ur grandparents, our grcat—grandparénts,
would be flabbergasted by Raley’s. Yeah,
» Y yeah, I see the airplanes and the horse-
" less carriages, Bubba, but just look at
' all the food.
For most of this country’s history,
, and particularly during economic
/' downturns, food has been a precious
commodity. And not necessarily one that
involved a lot of choice. You ate what was
inseason in your garden, baked your own plain
wheat bread, gathered up the ration cards or what cash you could spare
and bought as much meat as possible. Special holidays—such as Thanksgiving—
your sister brought a turkey or duck from her farm. And you stretched those meals
out by making soups and stews for days afterward.

The idea that we can now waltz into a store—at midnight if we want—and buy
strawberries in the middle of winter, ready-made breads in endless variety, boxes
and bags of crackers and chips, styrofoam trays of huge pieces of chicken—why,
it’s nothing short of a miracle. And the frozen foods, the canned goods, the meals
in a box, soy milk, organic milk, lactose-free milk, juice with pulp, juice without,
juice with calcium. It’s like a Dr. Seuss story—or a hungry kid’s dream.

The final irony, of course, is that this largesse, this luxury, this wonderful set of
choices that confront us each time those magical doors pop open with a subtle
whoosh of air—are killing us. We, as a nation, are the fattest people on Earth.
Even a third of our kids are fat.

It’s not just too many food choices, of course. It’s the fact that we're also busy
people, zooming around in cars all day, with no time for those overstocked gro-
cery stores. Sowe pull ina drive-through restaurant, wolf down a meal with enough
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calories and fat and cholesterol to feed
an entire village in a Third World coun-
try, and then we go sit in an office, sit in
front of a computer screen, sit in our cars
some more, and sit in front of a televi-
sion. We eat and eat those lovely foods
and we don’t move afterward. Cardiolo-
gists will tell you it's not so much what
we putinour mouths that's the problem,
it’s how much—especially with our seden-
tary lifestyles.

So what’s the answer? How do we per-
sonally keep ourselves and our families fit
and lean, like smooth-running expensive
race cars instead of beaten-up wrecks that
are about to blow a tire? A bevy of local
experts tell us—and guess what? We need
to eat more like our great-grandparents.
Papaand Nana, with theirhomemade food
and vegetable gardens and vigorous activity,
actually had it right.

Foods for Life
Many of us still say “chicken tonight—

Foods for
Your Health

Does what you eat really affect
your health? Let’s see what
the local experts say.

or steak?” We focus on meat, and treat
vegetables and bread as a side dish. But
actually, everyone from the American
Cancer Society to the Department of

Agriculture .
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cient Greece? In fact, a re-
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we can add a couple of servings of low-
fat dairy and a couple more of protein—
in the form of lean meat, poultry, fish,
eggs, beans or nuts. That's it—that’s the
magic secret. Unfortunately, most of us
have it backward.

“We need to eat a really good variety
of red/green/yellow vegetables and fruits,”
says Marcia Taylor-Carlile, R.N,,C.D.E.
(Certified Diabetes Educator), the com-
munity health education coordinator for
Mercy Hospital in Folsom. “The Amer-
ican Cancer Society pushes the five-a-
dayidea,but this is the minimum number
of servings we should eat. When I teach
cardiac or diabetic patients, I say six to
11 servings. The latest study says Amer-
icans are consuming an average of three
servings of fruits and vegetablesaday, and
only 2 percent of those are dark green or
yellow vegetables. We're no where close
to where we should be.”

Seeds of Change

Does the idea of 11 servings of vegeta-
bles make you feel about 5 years old with
a mountain of lima beans on your plate
you must eat before racing off to watch
“Batman” on TV? Experts say there are
two ways to ease this image: one is to be
clear about what a serving actually con-
sists of, and the second is to pick flavor-
ful, fun produce to eat.

“A serving doesn't have to be huge—a
big banana might countas two,” says Mar-
garet Scheller, R.D., a clinical dietitian at
Sutter Roseville Medical Center. ‘And I'm
fond of berries, citrus fruits, sweet pota-
toes, broccoli, cauliflower, garlic and
onions, carrots, pumpkin. Even canned
pumpkin—I mix it up with a little cinna-
mon and margarine. It’s wonderful foryour
skin. And in the summer, there is a lot of
variety—peaches, melons, tomatoes.”

There also are tricks of the trade, so to
speak. For example, how can you sneak
more veggies into your diet? “Most of us
don’tactually dislike these foods—we just
don’t think about them,” says Fran Spi-
tale, R.D., nutrition coordinator for
Kaiser at Point West. “And we tend to
nibble on what we see. With all the con-
venience vegetables now—baby carrots,
cut-up broceoli, peppcrs——[ suggest peo-
ple keep them on hand, at their desk at
work, in the refrigerator at home.”

Other convenient vegetables are the
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frozen kind—and they’re OK, too.“Keep
them around—you never know when
you're going to need a vegetable,” says
Scheller. “Fresh produce loses nutrients
over time, but frozen vegetables retain
them because they’re flash-frozen.
Spinach, green beans—ifyou need them,
you can pull them out, and they'’re often
better nutritionally.”

And where you get your fresh produce
might help get you in the mood to eat it.
“Farmers markets [here in Sacramento]
are great,” says Taylor-Carlile.“You're get-
ting produce which is fairly locally grown
and is often organic. And evenalarge chain
like Raley’s has a lot of organic fruits and
vegetables now—which may be fresher
and less likely to be grown under condi-
tions that involve toxins or chemicals.”

Growing your own fruits and vegeta-
bles also gets the stamp of approval from
local food experts. “There are lots of ben-
efits to gardening,” says Taylor-Carlile.
“In addition to the food you get, you're
also getting some exercise. And we tend
to have a better relationship with food
when we've grown our own.” Scheller

agrees,adding: “Nothing tastes better than
fresh produce right outside your door.”

Other ways to up your veggie/fruit/
whole grain consumption? “Baking at
home can be a great idea,” says Scheller.
“Pumpkin or zucchini bread or muffins—
you can control the oils and sweeteners
if you make them yourself. In the super-
market, these products have a lot of hy-
drogenated fats. Also in meat loaf, I extend
itby grating inzucchini and adding some
brown rice.”

Americans seem a little better about
eating grains—rice, cereals, pasta,
breads—than produce, but experts sug-
gestwe pick those that add the most fiber
toour diet. “T encourage people to eat foods
with more than 5 percent fiber on the
label,” says Scheller. “There are two kinds
of fiber: soluble, which can be found in
oatmeal, oat bran, Cheerios—and insol-
uble fiber, which acts like an intestinal
broom—we don’tabsorbit. This type can
be found in bran cereal, shredded wheat.
You can even mix your favorite cereal in
with one of these: Rice Krispies with bran
flakes, for example.”

Lastly, experts say eating a healthy diet
doesn’t have to be boring, even if the basic
message reminds you vaguely of your
mother. “It’s so important to vary foods
every day and keep it interesting,” says
Scheller. “It takes just a little bit of plan-
ning—you don’t have to do anything elab-
orate.” Some of her personal dinner-time
favorites? Baked sweet potatoes, tacos,
burritos, pastas.

For Kids' Sake
Again, it’s not just aging baby boomers
who could stand to lose a few pounds.
Even our nation’s kids are piling on
weight—and no one is exactly sure why.
Statistically, the number of obese kids has
doubled in the last decade—from 7.6 per-
cent to 13 percent—and more than one-
third of our kids are considered
overweight. Scientists have studied fruit
juice as a possible culprit—and found no
correlation, by the way—and television
(again, not clearly a cause in and of itself
of obesity).

While the debate rages on, most clin-
icians say—as with overweight Ameri-
can adults—there is probably a complex
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combination of factors: less funding for
physical education classes in schools, more
sedentary lifestyles at home (computer
games, television), and diets thatare high
in fat and sugar, and low in vegetables,
fruit, whole grains and fiber. What to do?

While it’s tempting to begin singing
our mothers’ tune—“Eatyour veggies"—
studies show telling isn'tenough. Ifyou're
not eating your peas at dinner, chances
areyour daughteris picking at them, too.
One interesting study even suggests the
biggest maternal naggers have the worst
diets themselves—a “do what I say, not
what I do” course that is doomed to fail-
ure, say researchers.

And luring kids to eat their vegetables—
“Eat your spinach and you can have
dessert’—also is a mistake, according to
experts. One study concluded that chil-
dren given this message learn to dislike
the taste of vegetables, coming to view it
as something that must be quickly got-
ten through until your mouth is relieved
with a big bite of sugar.

The best advice? “Get kids involved,”
says Scheller. “Get them cookbooks, have
them plan meals, help cook.” And make
dietary changes a family affair. Silently
digging with gusto into your broccoli is
perhaps the best message you can send.

And don’tinsist they “finish” theirveg-
etables, but instead suggest they “try”
them, say experts. “With kids, you don't
have to push too hard,” says Spitale.“Usu-
ally they like a few things—keep those
favorites around and ask them to ‘taste’
something new.”

Finally, get moving—again as a fam-
ily. Current recommendations suggest
adults get 30 minutes of vigorous activ-
ity a day and kids get 60 minutes. Ex-
perts agree this doesn’t mean everyone
going down to the gym to walk a tread-
mill and watch CNN—it can mean bik-
ing or walking to the park, jumping rope,
playing tag, a game of kick ball, a swim
in the pool.

Diet Saboteurs

Not to sound like a headline on one of
those women’s magazines—10 Things
You're Eating That You Dont Even
Know Will Kill You—but are there foods
we should just plain avoid? Surprisingly,
the answer in most cases is no. “People
tend to isolate foods as bad foods they
should never eat,” says Spitale. “But no




such list exists. “If you live on sugar and
snack foods, that’s not good, butifin gen-
eral your dietis healthy, an occasional candy
bar or hot dog isn’t going to hurt you.”

On the other hand, there are things that
perhaps require caution. Nutrition experts,
as a whole, for example, get a little pas-
sionate about sugar. And the biggest cul-
prit in the American diet? Soda. “There
are hidden calories in drinks—which we
tend to think of as sort of a free food,”
says Spitale. “It’s a drink—how bad can
this be? But in a 12-ounce soda, you're
getting a couple tablespoons of sugar—
and that’s all it is.”

In fact, it is these very empty calories
that bug experts the most. There are foods
that have added sugars, but are still high
in vitamins and minerals—things like
chocolate milk, presweetened cereals or
canned fruit. But when you start talking
Coke, cake and candy, there’s not much to
recommend them. And while sugar has
notbeen proven to change people’s behavior
or cause hyperactivity or lower the immune
system, it clearly contributes to two real
problems: tooth decay and obesity.

Along the same lines, experts suggest
care at restaurants, where portion sizes
are often giganticand contain lots of added
fatand salt.“Be very selective about restau-
rant food,” says Taylor-Carlile, who es-
pecially warns patients away from the
all-you-can-eat type of buffets. “Ask to
have things grilled—not fried—and take
half of it home with you for another meal.”

At restaurants, portion
sizes are often gigan-
tic and contain lots of

added fat and salt.

And fast-food restaurants may be
downright dangerous if you believe best
sellers such as Fast Food Nation, which
cited 2 1996 USDA study that reported
78.6 percent of ground beef sampled from
the nation’s meat-packing plants con-
tained microbes commonly found in
fecal matter of cattle—these microbes can
cause food poisoning. At the very least,
experts say, fast food is high in sugar, fat
and salt and may not even be a very quick

meal. “To me, there’s nothing fast about
fast food,” says Scheller, who adds that
in the time it takes to drive there, wait in
line, pick up your food, and drive home,
you could have made something much
healthier in your own kitchen.

A Kitchen of One’s Own

Marie Brown (not her real name), 39, is
committed to healthy meals and more
home cooking for a variety of reasons.
“It all goes back to last March [2001],
when I had a cold that had gone on and
onand on,” she says. “I was sitting in the
park with this big nose and thinking ‘what
are the things you always read about your
health? and I came up shortin all of them:
sleep, stress and food.” In her family’s
case—which includes a husband and
two daughters, ages 5 and 2—schedul-
ing was partly to blame. She works days,
her husband works nights, and there are
two little people clamoring for food just
when everyone is crashing in and out the
door. “We were having Papa Murphy’s
[pizza] two times aweek, eating outalot,
eating a lot of takeout,” she says. “My hus-
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band has a thing with sugar, but with me,
it's grease and salt. I can sit there with a
bag of Cheetos and eat the whole thing.
I just felt we had no control.”

Although aware of long-term health
claims for an improved diet, Brown was
initially interested in strengthening the
family’s immune system. “For me, I want
to feel better on a daily basis and enjoy
my family instead of all of us catching
every bug that comes along,” she says.
During the 2001 cold and flu season,
Brown says she had a dozen colds and
several stomach viruses—as did her chil-
dren—and her husband contracted pneu-
monia.

What changes did she make? “I start-
ed drinking lots of water and I exchanged
snacks at work—cookies, muffins—for
veggies and fruit,” she says. “I kept car-
rots and apples at my desk and raw al-
monds—they give you protein but don’t
drag you down. And for lunch, instead of
a hamburger and fries, I'd eat a big salad.
And later in the day, maybe make some
wheat bread toast.” How did she feel? “I
felt great,” she says, “and I could get

through the afternoon and not feel like
1 was going to fall asleep at my desk.”

At home, she and her husband both
made a concerted effort to cook dinner
and toincludealot of vegetables. “At first,
we made a point to cook vegetarian every
other night—black bean tacos instead of
chicken or beef,” she says. “We had to be
really rigid at first, but we've been doing
it for over a year now, and it’s more a mat-
ter of course. We don’t think so much
about it.”

Brown and her husband pretty much
eliminated sugar from their diets, and
allow the kids limited amounts: a fruit
juice Popsicle after lunch, two mini-
chocolate chip cookies for each hand
after dinner. She did this primarily be-
cause she believes sugar weakened their
immune system and caused behavioral
changes in her older daughter, but she
also is concerned about teeth and weight.
“We have obesity on both sides of our
family,” she says.

Brown admits, however, that their diets
are not always perfect. “When we were
looking at houses last fall, and when we

were moving, the stress level wentup and
we were eating pizza again, takeout bur-
ritos, driving through McDonald’s for
chicken nuggets and fries for the girls,”
she says. Butafter the holidays,and a cold,
they got back on track. “1 don’t know if
there’s even any scientific evidence, but
in my head, I've made the connection that
if we eat well, we won’t catch as many
things,” she says. This cold and flu sea-
son, Brown has had one cold and no
stomach viruses, and her husband and kids
have been healthier, too, although she says
it’s unclear how much of thisactually can
be attributed to their improved diet. On
the other hand, they all feel good “and if
we get some cancer prevention out of it
all, so much the better,” she adds.
Lastly, she says it takes only slightly
more effort to follow a healthy diet and
cook at home. “Basically one thing makes
a difference for me—I'm not into, like,
canned peas,” she says. “But whole, fresh
foods make it enjoyable for me. It’s fun
to think about it. It does require more
trips to the grocery store, though—veg-
gies go bad faster than hot dogs.” e
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