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To the sweetest treats in my life: Casimir, Katie, and Charlotte
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FOREWORD

Americans eat a lot of sugar. They eat a lot of everything. Doctors know this better than anyone. We see the consequences of overeating every day in our practices. Almost 70 percent of American adults are overweight. Half of all overweight Americans are obese. Something is clearly out of hand. We need new strategies to address America’s—and the world’s—epidemic of obesity.

The health problems associated with obesity almost defy enumeration. Obese individuals die at an earlier age; they are at higher risk of hyper tension, stroke, coronary artery disease, venous thromboembolism, some cancers, sleep apnea, liver disease, pancreatic disease, even some psychiatric disorders. They are at higher risk of diabetes, which directly raises the risk of deadly heart disease.

Now there is even more alarming news. Studies have shown an association between obesity and Alzheimer’s disease. With our nation’s aging demographic, this is cause for particular concern. It could spell a perfect storm of cardiovascular disease, diabetes, and dementia—with no one to blame but us and our poor lifestyle choices.

As one of America’s leading health-care institutions, Cleveland Clinic has a particular responsibility to set a good example in health and wellness. In 2006, we launched a series of programs to promote healthy lifestyles among the 40,000 caregivers across all our facilities. We offered free smoking cessation classes, fitness club memberships, yoga and relaxation programs to all members of our employee health plan. We also took a good look at the foods we served in our hospital, cafeterias, and vending machines. We banned all trans fats from our kitchens. Sugary soft drinks and snacks were removed from vending machines and dining areas and replaced with sugar-free or lower-sugar alternatives.

Like Cleveland Clinic, Anne Alexander and the team at Prevention are committed to promoting healthier lifestyles. The Sugar Smart Diet is an approach that merits serious consideration. It targets sugar as a major driver of unwanted weight gain. It points out the strong association of excess belly fat with heart disease and diabetes. It offers personal testimony from individuals who have changed their diets and improved their prospects for better health. Best of all, it offers its recommendations as part of a lifestyle that includes better all-around nutrition and exercise.

My thanks to Anne Alexander for raising awareness of sugar in the American diet and for her positive approach to better health. I hope that everyone who reads this book will take its message to heart.

—Delos M. Cosgrove, MD, chief executive officer and president of Cleveland Clinic, Cleveland, OH
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INTRODUCTION

Welcome to the Sweet Life!

When I was a kid, sugar was a treat. It was dessert on weekends—a piece of pie or a bowl of ice cream. The miracle of Easter morning was a Russell Stover chocolate bunny and a few Peeps waiting just for me. Once a year, for the Super Bowl, my parents would open a bottle of Coke, and my brothers and I savored one glass each of that rare flavor rush. Sugar was simple: white and sweet and pure. It had its place—in a little bowl on the breakfast table.

Little did I know it, but over the next 40 years, sugar would leave its innocent perch and creep into almost every refined food on the grocery store shelf. Like most everyone else, I didn’t notice this sugary invasion until I suddenly stumbled upon it with the fresh eyes of an outsider.

That’s because about 15 years ago, when I was an editor-in-chief at Rodale, my family and I had the chance to move first to London and, later, Eastern Europe. As the mother of three small children, healthy eating was a priority for me—and a no-brainer in Warsaw. Fresh food markets were everywhere, and processed foods were hard to find! We ate according to the seasons and lived on real, whole food—grilled meats, fruits and locally grown veggies, thick yogurt, and dense loaves of bread flecked with chunks of whole wheat and rye kernels, so chewy and filling that one slice satisfied both belly and soul. We savored młoda kapusta (young cabbage) with fresh dill, heads of broccoli as big as watermelon, with such flavor my kids never resisted, and chłodnik, a chilled yogurt soup colored a delightful pink by fresh beets and filled with chopped fresh veggies. In the spring, fruit sellers would appear on street corners all over Warsaw. Every few weeks, a new fruit was featured as it came into season—mountains of strawberries, raspberries, blackberries, or cherries. Some nights, I would pick up a kilo (more than 2 pounds) of fresh cherries on my way home from work, and my kids and I would polish off the whole bowl and call it dinner!

That didn’t mean we didn’t love our sweets, though. There’s nothing like a Sunday stroll through one of Warsaw’s beautiful parks with lody (ice cream) served in golf ball–size scoops and balanced on top of a waffle cone. We treasured our Sunday lody the same way I treasured having a little bowl of ice cream on the weekends as a child.

Prompted by my desire to raise my children in America, we decided to move back to the States. On my first trip to the supermarket, I filled my cart with healthy choices, including whole grain cereal, whole wheat bread, and low-fat yogurt. Nothing new there—these were staples of our Eastern European diet.

What was new: my appetite. I was ravenous. All the time.

In the first weeks after our arrival, we lived in a temporary apartment about 45 minutes from my kids’ new school. Each morning, we shared a healthy breakfast of whole wheat toast, fruit, and bran cereal or yogurt, then piled into the car. But by the time we arrived at their school, I was starving. I could barely focus on kissing my kids good-bye for the day. I had a must-eat-something-now kind of hunger that was off the charts. I was eating my Warsaw-style breakfast every morning—what was going on?

One day, after experiencing this relentless out-of-control hunger, I drove straight back to our apartment and read the nutrition labels on my “healthy” cereal, bread, and yogurt. Every single item listed sugar or high-fructose corn syrup as the second or third ingredient. I went through all of my cabinets, stocked with what I thought were healthy foods, and, damn it, sugar was everywhere: in our soups, our pasta sauce, our packaged noodle dinners, our cans of chili, our cooking sauces, our rice dinners, even in our whole wheat crackers that we liked to munch on during the car ride home after school.

I was shocked. Having been out of the States for a decade, returning once a year for family visits, I was, in some sense, a newbie to the American diet, looking at these supposedly healthy foods with fresh, wide-open eyes. And I was ticked off. What the hell was all of this sugar doing in my food? What was it doing to my family’s health? And how could I possibly stop this secret invasion of sugar into my family’s food supply and rumbling stomachs?

That lightbulb moment—followed by many others—led to this book. The Sugar Smart Diet is the revolutionary result of asking one simple question: How can we free ourselves from sugar overload and reclaim its simple, sweet pleasure?

The answer lies in achieving what I call sugar freedom—breaking the powerful hold that invasive sugar has on both your body and your mind. Get ready to lose weight and belly fat, reenergize your body, and reinvigorate your mind. The sweet life awaits you!

WHAT’S THE SWEET LIFE?

When you live the sweet life, you assert your sugar freedom—enjoying the pleasure of sugar, but not letting it run your show. You call the shots. Not your cravings. Not the doughnuts in the break room. Not the food industry. You.

To take control, it’s vital to make friends with sugar—to respect its power yet regard it as just one pleasure in the banquet of life. And that’s coming from a woman who savors dark chocolate almost every day and devotes a cabinet above her refrigerator to sugary goodies! I enjoy sugar, yet I’m free. You can be, too.

Having choices doesn’t make you free. Making choices—smart, informed ones—does. This plan gives you the knowledge you need about sugar: the forms it takes, which kinds are healthiest, and how to satisfy your natural desire for it in ways that empower you. It also offers you a framework for building a full and satisfying life so that you can right-size sugar’s place in your diet and savor it in the ways that give you the most pleasure.

Once you’ve learned about sugar’s effects on your health and well-being, you can make those smart choices while continuing to enjoy your favorite treats. Every choice that elevates your health, your happiness, and your dreams and aspirations represents one step on the path to the sweet life. But to make such savvy choices, you have to be informed about sugar. Sad to say, it seems that the less you know about it, the better the food industry likes it.

THE SUGARJACKING OF THE AMERICAN DIET

Now that I’m back at Rodale and am editorial director of Prevention, the top health magazine in the country, I read a lot of medical journals and health books and talk to a variety of experts to stay on top of hot-button public health issues. After my lightbulb moment, I set my sights on added sugars and found study after disturbing study about their impact on health. A New York Times Magazine cover story on sugar was particularly illuminating. Evidence of the deleterious health effects of sugar overload have been amassing for decades. They’ve just been kept quiet. Until recently.

As part of my investigation, I met with Robert Lustig, MD, of the University of California at San Francisco, whose explosive YouTube video, Sugar: The Bitter Truth, first sounded the alarm about the added sugars in our diet—on the eve of publishing his game-changing book Fat Chance. I’d read an early copy of his book and found his conclusions jaw-dropping. Talking with him about how the food industry had sugarjacked America’s food choices was like meeting Deep Throat (minus the clandestine garage setting), and it compelled me to dig even further into the research. From the American Heart Association and the Centers for Disease Control to the Harvard School of Public Health, scientists are reaching consensus: The huge amount of sugar we consume, often unknowingly, is a public health crisis that can lead to obesity, type 2 diabetes, and heart disease.

Specifically, research implicates fructose, a simple sugar found naturally in fruit that’s also present in refined sugars. At one time, most of the fructose in our diets came from natural foods like honey and fruit. The healthy fiber in fruit slows our bodies’ absorption of fructose and acts as a natural brake on our intake of this sugar. (Can you eat 10 apples in one sitting?) But now fructose in the form of high-fructose corn syrup is ubiquitous in our diets. Why? As high-fructose corn syrup became cheaper to make, food manufacturers began to add it to everything—not just soda, but jarred sauces, canned soups, crackers, and prepared foods. And although manufacturers of infant formula are not required to list the sugar content of their formulas, some brands add sucrose. That’s white table sugar in baby food!

When even infant formula contains added sugar, you know our food supply has been “sugarjacked.” In the past 40 years, sugars have become cheap, ubiquitous food additives—key ingredients that an enormous industrial food complex uses to sell more and more food products to a tired, busy, overworked, time-stretched, hungry populace.

You’re likely paying the price even if you rarely eat sweets or drink soda. Added sugars have seeped into virtually every food in a bottle, jar, box, or bag—even “whole grain” breakfast cereals and “100 percent whole wheat” breads aren’t the solution. Sure, these foods contain whole wheat or whole grains. But they’re highly processed whole wheat or whole grains. And during processing, their fiber—the stuff that slows the digestion—is pulverized. As far as your body is concerned, highly refined whole grain crackers or fluffy whole wheat bread aren’t much better than a cupcake. (Of course, portion sizes matter, too.)

To add insult to injury, added sugars seem to supercharge our appetites. In a study published in the Journal of the American Medical Association, researchers looked at brain imaging scans after people consumed fructose or another simple sugar called glucose. Fructose altered bloodflow in areas of the brain that stimulate appetite, the study found; glucose did not. What this means is that eating refined sugars may trigger cravings for more of the stuff that thickens our waists and threatens our health! No wonder I had such intense cravings when I moved back to the United States—my brain was being flooded by the sudden surge in refined sugary foods.

THE PATH TO SUGAR FREEDOM

I admit it: As I pored over the research, sugar became an obsession. I’d go to the supermarket, pick up items at random, read their Nutrition Facts labels, and gasp out loud. Seriously? Thirty-three grams of sugar in a cup of yogurt? Twenty-five grams in a frozen entrée? And those kid-friendly tubes of yogurt that I thought were such a brilliant invention for moms and used to feel good about putting in my kids’ lunch boxes? Ten grams of sugar per 2-ounce tube—that’s 2½ teaspoons of sugar I was encouraging my kids to eat every day. And I was looking at the “healthy” brands! I could feel my blood boiling. Why, I wondered, are we being forced to swill these obscene amounts of sugar, when the research linking overconsumption to obesity and disease is so clear? And why is it in everything?

Deep in my sugar-outrage stage, I unthinkingly bought potato salad from the deli section of my supermarket for a party. I opened the lid, sampled a forkful, and—what? Even my kids, who love their cookies and ice cream, thought it was sickeningly sweet. What is sugar doing in potato salad?

There’s this feeling I get when I know I have to write a book. That no-turning-back moment was sealed after meeting with my longtime colleague and Prevention advisor Andrew Weil, MD. I asked him what one change he would recommend to Prevention readers that could dramatically reduce their risk of chronic disease.

“Cut out sugar-sweetened drinks,” he replied.

I nodded my agreement. I’d read the studies linking sweetened drinks with obesity, diabetes, and heart disease, and the debate over New York City’s “Big Gulp ban” had reached critical mass. But then I thought, What about people who don’t drink soda, who think they’re eating healthy? They’re getting sugar in “healthy” cereals and whole wheat breads. Jarred pasta sauce. Frozen diet entrées. Frozen pizza. What can they do to break free?

My mission: to devise a plan that would break the powerful grip sugar exerts on people’s bodies and minds so they could lose weight and improve their health while still enjoying nature’s greatest treat. I didn’t want to demonize sugar (You’ll have to pry Oreos cookies-n-cream ice cream from my cold, dead hands!); I wanted to reclaim it by steering our desire for it back to healthy, natural sources of sweetness and by indulging in decadent sugar splurges when we consciously choose to and not because crazed cravings tell us we need to (or because we couldn’t have imagined that our “healthy” frozen dinner was a sugar bomb).

Fired up, I welcomed the challenge. I felt like Mel Gibson in Braveheart: They can spike our potato salad with high-fructose corn syrup, but they can’t take our sugar freedom!

ROAD TESTED AND APPROVED!

My expectations for the Sugar Smart Diet were high. It had to reduce belly fat and result in a loss of up to 2 pounds a week, improve insulin sensitivity, reduce blood pressure, lower triglycerides, and slash the risk for type 2 diabetes and other chronic diseases. The meals and snacks had to be delicious and based on whole foods packed with flavor to seduce sugar-logged taste buds and hearty enough to prevent hunger and sugar cravings. Finally, because so many people felt “addicted” to sugar, I wanted to build in strategies used by experts to help “comfort eaters” forge a healthier relationship with sugar and silence those cravings.

That’s a pretty big wish list. But my crack team of registered dietitians, emotional-eating experts, and an experienced personal trainer were up to the task. They developed the plan, found 18 people who struggled with sugar cravings or their weight, and had them follow it for 32 days. We even formed a private Facebook group for them called the Sugar Crushers. Having had the pleasure of meeting them personally, I cheered them on from my desk every day—I refreshed their page constantly when I should have been answering e-mails or returning phone calls.

The results: nothing less than spectacular. The Sugar Smart Diet’s effectiveness lies in its three-pronged approach to sugar:

It addresses your body’s physiological “pull” toward sugar as well as the powerful emotional connection that many people experience. Our healthy and lip-smackingly delicious whole foods eating plan short-circuits cravings and satisfies hunger and our inborn desire for sweetness by bringing levels of hormones that drive hunger, fullness, and cravings into harmony. (Before the sugarjacking of our food supply, they harmonized a lot better.) The exercise part of the plan is short and sweet, the way most of us like it, but keeps blood sugar and insulin levels steady so you burn fat instead of store it.

If you tend to soothe stress or negative emotions with food, the expert-recommended coping strategies give you positive alternatives to “cookie therapy.” Unlike a fistful of Chips Ahoy!—a temporary fix, at best—these techniques offer the lasting comfort, calm, and sense of control you seek. I know, I’ve been there. In college, I discovered the dark side of sugar. Stressed by exams and looking to fuel all-night study sessions, I turned to things like Snickers bars for quick energy only to realize that the sugar rush put me on an express lane to a sugar binge. Fortunately, I learned how to recognize when such a tsunami of sugar cravings is building and how not to channel those feelings into a sugar raid, and you will, too.

It reduces intake of added sugars automatically and deliciously. Our plan slashes the “straight-up sugars” in sweets and sodas as well as the “secret sugars” that lurk in foods you’d never think of. But you’re not likely to miss them for long—the menu is fabulous. (Mustard-glazed salmon, anyone?) It’s filling, too. Many of our panelists were so full after meals, they had to force down their snacks!

It sets its sights on Sugar Mimics. I’ve already mentioned the pitfalls of refined carbs and highly processed whole grain products. On this plan, you’ll dramatically reduce your intake of both, swapping them for healthier alternatives that taste just as good.

In short, you’ll reap benefits sweeter than a handful of gummy bears. By cutting added sugars and adding pleasure to every day, the Sugar Smart Diet will help you:


	Crush cravings for sugar and carbs

	Lose weight

	Flatten a sugar belly

	Flip the switch from tired out to fired up

	Turn back the clock on aging skin, making it glow again

	Cut your risk of diabetes, heart disease, and other chronic diseases

	Enjoy sugary treats when you choose to, not because you need to



The cherry on top? Personal advice, tips, and recipes from Prevention advisors, including Dr. Andrew Weil, Dr. Arthur Agatston, Dr. Tasneem Bhatia, and Dr. David Katz, along with pros like Dr. Pamela Peeke and Ashley Koff, RD. They’re Sugar Smart mentors at your service.

THE PROMISES OF THE SWEET LIFE

As I was writing this introduction, one of my favorite sayings from Mohandas Gandhi kept running through my head: “Happiness is when what you think, what you say, and what you do are in harmony.” Gandhi’s nonviolent approach to tyranny inspired a nation and changed the world. And similarly, we can take a quiet, but effective approach to changing our relationship with sugar. We don’t need to fight with sugar or even go to battle with the evil geniuses who are spiking our food supply with it. We simply need to find that kind of balance that Gandhi talks about: aligning our new knowledge about sugar with making conscious choices to eat in a way that makes us happy.

When you gain new information, as you will in this book, your thinking changes. You have your own lightbulb moment. The negative chatter in your head that stops you from giving your diet, your health, and your life the care it deserves is silenced, and a new, empowering inner voice emerges. And when that happens, you begin to treat your body and your soul with the same nurturing care that you lavish on those you love. It’s pretty simple: When you know better, you do better and feel better—about everything in your life, not just your diet.

We’ve all swan-dived into sugar to cool stress or hide from feelings or situations we’d rather not deal with. But on the Sugar Smart Diet, the only good reason to eat sugar is a positive one—to gift our tongues and (as you’ll learn) our brains with its pleasures. Stick to that one reason, and sugar returns to its proper place in your diet: as a treat to be savored with eyes-closed bliss.

It’s amazing how stripping the excess sugar from your diet sweetens your life. On this plan, you’ll ask yourself questions like, How can I nurture myself right now? Do I “need” this chocolate, or is a hug, a long walk, or a shoulder to cry on what I’m craving? What did I do today just for fun? What choices can I make today that will empower and revitalize me?

One of the best things about the Sugar Smart Diet (besides the weight loss, of course) is that it makes sugar special again. After periods of eating it mindlessly, not really tasting my share of doughnuts and candy bars, I came full circle to my experience of sugar as a kid: It’s a treat again. But so is listening to the cicadas on your porch on a summer evening, or racing downhill on a sled with your kids for the first time in years, or choosing a pedicure over folding the laundry because pretty toes make you feel good.

My point: In this food-centric society, we rarely deprive ourselves of food. It’s plentiful, quick, and often cheap. It’s the other, more deeply satisfying pleasures that we cut out because we are too busy. I think we have it backward. This plan will change your weight, no question. The proof is in those before-and-after photos. But if you let it, it might also change your life.

We’ll talk more about the perks of putting yourself first later in the book. Before I do that, I need to tell you what’s been going on with our food supply for the past 40 years. You may be shocked. You may get angry. But at long last, you’ll learn the truth about the rising tide of added sugars implicated in obesity and chronic disease and get a glimpse of the solution that will take you to your sugar-smart, sweet life.


1

ONE NATION, UNDER SUGAR

Think back to that recent birthday party, baby shower, or wedding. There was a cake, of course. Whether vanilla or chocolate, sheet or layer, decorated with icing roses or Scooby-Doo, each sweet, moist, melt-in-your-mouth bite was a celebration of family, tradition, life’s meaningful transitions—life itself.

But the truth must be told: Sugary foods are no longer just an obvious treat, taking center stage. It’s likely that you are eating far more sugar than you realize and getting it from places you would never suspect. Ever-increasing amounts of sugar have invaded the American diet in the past 40 years, and it’s not because we’re eating more oranges and apples. The average American consumes 130 pounds of added sugar per year—that is, sugar that’s an ingredient in food rather than sugar that’s naturally occurring in food. Since sweetened beverages get most of the bad press, you might think that the majority of our added sugar intake comes from soda, juice, and specialty coffee drinks. Nope. Sweetened drinks account for only one-third of that amount.

You might also think that most of that added sugar gets consumed away from home. The cheesecake chaser after a nice dinner, fast-food pit stops, convenience store snatch-and-grabs—nope again. We consume two-thirds of that 130 pounds at home.

Which means, the sugar is coming from inside your house. Indeed, one study that analyzed almost 86,000 packaged foods over a 4-year period found that 75 percent contained added sweeteners. The vast majority of it is in the form of white table sugar and the syrupy goo called high-fructose corn syrup (HFCS).

On top of all that sugar, we are also drowning in highly refined carbohydrates. The average daily calorie intake in the United States has risen nearly 25 percent since the 1970s. More than half of that increase has come from grains and sugar. We eat 11 servings of grains and grain products on average per day—about twice as many as we should be eating—and we aren’t talking quinoa and wheat berries. Most of those servings come in the form of refined grains. This category doesn’t just include white flour, bagels, muffins, and white bread. Pretzels, crackers, pita chips, white rice, pasta, and pizza crust are also part of that group. So are highly processed whole grain products—such as brown rice cakes, whole wheat bread, breakfast cereals (like whole grain flakes, cream of wheat, and instant oatmeal), and whole wheat crackers. These foods may have fiber and labels touting the grams of whole grains they contain, but because of the way they’re processed, they behave like sugar in your body. On top of that, grain products are often sweetened with sugar!

Not you, you say. You don’t eat that much sugar. Maybe you don’t. But maybe, just maybe, you do and you don’t even know it. After all, research has found that we think we consume fewer calories than we do. It isn’t a stretch to say that you may be seriously underestimating your intake of sugar, especially when it goes by so many different names and masquerades as healthy foods.

How did we arrive at this sugar-drenched state of affairs? Blame it on fat phobia.

REVENGE OF THE SNACKWELL’S

In 1978, disco was in full swing, and American obesity rates were steady: 13 percent of men and 17 percent of women were obese (meaning a BMI of over 30). By the late 1980s, those rates had risen to 18 and 25 percent, respectively. By 2003, 2 years after Americans first heard the phrase “obesity epidemic,” a stunning 32 percent of men and 35 percent of women were obese. In 25 years, obesity rates in America had more than doubled. Rates of type 2 diabetes and metabolic syndrome—both associated with obesity—had skyrocketed, too (see this page).

What happened? It’s complicated; there’s no one cause of obesity. However, two significant diet-related changes occurred during that 25-year period.

The first change: the rise of the low-fat diet—SnackWell’s Madness, if you will. In 1977, 3 years before the introduction of the Dietary Guidelines for Americans, a Senate report recommended that we reduce our intake of dietary fat. We listened, drastically cutting back on even those fats that current research shows are healthy.

In response to our fat phobia, the food industry swung into action, rolling out fat-free everything—chips, ice cream, granola bars, muffins. SnackWell’s cookies were born, with just as many empty calories, but zero fat, and they sold like gangbusters. (Of course I bought them. I could eat cookies? And not get fat? Ah, the wonders of science!) Even manufacturers of cereals, bagels, and pasta—which have just traces of fat to begin with—got into the act, slapping “naturally fat-free” on their labels. America became a fat-free wonderland, and refined carbs were king. By the mid-1990s, SnackWell’s Madness was in full swing. The number of new reduced- or low-fat products rose steeply, reaching 2,076 in 1996 before sinking to 481 in 1999.

These products may have contained little or no fat, but many did contain sugar. Lots of it. (And those that didn’t contain sugar were comprised primarily of white flour.)

And that was the second major dietary change: HFCS became the nation’s primary caloric sweetener. Between 1970 and 1990, its use skyrocketed 1,000 percent. (Seriously. One thousand . . . one with three zeros.)

High-fructose corn syrup had replaced cane sugar in sodas by the end of the 1980s; food manufacturers began using the goo in their products soon after. That’s why the earliest research on the potential link between obesity and HFCS focused on soft drink consumption.

Full-bore SnackWell Madness is long gone. We cook with olive oil, snack on nuts and seeds, and stud our salads with avocado chunks. We’ve made peace with these and other heart-healthy fats. But the added sugars that gave low-fat and fat-free foods their appeal remain in virtually all processed foods, and our consumption of added sugars, particularly fructose, has doubled in the past 30 years. Doubled!


High-Fructose Corn Syrup: Sweet Madness

It’s in soda. It’s in cereal. It’s in beef jerky, for goodness’ sake. It’s high-fructose corn syrup, prized by food manufacturers, reviled by food activists, and maddening to anyone who tries mightily to stick to a healthy diet. This syrupy goo has infiltrated our food supply. What is it, and why is it added to virtually everything?

Until the 1970s, most American foods were sweetened with cane sugar. Then, capitalizing on earlier American attempts to transform glucose to fructose, Japanese researchers figured out how to convert cornstarch, the powder made from the inside of corn kernels, into a substance sweet enough to replace the costlier cane sugar. That substance: HFCS, which bears only a passing resemblance to actual corn syrup, the thick, clear bottled liquid in the baking aisle of your supermarket.

Corn syrup proper is cornstarch, broken down into individual glucose molecules, which is essentially 100 percent glucose. To make HFCS, enzymes are added to corn syrup to convert some of the glucose to fructose. The result: corn syrup on steroids, so aggressively sweet that even a grandma baking a pecan pie might make a face. Compared to the pure glucose in corn syrup, HFCS is high in fructose.

A paper published in an obscure journal devoted to California agriculture way back in 1979 made a prediction that would have escaped the notice of pretty much everyone but a handful of researchers and the food industry. Today, the paper’s title gives it away: “High Fructose Corn Syrup: An Important New Sugar Substitute.” And the prediction was: “Adoption of HFCS is projected to be rapid between 1978 and 1984 and would be essentially completed by 1990.” As it turned out, a 1990 Yale study conducted on 14 healthy kids found that those who ate the sugar equivalent of two frosted cupcakes a day had a tenfold increase in adrenaline and exhibited abnormal behavior. People began cutting their intake of cane sugar (white table sugar). In response, food companies pulled a switcheroo, using less sugar and more HFCS.

Food manufacturers make different formulations of HFCS. The most common forms contain either 42 percent or 55 percent fructose. HFCS 42 is mainly used in processed foods, cereals, baked goods, and some beverages, while HFCS 55 is used primarily in soft drinks. Food manufacturers use HFCS for several reasons: It improves the consistency of processed foods and extends shelf life. It also makes sweet foods cheaper—good for food manufacturers, but not so good for you! As you’ll see, the large amounts of fructose we’re consuming—much of it in the form of HFCS—is being implicated as a primary factor in overweight and chronic disease.



OUR GROWING SUGAR BELLIES

This sugar- and carb-drenched diet may be taking its toll on your weight, energy, mood, and health. In fact, without knowing it, you may be experiencing some of its symptoms right now. Do you start your day with a container of fruited yogurt or a “healthy” fast-food smoothie, only to feel famished an hour later? Turn to cookies as a reward after a brutal day or as comfort when you feel low? Steer clear of soda and sweets, and choose wheat bread and whole grain cereal, but still struggle with fatigue and intense cravings? Do you find your weight edging upward, or have a bigger belly than you’d like? Do you spend your day fighting your cravings—and doing your best to ignore that little voice inside that whispers, while you’re at work, “Sneak out to the corner store—chocolate is 5 minutes away!”

These are all signs of a physical and emotional tie to the added sugars in processed foods and drinks that, over time, can lead to a big gain in body fat, especially around your middle. This is what I call a sugar belly, and it can cause more than just a bad day in the department store dressing room. There’s mounting evidence that consuming too much of one type of sugar—in particular, fructose—is a major player in the epidemic-level rates of obesity and diabetes. Fructose causes you to pack on fat and may bypass many of the body’s “I’m full” signals, which may promote overeating, weight gain, and insulin resistance, a body chemistry glitch considered a risk factor for diabetes and heart disease.

“Well, okay,” you say, “but my belly is just fine, thank you. What I’m doing must be working.” Au contraire, mon ami. Even if you’re rocking size-8 jeans, a sugary diet may be packing on fat where you’d never see it: in your liver. As you’ll see in Chapter 3, a fatty liver may tip the body into metabolic disarray and disease.

The bitter truth is that the food industry has hijacked our natural attraction to sugar and easy-to-digest carbs—a desire that’s both physical and emotional—and radically altered our expectations of “sweet.” But we’ve got sweet news: You can shrink your sugar belly without swearing off sugar forever. Talk about having your cake and eating it, too! When you take control of your sugar intake and outsmart hidden sugars, you can lose weight, protect your health, and enjoy one of nature’s greatest treats on your terms.

That’s what the Sugar Smart Diet is all about. Yes, I am going to help you dial down the amount of sugar you eat—not to deprive you, but so you can retrain your taste buds and your habits. I’m also going to show you how you can bring it back into your diet in a healthful way. You’ll learn how much added sugar you should be eating on a typical day and when it’s appropriate to treat yourself to a little extra (and the right way to do that). This plan puts you on the path to the sweet life of sugar freedom.

But first you have to understand just what I mean when I say sugar.


The Tongue’s “Sweet Spot” Doesn’t Exist

Maybe you’ve heard that certain parts of the tongue register specific tastes. According to this “tongue map,” the taste buds that register sweet tastes nestle on the tip; those that detect salt are found near the front of either side; those discerning sour lay behind them; and those that identify bitter are found on the back. This idea, which dates back to 1901, was pretty much disproved in 1974 by scientist Virginia Collins, to the notice of no one.

Actually, Collins did find variations in how receptors in different areas of the tongue detect tastes. But the differences were so small as to be insignificant. However, wineglass manufacturers have been known to cite the map, playing up the variations part but ignoring the “insignificant” part.

What science shows now: Every part of the tongue can register every taste, as well as an odd “fifth taste” dubbed umami, the result of tasting glutamate (found in monosodium glutamate, or MSG). While the taste buds on the sides of the tongue are more acute than those in the middle, those at the back are even more discerning: They are exquisitely sensitive to bitter tastes, probably, experts believe, to sound the alarm (“yuck”) if we ingest poisonous or spoiled foods before we swallow them.



SUGAR BASICS

For 10 seconds, forget about your weight, the ice cream in the freezer, and every talk show segment or Internet headline you’ve caught about sugar and health. Drag everything you think you know about the sweet stuff to your mental recycle bin and hit delete.

Now, consider your flower or vegetable garden, or the prettiest tree in your backyard, or the plant on your sunniest windowsill. Sugar helps it grow. Sugar keeps it alive.

All green plants are sugar factories. Using the sun’s energy and the green pigment in plants called chlorophyll (in a process called photosynthesis), plants convert carbon dioxide and water into oxygen and glucose, a type of sugar and one of the building blocks of carbohydrates. Glucose is the fuel your body runs on, too. (Sorry, Dunkin’ Donuts.)

NASA has even discovered sugar in space. Sugar is life.

We need to see sugar for what it is and what it’s not. Ditto for carbohydrates, sugar’s “packaging.” The “good carbs, bad carbs” trope obscures a simple truth: Not all simple carbs (sugars) are bad, and not all complex carbs (starches) are good. Yet somehow, the idea that carbohydrates are the Snidely Whiplash of nutrition, tying us to the train tracks of obesity and disease, persists.

That characterization is too easy. And there’s nothing simple about sugar or its role in our psychology, our diets, and our health.

When you use the word sugar, context is key. There’s the sugar your body, and most life-forms, use for energy. There’s the naturally occurring sugar in the plants we eat. And there are the refined sugars that food companies add to their products, often in entirely insane amounts. You need to know about all of these sugars because that’s the only way you’ll know how to deal with any of them.

THE CHEMISTRY OF SUGAR, IN COLOR

Any discussion about dietary sugar (whether it’s from plants or Big Gulps) begins with carbohydrates, which are known in chemistry labs as saccharides. Sugars are the building blocks of all carbs, whether you’re talking ice cream or quinoa. To get a handle on the chemical structure of sugar, let’s employ a visual: those colorful Snap-Lock Beads babies play with.

In your mind, hold one green bead. That’s glucose, found naturally in honey, maple syrup, and other naturally occurring foods. Glucose is the primary form of energy for the muscles and the brain.

Pick up a pink bead. That’s fructose, the sugar found naturally in fruit.

There’s one more sugar, galactose, found only in milk. Make that one a blue bead.

Glucose, fructose, and galactose are monosaccharides, consisting of one molecule of sugar. Eventually, any type of sugar or starch that passes your lips, whether you’re savoring chocolate truffles or wild ones, ends up as a monosaccharide in your body. As you’ll learn, glucose and fructose are the ones that have the greatest impact on your weight and health.

Now, pop two of those beads together. Bingo—you’ve made a disaccharide, a sugar comprised of two molecules of sugar.

Snap the green and pink beads together. One molecule of glucose plus one molecule of fructose adds up to sucrose—plain old white table sugar, derived from sugar beets or sugarcane.

Join the green and blue beads (glucose plus galactose), and you’ve got lactose, the
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