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My goal with this book is to make cooking as user-friendly and foolproof as possible while
still being super tasty. So, you’ll see throughout the book there are highlighted areas that, when tapped, lead to notes and tips where I think a little extra guidance
could make a difference. I hope you find these helpful.
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MY PURE FOOD CRUSADE STARTED WITH A HEAD COLD.

I was 24 years old and working as a sales rep for my family’s printing company. Our office was in Seattle’s Fremont neighborhood, way before it was hip. At that time, back in the ’80s, we shared the area with light industrial businesses and marine stores, which meant the lunch options were no great shakes. There were a couple of crappy delis and a fish and chips shop. And then there was a Chinese restaurant. It had a dimly lit dining room with an orange shag carpet and Naugahyde booths, and an attached cocktail lounge where there were always a few heavy drinkers nursing screwdrivers and tequila sunrises. This was the sort of place that served all the usual staples of Westernized Szechuan cuisine: Kung Pao chicken, beef lo mein, fortune cookies, and my personal favorite, hot and sour soup. There were probably a thousand just like it scattered across the U.S.

One day I detected the beginnings of a nasty cold, and I got it into my head that hot and sour soup would be the best thing for it. Like most people, I thought of soups in general as wholesome and nourishing fare—the stuff of Jewish grandmothers and Campbell’s commercials—and I had this idea that garlic and hot pepper might have some kind of curative properties for a cold. So, off I went to the neighborhood Chinese restaurant for a big bowl of hot and sour soup.

When I woke up the next day I felt even worse than I had the day before, like someone had taken a jackhammer to my head. Again, at lunch, I went for a bowl of hot and sour soup, hoping that another helping of the warm, comforting broth would do the trick. Again, the following day I woke up feeling worse. Five days into my hot and sour soup cure, I felt like I had a brain tumor. I couldn’t even be near light. It was at that point that somebody I worked with innocently asked the question that I now realize should have been so obvious to me: was it possible that I was allergic to MSG? Because, well, there was probably MSG in the soup.

I didn’t even know what MSG was, much less whether I was allergic to it. It was the first time in my life I considered the idea that food could be bad for you.

It’s hard to believe now, when there is so much healthy skepticism over where our food comes from and what’s inside, that I could have been so naive. But I grew up at a time when it was virtually unthinkable that big companies, under the U.S. government’s watch, could give you anything to eat that was bad for you. Those were the days before the Watergate scandal and the Vietnam War backlash cracked the armor of trust in American institutions, and these were our most respected establishments. If the federal government deemed something fit for consumption, well, then, it must be safe to eat. I don’t remember any discussions during my youth about health and food, aside from the ones pertaining to weight loss. There was positively no skepticism on the subject of food additives and what they might be doing to us.


I don’t remember any discussions during my youth about health and food, aside from the ones pertaining to weight loss. There was positively no skepticism on the subject of food additives and what they might be doing to us.



For my generation and for my parents’ generation, science held the promise of solving the “problem” of food. There wasn’t this general sense we have today that food and its pursuit could be a leisure activity, a source of enjoyment; food was fuel, and the good scientists at General Mills and Kraft and Nestlé were working hard to make it faster and easier to prepare—not to mention cheaper and tastier. That was back when the word “organic” meant dirty and primitive, not “premium” as it does today. I like to call this the Tang-ification of the American diet; Tang, that artificial foodstuff that uses synthetic ingredients to recreate the flavor of orange juice (with almost none of the health benefits), was the poster child for this way of thinking. I remember when it was on the news that astronauts, our national heroes, were taking Tang into space—not that old-fashioned stuff squeezed from oranges. Better living through chemistry!

So here I was in my twenties, considering for the first time that someone had added something to my food that had the power to make me sick. Sure enough, as soon as I laid off the soup, my symptoms went away and I returned to good health. So what was this MSG thing, and how had it ended up in my soup?

I started doing my research and learned that MSG stands for monosodium glutamate, an industrially produced salt of an amino acid that is added to foods to enhance their flavor. And MSG isn’t just found in cheap Chinese food, like my hot and sour soup: you’ll find it on fast food menus and in supermarket items like canned soups, salad dressings, ramen noodles, Doritos, and many, many others. MSG is a quick, cheap way to turbo-charge flavor, so you better believe that food processors take ample advantage of it.

MSG was discovered in 1908 when the Japanese scientist Ikeda Kikunae got to thinking about why dashi, the broth made from dried seaweed and fish, was so rich in flavor. Through experiments on the seaweed used in making dashi, Ikeda was able to isolate the white, crystalline compound responsible for the broth’s meaty, savory flavor: C5H9NO4, or glutamic acid. He added a sodium molecule to this compound to make monosodium glutamate and began selling the pale powder under the brand name Ajinomoto as a food additive designed to enhance flavor. Ikeda’s monosodium glutamate came from seaweed, but these days, MSG is made by fermenting starch, sugar beets, sugarcane, or molasses.

Although Ikeda initially saw MSG as a miracle ingredient capable of making healthy ingredients tastier (and therefore more enticing), its uses over the past 100 years have proven far less constructive. Put simply, adding MSG helps food processors reduce the amount of “real” ingredients in their foods. Period. Why use large quantities of expensive beef or chicken to flavor broth when the addition of MSG will mimic the meaty flavor at a tiny fraction of the price?

If you look up MSG in Food Additives: A Shopper’s Guide to What’s Safe & What’s Not, here’s what you’ll find:

MSG: aka Accent, Aginomoto, Natural Meat Tenderizer; mutagen; causes obesity; addictive, makes you eat more; may cause diabetes, migraines, headaches, itching, nausea, brain, nervous system, reproductive disorders, high blood pressure, Autism, ADHD, Alzheimer’s, retina damage, blindness; pregnant, lactating mothers, infants, small children should avoid; allergic reactions common; generally produced using GMO bacteria; may be derived from corn.

AWAKENED TO ALL THIS NEW INFORMATION ABOUT MSG— not only its potential to cause allergic reactions, but also its common usage in covering up for substandard ingredients—I started avoiding foods with MSG in them wherever I could. I found that this was almost impossible to do at restaurants, where there was no requirement to disclose the use of food additives, and few were likely to volunteer information that undercut the quality of their food. Soon, I also discovered that foods without MSG listed on their label were making me feel unwell in much the same way I experienced from the hot and sour soup.

Confused, I dove into research again, and discovered another troubling fact about MSG: an FDA loophole allowed food processors to list it on their labels under many, many different names. Glutamic acid, whey protein, gelatin, yeast extract, and autolyzed yeast were just a few of the many monikers that MSG could hide under in an ingredient list. Often food packages would tout “No MSG!” or “No added MSG!” while containing processed free glutamic acid, which is essentially the same thing. As a result, MSG was hidden in products ranging from some infant formulas and chewing gum to protein bars. The amount of MSG used was never listed—it wasn’t required by the FDA—which made it impossible to know just what kind of a dose I was getting.

Today, almost thirty years after my hot and sour soup revelation, MSG is still hiding in plain sight on ingredient lists and people are still arguing over whether it’s harmful. The FDA still classifies MSG as “GRAS” —Generally Recognized as Safe—a designation that means that the agency has “reviewed,” but not formally approved, the safety of the substance (more on that whole train wreck in A Short History of Processed Food, page 17). Food manufacturers today are still free to put MSG in their foods in whatever quantity they like.


I grew up at a time when it was virtually unthinkable that big companies, under the U.S. government’s watch, could give you anything to eat that was bad for you.



Studies have shown that some people are sensitive to large amounts of MSG, reacting as I did with headaches, nausea, and weakness. In certain cases, they also complain of wheezing, changes in heart rate, and difficulty breathing. Others have demonstrated that MSG can cause weight gain. But the science on MSG is still inconclusive, with the research showing contradictory findings. There are many—including current “it” chef David Chang—who support the use of MSG, on the basis that the lab-made powder is chemically identical to a substance that occurs in nature. Glutamate is a common amino acid, found naturally in nearly all foods and in particularly high levels in items like tomatoes, mushrooms, and Parmesan cheese. The human body also produces glutamate, where it plays an essential role as a neurotransmitter.

The fact that glutamate occurs in nature doesn’t mean that when it is produced industrially and dispensed in overlarge quantities, isolated from its ordinary biological context, it’s just as safe as the stuff you find in Roquefort cheese. Glutamates that occur naturally in food come packaged alongside a whole host of different nutrients that may help the body to regulate and manage their metabolism. Nature is full of these complex relationships between nutrients, and our understanding of their significance is still evolving. Take, for example, iron: popping an iron supplement isn’t nearly as effective as getting it from spinach or red meat. When it comes to biochemistry, context is everything.

The current debate over food additives—and their presumed safety unless otherwise proven unsafe—puts me in mind of another major public health crisis. Although it’s hard to believe now, it wasn’t until as recently as the 1960s, after more than a hundred years of widespread general use, that cigarettes were widely accepted as dangerous. For decades the government told people that cigarettes were safe. They were recommended by doctors as calming and beneficial to digestion. Professional baseball players endorsed them in print and radio ads. Tobacco was a plant, after all—how could it be bad for you? The government didn’t officially come out against cigarettes until 1964, in the form of a Surgeon General’s Report, which was far too late for the hundreds of thousands of people who had succumbed to their poison. I believe that food additives will chart a similar course.

So while today there may be no good scientific consensus on the safety of MSG and the thousands of other additives crammed into our food, I firmly believe that deep down, we know that eating food that’s filled with industrial powders isn’t good for us. Our intuition tells us this. You don’t feel as good after eating additive-laden foods as you do after eating pure, unadulterated ones. Back in the ’80s, I didn’t need a whole bunch of studies to tell me that I should avoid MSG as best I could. You have two choices: you can wait for the science to catch up to what you already instinctively know, or you can take the artificial stuff out of your life now.

I’VE GONE ON AT LENGTH ABOUT ALL OF MY ISSUES WITH MSG, but in truth, monosodium glutamate is just the tip of the iceberg, one of thousands of additives in the toxic chemical stew that we call our modern food supply. It is hardly the most toxic. My nasty run-in with MSG happened to be what ignited a fuse in me when it came to removing food additives from my life, but the problem goes far, far deeper.

By the mid-’90s, foods were rapidly becoming more heavily adulterated, and my allergies started kicking in with a wider array of foods. Foods that I had never had any issues with began bothering me. I started to have headaches and sinus problems. I felt lethargic all the time. I started reading ingredient labels religiously, and realized that foods that I considered to be simple, whole-some fare—so-called “whole wheat” sandwich bread, energy bars, yogurts—often had ingredient lists a mile long and filled with substances that sounded like they belonged in a chemistry lab rather than a kitchen. For all their claims of healthfulness, these foods were anything but. I cut many of them out of my life, challenging myself to eat packaged foods only when necessary, and only ones without added chemicals at that. I started to feel better.

In 1998 my family sold our printing business and I began looking for my next act in life. I loved food and was committed to starting another family business, so I bought Pasta & Co—a local Seattle food shop that sold prepared foods and gourmet grocery items. Pasta & Co was then, and still is now, generally regarded as selling the highest-quality deli food in Seattle, so getting back in their kitchens and seeing where their ingredients came from was a wake-up call in terms of just how many additives are used in restaurants (even really good restaurants). We’ve made big changes to Pasta & Co since then, but at the time, what I saw really horrified me.

Take French fries: I don’t know if I imagined that all restaurants were peeling, cutting, and frying theirs from scratch, but once I realized they arrived frozen in bags from some factory, coated with chemical flavorings, it was eye-opening in terms of how much goes on behind the scenes that we would never imagine as diners.

Given that I had dedicated myself to removing additives from my own life, I knew that Pasta & Co needed to start walking my talk. When I had the discussion with all of my people about removing food additives from the menu, there was a lot of initial resistance. We had to change 173 recipes so that they no longer contained commercial soup base, bottled lemon juice, Worcestershire sauce, pre-made salad dressings, preservative-laden bread. Plus, anything we were selling that contained additives had to go: cilantro chutney, golden raisins, bottled lemonade, et cetera. It was an immense task and it cost us a lot more to operate this way. But I think if you ask anybody who was involved in that transition, they would tell you that they feel proud of all that we’ve accomplished and the way we do business today.


I firmly believe that deep down, we know that eating food that’s filled with industrial powders isn’t good for us. Our intuition tells us this.



After purchasing Pasta & Co, my next ambition was to start a food brand from scratch. I loved cheese and had realized that there was virtually no American artisan cheese in Seattle (at that time, in 2002, there was very little artisan cheese anywhere in the U.S.). So I founded Beecher’s Handmade Cheese, named to honor my great-grandfather Beecher. I wanted Beecher’s to stand for something; that led to forming the Beecher’s Pure Food Kids Foundation, which used 1% of sales from the company to educate schoolchildren about how to be savvier consumers of processed foods (more information on the foundation follows in the next chapter).

In 2006 I wrote a cookbook, Pure Flavor, and figured that if I was going to put together 125 recipes, I might as well open a restaurant where I could serve them. That became Bennett’s, a casual bistro with ingredients deeply rooted in the Cascadia region, an area extending from northern California to southern Alaska, and the coast to the continental divide, taking in Washington, most of Oregon and Idaho, and part of Montana. Next I opened Maximus/Minimus—a food truck in the shape of a pig, serving pulled pork sandwiches. Who said pure food can’t also be fun?

Since then, I’ve expanded Beecher’s to New York City, opened another casual bistro in Seattle called Liam’s, and bought a Wagyu beef company called Mishima Reserve. My company’s name is Sugar Mountain, an homage to the Neil Young song about an amusement park of the same name. “You can’t be twenty on Sugar Mountain,” as the song goes. If you’re having fun, you won’t grow old.

Sugar Mountain is always growing and changing, and what underpins it all is a commitment to offering up pure, full-flavored, additive-free food.

Today, I’m happy to say I live my life additive-free (well, almost additive free; nobody’s perfect). My businesses make food from scratch, the hard way, without any of the white powdered substances that go into so much of the food that’s out there these days. I still miss my MSG-laden Worcestershire sauce sometimes, and from time to time it’s tedious to have to squeeze lemons and limes for marinades and cocktails rather than buying the pre-juiced versions peppered with sodium benzoate and other preservatives. Mostly, though, eating pure is just a part of my life. I don’t think about it anymore.

I’m writing this book for the same reason I started Beecher’s Handmade Cheese, revamped the way we do business at Pasta & Co, and founded my Beecher’s Pure Food Kids Foundation: to help change the way we eat in America. The goal of this book is to arm families with the tools they need to cut additives from their lives.

I’ve found through personal experience that if there’s one thing you can do above all else to take your health into your own hands, it’s learning to cook for yourself and your loved ones. It’s not hard, but it does require commitment. It means spending a little more at the grocery store to get quality ingredients, planning your meals further in advance, and logging some extra time at the stove. But you’ll be richly rewarded with that warm feeling that comes from feeding your family right. And in how you feel, day in and day out.
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THIS BOOK IS GEARED TOWARD HELPING ADULTS REMOVE ADDITIVES FROM THEIR DIETS BY CHANGING THE WAY THEY SHOP, COOK, AND EAT. BUT LONG BEFORE I GOT INTERESTED IN TALKING TO PEOPLE MY OWN AGE ABOUT HOW TO EAT FOR BETTER HEALTH, MY FIRST PASSION WAS TEACHING THESE LESSONS TO KIDS.

Shortly after Beecher’s Handmade Cheese opened for business in 2003, I turned my attention from how we were going to make money to how we were going to give it away. Beecher’s carries a family name (my middle name), and I wanted the business to stand for something. By that point in my life, I was 100 percent livid about the tactics that I saw food manufacturers using to hook children on heavily processed foods that would only make them sick and overweight. I knew that I wanted to devote a portion of our sales to educating kids to cope with all the marketing they’re exposed to, and teaching them a healthy sense of skepticism when it comes to their food choices.

In the beginning, I imagined that we would simply find a good charity and donate extensively to their efforts. After a year of looking, though, we realized that there was nobody out there doing the kind of work we had in mind. So, we decided that we would take on the challenge ourselves. We started the Beecher’s Pure Food Kids Foundation in 2004.

Our mission was, and is, simple: to arm kids with the knowledge and skills they need to make healthy food choices. We want to change the way America eats. Food companies are formidable adversaries, spending more than $2 billion each year marketing industrial food to children, and we believe that children need tools to recognize and resist the sophisticated and often misleading claims and tactics large corporations use to sell their products. Kids also need nutrition knowledge and label-reading skills to identify the potential health dangers in what they’re being sold.

Our strategy was based on my own childhood remembrances of the anti-smoking campaign that came into my fifth grade classroom. After seeing a gruesome video of a smoker with a tracheotomy hole and learning about the dangers of the habit, I went home and made life difficult for my parents, who were both smokers. I remembered how brutally effective that single classroom visit was, not only in terms of my own health, but the health of my whole family. I wanted to pattern our nutritional education on that approach.

We knew off the bat we would focus on fourth and fifth graders. Ten- and eleven-year-olds are young enough to be interested and engaged, but old enough to be able to read, write, and do the simple math required to determine, say, the total grams of sugar in a box of Frosted Flakes. This is an age where kids are very receptive to new information, and studies show that they retain it well. Middle and high schoolers will be much more rebellious and less inclined to take guidance on their diet from authority figures. Adults are even worse; they are the least receptive to changing their food behaviors. Our theory is that ten- and eleven-year-olds can be the most effective change agents for the whole family.

The goal was to spark change in these kids, and get them curious enough about their food choices to start asking more questions and influencing the way their parents shop. Hopefully, they would begin to understand the power of where they spend their food dollars, and ultimately put demand-side pressure on food manufacturers to produce cleaner food.

I enlisted my friend Alison Leber for help. Neither of us had backgrounds in education, so the first thing we did was approach Washington State University and ask them to develop a curriculum with us. They already had a class up and running with some similar elements, but their approach was to go into low-income schools and spend weeks creating a school garden. We were looking for a more tactical, in-and-out approach that would let us provide basic food label literacy to the maximum number of kids, something that would go an inch deep and a mile wide.

Working with WSU as well as various outside educators and nutritionists, we put together a curriculum for a two-and-a-half-hour workshop that we felt covered all of the most important facts about making responsible food choices, without burying the kids in too much information. Our first workshops were in 2006. We started on Mercer Island, which is where my kids were in school, and expanded from there, with Alison and me teaching the workshops ourselves.
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Since then, we’ve taught almost 90,000 students how to be “food detectives,” reading labels and investigating packaged foods to understand their nutritional content. Today, we employ five full-time staff members






















This is the crux of the issue... Lazy chef-ery

Real change has to happen in the real world – not just farm to table.

The same strategy used by Gatorade to “disparage” water!

No one even talks about this and it is huge!

If it doesn’t go bad then it’s not good.

Good rule of thumb.

IMPORTANT: organic stuff can be processed with things you wouldn’t want to eat.

Really try to avoid.

Anything that has added vitamins is basically admitting that it isn’t good for you.

These tend to break so have a backup on hand.

Really need about 3 of these.

Don’t be afraid of waste. If you are eating clean there will be some.

Eggs, soup, salad dressing, French fries – I could go on...

Hoppy beers will make this taste too bitter.

I make these at home and keep a small bowl of them next to my salt. They keep a long time out in the open. And add a tasty crunch/cheesy richness to lots of stuff.

These keep forever and can add a dash of color to practically anything.

The color of this fades after the first day. But the flavor actually gets better!

I serve these with and without the beef. Super tasty both ways. Be careful not to make the bread too crunchy or they are hard to eat.

Really any leftover braised beef could work here.

Also a great topping for scrambled eggs!

Lower the heat toward the end to prevent burning.

Do this at the end of cooking if necessary to crisp the coating.

This technique can be used to thicken any sauce, even tomato, and make it stick better to the pasta.

Really any winter green could work here. Or a mixture.
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