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Introduction

I’ve been dieting since I was about twelve years old. That year, at five feet seven, I tipped the scale at about eight stone and survived on a diet of homemade gelatine concocted from low-cal fizzy drinks and gelatine powder, low-fat cottage cheese mixed with Sweet’N Low and cinnamon (to taste like the filling from a Danish pastry), frozen prawns, and iceberg lettuce doused in low-cal Thousand Island dressing.

As I got older, I expanded my horizons. I did the grapefruit diet, I fasted, and I tried Weight Watchers. For a while, I even went to a therapist. I lost weight and I gained it. And I lost it.

It’s been years since I followed an actual weight-loss diet, but the yo-yo mentality stuck with me like a bad pop song. I’m never not dieting. It’s part of who I am.

I got the idea for The Manhattan Diet in the summer of 2009 after reading a story in the New York Times comparing the overweight and obesity rates of the five boroughs that make up New York City: Queens, Brooklyn, the Bronx, Staten Island, and Manhattan. According to the article, which drew on research from the Centers for Disease Control, Manhattan was not only the thinnest borough, it was the skinniest of all sixty-two counties in New York State.

Given my backstory, the piece was one of those things that just resonated. In spite of everything—the four-star restaurants, street food culture, chefmania, snack shops galore, Dylan’s Candy Bar and its many imitators—Manhattanites, and Manhattan women in particular, were svelte.

The idea for a book unspooled in five minutes. If Manhattan women had figured out how to keep fighting trim in this punishingly foodie environment, there must be something to learn from them. I had a million questions: How do Manhattan Dieters think about food? What do they eat? What don’t they eat? What and how do they order in restaurants? Do they cook? Do they order in? Are they thin just because they walk a lot? Where do they shop? Are their habits different from the rest of the country’s?

I set out to uncover just what the Manhattan Diet is and how the rules here can be adopted by women in Orlando, Florida, where I grew up; or Milton, Massachusetts, my mom’s hometown; or Three Rivers, California, where my friend Chris lives. In other words, how could the lessons of Manhattan eating apply to places that weren’t Manhattan?

To find out, I started talking to every thin, fit, stylish woman around me. I debriefed diet and exercise pros, psychologists, academics, chefs, and waiters. I reviewed studies and haunted the aisles of Whole Foods. I visited gyms and restaurants and took yoga seminars, Spin classes, and even pole-dancing lessons. I was the George Plimpton of the diet set.

A year later I had finished my interviews, assembled my data, collected recipes and tips, and broken bread with everyone from Food & Wine editor Dana Cowin to celebrity Spin instructor Stacey Griffith to glam fitness buff Cristina Cuomo. I conducted my own research, studying the diets of a select group of Manhattan svelties, and I compiled it all here, in The Manhattan Diet.

The feeding and exercise habits of my co-denizens, it turns out, are an artful weave of the best diet practices on the planet. The speed version goes something like this: Eat well, but not too much. Walk like a maniac. Cook at home. Leave a little something on the plate. Indulge your sweet tooth. Don’t go hungry. Don’t deprive yourself. Eat whole foods; dump anything with diet in the name. Water is good. A glass of wine is fine, too, if you like. Toss the Lean Cuisine. Eat your vegetables.

The unabridged narrative is a little more counterintuitive. With every interview, I uncovered something unexpected. Fat, for example, is a staple here. Manhattan loves its butter, extra-virgin olive oil, triple-cream cheeses, whole milk, cashews, and almonds. It is a town that embraces “buttery flavour spreads,” skimmed milk, and reduced-fat string cheese selectively, as in when no one else is watching. This is as much about aesthetics as it is a point of pride. Manhattan Dieters don’t think of themselves as fatties; therefore, they don’t eat like dieters.

It’s a similar story for carbs. Apologies to Doctors Arthur Agatston, Robert Atkins, and Pierre Dukan and other carbophobes, but Manhattan Dieters love their pasta, their risotto, and their bagels. This is not what I expected when I asked twenty-five women to keep diet diaries for me. Given how demonized carbs have become in the last decade, I expected to see mostly red meat, chicken, fish, and vegetables. Instead, my ladies were mainlining grain products. On some intuitive level, Manhattan Dieters have concluded that the anti-carb faction is just wrong. They’ve tried it and discovered it’s not for them.

That to me is the beauty of the Manhattan Diet. It is based on the real-life experience of real people—millions of them—over many decades. As far as I can tell, if there is a difference between the average Manhattanite and the average dieter anywhere else, it comes down to attitude: Manhattan Dieters aren’t afraid of food. They love it, the way Europeans do. Eating is entertainment; it’s fun, healthy, and necessary. What on the surface might seem like stumbling blocks—the restaurants, the gourmet markets, the chefs, the foodie obsessions—instead underscore how much food is loved here. And that makes all the difference. Manhattan Dieters are eaters. They’re also big home cooks and food and ingredient snobs. And they’re surrounded by people who think the same way.

It’s hard to dissect the influences and the roots. Are Manhattan Dieters thin and fashionable because they’re surrounded by other thin and fashionable types? Are they svelte because they eat well, or does being svelte make them watch their waistlines?

It’s all of the above, and, of course, more. The Manhattan Diet is a state of mind—it’s practical, and its lessons are transferable. Read on to learn them.
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Forget the French

How We Act

I am obsessed with food—on about twenty different levels. I get near-erotic thrills from beautiful produce. I read recipes for fun. I worry about what my ten-year-old daughter eats and track the comings and goings of chefs and the openings and closings of restaurants. I’m a leafy greens, wholegrains freak. I grew up in a home where my mom made stuff from scratch, even bagels, ice cream, bucatini all’amatriciana. I’ve been on a diet since I was about twelve and can ballpark the calories of pretty much anything, with maybe a 5 percent margin of error. To top it off, I’m married to a chef. It’s quite the cocktail.

I’m lucky to live in a place where I am surrounded by people who are obsessed with food. That place is Manhattan, which I think of as me multiplied by 1.6 million. We all have wildly different life stories: moms who cooked, moms who didn’t; fat when we were kids, skinny when we were kids. We’re meat eaters or not, reflexive dieters or caution-to-the-wind types.

We worry about eating too much, about not being able to eat enough, and about not being able to stop eating. It is a tangled love–hate dynamic complicated by an unhealthy interest in celebrity chefs, imported gelato, bad street food, and anything to do with restaurateur Danny Meyer. Have you eaten at Maialino? Lincoln? Eataly? Colicchio & Sons? (Fill in the blank with any new restaurant, grocery, bar, or gelateria.)

I have to be honest. Sometimes it’s exhausting: not just keeping up with the endless trends—bee pollen, artisanal popcorn, Momofuko spin-offs—but deconstructing every single morsel that we eat or consider eating. I’d like to take a break. But I’m obsessed, so I can’t.

We even have a neurotic foodie mayor, the billionaire Michael Bloomberg, who is in his late sixties. Mayor Mike worries so much about his appearance that he maintains a running weight-loss competition with one of his friends. An unflattering photo in the press is said to tip him into weeks of soul-searching and cranky dieting. As mayor, Bloomberg has led the charge for a city-wide ban on trans fats, has forced chain restaurants to post calorie counts, has tried to shame chefs into cutting the amount of salt in dishes, and has campaigned against sugary beverages. Yet the man who got the city to cut back on smoking cigarettes apparently can’t wean himself from peanut butter and burnt-bacon sandwiches and super-salty bagels.

He is hardly alone. Nearly everyone I know suffers from a variation on the foodie disorder. We’re control freaks. We clearly spend too much psychic energy and way too much disposable income on food-driven pursuits. We live and breathe what I think of as the Manhattan mystery, which is this: we are obsessed with food, yet the city’s twenty-thousand restaurants, four-star chefs, candy shops, doughnut carts, and endless other temptations don’t show up on our thighs, butts, or other visible body parts.

Studies do show that 42 percent of the city is overweight or obese. But that’s way better than the nation as a whole (in which 67 percent of the population is overweight or obese) and, believe it or not, way better than Colorado (57.6 percent), which usually places first in the publicity-generating surveys of the skinniest and the fattest states. In fact, if you look at the 2010 combined obesity and overweight statistics, the borough of Manhattan is thinner than every state in the country—by 13.6 percentage points.

All of this raises the following questions: Is there something about living here that allows Manhattanites to indulge in every cuisine, sneak in junk food, eat out more often than seems mathematically possible, and yet somehow keep our girlish (and boyish) figures? Have Manhattanites unwittingly stumbled upon the eater’s holy grail? The diet that isn’t a diet? The diet that actually works?

On the face of it, this idea might sound silly. How can an accident of geography produce the answer to the ten pounds we’ve all been trying to shed since before the Weight Watchers era? Up until recently, the prospect never occurred to me, and I’ve been keeping tabs on the eating habits of Manhattanites since the 1980s. I wrote about food and restaurants for the Wall Street Journal for years and am married to the restaurant world through my husband, the chef Cesare Casella. I’ve written cookbooks with him, and as his wife I get invited to some pretty swank foodie events: restaurant openings, wine tastings, private dinners, and weekends in Connecticut where everyone pitches in, Big Chill-style, except that the cooks in the kitchen are Cesare, Daniel Boulud, and Dorothy Hamilton, the owner of the International Culinary Center in Manhattan.



How They Diet

SARAH JESSICA PARKER

She claims to eat everything from lamb shanks to bagels with cream cheese, but she has also helped popularize the BluePrintCleanse and has been photographed sipping from one of the company’s baby bottle–shaped containers. The diet includes six juices a day, which add up to between 1,000 and 1,200 calories daily.



All of my friends are relatively thin. And yes, we all exercise. We share grocery strategies. Yet we live in diners. We rush to beat one another with reservations at new restaurants. We drink alcohol. We eat a lot of dark chocolate—and pizza. Yet it never occurred to me until I decided to write this book that just as French women don’t get fat, neither do the ladies of Manhattan.

Forget the damn French. Manhattan women are clearly on to something. Love New York or hate it, there is something to be learned from this borough’s geography, eating habits, attitudes, neuroses, and frozen yogurt consumption. Whatever that secret might be—and I will discuss the options in this book—it has produced a tribe full of size 2 (UK 6), 4 (UK 8), and 6 (UK 10) yoga moms and executives-cum-marathoners, not to mention women like me (UK size 14) who are just in better shape than we have a right to be, given our surroundings.

One-third of all the people I know are not fat, let alone obese. Sure, some would like to lose 10 or 15 pounds, but if I had to guesstimate the obesity rate in my social circle, it would be maybe 3 percent, about the same as Japan’s. Without overstating my case, I can prove myself right by just sticking to the postcodes and neighbourhoods that make up what I tend to think of as Manhattan: meaning the Upper East and Upper West Sides, the land of the Gossip Girls and “social X-rays.”

This Manhattan is even skinnier than France, where 14 percent of adults are obese. On the Upper East Side, where Mayor Bloomberg lives, the obesity rate is about 8 percent—the same as it is on the Upper West Side, where I live, and even in the West Village, where the citizens of postcode 10011 are surrounded by thirty pizzerias, ten Starbucks, and twenty different supermarkets. In a land where you can never be too rich or too thin, Manhattanites, it turns out, are often both.

You’re probably thinking, “Ha! Manhattan is full of Dirty Sexy Money types who’ve got nothing better to do than double up on morning Spin classes so they can burn one thousand calories before lunch.” And you’re right. One reason there are so many skinnies and so many healthies in Manhattan is that people who live in the postcodes of my world have money, and often a lot of it. On the Upper East Side, the per capita income is more than $120,000 (£70,000), making it one of the densest concentrations of wealth in the country.

You can’t turn the page of a magazine or click through a gossip site without learning that Gwyneth Paltrow works out with trainer Tracy Anderson, is a patient of detox doctor Alejandro Junger, and lives on vegan fare, meal-replacement shakes ($350/£215 for a twenty-one-day supply), and kale. Julianne Moore works with trainer David Kirsch, does yoga, and prefers granola bars, yogurt, and breakfast cereal. Celebrity publicist Peggy Siegal is attended to by so many health and beauty experts that she handed out a list of their names as a party favour to the guests at her sixtieth birthday bash.

Granted, in these circles, cost is no bother. And that means a lot when you’re talking about four-star restaurants, organic free-range eggs, personal trainers, private chefs, nutritionists, and the dubious luxury of seven-day juice cleanses delivered to your doorstep by stylishly attired messengers.

But having lived here for thirty years, I know it’s not all about having money. Really. When I walk to the grocery store, there are a few key things going on. For instance, note the verb walk. I walk to the grocery store, then I walk home from the grocery store with about nine kilos of purchases in two bags. I do that two or three times a week. Everyone here walks to the supermarket, to the kids’ school, to the dentist, or to the corner newsstand to pick up a newspaper, a magazine, or a lottery ticket. You get the idea.

Paula Seefeldt is a health counsellor in New York. Recently she worked with a client who had moved from Manhattan to San Francisco and put on two stone in the process. Both counsellor and patient strapped on pedometers for a few days, and when they compared numbers, Seefeldt was registering 9,000 to 15,000 steps daily. Her client tallied 3,000. How to start the Manhattan Diet? Try a pair of trainers.

Let’s go back to my supermarket visit for a minute. The trip is about a ten- to twelve-minute walk from my apartment. As long as it’s not the dead of winter, when everyone is bundled up in down coats and mufflers, I am using that time to take note of the people around me on the sidewalk: the bare midriffs, the tone of the upper arms, the quality of the handbags. It’s second nature here. We constantly compare ourselves to everyone around us. How do we measure up? Do we look younger, older, more rested, more successful? Do we have better taste, better abs? I will often stop a woman on the street and ask her where she purchased some item of clothing she is wearing or tell her she looks great, because she does. I’m not hitting on her; I’m being appreciative.

I grew up in Orlando, Florida. Today, if I walk around the suburb there where my dad lives, I’m alone except for maybe a gardener. If by chance there is someone on the street, he is usually in sweatpants, not dressed up to show off for other pedestrians.

On my way to buy groceries in Manhattan, I pass Barneys Co-Op, a speciality clothing store; Stuart Weitzman, an upscale shoe shop; and Loehmann’s, which sells discount designer wear. The windows are filled with mannequins and images of toned and fit models, limbs akimbo, in some funky outfit that is appropriate only on a person with a body mass index of 17.5 or less. As I walk, my internal style monitor clicks on, capturing how everyone around me looks, calculating how I measure up, and logging those comparisons inside my brain.

What does all of this have to do with the Manhattan Diet? Just about everything. If all of your pals are doing yoga and Pilates and running in the park three times a week, chances are you will start doing the same. The famous “Do My Friends Make Me Look Fat?” study done by Harvard researchers found that having obese friends makes it more likely that you too will be obese. Living in Manhattan creates the opposite effect. We are surrounded by slim and fit colleagues, friends, shop assistants, and strangers on the train, and we feel pressured to look like them. Manhattan is one giant peer pressure cooker.

When I moved to Manhattan after college in 1980, I was twenty-one years old, five feet seven, and nearly twelve stone. I didn’t exercise regularly (or at all, actually), and on occasion I would buy logs of chocolate chip cookie dough—not to bake, but to eat raw, slice by slice. My eating habits were awful. I inhaled Brie by the pound and made salad dressing from mayonnaise and ketchup.

Thirty years later, my weight fluctuates between ten and tenand-a-half stone. I eat at my husband’s restaurant once a week—my favourite dish is made with pancetta, scrambled eggs, and mixed salad leaves—and I bring home mortadella and aged Parmigiano-Reggiano for snacks. I roast kale and steam mussels. I do yoga and also jog and walk two to three miles a day.

I still have a spoonful or two of cookie dough when I’m baking with my daughter, but I’m no longer the fat girl I once was. What happened? I’m not a nutritionist, a psychiatrist, or any sort of medical researcher with multiple degrees. I’m a journalist who watches what goes on around me. What happened to me in the last thirty years? I became a Manhattan Dieter.

Now, I’m the first to say that the way I eat, exercise, order in restaurants, and shop for groceries is not so interesting. But if you combine me with a hundred other women who are just as focused, just as obsessed, and just as committed to being healthy, it starts to add up to something. And that’s what the Manhattan Diet is: anecdotal and true to life. It is an examination of my world and the people in it: my friends, my networks, my friends’ networks, and their networks’ networks. It is the collective wisdom of a small group of women who like to eat, who deal with temptation, and who somehow manage to keep fit in spite of being moms, wives, single, stressed out at work, or stressed out at home—in other words, women who live with the same pressures as women everywhere, with the difference of having figured out a daily diet that works with their lives.

All Manhattanites aren’t angels. When I was writing this book, I met too many women who keep trim with regimens that I just don’t believe in. Some of my subjects eat way too many energy bars, drink way too many health shakes, and take way too many supplements instead of eating whole foods. They scrub out their digestive tracts with cleanses and produce very expensive urine with juice fasts. But I can’t ignore those things, because they are part of the Manhattan Diet, so you will read about them in chapter 8.

Manhattan women eat candy and chew gum—a lot of candy and gum. But it’s okay, because they also consume a lot of romaine lettuce, carrots, broccoli, brown rice, and wild salmon. You can read about that balance and the importance of not feeling deprived in chapter 3. You’ll also learn the exercise secrets of busy New Yorkers, how we order in restaurants, and what we’ve learned from working with experts.

The Manhattan Diet is not a by-the-numbers prescription to health but rather a report from the dieting front lines with universal lessons. Every woman who reads this book will identify with the characters in it, because they will be like her. The women are real and have something to say and something to share. The bottom line is that you don’t have to live in Manhattan to eat, exercise, shop for groceries, or cook like a Manhattanite. We do that for you. So lose weight and enjoy!
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A Manhattan State of Mind

How We Think

In Manhattan, size matters, and in ways you might not have thought about. There are more than 1.6 million people living here, on a sliver of land smaller than Walmart’s total retail space. That makes Manhattan the most densely populated piece of land in the United States. Manhattanites have to have tiny appliances to fit in their tiny kitchens, which are size-appropriate for their teensyweensy apartments. They have miniature dogs and equally miniature furniture.

Apartment life is cramped, and that is where I begin: with the fact that Manhattanites are thin and fit, at least in part because of circumstances. More people want to live here than there’s room for. City apartments are insanely expensive and equally claustrophobic. The apartment I live in with my husband and my daughter is twelve hundred square feet, the average size for the city. It’s in a lovely pre-World War II building on a tree-lined street next to a park and has two bedrooms, each about twelve by twelve feet. Before this, the three of us lived in a one-bedroom apartment that was even smaller, and before that, when I was single, I lived in a fourteen-by-fourteen-foot studio with a kitchenette, a foldout bed, and a dining table that I kept collapsed behind a desk. Our current kitchen is just ten feet by three feet. There’s no island, no double-wide refrigerator, no espresso machine. I store soda water under our CD player in the living room because we don’t have a pantry.

But lucky me! It turns out that my space, or the lack of it, prompts me to behave better, at least from a health point of view. Because my kitchen is small, I shop for groceries three, four, or five times a week. It’s a time suck and means that my grocery bills are ridiculously high. But my produce, meats, and dairy products are super-fresh, and I’m forced to buy packaged foods in apartmentsized doses.

Apparently that’s key, because smaller containers lead to eating less, according to Brian Wansink, a professor at Cornell University. Wansink has done hundreds of studies examining the ways that people eat, and his book, Mindless Eating, is something of a bible among Manhattan’s nutrition set. The studies are often hilarious and usually very telling. My favourite is the soup bowl he rigged up to refill until the unsuspecting diner declared that she’d eaten enough. It took a lot of soup.

Wansink believes that packaging is particularly influential, because the size of a box or container subtly suggests the right amount to consume. When you’ve got more of something on hand, you tend to eat more of it, whether it’s M&M’s, spaghetti, or celery hearts. Wansink and his colleagues tested forty-seven products. Each time the result was the same. Plant food, cereal, laundry detergent—it didn’t matter. Hefty sizing triggered hefty consumption. Conclusion for Manhattanites: lacking roomy kitchen storage, they eat less.

I can totally vouch for this theory. My cabinets just can’t accommodate suburban family packs and tubs-o’-whatever, so I buy the 500-gram bag of porridge oats, not the one-kilogram one. I buy maple syrup by height (seven inches max), and other wee things: the one-kilo box of sugar, the 225-gram jar of peanut butter, and single-serve containers of yogurt. If I eat half a carton of Rocky Road ice cream when the container is half a litre, I think, Eek! half a litre. But it’s better than a litre, which is where I might have stopped had I purchased a big tub.

It’s no surprise that I’m always running out of something and dashing out for milk, eggs, or butter. When I go out, I see a lot of people just like me: neighbours who’ve popped out for some coffee filters, strangers lined up at the newsstand, window shoppers, whatever. Part of this is functional—people are actually buying what they need. But the crowded sidewalks are also another example of how small apartments affect behaviour. Who wants to be stuck in a twelve-hundred-square-foot box all day long? Not me, and not all the other folks I run into when I’m out and about. It’s one of those unintended consequences of city life.

To escape desirable but claustrophobic apartments, Manhattanites try to get out as much as possible, whether it’s for dinner, to run an errand, or just for fresh air. By definition, they have to walk or take public transportation to their destination, since only a quarter of us own cars. One-fifth of Manhattanites walk to work. And when they’re doing all that walking, they’re not standing in front of an open refrigerator deciding what to eat, they’re not planted in front of their flat-screen TV, and they’re not on Facebook connecting with lost high school friends. They’re burning calories and strengthening muscles. Meanwhile, because everyone else is out doing the same thing, no one ever knows whom they might run into. So people try to look good. When they go to Starbucks for a latte, it’s usually not in sweats and a ratty T-shirt; it’s in form-fitting jeans, a smart-looking jacket, and lipstick.

As human behaviour goes, this is all pretty standard. People are influenced by their surroundings, whether they know it or not. I want to look like the other women around me. Walking up Madison Avenue, I can’t help but look at all the skinny, beautiful, fit people and feel the tug.

“What’s your apartment like versus mine? What’s your outfit like versus mine? What’s your body like versus mine? We don’t know it consciously, but we are always comparing,” says Patricia Duffy, fifty-five. I’ve known Patricia for about fifteen years. She used to work in the restaurant division of American Express and circled the globe eating and drinking in amazing places. Her travels eventually led her to Cesare, whose family had a Michelin-starred restaurant in Lucca, and once Cesare and I became a couple, to me.

Patricia is a dear friend, and we have spent countless evenings and weekends together with our families—at the loft she and her husband renovated here in the city, at the farmhouse they own in upstate New York, and at the old olive press they have converted into a beautiful home in the hills of Tuscany. This morning we are drinking black tea at a Scandinavian café on the corner of Central Park South and 58th Street and talking about the subtle and overt ways Manhattan affects how we think about our bodies.

“Statistics might not bear me out, but in other cities, you can’t sit at a café and see a parade of people who look like they came out of Condé Nast,” she says, referring to the magazine company that publishes Vogue and Vanity Fair. “In this city, we are mobile. We sit at counters and watch people. In Minneapolis, I’d pull on my sweats and get in the car. Here, people are out walking and looking at other people. The minute you get to an airport outside New York, the people in sweat clothes look like they haven’t sweated in a really long time.”



How They Diet

TINA FEY

When the 30 Rock star was twenty-nine, she lost about two and a half pounds with Weight Watchers. That’s when she learned how to eat properly. Before that, Fey has said, she used to go all day without eating, then start snacking on cake and finish the day at McDonald’s.



Patricia is the quintessential Manhattan Dieter. She is slim, petite, passionate and informed about food and wine, but she watches what she eats like the Little Red Hen counting her grains of wheat. If she overindulges one evening, she’s in the gym early the next morning working it off. Yet the Patricia who is my friend today is a very different woman from the one in sweats who moved here in 1986 from Minneapolis. For starters, she’s about two clothing sizes smaller. She is also now a part-time stay-at-home mom and an exercise nut. But more important, by living here she’s learned to feed herself in a way that she says was impossible growing up. Back in Wisconsin, where she was born, Patricia remembers all-you-can-eat Friday fish fries, oversized portions, and the understanding that you cleared your plate before you got up from the table.

The guiding principle was quantity. A good meal was a big meal. When she travelled, she brought her fat trousers so she could eat even more. That started to change after she began travelling to Europe. She remembers in particular a two-and-a-half-week trip to Italy with John, her husband. They ate and drank whatever they wanted and had pasta at every meal, but when they got home, Patricia found that her trousers were
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