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take back your kitchen–and your family’s health!

“With these delicious recipes that celebrate flavor and seasonality, Laurie David gives parents
a simple roadmap for bringing children into a new and lasting relationship to food. All families should
have this wonderful book in their kitchen!”

–ALICE WATERS, owner of Chez Panisse restaurant and café, founder of the
Edible Schoolyard Project, and the author of The Art of Simple Food I and II

“A dream come true for busy parents: fun to read, gorgeous to look at, and delicious to eat.
The Family Cooks will make your kids ask for seconds and build great eating habits to last a lifetime.
How great for the price of just one book!”

–HARVEY KARP, MD, creator of the DVD/book The Happiest Toddler on the Block
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To you (yes, you)!
For a life vibrant, as healthy, and delicious as the food you cook
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Katie Couric

My favorite childhood memories revolve around our dinner table in the house where I grew up in Arlington, Virginia. This is where my two older sisters and older brother would plot future school elections, we all would chat about our lives, and each would bring a new word to the table. My favorite was ubiquitous. Those dinners gave me a lifelong appreciation of quality family time, good food, and a great vocabulary.

Once I had children of my own, I did everything in my power to preserve what seemed to be an almost antiquated tradition: family dinners. People weren’t eating together anymore because their lives were so hectic and overscheduled and so-called convenience foods were making it easy for each member of the family to grab something, nuke it, and call it a meal. At the same time, it seemed that every year I spent in TV news, the more time I spent reporting on stories about childhood obesity. Type 2 diabetes rates were skyrocketing. Military recruitment was more challenging because people were getting too heavy to enlist. As a nation, we were getting fatter and unhealthier by the minute. At the same time, the exercise craze was in full force, and store shelves were full of low-fat and “healthier” alternatives. What was going on?

This wasn’t just a topic I covered on the news. I remember taking some students my daughter Carrie and I mentored from the Harlem Village Academies to the Union Square Farmers’ Market several years ago. It was the Saturday before Mother’s Day and after we bought lilacs to take home to the moms, we walked around and looked at the bounty of fresh produce spilling over the wooden tables. “Hey kids,” I asked, “Do you know what these are?” as I held up a bunch of asparagus. They stared at me blankly. The same thing happened when I picked up mushrooms. One girl said she had never tasted a raw carrot. How could this be? These children were 10 years old! We went to my apartment and prepared some of the vegetables for lunch, where they got mixed reviews. But clearly these kids just didn’t know much, if anything, about the foods they were eating on a regular basis . . . . and the foods they weren’t.

Slowly but surely, people started becoming more aware of the issue. After all, it was hard to avoid all the news stories and new studies about the obesity epidemic. But it was awareness of the problem . . . not the solution. And like many long-term issues, the national will to actually do something was nowhere to be found.

I decided we needed to lay it out in no uncertain terms. We needed to do for this issue what An Inconvenient Truth did for global warming. We needed Laurie David. Although I had only met Laurie once, I emailed and asked if she would join forces with me and director and producer Stephanie Soechtig to put together a documentary on childhood obesity. I believe it took her about three seconds to get back to me . . . . and we were off.

We have learned so much since that email exchange almost three years ago, and as we began to understand the causes of this global epidemic, we were shocked and infuriated. Then we felt triumphant. Because once we uncovered the causes, the solution became crystal clear. The single most powerful thing anyone can do to protect their health, to live a healthy life, and to have a healthy future is to go into their own kitchen and cook food themselves. It’s really that simple.

The Family Cooks is going to help all of us do just that. I love to cook and I love making healthy dishes. But I need help! I’m still learning about fresh ingredients and new ways to prepare real, unprocessed foods. Cooking together as a family is almost as important as eating together. It’s educational and fun! So roll up your sleeves, throw on an apron (or not!), and let’s get cooking!
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—introduction—

I’m so glad you’re here! Because there’s something I’m bursting with excitement to share with you: Home-cooked, healthy food is the solution to our physical, emotional—and I’d even wager spiritual—problems. As if that wasn’t enough, it’s also a key to bringing pure goodness, vitality, and fun into our lives. It’s as simple as that. With our easy and quick recipes and a basket of healthy ingredients, you will discover how truly life-changing, loving, easy, and delicious home-cooked food can be.

It all started for me about five years ago, when I woke up with an irrepressible longing to channel my inner homesteader. To this day, I am not sure where this came from, having grown up on Long Island and lived most of my adult life in Los Angeles. Trust me, farming was not even on my radar as a hobby, let alone as a vocation. As a longtime advocate for environmental causes, I kept my protest sign, but moved aside my pumps to make room for a pair of green muck boots (much to the horror of my fashion-conscious daughters). I tossed my Teflon (which I learned was fuming cancer-causing chemicals into my kitchen!) and bought a now-beloved and well-seasoned cast-iron skillet.

I stuck my hands deep into the earth, planted seeds, pulled up carrots, then stuffed them back down when they looked too small (turns out that is upsetting to a carrot). I figured out how to weed sitting down (much easier on the back) and gave up on manicures, my nails requiring such vigorous scrubbing it was a lost cause. My hair went from blow-dry to something crazy only a rubber band and a hat could control. Then, to really seal the deal, I married a blue-eyed farmer down in the field. He taught me how to herd cows (oy, they are so much bigger up close!), to squish bugs (little freeloaders munching on our green beans), and to leave the baby vegetables alone. He is still trying to teach me how to plant a straight row (won’t happen). Together, our garden grew, our homegrown dinners got better, and we started organizing Sunday potlucks for friends and family.

I had decided to make some healthy changes in my life, which inevitably led me to improving the food my family and I ate. The more I learned about how real food is grown, the more clearly I saw how messed up our industrialized food system has become. Already deeply concerned about the environmental challenges plaguing us, I found myself pushed to the edge by daily reports of salmonella and E. coli poisoning, antibiotic overuse in livestock, rampant food allergies, and links between food dyes and behavioral problems. All these food scares hit way too close to home—you’re talking about what I feed my kids! I also started to notice an increase in media coverage about the rapid rise of childhood obesity and diabetes. Today, a shocking one in three American children is overweight or obese. As is one in two adults.

At home, we stopped eating hamburgers and made our first kale salad. We stopped buying packaged foods containing high-fructose corn syrup and soybean oil. We swapped “natural flavors” for truly natural, whole food ingredients. We tossed (into the recycler!) the BPA-lined plastic bottles and cans. We’ve been growing and eating a lot of our own food ever since, and now we crave kale the way some people crave sweets.

The Family Cooks is a clear, uncomplicated cookbook written to get you and your family craving and cooking the right stuff, too: food that is prepared with love and care and infused with good intentions. You absolutely cannot buy this food ready-made in your supermarket or favorite takeout place. This is food you can only make in your very own home, in the room where everyone already loves to hang out: your kitchen.

Whether you are a new cook, a young cook, or an “I can’t cook” cook, everyone can—and really must—give it a try. The more you learn about what your loved ones are eating, what artificial colors are pumped into their favorite yogurt, how much sugar is lurking in their drinks and snacks, and what chemicals are used to preserve their cereals, the more upset you will get. It’s exactly what happened to me. But you have the power in your hands to retake control of your family’s health and retrain their palates. Cooking and eating your meals together and making what you eat a priority is the antidote to so many of the issues families are struggling with today.

This book will help you and your kids cook from scratch (by the way, the butter has been churned, the eggs already laid and collected, so you’re way ahead of your great-great-grandmother) and bust the myth that cooking is too hard and takes too much time. Nonsense. That is what prepared food marketers want you to believe, but it really isn’t true. For the same amount of time required to call in a takeout order, get in your car to pick it up, and bring it home, you can have a more delicious and much healthier home-cooked meal. Study after study has shown that if kids understand where their food comes from (if they can shell peas from an actual pod, rather than just encountering squishy green lumps on their plate) and are regularly exposed to real food, they will eat healthier. Who doesn’t have time for that?!

Teaching your kids and yourself how to cook a few simple “recipes by heart,” whether it be a tossed salad, a quick tomato sauce, or a pot of soup, will set them up for a lifetime of confident cooking and good eating no matter where in the world they end up. My own recent experience proves this to be true. Both of my grown-up daughters cook, eat, and prefer home-cooked dinners over anything else. My college freshman, who for years never voluntarily participated in the making of dinner (she always helped eat it though), was so horrified by the low quality of dorm food, she begged to move to an apartment. “Mom, I can’t eat this stuff—it’s not food!” she said. “I need a stove.” I nearly fell off my chair! This year she and a roommate are sharing a kitchen and regularly texting photos of the great dishes they are cooking. She has tested many of the recipes in this book, and if she can do it, you can, too! The baton (wooden spoon) successfully passed. Amen.

“You don’t have to cook fancy or complicated masterpieces—just good food from fresh ingredients.”

—JULIA CHILD

Between you and me, I really need this book, too, because every time I go to cook, I end up having to Google a recipe. Here’s my confession: My brain has trouble retaining information. I need easy-to-follow recipes right in front of me so I can refer to the instructions over and over. I can’t tell you how many times I look at a recipe while cooking. It’s embarrassing.

What I want are simple, delicious dishes with a few accessible, healthy ingredients and clear instructions. I want family food, not restaurant food. I want to serve one meal for everyone, with plenty of leftovers for another meal tomorrow. And, of course, like everyone else, I need quick recipes for busy days.

Enter my Danish friend Kirstin, who grew up on a fruit farm, was taught how to cook by her mom and grammy, and spends her days happily whipping up irresistibly delicious and healthy family food. This is our second cookbook together. If you’ve read The Family Dinner, you know that Kirstin and I make a good team. She drafts the recipe, then we test it on our friends and family. If it’s a hit, she writes it down. I cook it on my own, and remove all the cilantro. She puts it back. I cut sweet potatoes into “matchsticks.” She calls them “wedges.” I forget to add the baking powder (fail!); she shows me once again how to line up all the ingredients on the counter before I start to cook. I secretly inspect the garbage to make sure she hasn’t “accidentally” tossed away anything compostable. (Busted!)

Well, you get the picture. It’s actually a great collaboration, because between Kirstin’s professionalism and my amateurism, we end up creating recipes that are delicious, easy, and foolproof, too. Perfect for me, you, our college students, singles, newlyweds, new moms and dads, our budding teen chefs . . . everyone!

It’s our sincere hope that these recipes will help you channel your own inner homesteader, because self-reliance is one of the most precious tools you can give yourself in the daily battle against unhealthy, fattening, and downright sickening food. It’s bad enough that prefab pseudo-foods don’t nourish our bodies, but even worse, they’re actually killing us, driving an unprecedented rise in diet-related diseases.

I believe that the case for making home-cooked food is one of the clarion calls of our time. You could even call it a civic duty: If we all embraced healthy home cooking, we could save hundreds of billions of dollars in health-care costs, lost productivity, and all the other unfortunate side effects of our industrialized food chain. This simple fact has so captivated me that my friend Katie Couric and I recently made a documentary about how our children are bearing the brunt of our unhealthy food system. We decided to call it Fed Up. We are fed up with obesity, diabetes, and allergies. We are fed up with depression, hyperactivity, sleeplessness, stomachaches, and headaches (all side effects of the packaged food we are eating). We are fed up with industrial food lobbyists who keep the price of unhealthy processed food so low, and fight fairness in labeling, regulation of sugar, and marketing to kids at every turn.

Why entrust one of the most intimate daily acts in our lives—the food we put into our bodies to nourish our brains, our organs, our hearts, and our souls—to a handful of multinational conglomerates? No matter your skills, you are a much better cook than they are, even if you just stick some sweet potatoes in the oven (see this page) and toss a green salad (add some chickpeas and sunflower seeds for a healthy crunch!). That is a better meal than anything you can buy containing dozens of unpronounceable ingredients. You do have the time, because it really doesn’t take that long. If your kitchen is stocked with some basics, and you are just a little organized, you can have a healthy meal on the table in no time.

Kirstin and I invite you to join us in taking back the responsibility of feeding our loved ones and ourselves in a way that is easy, emotionally fulfilling, and nutritionally satisfying. Now is the time to restake the claim to your home on the (kitchen) range!
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something is fishy about these crackers

Why all the increased attention to home cooking? Food guru Michael Pollan and influential New York Times columnist Mark Bittman are singing its praises and filling up new books with the topic. Best-selling author Dr. Mark Hyman prescribes home cooking first and foremost to all of his patients. National health-care provider Kaiser Permanente has added more than 50 farmers’ markets at its hospitals and facilities across the country. Homemade meals are making a comeback because they are the only way to guarantee healthy nutrition for you and your family.

If I could take back all the chicken fingers and French fries I ordered for my kids when they were little, I would. While I am at it, I would also return the bags of Goldfish, the Go-Gurts and the Capri Suns. I didn’t know then what I know now—that most commercial food is booby-trapped. Products you buy in the store are not manufactured with an eye toward your child’s good health (despite what the label proclaims). The food industry is interested in one thing only: profits. To accomplish that, they use every trick in the book to hook you and your kids on their products, many of which are unhealthy and even addictive. Unless you are a vigilant advocate for your family’s health, they will most likely succeed.

Looking back, although I converted to organic produce when I became pregnant (like so many expectant moms), I was still too trusting and didn’t fully comprehend how much food had changed since I was a kid. A typical example was the containers of yogurt I regularly bought. It never occurred to me to look at the ingredients—yogurt is healthy, right?

A close look at the sugar content of an average “fruit” yogurt label, using a calculator to translate (clever how they use the enigmatic gram instead of the more commonly understood teaspoon), revealed a whopping 7 teaspoons of sugar. That’s more than twice as much sugar as in a serving of Lucky Charms cereal, which most parents know is not a healthy choice and will likely avoid.

All those chicken fingers and turkey burgers we ordered in restaurants weren’t very wholesome, either. They’re usually a horrible hodgepodge of animal by-products (gross!), ground up from who knows how many different birds (double gross!). Throw in the ubiquitous French fries, and your meal’s nutritional value sinks even lower. The French fry has become the quintessential poster child—along with its sister, the potato chip—for restaurant and processed foods’ un-whole-y trinity: salt, fat, and sugar. That trio, cleverly engineered by lab-coat-wearing processed food “scientists” (not chefs!), is literally hijacking our brains and our bodies.

The food companies know that the perfect combination of these three amigos creates a “bliss” point—that heavenly moment when your mouth says, “I love this,” and urges your brain to eat more. That’s why this trio is in nearly everything that is packaged, canned, or wrapped. The proof is right there in your fridge, freezer, and pantry. Take a look at the labels and marvel at how many of the words you don’t understand, or the odd ingredients you’ve never heard of. Would it shock you to know that “powdered cellulose” is actually “wood pulp,” and used as a thickener for store-bought salad dressing and ice cream? I know that ingredient is not sitting in your spice cabinet. Or how about carmine, a common food dye used to color drinks, yogurts, and desserts? It’s an additive made from crushed cochineal insects. Okay, I promise I’ll stop, but you see the point.
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Back to that tricky gram measurement. Dust off that middle school math and use this conversion formula for sugar:

4 grams sugar = 1 teaspoon

Now do the conversion for sugar content listed on the labels of various processed foods in your pantry. I guarantee you won’t be happy.

There are also the many milligrams of salt to calculate too. In fact, most of the salt in our diet comes from food industry products, not the innocent little shaker with the teeny tiny holes sitting on your table that you shake once or twice onto your eggs. Corporate food scientists have figured out that salt makes sugar taste sweeter, and bitter less so. It prolongs shelf life, too. So the food industry pours it on.

modern-day snacks

Not only has food become more processed since I was a tot (circa 1958, more math work for you!), entire industries have emerged and exploded. The snack food industry and the beverage industry are two examples. The snack food industry’s foundation rests on the seductive charms of the three amigos (salt, fat, sugar). Americans are now buying snacks to the tune of $40 billion dollars a year, and that is growing. Goodbye carrots and apples, hello Cheez-Its and Doritos! As a new parent, I was sucked in by the products and advertisements, too. Summer meant chips and salsa; fall brought candy corn and pumpkin-flavored coffee creamer. Winter was hot chocolate mix, candy canes, and eggnog pancake mix. Talk about eating seasonally!

Play dates in the park required Goldfish crackers and juice boxes. Rarely did I go anywhere in those toddler years without a ready supply in the diaper bag or car. I remember special trips to Costco to buy mega-bulk cartons of fishy crackers. We filled up punch bowls with them for birthday parties and soccer practice. Ugh! I had no idea those goldfish had enough salt in them to cure a pickle, and that until 2010 their bright orange color came from food dyes that could be linked to allergies and ADHD.

Snack food manufacturers created a whole new market with products like these, items that didn’t exist just two generations ago. In the process, they also managed to completely change our culture! The boom in eating between meals, snacking instead of meals, bringing snacks to school and sports practice, snacking in the car, in the stroller, anywhere, anytime, has totally altered what, where, and how we eat.

Ever wonder how that bag of potato chips became the obligatory sidekick to your sandwich? Marketing. A potato chip exec came up with that idea. Who uncovered our desperate “need” for electrolytes after a walk around the park or a kids’ soccer game? Thank you, marketing guys at Gatorade. How did protein bars and shakes become so popular? Why does food need to be brought to sports practice at all? Um, that would be marketing, too.

How many fries have we eaten off of our kids’ plates? How many Goldfish? We are all going down together, folks! Our brains are hard-wired from birth for reward—and that salt, sugar, and fat combo is oh-so-rewarding. The problems come later. We are eating a ton of the bad stuff, less of the good stuff, and our bodies just can’t handle it. Our bodies are not equipped to eat chemicals, food additives, hormones, dyes, or excessive amounts of salt, sugar, and fat.

The consequences of living this way have caught up with us. Diet-related diseases are among the top killers in America, second only to tobacco. Diabetes is rampant, expected to affect one in three children by midcentury, right in sync with those obesity rates. Toss in all the stomachaches, jitters, cranky moods, sleeplessness, attention deficit, constipation, diarrhea, sluggishness, and—well, Houston, we have a food problem.

sweet tooth

Sugar in small doses is fine. In the form of fructose, it occurs naturally in foods like fruit and carrots. We are born with the taste for it. Dr. Robert Lustig, a prominent pediatrician whose research points to sugar consumption as the main culprit causing diabetes, puts it this way: “How many times did you have to introduce a savory food to a baby before they would accept it? On average 13 times, that’s what science says. But if the food is sweet, how many times? Just once. We are programmed to like the stuff.”

But when sugar has been stripped of its fiber (the ingredient that makes our bodies digest it slowly) and added to our foods in large amounts, it becomes toxic. Just how toxic? Well, eating too much sugar is linked, among other things, to diabetes, obesity, heart disease, cancer, dementia, lipid problems, headaches, depression, acne, high blood pressure, and strokes. The American Heart Association recommends no more than 6 teaspoons per day for women and 9 teaspoons per day for men. Preschoolers shouldn’t consume more than 4 teaspoons (time to recheck that cereal box), children ages 4 to 8 about 3 teaspoons a day, and preteens and teens should cap their sugar intake at 5 to 8 teaspoons.

How much sugar on average are we all actually consuming?

22 teaspoons per day.

It’s scary how much sugar we’re actually eating without even realizing it. You know it’s in the cupcakes you buy, but do you know it’s also in the jarred spaghetti sauce and in your regular brand of ketchup, salad dressings, and breads? Sugar is regularly hidden in foods you wouldn’t even think of as sweet. Just consider that of the 600,000 food items in a supermarket, 80 percent are laced with added sugar (yikes!).

Astonishingly, sugar is also added to many baby foods and formulas. Added sugar in a baby’s diet sets them on a path to a lifetime of overeating, because the earlier your palate acquires the taste for sugar, the more it’s going to want. As Dr. Benjamin Caballero, from the Johns Hopkins Bloomberg School of Public Health, says, “The issue is that sweet tastes tend to encourage consumption of excessive amounts, and evidence shows that babies and children will always show a preference for the sweetest food available and they will eat more of it than they would of less-sweet food.” Excess sugar consumption suppresses the natural hormones that tell our bodies when we’ve eaten enough. No wonder we all overeat.

Also lurking in disguise are the names used to identify sugar. There are an astonishing 56 names that are regularly used on ingredient labels to hide the fact that it’s just sugar! (See this page for all of the code words.) That’s just another trick in the bag of the food/beverage/snack industry to keep you from knowing how much sugar they are actually putting in their products and how much you are really eating. Remember, it’s just about increasing profits. They know the body craves it, and more and more it’s being shown to be addictive. In fact, the industry and our government have known since the early 1970s that sugar is a serious health problem.

Which brings us to the biggest sugar culprit: drinks. Once upon a time, we drank tap water. It was widely available; it was free; it was healthy. Today, we have an explosion of moneymaking alternatives, more liquid choices than anyone could ever have imagined. Just like the cleverly created snack food market, a few corporations have created a beverage market so successful that it has actually become a ubiquitous part of our lifestyle. The drink is as common an accessory in the hand as car keys or a purse! New products are introduced regularly: energy drinks, specialty soda drinks, coffee concoctions, juice smoothies, flavored waters, protein shakes, sweetened ice teas, lemonades, powdered flavor packets . . . . I’m going into sugar shock just writing this! Wherever you go, make sure you’re carrying your water, your coffee, your smoothie. Got to stay hydrated! Funny how we never had hydration problems in the old days, when we were actually far more active!
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Even with all of these drink options, soda is still the widely popular choice, especially among teens.1 Not coincidently, it is also one of the products most marketed to them. Have to hook them early! Imagine the influence almost $400 million marketing dollars a year can have on a teenager.2 That’s what the soda industry spends to turn your kids into lifelong addicts—I mean customers.

A 20-ounce bottle of regular soda can contain about 16 teaspoons of sugar. I still find that shocking. You probably have a good idea that soda is bad, but did you know that fruit juice drinks are just as loaded with the sweet stuff? Unwitting parents offer their kids endless amounts of juice thinking it’s good for them, but even if the label says “100% fruit juice” or “no added sugar,” once the fiber is removed, fruit juice becomes sugar water, just like soda. A 12-ounce glass of Tropicana orange juice has 8.25 teaspoons of sugar. A 10-ounce Martinelli’s apple juice has almost 9.75 teaspoons of sugar, and Welch’s grape juice has 10.5. Imagine adding that by hand to a glass you are about to give your child.

And what about Vitamin Water? Some evil marketing genius came up with that one. A 20-ounce bottle of this misnamed beverage contains 32 grams of sugar equaling 8 teaspoons. Snapple lemon iced tea? A 16-ounce bottle has 9 teaspoons of sugar. A 6-ounce Capri Sun fruit punch contains 4 teaspoons; a 14-ounce Nesquick Double Chocolate Low Fat Milk has 14.5 teaspoons of sugar. Let’s call this stuff what it really is—liquid candy.

It’s sickening when you add up all those teaspoons and imagine drinking that much sugar. And you can bet it’s making our kids sick. Just one fruit juice or energy drink contains more added sugar than most kids should consume in a day. That is just the one drink. That doesn’t include any other food, desserts, or drinks they will be having during the day, at school, after school, and before bedtime calls.

“It may be put down as a rule from which it is safe never to depart that every substitute used for pure cold water as a drink is an injury to health.”

—JOURNAL OF HEALTH, PUBLISHED 1853

Oh, and by the way, that serving size listed on the labels to measure your sugar and fat intake is a joke. Most people eat and drink way more than any suggested individual serving size. Take a look at how many servings are in your bag of chips, and then laugh (or cry). The food industry loves them, because they trick you into thinking you’re consuming fewer calories (and sugar, fat, and salt) than you actually do. When was the last time you drank just half a bottle of Gatorade, ate only nine chips, or eight dried cranberries? The cranberry recently intrigued me because I saw our 10-year-old voraciously eating them from a bag like she had hit the jackpot. I took a look and measured. One serving size is ¼ cup, about 20 cranberries (yes I counted). Each serving size has 7.75 teaspoons of added sugar. I recalculated this five times because I couldn’t believe it. I would say those small bags of cranberries can easily be polished off in one or two rounds! That would be 23.25 teaspoons of sugar. You would never visualize that just looking at the serving size and grams as you rushed through the store. Serving sizes purposely deceive you. Research shows that when given a portion, you consume it. If you have a 20-ounce bottle, you will drink 20 ounces. If you are given a smaller size, you will drink less. That was the reasoning behind former NYC Mayor Bloomberg’s soda portion campaign, and he was right on the money.

“Each can of soda consumed by children per day increases their risk of being overweight by 60 percent.”

—DR. MARK HYMAN

Take a closer look at the misconceptions we’ve been fed. The conventional wisdom—that all calories are equal, and we just need to show more will power and exercise more—rings hollow. This is the food industry’s standard explanation for our obesity epidemic because it conveniently absolves them of any responsibility. But all calories are not equal. The way your body digests an almond is different from the way it digests soda (go see our movie Fed Up for a great illustration of this). Also, some calories (like soda) are empty calories, devoid of nutrition, so how could they be equal to calories that provide vitamins and other nutrients? As for exercise, which is crucial to overall health, it would take playing pool volleyball for over 2 hours 45 minutes to work off Subway’s Spicy Italian Salad3 with Chipotle Southwest Dressing, and 4½ hours of walking to burn off a 23-ounce sweetened iced tea. As you can see, we are not going to exercise our way out of this problem. The obesity and diabetes epidemic is being driven by how processed, industrial food is made, sold, and marketed everywhere you go, 24/7. It’s being driven by our substitution of these products for meals once cooked from scratch and served with water from the tap.

We have lost control, but the blame does not rest with personal responsibility alone, as the food industry would have you believe. And it certainly doesn’t explain the explosion of obese infants and toddlers. How much of this is corporate responsibility? When commercially processed food is formulated to deliberately addict us, and advertised in a way that messes with our minds, whose fault is that? Equating sugary drinks and fast food with happiness and love is an especially popular approach because it works. Billions of dollars are at stake, and the conglomerates that stand to profit aren’t giving a moment’s thought to your family’s health. The sooner they hook us, the higher their bottom line. Values, morals, and fairness do not have a seat at the table.

If you think that is too strong of a statement, consider children. No child is born wanting to be overweight, eat junk food, or crave Skittles. Children are innocent and they are unfairly targeted, relentlessly bombarded with ads for the lowest quality food imaginable, everywhere they go: at school, on TV, via Web sites and social media. I say “unfairly,” because until children reach the age of eight or so,4 they can’t even distinguish between the content of a show they are watching and an ad. Kids think ads are telling them things they should know. The food industry knows this, which makes it all the more cynical and outrageous that they are allowed to use cartoon characters to target children and even embed ads in some of our kids’ favorite shows, such as American Idol and X Factor. We finally got rid of Joe Camel; we need to do the same for junk food mascots. Why should cereal manufacturers selling products filled with unhealthy amounts of sugar and chemical dyes be allowed to use cuddly rabbits, or pirates, or any other kid-seducing creature and advertise on morning cartoon shows?


sugar: not so sweet after all

Below is a list of 56 names, all with one meaning: sugar, sugar, sugar. Check the labels and you will see sugar in its various guises often listed up to six to seven times. Pretty sneaky, huh?

[image: ]



There are some serious moral issues we need to confront. Is it ethical to enlist popular celebrities and athletes (LeBron James, Peyton Manning, Serena Williams, Michael Jackson, Britney Spears, Michael Jordan, Beyoncé, Katy Perry) to promote unhealthy products to our kids? Celebrity endorsements work, which is why millions are spent signing them up. Why don’t we demand a stop to this practice? Why don’t we make it so politically incorrect to push soda that no smart celebrity would even consider it? Would Justin Timberlake promote cigarettes? Never!

In my opinion, the lowest of the low was Coca-Cola’s hiring of Taylor Swift, a singer whose fan base is tweens and younger, to promote artificially sweetened diet soda. Apparently, no one in her camp got the memo that diet soda has been linked to depression5 and ADHD.6 Not only do diet drinks hook kids on the taste of sweet (artificial or not, your brain thinks it’s sugar), new research shows these beverages actually make you hungrier.7 Not to mention the whole concept of “diet” being marketed to children in the first place.

It’s not a level playing field. It’s your ability to ignore your child’s persistent urging/nagging/whining versus million-dollar marketing campaigns conceived by the best researchers and advertising wunderkinds (mission accomplished, food execs!). It’s you having to repeatedly say “NO!” to clever product placement (did you know that companies pay stores to stock their products at perfect eye level to you and to your kids?),8 bright packaging colors they know will catch your children’s eye, appealing cartoon characters, games, toy giveaways, catchy music, decades of psychological research to help manipulate children’s food preferences, and of course as if all that wasn’t enough . . . Beyoncé . . . Sigh.

With vending machines around every corner, (over 5 million in America! more than $19 billion in profits!),9 candy at every cash register (including at toy, drug, office supply, and other nonfood stores!), sugar-coated treats sold in virtually every kind of establishment or given away in the workplace, there is no place left that is safe. Even my local


get cooking!
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