to my researchers (students and grad 
students like yourself) who would scan in the articles, convert them to word documents, and 
put the highlighted sections in bold print. I could then re-read the articles in Word -- or the 
excerpts of the articles -- and index them, a process that took me two to three months along. I 
could then use the index to build an outline and the outline to build the book. The outline itself 
would refer back to the original sources. The catch is that charts and graphs were not included 
in the highlighted portions. So in the case of Keys and the Six Countries paper, I was not looking 
at Y&H's numbers, but there words. I've attached the Word document below from which I 
worked. Again this doesn't excuse the error. It just explains how it was made.  

The more important point here is I wasn't really concerned with the strength of the association 
but the fact that Y&H had to lecture Keys in their article in the meaning of associations and how 
they can be misleading. I think (and correct me if I'm wrong) that you think Keys's data is 
making an argument for the benefits of vegetable fat (it's a recurring theme in your e-mail). My 
point, and Y&H's, and what I liked about their article, is no such argument can be made. I've 
attached below my 2007 NYT Magazine article on observational epidemiology as evidence. I'm 
making the same arguments then that Y&H made exactly half fifty years earlier. This was the 
point of that section and the importance of Y&H's analysis. It was in GCBC not to denigrate 
Keys's hypothesis, but to make the point that it was heavily criticized at the time, and yet Keys 
was resistant to criticism. (Always a bad sign in a researcher.) So no, I don't think this is a 
significant error or issue, although it is indeed an error and it should not have been made. What 
i should have said is that the association was "greatly reduced", quoted "greatly reduced" and 
left it at that.  

2. Pearce and Dayton Paper 

First, I'm not making the case or even trying to make the case here that polyunsaturates cause 
cancer. I'm discussing the fall out from studies that suggested this was a possibility. Nothing in 
the Dayton paper cited refutes that, not even the quote you pull out.  The VA results worried 
even Dayton. That's why he did further research and wrote a whole article about it.  "When we 
found a higher than expected incidence of carcinoma deaths in the experimental group, we did 
a detailed retrospective record search in an effort to identify all malignancies..." Much as he 



would have liked to explain them away -- the quote you cite -- he decided that he couldn't, not 
without further testing. That's why he says toward the end:  "Our results and those from the 
literature are uncertain and confusing in respect of the role of polyunsaturated fats in an 
increased incidence of malignancies."  I talk about reports "suggesting that polyunsaturated fats 
can cause cancer in laboratory animals." It's Dayton who cites the results in lab animals, so 
referencing this paper is an easy way -- perhaps not a correct way, but an easy way -- to get the 
lab animal studies in. Certainly not a significant error. I think Dayton was a good scientist. He 
dealt with the evidence without bias and suggested more research needed to be done. Had 
Keys and others been as good as Dayton, I might never have had to write GCBC.  

All that said, the sentence I wrote is indeed wrong, as you point out, because the worrisome 
reports were in humans (the Dayton study) and lab animals.  

3. Brody Article 

As for the Brody reference, this was the victim here of the condensation of a lengthy section 
into a shorter section. I've attached the original version below. Here's what it said in the 
400,000 word (unfinished) version: 

With only a few studies to go on, it was a tricky business dealing with the possibility of 
potentially cancer-causing polyunsaturated fats without scaring the public or appearing 
to undermine the credibility of the previous decade’s dietary recommendations. Citing 
as her source, John Mueller, chairman of the AHA’s Committee on Nutrition, Jane Brody 
accomplished this balancing act in a June 1973 New York Times article by suggesting 
that “polyunsaturated fats are dangerous,” but then adding that “there is no evidence 
consumption of polyunsaturates is harmful at the recommended levels or even 
considerably above those levels.” So they were dangerous, but not so dangerous that 
the public need worry or change their eating habits as a response. Sales of cooking oils 
and margarines, which had climbed steadily in the 1960s under their heart-healthy 
label, now leveled off through the 1970s.[i] And now the advice to reduce cholesterol 
began to focus on simply eating less fat, and less saturated fat, despite the fact that only 
two studies had ever tested the effect of such lower fat diets on heart disease, and they 
had been contradictory. 

[i] nutrient content of the u.s. food supply, 1909-1997, s. gerrior, l. bente, center for 
nutrition policy and promotion. USDA, home economics research report no. 54.   

I cited Brody merely to make the point that this was a concern, even if it was not enough of a 
concern to prompt further research or to prompt the AHA to worry about it publicly. In that 
sense, again, the reference is not there to support the claim that polyunsaturates cause cancer 
-- I'm not making that claim -- but to support the observation that people were worried about 
this. 

4. Women’s Health Initiative 



According to my version of the reference they lost on average 1.1 kg over seven years 
compared to .6 kilograms for the controls. Yes, this is statistically significant, but this would fall 
into the realm of what I would call journalistic license. I happen to think that a 2.4 pound 
weight loss over seven years in women with an average BMI of 29 is effectively no weight loss 
at all. Particularly so in the context of a footnote. But you're right, technically it's an error. A 
signifiant error? If this is as bad as it gets, I'll take it 20 times over. 

5. Cochrane Review 

Well, the only one I have in my files is an update from the 2001 report and is dated 2002. What 
it says in the abstract is  

"There was no significant effect on total mortality... a trend towards protection form 
[stet] cardiovascular mortality (rate ratio 0.91, 95% CI 0.77 to 1.07), and significant 
protection from cardiovascular events (rate ratio 0.84, 95% CI 0.72 to 0.99). The latter 
became non-significant on sensitivity analysis. 

Ok. I have no idea where the quote came from in my GCBC sentence -- unless its in an earlier 
version dated 2001 (if such a thing exists) -- and I just skimmed through the 2002 document. It 
is true that the authors of these documents took what I consider an optimistic tact and said it 
looks like this is working, but the data doesn't support it yet. I took the data unvarnished. So I 
don't know why those words are in quotes, but the fact that this was non-significant on 
sensitivity analysis suggests it was non-significant. Definitely could have been clearer. Probably 
screwed up the date of the report and maybe to probably screwed up with the quotes. But a 
significant error? Again if this is the worst it gets, I'm relieved. Also consider the context. It's a 
discussion of the implications of Rose's philosophy -- that even a suggestion of a benefit is 
reason enough to advocate cholesterol-lowering diets -- and then a comparison between what 
the Cochrane collaboration found -- a suggestion of a benefit -- and what Keys had said in 1975, 
that heart disease could drop to a level one fourth what it was then. 

 


