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THE PROMISE
No matter how many times you’ve tried and failed to “diet,”
no matter how hopeless or confused you might feel,
there is one thing the diet and weight loss industry didn’t lie to you about.
You absolutely, positively can build muscle and lose fat
eating foods and doing workouts you actually enjoy.
What if I could show you how to improve your body composition and health by forever abandoning every form of boring, restrictive “dieting” ever devised?
What if I gave you a “crash course” in how to use food to make losing fat and gaining muscle simple and inevitable?
What if I showed you just how flexible you can be with your food choices while still looking the way you want to look and feeling better than ever before?
And what if I promised that everything I’m going to teach you isn’t just a quick fix but a true lifestyle that you can enthusiastically embrace and maintain for the rest of your life?
Imagine if you woke up every day looking forward to each meal you’re going to eat and enjoying it guilt-free because you knew, with certainty, exactly what is going to happen in your body and why.
Imagine people’s surprise when they see you “having your cake and eating it, too”—quite literally! Imagine their continued confusion as you lose fat and improve your health while eating foods strictly verboten by the latest and greatest “diet gurus.” Yes, I’m talking about grains, starchy carbs, fruit, red meat, and even the most dreaded molecule of them all, sugar.
Well, you can have all these things! It’s not nearly as complicated or tough as the diet and nutrition industry would have you believe. It doesn’t matter whether you’re 21 or 61, whether you’re in shape or not. No matter who you are, I promise that you can change your body into whatever you desire and you can do it without all the mental and physical agony that so many other people have to go through.
So, would you like my help?
If you answered, “Yes!” then you’ve taken a leap, not a step, toward your goals to become a leaner, healthier you.
Your journey to dietary freedom begins as soon as you turn to the next page.
ABOUT THE AUTHOR
“A gold medal is a wonderful thing. But if you’re not enough without one, you’ll never be enough with one.”
IRV FROM THE MOVIE COOL RUNNINGS
I’m Mike, and I believe that every person can achieve the body of his or her dreams. I work hard to give everyone that chance by providing workable, proven advice grounded in science.
I’ve been training for more than a decade now and have tried just about every type of workout program, diet regimen, and supplement you can imagine.
While I don’t know everything, I know what works and what doesn’t.
Like most guys, I had no clue what I was doing when I started out. I turned to magazines for help, which had me spending a couple of hours in the gym every day and wasting hundreds of dollars on worthless supplements each month, only to make mediocre gains.
This went on for years, and I jumped from workout program to workout program. I tried all kinds of splits and routines, exercises, rep ranges, and other schemes, and while I made some progress during this time (it’s impossible not to if you just keep at it), it was slow going and eventually put me in a rut.
My weight remained stuck for over a year, and I wasn’t building any strength to speak of. I had no idea what to do with my nutrition beyond eating “clean” and making sure I was getting a lot of protein.
I turned to various trainers for guidance, but they had me do more of the same. I liked working out too much to quit, but I wasn’t happy with my body, and I didn’t know what I was doing wrong.
TIME TO GET SMART
I finally decided that it was time to get educated—to throw the magazines away, get off the forums, and learn the actual physiology of muscle growth and fat loss to figure out what it takes to build a muscular, lean, and strong body.
I sought out the work of top strength and bodybuilding coaches, talked to scores of natural bodybuilders, and read hundreds of scientific papers. A clear picture emerged.
The real science of getting into incredible shape is very simple—much simpler than the health and fitness and supplement industries want us to believe. It flies in the face of almost all the crap that we hear on TV, read in magazines, and see in the gym.
As a result of what I learned, I completely changed the way I trained and ate, and my body responded in ways I couldn’t believe. My strength skyrocketed. My muscles were growing again for the first time in years. My energy levels went through the roof.
THE BIRTH OF MY CAREER
Along the way, my friends noticed the improvements in my physique and began asking for advice. I became their unofficial trainer.
I took “hardgainers” and put 30 pounds on them in a year. I took people who were absolutely baffled as to why they couldn’t lose weight, stripped 30 pounds of fat off them, and helped them build noticeable muscle at the same time. I took people in their fifties who believed their hormones were too bottomed out to accomplish anything with exercise and helped them turn back the clock 20 years in terms of body fat percentage and muscle definition.
After doing this over and over for years, my friends started urging me to write a book. I dismissed the idea at first, but it began to grow on me.
“What if I had had such a book when I started training?” I thought.
I would’ve saved an untold amount of money, time, and frustration, and I would’ve achieved my ideal physique years ago. I enjoyed helping people with what I had learned. What if I could write books that would help thousands or even hundreds of thousands of people?
That got me excited.
I acted on the impulse, and the result was the first edition of my book Bigger Leaner Stronger, which was published in January 2012. Sales were slow at first, but within a month or two, I began receiving e-mails full of high praise from readers.
I was floored. I immediately started working on my next book and outlined several more.
Here’s a picture of me after almost six years of lifting regularly. Not very impressive. Something had to change.
Here’s how my body has changed since. Quite a difference.
I’ve now published several books, which together have sold close to one million copies. More importantly, though, every day I get scores of e-mails and social media messages from readers who are blown away by the results they’re seeing. They’re just as shocked as I was years ago when I learned just how simple building lean, healthy muscle and losing fat—without ever feeling starved or miserable—can be.
It’s motivating to see the impact I’m having on people’s lives, and I’m incredibly inspired by the dedication of my readers and followers. You guys and gals rock.
WHERE TO NOW?
My true love is researching and writing, so I’ll always be working on another book, my website (www.muscleforlife.com), and whatever other literary adventures come my way.
My big, evil master plan has three major targets:
1. Help a million people get fit and healthy.
“Help a million people” just has a sexy ring to it, don’t you think? It’s a big goal, but I think I can do it. And it goes beyond just helping people look good—I want to make a dent in alarmingly negative trends we’re seeing in people’s overall physical and mental health.
2. Lead the fight against “broscience” and other BS.
Unfortunately, this industry is full of idiots, liars, and hucksters who prey on people’s fears and insecurities. I want to do something about it. In fact, I’d like to become known as the go-to guy for practical, easy-to-understand advice grounded in real science and results.
3. Help reform the sport supplement industry.
The dishonest pill and powder pushers are the people I despise the most in this space. The scams are numerous: using fancy-sounding but worthless ingredients, cutting products with junk fillers like maltodextrin and even stuff like flour and sawdust (yes, this happens), using bogus science and ridiculous marketing claims to sell, under-dosing the important ingredients and covering it up with the label “proprietary blend,” sponsoring steroid-fueled athletes so they pretend supplements are the secret to their gains, and more.
I wrote this book to help accomplish these goals, and I hope you enjoy it.
I’m positive that if you apply what you’re about to learn, you too can dramatically transform your physique without ever having to feel like you’re “on a diet” again.
So, are you ready? Great. Let’s get to it.
WHAT MAKES
THE SHREDDED CHEF DIFFERENT?
“The only way to keep your health is to eat what you don’t want, drink what you don’t like, and do what you’d rather not.”
MARK TWAIN
As you’ve probably heard many times before, you must know how to eat to see good results from exercise.
You can lift all the weights you want, but your muscles can’t grow unless they’re fed the right types and amounts of nutrients needed for repair. Eat too little, and you will never grow noticeably bigger or stronger.
You can burn tons of calories on the treadmill every week and eat so “clean” that your diet could pass a white glove inspection, but if you don’t know how to maintain a proper calorie deficit, you’ll never get and stay lean. If you overeat by just a couple hundred calories every day, you can experience all the unpleasantness often associated with “being on a diet” (food restriction, hunger, and cravings) without really having much to show for it.
You’ve probably noticed that I’m more interested in the quantitative aspects of eating rather than the qualitative ones. I’m not talking about types of foods but amounts.
This is because, when it comes to body composition, what you eat isn’t nearly as important as how much.
That said, this book is going to go far beyond “calorie counting,” because in many ways calorie counting doesn’t work.
You need to know a lot more than “eat this many calories” to make positive, sustainable, long-term changes in your body composition and health.
Once you get it right, though, everything falls into place and you gain complete control over your weight, musculature, body fat levels, and, to some degree at least, even energy levels and mood.
As you’ll soon learn, a century of metabolic research has shown us exactly what it takes to lose fat and keep it off, and it has nothing to do with going low-carb or avoiding sugar or gluten or any other nutritional scapegoat.
The incredibly good news is that you can have the body you desire by eating a diverse diet of the foods you love. I promise you. And that’s what The Shredded Chef is all about.
If you follow the advice in this book, you’ll find it not only easy to “diet” for muscle growth or fat loss but also enjoyable. And you’ll not only achieve short-term results but you’ll also be able to comfortably maintain a lean, muscular physique for the long haul.
Once you start applying what you’re going to learn in this book, it won’t be long before people start taking notice. They’ll tell you how “lucky” you are that you get to eat “whatever you want,” including high-carb and even sugary indulgences. They’ll be amazed when you don’t fall off the wagon and prove that “healthy eating” isn’t nearly as painful and boring as most people think.
So, as you can see, this is more than just a cookbook.
Sure, it’s going to give you a large collection of balanced, nutritious meals that are easy to make and don’t require gourmet cooking skills or exotic, expensive ingredients, but it’s going to give you a lot more than that.
It’s going to teach you how to build a diet in the Latin sense of the word—a “way of life”—and never again be tempted by people’s collective obsession with the self-punishment masquerading as “dieting”.
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THE GREAT “ONE TRUE DIET” HOAX
“You can have results or excuses. Not both.”
ARNOLD SCHWARZENEGGER
If you give too much credence to mainstream diet trends, you’re pretty much doomed.
Maybe you’ll identify with the Paleo culture and become convinced that eating like a caveman is the way of the future. Or maybe you’ll go for scapegoating the carbohydrate as the source of all your weight-loss woes and subject yourself to trial by ketogenic dieting. Or, heaven forbid, maybe you’ll mire yourself in the swamps of outright quackery: “cleanses,” “unclogging hormones,” “biohacking,” and the like.
You can fritter away months like this, jumping from one form of dietary dogma to another, with little to nothing to show for it in the gym and mirror. And, if you’re like many people, you’ll just suck it up and soldier on, continuing your quest to find the One True Diet that will give you the body you’ve always desired.
Here’s the problem: there is no One True Diet. There is no “shortcut to shred.” There are no “weight-loss foods” or “muscle-building hacks.”
The “truth about dieting” is rather boring, actually. It doesn’t have the sizzle to sell millions of books and millions in supplements. But it has this: it works. Efficiently. Unquestionably. Invariably.
What is this truth?
Well, it has several parts, or tiers, and can be envisioned as a pyramid of descending importance that looks like this:
Let’s look at each of the layers in detail.
ENERGY BALANCE
Energy balance is at the bottom because it’s the foundational principle of dieting. This is the one that dictates your weight gain and loss more than anything else.
What is energy balance, though?
Energy balance is the relationship between the energy you feed your body and the energy it expends. As you probably know, this is often measured in kilocalories.
The bottom-line, scientifically validated, unexciting reality—the one that makes book publishers and TV producers—is that meaningful weight loss requires you to expend more energy than you consume, and meaningful weight gain (both fat and muscle) requires the opposite: more consumption than expenditure.
If you’re shaking your head, thinking I’m drinking decades-old Kool-Aid, answer me this:
Why has every single controlled weight loss study conducted in the last 100 years, including countless meta-analyses and systematic reviews, concluded that meaningful weight loss requires energy expenditure to exceed energy intake?
Why have bodybuilders dating back just as far, from Sandow to Reeves and all the way up the line, been using this knowledge to reduce and increase body fat levels systematically and routinely?
And why do new brands of “calorie denying” come and go every year, failing to gain acceptance in the weight loss literature?
The bottom line is that a century of metabolic research has proven, beyond the shadow of a doubt, that energy balance, operating according to the first law of thermodynamics, is the basic mechanism that regulates fat storage and reduction.1
MACRONUTRIENT BALANCE
Next on the diet pyramid is macronutrient balance.
In case you’re not familiar with the term, the dictionary defines macronutrient as “any of the nutritional components of the diet that are required in relatively large amounts: protein, carbohydrate, fat, and minerals such as calcium, zinc, iron, magnesium, and phosphorous.”
You’ve probably heard that “a calorie is a calorie,” and while that’s true for matters relating purely to energy balance and weight loss and gain, a calorie is not a calorie when we’re talking body composition.
Don’t believe me?
Well, Professor Mark Haub lost 27 pounds on a diet of protein shakes, Twinkies, Doritos, Oreos, and Little Debbie snacks, and you could do exactly the same if you wanted to (not that you should, though—more on this soon).2
We don’t want just to gain and lose weight, though.
Our goal is more specific: we want to gain more muscle than fat, and we want to lose fat, not muscle. And with those goals, we have to watch more than just calories. We have to watch our macro-nutrient intake, too.
If you want to go beyond “weight loss” and learn to optimize your body composition, the macronutrient you have to watch most closely is protein.
HOW MUCH PROTEIN SHOULD YOU BE EATING?
Proteins are the primary building blocks of the body. They’re used to build tissues like muscle, tendons, organs, and skin, as well as many other molecules vital to life, such as hormones, enzymes, and various brain chemicals.
Proteins are comprised of smaller molecules known as amino acids, which are linked together in a long chain that can be molded into different shapes.
Our bodies can produce twelve of the amino acids needed to form protein molecules, but we must get nine others from protein in the food we eat. The former are known as nonessential amino acids and the latter as essential amino acids.
How much protein you eat every day is the primary factor that determines whether your body is getting enough essential amino acids or not, but the quality of the protein you eat also matters.
Animal-based proteins like meat, fish, eggs, and dairy are particularly popular among athletes because they contain high but balanced amounts of essential amino acids, but certain plant-based proteins like rice and pea protein are high quality as well.
Generally speaking, your protein needs are going to be best met by animal sources, but with a bit of creative meal planning, vegetarians and vegans can get enough amino-acid-rich protein to build plenty of muscle and strength.
Now, your carbohydrate and dietary fat intakes can be all over the place without derailing you, but eating too little protein is the cardinal sin of dieting for us fitness folk.
The fact is that if you eat too little protein while restricting your calories for fat loss, you’ll lose a significant amount of muscle as well.3
And on the flip side, if you eat too little protein while eating a surplus of calories to maximize muscle growth, you’ll build less muscle.4
This is one of the reasons “bulking” has a bad rap. When done improperly, it packs on way more fat than muscle and is just counterproductive in the long run.
What is too little protein, you ask?
I could write an entire chapter on this alone, but here’s what it boils down to for people that exercise regularly:
If you’re relatively lean and aren’t dieting for fat loss, you should set your protein intake at 0.8 to 1 gram of protein per pound of body weight per day.
If you’re relatively lean and are dieting for fat loss, you should increase your intake slightly to 1 to 1.2 grams per pound of body weight per day. (Research shows the leaner you are, the more protein your body will need to preserve muscle while in a calorie deficit for fat loss.)5
If you’re obese (25% body fat and up in men and 35% and up in women), your protein in-take should be set at 1 to 1.2 grams per pound of lean mass per day.
“But wait,” you might be thinking, “aren’t high-protein diets unhealthy?”
Well, the most common claim leveled against high-protein dieting is that it can cause damage to the kidneys and increase the risk of cancer and osteoporosis, but these claims simply aren’t supported by sound scientific research.
Research shows that people with pre-existing kidney damage or dysfunction should restrict protein intake, but a high-protein diet has never been shown to cause kidney damage.6
Ironically, a high-protein diet has been shown both to lower blood pressure (especially in the case of plant-based protein) and to improve blood glucose control in diabetic patients.7
This would decrease their risk of kidney disease, not increase it.
Claims that a high-protein diet increases the risk of osteoporosis are even stranger, as studies show that it helps prevent the condition.8
And what about the rather disturbing claims that a high-protein diet increases the risk of cancer and that eating meat and cheese regularly is as unhealthy as smoking?
Well, while such sensationalism works wonders for website hits, it’s misleading and scientifically bankrupt.
To quote Dr. Spencer Nadolsky from Examine.com:
“To even suggest that eating protein is as bad as smoking is pure sensationalism…
“A more accurate headline for this study would have been ‘High protein for those between 50 years to 65 years old who have poor diet and lifestyle habits may be associated with increased cancer risk.’”
We’re going to talk more about meat consumption and health later in the book, but the bottom line is this:
If you’re physically active, a high-protein diet is, without question, going to help you improve your health, body composition, and performance.9
And while sedentary people don’t need as much protein as those that exercise regularly, research shows that the current RDI (Recommended Daily Intake) of 0.8 grams per kg of body weight simply isn’t enough to maintain lean mass and bone health, thereby avoiding muscle loss and osteoporosis, as they age.10
HOW MUCH CARBOHYDRATE SHOULD YOU BE EATING?
Low-carbohydrate dieting has become all the weight loss rage these days, but, like most diet fads, it simply can’t live up to its reputation.
There are about 20 studies that low-carb proponents bandy about as definitive proof of the superiority of low-carb dieting for weight loss.
If you read the abstracts of these studies, lowcarb dieting definitely seems more effective, and this type of glib “research” is what most low-carbers base their beliefs on.
But there’s a big problem with many of these studies, and it has to do with protein intake.
The problem is that the low-carb diets in these studies invariably contained more protein than the low-fat diets.
Yes, one for one … without fail.
What we’re actually looking at in these studies is a high-protein, low-carbohydrate diet vs. low-protein, high-fat diet, and the former wins every time.
But we can’t ignore the high-protein part of the diet and then say it’s more effective because of its low-carb element.
In fact, better designed and executed studies prove the opposite: when protein intake is high, lowcarb dieting offers no special weight loss benefits.
Why is protein intake so important, exactly?
Because, as you know, if you don’t eat enough protein when dieting to lose weight, you can lose quite a bit of muscle.11
This hampers your weight loss in several ways:
1. It slows down your metabolism.12
2. It reduces the amount of calories you burn in your workouts.13
3. It impairs the metabolism of glucose and lipids.14
This is why your number one goal when losing fat is preserving lean mass.
Now, let’s turn our attention back to the “lowcarb dieting is better for weight loss” studies mentioned earlier.
In many cases, the low-fat groups in these trials were given less protein than the recommended daily allowance, which any nutritionist or personal trainer will tell you is woefully inadequate for weight loss purposes.
In fact, research shows that even double and triple those levels of protein intake isn’t enough to fully prevent muscle loss while restricting calories.15
So, what happens in terms of weight loss when you keep protein high and compare high and low levels of carbohydrates? Is there even any research available to show us?
Yup.
There are four studies I know of that meet these criteria, and gee whiz, look at that: when protein intake is high but carb intake varies, there is no significant difference in weight loss.16
The bottom line is that so long as you take in fewer calories than you burn and keep your protein intake high, you will maximize fat loss and minimize (if not completely avoid) muscle loss.
Going low-carb as well simply won’t help you lose more fat.
HOW MUCH FAT SHOULD YOU BE EATING?
Dietary fats play a vital role in the body because they’re needed for a variety of physiological processes like cell maintenance, hormone production, insulin sensitivity, and more.
If dietary fat intake is too low, these functions can become compromised, which is why the Institute of Medicine recommends that adults should get 20 to 35% of their daily calories from dietary fat.17
That said, those percentages were calculated for the average sedentary person, who often eats less than someone that exercises regularly, especially if the person that exercises has a lot of muscle.
For example, a 190-pound sedentary male with a normal amount of lean mass would burn around 2,000 calories per day. Based on that, the IoM’s research says he would need 45 to 80 grams of fat per day. That makes sense.
I’m 6’2 and 191 pounds, and I liftweights for about 4 to 6 hours per week. I have about 40 pounds more muscle than the average guy of my height and weight. Thus, my body burns a lot more calories than my “normal,” sedentary counterpart–about 1,000 more calories per day to be exact.
Now, if I were to blindly apply the IoM’s recommendation, my recommended fat intake would skyrocket to 65 to 115 grams per day. But does my body really need that much more dietary fat simply because I’m muscular and burn more energy through regular exercise?
No, it doesn’t.
Based on the nutritional research I’ve reviewed, a dietary fat intake of about 0.3 grams per pound of fat-free mass (everything in your body that isn’t fat) is all your body needs for its basic health needs.
This comes out to about 25 to 35% of your basal metabolic rate (which we’ll talk more about soon), which is more in line with the IoM’s research.
So, that’s it for macronutrient balance. Let’s move up another tier on the pyramid.
FOOD CHOICES
The cult of “clean eating” is more popular than ever these days.
While I’m all for eating nutritious (“clean”) foods for the purpose of supplying our bodies with essential vitamins and minerals, eating nothing but these foods guarantees nothing in the way of building muscle or losing fat.
You can be the cleanest eater in the world and still be weak and “skinny-fat.”
The reason for this comes back to the fact that, when we’re talking body composition, how much you eat is more important than what.
Claiming that one food is “better” than another for losing or gaining weight is misleading because it misses the forest for the trees.
Foods don’t have any special properties that make them better or worse for weight loss or gain.
What they do have, however, are varying amounts of potential energy—as measured in calories—and varying macronutrient profiles.
These two factors—the calories contained in foods and how those calories break down into protein, carbohydrate, and fat—are what make certain foods more suitable for losing or gaining weight than others.
As Professor Haub showed us earlier, and as the “If It Fits Your Macros” crowd simply won’t shut up about, you can lose fat eating whatever you want so long as you regulate your caloric intake and maintain a state of negative energy balance.
Certain foods do make it easier or harder to lose and gain weight, though, due to their volume, calorie density, and macronutrient breakdown.
Generally speaking, foods that are “good” for weight loss are those that are relatively low in calories but high in volume (and thus satiating).18
Examples of such foods are lean meats, whole grains, many fruits and vegetables, and low-fat dairy. These types of foods also provide an abundance of micronutrients, which is especially important when your calories are restricted.
If you eat too much junk on a calorie-restricted diet, you can develop vitamin and mineral deficiencies.
Foods conducive to weight gain are the opposite: high in calories and low in volume and satiety.
These foods include the obvious like high-calorie beverages (soda, alcohol, fruit juice), candy, and other sugar-laden goodies. However, quite a few “healthy” foods fall into this category as well: oils, bacon, butter, low-fiber fruits, and whole-fat dairy products, for example. The more we fill our meal plans with calorie-dense, low-satiety foods, the more likely we are to get hungry and overeat.
Think of it this way: you can only “afford” so many calories every day, whether dieting to lose fat or gain muscle, and you have to watch how you “spend” them.
When dieting for fat loss, you want to spend the majority of your calories on foods that allow you to hit your daily macro- and micronutrient needs without “overdrafting” your energy balance “account.” (I know, I’m getting carried away with this financial metaphor, but bear with me.)
When dieting for muscle growth, you have quite a few more calories to spend every day. This makes it easier to hit both your macronutrient and micronutrient targets with calories to spare, which you can then spend on, well, whatever you want.
Now, don’t mistake this section as me railing against eating healthy foods. I’m not a fan of the people trying to prove that you can “eat junk and get shredded.” Long-term health matters more than getting super lean while eating boxes of Pop Tarts every week.
Instead, here is my rule of thumb: take an 80-20 split.
If you get the majority (~80%) of your calories from relatively unprocessed, nutrient-dense foods, you can fill the remaining 20% with your favorite dietary sins and be healthy, muscular, and lean.
NUTRIENT TIMING
Last on the pyramid, and lowest in importance, is nutrient timing.
The Cliffs Notes version here is that when and how often you eat doesn’t really matter.
Increasing meal frequency doesn’t speed up your metabolism.19 Eating carbs at night doesn’t make you fat.20 The “post-workout anabolic window” is more fiction than fact.21
One of the many beauties of our bodies is they are incredibly good at adapting to meet the demands we place on them. So long as you get the other points of the pyramid right—proper energy balance, good macronutrient breakdown, and smart food choices—you have a lot of leeway here at the top.
You can eat three or thirteen meals per day. You can eat 80% of your carbohydrates at breakfast, dinner, or after your workout. You’re not on the clock after a workout, slowly losing the fruits of your labor until you chug a shake.
THE BOTTOM LINE
If you’ve struggled to find a diet that actually works, that doesn’t make you a slave to arbitrary rules and restrictions, that is enjoyable enough to be a lifestyle and not an ordeal, you now know the way.
Learn how to manipulate energy balance, keep protein intake high and adjust carbohydrate and fat to meet your needs and preferences, eat a wide variety of nutritious foods “supplemented” with some indulgences, and eat on a schedule you prefer, and you’ll never look back.
CHAPTER SUMMARY
A century of metabolic research has proven, beyond the shadow of a doubt, that energy balance, operating according to the first law of thermodynamics, is the basic mechanism that regulates fat storage and reduction.
Eat too little protein while restricting your calories for fat loss and you’ll lose a significant amount of muscle as well.
Eat too little protein while eating a surplus of calories to maximize muscle growth and you’ll build less muscle.
If you’re relatively lean and aren’t dieting for fat loss, you should set your protein intake at 0.8 to 1 gram of protein per pound of body weight per day.
If you’re relatively lean and are dieting for fat loss, you should increase your intake slightly to 1 to 1.2 grams per pound of body weight per day.
If you’re overweight or obese, your first priority should be fat loss, and your protein intake should be set at 1 to 1.2 grams per pound of lean mass per day.
So long as you maintain a proper calorie deficit and keep your protein intake high, you’re going to maximize fat loss while preserving as much lean mass as possible. Going low-carb as well won’t help you lose more fat.
Foods don’t have any special properties that make them better or worse for weight loss or gain.
Generally speaking, foods that are “good” for weight loss are those that are relatively low in calories but high in volume (and thus satiating).
Foods conducive to weight gain are the opposite: high in calories and low in volume and satiety. These foods include the obvious like caloric beverages, candy, and other sugar-laden goodies, but quite a few “healthy” foods fall into this category as well: oils, bacon, butter, low-fiber fruits, and whole-fat dairy products, for example.
You can eat three or thirteen meals per day. You can eat 80% of your carbohydrates at breakfast, dinner, or after your workout. You’re not on the clock after a workout, slowly losing gains until you chug a shake.
There is evidence that eating protein in particular after a workout is better for long-term muscle growth.
HOW TO GET THE BODY YOU WANT WITH FLEXIBLE DIETING
“Little triumphs are the pennies of self-esteem.”
FLORENCE KING
If you dread the idea of dieting, I understand. Most diets feel more like punishment than self-improvement.
Instead of educating you on how the metabolism truly works and giving you the tools you need to manage it effectively, most diet “gurus” resort to fear mongering and food restriction instead.
If you want to lose fat or build “lean muscle,” they say, you can kiss just about everything you like eating goodbye.
Grains, anything containing gluten or sugar, high-glycemic carbs, red meat, processed foods, fruit, dairy, caloric beverages, granola, it’s all gotta go.
All your toys. Throw them all into the fire.
Well, what if I told you that you could dramatically transform your body while eating foods you actually like, every day, seven days per week?
What if all you had to do to build muscle and lose fat was follow a handful of flexible dietary guidelines, not starve and deprive yourself?
And what if I promised you could forever break free of the restrictions and anxieties most people associate with dieting and learn to love it instead?
Too good to be true, you think? Downrightheresy?
I know. I used to think the same thing. I now know the truth, though, and in this chapter, I’m going to break it all down for you.
WHY FLEXIBLE DIETING ISN’T A “DIET”
What kind of “diet” worth a damn involves being less strict about the foods you eat? How can you possibly lose fat eating bucketfuls of carbs every day? Which self-respecting “dieter” would dare eat sugary treats with a clean conscience?
Such questions represent some of the common criticisms of flexible dieting. They also show why it’s often considered the “anti-diet.”
Much of the controversy stems from the fact that flexible dieting means different things to different people. And, like a superpower, it can be used for good or evil.
So, for the sake of thoroughness, let’s start with something of an outline for flexible dieting. Here’s how it shakes out:
1. How much you eat is more important than what you eat.
2. You should tailor your daily food choices to your preferences, goals, and lifestyle.
3. Forgive dietary lapses. “Keep calm and carry on.”
4. Long-term compliance is the key to sustainable improvements.
Basically, flexible dieting is a way to take your body’s basic energy and nutritional needs and turn them into an eating regimen that you actually enjoy.
Thou shalt not deprive yourself of foods you like.
Thou shalt eat on a schedule you like.
Thou shalt view dieting as a lifestyle, not a “quick fix.”
Thou shalt accept dietary blunders and calmly get back in the saddle.
These are the commandments of flexible dieting. And they’re getting more and more popular because they work.
Now, that all sounds good in theory, but you’re probably wondering how the hell it plays out in practical terms. Let’s find out.
HOW FLEXIBLE DIETING WORKS
Let’s take a look at each of the points above to gain a better understanding of how to make flexible dieting work.
HOW MUCH YOU EAT IS MORE IMPORTANT THAN WHAT YOU EAT
As you know, “clean eaters” have their hearts in the right place, but their dieting philosophy isn’t geared toward fat loss or muscle gain.
Sure, eating plenty of nutritious foods is important for overall health and longevity, but as you know, there are no foods that directly cause weight loss or weight gain.1
Sugar isn’t your enemy and “healthy fats” aren’t your savior.
The key to understanding these “shocking” statements is understanding the concept of “energy balance,” which you learned about in the previous chapter.
A “negative energy balance” or “calorie deficit” results in weight loss, and a “positive energy balance” or “calorie surplus” results in weight gain.
Thus, in this sense, a calorie is a calorie.
Eat too much of the “cleanest” foods in the world—I’m looking at you, avocado toast—and you will gain weight.
Maintain a calorie deficit while following a “gas station diet” of the most nutritionally bankrupt crap you can find and you will lose weight.
TAILOR YOUR DAILY FOOD CHOICES TO YOUR PREFERENCES, GOALS, AND LIFESTYLE
You should eat foods you like. Every meal. Every day. For the rest of your life.
Yes, you read that right.
And no, I’m not talking about only getting to choose from foods generally recognized as “healthy,” like fruits, vegetables, nuts, and seeds.
If you want to maximize your health, longevity, and overall well-being, you want to get the majority of your calories from these types of foods. That’s true.
But once you’re doing that, you “earn” the right to also eat foods often demonized as “unhealthy,” like pizza, pasta, ice cream, cereal, bagels, and French fries.
My “daily indulgences” range from ice cream to chocolate to muffins to pancakes with syrup to cookies. It just depends on what I’m in the mood for and how many calories I can “afford.”
This all applies regardless of your body goals as well.
You can be as lean, muscular, and as healthy as you want with flexible dieting, eating just as I outline above.
And this isn’t theory—I’m speaking from experience. I maintain my physique by practicing what I preach:
Flexible dieting exactly as laid out in this chapter.
4 to 6 hours of weightlifting per week.
1 hour of high intensity interval training per week.
Smart use of supplements.
That’s it.
Every day I eat several servings of fruits, vegetables, and high-quality proteins as well as foods that are “supposed” to make me fat and unhealthy, like grains, dairy, and sugar.
The key is balance. Eat more nutritious than non-nutritious foods and exercise regularly (with an emphasis on resistance training) and you’ve got it made.
FORGIVE DIETARY LAPSES “KEEP CALM AND CARRY ON”
Highly restrictive, very low-calorie diets lead to cravings. Cravings lead to “cheating.” Cheating leads to bingeing. And bingeing leads to quitting.
Sound familiar? It should. It’s the slippery slope of mainstream dieting, and millions of people tumble down it every year.
Flexible dieting is the most effective tool I know for breaking this cycle.
When you eat foods you like, balance your macronutrient intake properly, and only moderately restrict your calories, dietary “magic” happens. The psychological burden almost completely disappears, and you no longer have to battle the stomach demons that clamor for more food.
Losing weight becomes easy. Enjoyable, even.
That said, it doesn’t mean you’re never going to slip up. You might be hungrier than usual one day and roll with it. For instance, it’s really easy to overeat at social events or when you’ve had a stressful week at work.
So you had a couple scoops of ice cream, effectively halving your calorie deficit for the day. Big deal.
So you took it further and overate for a few days, putting yourself in a slight calorie surplus, and gained a little fat as a result.
You’ve set yourself back what? A few days? A week, even?
Who cares? Keep calm and carry on.
Even a moderate weekend binge doesn’t necessarily cause as much fat gain as you might think. Again, you’re looking at no more than a week or two of “damage” to undo.
And that’s okay. There’s no need for self-loathing or guilt bingeing.
Instead, I suggest that we should just plan for minor setbacks. Every so often you’re going to eat more than you intended. You don’t have to fear it.
LONG-TERM COMPLIANCE IS THE KEY TO SUSTAINABLE IMPROVEMENTS
“The best diet is the one you can stick to.”
There’s a lot of truth in that old saw. It captures the essence of successful dieting: sticking to the plan well enough and long enough to achieve and maintain the results you want.
Notice my emphasis on sustainable results that you can maintain.
That’s the real goal. Not rapidly losing weight with a crash diet and then, when you can suffer it no longer, ballooning back to your previous self… or worse.
Flexible dieting makes reaching your body composition goals straightforward and pain-free. It’s also, well, flexible enough to accommodate just about any lifestyle and become a long-term habit, not a “quick fix.”
GETTING STARTED WITH FLEXIBLE DIETING
Okay, now that I’ve (hopefully) sold you on giving flexible dieting a try, let’s put some rubber on the road.
First, a couple ground rules:
GET THE MAJORITY (80%+) OF YOUR DAILY CALORIES FROM RELATIVELY UNPROCESSED, NUTRITIOUS FOODS
I know I’m repeating myself here, but I’m doing it for your own good.
Just because you can eat a bunch of junk food and “fit your macros” doesn’t mean you should. Remember that your body needs adequate fiber and a wide spectrum of vitamins and minerals to function optimally. I’m sorry to say that ice cream, Fruity Pebbles, and brownies won’t get you there.
Here’s a handy list of tasty, nutrient-dense foods that I eat regularly:
Dark, leafy greens (kale and spinach, mainly), bell pepper, Brussels sprout, mushroom, onion, tomato, white potato, sweet potato, berries, whole wheat, cheese and yogurt, egg, beans (black and pinto), pecan, almond, oats, rice (white and brown), lean beef, chicken, and turkey.
If I wanted even more variety, that list could go on and on. And your list may look totally different. But you get the idea.
EAT ON A SCHEDULE THAT FITS YOUR PREFERENCES AND LIFESTYLE
We recall that when you eat your food doesn’t matter.
So long as you’re managing your energy and macronutrient balances properly, meal timing and frequency aren’t going to help or hinder your results.
That said, if you’re serious about weightlifting and gaining lean muscle mass, you should know that eating protein and carbohydrate before and after resistance training can help you build muscle faster.2
So, if you’re lifting weights regularly, I do recommend you consume 30 to 40 grams of protein both before and after your workouts.
Regarding carbohydrate intake, 30 to 50 grams of carbs before a workout can be great for boosting performance, and 1 gram per kilogram of body weight is sufficient for post-workout needs.
HOW TO CREATE YOUR FLEXIBLE DIETING PLAN
By now I’m sure you’re beginning to see the real beauty of flexible dieting. This is going to be the easiest diet plan you’ve ever made.
Let’s break this down into two goals: fat loss and muscle growth.
FLEXIBLE DIETING FOR LOSING FAT
As you know, the key to losing fat is maintaining a calorie deficit over time. So the first step is working out how many calories you should be eating.
Your body requires a certain amount of energy to stay alive. Every cell in your body needs a steady supply of fuel to do its job, and it must ultimately obtain this fuel from the food we eat.
The 24-hour measurement of how much energy your body uses to perform all basic functions related to staying alive (excluding any and all physical activity) is known as your basal metabolic rate, or BMR.
Basal means “forming a base, fundamental.” Metabolic means related to the metabolism, which is “the physical and chemical processes in an organism by which it produces, maintains, and destroys material substances, and by which it makes energy available.”
Basal metabolic rate can increase or decrease based on long-term dietary and exercise patterns (this is known as “metabolic adaptation” and is a fascinating subject unto itself) but a formula like the Katch McArdle will predict most people’s BMR with a high degree of accuracy.
Here’s how it works:
BMR = 370 + (21.6 * LBM)
LBM refers to lean body mass, which refers to the nonfat components of the human body (and it’s in kilograms for this calculation).
You calculate LBM by subtracting your body fat weight from your total body weight, giving you the weight of everything but your body fat.
Here’s how it looks:
LBM = (1 – BF%*) total body weight
*expressed as decimal numeral
For instance, I’m 191 pounds at about 8 percent body fat, so my LBM is calculated like this:
1 – 0.08 = 0.92
0.92 191 = 176 lbs. (LBM)
There are 2.2 pounds in a kilogram, so here is the formula to calculate my BMR:
176 / 2.2 = 80 kg
370 + (21.6 * 80) = 2,098 calories per day
This BMR calculation doesn’t give you a definitive answer to how much energy your body burns while at rest, but it’s fairly accurate for most people.
Now, when you want to know the approximate amount of additional energy you burn through physical activity, you want to know your “total daily energy expenditure,” or “TDEE.”
This is the grand total of energy that your body burns in a 24-hour period, and it too changes from day to day (some days you move more and some days less).
Once you know your BMR, you can calculate your TDEE by multiplying it as follows:
By 1.2 if you exercise 1 to 3 hours per week.
By 1.35 if you exercise 4 to 6 hours per week.
By 1.5 if you exercise vigorously for 6 or more hours per week.
The resulting number will be a fairly accurate measurement of the average total energy your body burns every day.
If you ate that amount of calories every day, your weight would remain more or less the same. Thus, to reduce your weight, you have to eat less… but how much less?
Calculate your calorie deficit.
When you want to lose fat, I recommend a moderate calorie deficit of 20 to 25%. Anything larger can cause unwanted side effects associated with “starvation dieting.”
This means that you want to set your daily calorie intake at 75 to 80% of your calculated total daily energy expenditure (TDEE).
For example, my average daily TDEE is about 3,000 calories, so when I want to lose weight, I set my intake at about 2,300 calories.
Determine your macronutrient targets
Now that you have your calorie target worked out, it’s time to turn it into protein, carbohydrate, and fat targets.
Here’s how to do it:
If you’re in a normal body fat range (up to 20% in men and 30% in women), eat 1.2 grams of protein per pound of body weight.
If you’re obese (a man over 25% body fat or a woman over 35%), eat 1 gram of protein per pound of lean body mass.
Eat 0.2 grams of fat per pound of body weight.
Get the rest of your calories from carbohydrate.
Here’s how it plays out for me:
Body Weight: 191 pounds
Calorie Intake: 2,300
230 grams of protein = 920 calories
(1 gram of protein is approximately 4 calories)
40 grams of fat = 360 calories
(1 gram of carbohydrate is also approximately 4 calories)
255 grams of carbohydrate = 1020 calories
(1 gram of fat is approximately 9 calories)
So, now that you have your numbers, it’s time to turn them into a meal plan that you will enjoy.
First, make a list of foods you’d like to eat every day and head over to a resource like www.calorieking.com to learn their macronutrient profiles. Many people like to use Excel for this, listing the foods and their protein, carbohydrate, fat, and calorie numbers in side-by-side columns.
Then, start piecing together meals using those foods until you’re happy with the setup and your total daily intake is within 50 calories of your target.
Once you’ve made your plan, you now stick to it every day. If, along the way, you get tired of a certain food or meal, simply replace it with something else you’d like to eat that fits your numbers.
It’s that simple!
FLEXIBLE DIETING FOR BUILDING MUSCLE
When you want to lose fat, you eat less than your TDEE. When you want to maximize muscle growth, you eat a bit more.
When you want to maximize muscle growth, you should eat about 10% more than your average TDEE. This slight calorie surplus allows your body to grow as efficiently as possible.
The macronutrient breakdown for “bulking” is different as well:
Eat 1 gram of protein per pound of body weight.
Eat 0.3 grams of fat per pound of body weight.
Get the rest of your calories from carbohydrate.
So for me (and numbers are rounded for simplicity’s sake):
190 grams of protein = 760 calories
60 grams of fat = 540 calories
500 grams of carbohydrate = 2,000 calories
WHY COUNTING CALORIES DOESN’T (SEEM TO) WORK FOR EVERYONE
I’ve helped thousands of people build muscle and lose fat, and here are the most common reasons why people struggle with counting calories or think it doesn’t work.
They hate the idea of having to plan and track what they eat
Some people see meal planning or tracking intake with something like My Fitness Pal as a psychological burden.
Others have a lifestyle that involves a lot of unplanned meals prepared by others, which are basically impossible to measure in terms of calories.
Well, in my experience, when these people see how effortless weight loss is with calorie counting and flexible dieting, most never look back.
The changes may feel burdensome at first, but the payoff is immense: no hunger; no cravings; and no crossing your fingers, hoping that this is the diet that finally works.
They hate the idea of having to restrict their eating in any way
Some people have a strange relationship with food.
They want to eat what they want when they want, and they don’t want to feel like a “slave” to the oppressive calorie count.
In my experience, these people find it harder to change. They will try anything—fad diets, cleanses, weight loss pills, etc.—before finally submitting to the master of energy balance and often choose to stay fat and wait for the next “metabolic miracle” over counting a calorie.
They overeat regularly
This is, of course, all too common.
A few extra bites at breakfast…a double portion of dressing at lunch…a little unplanned dessert at dinner.
All these “little” portions of extra calories add up and can easily negate the moderate calorie deficit you’re trying to maintain on a daily basis.
The solution is simple: every single thing that goes into your mouth every day should be planned or tracked.
They don’t measure and weigh food correctly
This is the accidental version of the above mistake. Instead of knowingly overeating, many people unknowingly do so through imprecise food measuring.
For example, according to the nutrition facts panel of my oatmeal, a dry cup contains 300 calories. I want to eat some, so I get my measuring cup out, fill it to the brim (a “slightly heaping” cup, if you will), and log 300 calories. But I’m wrong—it’s actually just over 360 calories of oatmeal.
What tripped me up here is simple human error. “One cup” can be over- or under-shot.
What I should have done instead was weigh the oatmeal in grams. Eighty grams of dry oatmeal is eighty grams, no more and no less, and therefore is about 300 calories.
Anyway, I fail to do this and overeat by about 50 calories in that meal, and life goes on.
A few hours later, I want some peanut butter, so I decide to eat two tablespoons, which is 188 calories according to the label. Out comes the tablespoon, and I fill it with creamy nut butter, slightly above the rim, which I savor oh so sweetly.
The problem is 188 calories of peanut butter weighs 32 grams but my slightly overzealous scooping gave me 40 grams, which contains 235 calories.
I then repeat this same mistake a few more times—with my ketchup at dinner, my cream in my coffee, and my chocolate squares for dessert—and I’ve successfully erased my calorie deficit for the day without even realizing it.
They cheat like a competitive eater
I recommend having a moderate cheat meal every week when you’re dieting.
It’s a nice psychological boost and, depending on where you are in terms of body fat percentage, it can help keep the weight loss going.
Notice that I said one moderate cheat MEAL, though. Not a cheat DAY or an all-out binge meal, because either can undo some or all of a week’s worth of fat loss. (Note that super-fatty meals with alcohol are the absolute worst.)
So, when you’re cheating, you can end the day a few hundred calories above your normal daily intake, but don’t go crazy.
If you need to, you can even reduce your carbohydrate and fat intake throughout the day to “save up” calories for the larger meal and thus keep your overall intake for the day in a reasonable range.
They calculate their total daily energy expenditure (TDEE) incorrectly
Unfortunately, this is really easy to do because the activity multipliers of scientific formulas commonly used to calculate TDEE are just too high. This is something most bodybuilders know but most “laymen” don’t.
That’s why the activity multipliers I’ve given in this book are slightly lower than what you typically find in calorie calculators.
Their metabolisms need to be “fixed”
When many people want to lose weight, they dramatically reduce calorie intake and dramatically increase energy output through many hours of exercise each week.
This approach will work for a time, but it will ultimately fail.
Why?
Because your body adapts to the amount of energy you feed it. Its general goal is to balance energy intake with output (to erase your calorie deficit).
You see, when you place your body in a calorie deficit, your metabolism naturally begins slowing down (burning less energy).3 The more you restrict your calories, the faster and greater the down-regulation.4
Another adaptation that occurs is a reduction in the amount of spontaneous activity like walking around while on the phone, hopping to the bathroom, drumming your fingers when you read, or bobbing your legs when you think.5
The energy burned by these activities is known as non-exercise activity thermogenesis, or NEAT, and it plays a much larger role in total daily energy expenditure than most people realize.
Research shows that NEAT can vary by up to 2,000 calories per day among individuals.6 The same research indicates that people could burn an additional 350 calories per day by taking simple actions to increase movement every day, like taking the stairs when possible, walking relatively short distances instead of driving, doing some chores instead of watching TV, etc.
Yet another factor is how much energy you burn while exercising.
It stands to reason that when you reduce your body weight, you also reduce the amount of energy expended during exercise (it costs more energy to move a heavier body). Research shows that this is the case.7
There’s more to this than meets the eye, however, because studies have shown that when restricting calories for weight loss, energy expenditure is less than normal even when body weight is artificially increased with a weight vest.8
So, as you can see, the body has several ways to reduce energy expenditure and match intake with output. And when this happens, weight loss can stall despite a very low-calorie diet and large amount of exercise.
Most people in this rut don’t understand what is happening physiologically and fight fire with fire: further calorie reduction or more exercise, which only results in more metabolic slowdown.
This can become a vicious cycle.
This process of dramatically and chronically slowing one’s metabolic rate is often referred to as metabolic “adaptation” or even “damage,” and fortunately, it can be resolved through a simple process known as “reverse dieting.”
You can learn more about reverse dieting here: http://www.muscleforlife.com/reverse-diet/
They are impatient
Whenever someone writes me complaining about not losing weight, I always ask for the specifics.
Are they not losing any weight? For how long has this been going on? Are they looking leaner? Is their waist shrinking (which is a reliable sign of fat loss)?
The answers I receive are almost always along these lines:
“Well, I’ve lost about 1 pound per week, but shouldn’t I be losing more?” or “I haven’t lost weight in the last 4 days,” or “I can’t see my abs yet,” and so on.
The point is that these people are usually making good progress with their weight loss goals but they have unrealistic, unachievable standards.
Standards that are often fueled by ridiculous, misleading 2- and 3-month transformations featured on big fitness websites or major network reality shows.
If you’re losing about 1 pound per 7 to 10 days, you’re doing great. Keep it up.
If your weight is more or less the same after 7 to 10 days, however, you simply need to move more or eat less.
They focus too much on the scale
While the scale moving down is clearly a good indicator, it’s not the final word.
Especially not if you’re weightlifting for the first time, because this alone will increase your body weight through muscle growth—yes, it’s possible to build muscle and lose fat simultaneously—and additional glycogen (a form of carbohydrate that your body uses for energy) and water storage in the muscles you’re training.
If people don’t know this, however, they can be baffled as to why their pants are fitting looser and they’re looking leaner yet their weight has remained exactly the same.
All that’s happening is the additional muscle-related weight is “replacing” the weight of the fat lost.
Remember that body composition is the real key here, not just weight. We want to see your muscle mass going up and body fat percentage going down, which is more accurately assessed by the mirror and a waist measurement than a scale.
If, however, the scale, mirror, and waist measurements are all staying the same for 7 to 10 days, then it’s time to change something.
These are the most common reasons people fail or feel like they’re failing with counting calories. Avoid these pitfalls and follow the tips in this chapter and you’ll have tremendous success with it and even find it enjoyable.
THE BOTTOM LINE
If you’re skeptical about the workability of flexible dieting, I understand. I was pretty sure it was a complete waste of time when I first found it, but I quickly discovered otherwise.
You can eat the foods you like and have the body you want.
That’s the big promise of flexible dieting and, as you’ll soon see for yourself, it keeps its word.
Happy “dieting”!
CHAPTER SUMMARY
If you get 80% of your daily calories from relatively unprocessed, nutrient-dense foods, you can fill the remaining 20% with foods most diet “gurus” frown upon.
Every so often you’re going to eat more than you intended. You don’t have to fear it.
If you want to lose weight, I recommend a moderate calorie deficit of 20 to 25%. Anything larger can cause unwanted side effects associated with “starvation dieting.”
When you want to maximize muscle growth, you should eat about 10% more than your average total daily energy expenditure.
A lot of “little” portions of extra calories add up and can easily negate the moderate calorie deficit you’re trying to maintain on a daily basis.
When you’re “cheating,” you can end the day a few hundred calories above your normal daily intake, but don’t go crazy.
The body has several ways to reduce energy expenditure and match intake with output. And when this happens, weight loss can stall despite a very low-calorie diet and large amount of exercise.
If you’re losing about 1 pound per 7 to 10 days, you’re doing great. Keep it up. If your weight is more or less the same after 7 to 10 days, however, you simply need to move more or eat less.
We want to see your muscle mass going up and body fat percentage going down, which is more accurately assessed by the mirror and a waist measurement than a scale.
If the scale, mirror, and waist measurements are all staying the same for 7 to 10 days, then it’s time to change something.
HOW TO EAT RIGHT WITHOUT OBSESSING OVER EVERY CALORIE
“Sometimes magic is just someone spending more time on something than anyone else might reasonably expect.”
CHRIS JONES
While calorie counting is the easiest way to lose weight reliably while eating foods you love, if you’re not looking to lose weight, you can look and feel great without breaking out a calculator every time you eat.
This is because maintaining a certain body composition allows for a relatively laidback approach to dieting, which is guided by smart food choices and your natural appetite.
In this chapter, I’m going to share with you some simple dietary guidelines that will help you establish healthy dietary habits conducive to staying lean without planning or tracking everything you eat.
EAT A HIGH-PROTEIN DIET
Every few months some new fancy, faddish diet pops up on TV shows, in magazines, and on book bestseller lists that claims to be everything your hungry little heart can desire.
You know the pitch: easy weight loss, sky-high energy levels, perfect health, superhuman longevity, and on and on. Depending on whom you listen to, it all can get quite confusing.
Some regimens get more right than wrong and will be around for a while (Paleo and Mediterranean dieting, for example), while others just can’t live up to the hype (the current low-carb craze), and others still are more harmful than helpful and, hopefully, will fade away into obscurity (the HCG diet and other forms of starvation dieting come to mind).
Well, the biggest common denominator among the better diets of the lot is that they entail eating plenty of protein.
Let’s quickly discuss the major benefits of high-protein dieting.
YOU BUILD MORE MUSCLE AND GET STRONGER ON A HIGH-PROTEIN DIET
Muscle tissue is primarily composed of protein, so it shouldn’t be a surprise that a high-protein diet helps you build it faster. And with more muscle comes more strength.
You see, when you train your muscles, you’re simultaneously damaging and breaking down muscle tissue and beginning a process known as “protein synthesis” whereby the body creates (synthesizes) new muscle proteins to replace and add to the damaged tissues.
This is why exercise, and resistance training in particular, increases the protein needs of the body1 and why a high-protein diet helps you build more muscle and strength.1
YOU LOSE MORE FAT AND LESS MUSCLE ON A HIGH-PROTEIN DIET
When you want to get leaner, the goal isn’t just “weight loss”—it’s fat loss.
That is, the goal is to lose fat and not muscle, and research clearly shows that a high-protein diet is better for both losing fat faster2 and preserving muscle.2 You simply lose more fat and less muscle on a high-protein diet than a low-protein one.
Furthermore, research shows that a high-protein diet is easier to stick to when in a calorie deficit because it results in less mood disturbance, stress, fatigue, and diet dissatisfaction than lower-protein diets, and improved dietary compliance means better fat loss results in the end.3
YOU FEEL FULLER ON A HIGH-PROTEIN DIET
One of the biggest dietary obstacles people run into is plain old hunger, especially when restricting calories for fat loss.
It can be incredibly hard to regulate food intake when your stomach feels like a grumbling pit all day, and a high-protein diet can help.
Specifically, research shows that increasing protein intake decreases appetite through several mechanisms, including favorably altering hormones related to hunger and fullness.4
This satiating effect not only applies to a high-protein diet in general but to individual meals as well: research shows that high-protein meals are more satiating than high-fat meals, which means you feel fuller longer, making you less likely to overeat.5
YOU PRESERVE MORE MUSCLE AS YOU AGE ON A HIGH-PROTEIN DIET
The degenerative loss of muscle associated with aging (known as sarcopenia) is debilitative and, ultimately, life threatening. Research shows that the more muscle you lose as you age, the more likely you are to die of various causes related to injury and disease.6
Elderly people can’t use protein as efficiently as younger folk and thus need significantly more protein. This is why a high-protein diet is an effective way to help mitigate or even prevent the effects of sarcopenia, especially when combined with resistance training (yes, even the elderly can build muscle!).7
As an added bonus, a high-protein diet also reduces the risk of osteoporosis, another serious health risk associated with aging.8
WHAT CONSTITUTES A HIGH-PROTEIN DIET, EXACTLY?
As you know, the question of how much protein to eat is fairly complex, but when you review the large amount of literature available, a general consensus emerges:
If you’re relatively lean and not in a calorie deficit, 0.8 to 1 gram of protein per pound of body weight is enough to reap the many benefits of a high-protein diet.
This also jives with the “gym lore” that bodybuilders have sworn by for decades: 1 gram of protein per pound of body weight.
If you’re relatively lean and in a calorie deficit, 1 to 1.2 grams of protein per pound of body weight is probably best.
Research shows that restricting calories increases the protein needs of resistance-trained athletes, especially as leanness increases (the leaner you are, the more protein your body will need to preserve muscle while in a calorie deficit).9
If you’re obese (over 25% body fat in men and over 35% in women), 1 gram of protein per pound of lean mass is adequate.
EAT PLENTY OF LOW-CALORIE, FIBROUS FOODS
Fiber is an indigestible type of carbohydrate found in many types of foods, including fruits, vegetables, legumes, and grains. It comes in two forms: soluble and insoluble fiber.
Soluble fiber dissolves in water and tends to slow the movement of food through the digestive system.
Research has shown that soluble fiber is metabolized by bacteria in the colon and hence has little effect on stool weight.10 However, it can increase fecal output by stimulating the growth of healthy bacteria and fatty acids, and it is actually an important source of fuel for the colon.11
Some common sources of soluble fiber are beans, peas, oats, fruits like plums, bananas, and apples, vegetables like broccoli, sweet potatoes, and carrots, and nuts, with almonds being the highest in dietary fiber.
Insoluble fiber does not dissolve in water and contributes to stool weight.12 It bangs against the walls of the intestines, causing damage, but research has shown that this damage and the resulting repair and cellular regeneration is a healthy process.13
Some common sources of insoluble fiber are whole-grain foods like brown rice, barley, and wheat bran, beans, vegetables like peas, green beans, and cauliflower, avocado, and the skins of some fruits like plums, grapes, kiwis, and tomatoes.
Fibrous foods with a high water content, like most vegetables and some fruits, are great for maintaining health and preventing weight gain.
They’re extremely filling despite being low in calories, which helps regulate overall daily calorie intake, and are packed with vital micronutrients.
My favorite fibrous fruits and veggies include apples, bananas, Brussels sprouts, spinach, and oranges. The USDA recommends that adults eat 2 to 3 cups of both fruits and vegetables per day, and I’ve found this works extremely well for preserving both health and body composition.
LIMIT YOUR INTAKE OF LOW-QUALITY FATS
Fats help your body absorb the other nutrients that you give it; they nourish the nervous system, help maintain cell integrity, regulate hormone levels; and much more.
Not all fats are the same, though. Some types improve your health while others harm it.
Healthy fats are found in non-fried plant oils like olive oil, coconut oil, and peanut oil; nuts, seeds, and butters made from them; dairy products; and high-quality meat and seafood, like wild-caught fish and lean cuts of free-range animals fed natural diets.
There is abundant evidence in the literature of the health benefits conferred by these foods.
For example, research shows that regular nut consumption increases longevity, olive oil reduces systemic inflammation, certain fish abundant in omega-3 fatty acids protect your brain against the effects of aging, and that people that eat the most dairy are less likely to develop heart disease and diabetes than those that eat less.14
Unhealthy fats are found in fried foods like potato chips, donuts, and fried chicken; processed meats like low-quality sausage, cold cuts, beef jerky, cured meats, and hot dogs; and packaged foods like pastries, breakfast cereal, microwave popcorn, frozen pizza, and low-quality yogurt and peanut butter.
Again, the evidence is clear that these types of foods are inherently bad for the body.
Regular consumption of fried foods is associated with obesity and various types of chronic disease like hypertension, heart disease, and cancer. Processed meats contain various carcinogenic chemicals, and many packaged foods contain a processed form of fat called trans fat, which has been shown to increase the risk of heart disease, diabetes, infertility, and more.15
Trans fat is a scientifically modified form of saturated fat used to extend the shelf life of food and improve palatability. Meat and dairy products also contain miniscule amounts of trans fats, but these molecules are different than what we find in TV dinners.
The most common forms of trans fats added to foods are hydrogenated and partially hydrogenated oils (oils that have hydrogen atoms added to them). Any food that contains “hydrogenated oil” or “partially hydrogenated oil” contains trans fats.
The big problem with trans fats is how little it takes to affect our health adversely. One study conducted with over 120,000 female nurses found that replacing just 2% of daily calories with trans fats doubled the risk of heart disease.16
This is why the Institute of Medicine recommends that your trans fat intake be “as low as possible” and why the American Heart Association recommends you eat less than 2 grams of trans fat per day. Personally, I completely avoid foods with added trans fats, and I recommend that you do the same. (Sure, you can eat some now and then and be fine, but I wouldn’t make it a regular part of my diet.)
Avoiding trans fats isn’t as simple as finding foods with labels claiming them to be trans fat free, though. To meet the FDA’s definition of “zero grams trans fat per serving,” food doesn’t have to contain no trans fats—it must simply contain less than one gram of trans fats per tablespoon, no more than 7% trans fats by weight, or less than 0.5 grams per serving. So if a bag of cookies contains 0.49 grams of trans fat per serving, the manufacturer can claim it’s trans fat free on the packaging.
These “fake zero” products are a problem when we’re supposed to eat less than 2 grams of trans fat per day, so keep that in mind when choosing which foods to eat daily.
You should also limit your intake of unhealthy fats because of the biopsychology of consuming such foods. Foods with high levels of unhealthy fats are often very tasty and calorie-dense as well, which can promote overeating.17
Notice that I’m advising you to limit your in-take of unhealthy fats. I’m not forbidding them. And that’s because if you have a generally healthy diet and exercise regularly, you can occasionally eat unhealthy foods without harming your health.
That is, you can use diet and exercise to get your body into such a good state of health that sporadic “lapses” have no long-term consequences.
GET THE MAJORITY OF YOUR DIETARY FAT FROM FISH, NUTS, AND OILS
These foods are high in unsaturated fat, which is a form of fat that’s liquid at room temperature.
Research shows that unsaturated fats improve heart health, lower blood pressure levels, and decrease the risk of heart disease, stroke, and diabetes.18
This is why the American Heart Association recommends that you get the majority (i.e. over 50%) of your daily fat calories from unsaturated fats.
This is easy to do. A tablespoon of olive oil on a salad, for example, provides 12 grams of unsaturated fat, a handful of almonds about 9 grams, and a 4-ounce serving of salmon about 11 grams.
KEEP YOUR INTAKE OF SATURATED FATS RELATIVELY LOW (LESS THAN 10% OF YOUR TOTAL DAILY CALORIES)
Saturated fat is found in foods like meat, dairy products, eggs, coconut oil, bacon fat, and lard. If a fat is solid at room temperature, it’s a saturated fat.
The long-held belief that saturated fat increases the risk of heart disease has been challenged by recent research.19
This has been a boon to various diet “gurus” that promote high-fat eating, and as a result, we’ve seen a veritable renaissance of meat and dairy consumption.
The problem here is that the research used to promote this movement has also been severely criticized by prominent nutrition and cardiology researchers for various flaws and omissions.20
These scientists maintain that there is a strong association between high intake of saturated fatty acids and heart disease and that we should follow the generally accepted dietary guidelines for saturated fat intake (less than 10% of daily calories) until we know more.
Given the research currently available, I don’t think we can safely say that we can eat all the saturated fats we want without any health consequences. And I’d rather “play it safe” and wait for further research before jumping into the bandwagon.
The CDC gives several simple ways to reduce your intake of saturated fat:
Choose leaner cuts of meat that do not have a marbled appearance (i.e. where the fat appears embedded in the meat). Leaner cuts include round cuts and sirloin cuts. Trim all visible fat off meats before eating.
Remove the skin from chicken, turkey, and other poultry before cooking.
When reheating soups or stews, skim the solid fats from the top before heating.
Drink low-fat (1%) or fat-free (skim) milk rather than whole or 2% milk.
Buy low-fat or non-fat versions of your favorite cheeses and other milk or dairy products.
When you want a sweet treat, reach for a low-fat or fat-free version of your favorite ice cream or frozen dessert. These versions usually contain less saturated fat.
Choose baked goods, breads, and desserts that are low in saturated fat. You can find this information on the Nutrition Facts label.
Pay attention at snack time. Some convenience snacks such as sandwich crackers contain saturated fat. Choose instead to have non-fat or low-fat yogurt and a piece of fruit.
Don’t think you have to do all of these things. You can simply pick what suits your diet and preferences best.
Personally, I eat around 3,000 calories per day, which means my saturated fat intake should be under 35 grams per day (which contains about 315 calories). I eat lean, skin-free meats and low-fat dairy products, but I do prefer butter over a lowfat spread and 2% milk over fat-free.
LIMIT YOUR INTAKE OF OVERLY PROCESSED FOODS
Health and diet gurus love to demonize “processed foods” as the root of all dietary evils, but just about every food you can eat has been processed in one way or another.
In fact, we’ve been processing foods for thousands of years, and not all modern methods are bad. For example, the process whereby vegetables are blanched and frozen is an effective way to preserve freshness and nutritional value. Seeds must be pressed into oil, and milk must be pasteurized to kill certain bacteria.
On the other hand, however, there are numerous food processing strategies that can be harmful to our health, like increasing shelf life by adding trans fats and other preservatives; improving taste by adding large amounts of salt, sugar, and fat; and preserving meat by smoking, curing, salting, or adding preservatives.
As you now know, you don’t need to completely eliminate overly processed foods. You just need to limit them. Get the majority of your daily calories from relatively unprocessed foods and you’ll be fine.
Here are some practical ways to do this:
Don’t use store-bought salad dressings. Make your own from scratch. They taste better and are better for you.
Throw out the salty, fatty, and highly processed snack foods like chips, pretzels, sugary cereals, and the like. Fruits, nuts, granola, and nut butters are much better choices.
Cut out the nondairy creamers and go with products made with real dairy milk or soy- or nut-milks.
Get rid of light butters and vegetable spreads. Use regular butter instead.
Don’t drink sodas or fruit juices. Drink water instead. If you have trouble with the taste of water, try adding some fruit like strawberry, lemon, lime, or watermelon for flavor.
Keep your freezer full of frozen fruits and vegetables. Choose products marked with the USDA “U.S. Fancy” shield because these are higher quality than those graded “U.S. No. 1” or “U.S. No. 2.”
Choose whole grains over white. Switching from refined white bread, pasta, and rice to whole-grain counterparts is an easy way to increase the amount of fiber and other nutrients you get every day.
THE BOTTOM LINE
Counting or tracking calories and macronutrients is the surest way to guarantee results in your dieting, but I understand if you balk at the idea of doing this every meal for every day of the rest of your life.
Fortunately you don’t have to.
Instead, you can do what I do: plan and track your food intake when you want to maximize fat loss or maintain a very low body fat percentage (below 10% for men and below 20% for women). This is when you need to be very precise with your calories, which I covered in the previous chapter.
Otherwise, use the strategies in this chapter to stay healthy and prevent weight gain.
CHAPTER SUMMARY
Increasing protein intake decreases appetite through several mechanisms, including favorably altering hormones related to hunger and fullness.
Fibrous foods with high water content, like most vegetables and some fruits, are great for maintaining health and preventing weight gain.
Healthy fats are found in non-fried plant oils like olive, coconut, and peanut oil; nuts, seeds, and butters made from them; low-fat dairy products; and high-quality meat and seafood like wild-caught fish and lean cuts of free-range animals fed natural diets.
Unhealthy fats are found in fried foods like potato chips, donuts, and fried chicken; processed meats like low-quality sausage, cold cuts, bacon, jerky, cured meats, and hot dogs; and packaged foods like pastries, breakfast cereal, microwave popcorn, frozen pizza, and low-quality yogurt and peanut butter.
The Institute of Medicine recommends that your trans fat intake be “as low as possible,” and the American Heart Association recommends you eat less than 2 grams of trans fat per day.
The American Heart Association recommends that you get the majority (over 50%) of your daily fat calories from unsaturated fats.
We should follow the generally accepted dietary guidelines for saturated fat intake (i.e. less than 10% of daily calories) until we know more about their effects on our bodies.
ORGANIC OR CONVENTIONAL FOOD? A SCIENCE-BASED REVIEW
“When a man’s stomach is full it makes no difference whether he is rich or poor.”
EURIPEDES
A decade ago, the organic foods market was a piddling little niche that served a small share of consumers.
Today, it’s one of the hottest trends in all of food, with many major producers rapidly expanding their organic divisions and the majority of Americans at least occasionally buying organic products.
Is this just another fad? Are organic foods worth the added expense? Are they really that much better than conventional fare?
Well, many people swear by the health benefits of eating organic like it’s a religion, and some—the “non-believers”—claim it’s nothing more than a brilliant marketing ploy to inflate bottom lines.
Who’s right?
WHAT IS ORGANIC FOOD?
Before we dive into the advantages and disadvantages of organic foods, let’s take a moment to clarify what they actually are.
Organic crops are grown without the use of synthetic pesticides, genetic engineering, petroleum- and sewer-sludge-based fertilizers, or irradiation.
Organic livestock are raised without the use of antibiotics, growth hormones, or animal byproducts, and must have access to the outdoors and eat organic feed.
You can see why organic foods are an easy sell: the definitions alone imply benefits. It’s fair to assume that the fewer chemicals we ingest and the more natural a food is, the better. Like the multivitamin, many people buy organic foods on this “faith” alone.
In terms of labeling, it works like this …
LOOK FOR THE SEAL
For a food to be sold as organic, it must meet strict standards set by the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) on how it’s grown, handled, and processed. If a food meets these standards, it will feature the following seal:
Not all organic foods are the same, however.
100% Certified Organic
This label means that 100% of ingredients in a product, except salt and water, are organic.
Organic
This label means that 95% of the ingredients in a product, except salt and water, are organic.
Made with Organic Ingredients
This label means that 70% of the ingredients in a product, except salt and water, are organic.
WHAT ARE THE BENEFITS OF ORGANIC FOODS?
If I wanted to convince you that organic foods were a waste of money, I would parrot lines from a widely cited Stanford study that concluded, “The published literature lacks strong evidence that organic foods are significantly more nutritious than conventional foods.”1
And many people do just that, treating the matter like an open-and-shut case on Judge Judy.
This is lazy and misleading, however, because there’s a lot more to be considered in the scientific evaluation of organic foods.
First, the Stanford research has been lambasted by several authorities in the scientific community for cherry picking studies to support their conclusions and ignoring data that doesn’t, using vague terminology, and stretching their findings to “answer” questions it simply can’t (the most basic being “is organic food more nutritious or safer than conventional food?”).2
Second, when you take the time to dive into the details and review the many papers covered in the analysis, you find several clear benefits in eating organic food.
ORGANIC CROPS ARE MORE NUTRITIOUS THAN CONVENTIONAL CROPS
One example is a well-designed and exhaustive study that shows that organic farming produces crops with 10 to 30% more nutrients, with vitamin C, antioxidants, and phenolic acids tending to be higher in organic foods and vitamin A and protein higher in conventional foods.3
Interestingly, the study, which was conducted by a large team of specialists and led by a scientist from Newcastle University, involved the review of essentially the same literature as the controversial Stanford study, but with more rigorous criteria to judge the quality of research analyzed and significance of their findings.
Apparently the Stanford scientists didn’t feel a 10 to 30% increase in nutrient density was “significantly more nutritious” and thus dismissed it as unlikely to improve health.
This is an over-simplification, however, as relatively small increases in certain key nutrients would deliver health benefits to people eating an average Western diet.4
ORGANIC CROPS REDUCE YOUR EXPOSURE TO PESTICIDES
Research shows that organic crops are 85% less likely to contain pesticide residues than conventional foods, and at levels 10 to 100 times lower.5 Multiple pesticide residues are rare in organic foods, and high-risk pesticides are particularly rare.
Crops aren’t the only problem, either: conventional meats contain pesticides and other chemicals, which accumulate in adipose tissue.6
Furthermore, we should be concerned with the overall health risk posed by pesticide exposure, not just the number of residues we’re exposed to.
Case in point: research shows that switching from conventional to organic foods reduces the pesticide health risk by 94%, thanks to the overall reduction of pesticide exposure and the elimination of high-risk chemicals in particular.7
This is especially important for pregnant women as studies show that pre-natal exposure to organophosphates used in growing conventional foods increases the risk of their children developing autism, ADHD, and asthma.8
In children, these chemicals have been shown to increase the risk of cognitive deficits, including reduced IQ.9
The American Academy of Pediatrics has also weighed in the matter, recognizing that an organic diet reduces a child’s exposure to pesticides and may reduce the risk of diseases related to antibiotic resistance.10
ORGANIC MEATS CONTAIN LESS ANTIBIOTIC-RESISTANT BACTERIA
Antibiotic resistance in humans is a serious health problem, and research shows that ingesting meat from animals treated with antibiotics is a contributing factor.11
The reason for this is animals treated with antibiotics have become a fruitful source of antibiotic-resistant bacteria, which can then pass their resistance to other bacteria, and then from animal to man.12
Organic farmers aren’t allowed to use antibiotics to treat animals producing organic food, which is why research shows that the incidence of bacteria resistant to ampicillin is 66% lower in organic meats than conventional.13
ORGANIC MEATS DON’T CONTAIN GROWTH HORMONES THAT MAY BE HARMFUL TO YOUR HEALTH
Research conducted by the EU Scientific Committee on Veterinary Measures relating to Public Health (quite a mouthful) back in 1999 confirmed that the use of hormones in cattle posed a potential health risk to consumers, and scientific concern over the use of these drugs has only grown since.14
While the debate as to the long-term effects on humans continues, the general question is becoming how much of an impact it has, rather than if it has any impact at all, and research shows that the consumption of animals treated with hormones may have wider-ranging effects than we once believed.15
WHAT ARE THE DISADVANTAGES OF ORGANIC FOOD?
“So what’s the catch with organic foods?” you might be wondering. Well, there are a few notable disadvantages.
ORGANIC FOOD IS EXPENSIVE
If you want to go completely organic, you’d better be ready to open up your wallet.
If you have the money to spare, then you can’t go wrong by trading all your conventional foods in for the organic varieties.
If that would strain your budget, though, you can get the most bang for your organic buck by choosing organic for some foods and conventional for others (and we’ll talk more about this in a minute).
ORGANIC FOODS DON’T LAST AS LONG
It’s a minor point, but the lack of preservatives in organic foods means they spoil quicker, which can mean more frequent shopping trips and wasted food.
This in turn contributes to the expense of eating organic.
IT CAN BE HARD TO FIND A GOOD VARIETY OF ORGANIC FOODS
If you don’t have a Whole Foods in your neighborhood, it can be tough to find a store with a large selection of organic foods.
That said, farmer’s markets are becoming more prevalent, you can find quite a few organic foods online, or you can even grow your own if you’ve got a DIY streak in you.
WHICH FOODS ARE WORTH BUYING ORGANIC?
In a perfect world, we’d get all our food from local organic farmers and enjoy delicious farm-to-table eating every day. But who has the time and money to actually do this?
Fortunately, you don’t have to go “all in” with organic to make it worthwhile. Some foods absorb chemicals more thoroughly than others and simply washing or removing the skin isn’t enough to rid them of pesticide residues.
Because of this, choose organic over conventional for the following foods and you can dramatically reduce your exposure to pesticides:
Apples, strawberries, grapes, celery, peaches, spinach, sweet bell peppers, nectarines (imported), cucumbers, cherry tomatoes, snap peas (imported), potatoes, hot peppers, and blueberries
On the other side of the coin is the “Clean Fifteen,” which are fifteen conventional foods that rank lowest in pesticide residues and thus the least important when considering what to buy organic:
Avocados, sweet corn, pineapples, cabbage, sweet peas (frozen), onions, asparagus, mangoes, papaya, kiwis, eggplant, cantaloupe, cauliflower, and sweet potatoes.
Organic dairy is also a worthwhile “investment” because the chemicals in the pesticide-laden feed that conventional livestock eat usually find their way into the dairy fat. Conventional butter often has pesticide residues, for example, whereas organic butters don’t.16
By the same token, if you eat fatty meats regularly, going organic is also a good idea.
6 WAYS TO GET ORGANIC FOOD ON THE CHEAP
By now you’d probably like at least to integrate some organic foods into your diet, but you’re also probably (and understandably) worried about the price.
While organic foods are going to cost more than their conventional counterparts, there are quite a few strategies you can use to make the switch quite affordable.
EAT WITH THE SEASON
Locally grown foods are almost always cheaper than imported ones, so if you let what’s in season guide your meal planning, you won’t be eating organic strawberries in winter, but you’ll save quite a bit of money.
BUY IN BULK
Local organic co-ops and health food stores have bulk sections, which can save you serious money on foods like legumes, grains, and spices.
In fact, you may even save money by switching from conventional store-bought foods to organic co-ops by buying large quantities of what’s in season and storing, drying, canning, and freezing the foods for use throughout the year.
The Coop Directory Service (http://www.coop-directory.org/) is a great online resource for finding co-ops in your area.
LOOK FOR DEALS ON RIPE FOODS
Most health food stores have sections for food that doesn’t look “pretty” anymore, like dotted bananas, and food that will expire in a day or two.
These foods are often heavily discounted, and you can sort through them to “cherry pick” the best candidates, so it’s a win-win.
BUY FROZEN WHEN POSSIBLE
Not only are frozen foods generally cheaper than their fresh counterparts, but research shows that, nutritionally speaking, frozen foods are equal to, and in some cases better than, fresh foods.17
This is also nice to know when you’re buying seasonal food in bulk. Use what you need, then blanch and freeze the rest!
AVOID PRE-PACKAGED FOODS
As convenient as they are and as pretty as the packaging is, remember that you’re paying a large premium for these organic “luxuries.”
Stick to whole food products that you have to cook and prepare yourself and you’ll save money.
CHOOSE STORE BRANDS WHEN POSSIBLE
Many supermarkets and boutique stores carry their own generic lines of organic foods, including produce, pasta, grains, condiments, and more.
These generic products are quite a bit cheaper than the big brands, and while they don’t look as nice as name brands, don’t be fooled: they’re held to the same farming and processing standards.
THE BOTTOM LINE
Eating organic foods may not be the secret to good health, but the benefits of organic foods are real and, in some cases, fairly significant.
Research shows that by minimizing your exposure to harmful pesticides and other chemicals, including organic foods in your diet will likely reduce your risk for disease and improve longevity, and that’s well worth the added expense!18
CHAPTER SUMMARY
Organic crops are grown without the use of synthetic pesticides, genetic engineering, petroleum- and sewer-sludge-based fertilizers, or irradiation.
Organic livestock are raised without the use of antibiotics, growth hormones, or animal byproducts, and must have access to the outdoors and eat organic feed.
Organic crops are more nutritious than conventional crops.
Organic crops reduce your exposure to pesticides.
Organic meats contain less antibiotic-resistant bacteria.
Organic meats don’t contain growth hormones that may be harmful to your health.
You don’t have to go “all in” with organic to make it worthwhile. Certain foods (“The Dirty Dozen”) contain higher amounts of pesticide residues than others (“The Clean Fifteen”).
Organic full-fat dairy is also a worthwhile “investment” because the chemicals in the pesticide-laden feed that conventional livestock eat find their way into the dairy fat.
While organic foods are going to cost more than conventional foods, there are quite a few strategies you can use to make the switch quite affordable.
THE MINIMALIST’S GUIDE TO COOKING GREAT FOOD
“Cooking is at once child’s play and adult joy.
And cooking done with care is an act of love.”
CRAIG CLAIBORNE
Many people think that cooking good food is far more complex than it really is.
Ever walk into a grocery store and see the row of rotisserie chickens lined up for busy shoppers? It looks so convenient, but did you know that roasting your own chicken is literally as simple as tossing some spices on a bird and sticking it in the oven for an hour or two?
Or let’s take microwave dinners, “ready-to-bake” meals, and the like. One look at the ingredients list shows that they barely qualify as food, and, ironically, the fifteen minutes it takes to cook a frozen pizza could have been used putting together and cooking your own healthier, whole-food pie.
The point is that cooking real food, and good food, is surprisingly simple, affordable, and fast … once you learn a handful of basics on cooking and storing food.
So, let’s get to it.
THE 12 MOST COMMON COOKING MISTAKES
It’s kind of a shame that most of us make it through our formal education without any actual training on cooking. We spend hour after hour drilling math equations and sentence structures, yet we spend almost zero time on the skills needed to feed ourselves well.
Thus, it’s no surprise that many of us have fallen victim to common cooking mistakes that make our meals harder to make and less enjoyable to eat.
Let’s go over the twelve most common mistakes here.
TASTING ONLY AFTER YOU’RE DONE COOKING
How many times have you tried a new recipe only to be disappointed by the flavor of the final result?
Remember, recipes are based on one person’s preferences, so your desired spice levels or flavors may differ from what’s printed. Tasting throughout the cooking process will prevent culinary letdowns.
Plus, cooking is an ongoing, sensuous affair that needs your attention to go from okay to great.
FAILING TO PREPARE IN ADVANCE
Beginning cooks wing recipes on the fly while more experienced chefs plan ahead to make a meal as enjoyable as possible.
Here’s how:
Get inspired to eat good food
Read food magazines, browse the web, look at pictures, and reminisce on dishes from your childhood. Your ideas will flow. Keep brainstorming and write them down.
Draft a menu
Draft a simple menu with some hot and cold items with a variety of ingredients, tastes, and textures.
And remember to keep it simple. You still have your training wheels on—no Tour de France just yet!
Make grocery and prep lists
Once you’re happy with your menu, I highly recommend you take the time to create a grocery list for everything you’ll need to buy.
Then make a prep list that lays out what you’re going to cook and when, starting with the foods that take the longest to cook and finishing with the shortest (such as preparing a garnish).
You should also plan to consolidate your prep work by “batching” it—wash all vegetables at the same time, peel all the onions, mince all the garlic, and so forth.
BOILING WHEN YOU SHOULD SIMMER
It’s tempting to pump up the heat to put a dish on the table faster, but the result is going to be a cloudy, tough, or dry mess.
When a recipe calls for a simmer, aim for a heat level that produces a bubble breaking the surface every second or two.
Any more than that and you’re courting disaster.
ASSUMING YOUR OVEN IS OPERATING PERFECTLY
Most beginning cooks aren’t even aware that individual ovens can have hot spots, cool spots, and other uneven idiosyncrasies.
To find yours, conduct a “bread test” by placing a single layer of bread on a cookie sheet and baking for a few minutes at 350 degrees. The toasting will reveal your oven’s hot spots, allowing you to adjust the way you bake future recipes accordingly.
For instance, if the bread in the back left corner of your oven comes out browner than pieces on the right or in the front, either rotate your dishes as you bake them for even cooking or position the dishes so that they sit in a more evenly heated area of the oven. Doing so will prevent hot spots from affecting your dishes’ cooking.
Even better, though, is convection baking, which uses hot air to cook instead of heating elements. The major benefits of convection baking are very even heat distribution (eliminating cold spots) and 10 to 20% faster cooking times.
Although convection baking generally isn’t recommended for things that can shift or splatter easily (like quick breads or other bakery items), it’s fantastic for meats, fish, vegetables, and anything else that’s firm.
NOT HEATING YOUR PAN BEFORE ADDING FOOD
If you’re searing or sautéing, a well-heated pan will prevent food from sticking and ensure you get the sear or crust you’re looking for.
What you’re after is called “thermal shock,” which has that lovely “pssshhhhh” sound.
If you aren’t sure your pan is hot enough, try flicking a drop of water onto it. If there’s no sizzle, it isn’t ready.
OVERCROWDING YOUR PAN
The easiest way to lose the succulent sizzle is to overcrowd your pan. Remember, no searing means no crust!
So, cook your food in batches instead, ensuring that each gets that lovely golden-brown patina!
MEASURING INGREDIENTS IMPROPERLY
You don’t need to measure down to the microgram to be a successful cook, but you do need to invest in proper measuring cups and spoons for both dry and wet ingredients.
Pay attention, also, to the way you fill your utensils. Packing sugar or flour into a 1-cup scoop will result in significantly more ingredient than the recipe called for. Instead, lightly spoon the ingredient into the cup and level it off with a knife.
TURNING YOUR FOOD TOO OFTEN
Lazy cooks rejoice!
If you turn meat that’s cooking on the stove or grill too often, you will interfere with its ability to form a nice sear or breading coat. Instead, let meat cook undisturbed for the length of time indicated in the recipe. Turn it once and once only.
FAILING TO USE A MEAT THERMOMETER
The meat thermometer is the beginning chef’s best friend.
Don’t gauge doneness by appearance alone. Invest in a good digital thermometer and use it to cook your meat to a degree that’s both safe and desirable.
We’ll talk more about how to use a thermometer later in this chapter.
LEAVING ALL YOUR SALT IN THE MARINADE OR BREADING
Use salt in any marinade or breading, but then season your meat directly before cooking to ensure adequate coverage.
Despite the fact that a high-sodium diet is prevalent here in the West, most people don’t salt their food enough (their sodium comes mainly from packaged foods).
If there’s a magic spice, it’s salt. Once a rare and valuable commodity, it enhances every flavor and food. So, as a general rule, salt your dishes liberally and enjoy.
NOT LETTING YOUR MEAT ACCLIMATE TO ROOM TEMPERATURE
When you cook a steak that’s come straight from the refrigerator, you’ll wind up with a seared outside and a still-cold inside.
For better results, let your meats sit on the counter for 15 to 30 minutes before cooking so that they can come up to room temperature for more even cooking. (And be sure to wipe the counter down thoroughly before using the same surface to chop vegetables.)
USING LOW-QUALITY INGREDIENTS
Cooking with a cheap tube of ground meat just isn’t the same as high-quality beef. The same goes for frozen and canned versus fresh fruit and vegetables. If you’re used to the former, you might be surprised how much better the latter taste.
Remember that simple cooking techniques applied to first-rate ingredients will beat fancy techniques and inferior ingredients every time.
The bottom line is great ingredients make great food, so buy the highest quality you can afford.
A food’s quality is largely influenced by how it was raised and harvested, but how you store food before cooking it plays a key role in the overall quality of the end result.
Read on to learn how to buy, store, and cook several different types of animal protein.
HOW TO BUY, STORE, AND COOK FISH
You’ve probably heard many times about how healthy fish is, but let’s do a quick review.
Fish is well known as a “brain food” because it’s low in calories, high in protein, and, most importantly, packed full of omega-3 fatty acids, which are essential fats that your body needs but can’t produce on its own.
One of the major benefits of getting enough omega-3s in your diet is a healthier heart.
Heart attacks are one of the two most common causes of early death around the world, and omega-3s are believed to play a positive role in preventing them.1 In fact, one study of more than 40,000 men in the U.S. found that those who ate one or more servings of fish each week were 15% less likely to have heart disease.2
Observational studies have also demonstrated that fish-eaters have a slower rate of cognitive decline, potentially protecting against devastating diseases like Alzheimer’s. The consumption of omega-3s is also linked to a lower risk of type 1 diabetes in children, a protective agent against vitamin D deficiency, and a 42% lower risk of macular degeneration in women.3
If you’re an athlete, fish deserve even more of your attention, as the consumption of good-quality fish oil supplements has been shown to increase muscle protein synthesis, reduce muscle soreness, help prevent weight gain, and more.4
The bottom line? You need omega-3 fatty acids in your diet, and fish is a great way to get them.
THE SMART WAY TO BUY FISH
When purchasing fish, your first consideration should be mercury content.
The Natural Resources Defense Council offers the following guidelines for minimizing the potential impact of fish-based mercury on your diet.5
LOWEST MERCURY CONTENT |
ANCHOVIES, BUTTERFISH, CATFISH, CRAWFISH/CRAYFISH, CROAKER (ATLANTIC), FLOUNDER, HADDOCK (ATLANTIC), HAKE, HERRING, MACKEREL (N. ATLANTIC, CHUB), MULLET, PERCH (OCEAN), PLAICE, POLLOCK, SALMON (CANNED OR FRESH), SARDINE, SHAD (AMERICAN), SOLE (PACIFIC), TILAPIA, TROUT (FRESHWATER), WHITEFISH, WHITING |
MODERATE MERCURY CONTENT |
BASS (STRIPED, BLACK), CARP, COD (ALASKAN), CROAKER (WHITE PACIFIC), HALIBUT (ATLANTIC, PACIFIC), JACKSMELT (SILVERSIDE), LOBSTER, MAHI MAHI, MONKFISH, PERCH (FRESHWATER), SABLEFISH, SKATE, SNAPPER, TUNA (CANNED CHUNK LIGHT), TUNA (SKIPJACK), WEAKFISH (SEA TROUT) |
HIGH MERCURY CONTENT |
BLUEFISH, GROUPER, MACKEREL (SPANISH, GULF), SEA BASS (CHILEAN), TUNA (CANNED ALBACORE), TUNA (YELLOWFIN) |
HIGHEST MERCURY CONTENT |
MACKEREL (KING), MARLIN, ORANGE ROUGHY, SHARK, SWORDFISH, TILEFISH, TUNA (BIGEYE, AHI) |
In addition to choosing your fish based on mercury content, you’ll see different fish being advertised as “wild caught” or “farm raised.”
Though “wild caught” sounds like the healthier alternative, the science is ambiguous.
In terms of nutritional profiles, few significant differences exist between wild-caught and farm-raised fish. Wild-caught trout, for example, have more calcium and iron than their farm-raised counterparts, which offer more vitamin A and selenium. Farmed and wild-caught rainbow trout, however, are nearly identical in terms of nutrients.
In many cases, farm-raised fish offer significantly more of those all-important omega-3 fatty acids mentioned earlier. Farmed Atlantic salmon, for instance, provide more omega-3s than wild-caught Atlantic salmon.
The presence of contaminants in wild-caught versus farm-raised fish is also less of a concern than many have made it out to be.
A 2004 study made waves when it reported that levels of potentially carcinogenic chemicals in farmed fish were ten times higher than in their wild-caught brethren.12 What the headlines didn’t say, though, is the amount of chemicals present was still less than 2% of the amount considered dangerous.
Further studies have found similar levels of contaminants in farm-raised and wild-caught fish.13
The issue of environmental impact of farmed and wild-caught fish is also murky, as both involve unsustainable practices. The Seafood Watch program sponsored by the Monterey Bay Aquarium (www.seafoodwatch.org) is one of the best sources of information on the specific concerns impacting different types of fish.
Regardless of the type of fish you purchase and whether you opt for wild caught or farm raised, keep the following guidelines in mind:
Purchase from a reputable supplier. A highly regarded local fish market is likely to have better-quality product than a large-chain grocery store.
Give fish the smell test. Fresh, unfrozen fish should smell of seawater or cucumber. Avoid fish that gives off a strong, unpleasant odor.
Look for fish with elastic flesh. If possible, press a finger into the fish. The flesh of fresh fish will bounce back. If the indentation remains, the fish is past its prime.
Look for liquid on the meat. Milky liquid present on a fresh fish fillet is a sign of rot.
Examine the quality of the skin. When purchasing fillets with the skin intact, scales should be smooth and shiny. Ruffled scales or a dull appearance are indications of age.
If purchasing fresh fish isn’t an option for you, frozen fish, whether purchased locally or from an online retailer, may be a viable alternative.
Look for “frozen-at-sea” (fas) designations. These fish are flash-frozen as soon as three seconds after being brought onboard the ship, giving them a superior flavor and quality over longer-processed alternatives.
Watch out for freezer-burned areas. White, dehydrated areas or visible ice crystals indicate moisture loss in the fish, usually as a result of thawing and refreezing.
Look for moisture-proof, vapor-proof packaging. Fish packaged in this way fare better than those in over-wrapped packaging.
THE SMART WAY TO STORE FISH
You want to cook fresh fish within 24 hours of purchase and freeze whatever you don’t cook in this time. Once prepared, cooked fish can be stored in the refrigerator for up to 2 to 3 days.
To temporarily store fresh fish, wrap whole fish or fish fillets loosely and store them in packed ice to minimize moisture loss.
Frozen fish can be stored from three months to a year, depending on the fat content.
Fatty fish like mackerel and trout should be kept frozen for no more than 3 months. Lean fish like cod and flounder can be stored frozen for up to 6 months, while lean crustaceans like lobster, shrimp, and scallops can be kept frozen for up to a year.
To thaw frozen fish for cooking, place fish in the refrigerator and allow 18 to 24 hours per pound to thaw. If necessary, thaw frozen fish faster by placing the fish under cold running water.
THE SMART WAY TO COOK FISH
The wide variety of fish available gives minimalist chefs a number of options for preparing them to bring out their texture and flavor.
Here are simple guidelines for cooking delicious fish:
Baking
Season fish as desired and place on an oiled baking sheet. Bake uncovered in the oven at 450° F for 10 minutes per every inch of thickness.
Pan frying
Heat a small amount of oil or butter over medium to medium-high heat. Cook fish 4 to 5 minutes per side.
Grilling
Brush grill grate with oil and place over charcoal or gas grill with lid closed. Place seasoned fish directly on grill rack and cook 4 to 5 minutes per side (per inch of thickness) over direct heat, or 15 minutes when using indirect heat. For best results, use thicker cuts of fatty fish, or grill smaller fish in a fish grill basket.
Poaching
Place seasoned fish in pan and add just enough wine, water, fish stock, or milk to cover. Cook fillets 8 to 10 minutes covered and just below boiling. Use the remaining poaching liquid as the base for a sauce.
Microwaving
In a pinch, nearly any boneless fish fillet can be microwaved. Cut fish in half and place in microwave-safe dish with thick portions on the outside of the dish. Add a small amount of liquid, cover with plastic wrap, and pierce the wrap a few times to vent the fish. Cook three minutes per pound on high power and salt after cooking.
And if you don’t have the time or inclination to make a full-blown recipe, mix the following together for a delicious fish seasoning:
1 tbsp. dried basil
1 tbsp. dried crushed rosemary
1 tbsp. dried parsley
2 tsp. sea salt
2 tsp. ground black pepper
1 tsp. dried oregano leaves
1 tsp. garlic powder
HOW TO BUY, STORE, AND COOK MEAT
Meat is high in protein, iron, zinc, B-vitamins (including B12), and other nutrients such as carnosine and creatine, which improve physical performance.
While research shows that it’s reasonable to assume that eating too many processed meat products can cause health issues, this simply doesn’t apply to fresh, high-quality meat that you cook yourself.
This section is going to help you get the best for your money.
THE SMART WAY TO BUY MEAT
When purchasing meat, the biggest rule is commonsensical: if it smells bad, don’t buy it.
It’s also pretty obvious to see which meat is fresh and which isn’t.
The freshest cuts of red meat should appear bright red, for example. Red meat that has begun to brown has been exposed to air for some time and should be avoided. Pass on meat that has been vacuum sealed and is beginning to show bloated pockets of air.
Fresh chicken should be similarly free of bad odors and obvious signs of aging like bruises or greenish spots. It should also feel soft and not slimy or powdery.
The “cleanest,” most chemical-free meats are found at local butcher shops, farmers markets, coops, or directly from local farmers (who often sell affordable “shares” of cows, pigs, and other animals).
THE SMART WAY TO STORE MEAT
The U.S. Department of Agriculture offers the following guidelines for safe meat storage:
Store raw ground meats and poultry in the refrigerator at 40° F or less for no more than 1 to 2 days. If the meat cannot be used in this period, freeze it.
Store raw roasts, steaks, and chops (beef, veal, lamb, and pork) in the refrigerator for up to 3 to 5 days. Freeze what can’t be used.
Store cooked meats and poultry in the refrigerator for no more than 3 to 4 days after preparation.
If you’ll be storing red meat or poultry in the freezer, your goal should be to minimize exposure of the meat to the air, as this leads to freezer burn.
Either vacuum seal the meat or wrap it tightly in a combination of plastic wrap or freezer paper, covered in aluminum foil and sealed inside a zippered bag. Meat can be stored in this way for at least three months.
To thaw frozen red meat or poultry, place the package in the refrigerator for 24 to 48 hours (longer if needed for larger cuts or roasts). Thawing meat on the counter can cause outer layers of the meat, which will thaw first, to attract bacteria while the inner layers of the meat remain frozen.
THE SMART WAY TO COOK MEAT
Many of the same preparation methods described for fish can be used for poultry and red meat, though cooking times and temperatures must be altered.
Red Meat
Two alternatives exist for preparing red meat: dry-heat cooking and wet-heat cooking.
Dry-heat cooking methods include grilling, broiling, sauteing, roasting, and stir-frying.
Wet-heat methods include steaming, poaching, stewing, slow cooking, pot roasting, and braising.
As a general rule, cook steaks, which are naturally tender, with dry heat methods and shorter cooking times.
Roasts, which have more collagen and elastin than steaks, need longer, slower cooking periods using wet heat methods to melt these connective tissues and create a more tender dish.
Poultry
Poultry can be cooked using all of these techniques, as dictated by the specific cut being prepared.
Whole chickens, for instance, are a cost-effective alternative to purchasing individual chicken breasts, though their substantial nature requires longer cook times.
Thin chicken breast fillets, on the other hand, must be monitored carefully to avoid becoming dried out.
Remember Your Meat Thermometer
Remember earlier in this chapter when we talked about the importance of using a good meat thermometer?
Well, this tip is important enough to warrant its own section.
Where should you place your meat thermometer?
Imagine you’ve got a steak with one thick end and one thin end. If you put the steak on the grill for 20 minutes and then insert your meat thermometer, you’ll probably find that the thin end of the steak has cooked faster than the thick end.
Since the temperature to which you cook your food is so important, getting your meat thermometer placement right is just as critical.
Poultry
If you’re cooking a whole chicken or turkey, measure temperature at the inner thigh, near the breast but not touching the bone. If your bird is stuffed, measure the stuffing temperature to ensure it reaches 165 degrees. If you’re cooking individual chicken breasts, measure at the thickest part of the breast.
Beef, pork, and lamb
Insert the thermometer into the center of the thickest part of the meat, keeping away from bone, fat, and gristle
Ground meat
If ground meat or poultry is being used in a dish, like meatloaf or casserole, insert into the thickest part of the meal without touching the serving dish. You may also insert the meat thermometer sideways into ground meat patties.
What temperatures are you looking for?
Once your meat thermometer is inserted (or once your dish has finished cooking, if you’re using an oven-proof thermometer that can heat up with your recipe), aim for the following temperatures:
Rest Your Meat
If you rush your meat from the stove, oven, or grill to your plate and mouth, you’ll miss out on some of the moist, tender experience you’re after.
The reason is that the cooking process pushes the natural juices to the innermost portions of the meat, leaving everything else rather dry and tough. When you give the meat a few minutes to rest, however, the juices trapped in the middle will seep out to the edges and “rehydrate” the cut.
USDA RECOMMENDED SAFE MINIMUM INTERNAL TEMPERATURES | |
BEEF, PORK, VEAL, LAMB, STEAKS, ROASTS & CHOPS | 145 °F |
FISH | 145 °F |
BEEF, VEAL, LAMB GROUND | 160 °F |
EGG DISHES | 160 °F |
TURKEY, CHICKEN & DUCK WHOLE, PIECES & GROUND | 165 °F |
STEAK DONENESS | REMOVE AT | COOKED TEMPERATURE |
RARE | 125 °F | 130 °F |
MEDIUM RARE | 135 °F | 140 °F |
MEDIUM | 145 °F | 150 °F |
WELL DONE | 155 °F | 160 °F |
THE MINIMALIST’S GUIDE TO SEASONING YOUR FOOD
If you’ve ever taken a bite of plain, bland chicken breast, you know that unseasoned meat isn’t much to write home about.
Even a simple dash of salt and ground black pepper can turn a good cut of red meat from uninspired to outstanding.
There’s a lot more you can do, though, to make meat simply outstanding.
SALT
For years, we’ve been hearing that we need to eat less salt.
In fact, our collective salt anxiety began in the early 1900s, when French doctors suggested that six of their high blood pressure patients also consumed a high-salt diet.
These fears were compounded in the 1970s, when Lewis Dahl of the Brookhaven National Laboratory induced high blood pressure in rats by feeding them a diet of 500 grams of sodium daily (for comparison, the average U.S. adult consumes 3.4 grams of sodium daily).
Dahl also suggested the fact that countries with high-sodium diets, like Japan, had higher rates of high blood pressure and strokes.
His findings, and the foundation for fearing sodium in general, have begun to unravel, though. New research indicates that this elemental compound may not be as harmful as previously believed.
It started with an extensive review of the sodium literature published in 2003, which concluded, “There is little evidence for long-term benefit from reducing salt intake.”14
Eight years later, a meta-analysis of seven studies encompassing more than 6,250 subjects bolstered these findings, concluding that there’s no evidence supporting cutting salt as an effective means of reducing the risk for heart attack, stroke, or death in those with either normal or high blood pressure.15
Further research published in 2015 found that a lower consumption of sodium may actually be associated with a greater risk of dying from heart disease.16
So should you be watching your salt? Is it necessary to cut back on sodium to reduce your risk of high blood pressure, stroke, and cardiovascular disease?
Although the science isn’t yet completely clear, what we do know for sure is that sodium is necessary for our bodies to function. It is sodium that binds water throughout the body and transports it wherever it’s needed to maintain the appropriate balance of intracellular and extracellular fluids.
We also know that genetics and cultural factors come into play. That is, some people are more sensitive to sodium than others.
The bottom line is this:
As long as you’re not eating a large amount of pre-packaged and/or highly processed foods and you don’t have a strange obsession with over-salting every meal you eat, it’s unlikely that you’ll run into any sodium-related problems.
Now that we have that out of the way, let’s talk salt and cooking.
As you now know, the most important seasoning in your kitchen is salt. A dash of salt enhances the flavor of meat and fish. It also elevates any other seasonings it’s paired with.
You should experiment with different types of salts.
Kosher salt, sea salt, and table salt all have slightly different flavor profiles and can be applied in a number of different ways, including brining, rubbing, and seasoning.
As you add salt, think small and gradual. Keep a bowl of salt on the counter and season at every stage of the cooking process in small increments.
If you’re making a hearty soup, for instance, add salt every time you add something new to the pot (unless you’re adding salty ingredients like bacon and capers).
And if you happen to overdo it?
No problem. Adding a bit of cream or unsalted butter will help mellow the flavors. Some chefs swear by Julia Child’s tip of grating raw potatoes into a dish, letting them simmer and absorb the salty broth for 7 to 8 minutes, and then straining them out.
The saltiness of your food will also change as it sits or as its temperature changes. Take ham, for instance. When it’s served cold, ham is perceived as being saltier than when it’s served warm, where its taste becomes more savory in nature. Salting a ham dish, therefore, requires a different approach based on the recipe and its final serving style.
Similarly, you may find that you pull leftovers out of the fridge and notice a different flavor profile on the day after it’s been cooked. A previously salty food may have mellowed, while other combinations of seasonings could cause the sensation of saltiness to increase. In either case, it’s a good idea to taste your leftovers and add salt, if needed, before serving.
There’s even a reason why professional chefs toss salt from a height of 10 to 12 inches above the pot or pan: it’s a great way to visualize how much salt you’re adding and to distribute the salt more evenly throughout the dish.
ACIDS
If you remember your high school chemistry class, you know that acids and bases sit on opposite ends of the pH scale. Acids are simply molecules that can easily lose a hydrogen ion, and in the practice of cooking, that gives them a sour, tangy, bright, or sharp taste.
Professional chefs use acids like vinegar, lemon juice, and lime juice to enhance savory or sweet foods.
A beef stew, for instance, may benefit from a splash of red wine vinegar, while a bit of lemon juice added to a fruit salad will make its sweet flavors pop.
In some instances, acids may even be used to “cook” foods through their ability to alter the structure of proteins. Traditional ceviche uses fresh lime juice to cook the seafood included, while pickled eggs can be considered “cooked” by the acid of the vinegar, even though heat has never been applied.
The most practical application of acids is using them when you’re plating your food. When you’re done cooking your meal, drizzle a bit of lemon or lime juice over your dish and it will bring out the best in what you’ve made!
Marinades also benefit greatly from acids.
If you just slap your seasonings onto a tough cut of meat, your flavor isn’t going to penetrate very far. Turn them into a marinade by incorporating an acid like vinegar, tomato juice, or citrus juice, however, and their protein-altering effects will help your seasonings to be absorbed beyond the meat’s outer layers.
Acids are also great when used in vinaigrette dressings. Instead of buying salad dressing, make your own by mixing one part acid with three parts oil, and then add spices or seasonings as desired. Adjust the ratio slightly and change up your additions, and the possibilities really are endless.
Adding acids to recipes requires a careful hand, but don’t worry. If you go too far, you can rebalance the meal by adding sugar or oil, as appropriate to the recipe you’re preparing.
SPICES AND SEASONINGS
There are as many spice and seasoning options available to you as there are different cuisines in the world. Every spice pairing represents the opportunity to take the same set of ingredients in a completely different direction.
Take a stir-fry of chicken breast and bell peppers, for example. With different spice and seasoning combinations, the flavor profile of the dish could be colored Asian, jerk, or even Italian.
Make it a point to experiment with as many flavors as possible, incorporating fresh, ground, and whole spices as you go:
“Warm” flavors: cardamom, cinnamon, nutmeg, curry, turmeric
“Hot” flavors: black pepper, red pepper flakes, cayenne pepper, Sriracha, Tabasco
“Green” flavors: basil, parsley, sage, rosemary, tarragon, mint, thyme
“Pungent” flavors: garlic, garlic powder, onion powder, scallion, mustard, horseradish
“Zesty” flavors: ginger, orange zest, lemon zest
“Smoky” flavors: chipotle, chili powder, smoked salt, diced bacon
“Nutty” flavors: walnuts, sesame, soy, pecans, pistachios
“Sweet” flavors: sugar, molasses, maple syrup, honey
Watch out for “dead” herbs and spices, too. To do this, check your “use by” dates regularly and replace those that have expired. You can also know if a spice or herb is still good by giving it a quick smell. No smell equals no flavor, which equals no taste in your food. The rule of thumb is when in doubt, throw them out.
If you want the highest quality spices and herbs, grown your own.
For example, basil, thyme, rosemary, and mint can all be easily grown in kitchen-window pots and, once harvested, stored in the refrigerator as you would fresh flowers: cut their stems, place them upright in a jar of water, and cover them with a plastic bag.
When you add your spices and herbs in the cooking process matters as well.
Fresh herbs like basil, tarragon, parsley, and oregano are delicate and subtle and should be added once cooking is complete, just before serving. Dried herbs, on the other hand, are potent and diffuse well during the cooking process. Add them in the beginning.
THE BOTTOM LINE
This chapter may seem a bit large for something called a “minimalist’s guide,” but you’ve just learned the 20% of cooking tips that produce 80% of cooking results.
Put just some of them into practice and you might be surprised how much better your food tastes.
Refer back to this chapter regularly until it all becomes second nature, and you’ll be a whole new chef.
THE RIGHT KITCHEN EQUIPMENT FOR THE JOB
“I like the Japanese knives,
I like French knives. Whatever’s sharp.”
WOLFGANG PUCK
You don’t need much equipment to have a well-stocked kitchen. A good set of knives and pans is essential. Fancy blenders, pasta machines, juicers, and the like are not.
You don’t need a food processor or garlic press if you have a knife. A pan doubles as a meat mallet and baking dish.
Buy the best quality knives and pans you can afford, and they will serve you well. Not only will they perform better, but they will last longer too, likely saving you money in the long run.
KNIVES
You can head over to your local big-box retailer and pick up a basic set of knives. Not even professional chefs need ten or more knives to run their kitchens.
This shopping list is a good place to start:
A 2- to 3-inch paring knife for peeling fruit and cutting smaller vegetables.
A 5-inch boning knife for cutting around bones in meat.
An 8-inch chef’s knife for all types of chopping.
A 10-inch serrated or bread knife.
In terms of material, most knives are stainless steel.
French knives tend to be softer, which makes them easier to sharpen but also more vulnerable to damage. German companies use harder steel, making them trickier to sharpen but also more resistant to wear and tear. Japanese knives are also made from very hard steel. They tend to be lighter and are usually the prettiest.
In terms of brands, I like Wusthof, Shun, and Global. They’re not cheap, but their craftsmanship is outstanding.
Part of caring for your knives and extending their lifespan is proper honing and sharpening.
Sharpen a knife too frequently and you’ll wear it down. Sharpen it too infrequently and you’ll have a dull knife that requires more force to cut, which is dangerous.
Also, never wash your knives (or anything sharp) in the dishwasher because it dulls them. Hand-wash them.
You can test a knife’s sharpness by, with one hand, holding up a sheet of paper by a corner with two fingers. With the other hand, bring the knife to an edge of the paper and try to run it through. If it cuts into the paper, it’s sharp enough. If it doesn’t, it isn’t.
If you use a proper cutting board (more on that soon) and you hone your knives after each use, you shouldn’t have to sharpen your knives more than once every 3 to 6 months.
HOW TO HONE A KNIFE
The edges of knives are very thin and can become bent and warped with use.
These blemishes dull the blades, so you should use a honing steel to straighten the edges out, bringing them back into proper alignment and thus sharpness.
To hone your knives, you first need a honing steel. Buy one from the brand of knives that you choose.
Here’s a simple visual of what you’re going to do:
The motion is simple:
1. Hold the honing steel in your non-dominant hand with the tip pointing down, like you would a skiing pole.
2. Place the heel of the blade (the part where the sharpened edge meets the handle) on top of the steel near its base at a 20-degree angle.
3. Draw the knife down the steel in a sweeping motion, stroking the entire blade against the steel, maintaining the 20-degree angle.
4. Hone the other side of the knife by placing it under the steel and repeating the sweeping motion.
5. Hone each side 2 to 3 times.
SHARPENING A KNIFE
Knife sharpening is different from honing.
Over time, cutting and steeling your knives will wear metal away from the edges. Moreover, some folds and blemishes can become increasingly permanent.
You must sharpen your knives every 3 to 6 months to correct these issues.
You can sharpen your knives manually or electrically. Manual sharpening requires a whetstone and quite a bit of practice. Instead, I recommend you go electric.
CUTTING BOARDS
While we’re talking knives, we should talk about cutting boards because they matter quite a bit.
A proper cutting board keeps your blades sharp and resists deep gouges and moisture. It also needs to be large enough to accommodate all cutting and chopping needs and heavy enough to stay in place.
The two types of cutting boards I like most are wood and polypropylene.
Nice wood boards are beautiful, easy on your knives, and very resistant to gouges. Polypropylene boards are cheaper and a bit more prone to gouging but are also easy on your knives.
If you buy a wood board, you’re going to want to oil it every 3 to 4 weeks to keep moisture out and prevent warps and cracks. I recommend a product called Howard’s Butcher Block Oil, which is a food-grade mineral oil stabilized with vitamin E.
PANS
Like knives, you don’t need a cupboard stuffed full of pots and pans.
Instead, you should own a few well-chosen pieces that allow you to cook whatever you want and that give you the performance needed to cook better.
I judge cookware based on the following criteria:
Temperature control. How responsive are they to changes in heat?
Heat retention and distribution. How well do they hold heat, and how evenly does the heat distribute across the cooking surfaces?
Handle insulation. How hot do the handles get? If they aren’t insulated, be sure to use towels or a potholder when transferring the contents to another container.
Cover fit. How snugly do the covers fit? Do they seal in juices?
Price. How affordable are they?
Generally speaking, here’s how you identify good cookware:
Thick, solid, and sits perfectly flat on the stove.
Conducts and holds heat well and responds quickly to changes in temperature.
Sturdy, heatproof, and secure handles.
Lids that are comfortable in your hand.
These high-quality pans usually have an aluminum or copper base and a stainless steel lining. Many chefs prefer copper because it heats and cools quicker.
When it comes to brands, I’m partial to All-Clad.
Here are the four types of cooking pots you should invest in.
SKILLET
Every kitchen needs a good skillet. It’s perfect for pan-searing and pan-roasting meats, as well as reducing sauces.
A traditional skillet (i.e. not non-stick) is particularly good at searing and making pan sauces, thanks to the brown, crusty bits that food elements leave behind on its plain surface.
You’ll also want a non-stick skillet for cooking delicate items that tend to fall to pieces like stir-fries, pancakes, fish, and egg dishes.
My favorite non-stick is a good, pre-seasoned cast-iron piece, like those offered by Le Creuset (expensive) or Lodge (not).
You might think that cast-iron is clunky junk, but there’s a reason why every restaurant and professional chef worth a lick uses iron cookware. Several reasons, actually:
Cast-iron is rugged, to the point of being virtually indestructible.
It’s non-stick without the toxic chemicals found in standard non-stick cookware, which release into the food and air when heated.
It heats up evenly and retains its temperature well.
It can be moved from stove to oven for recipes that require both.
Cast-iron pieces are great for stewing, sautéing, and roasting because the entire surface heats up evenly, including the sides.
They’re also ideal for searing meat or fish and finishing it in the oven.
SAUCEPAN
Saucepans are the perfect size and shape for all kinds of kitchen tasks.
They don’t take up much space and are good for making rice, sauces, vegetables, gravies, creams, puddings, and many other foods.
I recommend that you buy two sizes: a 2-quart, which is good for cooking foods that stick easily, and a 3- to 4-quart for sauces and vegetables.
STOCKPOT
This is the pot you turn to for your bigger jobs like steaming lobsters, cooking large batches of pasta and bushels of corn, and creating homemade sauces and stocks.
Something to keep in mind with stockpots is that heavier pots perform better. They hold heat better and are less likely to stick and scorch.
In terms of size, I think 12 quarts is best. It’s the “smallest” big pot that you can use for pretty much all stockpot needs while still being small enough to store with your other cookware.
BAKING PAN
Trimming your baking cupboard of excess items can be a challenge because different types of baking require different types of pans.
(You can’t bake a cake in a muffin tin!)
That said, you can whittle down your collection by avoiding items you will hardly use and purchasing items that can serve double duty.
I keep my baking cupboard stocked with the following basics:
A 9” x 13” baking pan. This can be either glass, ceramic, or metal and you’ll be able to use it for sweet treats like cakes and bars, as well as savory casseroles, pasta dishes, and meats.
A square baking pan. Go with either 8” x 8” or 9” x 9”.
Sheet pans. Buy two and invest in commercial-quality aluminum or steel. Non-stick pans deteriorate faster, and dark coated pans will cook baked goods too quickly.
You can also pick up the following if you plan on making the foods they were designed for:
A muffin pan. If you don’t bake muffins or cupcakes often, choose paper soufflé cups instead to reduce storage requirements.
A pie pan. I recommend a glass or ceramic pan with a 9” or 10” diameter. Extra-deep pie dishes will accommodate more filling, if desired.
A round cake pan. Again, either 9” or 10” will work. If you bake layer cakes regularly, invest in a set of cake pans.
A 9” x 5” loaf pan. Look for a heavy-duty pan that can stand up to the wear of cakes, breads, meatloaf, and more.
You may have noticed that I don’t recommend silicone baking pans, which are a fairly popular nonstick option.
The problem is that they’re poor conductors of heat (which is why baked goods rarely brown in them) and are prone to scratches. Stick with metal, glass, or ceramic baking pans for the best results.
MISCELLANEOUS
Now that we have the essentials out of the way, let’s look at some additional equipment that you might find worthwhile if it fits your lifestyle and budget.
DIGITAL SCALE
A food scale not only allows you to be precise in your cooking, it also helps you avoid one of the most common diet mistakes that people make—underestimating how much you’re actually eating.
As I mentioned earlier, if you’re eyeballing foods and portions, you can count on eating more calories than you estimate.
A food scale makes it easy to follow recipes exactly and stick to your macronutritional and calorie targets. I like a digital scale because you can weigh everything in the same bowl, zeroing out after each ingredient is added.
MEASURING CUPS AND SPOONS
Opt for metal or glass. Plastic warps over time, making the measuring cups less precise.
FOOD PROCESSOR
Anything that needs to be chopped, mixed, or shredded can be prepared in a food processor.
You can turn sirloin into ground meat, oats into flour, cream into butter, almonds into nut butter, and frozen bananas into delicious copycat ice cream. You can even use a food processor to make pasta and pastry dough.
VEGETABLE PEELER
Go with a swivel type. It makes peeling so much easier.
MEAT THERMOMETER
Under- or over-cooked meat is enough to ruin an entire dish.
This is why I highly recommend you use a meat thermometer. It’s the easiest and most reliable way to make sure your meats always come out right.
In choosing a meat thermometer, you’ve got two primary options:
Instant-read digital meat thermometers. Insert this type of thermometer into your meat, and within 20 to 30 seconds, you’ll get a digital readout of its temperature. Analog alternatives also exist that feature a needle moving up and down a temperature scale, but they are less precise.
Leave-in meat thermometers. Both digital and analog varieties of this type of thermometer exist. They are oven safe and designed to remain in your food throughout the cooking process. There are even technologically advanced types that include features like audible alerts, programmable timers, and wireless readings that can be accessed via a smartphone.
I don’t really see the need for a fancy Bluetooth thermometer, so I use a simple instant-read digital one instead.
MICROPLANE
Although “Microplane” is technically the brand name of the Microplane Company, the word “microplane” has come to refer to any long, thin rasplike grater with a handle.
And whatever brand you purchase, you can use this kitchen implement to grate cheese, citrus, spices and more.
When purchasing a microplane, look first for a sturdy handle that’s well-connected to the plane itself. If you’ll grate primarily spices, look for one with small teeth; if cheeses are more your style, look for a larger variety. If you’ll be grating several different foods, a box-style microplane with multiple faces will probably best suit your needs.
SLOW COOKER
The humble slow cooker is many a chef’s best friend because nothing is easier than mixing up a smorgasbord of ingredients in the morning and returning home to delicious dinner.
Not all slow cookers are made equal, though. Here’s what you need to know:
Crockpot size
Slow cooker capacity is measured in quarts and models range from roughly 2 to 8. Choose based on how much food you plan on making. While a 2 to 3 quart model works well for 1 to 2 servings, you’ll need 4 to 6 quarts to make 3 to 5 servings and 6 to 8 (or more) quarts to prepare 5+ servings.
Temperature controls
Manual models have a simple dial for setting the cooking temperature (usually low, high, and warm) and little else. Digital models, on the other hand, often allow you to set exact cooking temperatures and program cook times and even cook times at different temperatures.
Removable crock
A slow cooker with a removable crock is much easier to clean and serve than a single-piece unit.
Breakfast
“BLT” EGGS BENEDICT
CRISPY POLENTA SQUARES WITH WARM BLUEBERRY SAUCE
SALMON AND ASPARAGUS OMELET
AVOCADO AND EGG BREAKFAST SANDWICHES
EGGS AND TOMATO BREAKFAST MELTS
IRRESISTIBLE HAM AND CHEESE BAKE
HUEVOS RANCHEROS
SPICED CARIBBEAN OATMEAL WITH YOGURT SWIRL
HIGH PROTEIN BANANA OATCAKES
CREAMY BLUEBERRY-BANANA SMOOTHIE
CINNAMON-SPICED SWEET POTATO PANCAKES
COCONUT AND MACADEMIA FRENCH TOAST
ALMOND BUTTER BANANA SMOOTHIE
Breakfast is a controversial meal these days.
Some “experts” say breakfast is vital for preserving health and preventing weight gain, while others claim skipping it entirely is the trick to staying lean and healthy.
Scientific research cuts both ways as well.
For example, one study conducted by scientists from Harvard School of Public Health found that men who regularly skipped breakfast had a 27% higher risk of heart attack or death from heart disease.1 Another found that skipping breakfast was associated with a higher risk of weight gain.2
On the other hand, a study conducted by scientists at the University of Alabama involved an extensive review of the literature and concluded that missing breakfast has either little or no effect on weight gain.3 In fact, the data showed that breakfast eaters tend to consume more calories than those who skip it.
What’s the deal, then? Does skipping breakfast make it easier or harder to lose weight? Does it have no effect whatsoever?
And then there’s the context of bodybuilding, which gives rise to new concerns related to body composition.
When we enter this realm, we hear talk of “starvation mode,” muscle loss, and metabolic damage, but how reasonable are such fears? Does skipping breakfast really impair muscle growth and metabolic health?
Well, let’s find out.
THE TRUTH ABOUT SKIPPING BREAKFAST AND WEIGHT LOSS
Let’s start this section with a review of the Harvard studies cited above.
The first thing that jumps out is the major difference between the people that did and didn’t eat breakfast is that non-breakfast eaters were generally hungrier later in the day and ate more at night.
Eating food at night isn’t a problem per se, but research shows that meal skipping can lead to overeating and an increase in total overall energy in-take.4 That is, some people that skip meals tend to eat more calories than non-skippers.
Overeating, in turn, leads to fat gain, and overweight people are at an increased risk of heart disease. Thus, there can be an association between skipping breakfast and an increased incidence of cardiac events and heart disease, but that doesn’t mean there’s a causal relationship.
The lead author of the study, Leah Cahill, summarized this simply:
“Skipping breakfast may lead to one or more risk factors, including obesity, high blood pressure, high cholesterol, and diabetes, which may in turn lead to a heart attack over time.”5
With that in mind, let’s now look at the University of Alabama study.
What researchers found is that only a handful of rigorous, well-executed studies have tested the effects of eating and not eating breakfast.
Moreover, you have to go all the way back to 1992 to find the only long-term, carefully controlled trial that randomly assigned people to eat or skip breakfast routinely and then measured the effect on their body weight.
The 1992 study was carried out by scientists at Vanderbilt University and showed that eating or skipping breakfast had no significant effect on weight loss.6 What mattered weren’t breakfast habits but overall eating habits and diet compliance, which merely confirms what metabolic researchers have been saying for decades.
We can find an abundance of support for these findings in the research available on the intermittent fasting style of dieting.
In case you’re not familiar with it, intermittent fasting is a style of dieting that has you eat and not eat on a regular schedule, with particular emphasis placed on not eating, or fasting.
You see, with a normal type of diet, you eat food every few hours from, let’s say, 8 AM until 9 PM. That is, every day you eat food intermittently for approximately 13 hours and eat nothing for about 11 hours.
With intermittent fasting, you flip this equation on its head.
You eat food intermittently for, let’s say, ~8 hours and eat nothing for ~16 hours. For example, you might start eating at 1 PM, stop at 9 PM, and not eat again until 1 PM the next day.
Now, as you can imagine, many intermittent fasting protocols involve skipping breakfast. And research shows they are just as workable and healthy as traditional forms of dieting.7
But what about claims that skipping breakfast can cause your metabolism to slow down?
Nonsense.
In a well-designed trial published in 2014, scientists from the University of Bath found that in healthy adults with normal body fat percentages, eating or skipping breakfast had no effect on resting metabolic rate.8
In fact, one study found that metabolic rate didn’t decline until 60 hours without food, and the reduction was a mere 8%.9 Contrary to popular myth, research shows that the metabolism actually speeds up after 36 to 48 hours of not eating.10
So, the bottom line is this: if you enjoy breakfast, you should eat it; if you enjoy skipping it, you should skip it.
Many people I’ve worked with like eating breakfast because they enjoy breakfast food. Others find that a hearty breakfast helps curb their hunger throughout the day, which in turn helps prevent overeating. Still others may find it energizing.
On the other hand, many others prefer to skip breakfast because they just don’t like standard morning fare or they prefer fasting until lunch. Some like to “save” those calories and eat a larger lunch, dinner, or both.
Both groups do equally well in the end.
CAN SKIPPING BREAKFAST WORK FOR BODYBUILDING, TOO?
Many bodybuilders, and people in general looking to build muscle and strength, are afraid that skipping breakfast will slow down their progress. This fear is rooted in the simple belief that going for too long without food causes muscle loss.
Well, there’s truth here. If you go too long without food, your body will break down muscle tissue for energy.11
That said, what many people don’t know is just how long you have to go without food for that to occur.
Well, one study found that amino acids obtained from the breakdown of muscle tissue were responsible for about 50% of glucose maintenance at the 16-hour mark of fasting and 100% at the 28-hour mark.12
This is why many intermittent fasting protocols designed for athletes and bodybuilders don’t have you going for more than 16 hours without food.
Furthermore, this is why well-designed protocols also recommend that your last meal before the fast be high in a slow-burning form of protein like casein or egg.
The purpose of this is to provide the body with a large infusion of amino acids so it doesn’t have to break down muscle tissue. Instead, it can use the amino acids provided by the protein, which will remain available for several hours after eating it.
Here’s what it boils down to:
Many methods of intermittent fasting involve skipping breakfast, and research shows bodybuilders can do just as well on these diets as traditional ones that include breakfast.13
Again, it simply boils down to personal eating preferences.
THE BOTTOM LINE
There’s a lot of truth in the old saying that the best diet and training programs are the ones you’re going to stick to.
No matter how perfectly designed a diet or workout routine is, if it doesn’t fit your lifestyle, you’re better off finding an alternative that does.
For example, planning and tracking calorie intake is the most effective and reliable way to lose fat, but some people really chafe at it for one reason or another.
These people shouldn’t completely ignore the realities of energy balance but should focus instead on establishing good eating habits that are conducive to weight loss.
The same goes for eating or skipping breakfast.
If skipping breakfast helps you better stick to your diet, you should do it. If it doesn’t, don’t.
So long as your diet is set up properly as a whole, you can’t go wrong either way.
“BLT”
EGGS BENEDICT
SERVES 1 | PREP TIME 15 MINUTES | COOKING TIME 15 MINUTES
575 CALORIES | 33 GRAMS PROTEIN | 62 GRAMS CARBOHYDRATES | 24 GRAMS FAT
YOU’VE PROBABLY heard that eggs raise “bad cholesterol” levels or otherwise increase the risk of heart disease, but more recent research has completely debunked these long-standing claims.14
EGGS are one of the cheapest ways to incorporate protein into your diet, along with being both healthy and delicious.
HOLLANDAISE-MUSTARD SAUCE
1 tablespoon light mayonnaise
½ tablespoon water
1 1 teaspoon whole-grain mustard
½ teaspoon lemon juice
Pinch of ground cayenne pepper
EGGS BENEDICT
1 tablespoon white vinegar
½ tablespoon extra-virgin olive oil
1 ounce Canadian bacon, diced
½ small onion, thinly sliced
4 cups chopped kale (stems removed)
Ground black pepper, to taste
1 whole-grain English muffin, split
2 tomato slices
2 large eggs
1 To make the sauce, into a blender or food processor, add mayonnaise, water, mustard, lemon juice, and cayenne. Process until smooth. Transfer the sauce to a small bowl and reserve.
2 To prepare eggs, add about 3 inches of water into a large skillet. Pour in vinegar and bring to a low simmer over medium heat.
3 Meanwhile, warm oil in medium nonstick skillet over medium-high heat. Sauté the Canadian bacon and onion, stirring constantly, until golden brown, about 4 minutes. Remove the pan from heat and toss in kale. Stir until the greens wilt, about 2 minutes, and season with pepper.
4 Toast English muffin halves until lightly golden. Place onto a plate, layering a tomato slice and kale mixture onto each half. Place the pan in the oven to stay warm (keep the oven turned off).
5 Crack eggs into a mug one by one and slip them into the simmering water. Cook approximately 3 to 5 minutes, carefully removing the eggs with a slotted spoon once they reach desired doneness. Top poached eggs onto the prepared English muffins and drizzle with Hollandaise-style sauce. Serve.
CRISPY POLENTA SQUARES WITH WARM BLUEBERRY SAUCE
SERVES 4 | PREP TIME 15 MINUTES, PLUS 45 MINUTES FOR POLENTA TO SET | COOKING TIME 20 MINUTES
467 CALORIES | 27 GRAMS PROTEIN | 72 GRAMS CARBOHYDRATES | 8 GRAMS FAT
3 cups water
3 cups 2% milk
2 teaspoons salt
1¾ cups yellow cornmeal
3 scoops vanilla protein powder
2 cups fresh or frozen blueberries
1 tablespoon honey
2 teaspoons extra-virgin olive oil
1 banana, peeled and sliced
1 In a large, heavy-duty pot over medium-high heat, bring water and milk to a boil. Add salt and gradually whisk in cornmeal.
2 Reduce the heat to low and cook until the mixture thickens and cornmeal is tender, stirring often, about 10 to 15 minutes. Remove from the heat. Add the protein powder and stir until no lumps are visible. Pour the polenta into an 8-inch by 8-inch casserole dish and place in the fridge to set, about 30 to 45 minutes. After the mixture solidifies, cut it into 2-inch by 2-inch squares.
3 To prepare blueberry sauce, add blueberries and honey into a blender. Process until smooth, about 1 minute.
4 Warm oil in a large skillet over medium-high heat. Working in batches, brown polenta squares, cooking about 2 minutes per side. Transfer polenta squares to a dish.
5 Add blueberry sauce to the skillet. Stirring constantly, let the blueberry sauce warm over medium-high heat. Pour hot blueberry sauce over polenta and top with banana slices.
SERVES 1 | PREP TIME 10 MINUTES | COOKING TIME 10 MINUTES
560 CALORIES | 64 GRAMS PROTEIN | 13 GRAMS CARBOHYDRATES | 28 GRAMS FAT
2 teaspoons extra-virgin olive oil
½ small onion, diced
2 asparagus spears, cut into 1-inch pieces
1 (6-ounce) wild Pacific salmon fillet, cut into 1-inch cubes
1 clove garlic, minced
3 pitted Kalamata olives, sliced
1 teaspoon capers
1 Roma tomato, diced
Salt and ground black pepper, to taste
2 whole eggs, lightly beaten
4 egg whites, lightly beaten, or ¾ cup liquid egg white substitute
1 Add oil to a medium nonstick skillet and warm over medium-high heat. Add onion and asparagus, sautéing for 2 to 3 minutes. Stir in salmon pieces, lightly browning salmon pieces on all sides. Add garlic, olives, capers, and tomato; cook for another minute.
2 Add salt, pepper, whole eggs, and egg whites into the pan. Continually stir for about 1 minute, keeping the edges of the omelet from browning. Using a spatula, carefully flip omelet and cook for about 30 seconds. Serve immediately.
AVOCADO AND EGG BREAKFAST SANDWICHES
SERVES 4 | PREP TIME 15 MINUTES | COOKING TIME 15 MINUTES
289 CALORIES | 16 GRAMS PROTEIN | 29 GRAMS CARBOHYDRATES | 13 GRAMS FAT
AVOCADOS MAY HELP YOU LOSE WEIGHT. Not only are avocados a source of healthy fats, they’re packed with fiber too. This is why one study found participants who ate avocado with their lunch felt “23% more satisfied and had a 28% lower desire to eat over the next 5 hours,” compared to participants whose lunch didn’t contain avocado.15
AVOCADOS CONTAIN MORE POTASSIUM THAN BANANAS. Inadequate potassium intake is extremely common and associated with high blood pressure, heart attacks, strokes, and kidney failure.16 Just half of an avocado (about 100 grams) contains 14% of the daily recommended intake of potassium, compared to the 10% found in a medium-sized banana.
AVOCADOS CAN REDUCE THE RISK OF HEART DISEASE. Research shows that eating avocados can significantly improve your cholesterol profile, thereby reducing your risk of heart disease.17
8 egg whites
or 1½ cups liquid egg white substitute
Salt and ground black pepper, to taste
Ground cayenne pepper, to taste
1 tablespoon extra-virgin olive oil
¼ cup diced red bell pepper
¼ cup chopped scallions
¼ cup seeded and diced tomatoes
8 slices whole-grain bread, toasted
1 medium avocado, peeled, pitted, and sliced
1 In a medium bowl, add egg whites and use a fork or whisk to beat together. Stir in the salt, pepper, and cayenne.
2 Add the olive oil to a small nonstick skillet and warm over medium-high heat. Add 1 tablespoon each of bell peppers, scallions, and tomatoes. Stirring constantly, sauté for 1 minute; mix in ¼ of the egg whites. Cover with a lid, reduce heat to low, and cook until eggs have set, about 1 to 2 minutes. Use a spatula to fold eggs over themselves (in half) and then fold in half again. Remove eggs from pan and reserve. Repeat process 3 more times until all the egg whites and vegetables have been used.
3 Lay eggs onto 4 pieces of toasted bread and layer avocado slices on top. Close with top half of bread, cut each sandwich in half, and serve.
EGGS AND TOMATO BREAKFAST MELTS
SERVES 1 | PREP TIME 15 MINUTES | COOKING TIME 10 MINUTES
335 CALORIES | 27 GRAMS PROTEIN | 31 GRAMS CARBOHYDRATES | 13 GRAMS FAT
1 whole-grain English muffin, split
½ teaspoon extra-virgin olive oil
2 scallions, finely chopped and divided
4 egg whites, whisked, or ¾ cup liquid egg white substitute
Salt and ground black pepper, to taste
¼ cup halved cherry tomatoes
¼ cup shredded Mexican cheese blend
1 Preheat the broiler.
2 Add English muffin halves into a toaster and toast until golden brown. Place onto a baking sheet.
3 Warm oil in a small nonstick skillet over medium heat. Add half the scallions and sauté for about 2 to 3 minutes. Add egg whites into the pan, along with salt and pepper. Stir with a spatula until eggs are fully cooked; remove from heat.
4 Layer the muffin halves with scrambled egg whites, tomatoes, and cheese. Broil until cheese melts, about 1 to 1½ minutes. Use a spatula to transfer breakfast melts to a plate, garnish with remaining scallions, and serve.
IRRESISTIBLE HAM AND CHEESE BAKE
SERVES 6 | PREP TIME 20 MINUTES | COOKING TIME 35 MINUTES, PLUS 10 MINUTES TO COOL
273 CALORIES | 26 GRAMS PROTEIN | 6 GRAMS CARBOHYDRATES | 17 GRAMS FAT
2 cups shredded low-fat sharp cheddar cheese, divided
1 tablespoon extra-virgin olive oil
2 scallions, sliced
1 cup sliced shiitake mushrooms
½ cup chopped red bell pepper
¾ cup seeded and diced tomatoes
1 cup finely diced lean ham steak
1 cup finely chopped broccoli florets
7 large whole eggs
5 egg whites or 1 cup liquid egg white substitute
¼ cup 2% milk
Salt and ground black pepper, to taste
1 Preheat the oven to 375°F. Coat an 8-inch by 8-inch casserole dish with cooking spray, and layer 1 cup cheese on the bottom of the dish.
2 In a large skillet, warm oil over medium heat. Sauté scallions, mushrooms, and red pepper until tender, about 5 to 6 minutes. Add tomatoes and cook 2 to 3 minutes before stirring in ham and broccoli. Remove from heat. Using a spatula, spread mixture evenly in the baking dish over the cheese.
3 In a large bowl, whisk together whole eggs, egg whites, milk, salt, and pepper. Slowly pour over vegetable mixture in the baking dish and top with the remaining 1 cup cheese.
4 Bake until eggs are set and a knife inserted near the center comes out clean, about 30 to 35 minutes. Let the casserole cool for 8 to 10 minutes before cutting and serving.
HUEVOS RANCHEROS
SERVES 2 | PREP TIME 15 MINUTES | COOKING TIME 10 MINUTES 438 CALORIES | 24 GRAMS PROTEIN | 26 GRAMS CARBOHYDRATES | 26 GRAMS FAT
2 teaspoons extra-virgin olive oil, divided
½ small onion, finely chopped
1 tomato, diced
1 jalapeño pepper, seeded and finely chopped
Salt and ground black pepper, to taste
2 (6-inch) corn tortillas
2 large eggs
1 ounce queso fresco (fresh Mexican cheese), crumbled
2 tablespoons chopped fresh cilantro
1 In a small nonstick skillet, warm 1 teaspoon oil over medium-high heat and add onion. Cook for 1 minute and then stir in tomato, jalapeño, salt, and pepper. Sauté a few more minutes until most of the tomato’s liquid has evaporated. Remove from heat and reserve.
2 Using a separate small nonstick skillet, warm tortillas over high heat until crispy, about 1 minute each. Transfer tortillas to 2 plates.
3 Next, make the sunny-side-up eggs. Warm remaining 1 teaspoon oil in the skillet over medium-high heat. Gently crack eggs into the pan and season with salt and pepper. Cover with a lid and cook for 3 to 4 minutes until whites are set.
4 Top each tortilla with an egg. Spoon reserved tomato mixture over each egg. Garnish with cheese and a sprinkle of cilantro before serving.
SPICED CARIBBEAN OATMEAL WITH YOGURT SWIRL
SERVES 4 | PREP TIME 10 MINUTES | COOKING TIME 5 MINUTES
292 CALORIES | 17 GRAMS PROTEIN | 31 GRAMS CARBOHYDRATES | 12 GRAMS FAT
OATMEAL IS A GREAT SOURCE OF SOLUBLE FIBER. Soluble fiber is a non-digestible carbohydrate that grows in plants. When eaten, it reaches the colon intact and is then fermented, promoting the growth and activity of “good” gut bacteria or probiotics. Research shows that starting the day with oatmeal can help prevent overeating thanks to this super-filling soluble fiber.18
OATMEAL CAN DECREASE THE RISK OF HIGH BLOOD PRESSURE. All of that fiber isn’t just great for your waistline, it’s heart-healthy as well. Soluble fiber has been shown to decrease low-density lipoprotein (LDL) cholesterol—the “bad” kind—by 5% to 10%, thereby reducing the risk of high blood pressure and cardiovascular disease.19
OATMEAL MAY REDUCE THE RISK OF TYPE 2 DIABETES. Research shows that eating oatmeal can improve insulin sensitivity. One study found that feeding oatmeal to patients with type 2 diabetes resulted in a whopping 40% reduction in insulin dosage.20
3 cups 2% milk
1 cup quick-cooking oats
1 tablespoon brown sugar, unpacked
½ teaspoon ground cinnamon
Pinch of ground nutmeg
¼ cup chopped pistachios
Pinch of salt
1 (6-ounce) container 2% Greek yogurt
1 Combine milk, oats, sugar, cinnamon, nutmeg, pistachios, and salt in a medium pot and warm over medium-high heat. Bring mixture to a boil, stirring constantly until oatmeal is cooked, about 2 minutes.
2 Remove from heat and swirl in the yogurt. Serve.
HIGH PROTEIN BANANA OATCAKES
SERVES 2 (2 OATCAKES PER SERVING) | PREP TIME 5 MINUTES | COOKING TIME 10 MINUTES
357 CALORIES | 30 GRAMS PROTEIN | 47 GRAMS CARBOHYDRATES | 6 GRAMS FAT
1 cup old-fashioned oats
6 egg whites or 1 cup plus 2 tablespoons liquid egg white substitute
1 ripe banana, peeled and sliced
1 cup 2% cottage cheese
½ teaspoon ground cinnamon
1 tablespoon granulated sugar
1 In a medium bowl, add oats, egg whites, banana, cottage cheese, cinnamon, and sugar. Mix with a spatula until the batter is smooth.
2 Coat a medium pan with cooking spray and warm over medium heat. Spoon about one quarter of the batter into the pan, cooking until golden brown, about 1 to 2 minutes. Flip the oatcake with a spatula and cook another 30 to 60 seconds. When done, it will be golden brown and firm. Transfer to a plate and reserve.
3 Reapply cooking spray and repeat with remaining batter until all 4 oatcakes are cooked. Serve.
CREAMY BLUEBERRY-BANANA SMOOTHIE
SERVES 2 | PREP TIME 10 MINUTES
228 CALORIES | 12 GRAMS PROTEIN | 31 GRAMS CARBOHYDRATES | 7 GRAMS FAT
GREEK YOGURT IS ALL THE RAGE these days for a few good reasons: it has twice the protein of regular, non-strained yogurt, it’s creamy and delicious, and it comes in 0%, 2%, and full-fat varieties (2% is my favorite).
AS A SNACK, IT’LL HELP YOU STAY FULL LONGER, and if you have some at night, it can help with muscle recovery while you’re resting due to the casein content.21
TO PACK THIS SMOOTHIE WITH EVEN MORE PROTEIN, just add a scoop of a favorite vanilla protein powder.
1 banana, preferably frozen, peeled and sliced
½ cup frozen blueberries
1 teaspoon honey
½ cup 2% Greek yogurt
1 tablespoon whole flaxseed
1 cup 2% milk
1 Into a blender, add banana, blueberries, honey, yogurt, flaxseed, and milk. Process until smooth, about 1 minute. Pour into 2 glasses and serve
CINNAMON-SPICED SWEET POTATO PANCAKES
SERVES 1 (2 PANCAKES PER SERVING) | PREP TIME 10 MINUTES | COOKING TIME 5 MINUTES
506 CALORIES | 39 GRAMS PROTEIN | 63 GRAMS CARBOHYDRATES | 11 GRAMS FAT
SWEET POTATOES MAY HELP PROTECT AGAINST CANCER. One large sweet potato contains more than 100% of the recommended daily intake of vitamin A, which plays a role in bone growth and immune system health.22
SWEET POTATOES ARE ONE OF THE WORLD’S BEST SOURCES OF VITAMIN A. In addition to vitamin A’s anti-cancer properties, several studies suggest the beta-carotene found in sweet potatoes may decrease the risk of breast and ovarian cancer in women.23
1 medium (5-ounce) sweet potato
½ cup old-fashioned oats
1 large egg
4 egg whites or ¾ cup liquid egg white substitute
½ teaspoon vanilla extract
½ teaspoon ground cinnamon
¼ cup 2% plain yogurt
1 Prick sweet potato several times with a fork. Wrap potato in a wet paper towel and microwave for 5 minutes on high power. Carefully run potato under cool water and then remove its skin with a knife.
2 Add oats into a blender or a food processor and process until oats are powder-like. Transfer to a medium bowl and reserve.
3 Add the sweet potato into the blender or food processor, puréeing until smooth. Place into the bowl with oats. Stir in whole egg, egg whites, vanilla, cinnamon, and yogurt. Mix well until the batter is smooth.
4 Coat a medium nonstick pan with cooking spray and warm over medium-low heat.
5 Spoon half the batter into the pan and cook until golden brown, about 1 to 2 minutes. Use a spatula to flip the pancake and cook again until golden brown and firm, about another 30 to 60 seconds. Transfer the pancake to a plate.
6 Reapply cooking spray to the pan and repeat with remaining batter. Serve.
COCONUT AND MACADEMIA FRENCH TOAST
SERVES 2 (2 PIECES PER SERVING) | PREP TIME 5 MINUTES | COOKING TIME 10 TMINUTES
510 CALORIES | 43 GRAMS PROTEIN | 46 GRAMS CARBOHYDRATES | 18 GRAMS FAT
FRENCH TOAST
½ cup 2% milk
2 large eggs
2 egg whites or 6 tablespoons liquid egg white substitute
2 scoops vanilla protein powder
½ teaspoon ground cinnamon
4 slices whole-grain bread
TOPPING
1 banana, peeled and sliced
2 tablespoons chopped macadamia nuts
2 tablespoons unsweetened coconut flakes
1 In a shallow dish, add milk, eggs, and egg whites, whisking together with a fork. Add protein powder and cinnamon, whisking again until completely mixed.
2 Soak a slice of bread in the mixture until soggy—letting it sit at least 30 seconds or so is ideal.
3 Coat a medium nonstick pan with cooking spray and warm on medium-high heat. Add 1 or 2 bread slices into the pan (no crowding the pan!) and cook until golden brown, about 2 minutes. Use a spatula to flip the slices, cooking again until firm, another 1 to 2 minutes. Transfer to a plate and repeat with remaining bread.
4 Meanwhile, in a small bowl, mix banana, nuts, and coconut flakes. Garnish each French toast piece with the topping. Serve.
ALMOND BUTTER-BANANA SMOOTHIE
SERVES 1 | PREP TIME 5 MINUTES
505 CALORIES | 33 GRAMS PROTEIN | 46 GRAMS CARBOHYDRATES | 25 GRAMS FAT
ALMONDS ARE PACKED WITH MACRO- AND MICRONUTRIENTS. According to the USDA’s National Nutrient Database, a single ounce of almonds contains 3.5 grams of fiber, 6 grams of protein, and 14 grams of fat, including 9 grams of healthy monounsaturated fat. It also satisfies 37% of your daily vitamin E requirement, 32% of your daily manganese needs, as well as 20% of your magnesium, copper, vitamin B2 (as riboflavin), and phosphorus RDA needs.24
ALMONDS MAY HELP CONTROL CHOLESTEROL LEVELS. A 4-month study of pre-diabetic patients found that subjects who got 20% of their daily calories from almonds lowered their LDL (“bad”) cholesterol by an average of about 10%.25
ALMONDS KEEP YOU FULLER, LONGER. Research published in the European Journal of Clinical Nutrition found that feeding 137 participants a 1.5-ounce snack of almonds every day over a 4-week period significantly reduced their perceived levels of hunger and their interest in eating.26
1 banana, preferably frozen, peeled and sliced
2 tablespoons almond butter
1 cup unsweetened almond milk
1 teaspoon honey
1 tablespoon ground or whole flaxseed
1 scoop vanilla protein powder
1 In a blender, add banana, almond butter, almond milk, honey, flaxseed, and protein powder. Process until smooth, about 1 minute. Pour into a glass and serve.
Salads
CLASSIC COBB SALAD
COCONUT-CRUSTED CHICKEN SALAD
SPICY SANTA FE TACO SALAD
PERFECT PROTEIN SALAD WITH BUTTERMILK DRESSING
TROPICAL CHICKEN SALAD WITH PINEAPPLE AND PECANS
GRILLED MEDITERRANEAN SALAD WITH SUN-DRIED TOMATO VINAIGRETTE
SUPERGREEN SALAD
LOW-FAT TZATZIKI
CREAMY JALAPEÑO-CILANTRO DRESSING
RED WINE VINAIGRETTE
CUCUMBER RANCH DRESSING
CLASSIC COBB SALAD
SERVES 2 | PREP TIME 20 MINUTES
446 CALORIES | 40 GRAMS PROTEIN | 23 GRAMS CARBOHYDRATES | 23 GRAMS FAT
1 small head iceberg lettuce, cored and chopped
8 ounces boneless, skinless chicken breast, cooked and cut into ¼-inch cubes
2 hard-boiled eggs, peeled, and chopped
2 tomatoes, chopped
1 avocado, peeled, pitted, and sliced
1 cup grated carrots
¼ cup shredded low-fat mild cheddar cheese
Salad dressing, like Red Wine Vinaigrette or Cucumber Ranch Dressing
1 Combine everything in a large bowl and toss. Divide into separate bowls and serve with a dressing of your choice.
COCONUT-CRUSTED CHICKEN SALAD
SERVES 2 | PREP TIME 15 MINUTES | COOKING TIME 30 MINUTES
454 CALORIES | 31 GRAMS PROTEIN | 36 GRAMS CARBOHYDRATES | 21 GRAMS FAT
POPULATIONS THAT CONSUME LARGE AMOUNTS OF COCONUT ARE SOME OF THE HEALTHIEST IN THE WORLD. The Tokelauans are a community living in the South Pacific that consumes nearly 60% of their calories from coconuts, and research shows they’re in excellent health and show virtually no evidence of heart disease.1
COCONUT CAN HELP YOU CONTROL YOUR HUNGER. Obesity tends to be higher among high-fat dieters than those that eat low-fat diets, mainly due to the caloric density of the foods consumed.2 Evidence suggests, however, that a type of fat found in coconut called a medium-chain triglyceride (MCT) can help curb hunger.3
COCONUT CAN IMPROVE YOUR CHOLESTEROL PROFILE. A study conducted by researchers at the Federal University of Alagoas in Brazil found that supplementation with coconut oil for 12 weeks improved the ratio of LDL (“bad”) to HDL (“good)” cholesterol levels.4
VINAIGRETTE
1 tablespoon extra-virgin olive oil
1 tablespoon honey
1 tablespoon white vinegar
2 teaspoons Dijon mustard
CHICKEN SALAD
6 tablespoons shredded unsweetened coconut
¼ cup panko breadcrumbs
2 tablespoons crushed cornflakes
Salt and ground black pepper, to taste
3 egg whites, lightly beaten, or ½ cup liquid egg white substitute
1 (6-ounce) boneless, skinless chicken breast, trimmed of fat
6 cups mixed baby greens
¾ cup shredded carrots
1 cucumber, sliced
1 tomato, sliced
1 Preheat the oven to 375°F. Line a baking sheet with parchment paper.
2 In a small bowl, whisk together oil, honey, vinegar, and mustard. Reserve.
3 In a small, shallow dish, mix coconut, panko, cornflakes, salt, and pepper. In another bowl large enough to fit the chicken, add egg whites and lightly beat them with a fork.
4 Season chicken with salt and pepper. Dip chicken in egg whites followed by the coconut-panko mixture, using your fingers to press coconut mixture onto the chicken if needed. Place chicken onto the prepared baking sheet, lightly coat with cooking spray, and bake for 15 minutes. Flip chicken and bake until cooked through, about 10 to 15 more minutes.
5 To serve, add 3 cups baby greens to each plate. Top with carrots, cucumber, and tomato. Slice chicken diagonally and divide evenly between each salad. Drizzle with dressing.
SPICY SANTA FE TACO SALAD
SERVES 4 | PREP TIME 25 MINUTES | COOKING TIME 20 MINUTES
347 CALORIES | 22 GRAMS PROTEIN | 28 GRAMS CARBOHYDRATES | 18 GRAMS FAT
TOPPING
½ pound 93% lean ground turkey
½ cup canned black beans, rinsed and drained
1 tablespoon minced jalapeño pepper
2 beefsteak tomatoes, chopped
1 clove garlic, peeled and minced
3 tablespoons chopped scallions
2 tablespoons chopped fresh cilantro, plus more for garnish
¾ cup frozen corn kernels
Salt and ground black pepper, to taste
1¼ teaspoons ground sweet paprika
AVOCADO DIP
¼ cup 2% Greek yogurt
¼ cup water
1 medium avocado, peeled, pitted, and chopped, divided
1½ tablespoons chopped fresh cilantro
½ teaspoon cayenne pepper
Salt and ground black pepper, to taste
SALAD
5 cups shredded iceberg lettuce
½ cup shredded Mexican cheese blend
1 beefsteak tomato, chopped
2 tablespoons chopped fresh cilantro
2 tablespoons crushed tortilla chips
1 Warm a large nonstick skillet over medium-high heat. Add ground turkey to the skillet, using a wooden spoon to break the meat into small pieces. Cook for 4 to 5 minutes, stirring frequently, until the meat is no longer pink.
2 Stir in beans, jalapeño, tomatoes, garlic, scallions, cilantro, corn, salt, pepper, and paprika. Cover, reduce heat to low, and cook for 15 minutes. Remove the lid from the skillet and simmer until the liquid reduces, about 5 more minutes.
3 Meanwhile, make the avocado dip: into a blender, add yogurt, water, half the avocado, cilantro, cayenne, salt, and pepper. Process until smooth; reserve.
4 Divide the lettuce between 4 plates. Top with turkey mixture, cheese, tomatoes, cilantro, and remaining chopped avocado. Spoon the avocado dip over the top and garnish with crushed tortilla chips.
PERFECT PROTEIN SALAD WITH BUTTERMILK DRESSING
SERVES 1 | PREP TIME 20 MINUTES
349 CALORIES | 30 GRAMS PROTEIN | 29 GRAMS CARBOHYDRATES | 15 GRAMS FAT
2 cups baby spring mix
2 scallions, chopped
1 small cucumber, halved and sliced
4 white button mushrooms, halved and sliced
¼ medium avocado, peeled and chopped
½ cup 2% cottage cheese
1 hard-boiled egg, peeled and chopped
3 tablespoons low-fat buttermilk
Juice of 1 lemon
1 clove garlic, minced
Salt and ground black pepper, to taste
1 Into a medium bowl, add spring mix, scallions, cucumber, mushrooms, avocado, cottage cheese, and egg.
2 In a small bowl, add buttermilk, lemon juice, garlic, salt, and pepper. Use a fork to combine.
3 Drizzle the dressing over the salad, toss, and serve.
TROPICAL CHICKEN SALAD WITH PINEAPPLE AND PECANS
SERVES 1 | PREP TIME 25 MINUTES
323 CALORIES | 42 GRAMS PROTEIN | 22 GRAMS CARBOHYDRATES | 9 GRAMS FAT
1 (6-ounce) boneless, skinless chicken breast, cooked and cubed
2 tablespoons chopped celery
¼ cup chopped pineapple
¼ cup peeled orange segments
1 tablespoon chopped pecans
¼ cup halved seedless grapes
Salt and ground black pepper, to taste
2 cups torn romaine lettuce
1 In a medium bowl, add chicken, celery, pineapple, oranges, pecans, and grapes. Gently mix together with a spoon until combined and season with salt and pepper.
2 On a plate, make a bed of lettuce. Top with the chicken mixture and serve.
GRILLED MEDITERRANEAN SALAD WITH SUN-DRIED TOMATO VINAIGRETTE
SERVES 4 | PREP TIME 10 MINUTES | COOKING TIME 15 MINUTES
171 CALORIES | 10 GRAMS PROTEIN | 11 GRAMS CARBOHYDRATES | 9 GRAMS FAT
¼ cup balsamic vinegar
½ teaspoon capers
½ teaspoon minced garlic
2 tablespoons roughly chopped dry-packed sun-dried tomatoes
2 red bell peppers, seeded and cut into large strips
8 asparagus spears
1 zucchini, sliced
½ red onion, sliced
2 teaspoons extra-virgin olive oil
Salt and ground black pepper, to taste
4 hard-boiled eggs, peeled and quartered
2 tablespoons roughly chopped Kalamata olives
¼ cup crumbled reduced-fat feta cheese
Chopped fresh basil, to taste
1 Into the bowl of a food processor, add vinegar, capers, garlic, and sun-dried tomatoes. Process until well-combined. Reserve.
2 In a large mixing bowl, combine the red peppers, asparagus, zucchini, and red onion. Add the olive oil, salt, and pepper. Toss to combine.
3 Prepare a grill to medium-high heat. Lightly coat the grill grates with cooking spray. Once the grill is hot, grill vegetables, turning occasionally, until lightly charred.
4 In a bowl, add grilled veggies and vinaigrette, tossing to combine. Divide vegetables between 4 plates. Top with eggs, olives, feta, and basil.
SUPERGREEN SALAD
SERVES 4 | PREP TIME 10 MINUTES
420 CALORIES | 17 GRAMS PROTEIN | 18 GRAMS CARBOHYDRATES | 33 GRAMS FAT
DARK LEAFY GREENS REDUCE THE RISK OF VARIOUS DISEASES. Research shows that vegetables like spinach, kale, romaine lettuce, leaf lettuce, mustard greens, collard greens, chicory, and Swiss chard are rich sources of various micronutrients that help reduce the risk of a wide variety of diseases, including heart disease, high blood pressure, cataracts, stroke, and cancer.5
DARK LEAFY GREENS ARE A GREAT SOURCE OF VITAMIN K. Vitamin K, one of the four fat-soluble vitamins, helps support healthy blood coagulation, leads to a reduction in the calcification and stiffening of arteries (which can increase the risk of cardiovascular disease), and may ultimately play a role in anti-aging treatments and cancer therapy.
DARK LEAFY GREENS HELP PRESERVE VISION AND EYE HEALTH. Kale, dandelion greens, mustard greens, and Swiss chard are great sources of lutein and zeaxanthin, two molecules that have been associated with lower rates of age-related eye degeneration.6
4 cups chopped kale (stems removed)
4 cups fresh spinach leaves
3 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil
1 tablespoon lemon juice
Salt and ground black pepper, to taste
6 hard-boiled eggs, peeled and quartered
2 medium avocados, peeled, pitted, and sliced
½ small red onion, sliced
4 tablespoons grated Parmesan cheese
1 In a large bowl, add kale, spinach, olive oil, lemon juice, salt, and pepper. Toss to combine, coating the greens with dressing. Divide the salad between 4 plates.
2 Top each bed of greens with eggs, avocados, and red onion. Sprinkle each salad with cheese and serve immediately.
LOW-FAT TZATZIKI
SERVES 16 (2 TABLESPOONS PER SERVING) | PREP TIME 5 MINUTES
12 CALORIES | 1 GRAM PROTEIN | 1 GRAM CARBOHYDRATES | 0 GRAMS FAT
1 small cucumber
¾ cup 2% Greek yogurt
¾ teaspoon Worcestershire sauce
2 tablespoons finely chopped fresh mint
Salt, to taste
1 Peel the cucumber, cut it lengthwise, and use a spoon to remove and discard the seeds. Into a blender or food processor, add half of the cucumber. Purée until smooth and transfer to a small bowl.
2 Add yogurt, Worcestershire sauce, mint, and salt to the cucumber purée in the bowl, and mix well. Finely chop remaining cucumber half and stir it into the tzatziki sauce. Use within 2 days.
CREAMY JALAPEÑO-CILANTRO DRESSING
SERVES 7 | PREP TIME 5 MINUTES
38 CALORIES | 2 GRAMS PROTEIN | 3 GRAMS CARBOHYDRATES | 2 GRAMS FAT
½ cup low-fat buttermilk
¼ cup light mayonnaise
¼ cup 2% Greek yogurt
1 small jalapeño pepper, seeded
¼ cup chopped fresh cilantro
1 tomatillo, husked, rinsed, and chopped
1 clove garlic
1 scallion, sliced
Juice of ½ lime
⅛ teaspoon cumin
Salt and ground black pepper, to taste
1 Add all the ingredients into a blender. Pulse until smooth. Use immediately or refrigerate until needed.
RED WINE VINAIGRETTE
SERVES 2 | PREP TIME 5 MINUTES
123 CALORIES | 0 GRAMS PROTEIN | 0 GRAMS CARBOHYDRATES | 14 GRAMS FAT
1 tablespoon red wine vinegar
½ teaspoon Dijon mustard
¼ teaspoon dried thyme
¼ teaspoon minced garlic
Pinch of ground black pepper
2 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil
1 Into a small bowl, add all the ingredients. Using a fork, whisk ingredients together until combined.
CUCUMBER RANCH DRESSING
SERVES 7 | PREP TIME 5 MINUTES
42 CALORIES | 2 GRAMS PROTEIN | 4 GRAMS CARBOHYDRATES | 2 GRAMS FAT
1 small cucumber, peeled
½ cup low-fat buttermilk
¼ cup light mayonnaise
¼ cup 2% Greek yogurt
3 tablespoons fresh parsley leaves
1 clove garlic, peeled
¼ cup sliced scallions
Juice of ½ lemon
Salt and ground black pepper, to taste
1 Slice the cucumber lengthwise. Use a spoon to remove and discard the seeds. Roughly chop the cucumber and add to the blender, along with remaining ingredients. Pulse until smooth. Use immediately or refrigerate until needed.
Sandwiches & Soups
COCONUT CARROT-GINGER SOUP
ITALIAN LENTIL SOUP WITH CHICKEN
SUPREMELY SPICY CHILI
CUMIN-SPIKED BLACK BEAN SOUP
SLOW COOKER CHICKEN ENCHILADA SOUP
CHICKEN POT PIE SOUP
WHITE BEAN SOUP WITH TURKEY SAUSAGE AND KALE
CHICKEN SALAD SANDWICH
SLOW COOKER ITALIAN SLOPPY JOE
SLOW-COOKER FRENCH DIP SANDWICHES
TURKEY TACO LETTUCE WRAPS
HEALTHY AVOCADO-EGG SALAD SANDWICH
CUBAN SANDWICH QUESADILLA
BAGUETTE WITH ROAST BEEF, ARUGULA, AND SHAVED PARMESAN
COCONUT CARROT-GINGER SOUP
SERVES 4 | PREP TIME 15 MINUTES | COOKING TIME 35 MINUTES
170 CALORIES | 6 GRAMS PROTEIN | 21 GRAMS CARBOHYDRATES | 7 GRAMS FAT
1 teaspoon extra-virgin olive oil
1 medium onion, chopped
10 carrots, unpeeled and sliced
3 cloves garlic, minced
2 teaspoons peeled and grated fresh ginger
4 cups low-sodium chicken broth
1 (14-ounce) can lite coconut milk
Chopped fresh cilantro, to taste
Salt and ground black pepper, to taste
1 In a medium pot, warm olive oil over medium-high heat. Add the onion and sauté for about 3 minutes. Add carrots, garlic, and ginger; stirring frequently, cook for about 5 minutes.
2 Stir in broth and coconut milk. Bring soup to a boil over high heat; reduce heat to low and simmer until carrots until tender, about 30 minutes.
3 Remove soup from the heat and stir in cilantro. Carefully use an immersion blender to purée soup until very smooth; or, transfer the soup in batches into a blender or food processor to purée. Season with salt and pepper. Serve immediately.
ITALIAN LENTIL SOUP WITH CHICKEN
SERVES 4 | PREP TIME 20 MINUTES | COOKING TIME 55 MINUTES
318 CALORIES | 35 GRAMS PROTEIN | 39 GRAMS CARBOHYDRATES | 2 GRAMS FAT
½ pound dried lentils, rinsed and picked over
2 (6-ounce) boneless, skinless chicken breasts, trimmed of fat
1 tablespoon (3 cubes) chicken bouillon
4 cups water
1 small onion, finely chopped
1 ripe tomato, chopped
2 cloves garlic, minced
1 teaspoon garlic powder
1 teaspoon ground cumin
¼ teaspoon sweet paprika
¼ teaspoon dried oregano
Salt, to taste
1 scallion, thinly sliced
¼ cup chopped fresh cilantro
1 Into a medium, heavy-duty pot over medium-high heat, add lentils, chicken, chicken bouillon, and water. Cover with a lid and bring to a boil. Let mixture simmer until the chicken is cooked, about 20 minutes.
2 Use tongs to transfer cooked chicken from the pot to a plate. Let cool for a few minutes and then use 2 forks to shred the meat. Return shredded chicken to the pot, along with onion, tomato, garlic, garlic powder, cumin, paprika, and oregano.
3 Cover the pot with a lid and bring to a simmer. Cook until the lentils are soft, about 25 minutes, adding more water if the soup gets too thick.
4 Remove from heat. Season with salt and garnish with scallions and cilantro. Serve.
SUPREMELY SPICY CHILI
SERVES 12 | PREP TIME 30 MINUTES | COOKING TIME 2 ½ HOURS
460 CALORIES | 37 GRAMS PROTEIN | 36 GRAMS CARBOHYDRATES | 18 GRAMS FAT
2 tablespoons canola oil
2 red bell peppers, seeded and chopped
2 jalapeño peppers, finely chopped
3 Anaheim chiles, roasted, peeled, seeded, and chopped
3 poblano chiles, roasted, peeled, seeded, and chopped
2 yellow onions, chopped
1 pound boneless chuck steak, trimmed of fat and cut into ¼-inch cubes
2 pounds 92% lean ground beef
1 pound lean Italian sausage,
¼ cup minced garlic
2 teaspoons granulated onion
2 teaspoons garlic powder
3 tablespoons chili powder
2 teaspoons ground hot paprika
2 teaspoons ground cumin
2 teaspoons ground cayenne pepper
2 teaspoons ground coriander
2 teaspoons salt
2 teaspoons ground black pepper
1 cup tomato paste
2 cups tomato sauce
12 ounces lager beer
1 cup low-sodium chicken broth
2 (15.5-ounce) cans pinto beans, undrained
2 (15.5-ounce) cans kidney beans, undrained
½ cup thinly sliced scallions
1 Warm a large stockpot or Dutch oven over high heat and add oil. Cook bell peppers, jalapeños, Anaheim chiles, poblano chiles, and onions until tender, about 5 minutes.
2 Add cubed beef chuck and brown on all sides. Mix in ground beef, sausage, and garlic. Gently stir, trying not to break meat up too much. Cook until meat is browned and cooked through, about 7 to 10 minutes.
3 Stir in granulated onion, garlic powder, chili powder, paprika, cumin, cayenne, coriander, salt, and pepper. Cook for 1 minute and then stir in the tomato paste and tomato sauce. Cook for 2 minutes.
4 Pour in beer, chicken broth, pinto beans, and kidney beans. Thoroughly mix and reduce the heat to medium-low. Simmer for 2 hours, stirring occasionally. Top with scallions and serve.
CUMIN-SPIKED BLACK BEAN SOUP
SERVES 2 | PREP TIME 15 MINUTES | COOKING TIME 55 MINUTES
309 CALORIES | 20 GRAMS PROTEIN | 47 GRAMS CARBOHYDRATES | 5 GRAMS FAT
BEANS ARE A PLENTIFUL SOURCE OF POTASSIU. Potassium is by far one of the most common nutrient deficiencies, and it’s not one that can be easily solved with supplements. One cup of cooked white beans, however, contains nearly 30% the potassium your body needs each day. Adzuki, soy, lima, kidney, Great Northern, and pinto beans are other great choices.
BEANS ARE INCREDIBLY HIGH IN FIBER. The average American consumes just 15 grams of fiber daily, despite the Institute of Medicine’s recommendations of 21 to 25 grams daily for adult women and 30 to 39 grams daily for adult men. One cup of cooked beans contains around 12 grams of fiber, which makes it easier to meet your fiber requirement.
BEANS CAN HELP PREVENT OVEREATING. Beans are naturally low in sugar, they can help prevent insulin spikes that can increase hunger.1 They’re also high in protein and carbohydrates, which is why research conducted by scientists at the University of Sydney found that beans are among the most filling foods you can eat.2
2 teaspoons extra-virgin olive oil
1 small onion, finely chopped
1 carrot, peeled and chopped
2 celery stalks, chopped
½ jalapeño pepper, seeded and chopped
2 cloves garlic, minced
1 teaspoon ground cumin
1 bay leaf
4 cups low-sodium chicken broth
1 (14.5-ounce) can black beans, drained and rinsed
2 teaspoons red wine vinegar
Chopped fresh cilantro, to taste
Salt and ground black pepper, to taste
1 In a medium pot, warm olive oil over medium-high heat. Add the onion and sauté for about 3 minutes.
2 Add carrot, celery, and jalapeño; sauté for about 5 minutes. Stir in garlic, cumin, and bay leaf, and sauté for about 30 seconds. Add chicken broth and black beans. Bring soup to a simmer and reduce heat to low; cook until flavors have melded together, about 30 to 45 minutes.
3 To serve, remove bay leaf. Stir in red wine vinegar and cilantro; season with salt and pepper. Serve immediately.
SLOW COOKER CHICKEN ENCHILADA SOUP
SERVES 4 | PREP TIME 20 MINUTES | COOKING TIME 4 HOURS 10 MINUTES
429 CALORIES | 42 GRAMS PROTEIN | 41 GRAMS CARBOHYDRATES | 10 GRAMS FAT
2 teaspoons extra-virgin olive oil
½ cup chopped onion
3 cloves garlic, minced
1 (8-ounce) can tomato sauce-
3 cups low-sodium chicken broth
1 to 2 teaspoons chopped canned chipotle chiles in adobo sauce
1 (15-ounce) can black beans, rinsed and drained
1 (14.5-ounce) can diced tomatoes
2 cups frozen corn
1 teaspoon ground cumin, plus more to taste
½ teaspoon dried oregano
2 (8-ounce) boneless, skinless chicken breasts, trimmed of fat
Salt, to taste
¼ cup chopped scallions
¾ cup shredded reduced-fat cheddar cheese
¼ cup chopped fresh cilantro
1 Place a medium pot over medium-low heat and add oil. Sauté onion and garlic until soft, about 3 to 4 minutes. Slowly stir in tomato sauce, chicken broth, and chipotles. Once soup comes to a boil, carefully transfer it to the bowl of a slow cooker.
2 Into the slow cooker bowl, add beans, tomatoes, corn, cumin, and oregano; stir to combine. Add chicken breasts to the slow cooker. Cover with a lid and cook on low heat for 4 hours.
3 Transfer chicken from the slow cooker to a small bowl. Let cool for a few minutes and then use forks to shred the meat. Return to the soup, along with salt and cumin to taste.
4 To serve, ladle the soup into the bowls and top with scallions, cheese, and cilantro.
CHICKEN POT PIE SOUP
SERVES 4 | PREP TIME 20 MINUTES | COOKING TIME 20 MINUTES
385 CALORIES | 37 GRAMS PROTEIN | 43 GRAMS CARBOHYDRATES | 7 GRAMS FAT
CELERY MAY HELP PREVENT INFLAMMATION IN THE DIGESTIVE TRACT. No, celery isn’t a “zero calorie food” (in fact, there is no such thing), but it can still do amazing things for your digestion. In animal studies, the fibrous carbohydrate found in celery has been shown to fortify the lining of the stomach and reduce the risk of stomach ulcers.3
CELERY IS RICH IN ANTIOXIDANTS. To date, scientists have identified dozens of antioxidants in celery, from the well-known—like vitamin C and flavonoids—to the wmore obscure, such as lunularin, bergapten, and psolaren. Together, these nutrients can help protect against undesirable oxidative damage to organs and blood vessels.
CELERY MAY HELP PROTECT AGAINST PANCREATIC CANCER. According to recent research conducted by University of Illinois scientists, two specific antioxidants, apigenin and luteolin, found in celery have the potential to kill human pancreatic cancer cells.4 While these results have been seen in lab studies only, they still show interesting promise in supporting the health benefits of celery.
2 cups low-sodium chicken broth
2 tablespoons cornstarch
4 cups 2% milk
2 (6-ounce) boneless, skinless chicken breasts, cooked and chopped
1 large celery stalk, chopped
½ medium onion, chopped
8 ounces baby portobello mushrooms, sliced
2 chicken bouillon cubes
Pinch of dried thyme
Salt and ground black pepper, to taste
1 (10-ounce) bag frozen classic mixed vegetables (peas, carrots, green beans, and corn)
2 medium red potatoes (7.5 ounces each), cut into ¾-inch cubes
1 In a large, heavy-duty pot over medium-low heat, add the chicken broth, cornstarch, and milk. Bring to a simmer, letting the liquid thicken.
2 Into the pot, add chicken, celery, onion, mushrooms, bouillon, thyme, salt, pepper, and frozen vegetables. Let mixture return to a low simmer. Partially cover the pot with a lid and cook until vegetables soften, about 10 minutes.
3 Uncover the pot and add potatoes. Cook until potatoes are tender, about 5 minutes. Taste and season with salt and pepper before serving.
WHITE BEAN SOUP WITH TURKEY SAUSAGE AND KALE
SERVES 4 | PREP TIME 20 MINUTES | COOKING TIME 30 MINUTES
351 CALORIES | 34 GRAMS PROTEIN | 20 GRAMS CARBOHYDRATES | 16 GRAMS FAT
2 teaspoons extra-virgin olive oil
1 onion, chopped
1 clove garlic, minced
1¼ pounds lean turkey sausage, casings removed
6 cups low-sodium chicken broth
1 cup canned white beans, drained and rinsed
1 cup roughly chopped kale (stems removed)
Salt and ground black pepper, to taste
1 In a medium heavy-duty pot, warm oil over medium-high heat. Add onion and garlic, sautéing for 2 to 3 minutes. Add sausage, using a wooden spoon to break the meat into small pieces. Sauté for 5 to 6 minutes, stirring frequently, until the meat is cooked through.
2 Stir in chicken broth and beans. Cover with a lid and simmer on low heat for 10 minutes.
3 Add the kale and continue simmering with the pot covered for another 10 minutes.
4 Season with salt and pepper, and divide soup into 4 bowls to serve.
CHICKEN SALAD SANDWICHES
SERVES 2 | PREP TIME 5 MINUTES 283 CALORIES | 28 GRAMS PROTEIN | 27 GRAMS CARBOHYDRATES | 7 GRAMS FAT
1 celery stalk, finely chopped
1 tablespoon finely chopped onion
1 tablespoon pine nuts
1 heaping teaspoon spicy brown mustard
1 heaping teaspoon fat-free sour cream
1 heaping teaspoon fat-free plain yogurt
Pinch of salt and ground black pepper
2 (3-ounce) cans chunk chicken, rinsed and drained twice
4 slices whole-grain bread
2 lettuce leaves
1 In a bowl, add celery, onion, pine nuts, mustard, sour cream, yogurt, salt, and pepper; stir to combine. Add chicken and use a fork to mix well.
2 Make the sandwiches by dividing the chicken salad onto 2 bread slices. Top each one with 1 lettuce leaf and remaining slice of bread. Serve.
SLOW COOKER ITALIAN SLOPPY JOE
SERVES 4 | PREP TIME 10 MINUTES | COOKING TIME 4 HOURS 10 MINUTES
373 CALORIES | 32 GRAMS PROTEIN | 31 GRAMS CARBOHYDRATES | 15 GRAMS FAT
1 pound lean Italian turkey sausage, casings removed
½ cup chopped onion
3 cloves garlic, minced
1 red bell pepper, seeded and chopped in ½-inch pieces
1 green bell pepper, seeded and chopped in ½-inch pieces
1⅓ cups canned crushed tomatoes
½ teaspoon dried rosemary
Salt and ground black pepper, to taste
4 whole-wheat 100-calorie potato rolls
4 slices reduced-fat provolone cheese 1 cup baby spinach
1 Warm a large nonstick skillet over medium-high heat. Add sausage, using a wooden spoon to break the meat into small pieces. Sauté for 5 to 6 minutes, stirring frequently, until the meat is cooked through.
2 Stir in onion and garlic. After cooking about 2 minutes, transfer sausage mixture to the slow cooker bowl. Add peppers, tomatoes, rosemary, salt, and pepper. Stir to combine.
3 Cover the slow cooker with a lid and set the heat to low. Cook for 4 hours.
4 To serve, fill a roll with a heaping ½ cup of meat. Top with cheese and baby spinach.
SLOW-COOKER FRENCH DIP SANDWICHES
SERVES 8 | PREP TIME 30 MINUTES | COOKING TIME 9 TO 12 HOURS
324 CALORIES | 35 GRAMS PROTEIN | 24 GRAMS CARBOHYDRATES | 10 GRAMS FAT
1 tablespoon minced garlic
1 tablespoon chopped fresh rosemary
1 tablespoon chopped fresh thyme leaves
Salt and ground black pepper, to taste
2 pounds lean beef round roast, trimmed of fat
1 teaspoon Worcestershire sauce
2 (14.5-ounce) cans low-sodium beef broth, plus more if needed
3 large onions, sliced
1 large red bell pepper, seeded and sliced into strips
1 large green bell pepper, seeded and sliced into strips
2 (8-ounce) baguettes
8 slices reduced-fat mozzarella
1 In a small bowl, mix together garlic, rosemary, thyme, salt, and pepper. Rub roast entirely with the spice mix and place it in the slow cooker.
2 Add Worcestershire sauce and enough broth to cover the meat. Cover with the lid and cook on low until the meat is fork-tender, 9 to 12 hours, depending on roast thickness.
3 An hour before the meat is done, add onions and bell peppers into the slow cooker. When roast is tender, transfer the meat to a cutting board and shred with a fork or slice with a knife.
4 Using a slotted spoon, remove the onions and peppers from the broth. Use a gravy separator to remove any fat from broth or leave it in the fridge overnight to skim off the solidified fat.
5 To serve, preheat the broiler. Slice baguette and top with 2 ounces beef, plus onions, peppers, and cheese. Place under the broiler until cheese melts and serve with ramekins of broth for dipping.
TURKEY TACO LETTUCE WRAPS
SERVES 4 | PREP TIME 20 MINUTES | COOKING TIME 25 MINUTES
196 CALORIES | 22 GRAMS PROTEIN | 4 GRAMS CARBOHYDRATES | 8 GRAMS FAT
1 pound 93% lean ground turkey
1 teaspoon garlic powder
1 teaspoon ground cumin
1 teaspoon chili powder
1 teaspoon ground sweet paprika
½ teaspoon dried oregano
Salt and ground black pepper, to taste
½ small onion, chopped
¼ red bell pepper, seeded and chopped
½ cup canned tomato sauce
8 large iceberg lettuce leaves, washed and dried
½ cup chopped fresh cilantro
1 Warm a large nonstick skillet over medium-high heat. Add ground turkey to the skillet, using a wooden spoon to break the meat into small pieces. Cook for 4 to 5 minutes, stirring frequently, until the meat is no longer pink.
2 Stir in garlic powder, cumin, chili powder, paprika, oregano, salt, and pepper. Add onion, bell pepper, and tomato sauce. Cover the skillet with a lid, reduce the heat to low, and simmer for 20 minutes.
3 To serve, place 2 lettuce leaves on each plate. Divide filling between lettuce leaves, placing in the center of each leaf. Garnish with cilantro and serve.
HEALTHY AVOCADO-EGG SALAD SANDWICH
SERVES 2 | PREP TIME 5 MINUTES
303 CALORIES | 15 GRAMS PROTEIN | 29 GRAMS CARBOHYDRATES | 15 GRAMS FAT
2 large hard-boiled eggs, peeled
½ medium avocado, peeled, pitted, and cut into ½-inch dice
1 tablespoon 2% Greek yogurt
½ teaspoon Dijon mustard
½ tablespoon finely chopped fresh chives
Salt and ground black pepper, to taste
12 thin cucumber slices
4 slices whole-grain bread, toasted
1 Separate the egg yolks from the egg whites. In a small bowl, add yolks, avocado, yogurt, mustard, chives, salt, and pepper. Mash together with a fork.
2 Chop egg whites and stir into yolk mixture.
3 Divide cucumber between 2 bread slices. Spoon egg salad onto the bread and close with top half of bread. Slice sandwiches in half and serve.
CUBAN SANDWICH QUESADILLA
SERVES 1 | PREP TIME 5 MINUTES | COOKING TIME 5 MINUTES
280 CALORIES | 22 GRAMS PROTEIN | 22 GRAMS CARBOHYDRATES | 12 GRAMS FAT
1 (6-inch) whole-wheat tortilla
1 slice reduced-fat Swiss cheese
2 ounces deli ham
1 dill pickle, thinly sliced
Dijon mustard, to taste
1 Coat a medium nonstick pan with cooking spray and warm over low heat. Add tortilla to the pan.
2 Layer ingredients on half of the tortilla in the following order: cheese, ham, pickle, and mustard. When cheese has melted, use a spatula to fold quesadilla in half and flip it to warm the other side.
3 Transfer quesadilla to a plate, slice into quarters, and serve.
BAGUETTE WITH ROAST BEEF, ARUGULA, AND SHAVED PARMESAN
SERVES 1 | PREP TIME 5 MINUTES
292 CALORIES | 21 GRAMS PROTEIN | 30 GRAMS CARBOHYDRATES | 9 GRAMS FAT
1 (2-ounce) baguette (about 2 inches long)
2 ounces lean roast beef
½ cup baby arugula
1 tablespoon shaved Parmesan cheese
Salt and ground black pepper, to taste
1 teaspoon extra-virgin olive oil
1 teaspoon balsamic vinegar
1 Slice baguette lengthwise. Place bottom half onto a plate and layer with roast beef, arugula, and cheese.
2 Season with salt and pepper, and drizzle evenly with olive oil and balsamic vinegar. Close with top half of bread and serve.
Shakes & Snacks
GREEN ’N’ MEAN SALSA
PERFECT SPICY GUACAMOLE
CREAMY GARLIC DIP
AVOCADO-MINT PROTEIN SMOOTHIE
ORANGE BEET PROTEIN SHAKE
BLUEBERRY-COCONUT PANCAKE BATTER SMOOTHIE
ICED PUMPKIN-PECAN PROTEIN BARS
MANGO GREEN SMOOTHIE
CHAI-BANANA PROTEIN SHAKE
LOW-CARB CHOCOLATE-ESPRESSO PROTEIN SHAKE
MAPLE-WALNUT PROTEIN MUFFINS
NO-BAKE MATCHA GREEN TEA FUDGE BARS
NO-BAKE CHOCOLATE PROTEIN BARS WITH QUINOA
PEANUT BUTTER PROTEIN SWIRL BROWNIES
GREEN ’N’ MEAN SALSA
SERVES 4 (1 CUP PER SERVING) | PREP TIME 10 MINUTES
128 CALORIES | 2 GRAMS PROTEIN | 15 GRAMS CARBOHYDRATES | 7 GRAMS FAT
2 poblano peppers, halved and seeded
2 serrano peppers, halved and seeded
1 avocado, peeled, pitted, and diced
1 clove garlic, peeled
1 cup chopped fresh cilantro
½ green bell pepper, seeded and chopped
½ medium sweet onion, chopped
¼ head iceberg lettuce, chopped
½ cup water
Juice of 2 limes
1 (15-ounce) can diced tomatoes, drained
1 Into a blender or food processor, add all the ingredients except canned tomatoes. Blend until mostly smooth with a slight chunky consistency. (Do this in batches, if needed, depending on the size of blender or food processor.)
2 Transfer the mixture into a large bowl. Stir in drained canned tomatoes and mix well. Serve.
PERFECT SPICY GUACAMOLE
SERVES 2 | PREP TIME 10 MINUTES
337 CALORIES | 4 GRAMS PROTEIN | 20 GRAMS CARBOHYDRATES | 29 GRAMS FAT
2 avocados
½ small red onion, finely chopped
¼ cup chopped fresh cilantro
1 tablespoon lime juice, plus more if needed
½ teaspoon salt, plus more if needed
Pinch of ground black pepper
2 serrano peppers, seeded and finely chopped, plus more if needed
1 Halve both avocados, removing and discarding the pits. Use a spoon to scoop the avocado’s flesh into a medium bowl.
2 Add remaining ingredients into the bowl. Using a fork, mash the ingredients together into desired smooth or chunky consistency.
3 Taste the guacamole, adding additional lime juice, salt, and serrano pepper, depending on taste. Serve.
CREAMY GARLIC DIP
SERVES 9 (2 TABLESPOONS PER SERVING) | PREP TIME 2 TO 3 MINUTES
29 CALORIES | 1 GRAM PROTEIN | 5 GRAMS CARBOHYDRATES | 1 GRAM FAT
1 cup low-fat sour cream
2 tablespoons light mayonnaise
Juice of 1 lime
1 teaspoon garlic powder
Pinch of ground black pepper
1 Add all the ingredients into a small bowl. Use a spatula to mix well and serve immediately.
AVOCADO-MINT PROTEIN SMOOTHIE
SERVES 1 | PREP TIME 5 MINUTES
664 CALORIES | 29 GRAMS PROTEIN | 103 GRAMS CARBOHYDRATES | 22 GRAMS FAT
1 cup unsweetened almond milk
4 fresh mint leaves
1 banana, peeled and sliced
½ medium avocado, peeled and pitted
3 whole dates (2.5 ounces), pitted
1 tablespoon dark chocolate chips
1 scoop vanilla protein powder
1 Into a blender, add almond milk, mint, banana, avocado, dates, chocolate chips, and protein powder.
2 Blend ingredients until smooth. Pour smoothie into a glass and serve.
ORANGE BEET PROTEIN SHAKE
SERVES 2 | PREP TIME 5 MINUTES
192 CALORIES | 25 GRAMS PROTEIN | 25 GRAMS CARBOHYDRATES | 0 GRAM FAT
2 cups water
2 cups beet greens
2 beets, peeled and diced
2 oranges, peeled
2 scoops vanilla protein powder
Juice of ½ lemon
1 Into a blender, add water, greens, beets, oranges, protein powder, and lemon juice.
2 Blend the ingredients until smooth. Pour shake into 2 glasses and serve.
BLUEBERRY-COCONUT PANCAKE BATTER SMOOTHIE
SERVES 1 | PREP TIME 5 MINUTES
431 CALORIES | 24 GRAMS PROTEIN | 67 GRAMS CARBOHYDRATES | 9 GRAMS FAT
½ cup coconut water
1 cup low-fat buttermilk
¼ cup 2% cottage cheese
¼ cup 2% Greek yogurt
1 tablespoon coconut flour
2 tablespoons honey or date paste
1 tablespoon shredded unsweetened coconut
½ teaspoon baking soda
¼ cup fresh blueberries, plus more for garnish
1 Into a blender, add coconut water, buttermilk, cottage cheese, yogurt, coconut flour, honey, coconut, and baking soda. Blend until smooth.
2 Add blueberries and pulse a few times just until slightly broken up.
3 Pour the pancake smoothie into a glass and garnish with a small handful of blueberries. Serve.
ICED PUMPKIN-PECAN PROTEIN BARS
SERVES 9 | PREP TIME 20 MINUTES | COOKING TIME 25 MINUTES, PLUS TIME TO COOL 143 CALORIES | 12 GRAMS PROTEIN | 12 GRAMS CARBOHYDRATES | 6 GRAMS FAT
BARS
4 large eggs
1 cup pumpkin purée
¼ cup pure maple syrup
2 tablespoons unsweetened almond milk
1 teaspoon vanilla extract
⅓ cup coconut flour
2 scoops vanilla whey protein powder
2 tablespoons ground flaxseed
2 teaspoons ground cinnamon
¼ teaspoon baking soda
½ teaspoon ground nutmeg
¼ teaspoon sea salt
⅛ teaspoon ground cloves
TOPPING
1 scoop vanilla protein powder
Room temperature water, as needed
¼ cup chopped pecans
1 Preheat the oven to 375°F. Prepare a baking sheet by lining with parchment paper or a silicone mat.
2 In a large bowl, add eggs, pumpkin, maple syrup, almond milk, and vanilla. Use a fork to whisk together until combined.
3 In a medium bowl, add coconut flour, protein powder, flaxseed, cinnamon, baking soda, nutmeg, salt, and cloves, stirring together to combine.
4 Slowly stir dry ingredients into the pumpkin mixture until well combined; let sit for 2 to 3 minutes.
5 Separate batter into 8 parts, about ⅓ cup each. Form batter into rectangular bars by hand (like Clif bars) and place onto the prepared baking sheet.
6 Bake bars until golden brown on the bottom with a top just beginning to crack, about 22 to 25 minutes. Let bars cool for 5 minutes and then transfer to a wire rack.
7 Once bars have fully cooled, prepare the icing. Add protein powder to a small bowl, slowly stirring in water until mixture is thick and smooth.
8 Transfer icing into a small Ziploc bag and use scissors to cut off a small piece of the corner. Squeeze icing out of the cut corner, drizzling evenly over the top of the bars. Sprinkle chopped pecans over the bars.
9 For best results, let icing set for 1 hour or more. Store bars in an airtight container.
MANGO GREEN SMOOTHIE
SERVES 4 | PREP TIME 5 MINUTES
271 CALORIES | 13 GRAMS PROTEIN | 37 GRAMS CARBOHYDRATES | 9 GRAMS FAT
WHILE IT’S TRUE YOUR BODY IS REGULARLY EXPOSED TO A WIDE VARIETY OF TOXIC SUBSTANCES, and while some of them are particularly nasty and can accumulate in body fat, there’s no evidence that trendy “cleanses” and “detox diets” help mitigate the damage or rid the body of toxins.
THAT IS, YES, YOUR BODY HAS A CERTAIN AMOUNT OF HARMFUL CHEMICALS DEPOSITED INTO ITS FAT STORES, but no, drinking a bunch of lemonade for a week isn’t going to do anything about it.
SO, ENJOY GREEN SMOOTHIES BECAUSE THEY’RE TASTY AND NUTRITIOUS —not because they’re “detoxing” your body.
2 bananas, preferably frozen, peeled and sliced
3 cups fresh baby spinach
1½ cups diced fresh mango (about 2 mangos)
¼ cup shelled raw hemp seeds
3¼ cups 2% milk
2 cups ice cubes
1 Into a blender, add banana slices, spinach, mango, hemp seeds, milk, and ice.
2 Blend until smooth, pour into 4 glasses, and serve.
CHAI-BANANA PROTEIN SHAKE
SERVES 1 | PREP TIME 10 MINUTES, PLUS TIME TO STEEP AND CHILL TEA 243 CALORIES | 24 GRAMS PROTEIN | 30 GRAMS CARBOHYDRATES | 3 GRAMS FAT
1 cup water
2 chai tea bags
⅓ cup 2% milk
⅓ cup 2% Greek yogurt
½ banana, preferably frozen, peeled and sliced
½ scoop vanilla protein powder
2 teaspoons maca powder (optional)
6 ice cubes
Ground cinnamon, to taste
1 In a small pot, add water and bring to a boil over high heat. Remove from heat, add tea bags, and let tea steep for 30 minutes to fully infuse with chai flavor. Place tea in the fridge or freezer to fully chill.
2 Once tea is cool, add milk, yogurt, banana, protein powder, and (optional) maca powder into a blender. Process until smooth.
3 Pour in cold tea and blend until smooth. Add ice and continue puréeing until ice is crushed.
4 Pour shake into a glass, garnish with cinnamon, and enjoy.
LOW-CARB CHOCOLATE-ESPRESSO PROTEIN SHAKE
SERVES 1 | PREP TIME 5 MINUTES
335 CALORIES | 24 GRAMS PROTEIN | 11 GRAMS CARBOHYDRATES | 23 GRAMS FAT
¾ cup unsweetened almond milk
¼ cup heavy cream
2 cups ice cubes
1 scoop chocolate protein powder
1 tablespoon unsweetened cocoa powder
1 teaspoon instant espresso powder dissolved into 2 tablespoons hot water
1 tablespoon granulated sugar
1 Into a blender, add almond milk, cream, ice, protein powder, cocoa powder, hot water with espresso powder, and sugar.
2 Blend ingredients until smooth. Pour smoothie into a glass to drink immediately or freeze for later enjoyment.
MAPLE-WALNUT PROTEIN MUFFINS
SERVES 12 | PREP TIME 10 MINUTES | COOKING TIME 25 MINUTES, PLUS TIME TO COOL 176 CALORIES | 15 GRAMS PROTEIN | 15 GRAMS CARBOHYDRATES | 7 GRAMS FAT
3 egg whites or ½ cup liquid egg white substitute
3 tablespoons unsalted butter, softened
¼ cup maple syrup
½ cup 2% milk
½ cup whole-wheat flour ¼ cup wheat germ
¼ cup oat bran
6 scoops chocolate protein powder
2 teaspoons baking powder
1 teaspoon baking soda
½ cup chopped walnuts
1 Preheat the oven to 350°F. Line a standard 12-cup muffin pan with paper liners or lightly coat cups with cooking spray.
2 In a medium bowl, add egg whites, butter, maple syrup, and milk. Use a fork to mix well.
3 In a large bowl, add flour, wheat germ, oat bran, protein powder, baking powder, and baking soda. Combine with a spatula.
4 Using the spatula, add wet ingredients to the dry ingredients, stirring only until the dry ingredients are moistened. When there’s just a trace of visible flour, gently fold in the nuts.
5 Divide batter among 12 prepared muffin cups, filling each cup three-fourths of the way full.
6 Bake until toasty brown on top and a toothpick inserted into the middle of a muffin comes out clean, about 20 to 25 minutes.
7 Let muffins cool for a few minutes before removing from the pan. Allow to fully cool before serving. Store remaining muffins in an airtight container.
NO-BAKE MATCHA GREEN TEA FUDGE BARS
SERVES 10 | PREP TIME 10 MINUTES, OVERNIGHT REFRIGERATION 194 CALORIES | 21 GRAMS PROTEIN | 12 GRAMS CARBOHYDRATES | 7 GRAMS FAT
MATCHA CONTAINS HIGH AMOUNTS OF DISEASE-FIGHTING ANTIOXIDANTS. Matcha, which is just powdered green tea leaves, contains high amounts of molecules that are most responsible for tea’s many proven health benefits, including a reduced risk of heart disease, cancer, and various neurodegenerative conditions.1
MATCHA CAN ENHANCE YOUR MENTAL CLARITY. Matcha is particularly rich in one molecule in particular—epigallocatechin gallate, or EGCG—that is most associated with green tea’s weight loss benefits.2
THE EGCG IN MATCHA MAY HELP YOU LOSE WEIGHT. Matcha contains an amino acid known as theanine, which has been shown to improve alertness, focus, attention, memory, and mood.3
½ cup oat flour
⅓ cup almond butter
1 cup plus 2 tablespoons unsweetened almond milk
1 teaspoon granulated sugar
Zest of 1 lemon
2 ounces dark chocolate, finely chopped
1 Prepare an 8-inch by 8-inch baking pan by lining it with parchment paper, using 2 sheets placed in opposite directions.
2 In a small bowl, add protein powder, matcha, and oat flour. Use a fork to thoroughly combine; reserve.
3 In the bowl of a stand mixer, add almond butter, almond milk, Stevia, and lemon zest. Mix on low to combine (or alternatively mix by hand with a spatula). Slowly add the protein powder mixture, stirring to combine.
4 Transfer matcha fudge to the prepared pan, using a spatula to evenly spread the mixture. Cover with plastic wrap and place in the fridge overnight.
5 Lift the parchment paper from the pan and place onto a cutting board. Slice fudge into 10 pieces.
6 Using either a microwave or double boiler on the stove, gently stir the chocolate until melted. Drizzle melted chocolate over the bars.
7 Store bars in an airtight container.
NO-BAKE CHOCOLATE PROTEIN BARS WITH QUINOA
SERVES 8 | PREP TIME 25 MINUTES, PLUS TIME TO CHILL
331 CALORIES | 11 GRAMS PROTEIN | 49 GRAMS CARBOHYDRATES | 13 GRAMS FAT
QUINOA IS EXTREMELY NUTRIENT DENSE. A single cup of cooked quinoa contains 8 grams of protein, 5 grams of fiber, and anywhere from 10 to 60% of your daily requirements for various vitamins and minerals including manganese, magnesium, phosphorus, folate, copper, iron, zinc, potassium, and vitamins B1, B2, and B6. It even contains small amounts of calcium, niacin, vitamin E, and omega-3 fatty acids, too.
QUINOA IS HIGHER IN FIBER THAN MOST GRAINS. Depending on the variety, one cup of uncooked quinoa contains anywhere from 17 to 27 grams of fiber.4 That’s more than double of what’s found in most grains!
QUINOA IS A GREAT ALTERNATIVE TO GLUTEN-CONTAINING GRAINS. Most people think quinoa is a grain, but it’s actually a seed. Seeds are naturally free of gluten, making quinoa a good choice for those with celiac disease or gluten intolerance.
⅓ cup dry quinoa, rinsed
⅔ cup water
16 whole dates, pitted
½ cup raw almonds
½ cup almond butter, preferably crunchy
½ cup chocolate protein powder
1 tablespoon honey (optional)
1 Add quinoa and water to a medium pot; bring to a boil over medium heat. Cover with a lid, reducing heat to low so mixture is at a simmer. Let cook for 15 minutes before removing from the heat. Cool quinoa and refrigerate it a minimum of 2 hours or even overnight.
2 Add dates into the bowl of a food processor, pulsing to turn it into a paste. Transfer the date paste to a small bowl.
3 Next, add raw almonds into the food processor, pulsing until they break into small pieces but before they turn into flour. Return dates to the food processor bowl, along with reserved quinoa, almond butter, protein powder, and (optional) honey. Blend until ingredients are well combined.
4 Divide mixture into 8 parts and form each one into a bar shape. Refrigerate for 1 to 2 hours until hardened and store in an airtight container.
PEANUT BUTTER PROTEIN SWIRL BROWNIES
SERVES 10 | PREP TIME 15 MINUTES | COOKING TIME 25 MINUTES
234 CALORIES | 12 GRAMS PROTEIN | 25 GRAMS CARBOHYDRATES | 11 GRAMS FAT
BATTER
1 (15-ounce) can garbanzo beans, drained and rinsed
2 large eggs
2 tablespoons unsweetened cocoa powder
¼ cup coconut sugar
½ teaspoon salt
2 tablespoons peanut butter
2 teaspoons vanilla extract
1 scoop unflavored whey protein
6 ounces dark chocolate, chopped, or 1 cup dark chocolate chips
TOPPING
½ cup 2% Greek yogurt
2 tablespoons egg whites or liquid egg white substitute
1 teaspoon vanilla extract
2 tablespoons peanut butter
1 scoop unflavored whey protein
1 teaspoon honey
1 Preheat the oven to 350°F. Prepare an 8-inch by 8-inch baking pan by coating with cooking spray.
2 Into a blender or food processor, add garbanzo beans, eggs, cocoa powder, coconut sugar, salt, peanut butter, vanilla, and whey protein. Blend the ingredients until smooth. Transfer brownie batter to a medium bowl.
3 Using either a microwave or double boiler on the stove, gently stir the chocolate until melted. Stirring constantly, slowly pour the melted chocolate into the brownie batter. Use a spatula to evenly spread into the prepared pan. Set aside.
4 In a small bowl, add the topping ingredients and mix to combine. Pour topping over the brownie batter. Gently drag the tip of a knife through the mixture to create brownie swirls.
5 Bake brownies until topping is set and edges are golden brown, about 20 to 25 minutes. Let cool slightly and cut into 10 pieces. Store in an airtight container.
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Scientists are on quite the “meat will kill you” kick these days.
Every few months, some new scientific study is published blaming red meat intake for everything from heart disease to cancer to flat-out death-by-anything.
Then, mainstream newspapers and magazines catch on and the sensationalism begins. Bold headlines splash onto newsstands like “All red meat is bad for you,” “Red meat is blamed for one in 10 early deaths,” and “Scientists warn red meat can be lethal.”
Millions of people take these warnings at face value and eliminate red meat from their diets out of fear, but are the sound bites true? Is red meat actually as dangerous as we’re being led to believe?
Well, the first thing you need to know is that the media are woefully skilled at misinterpreting scientific research.
Another thing you need to know is the difference between observational research and experimental trials.
Observations are the first step of the scientific method and are meant to point the way for further research or generate hypotheses. They can point to correlations but cannot be used to establish causation. Ever.
For example, there’s a statistical correlation between the number of people who drowned by falling into a pool and the number of films Nicolas Cage appeared in.
Cage’s movies may be bad, but deadly? I don’t think so.
Jokes aside, the point is that observational research can never provide enough evidence for establishing what’s really going on behind the data. Only clinical trials allow scientists to create a rigorous, controlled environment where they can test and validate or invalidate theories.
Do the media care about this, though? Absolutely not. All they need is a whiff of a correlation to break a story proclaiming causation.
This is what is happening with the red meat scare. The media is taking observational research and reporting correlations as definitive facts.
For example, scientists from Harvard published a study in 2012 that followed over 120,000 women and men and found that a single daily serving of unprocessed red meat was associated with a 13% increased risk of death from all causes.1 A single daily serving of processed red meat was associated with a 20% increased risk.
That whipped health writers into a frenzy almost overnight. The spark turned into chain lightning, and eating red meat became the new smoking.
There were serious problems with this study and its findings, though.
For example, in analyzing subjects’ diets, hamburger was included in the category of “unprocessed red meat,” and was likely a major contributor to the category. No, not homemade ground beef patties made from pasture-raised, hormone-and antibiotic-free cows, just hamburgers. The morsels that fast food dreams are made of.
Another flaw is the study tracked whole grain intake but didn’t track refined grain intake, which means we’re left to wonder about how many of those hamburgers were mashed between fluffy, white flour McDonald’s buns.
Yet another pothole, and this one is pretty large, is how the data on food intake was gathered. Subjects filled out “food frequency questionnaires,” which are limited checklists of foods and beverages with a section to report how often each was consumed over a period of time.
One of the major and well-documented problems with food frequency questionnaires is people often report what they think they should be eating rather than what they actually ate.2 And let’s face it—most of us struggle to remember what we ate last week let alone what went into our mouths over the last six months.
That’s not the only problem with food frequency questionnaires.
Equally as vexing is the well-documented fact that people tend to underestimate their intake of foods like processed meats, eggs, butter, high-fat dairy products, mayonnaise and creamy salad dressings, refined grains, and sweets and desserts, and overestimate most of the vegetable and fruit groups, nuts, high-energy and low-energy drinks, and condiments.3
It’s also known that, whether due to the pressure of social norms or something else, women tend to be less accurate in their food reporting than men.4
The point here is that studies based on food frequency questionnaires, including the ones hijacking news headlines every few months, are a roll of the dice.
Another thing you have to keep in mind when looking at observational research is how other factors like lifestyle choices play into and influence the bigger picture.
For example, when you review the data in the Harvard study on the lifestyles of the subjects, you find that the people that were, according to their food reports, eating the most red meat were the most physically inactive, the most likely to smoke, and the least likely to take a multivitamin supplement. Their daily calorie intake was also higher, and they were more overweight, drank more alcohol, and tended to eat less healthy foods in general.
Little-to-no exercise, being overweight, smoking, drinking alcohol regularly, and eating too much junk food? That’s a pretty darn good recipe for dying young, with or without red meat.
Now, the Harvard study is only one of several such studies used to stoke the flames of red meat hysteria, but we don’t need to review them all here. The long story short is that it’s just more of the same. Observational research, design and execution flaws, and the rest of it.
So where does all this leave us, then? Should we thumb our noses and eat all the red meat we want?
Not necessarily.
Research shows that some people (myself included) have a genetic polymorphism that may increase the risk of colorectal cancer from meats that are cooked at very high temperatures, like frying or grilling to the point of being well-done.5 When meat is cooked in this way, several types of compounds are created that may contribute to cancer.
The association isn’t conclusive yet, but I’m playing it safe and eating very little grilled or overcooked meat.
There’s also some valid controversy over the health of processed meat products like hot dogs, hams, bacon products, pre-packaged deli meats, and other products that are pink, cured, and preserved with sodium nitrate.
There’s good evidence that two substances found in these foods—nitrates and heme—contribute to the formation of carcinogenic compounds known as nitrosamines in the body, which increases the risk of cancer.6
So, it’s reasonable to assume that eating too much processed meat can cause cancer. That said, without controlled interventions, which would never pass an ethics board due to the possibility of actually giving someone cancer, we can’t say whether this finding is conclusive.
Personally, I treat processed meats the same way I treat grilled or overcooked meat. I’m not afraid to have a hot dog or some chicken nuggets and then, but I eat very little of these types of foods and recommend you do the same.
Here’s the real take-home message of this chapter:
• Don’t be overweight
• Exercise regularly
• Don’t smoke
• Limit your alcohol intake
• Eat several servings of fruits and vegetables per day
• Avoid processed meats
• Avoid overcooked meats
• Do all that and you’ll be in the best possible position to live a long, vital, and disease-free life.
UNDERSTANDING BEEF LABELS
Organic… grass-fed… locally grown… all-natural…
Which are just buzzwords and which actually mean something? Let’s find out.
BEEF GRADES
The “grade” associated with a cut of beef refers to the quality of its marbling, which is how the fat is interlaced with the meat.
“Prime” is the highest grade, though these cuts are rarely found in grocery stores. Restaurants typically buy them at wholesale before they make their way to the consumer.
“Choice” and “select” represent the next two tiers, while “standard” and “commercial” grade beef are often sold without specific labels.
“Utility,” “cutter,” and “canner” grades aren’t typically sold as-is in grocery stores but may be purchased as commercial ground beef, such as hamburger patties, or processed meat products, including hot dogs and frankfurters.
CERTIFICATION
The USDA doesn’t certify beef on its own. Instead, the term “certified” is used to modify other labels as specified by the USDA (e.g. “certified choice” beef).
It is, however, legal for beef to be certified by other organizations’ certification processes, as long as the organization is clearly identified (e.g. “Triple 888 Ranch’s Certified Beef”).
ORGANIC
Beef can only be labeled as “organic” under USDA protocols if it is raised without the use of antibiotics, growth hormones, genetically modified feed, or feed that contains animal by-products.
It is important to note, though, that this standard does not address the treatment of the animals, a consideration that’s critical for many meat eaters.
GRASS-FED
Some studies suggest that cattle raised primarily on grass produce beef that contains more nutrients and less saturated fat than those that are raised and finished on grain.7
The USDA has a grass-fed labeling program, but it’s voluntary and lacks third-party certification, which basically means the label may or may not mean anything, depending on the integrity of the farm.
If you want grass-fed beef that you can trust, look for beef certified as “100% grass-fed” or “grass-finished” by the American Grassfed Association.
NATURAL
According to the USDA, the labels “natural” and “all-natural” can be given to beef that’s been minimally processed and contains no artificial ingredients or preservatives, but since these criteria apply to nearly all fresh meat, the phrases are relatively meaningless.
LOCALLY GROWN
This is another label of dubious value, thanks to the USDA’s vague standards on where and when “locally grown” can be added to beef packaging.
To find out if the beef you’re buying really was locally grown, ask your butcher for details or go straight to the source by buying direct from a local farm.
HUMANELY RAISED
Different groups have set their own criteria and certification processes for designating beef as “humanely raised.”
The HFAC/Certified Humane, Animal Welfare Approved (AWA), American Humane Certified, and Global Animal Partnership organizations have the strictest standards and the greatest transparency.
KOSHER/HALAL
Kosher and Halal designations signify that the beef has been prepared in accordance with either Jewish (“Kosher”) or Muslim (“Halal”) religious practices.
ANGUS, WAGYU, AND KOBE
These labels indicate the type of cow the beef comes from.
Angus beef comes from Angus cows, which are the most popular beef breed of cattle in the U.S. because of the superior flavor and tenderness of their meat.
Look for the Certified Angus Beef label given by the American Angus Association. Only 8% of beef meets the organization’s stringent ten-point certification criteria.
Wagyu beef, unsurprisingly, comes from Japanese Wagyu cows, which are genetically predisposed to high marbling and a high percentage of unsaturated fat.
“Kobe” refers to a specific strain of Japanese Waygu beef that’s prized for its flavor and texture and famous for its cultivation, which includes feeding the animals beer and massaging them with sake.
THE BOTTOM LINE
As you can see, beef labeling is more marketing hocus-pocus than anything else.
Don’t pay more for “natural” beef, because the claim means nothing.
Don’t give “grass-fed” and “locally grown” special value either, because in many cases they, too, mean nothing.
Many people feel that “choice” and “select” cuts of beef tend to taste better than “standard” and “commercial” grades.
Personally I eat mainly organic meat, simply to reduce my exposure to pesticides and other potentially unhealthy chemicals.
I don’t give much weight to the “locally grown” label unless I can verify the actual farm the meat came from.
And, if budget permits, treat yourself to a good Wagyu steak sometime. They’re absolutely delicious.
ADOBO SIRLOIN
SERVES 4 | PREP TIME 5 MINUTES, PLUS 2 HOURS TO MARINATE | COOKING TIME 10 MINUTES, PLUS 10 MINUTES RESTING
237 CALORIES | 39 GRAMS PROTEIN | 2 GRAMS CARBOHYDRATES | 7 GRAMS FAT
Juice of 1 lime
1 tablespoon minced garlic
1 teaspoon dried oregano
1 teaspoon ground cumin
2 tablespoons finely chopped canned chipotle chiles in adobo sauce plus 2 tablespoons sauce
4 (6-ounce) sirloin steaks, trimmed of fat
Salt and ground black pepper, to taste
1 In a small bowl, combine lime juice, garlic, oregano, cumin, chiles, and adobo sauce. Mix well to combine.
2 Season meat with salt and pepper. Place steaks into a large Ziploc bag with adobo marinade. Seal tightly and shake to coat. Refrigerate for at least 2 hours, shaking occasionally.
3 Prepare a grill to high heat. Lightly coat the grill grates with cooking spray. Once the grill is hot, cook steaks until desired doneness, about 4 to 5 minutes on each side. Let the steaks rest for 10 minutes and serve
BEEF STROGANOFF
SERVES 4 | PREP TIME 10 MINUTES | COOKING TIME 20 MINUTES, PLUS 5 MINUTES RESTING
301 CALORIES | 29 GRAMS PROTEIN | 6 GRAMS CARBOHYDRATES | 16 GRAMS FAT
Salt and ground black pepper, to taste
8 ounces egg noodles
1 pound beef tenderloin, trimmed of fat and sliced
2 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil
½ medium onion, sliced
4 ounces white mushrooms, sliced
1 tablespoon cornstarch
1 (10.5-ounce) can condensed beef broth, divided
1 teaspoon Dijon mustard
1 clove garlic, peeled and minced
3 tablespoons white wine
½ tablespoon Worcestershire sauce
2 tablespoons low-fat sour cream
2 tablespoons reduced-fat cream cheese
1 Bring a large pot of lightly salted water to a boil over high heat. Cook noodles according to package instructions. Drain and reserve.
2 Meanwhile, season meat with salt and pepper. Warm oil in a large skillet over medium heat. Add beef; brown on all sides and then push to one side of the pan.
3 Add onion and mushrooms, cooking until tender, about 3 to 5 minutes. Push to the side with beef. In a small bowl, combine cornstarch with 2 tablespoons cold beef broth. Add to the skillet and mix with juices in the pan to deglaze.
4 Pour in remaining beef broth. Bring to a boil, stirring frequently. Reduce the heat to low and stir in mustard, garlic, wine, and Worcestershire sauce. Cover with a tight-fitting lid and simmer for 10 minutes.
5 Two minutes before beef is done, stir in sour cream and cream cheese. Stir well and allow beef to finish cooking in the sauce. Let meat rest 5 minutes and serve.
MIKE’S SAVORY BURGERS
SERVES 4 | PREP TIME 5 MINUTES | COOKING TIME 12 MINUTES
516 CALORIES | 42 GRAMS PROTEIN | 29 GRAMS CARBOHYDRATES | 26 GRAMS FAT
1½ pounds 92% lean ground beef
4 tablespoons Dijon mustard
Salt and ground black pepper, to taste
½ cup low-carb ketchup
½ cup light mayonnaise
1 tablespoon red wine vinegar
2 teaspoons Worcestershire sauce
4 whole-grain hamburger buns
4 sandwich slice pickles, halved
1 Prepare a grill to high heat. Lightly coat the grill grates with cooking spray.
2 In a large bowl, combine beef, mustard, salt, and pepper. Shape into 4 equal-sized patties and grill the patties for 5 to 6 minutes per side.
3 Meanwhile, in a small bowl, mix ketchup, mayonnaise, vinegar, and Worcestershire sauce.
4 Slice the buns in half and place cut side down on the grill to toast until light golden brown, about 10 seconds.
5 Place hamburgers onto buns and top with pickles and sauce. Serve.
BEEF LO MEIN
SERVES 1 | PREP TIME 10 MINUTES | COOKING TIME 15 MINUTES
524 CALORIES | 49 GRAMS PROTEIN | 50 GRAMS CARBOHYDRATES | 14 GRAMS FAT
Salt, to taste
2 ounces whole-grain spaghetti
1 teaspoon sesame oil
1 (6-ounce) sirloin steak, trimmed of fat and sliced into strips
¼ cup fresh snow pea pods, trimmed
¼ cup broccoli florets
¼ cup shredded carrots
1 scallion, chopped
⅛ teaspoon red pepper flakes
½ clove garlic, peeled and minced
2 tablespoons less-sodium soy sauce
½ teaspoon peeled and grated fresh ginger
1 teaspoon toasted sesame seeds
1 Bring a medium pot of lightly salted water to a boil over high heat. Cook spaghetti according to package instructions. Drain and reserve.
2 Meanwhile, warm oil in a wok or large skillet over medium-high heat. Add beef and stir-fry until browned, about 4 to 6 minutes. Remove from pan and set aside.
3 Add snow peas, broccoli, carrots, scallion, red pepper flakes, and garlic. Continue stir-frying for 2 to 3 minutes.
4 Stir in soy sauce, ginger, reserved noodles, and beef. Mix well and cook until hot.
5 Remove wok from heat and garnish stir-fry with sesame seeds. Serve.
BEEF LASAGNA FOR TWO
SERVES 2 | PREP TIME 10 MINUTES | COOKING TIME 60 MINUTES, PLUS 10 MINUTES RESTING
624 CALORIES | 41 GRAMS PROTEIN | 65 GRAMS CARBOHYDRATES | 19 GRAMS FAT
1 teaspoon extra-virgin olive oil
½ pound 92% lean ground beef
½ small onion, chopped
½ teaspoon dried oregano
Pinch of ground black pepper
2 cups tomato sauce
1 cup low-fat ricotta cheese
1 tablespoon grated Parmesan cheese
6 no-boil lasagna noodles
1 zucchini, thinly sliced
1 Preheat the oven to 350°F.
2 Warm oil in a large nonstick skillet over medium-high heat. Into the skillet, add beef, onion, oregano, and pepper, using a wooden spoon to break the meat into small pieces. Cook for 6 to 8 minutes, stirring frequently, until the meat is fully cooked. Stir in tomato sauce, bring to a boil, and then remove from heat.
3 In a small bowl, mix ricotta and Parmesan.
4 To build lasagna, layer ingredients in a 9-inch by 13-inch baking dish: start with ½ cup sauce, 2 noodles, and ½ cup cheese mixture. Add another ½ cup sauce and half the zucchini slices. Continue by layering with 2 noodles, remaining ½ cup cheese mixture, ½ cup sauce, and remaining zucchini slices. Top with remaining ½ cup sauce and remaining 2 noodles.
5 Cover the dish with foil and bake in the oven for 30 minutes. Remove foil and continue to bake for 15 more minutes.
6 Remove from oven and let lasagna sit for at least 10 minutes before cutting to serve.
TERIYAKI SIRLOIN STEAKS
SERVES 4 | PREP TIME 5 MINUTES, PLUS 2 HOURS TO MARINATE | COOKING TIME 10 MINUTES, PLUS 10 MINUTES RESTING 279 CALORIES | 40 GRAMS PROTEIN | 10 GRAMS CARBOHYDRATES | 7 GRAMS FAT
⅓ cup less-sodium soy sauce
2 tablespoons molasses
2 teaspoons Dijon mustard
3 cloves garlic, peeled and minced
2 teaspoons peeled and grated fresh ginger
4 (6-ounce) sirloin steaks, trimmed of fat
Salt and ground black pepper, to taste
1 In a small bowl, add soy sauce, molasses, Dijon mustard, garlic, and ginger. Whisk together until mixed.
2 Place steaks into a large Ziploc bag, season with salt and pepper, and pour in marinade. Seal tightly, shake to coat, and refrigerate steaks for at least 2 hours, shaking occasionally.
3 Prepare a grill to high heat. Lightly coat the grill grates with cooking spray. Once the grill is hot, grill steaks for 4 minutes undisturbed. Then use tongs to flip the steaks and grill another 4 to 6 minutes, depending on preferred doneness. Let the steaks rest for 10 minutes and serve.
SALISBURY STEAK
SERVES 5 | PREP TIME 10 MINUTES | COOKING TIME 15 MINUTES
216 CALORIES | 24 GRAMS PROTEIN | 11 GRAMS CARBOHYDRATES | 8 GRAMS FAT
3 cups sliced white mushrooms, divided
1 pound 92% lean ground beef
¼ cup plain breadcrumbs
2 egg whites or 6 tablespoons liquid egg white substitute
¼ cup 2% milk
¼ teaspoon dried thyme
3 tablespoons low-carb ketchup, divided
1 (12-ounce) jar fat-free beef gravy
1 Finely chop 1 cup of mushrooms, reserving the remaining sliced mushrooms for later.
2 In a medium bowl, combine chopped mushrooms, ground beef, breadcrumbs, egg whites, milk, thyme, and 1 tablespoon ketchup. Mix until thoroughly combined. Shape into 5 oval patties, about ½-inch thick.
3 Coat a large nonstick skillet with cooking spray and warm over medium-high heat. Add patties, cooking until browned on both sides, about 2 to 3 minutes per side.
4 Into the skillet, add the remaining 2 cups mushrooms, remaining 2 tablespoons ketchup, and gravy into the skillet. Bring the mixture to a boil; reduce heat to low. Cover and let simmer for 5 to 10 minutes until patties are fully cooked. Serve patties with gravy.
BEEF AND CHICKEN SAUSAGE-STUFFED MINI PEPPERS
SERVES 4 | PREP TIME 35 MINUTES | COOKING TIME 40 MINUTES
279 CALORIES | 16 GRAMS PROTEIN | 35 GRAMS CARBOHYDRATES | 10 GRAMS FAT
1 tablespoon extra-virgin olive oil
1 cup chopped onion
¼ pound 92% lean ground beef
¼ pound chicken sausage, casing removed
½ cup cooked medium-grain rice
¼ cup chopped scallions
1 teaspoon sweet paprika
½ teaspoon ground cayenne pepper
1 teaspoon dried oregano
Salt and ground black pepper, to taste
24 mini bell peppers, tops and seeds removed
1 Preheat the oven to 400°F.
2 Warm oil in a large skillet over medium heat. Add onion, stirring occasionally, and cook until translucent and lightly brown.
3 Remove from heat and transfer onion to a medium bowl. Into the bowl, add beef, sausage, rice, scallions, paprika, cayenne, oregano, salt, and pepper. Mix well.
4 Use a spoon to stuff the mixture into the cavity of each pepper. Add peppers to a shallow pan and cover with aluminum foil.
5 Bake peppers for 30 minutes or until their tops are crusty and brown. Serve hot.
GRILLED ROSEMARY LAMB CHOPS
SERVES 4 | PREP TIME 15 MINUTES, PLUS 1 HOUR TO MARINATE | COOKING TIME 8 MINUTES, PLUS 10 MINUTES RESTING
269 CALORIES | 20 GRAMS PROTEIN | 2 GRAMS CARBOHYDRATES | 19 GRAMS FAT
1 tablespoon extra-virgin olive oil
Juice of 1 lemon
3 cloves garlic, peeled and minced
1 tablespoon chopped fresh rosemary leaves
Salt and ground black pepper, to taste
8 (4-ounce) lamb chops, trimmed of fat
1 In a small bowl, combine olive oil, lemon juice, garlic, and rosemary.
2 Place lamb chops into a large Ziploc bag, season with salt and pepper, and pour in marinade. Seal tightly, shake to coat, and refrigerate lamb for at least 1 hour and up to overnight, shaking occasionally.
3 Prepare a grill to medium-high heat. Lightly coat the grill grates with cooking spray.
4 Discard marinade. Once the grill is hot, grill lamb for 4 minutes on each side. Let the lamb chops rest for 10 minutes and serve 2 chops per person.
EASY HONEY-MUSTARD LEG OF LAMB
SERVES 8 | PREP TIME 10 MINUTES | COOKING TIME 1 HOUR 5 MINUTES, PLUS 10 MINUTES RESTING
441 CALORIES | 54 GRAMS PROTEIN | 12 GRAMS CARBOHYDRATES | 35 GRAMS FAT
¼ cup honey
5 tablespoons Dijon mustard
2 tablespoons chopped fresh thyme leaves
3 cloves garlic, peeled and minced
Salt and ground black pepper, to taste
5 pounds whole leg of lamb
1 Preheat the oven to 450°F.
2 In a small bowl, add honey, mustard, thyme, garlic, salt, and pepper. Mix well to combine.
3 Place lamb on a rack in a roasting pan. Rub honey-mustard mixture onto lamb. Roast in the oven for 20 minutes.
4 Reduce the heat to 400°F and roast lamb an additional 45 minutes. For medium-rare doneness, the internal temperature should be at least 140°F on a meat thermometer.
5 Let lamb rest for 10 minutes before carving.
PORK CHOPS BRAISED WITH ORANGES
SERVES 4 | PREP TIME 5 MINUTES | COOKING TIME 25 MINUTES
247 CALORIES | 38 GRAMS PROTEIN | 13 GRAMS CARBOHYDRATES | 4 GRAMS FAT
4 (6-ounce) boneless pork chops, trimmed of fat
Salt and ground black pepper, to taste
1 (11-ounce) can mandarin oranges, drained
½ teaspoon ground cloves
1 Season pork chops with salt and pepper, pressing seasoning into meat.
2 Spray a large skillet with cooking spray and warm over medium-high heat. Add each pork chop into the pan and sauté until golden brown on both sides. Pour oranges over the top and sprinkle the pork chops with cloves.
3 Cover the pan with a tight-fitting lid and reduce heat to low. Braise until meat is cooked through, about 20 to 25 minutes. Serve.
PLUM SAUCE-GLAZED PORK CHOPS
SERVES 4 | PREP TIME 5 MINUTES | COOKING TIME 10 MINUTES
229 CALORIES | 39 GRAMS PROTEIN | 8 GRAMS CARBOHYDRATES | 4 GRAMS FAT
4 (6-ounce) boneless pork chops, trimmed of fat
¼ teaspoon salt
¼ teaspoon ground black pepper
¼ cup Chinese plum sauce
4 teaspoons yellow mustard
1 Season pork chops with salt and pepper. Coat a large nonstick skillet with cooking spray and warm over medium-high heat.
2 Add pork chops into the skillet, cooking until no longer pink in the center, about 3 minutes per side.
3 In a small bowl, combine plum sauce and mustard. Brush the mixture on top of each pork chop and serve.
DIJON AND SAGE-COATED PORK TENDERLOIN
SERVES 4 | PREP TIME 5 MINUTES | COOKING TIME 25 MINUTES, PLUS 10 MINUTES RESTING
172 CALORIES | 26 GRAMS PROTEIN | 1 GRAM CARBOHYDRATES | 6 GRAMS FAT
1 pound pork tenderloin, trimmed of fat
1 tablespoon extra-virgin olive oil
Salt and ground black pepper, to taste
2 tablespoons Dijon mustard
2 cloves garlic, peeled and minced
1 tablespoon finely chopped fresh sage
1 Preheat the oven to 375°F. Coat a shallow baking pan with cooking spray and set aside.
2 Use paper towels to pat the pork dry and season it with salt and pepper.
3 Warm oil in a large nonstick skillet over high heat. Once the pan is hot but not yet smoking, add pork, turning occasionally until browned on all sides, about 4 minutes. Transfer to the prepared baking pan.
4 Spread mustard, garlic, and sage over pork. Roast in the middle rack of the oven until an instant-read thermometer diagonally inserted 2 inches into the meat registers 145°F, about 20 minutes
5 Transfer pork to a cutting board and cover with aluminum foil. Let pork rest for 10 minutes before slicing and serving.
SMOTHERED CAJUN PORK CHOPS WITH TOMATOES
SERVES 4 | PREP TIME 10 MINUTES | COOKING TIME 15 MINUTES
190 CALORIES | 32 GRAMS PROTEIN | 6 GRAMS CARBOHYDRATES | 3 GRAMS FAT
4 (5-ounce) boneless pork chops, ½-inch thick and trimmed of fat
2 teaspoons salt-free extra-spicy seasoning blend
½ medium yellow onion, sliced
1 jalapeño pepper, seeded and finely chopped
1 (14.5-ounce) can diced tomatoes, undrained
1 Rub both sides of pork chops with spicy seasoning blend.
2 Coat a large nonstick skillet with cooking spray and warm the pan over medium-high heat. Add onion and jalapeño, sautéing until slightly tender, about 2 minutes. Push the mixture to one side of the skillet.
3 On the other side of the skillet, add pork chops. Cook pork chops for 3 minutes, turning once so both sides are evenly browned.
4 Add tomatoes into the pan. When liquid begins to boil, reduce the heat to low, and cover with a lid. Cook until pork chops are no longer pink in the center, about 6 to 8 minutes. Serve chops, spooning sauce over them.
PARMESAN-CRUSTED PORK CHOPS
SERVES 4 | PREP TIME 5 MINUTES | COOKING TIME 22 MINUTES
256 CALORIES | 42 GRAMS PROTEIN | 6 GRAMS CARBOHYDRATES | 6 GRAMS FAT
¼ cup 2% milk
¼ cup grated Parmesan cheese
¼ cup seasoned breadcrumbs
¼ teaspoon salt
⅛ teaspoon pepper
¼ teaspoon garlic powder
4 (6-ounce) boneless pork chops, ½-inch thick and trimmed of fat
1 Preheat the oven to 375°F. Coat a baking sheet with cooking spray.
2 Place milk into a shallow dish. Into another shallow dish, add cheese, breadcrumbs, salt, pepper, and garlic powder; mix to combine.
3 Dip each pork chop into milk and then coat in the breadcrumb mixture. Place breaded chops onto the prepared baking sheet.
4 Bake chops in the oven until done, about 9 to 11 minutes on each side.
PORK TENDERLOIN AND BOK CHOY NOODLE STIR-FRY
SERVES 4 | PREP TIME 5 MINUTES | COOKING TIME 15 MINUTES
413 CALORIES | 28 GRAMS PROTEIN | 54 GRAMS CARBOHYDRATES | 8 GRAMS FAT
Salt, to taste
8 ounces rice noodles
⅓ cup water
¼ cup Shao Hsing rice wine or dry sherry
2 tablespoons less-sodium soy sauce
2 teaspoons cornstarch
1 tablespoon peanut oil or canola oil
1 onion, thinly sliced
1 pound bok choy, cored and cut into long, thin strips
1 pound pork tenderloin, trimmed of fat and cut into thin strips
2 cloves garlic, peeled and minced
1 tablespoon chili garlic sauce (sambal oelek)
1 Bring a large pot of lightly salted water to a boil over high heat. Cook rice noodles according to package instructions. Drain and reserve.
2 In a small bowl, whisk together water, rice wine, soy sauce, and cornstarch.
3 Warm oil in a Dutch oven over medium heat. Once hot, add onion and cook until softened, about 2 to 3 minutes. Add bok choy and cook, stirring occasionally, until it begins to soften, about 5 minutes.
4 Add the pork, garlic, and chili garlic sauce. Stir occasionally until pork is just cooked through, about 1 minute.
5 Give the cornstarch mixture a quick whisk and pour into the Dutch oven. Bring to a boil, stirring frequently for 2 minutes until the sauce thickens. Serve pork stir-fry on top of noodles.
Poultry
POLLO FAJITAS
CHUNKY CHICKEN QUESADILLA
CHICKEN FETTUCCINE WITH SHIITAKE MUSHROOMS
HARVEST CHICKEN STEW
CHICKEN YAKITORI
MUSCLE MEATBALLS
ORANGE AND HONEY-GLAZED CHICKEN
THAI BASIL CHICKEN
CURRY CHICKEN
SIMPLE ITALIAN PARMESAN CHICKEN
CHICKEN AND BROCCOLI STIR-FRY
GREEK PITA PIZZA
CHICKEN CACCIATORE
MEXICAN MEATLOAF
BOW-TIE PASTA SALAD WITH CHICKEN AND CHICKPEAS
LEAN TURKEY PAPRIKASH
CHICKEN PESTO PASTA
AUSSIE CHICKEN
5 DELICIOUS CHICKEN MARINADES
In many people’s minds, poultry lacks the flair of steak, veal, or pork.
Poultry is seen as the quintessential “blue collar” protein: affordable, humble, and, well, bland.
It doesn’t have to be, though. As you’ll see, poultry is a blank slate that you can craftinto a vast number of flavorful dishes.
Apart from simply being a red-meat alternative, poultry can offer a number of health benefits:
• Chicken is both rich in protein and low in fat and calories. Just 100 grams of chicken breast provides 23 grams of protein and 1 gram of fat.
• Chicken is packed full of micronutrients. Chicken’s phosphorous and calcium levels benefit bone health. Plus, it’s rich in selenium, which has been associated with a reduced risk of arthritis, as well as vitamin B5 and tryptophan, both of which have calming, anti-anxiety effects.
• Chicken promotes heart health. Chicken is a great source of vitamin B6, which works within the body to reduce levels of homocysteine, a molecule linked to an increased risk of heart attack. The niacin found in chicken also helps lower cholesterol, further reducing heart attack risk.
• Chicken can help bolster the immune system. There’s a reason your parents always served you chicken noodle soup when you were sick. Besides feeling soothing and providing steam to help clear congestion, the broth itself can help reduce the inflammation that makes the common cold so miserable.1
The benefits of poultry aren’t limited to just chicken breast, either. Darker meats like turkey and duck offer many of chicken’s health benefits with a wider variety of flavors to experiment with.
Now, before we dive into poultry recipes, let’s talk sourcing and labels.
Generally speaking, you’re going to get the highest-quality meat from locally sourced, humanely treated, and naturally raised poultry. If that isn’t an option, however, use the following label information to choose the best option you can afford.
Officially, the USDA’s Agricultural Marketing Service (AMS) oversees the language used to sell and market meat in the U.S. Here are a few of their terms that you need to know:
POULTRY GRADES
The AMS assigns grades based on the physical pre- and post-slaughter features of the bird, such as its plumpness, bone structure, and distribution of fat. Grades of A, B, or C can be assigned, with Grade A being the highest of the rankings.
FREE RANGE
Though this phrase is often thrown around to mean chickens raised in humane settings, the strict AMS definition implies only that the birds have “continuous and confined access to pasture throughout their lifecycle.”
In practice, this covers everything from fully pastured birds to mass-production warehouses that have outdoor access but little to no opportunity to take advantage of it.
CAGE FREE
Another similarly misleading term, “cage free” only applies to egg-laying hens and requires that birds are able to “freely roam a building, room, or enclosed area.”
What you might not know, however, is that commercial chicken production rarely involves the use of cages in the first place (rather, all birds are housed in large open barns), making this term pretty much meaningless.
NO ANTIBIOTICS ADMINISTERED
Finally, one marketing phrase that actually means what it implies!
Chicken advertised as having no antibiotics administered must, according to the AMS, have gone without antibiotics from birth to harvest.
NO HORMONES
Administering growth hormones or steroids to chickens has been illegal in the U.S. since 1959, but many producers still include this marketing message on their packaging.
NATURALLY RAISED
Distinct from “natural” poultry, naturally raised chickens have been given only vegetarian feed, eliminating contamination from the slaughter byproducts occasionally found in chicken feed; have never received antibiotics; and have never been given hormones.
ORGANIC.
To qualify as “organic,” chickens must be naturally raised, allowed to range freely, and given certified organic feed that’s free from pesticides and chemical fertilizer.
POLLO FAJITAS
SERVES 4 | PREP TIME 5 MINUTES, PLUS 30 MINUTES TO MARINATE | COOKING TIME 12 MINUTES
445 CALORIES | 46 GRAMS PROTEIN | 44 GRAMS CARBOHYDRATES | 9 GRAMS FAT
1 tablespoon Worcestershire sauce
1 tablespoon apple cider vinegar
1 tablespoon less-sodium soy sauce
1 teaspoon chili powder
1 clove garlic, peeled and minced
Dash of hot sauce
4 (6-ounce) boneless, skinless chicken breasts trimmed of fat and cut into strips
1 tablespoon vegetable oil
1 medium onion, thinly sliced
1 green bell pepper, seeded and sliced
Salt and ground black pepper, to taste
8 (6-inch) whole-wheat tortillas Juice of ½ lemon
1 In a large Ziploc bag, add Worcestershire sauce, vinegar, soy sauce, chili powder, garlic, and hot sauce. Add chicken strips into the Ziploc bag. Seal tightly and shake to coat. Let chicken marinate at room temperature for 30 minutes (or refrigerate for several hours), shaking them occasionally.
2 Warm oil in a large skillet over high heat. Add the chicken strips and marinade to the pan; sauté for 5 to 6 minutes.
3 To the pan, add onion and green pepper, season with salt and pepper, and continue to sauté until chicken is fully cooked, about another 3 to 4 minutes. Remove from heat.
4 Warm tortillas in a nonstick pan or in the microwave. Top tortillas with the fajita mixture and squeeze with lemon juice before serving.
CHUNKY CHICKEN QUESADILLA
SERVES 2 | PREP TIME 5 MINUTES | COOKING TIME 15 MINUTES
315 CALORIES | 30 GRAMS PROTEIN | 28 GRAMS CARBOHYDRATES | 9 GRAMS FAT
1 (6-ounce) boneless, skinless chicken breast, trimmed of fat
1 tablespoon low-fat sour cream
2 (8-inch) whole-wheat tortillas
⅓ cup salsa
1 cup shredded lettuce
⅓ cup shredded low-fat cheddar cheese
1 Coat a medium nonstick skillet with cooking spray and warm over medium heat. Add chicken and cook for 3 to 5 minutes per side. Once fully cooked, transfer chicken to a cutting board.
2 Spread sour cream onto 1 tortilla. Slice chicken breast and layer it over sour cream, topping with salsa and lettuce. Sprinkle with cheese and top with the other tortilla.
3 Recoat skillet with cooking spray and warm over low heat. Cook quesadilla until golden, about 3 minutes per side, using a large spatula to carefully flip it. Remove from the skillet, slice, and serve.
CHICKEN FETTUCCINE WITH SHIITAKE MUSHROOMS
SERVES 4 | PREP TIME 10 MINUTES | COOKING TIME 20 MINUTES
444 CALORIES | 33 GRAMS PROTEIN | 43 GRAMS CARBOHYDRATES | 13 GRAMS FAT
Salt and ground black pepper, to taste
8 ounces whole-grain fettuccine
2 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil
2 (6-ounce) boneless, skinless chicken breasts, trimmed of fat and cut into strips
3 cloves garlic, peeled and minced
2 ounces stemmed and sliced shiitake mushrooms (around 1 to 1½ cups)
2 teaspoons lemon zest
2 tablespoons lemon juice
½ cup grated Parmesan cheese
½ cup chopped fresh basil
1 Bring a large pot of lightly salted water to a boil over high heat. Cook fettuccine according to package instructions. Drain the pasta, reserving ½ cup of pasta water.
2 Meanwhile, warm oil in a large nonstick skillet over medium heat. Add chicken strips, sautéing for 3 to 4 minutes.
3 Add garlic and mushrooms. Cook, stirring occasionally, until mushrooms are tender, 4 to 5 minutes. Stir in lemon zest, lemon juice, salt, and pepper. Remove from the heat.
4 Into the skillet, add pasta, reserved pasta water, Parmesan, and basil. Toss well and serve.
HARVEST CHICKEN STEW
SERVES 6 | PREP TIME 15 MINUTES | COOKING TIME 1 HOUR 10 MINUTES
324 CALORIES | 44 GRAMS PROTEIN | 31 GRAMS CARBOHYDRATES | 3 GRAMS FAT
6 (6-ounce) boneless, skinless chicken breasts trimmed of fat and cut into cubes
1 pound eggplant, peeled and cut into 1-inch cubes (about 4 cups)
10 to 12 small red potatoes, cut into ⅛-inch slices (about 4 cups)
4 carrots, peeled and sliced
3 medium onions, cut into quarters
3½ cups low-sodium chicken broth
¾ cup chopped fresh parsley
2 tablespoons chopped fresh thyme leaves
¼ teaspoon salt
¼ teaspoon ground black pepper
½ cup cold water
2 tablespoons whole-wheat flour
1 Preheat the oven to 350°F.
2 Add chicken, eggplant, potatoes, carrots, onions, broth, parsley, thyme, salt, and pepper to an ovenproof Dutch oven. Cover with lid and bake in the oven for 50 minutes.
3 Place water and flour into a tightly covered container or small Ziploc bag. Seal tightly and shake. Pour the flour mixture into the stew and stir well.
4 Cover and place the Dutch oven back into the oven until potatoes are tender and chicken is fully cooked, about 20 more minutes. Remove from oven and serve.
CHICKEN YAKITORI
SERVES 4 | PREP TIME 5 MINUTES | COOKING TIME 15 MINUTES
225 CALORIES | 41 GRAMS PROTEIN | 5 GRAMS CARBOHYDRATES | 2 GRAMS FAT
½ cup less-sodium soy sauce
½ cup sherry or white cooking wine
½ cup low-sodium chicken broth
½ teaspoon ground ginger
Pinch of garlic powder
½ cup chopped scallions
4 (6-ounce) boneless, skinless chicken breasts, trimmed of fat and cut into 2-inch cubes
1 If using bamboo skewers versus metal skewers, soak in water for 30 minutes to prevent the wood from burning.
2 Into a small pot, add soy sauce, sherry, chicken broth, ginger, garlic powder, and scallions. Bring ingredients to a boil over medium-high heat and immediately remove from heat. Reserve.
3 Preheat the oven’s broiler. Start threading chicken onto skewers.
4 Coat a broiler pan with cooking spray and place chicken skewers on the pan. Brush each skewer with sherry sauce.
5 Place the pan under the broiler until chicken is browned, about 3 minutes. Remove the pan from the oven to turn each chicken skewer over, brushing sauce onto chicken again.
6 Return the pan to the broiler until chicken is cooked through and nicely browned. Serve.
MUSCLE MEATBALLS
SERVES 4 (4 MEATBALLS PER SERVING) | PREP TIME 10 MINUTES | COOKING TIME 20 MINUTES
316 CALORIES | 40 GRAMS PROTEIN | 10 GRAMS CARBOHYDRATES | 13 GRAMS FAT
1½ pounds 93% ground turkey
2 egg whites or 6 tablespoons liquid egg white substitute
½ cup toasted wheat germ
¼ cup quick-cooking oats
1 tablespoon whole flaxseed
1 tablespoon grated Parmesan cheese
½ teaspoon all-purpose seasoning
¼ teaspoon ground black pepper
1 Preheat the oven to 400°F. Coat a 9-inch by 13-inch baking dish with cooking spray.
2 In a large bowl, add all of the ingredients and gently mix together to combine.
3 Form mixture into 16 meatballs and place them into the baking dish.
4 Bake for 7 minutes and use a spatula to flip each meatball. Return to oven and cook until meatballs are no longer pink in the center, about 8 to 13 minutes. Serve.
ORANGE AND HONEY-GLAZED CHICKEN
SERVES 4 | PREP TIME 5 MINUTES | COOKING TIME 25 MINUTES
216 CALORIES | 39 GRAMS PROTEIN | 10 GRAMS CARBOHYDRATES | 2 GRAMS FAT
4 (6-ounce) boneless, skinless chicken breasts, trimmed of fat
2 tablespoons orange juice
2 tablespoons honey
1 tablespoon lemon juice
⅛ teaspoon salt
1 Preheat the oven to 375°F.
2 Coat a 9-inch by 13-inch baking dish with cooking spray and add chicken.
3 In a small bowl, mix orange juice, honey, lemon juice, and salt. Baste each piece of chicken with the orange juice mixture.
4 Cover the dish with foil and bake for 10 minutes. Remove the foil and flip chicken. Bake chicken another 10 to 15 minutes until cooked through and juices run clear.
THAI BASIL CHICKEN
SERVES 4 | PREP TIME 5 MINUTES | COOKING TIME 15 MINUTES
220 CALORIES | 40 GRAMS PROTEIN | 5 GRAMS CARBOHYDRATES | 4 GRAMS FAT
4 (6-ounce) boneless, skinless chicken breasts, trimmed of fat
3 cloves garlic, peeled and minced
2 jalapeño peppers, minced
1 tablespoon fish sauce
1 tablespoon granulated sugar
¼ cup chopped fresh basil
1 tablespoon chopped fresh mint
1 tablespoon chopped unsalted dry-roasted peanuts
1 Cut each chicken breast into about 8 strips. Set aside.
2 Coat a large nonstick skillet with cooking spray and warm over medium-high heat. Add garlic and jalapeños. Sauté, stirring constantly, until garlic is just golden.
3 Add chicken strips and cook, stirring frequently, until chicken is fully cooked, about 8 to 10 minutes.
4 Add fish sauce and sugar. Sauté for 30 seconds and remove from heat. Garnish with basil, mint, and peanuts before serving.
CURRY CHICKEN
SERVES 4 | PREP TIME 10 MINUTES | COOKING TIME 25 MINUTES
213 CALORIES | 40 GRAMS PROTEIN | 7 GRAMS CARBOHYDRATES | 3 GRAMS FAT
CURRY CONTAINS TURMERIC, TURMERIC CONTAINS CURCUMIN, AND CURCUMIN IS AWESOME. Turmeric gets its distinct yellow color from a pigment known as curcumin, and scientists around the world are investigating applications for it to fight a variety of diseases, such as cancer, cardiovascular disease, osteoporosis, arthritis, diabetes, Alzheimer’s, and more.2
TURMERIC HELPS KEEP YOUR BLOOD SUGAR LEVELS STABLE. Research shows that turmeric can decrease blood glucose levels and improve insulin sensitivity in obese and overweight men and women with type 2 diabetes.3
FENUGREEK, ANOTHER COMPONENT FOUND IN CURRY, CAN IMPROVE BLOOD GLUCOSE MANAGEMENT. In one study of 24 type 2 diabetic patients, the consumption of powdered fenugreek seeds over a period of eight weeks was correlated with a 25 to 31% improvement in measures of blood glucose control.
1 small onion, chopped
1 clove garlic, peeled and minced
3 tablespoons curry powder
1 teaspoon sweet paprika
1 bay leaf
1 teaspoon ground cinnamon
½ teaspoon peeled and grated fresh ginger
Salt and ground black pepper, to taste
4 (6-ounce) boneless, skinless chicken breasts, trimmed of fat and cut into 1-inch cubes
1 tablespoon tomato paste
½ cup water
Juice of
½ lemon
½ teaspoon Indian chili powder
1 cup 2% Greek yogurt
1 Coat a large skillet with cooking spray and warm over medium heat. Sauté onion until translucent, about 5 minutes.
2 Into the skillet, add garlic, curry powder, paprika, bay leaf, cinnamon, ginger, salt, and pepper; stir for 2 minutes.
3 Add chicken to the pan, along with tomato paste and water; stir to combine. Bring liquid to a boil, reduce the heat to low, and simmer for 10 minutes.
4 Stir in lemon juice and chili powder. Simmer until chicken is cooked through, about 5 more minutes. Take off the heat and remove and discard bay leaf. Stir in yogurt and serve.
SIMPLE ITALIAN PARMESAN CHICKEN
SERVES 4 | PREP TIME 5 MINUTES | COOKING TIME 25 MINUTES
290 CALORIES | 42 GRAMS PROTEIN | 6 GRAMS CARBOHYDRATES | 11 GRAMS FAT
2 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil
2 teaspoons minced garlic
¼ cup seasoned breadcrumbs
¼ cup grated Parmesan cheese
4 (6-ounce) boneless, skinless chicken breasts, trimmed of fat
1 Preheat the oven to 425°F.
2 In a medium heatproof bowl, add olive oil and garlic. Warm in the microwave for 30 to 60 seconds to blend flavors. In a separate medium bowl, combine breadcrumbs and cheese.
3 Coat chicken breast in the oil mixture, letting the excess run off. Then, coat in the breadcrumb mixture and place in a shallow baking dish. Repeat until all chicken breasts are breaded.
4 Place chicken in the oven for 10 minutes, then flip and cook until chicken is no longer pink in the center and juices run clear, about another 10 to 15 minutes. Remove from oven and serve.
CHICKEN AND BROCCOLI STIR-FRY
SERVES 4 | PREP TIME 5 MINUTES | COOKING TIME 15 MINUTES
233 CALORIES | 41 GRAMS PROTEIN | 10 GRAMS CARBOHYDRATES | 3 GRAMS FAT
2 tablespoons red wine
1 tablespoon less-sodium soy sauce
½ teaspoon cornstarch
1 tablespoon granulated sugar
1 teaspoon salt
2 cups broccoli florets
1 red bell pepper, seeded and chopped
½ onion, sliced
4 (6-ounce) boneless, skinless chicken breasts, trimmed of fat and cut into thin strips
1 In a small bowl, combine red wine, soy sauce, cornstarch, sugar, and salt. Whisk well with a fork until cornstarch has dissolved.
2 Coat a large nonstick skillet with cooking spray and warm over medium-high heat. Sauté broccoli, bell pepper, and onion until tender.
3 Add chicken and stir-fry until browned, about 2 to 3 more minutes.
4 Pour soy sauce mixture over chicken and vegetables. Continue to stir-fry until sauce thickens and chicken is cooked through, about 2 to 4 minutes. Remove from heat and serve.
GREEK PITA PIZZA
SERVES 1 | PREP TIME 5 MINUTES | COOKING TIME 15 MINUTES
461 CALORIES | 49 GRAMS PROTEIN | 38 GRAMS CARBOHYDRATES | 14 GRAMS FAT
1 (6-ounce) boneless, skinless chicken breast, trimmed of fat
1 whole-grain pita bread
½ tablespoon extra-virgin olive oil
2 tablespoons sliced olives
1 teaspoon red wine vinegar
½ clove garlic, peeled and minced
¼ teaspoon dried oregano
¼ teaspoon dried basil
Salt and ground black pepper, to taste
¼ cup fresh spinach
2 tablespoons crumbled low-fat feta cheese
½ tomato, seeded and chopped
1 Preheat the oven’s broiler to high.
2 Coat a small skillet with cooking spray and warm over medium heat. Add chicken to the skillet and cook 3 to 5 minutes per side. Remove chicken from the heat once juices run clear; set aside. Let cool and then chop chicken breast into small pieces.
3 Meanwhile, place pita bread on a baking sheet and lightly brush with oil. Broil 4 inches from the heat for 2 minutes.
4 In a small bowl, add olives, vinegar, garlic, oregano, basil, salt, pepper, and any remaining oil. Mix well to combine.
5 Spread the olive mixture over the pita. Layer pita with spinach, feta, tomato, and chicken.
6 Broil until feta is warmed and softened, about 3 more minutes. Remove from broiler and serve.
CHICKEN CACCIATORE
SERVES 4 | PREP TIME 5 MINUTES | COOKING TIME 45 MINUTES
440 CALORIES | 44 GRAMS PROTEIN | 44 GRAMS CARBOHYDRATES | 7 GRAMS FAT
1 tablespoon extra-virgin olive oil
4 (6-ounce) boneless, skinless chicken breasts, trimmed of fat and cut into strips
½ medium onion, chopped
½ cup thinly sliced mushrooms
1 clove garlic, peeled and minced
1 (28-ounce) can plum tomatoes with juice
½ cup dry red wine
1 teaspoon dried oregano
1 bay leaf Salt, to taste
6 ounces quinoa rotelle pasta
½ cup chopped fresh parsley
1 Warm oil in a large deep skillet over medium-high heat. Add chicken and brown, cooking about 3 minutes per side. Add onion, mushrooms, and garlic; sauté until vegetables are tender.
2 Add tomatoes with juice, wine, oregano, and bay leaf. Reduce the heat to medium-low and cover with a lid. Stirring occasionally, simmer until chicken is cooked through and sauce thickens, about 30 to 35 minutes.
3 Meanwhile, bring a large pot of lightly salted water to a boil over high heat. Cook rotelle pasta according to package instructions. Drain the pasta, reserving ¼ cup of pasta water.
4 Add both the pasta and reserved pasta water to the chicken. Cook 1 to 2 minutes, mixing until sauce sticks to pasta.
5 Remove bay leaf and discard it. Garnish with fresh parsley and serve.
MEXICAN MEATLOAF
SERVES 8 | PREP TIME 10 MINUTES | COOKING TIME 60 MINUTES
343 CALORIES | 28 GRAMS PROTEIN | 32 GRAMS CARBOHYDRATES | 9 GRAMS FAT
2 pounds 93% lean ground turkey
1 (15-ounce) can black beans, drained and rinsed
1 (15-ounce) can whole kernel corn, drained and rinsed
½ (4-ounce) can fire-roasted diced green chiles
1 cup mild chunky salsa
1 (1-ounce) packet dry taco seasoning mix
¾ cup plain breadcrumbs
3 egg whites or ½ cup liquid egg white substitute
Salt and ground black pepper, to taste
1 (28-ounce) can enchilada sauce, divided
1 Preheat the oven to 400°F. Coat a 9-inch by 13-inch baking dish with cooking spray.
2 In a large bowl, combine turkey, black beans, corn, chiles, salsa, taco seasoning, breadcrumbs, and egg whites. Season with salt and pepper and mix thoroughly.
3 Add meat to the prepared baking dish, using clean hands or a spatula to form meat into a loaf shape. Spread half the enchilada sauce over the meat and cook in the oven for 45 minutes.
4 Remove loaf from the oven and top with remaining enchilada sauce. Return to the oven and bake until meatloaf is no longer pink inside, about 10 to 15 more minutes. A thermometer inserted into the center should read at least 165°F. Remove meatloaf from oven and serve.
BOW-TIE PASTA SALAD WITH CHICKEN AND CHICKPEAS
SERVES 6 | PREP TIME 10 MINUTES, PLUS 4 HOURS TO CHILL | COOKING TIME 15 MINUTES 371 CALORIES | 28 GRAMS PROTEIN | 41 GRAMS CARBOHYDRATES | 12 GRAMS FAT
Salt, to taste
8 ounces whole-grain bow-tie pasta
3 (6-ounce) chicken breasts, trimmed of fat, cooked, and shredded
½ (15-ounce) can chickpeas, drained and rinsed
1 (2.25-ounce) can sliced black olives, drained
2 stalks celery, chopped
2 cucumbers, chopped
½ cup shredded carrots
½ yellow onion, finely chopped
2 tablespoons shredded Parmesan cheese
3 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil
⅓ cup red wine vinegar
½ teaspoon Worcestershire sauce
½ teaspoon spicy brown mustard
½ clove garlic, peeled and minced
2 tablespoons chopped fresh Italian parsley
1 tablespoon chopped fresh basil or 1 teaspoon dried basil
¼ teaspoon ground black pepper
1 Bring a large pot of lightly salted water to a boil over high heat. Cook pasta according to package instructions. Drain and run pasta under cold water for about 30 seconds or until it is completely cool.
2 Transfer pasta to a large bowl and add remaining ingredients. Use tongs to mix thoroughly to combine.
3 Cover the bowl with plastic wrap and refrigerate for at least
4 hours or up to overnight. Toss the salad prior to serving.
LEAN TURKEY PAPRIKASH
SERVES 4 | PREP TIME 15 MINUTES | COOKING TIME 20 MINUTES 456 CALORIES | 35 GRAMS PROTEIN | 45 GRAMS CARBOHYDRATES | 14 GRAMS FAT
Salt and ground black pepper, to taste
8 ounces egg noodles
2 teaspoons extra-virgin olive oil
6 ounces white mushrooms, sliced
1 tablespoon finely chopped onion
1 pound 93% lean ground turkey
½ cup water
1 cube chicken bouillon, crumbled
1 tablespoon sweet paprika
⅔ cup 2% Greek yogurt
1 Bring a large pot of lightly salted water to a boil over high heat. Cook pasta according to package instructions and drain. Reserve.
2 Warm oil in a large skillet over medium heat. Sauté mushrooms and onion, cooking for a few minutes until tender and lightly brown.
3 Add turkey to the skillet, stirring occasionally. Once turkey is fully cooked, stir in water and bouillon cube. Season with paprika, salt, and pepper, stirring to combine.
4 Remove pan from the heat. Stir in yogurt and immediately serve turkey over pasta.
CHICKEN PESTO PASTA
SERVES 2 | PREP TIME 5 MINUTES | COOKING TIME 20 MINUTES 412 CALORIES | 31 GRAMS PROTEIN | 38 GRAMS CARBOHYDRATES | 17 GRAMS FAT
Salt and ground black pepper, to taste
4 ounces whole-grain ziti
25 fresh basil leaves, finely chopped
1 clove garlic, peeled and minced
1 tablespoon warm water
2 tablespoons pine nuts, crushed
1 tablespoon extra-virgin olive oil
1 (6-ounce) boneless, skinless chicken breast, trimmed of fat and cut into small cubes
2 tablespoons grated Parmesan cheese
1 Bring a medium pot of lightly salted water to a boil over high heat. Cook pasta according to package instructions. Drain and reserve.
2 Meanwhile, in a bowl, make pesto mixture: add basil, garlic, water, pine nuts, and oil; mix to combine.
3 Coat a medium pan with cooking spray and warm over medium heat. Add chicken and cook about 7 minutes per side.
4 When chicken is almost cooked through, reduce the heat to low. Stir in salt, pepper, pesto, and cheese. Cook until chicken is no longer pink inside.
5 Add pasta into the pan, stir to combine, and serve.
AUSSIE CHICKEN
SERVES 4 | PREP TIME 30 MINUTES, PLUS 30 MINUTES TO MARINATE | COOKING TIME 35 MINUTES 399 CALORIES | 46 GRAMS PROTEIN | 21 GRAMS CARBOHYDRATES | 14 GRAMS FAT
4 (6-ounce) boneless, skinless chicken breasts, trimmed of fat and pounded to ½-inch thickness
2 teaspoons seasoning salt
6 slices bacon, cut in half
¼ cup yellow mustard
¼ cup honey
2 tablespoons light mayonnaise
1 tablespoon dried onion flakes
1 tablespoon vegetable oil
1 cup sliced white mushrooms
½ cup reduced-fat shredded Monterey Jack cheese
2 tablespoons chopped fresh parsley
1 After pounding chicken breasts, rub them with seasoning salt. Cover and refrigerate for 30 minutes.
2 Preheat the oven to 350°F.
3 Cook bacon in a large skillet over medium-high heat until crisp. Transfer bacon to a paper towel-lined plate and set aside. Leave bacon fat in skillet.
4 In a medium bowl, mix mustard, honey, mayonnaise, and onion flakes.
5 Warm bacon fat over medium heat. Add chicken and cook until browned, about 3 to 5 minutes per side.
6 Transfer chicken to a 9-inch by 13-inch baking dish. Brush chicken with honey-mustard sauce, followed by adding a layer of mushrooms and bacon. Sprinkle with cheese.
7 Bake until cheese melts and the chicken juices run clear, about 15 minutes. Garnish with parsley and serve.
5 DELICIOUS CHICKEN MARINADES
MARINADES ARE A SIMPLE AND FLAVORFUL WAY TO SPICE UP an otherwise bland meal or to change up the taste of just about any chicken recipe.
THE BEST WAY TO MARINATE CHICKEN IS TO PUT THE MARINADE AND CHICKEN INTO A LARGE ZIPLOC BAG, seal it tightly, shake it to fully coat the chicken, and let sit overnight in the fridge.
THESE RECIPES produce enough marinade for 3 to 5 chicken breasts.
TERIYAKI
81 CALORIES | 2 GRAMS PROTEIN |
7 GRAMS CARBOHYDRATES | 5 GRAMS FAT
½ cup less-sodium soy sauce
2 tablespoons Worcestershire sauce
1½ tablespoons distilled white vinegar
1½ tablespoons vegetable oil
1½ tablespoons onion powder
1 teaspoon garlic powder
½ teaspoon ground ginger
LEMON-WINE
84 CALORIES | 0 GRAMS PROTEIN |
4 GRAMS CARBOHYDRATES | 7 GRAMS FAT
2 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil
¼ cup white wine
2 teaspoons lemon zest
2 tablespoons lemon juice
1 tablespoon brown sugar, unpacked
1 tablespoon fresh thyme leaves
1 tablespoon fresh rosemary leaves
2 cloves garlic, peeled and minced
PINEAPPLE-SOY
135 CALORIES | 2 GRAMS PROTEIN |
34 GRAMS CARBOHYDRATES | 0 GRAMS FAT
1 cup canned crushed pineapple
⅓ cup less-sodium soy sauce
⅓ cup honey
¼ cup apple cider vinegar
2 cloves garlic, peeled and minced
1 teaspoon ground ginger
¼ teaspoon ground cloves
JALAPEÑO-LIME
50 CALORIES | 0 GRAMS PROTEIN |
13 GRAMS CARBOHYDRATES | 0 GRAMS FAT
½ cup orange juice
⅓ cup finely chopped onion
1 teaspoon lime zest
¼ cup lime juice
2 tablespoons honey
1 clove garlic, peeled and minced
½ jalapeño pepper, seeded and finely chopped
1 teaspoon ground cumin
¼ teaspoon garlic salt
CARNE ASADA
70 CALORIES | 0 GRAMS PROTEIN |
2 GRAMS CARBOHYDRATES | 7 GRAMS FAT
¼ cup red wine vinegar
2 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil
2 tablespoons steak sauce
1 clove garlic, peeled and minced
1 teaspoon dried crumbled sage
1 teaspoon dried oregano
½ teaspoon salt
½ teaspoon dry mustard
½ teaspoon sweet paprika
Seafood
LEMON-GARLIC SHRIMP WITH ASPARAGUS
CREAMY FETTUCINE WITH SCALLOPS
LEMON-ROSEMARY SALMON STEAKS
GRAHAM CRACKER-CRUSTED TILAPIA
GINGER AND SOY SAUCE-MARINATED HALIBUT WITH LEEKS
GRILLED MAHI-MAHI WITH MANGO-AVOCADO SALSA
SEARED COD WITH NO-COOK MUSTARD-CAPER SAUCE
SEARED TUNA AND CORN PURÉE WITH WASABI
If seafood rarely finds its way to your plate, I would like to change that.
These recipes will not only introduce your palate to new, delicious vistas of flavor and possibility, they’ll also benefit your health. Here’s why.
Seafood is a great source of protein. More than 3.5 billion people rely on seafood as a primary food source. Globally, more protein is consumed in the form of seafood than in cattle, sheep, or poultry.1
It’s also a rich source of various vitamins and minerals, such as magnesium, phosphorus, selenium, and vitamins A and D.
Seafood is a great source of omega-3 fatty acids, too. Research shows that human beings evolved on a diet that had a ratio of omega-6 to omega-3 fatty acids of about 1:1.2 Modern Western diets, however, have a ratio of about 10:1 to 25:1, and this imbalance causes many unwanted health effects and conditions.
Well, you can increase your intake of omega-3 fatty acids either with supplementation or by eating more fatty fish. The latter has more benefits than popping another pill with your daily multivitamin: it will likely reduce your intake of omega-6 fatty acids as well. This is helpful because other sources of protein like chicken, pork, and red meat are quite high in these fats.
Now, if you dismiss seafood for the common reasons—“too fishy,” too hard to prepare, too expensive, and so forth—I understand. I used to be the same way.
As you’ll soon see, though, no matter your taste preferences, cooking skills, or budget, there’s a seafood option for you.
For example:
SALMON
There are many types of salmon that you can buy, ranging from Atlantic to Chinook to chum, from coho to pink to sockeye, and each variety can deliver a rather different gustatory experience.
Furthermore, the texture and fullness of flavor vary based on whether the fish was wild caught or farm raised, and fresh salmon is quite different from the packaged variety.
TUNA
Tuna has just as much variety as salmon because “tuna” is more of a broad classification than an individual fish. There are albacore, bluefin, and yellowfin varieties.
Moreover, fresh tuna has a steak-like, meaty texture and a rich taste, while canned tuna tends to be white or pink in color and have faintly acidic or citrus flavors.
MAHI MAHI
“Mahi mahi” is the Hawaiian name for a fish known elsewhere as the dolphinfish. Food marketers wisely changed the name for obvious reasons (no, it’s not a species of dolphin).
When raw, mahi mahi has a pinkish-white color, a moist, velvety texture, and a clean citrus flavor.
COD
Cod comes from the family of fish that includes pollock, haddock, hake, and hoki.
It’s typically pink or white in color, generally moist in texture, and has earthy and herbal tones, making it a versatile choice for many different dishes.
TILAPIA
As the world’s second-most farmed group of fish in the world—exceeded only by carp—tilapia is a popular ingredient on both home and restaurant menus.
The fish’s small, close flakes and neutral flavor, reminiscent of chicken, give it the flexibility required to pair well with a number of different cooking methods and sauces.
HALIBUT
Though you might not know it from the small fillets you purchase at the market, halibut can reach 8 feet in length and weigh more than 600 pounds in the wild.
In the kitchen, however, this fish is prized for its moist, meaty texture, subtle oily flavor, and light pink flesh.
SHRIMP
You can enjoy a number of varieties, including black tiger, Chinese white, freshwater, gulf, Pacific white, pink, and rock shrimp.
Shrimp are a particularly versatile type of seafood whose mild, sweet flavor stands up well to poaching, steaming, deep-frying, and sautéing.
SCALLOPS
Both bay and sea scallops are popular shellfish choices. Harvested fresh from the East Coast or raised in fisheries, scallops have a pleasantly squishy texture and a flavor that’s described as being fishy, sweet, buttery, and slightly nutty.
So, now that I’ve (hopefully) done a good job whetting your appetite for some seafood, let’s get to the recipes!
LEMON-GARLIC SHRIMP WITH ASPARAGUS
SERVES 4 | PREP TIME 10 MINUTES | COOKING TIME 10 MINUTES
255 CALORIES | 30 GRAMS PROTEIN | 17 GRAMS CARBOHYDRATES | 8 GRAMS FAT
2 red bell peppers, seeded and chopped
2 pounds asparagus, trimmed and cut into 1-inch pieces
2 teaspoons lemon zest
½ teaspoon salt, divided
2 teaspoons extra-virgin olive oil
5 cloves garlic, peeled and minced
1 pound raw large shrimp, shelled and deveined
1 cup low-sodium chicken broth
1 teaspoon cornstarch
2 tablespoons lemon juice
2 tablespoons chopped fresh parsley
1 Coat a large nonstick skillet with cooking spray and warm over medium-high heat. Add bell peppers, asparagus, lemon zest, and ¼ teaspoon salt. Sauté until vegetables begin to soften, about 6 minutes. Transfer vegetables to a bowl, cover, and reserve.
2 Add oil and garlic to the pan and sauté for 30 seconds. Stir in shrimp. In a small bowl, combine broth and cornstarch with a whisk. Into the pan, stir in the broth mixture and the remaining ¼ teaspoon salt.
3 Cook, stirring frequently, until sauce thickens and shrimp are pink and cooked through, about 2 to 3 minutes. Remove the pan from the heat, adding lemon juice and parsley. Mix and serve the shrimp over the reserved vegetables.
CREAMY FETTUCINE WITH SCALLOPS
SERVES 5 | PREP TIME 10 MINUTES | COOKING TIME 25 MINUTES
402 CALORIES | 31 GRAMS PROTEIN | 56 GRAMS CARBOHYDRATES | 5 GRAMS FAT
Salt and ground black pepper, to taste
8 ounces whole-grain fettuccine
1 pound large sea scallops
1 (8-ounce) bottle clam juice (the lowest sodium available)
1 cup 2% milk
3 tablespoons cornstarch
3 cups frozen peas
⅓ cup chopped chives
½ teaspoon lemon zest
1 teaspoon lemon juice
½ cup grated Parmesan cheese
1 Bring a large pot of lightly salted water to a boil over high heat. Cook fettuccine according to package instructions. Drain the pasta and reserve.
2 Meanwhile, dry scallops with a paper towel and sprinkle with salt. Coat a large nonstick skillet with cooking spray and warm over medium-high heat. Add scallops and cook until golden brown, about 2 to 3 minutes per side. Remove from pan and reserve.
3 Add clam juice to the pan. In a medium bowl, add milk, cornstarch, salt, and pepper; whisk until smooth. Pour milk mixture into the pan and whisk with clam juice. Once the mixture is simmering, stir constantly until sauce thickens, about 1 to 2 minutes.
4 Add reserved scallops and peas to clam sauce and bring to a simmer. Stir in reserved fettuccine, chives, lemon zest, lemon juice, and most of the cheese; mix well. Remove pan from the heat and top pasta with remaining cheese. Serve.
LEMON-ROSEMARY SALMON STEAKS
SERVES 4 | PREP TIME 5 MINUTES, PLUS 15 MINUTES TO MARINATE | COOKING TIME 15 TO 20 MINUTES
226 CALORIES | 34 GRAMS PROTEIN | 0 GRAMS CARBOHYDRATES | 9 GRAMS FAT
1 tablespoon lemon juice
½ teaspoon dried rosemary
1 tablespoon extra-virgin olive oil
4 (6-ounce) wild Pacific salmon fillets
Salt and ground black pepper, to taste
1 Preheat the oven to 350°F. In a medium baking dish, combine lemon juice, rosemary, and olive oil.
2 Season salmon fillets with salt and pepper. Add fillets to the baking dish, turn to coat, and let marinate for 10 to 15 minutes.
3 Cover dish with foil and bake until fish easily flakes with a fork, about 20 minutes. Remove from oven and serve.
GRAHAM CRACKER-CRUSTED TILAPIA
SERVES 4 | PREP TIME 10 MINUTES | COOKING TIME 10 MINUTES
222 CALORIES | 24 GRAMS PROTEIN | 10 GRAMS CARBOHYDRATES | 10 GRAMS FAT
4 (4-ounce) tilapia fillets, about ¾-inch thick
½ cup plain graham cracker crumbs
1 teaspoon lemon zest
¼ teaspoon salt
¼ teaspoon ground black pepper
¼ cup 2% milk
1 tablespoon canola oil
2 tablespoons chopped pecans, toasted
1 Position the oven rack to slightly above the middle and preheat the oven to 500°F. Coat a 13-inch by 9-inch baking dish with cooking spray.
2 Cut fillets crosswise into 2-inch wide pieces.
3 In a small bowl, add graham cracker crumbs, lemon zest, salt, and pepper. Stir to combine. Pour milk into a separate small bowl.
4 Add each fish piece into the milk mixture and then coat in graham crackers. Place fish into the prepared baking dish, continuing until each piece is breaded.
5 Drizzle oil and pecans over fillets. Bake until fish easily flakes with a fork, about 10 minutes. Remove from oven and serve.
GINGER AND SOY SAUCE-MARINATED HALIBUT WITH LEEKS
SERVES 4 | PREP TIME 15 MINUTES, PLUS 1 HOUR TO MARINATE | COOKING TIME 20 MINUTES
283 CALORIES | 37 GRAMS PROTEIN | 9 GRAMS CARBOHYDRATES | 11 GRAMS FAT
2 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil
2 tablespoons less-sodium soy sauce
2 tablespoons lemon juice
2 tablespoons white wine
2 cloves garlic, peeled and minced
2 (quarter-sized) fresh ginger pieces, peeled and minced
Salt and ground black pepper, to taste
4 (6-ounce) halibut fillets
3 medium leeks (white part only), thinly sliced
2 red bell peppers, seeded and thinly sliced
1 In a large Ziploc bag, add olive oil, soy sauce, lemon juice, white wine, garlic, ginger, salt, and pepper. Add fillets into the Ziploc bag. Seal tightly and shake to coat. Refrigerate fillets for at least 1 hour, shaking them occasionally.
2 Preheat the oven’s broiler to high. Remove fillets from marinade and place in a baking dish.
3 Add marinade to a large skillet and warm over medium heat. Add leeks and red bell pepper. Cook for 15 minutes or until tender.
4 Meanwhile, place fillets under the broiler, 4 to 6 inches from the heat. Broil 4 to 5 minutes; flip with a spatula and cook until fish easily flakes with a fork, about another 4 minutes. Top fillets with vegetables and sauce; serve.
GRILLED MAHI-MAHI WITH MANGO-AVOCADO SALSA
SERVES 4 | PREP TIME 20 MINUTES | COOKING TIME 10 MINUTES
358 CALORIES | 33 GRAMS PROTEIN | 15 GRAMS CARBOHYDRATES | 19 GRAMS FAT
4 (6-ounce) mahi-mahi fillets
3 tablespoons avocado oil, divided
Salt and ground black pepper, to taste
1 medium avocado, peeled, pitted, and diced
1 medium mango, peeled, pitted, and diced
4 sprigs fresh cilantro, leaves thinly sliced
3 tablespoons lime juice, divided 1 teaspoon Sriracha hot sauce
4 lime wedges
1 Prepare a grill to medium-high heat. Lightly coat the grill grates with cooking spray.
2 Add fish fillets into a 13-inch by 9-inch glass baking dish. Drizzle with 2 tablespoons oil and season with salt and pepper. Let fillets marinate at room temperature for 10 minutes, turning occasionally.
3 Meanwhile, in a medium bowl, prepare salsa by gently combining avocado, mango, cilantro, remaining 1 tablespoon avocado oil, and lime juice. Season with salt, pepper, and Sriracha. Reserve.
4 Grill fillets until they are just opaque in the center, about 5 minutes per side. Transfer fillets to plates.
5 Garnish fillets with mango-avocado salsa. Serve with lime wedges.
SEARED COD WITH NO-COOK MUSTARD-CAPER SAUCE
SERVES 4 | PREP TIME 15 MINUTES | COOK TIME 15 MINUTES
296 CALORIES | 31 GRAMS PROTEIN | 5 GRAMS CARBOHYDRATES | 17 GRAMS FAT
2 tablespoons whole-grain mustard
1 tablespoon capers, drained
1 tablespoon chopped fresh tarragon
4 tablespoons plus 1 teaspoon extra-virgin olive oil, divided
2 tablespoons water
4 (6-ounce) skinless cod fillets
1 large head Bibb lettuce, torn (about 6 cups)
½ English cucumber, thinly sliced
¼ small red onion, thinly sliced
2 tablespoons lemon juice
Salt and ground black pepper, to taste
1 In a small bowl, stir together mustard, capers, tarragon, 2 tablespoons oil, and water. Reserve.
2 Warm 1 teaspoon oil in a large nonstick skillet over medium-high heat. Add cod and season with salt and pepper. Cook until fish is opaque throughout, 4 to 7 minutes per side. Remove from heat and plate cod.
3 Meanwhile, in a large bowl, toss lettuce, cucumber, onion, lemon juice, remaining 2 tablespoons oil, salt, and pepper.
4 Drizzle reserved mustard-caper sauce over cod and serve with salad.
SEARED TUNA AND CORN PURÉE WITH WASABI
SERVES 4 | PREP TIME 10 MINUTES | COOK TIME 30 MINUTES
290 CALORIES | 50 GRAMS PROTEIN | 15 GRAMS CARBOHYDRATES | 4 GRAMS FAT
1¾ cups water, plus more as needed
2 cups corn kernels cut from cobs (about 3 large ears), divided Salt, to taste
1 teaspoon wasabi paste
4 (6-ounce) tuna steaks, about ¾-inch thick
1 In a small pot, combine water, 1½ cups corn, and salt. Bring to a boil over medium-high heat. Reduce the heat and simmer until corn is very soft, about 20 minutes. Transfer corn mixture to a blender and purée until smooth. Transfer puréed corn into a small bowl, add wasabi paste, and mix thoroughly.
2 Return the small pot over medium heat. Add remaining ½ cup corn and just enough water to cover it. Cook until corn is soft, about 10 minutes, and drain.
3 Meanwhile, season both sides of tuna with salt. Coat a large nonstick skillet with cooking spray and warm over medium-high heat. Once the pan is hot, sear each side of the tuna about 3 minutes each.
4 Add corn purée to each plate; top with corn kernels and seared tuna. Serve.
Vegetarian
CHILE RELLENO CASSEROLE
VEGETARIAN BIBIMBAP
BUTTERNUT SQUASH AND MOZZARELLA BAKE
TOFU AND PARMESAN-STUFFED PORTOBELLO MUSHROOMS
BLACK BEAN AND CORN QUESADILLA
QUINOA AND BLACK BEAN CASSEROLE
CHILE RELLENO CASSEROLE
SERVES 4 | PREP TIME 15 MINUTES | COOKING TIME 40 MINUTES
226 CALORIES | 18 GRAMS PROTEIN | 10 GRAMS CARBOHYDRATES | 13 GRAMS FAT
2 (7-ounce) cans whole green chile peppers, drained
2 cups shredded reduced-fat Monterey Jack cheese, divided
2 egg whites or 6 tablespoons liquid egg white substitute
1 cup 2% milk
1 (8-ounce) can tomato sauce
1 Preheat the oven to 350°F.
2 Layer half the chiles evenly into the bottom of a medium baking dish and top with 1 cup cheese.
3 In a bowl, beat egg whites and mix with milk. Pour the mixture over chiles.
4 Top the mixture with remaining chiles, pour tomato sauce evenly over the top, and sprinkle with remaining 1 cup cheese.
5 Bake until golden brown, about 40 minutes. Remove from oven and serve.
VEGETARIAN BIBIMBAP
SERVES 4 | PREP TIME 30 MINUTES | COOKING TIME 20 MINUTES
473 CALORIES | 16 GRAMS PROTEIN | 80 GRAMS CARBOHYDRATES | 10 GRAMS FAT
1 tablespoon sesame oil
1 cup carrots, cut into matchsticks
1 cup zucchini, cut into matchsticks
½ (14-ounce) can bean sprouts, drained
1 (8-ounce) can bamboo shoots, drained
6 ounces white mushrooms, sliced
Salt and ground black pepper, to taste
2 cups cooked long-grain rice, cooled
2 scallions, sliced
2 tablespoons less-sodium soy sauce
¼ teaspoon ground black pepper
4 large eggs
Sriracha hot sauce, to taste
1 Warm oil in a large skillet over medium heat. Sauté carrots and zucchini in the hot oil until they begin to soften, about 5 minutes. Stir in bean sprouts, bamboo shoots, and mushrooms. Cook and stir until carrots are tender, about 5 more minutes. Season with salt and transfer vegetables to a medium bowl.
2 Add rice, scallions, soy sauce, and pepper into the same skillet, stirring and cooking over medium heat until rice is hot. Remove from heat.
3 Meanwhile, in a separate nonstick skillet over medium heat, gently cook eggs sunny-side up, turning them once, until they are firm, about 3 minutes.
4 To serve, divide the rice mixture between 4 bowls and top each bowl with ¼ of the vegetable mixture and an egg. Serve Sriracha on the side for mixing into the bibimbap.
BUTTERNUT SQUASH AND MOZZARELLA BAKE
SERVES 4 | PREP TIME 20 MINUTES | COOKING TIME 30 MINUTES
433 CALORIES | 20 GRAMS PROTEIN | 59 GRAMS CARBOHYDRATES | 18 GRAMS FAT
1 (4-pound) butternut squash, peeled, seeded, and cubed
½ yellow onion, chopped
1 tablespoon extra-virgin olive oil
1 tablespoon chopped fresh thyme leaves
Salt and ground black pepper, to taste
8 ounces fresh mozzarella, diced
¼ cup whole flaxseed
1 Preheat the oven to 425°F. Prepare a large baking dish by coating it with cooking spray.
2 In a large bowl, toss squash, onion, olive oil, thyme, and cheese together. Season the mixture with salt and pepper; toss again to combine.
3 Transfer mixture to the baking dish and top with flaxseed.
4 Bake until the casserole is lightly browned on top, about 30 minutes. Remove from oven and serve.
TOFU AND PARMESAN-STUFFED PORTOBELLO MUSHROOMS
SERVES 2 | PREP TIME 25 MINUTES | COOKING TIME 40 MINUTES
438 CALORIES | 26 GRAMS PROTEIN | 51 GRAMS CARBOHYDRATES | 16 GRAMS FAT
8 whole portobello mushrooms
1 tablespoon extra-virgin olive oil
1 clove garlic, peeled and minced
1 (12-ounce) package soft tofu
¼ cup grated Parmesan cheese
¼ teaspoon onion powder
¼ cup chopped fresh parsley
¼ teaspoon sweet paprika
¼ teaspoon ground cayenne pepper
Salt and ground black pepper, to taste
1½ cups cooked brown rice, to serve
1 Preheat the oven to 350°F. Lightly coat a baking sheet with cooking spray and set aside.
2 Clean mushrooms with a damp paper towel. Carefully break off stems, chopping, and adding into a bowl to reserve. Use a spoon to scrape and remove the gills from each mushroom cap, discarding the gills.
3 Warm oil in a large skillet over medium heat. Sauté garlic with reserved chopped mushroom stems. Continue until any moisture has disappeared, taking care not to burn the garlic. Set the mixture aside to cool.
4 When the mushroom mixture is cool, stir in tofu, Parmesan, onion powder, parsley, paprika, cayenne, salt, and pepper. Mix well.
5 Using clean hands, fill each mushroom cap with a generous amount of stuffing. Arrange caps onto the prepared baking sheet.
6 Bake caps until mushrooms are piping hot and liquid starts to form under caps, about 30 minutes.
7 Serve at once with brown rice.
BLACK BEAN AND CORN QUESADILLA
SERVES 4 | PREP TIME 10 MINUTES | COOKING TIME 30 MINUTES
347 CALORIES | 19 GRAMS PROTEIN | 52 GRAMS CARBOHYDRATES | 10 GRAMS FAT
2 teaspoons extra-virgin olive oil
½ cup finely chopped onion
1 (15-ounce) can black beans, drained and rinsed
1½ cups frozen corn
¼ cup tomato sauce
¼ teaspoon red pepper flakes
8 (6-inch) corn tortillas
1 cup shredded low-fat Monterey Jack cheese
1 Warm oil in a large skillet over medium heat. Stir in onion and cook until softened, about 2 minutes.
2 Stir in beans, corn, tomato sauce, and pepper flakes. Mix well and cook until heated through, about 3 minutes. Transfer to a dish and reserve.
3 Use a paper towel to wipe the skillet clean and lay a tortilla in it. Sprinkle cheese evenly over the tortilla, top with about ¼ of the bean mixture, and place another tortilla on top.
4 Cook quesadilla until golden, flip it with a spatula, and cook the other side until golden too. Transfer quesadilla to a plate.
5 Repeat with remaining tortillas and filling. Serve.
QUINOA AND BLACK BEAN CASSEROLE
SERVES 4 | PREP TIME 15 MINUTES | COOKING TIME 35 MINUTES
402 CALORIES | 21 GRAMS PROTEIN | 77 GRAMS CARBOHYDRATES | 5 GRAMS FAT
1 teaspoon extra-virgin olive oil
1 medium onion, chopped
3 cloves garlic, peeled and minced
1 cup dry quinoa, rinsed
1¾ cups low-sodium vegetable broth
1 teaspoon ground cumin
¼ teaspoon ground cayenne pepper
Salt and ground black pepper, to taste
1 cup frozen corn kernels
2 (15-ounce) cans black beans, rinsed and drained
½ cup chopped fresh cilantro
1 Warm oil in a large skillet over medium heat. Sauté onion and garlic, stirring occasionally, until lightly browned, about 10 minutes.
2 Stir quinoa and vegetable broth into the onion mixture. Season with cumin, cayenne, salt, and pepper. Bring the mixture to a boil.
3 Cover the pan with a lid and reduce the heat to low; simmer until quinoa is tender and broth is absorbed, about 20 minutes.
4 Stir corn and black beans into quinoa and continue to simmer until heated through, about 5 minutes. Garnish with cilantro and serve.
Sides
GREEN BEANS ALMONDINE
GRILLED BALSAMIC VEGETABLE PLATTER WITH SHAVED PARMESAN
CRISPY SQUASH FRIES
SWEET POTATO CHIPS
ROASTED BRUSSELS SPROUTS
BROWN RICE PILAF
QUINOA SALAD WITH ALMONDS AND DRIED CRANBERRIES
GARLICKY ZUCCHINI AND SPINACH SAUTÉ
ROASTED GARLIC TWICE-BAKED POTATO
BUTTERNUT SQUASH AND BROCCOLI STIR-FRY
CURRIED POTATOES AND CAULIFLOWER
GREEN BEANS ALMONDINE
SERVES 4 | PREP TIME 10 MINUTES | COOKING TIME 10 MINUTES
79 CALORIES | 3 GRAMS PROTEIN | 10 GRAMS CARBOHYDRATES | 5 GRAMS FAT
Salt and ground black pepper, to taste
1 pound fresh green beans, trimmed
½ teaspoon extra-virgin olive oil
¼ cup slivered almonds
1 Bring a large pot of lightly salted water to a boil over high heat. Add green beans and boil until tender, about 2 to 4 minutes.
2 Drain beans and transfer them to a large bowl. Drizzle with olive oil and season with salt and pepper; toss.
3 Warm a large nonstick skillet over medium-high heat. Coat almonds with cooking spray and add to the hot skillet. Stir frequently until toasted, about 2 to 3 minutes.
4 Reduce heat to medium and add the green beans. Cook for another 2 minutes, stirring occasionally. Remove from heat and serve.
GRILLED BALSAMIC VEGETABLE PLATTER WITH SHAVED PARMESAN
SERVES 4 | PREP TIME 25 MINUTES, PLUS 45 MINUTES TO MARINATE | COOKING TIME 15 MINUTES
382 CALORIES | 8 GRAMS PROTEIN | 26 GRAMS CARBOHYDRATES | 29 GRAMS FAT
½ cup extra-virgin olive oil
2 tablespoons balsamic vinegar
Salt and ground black pepper, to taste
2 eggplants, cut into ½-inch slices
3 zucchini, cut into ½-inch slices
2 yellow squash, cut into ½-inch slices
2 red bell peppers, seeded and cut into ½-inch slices
¼ cup shaved Parmesan cheese
1 In a large bowl, whisk together olive oil, vinegar, salt, and pepper. Add eggplant, zucchini, squash, and bell peppers. Toss to coat and set aside for about 45 minutes to marinate.
2 Prepare a grill to medium heat. Lightly coat the grill grates with cooking spray. Using tongs, remove vegetables from marinade, shaking off the excess. Turning occasionally, grill vegetables until tender, 10 to 15 minutes, brushing them with the excess marinade every few minutes as they cook.
3 Transfer grilled vegetables to a platter. Garnish with Parmesan and serve.
CRISPY SQUASH FRIES
SERVES 4 | PREP TIME 5 MINUTES | COOKING TIME 15 MINUTES
143 CALORIES | 8 GRAMS PROTEIN | 21 GRAMS CARBOHYDRATES | 3 GRAMS FAT
SQUASH CAN KEEP EYES HEALTHY. Varieties of winter squash, in particular, are packed with beta-carotene—a compound our bodies use to make vitamin A, which is critically important for vision, bone growth, and reproduction. As a rule, the brighter the squash’s flesh, the more beta-carotene it has. Butternut squash, for instance, contains 4,684 mcg per half-cup, while spaghetti squash contains just 45 mcg.
CONSUMING SQUASH MAY PREVENT CANCER CELL GROWTH. Beta-carotene, along with other molecules found in squash known as carotenoids, may limit the ability of cancer cells to communicate with each other and to act autonomously, according to studies conducted by the Cancer Research Center of Hawaii.1
PUMPKIN, ANOTHER MEMBER OF THE SQUASH FAMILY, MAY HELP PREVENT CATARACTS. A 2008 study that followed more than 35,000 women for 10 years found that participants who consumed the most lutein and zeaxanthin—two antioxidants found abundantly in pumpkins—had an 18% lower risk of developing cataracts.2
1 teaspoon extra-virgin olive oil
2 egg whites or 6 tablespoons liquid egg white substitute
½ cup skim milk
⅔ cup breadcrumbs
1 tablespoon grated Parmesan cheese
½ teaspoon onion powder
½ teaspoon sweet paprika
½ teaspoon dried parsley
½ teaspoon garlic powder
¼ teaspoon ground black pepper
2 large yellow squash, quartered lengthwise and then cut in half widthwise
1 Preheat the oven to 450°F. Prepare a large baking dish by greasing with oil.
2 In a medium bowl, add egg whites and milk. Lightly whisk together.
3 In a separate medium bowl, combine breadcrumbs, cheese, onion powder, paprika, parsley, garlic powder, and pepper.
4 Add each squash piece into the egg mixture and then coat in breadcrumbs. Place breaded squash cut-side-up into the prepared baking pan. Continue until all the squash has been breaded.
5 Bake squash in the oven until browned, about 15 minutes. Serve.
SWEET POTATO CHIPS
SERVES 6 | PREP TIME 5 MINUTES | COOKING TIME 25 MINUTES
61 CALORIES | 1 GRAM PROTEIN | 10 GRAMS CARBOHYDRATES | 2 GRAMS FAT
2 medium sweet potatoes (5 ounces each), peeled and thinly sliced
1 tablespoon extra-virgin olive oil
½ teaspoon salt
1 Position one rack in the center of the oven and one in the lower position. Preheat the oven to 400°F. Prepare 2 baking sheets by coating with cooking spray.
2 Add sweet potatoes to a large bowl and drizzle with olive oil. Toss to coat with tongs or clean hands. Spread potatoes in an even layer on both baking sheets and place in the oven.
3 Bake potatoes, flipping once halfway through cooking time, until centers are soft and edges are slightly crispy, about 22 to 25 minutes. Sprinkle with salt and serve.
ROASTED BRUSSELS SPROUTS
SERVES 4 | PREP TIME 15 MINUTES | COOKING TIME 45 MINUTES
164 CALORIES | 6 GRAMS PROTEIN | 16 GRAMS CARBOHYDRATES | 11 GRAMS FAT
BRUSSELS SPROUTS ARE CHOCK-FULL OF VITAMINS AND MINERALS. A single half-cup of cooked Brussels sprouts contains half of the RDA of vitamin C in addition to significant amounts of vitamin A, vitamin K, potassium, and folate.
BRUSSELS SPROUTS MAY REDUCE THE RISK OF CANCER. Research suggests a strong association between a high intake of brassica vegetables (including Brussels sprouts) and a decreased risk of various types of cancer, including lung, stomach, colon, and rectal cancer.3
BRUSSELS SPROUTS CAN MAKE FORHEALTHY PREGNANCIES. Pregnant women are advised to consume extra folate, typically in the form of folic acid, because this compound plays an important role in the creation of DNA and helps prevent birth defects like cleft palate and spina bifida. A half-cup serving of Brussels sprouts offers 12% of the average adult’s recommended daily allowance of folate.
1½ pounds Brussels sprouts, ends trimmed and yellow leaves removed
3 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil
Salt and ground black pepper, to taste
¼ cup chopped fresh cilantro
1 Preheat oven to 400°F.
2 Place Brussels sprouts, olive oil, salt, and pepper into a large Ziploc bag. Seal tightly and shake to coat.
3 Pour onto a baking sheet and roast in the oven for 30 to 45 minutes. Shake the pan halfway through cooking for even browning. Brussels sprouts should be dark brown, almost black, when done.
4 Garnish with a sprinkling of chopped cilantro and serve immediately.
BROWN RICE PILAF
SERVES 4 | PREP TIME 5 MINUTES | COOKING TIME 45 MINUTES, PLUS 10 MINUTES RESTING
218 CALORIES | 5 GRAMS PROTEIN | 39 GRAMS CARBOHYDRATES | 4 GRAMS FAT
BROWN RICE CONSUMPTION IS ASSOCIATED WITH A LOWERED RISK OF HEART DISEASE. A 1999 study tracked 75,521 women over 10 years and discovered that high whole-grain intake, including consumption of brown rice, was correlated with a 30% reduction in cardiovascular disease risk compared to those who consumed fewer whole grains.4
BROWN RICE CONTAINS MORE FIBER THAN WHITE RICE. Compared to white rice’s 0.3% fiber content, brown rice contains 1.8% fiber.
BROWN RICE IS A GREAT SOURCE OF VITAMINS AND MINERALS. A one-cup serving of cooked brown rice contains more than 10% of your RDA of thiamin, niacin, vitamin B6, magnesium, phosphorus, copper, manganese, and selenium. Manganese, in particular, is the big winner, as a single serving of brown rice contains 88% of the recommended daily allowance.
1 tablespoon unsalted butter
1 shallot, peeled and finely chopped
1 cup long-grain brown rice, rinsed
Salt and ground black pepper, to taste
2 cups low-sodium chicken broth
1 clove garlic, peeled and smashed
2 sprigs fresh thyme
3 tablespoons chopped fresh flat-leaf parsley
3 scallions, thinly sliced
1 Melt butter in a medium heavy-duty pot over medium heat. Add shallot and cook until tender, about 1 to 2 minutes.
2 Add rice, stirring well to coat with the butter and shallots. Cook for a few minutes until rice is glossy. Season with salt and pepper.
3 Stir in chicken broth, garlic, and thyme. Cover with a tight-fitting lid, reduce heat to low, and cook for 40 minutes. Remove from heat and let sit for 10 minutes.
4 Remove thyme sprigs and, if desired, the garlic clove. Use a fork to fluff rice and stir in parsley and scallions. Serve.
QUINOA SALAD WITH ALMONDS AND DRIED CRANBERRIES
SERVES 4 | PREP TIME 5 MINUTES, PLUS TIME TO CHILL | COOKING TIME 20 MINUTES
310 CALORIES | 9 GRAMS PROTEIN | 56 GRAMS CARBOHYDRATES | 6 GRAMS FAT
1½ cups water
1 cup dry quinoa, rinsed
½ cup grated carrots
¼ cup chopped red bell pepper
¼ cup chopped yellow bell pepper
1 small red onion, finely chopped
1½ teaspoons curry powder
¼ cup chopped fresh cilantro Juice of 1 lime
¼ cup almonds slivers, toasted
½ cup dried cranberries
Salt and ground black pepper, to taste
1 Add water into a medium, heavy-duty pot, cover with a tight-fitting lid, and warm over high heat. Once water boils, stir in quinoa. Reduce heat to low, and cover.
2 Simmer until quinoa absorbs the water, about 15 to
20 minutes. Transfer quinoa to a large bowl and refrigerate until cool.
3 Once quinoa has chilled, stir in carrots, bell peppers, onion, curry, cilantro, lime juice, almonds, cranberries, salt, and pepper. Toss and serve.
GARLICKY ZUCCHINI AND SPINACH SAUTÉ
SERVES 6 | PREP TIME 5 MINUTES | COOKING TIME 10 MINUTES
46 CALORIES | 2 GRAMS PROTEIN | 5 GRAMS CARBOHYDRATES | 2 GRAMS FAT
1 tablespoon extra-virgin olive oil
2 cloves garlic, peeled and minced
2 zucchini, cut into matchsticks
2 cups grape tomatoes
3 cups baby spinach
1 tablespoon lemon juice
Pinch of ground black pepper
1 Warm oil in a large pan over medium-low heat. Add garlic and cook until fragrant, about 1 minute. Add zucchini and increase the heat to medium. Cook for 3 to 4 minutes, stirring constantly.
2 Stir in tomatoes, cooking for 1 minute. Add spinach, stirring and sautéing for another 3 to 4 minutes until wilted. Add lemon juice and black pepper before removing from heat to serve.
ROASTED GARLIC TWICE-BAKED POTATO
SERVES 6 | PREP TIME 30 MINUTES | COOKING TIME 1 HOUR 25 MINUTES
242 CALORIES | 6 GRAMS PROTEIN | 43 GRAMS CARBOHYDRATES | 6 GRAMS FAT
POTATOES ARE EXTREMELY NUTRITIOUS. One potato serving provides 6.6 grams of dietary fiber and more than 20% of your RDA of vitamin C, niacin, vitamin B6, folate, magnesium, phosphorus, potassium, and manganese.
POTATOES CONTAIN A NUMBER OF COMPOUNDS THAT IMPROVE HEART HEALTH. In addition to being high in potassium, which several studies have associated with a diminished risk of high blood pressure and cardiovascular disease, potatoes are also great sources of chlorogenic acid and kukoamines, both of which can help prevent high blood pressure.5
POTATOES CAN HELP PREVENT OVEREATING. Potatoes are extremely filling, which is why research shows they can reduce overall calorie consumption and thus help with weight loss.6
6 medium baking potatoes (8 ounces each), poked with a few holes
1 whole garlic bulb
1 teaspoon extra-virgin olive oil
2 tablespoons unsalted butter, softened
½ cup skim milk
½ cup buttermilk
1½ teaspoons finely chopped fresh rosemary leaves
½ teaspoon salt
½ teaspoon ground black pepper
Sweet paprika, to taste
1 Preheat oven to 400°F. Place potatoes onto a baking sheet and cook in the oven until fork-tender, about 1 hour.
2 Meanwhile, remove the outer papery skin from garlic bulb, drizzle with oil, and wrap in 2 sheets of heavy-duty foil. Bake the garlic in the 400°F oven until softened, about 30 to 35 minutes. Allow garlic and potatoes to cool for about 10 minutes.
3 Increase the oven’s temperature to 425°F.
4 Once cool enough to handle, cut a thin slice off the top of each potato and discard. Scoop out potato flesh until a thin shell remains. Add potato flesh into a large bowl along with butter; mash together.
5 Cut the top off the garlic bulb, leaving the root intact, and squeeze roasted garlic into the potato mixture. Add milk, buttermilk, rosemary, salt, and pepper. Mix well.
6 Spoon the potato mixture back into the potato skins and return to the baking sheet. Bake until heated through, about 20 to 25 minutes. Remove from oven and garnish with a dash of paprika.
BUTTERNUT SQUASH AND BROCCOLI STIR-FRY
SERVES 6 | PREP TIME 10 MINUTES | COOKING TIME 10 MINUTES
71 CALORIES | 2 GRAMS PROTEIN | 14 GRAMS CARBOHYDRATES | 2 GRAMS FAT
1 pound butternut squash, peeled, seeded, and cut into ¼-inch slices
1 clove garlic, peeled and minced
¼ teaspoon ground ginger
1 cup broccoli florets
½ cup thinly sliced celery
½ cup thinly sliced onion
2 teaspoons honey
1 tablespoon lemon juice
2 tablespoons sunflower seed kernels
1 Coat a large skillet with cooking spray and warm over medium-high heat. Add squash, garlic, and ginger; stir-fry for 3 minutes.
2 Add broccoli, celery, and onion and continue to stir-fry until vegetables are tender, about 3 to 4 minutes.
3 Meanwhile, in a small bowl, combine honey and lemon juice. Mix well.
4 Transfer vegetables to a large serving dish and pour the honey mixture over top. Using tongs, toss to coat. Garnish with sunflower kernels and serve.
CURRIED POTATOES AND CAULIFLOWER
SERVES 4 | PREP TIME 5 MINUTES | COOKING TIME 25 MINUTES
230 CALORIES | 12 GRAMS PROTEIN | 47 GRAMS CARBOHYDRATES | 1 GRAM FAT
Salt, to taste
1 (2- to 3-pound) head cauliflower, cut into florets
1 pound potatoes, peeled and cut into 1-inch cubes
1 medium onion, chopped
2 cloves garlic, peeled and minced
2 tablespoons garam masala or curry powder
1 cup low-sodium vegetable broth
2 cups frozen peas
1 Bring a pot of lightly salted water to a boil over high heat. Add the cauliflower and potatoes; cook for 4 to 5 minutes and drain.
2 Meanwhile, coat a Dutch oven with cooking spray and warm over medium heat. Add chopped onion and garlic and cook until onion softens, about 2 to 3 minutes. Add garam masala and stir for 1 minute.
3 Transfer cooked potatoes and cauliflower to the Dutch oven. Stir well, coating in the onion mixture. Add broth and deglaze the pan.
4 Cover with a lid and let mixture simmer for 10 minutes. Stir in peas, cover, and cook for another 5 to 7 minutes. Serve immediately.
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BANANAS FOSTER
HOMEMADE CINNAMON-SPICED APPLESAUCE
CLASSIC TIRAMISU
FLOURLESS CHOCOLATE CAKE
PEACH COBBLER
SERVES 6 | PREP TIME 10 MINUTES | COOKING TIME 30 MINUTES, PLUS 20 MINUTES RESTING
161 CALORIES | 12 GRAMS PROTEIN | 28 GRAMS CARBOHYDRATES | 1 GRAM FAT
3 tablespoons blueberry, raspberry, strawberry, or mixed-fruit preserves
1 (15-ounce) can diced peaches in water or 100% juice, drained
½ cup 2% cottage cheese
½ cup water
2 scoops vanilla protein powder
¼ cup all-purpose flour
⅓ cup Truvia
½ cup quick-cooking oats
1 tablespoon honey
1 Preheat the oven to 350°F. Coat an 8-inch square baking dish with cooking spray.
2 Add the fruit preserves into the prepared dish and use a spatula to spread it evenly. Top with a layer of peaches and set aside.
3 In a medium bowl, add cottage cheese, water, protein powder, flour, and Truvia. Mix well and pour over the peaches.
4 In a small bowl, mix oats and honey. Spoon over the top of cobbler.
5 Bake until golden, around 30 minutes. Let sit for at least 20 minutes before serving.
KEY LIME PIE
SERVES 6 | PREP TIME 15 MINUTES, PLUS 4 TO 6 HOURS TO CHILL | COOKING TIME 55 MINUTES
475 CALORIES | 11 GRAMS PROTEIN | 74 GRAMS CARBOHYDRATES | 16 GRAMS FAT
¾ cup honey graham cracker crumbs (about 4 sheets of crackers)
½ cup applesauce
1 cup quick-cooking oats
1 teaspoon ground cinnamon
3 large egg yolks
1 (14-ounce) can condensed milk
⅓ cup key lime juice
2 cups frozen whipped topping, thawed in fridge for 4 to 5 hours
1 Preheat the oven to 350°F.
2 In a large bowl, add graham cracker crumbs, applesauce, oats, and cinnamon. Mix well. Remove 1 tablespoon of the mixture and reserve in the refrigerator for later use.
3 Spread the graham cracker mixture into a 9-inch pie plate. Lightly press it along the bottom and sides to form the crust. Bake until edges are golden, about 15 minutes. When crust is done, reduce the oven temperature to 250°F.
4 In a medium bowl, whisk egg yolks, condensed milk, and lime juice until smooth. Pour the lime juice mixture into the prepared crust. Bake until the filling is firm, about 40 minutes.
5 Remove the pie from the oven and cool completely. Refrigerate for 4 to 6 hours or until fully chilled. Top with a 2-inch layer of the whipped topping, sprinkle with reserved crumb mixture, and serve.
MAPLE-RAISIN BREAD PUDDING
SERVES 4 | PREP TIME 20 MINUTES, PLUS TIME TO CHILL | COOK TIME 55 MINUTES
277 CALORIES | 10 GRAMS PROTEIN | 50 GRAMS CARBOHYDRATES | 3 GRAMS FAT
2 cups ½-inch cubes French bread
1 cup skim milk
2 large eggs
2½ teaspoons vanilla extract
4 tablespoons pure maple syrup, divided
⅓ cup raisins
1 Preheat the oven to 350°F. Spread bread pieces onto a baking sheet, ensuring pieces don’t touch. Toast in the oven, stirring after a couple minutes. Bake until golden, about 5 minutes, and then let cool.
2 In a large bowl, whisk together milk, eggs, vanilla, and 3 tablespoons maple syrup. Use a spatula to stir in raisins and gently fold in toasted bread. Cover and refrigerate for at least 30 minutes and up to 4 hours.
3 Preheat the oven to 325°F. Coat 4 small ramekins with cooking spray and divide the mixture between them. Evenly space the ramekins in an 8-inch by 8-inch square baking pan and fill the pan with 1 inch of hot water.
4 Bake bread pudding until set, about 45 to 50 minutes. Drizzle the remaining 1 tablespoon maple syrup over the top and serve.
SWEET POTATO CASSEROLE
SERVES 4 | PREP TIME 15 MINUTES | COOKING TIME 30 MINUTES
243 CALORIES | 5 GRAMS PROTEIN | 41 GRAMS CARBOHYDRATES | 7 GRAMS FAT
3 cups mashed sweet potatoes
⅓ cup skim milk
1 tablespoon melted unsalted butter
1 teaspoon vanilla extract
½ teaspoon salt
2 egg whites or 6 tablespoons liquid egg white substitute
¼ cup packed brown sugar
¼ cup all-purpose flour
1 tablespoon olive oil
1 Preheat the oven to 350°F. Coat a 7-inch by 11-inch baking dish with cooking spray and set aside.
2 In a large bowl, add mashed sweet potatoes, milk, butter, vanilla, salt, and egg whites. Mix well and spread evenly into the prepared baking dish.
3 In a small bowl, add brown sugar and flour. Slowly drizzle in olive oil and stir until the mixture has the consistency of coarse crumbs.
4 Sprinkle the crumb mixture over sweet potatoes and bake for 30 minutes. Serve.
MINI CHEESECAKES
SERVES 6 (2 CHEESECAKES PER SERVING) | PREP TIME 30 MINUTES | COOKING TIME 15 MINUTES
567 CALORIES | 9 GRAMS PROTEIN | 79 GRAMS CARBOHYDRATES | 24 GRAMS FAT
1 (12-ounce) package vanilla wafers
2 (8-ounce) packages reduced-fat cream cheese
⅓ cup plus 1 tablespoon Truvia
2 large eggs
1 teaspoon vanilla extract
1 Preheat the oven to 350°F. Line the cups of a standard 12-cup muffin pan with paper liners.
2 Make wafers into fine crumbs by pulsing in a food processor or adding into a large Ziploc bag, sealing tightly, and crushing with a rolling pin. Spoon 2 tablespoons into each muffin liner.
3 In a large bowl, add cream cheese, Truvia, eggs, and vanilla. Using a handheld mixer, blend until light and fluffy.
4 Fill each muffin liner almost to the top with the cream cheese mixture.
5 Bake until set, around 15 minutes. Remove from the oven and let cool before serving.
TRIPLE BERRY CRISP
SERVES 6 | PREP TIME 20 MINUTES | COOKING TIME 40 MINUTES
524 CALORIES | 6 GRAMS PROTEIN | 92 GRAMS CARBOHYDRATES | 17 GRAMS FAT
¾ cup blackberries
¾ cup raspberries
¾ cup blueberries
1 tablespoon granulated sugar
¾ cup Truvia
1 cup whole-wheat flour
1 cup rolled oats
½ teaspoon ground cinnamon
¼ teaspoon ground nutmeg
½ cup (1 stick) cold butter, cubed
1 Preheat oven to 350°F. Coat a 9-inch by 13-inch pan with cooking spray.
2 In a large bowl, gently toss together blackberries, raspberries, and blueberries with 1 tablespoon sugar.
3 In another large bowl, combine Truvia with flour, oats, cinnamon, and nutmeg. Add cubed butter, using a fork to combine butter into mixture until crumbly.
4 Press half the oat mixture into the bottom of the prepared pan. Cover with berries and sprinkle remaining oat mixture on top.
5 Bake until fruit is bubbling and topping is golden brown, about 30 to 40 minutes.
BANANAS FOSTER
SERVES 2 | PREP TIME 5 MINUTES | COOKING TIME 10 MINUTES
693 CALORIES | 6 GRAMS PROTEIN | 76 GRAMS CARBOHYDRATES | 44 GRAMS FAT
¼ cup vegetable oil
⅓ cup dark brown sugar, unpacked
1 tablespoon bourbon vanilla extract
½ teaspoon ground cinnamon
2 ripe bananas, peeled and sliced lengthwise and then crosswise
¼ cup coarsely chopped macadamia nuts
1 cup low-fat vanilla frozen yogurt
1 Warm oil in a large skillet over medium heat. Stir in brown sugar, vanilla, and cinnamon.
2 When the sugar mixture begins to bubble, stir in bananas and nuts. Cook until bananas are hot, 1 to 2 minutes.
3 Remove bananas from the heat and serve over a small scoop of frozen yogurt.
HOMEMADE CINNAMON-SPICED APPLESAUCE
SERVES 4 | PREP TIME 10 MINUTES, PLUS TIME TO CHILL | COOKING TIME 20 MINUTES
96 CALORIES | 1 GRAM PROTEIN | 25 GRAMS CARBOHYDRATES | 0 GRAMS FAT
4 apples, peeled, cored, and chopped
½ cup water
¼ cup Truvia
½ teaspoon ground cinnamon
1 In a medium pot, combine apples, water, Truvia, and cinnamon.
2 Cover with a lid and cook over medium heat until apples are softand break down, about 15 to 20 minutes.
3 Allow to cool and then mash with a fork or potato masher. Refrigerate until chilled and serve.
CLASSIC TIRAMISU
SERVES 8 | PREP TIME 30 MINUTES, PLUS TIME TO CHILL
227 CALORIES | 5 GRAMS PROTEIN | 21 GRAMS CARBOHYDRATES | 13 GRAMS FAT
1 (8-ounce) container reduced-fat cream cheese, softened
½ (8-ounce) container mascarpone cheese
½ cup Truvia
1 tablespoon brewed espresso or Kahlúa (optional)
24 ladyfingers
1 cup espresso, brewed and cooled
1 tablespoon Kahlúa
1 tablespoon packed brown sugar
1½ teaspoons unsweetened cocoa powder
½ ounce bittersweet chocolate, grated
1 To make the filling, add cream cheese and mascarpone into a large bowl and use a handheld mixer to beat at medium speed until smooth. Add Truvia and 1 tablespoon brewed espresso or Kahlúa, if desired, beating at medium speed until blended.
2 Cut ladyfingers in half lengthwise. Arrange 24 ladyfinger halves, cut-side up, in the bottom of an 8-inch square baking dish.
3 In a small bowl, mix 1 cup espresso, 1 tablespoon Kahlúa, and brown sugar. Pour half the mixture over the ladyfingers to soak them; then spread a layer of half the cream cheese filling on top.
4 Repeat procedure with remaining 24 ladyfinger halves, soaking with the remaining espresso mixture and then topping with remaining cream cheese filling.
5 In a small bowl, combine cocoa and grated chocolate; sprinkle evenly over top of filling.
6 Cover with plastic wrap and chill for 2 hours or overnight. Cut and serve.
FLOURLESS CHOCOLATE CAKE
SERVES 4 | PREP TIME 15 MINUTES | COOKING TIME 30 MINUTES, PLUS 10 MINUTES TO COOL
377 CALORIES | 9 GRAMS PROTEIN | 14 GRAMS CARBOHYDRATES | 34 GRAMS FAT
DARK CHOCOLATE (70%+ CACAO) CONTAINS MORE ANTIOXIDANTS THAN MANY “SUPERFOODS.” Unprocessed cocoa beans are among the highest scoring foods ever measured by the “ORAC” (Oxygen Radical Absorbance Capacity) scale, which measures a food’s ability to absorb free radicals in the body.1
DARK CHOCOLATE CAN IMPROVE BLOOD FLOW. Dark chocolate contains a large amount of molecules known as flavonoids that stimulate the production of nitric oxide. This, in turn, prompts arteries to relax, improving blood flow and reducing blood pressure.2
DARK CHOCOLATE MAY PROTECT THE SKIN AGAINST SUN DAMAGE. Interestingly, this increased blood flow may have a positive impact on your skin’s ability to prevent sun damage. In one study, people that consumed dark chocolate for 12 weeks needed double the minimum amount of UVB rays needed to cause redness in the skin after sun exposure.3
⅓ cup unsalted butter, plus more for greasing
4 ounces 80% dark chocolate, finely chopped
½ cup Truvia
½ cup unsweetened cocoa powder
3 large eggs, beaten
1 teaspoon vanilla extract
1 Preheat the oven to 300°F. Grease an 8-inch round cake pan with butter.
2 In a heatproof medium bowl, add chocolate and butter. Gently warm in the microwave until melted. Stir in Truvia, cocoa powder, eggs, and vanilla. Pour into prepared pan.
3 Bake for 30 minutes. Remove from the oven and let cool for 10 minutes.
4 Remove cake from the pan onto a wire rack and let cool completely. Serve and enjoy.
FROM HERE, YOUR BODY WILL CHANGE
“Your love for what you do and willingness to push yourself where others aren’t prepared to go is what will make you great.”
LAURENCE SHAHLAEI
So…I guess this is it, right? We’ve reached the end…
No way.
You’re in a process now—and yup, it has already begun—of proving to yourself that you can transform your body faster than you ever believed. Soon, you’re going to know with absolute certainty that you can use what you’ve learned in this book to build the body of your dreams.
It’s pretty cool to realize that you do have the power to change your body—to get lean, strong, and healthy—and that you are in complete control of how your body looks and performs.
No matter how “ordinary” you might think you are, I promise you that you can not only create an extraordinary physique but an extraordinary life as well. Don’t be surprised if the confidence and pride you’ll gain from your workouts ripples out to affect other areas of your life, inspiring you to reach for other goals and improve in other ways.
From here, all you have to do is walk the path I’ve laid out, and in 12 weeks, you’ll look in the mirror and think, “I’m glad I did,” not “I wish I had.”
My goal is to help you reach your goal, and I hope this book helps.
If we work together as a team, we can and will succeed.
So, I’d like you to make a promise as you begin your transformation: Can you promise me—and yourself—that you’ll let me know when you’ve reached your goal?
Here’s how we can connect:
Facebook: facebook.com/muscleforlifefitness
Twitter: @muscleforlife
Instagram: instagram.com/muscleforlifefitness
And last but not least, my website is www.muscleforlife.com. If you want to write me, my e-mail address is mike@muscleforlife.com. (Keep in mind that I get a lot of e-mails every day and answer everything personally, so if you can keep your message as brief as possible, it helps ensure that I can get back to everyone!)
Thanks again. I hope to hear from you, and I wish you the best!
BONUS MATERIAL
Chances are you’d like to use the recipes in this book to plan out your daily meals, and I want to give you a spreadsheet that will help.
In it you’ll find the calories and macros for each recipe broken down by ingredient, which makes it easy to modify recipes and portions as desired.
Thus, when you’re creating your meal plan, all you have to do is skim over the spreadsheet and pick recipes that fit within your caloric and macronutritional targets. No need to browse through the entire cookbook!
Visit the link below to download this free spreadsheet today!
VISIT WWW.BIT.LY/TSC-SPREADSHEET
TO GET THIS SPREADSHEET NOW!
WOULD YOU DO ME A FAVOR?
Thank you for buying my book. I’m positive that if you just follow what I’ve written, you will be on your way to looking and feeling better than you ever have before.
I have a small favor to ask.
Would you mind taking a minute to write a blurb on Amazon about this book? I check all my reviews and love to get feedback (that’s the real pay for my work—knowing that I’m helping people).
Click here to leave a review on Amazon.com
Click here to leave a review on Amazon.co.uk
Also, if you have any friends or family who might enjoy this book, spread the love and lend it to them!
Thanks again. I hope to hear from you, and I wish you the best!
INTRODUCING THE MUSCLE FOR LIFE CUSTOM MEAL PLAN
If you want to take all the thought out of dieting and get a meal plan built specifically for you, that is guaranteed to work if you simply follow it, then you want to read this page.
The first thing I want you to know is when I say “custom” meal plan, I mean it.
Nothing is more annoying than paying for a meal plan from a “”guru” and receiving a bland, copy-and-paste job that doesn’t take into account foods you like, dislike, your schedule, training times, and lifestyle.
That’s why we do our custom meal plans differently.
Not only do we build each and every one from scratch, we can work with any and all budgetary and dietary needs as well: vegan vegetarian, Paleo, food availabilities, sensitivities, and allergies, and any other food preferences or restrictions.
What this means is you’ll actually enjoy your diet. You’ll look forward to every meal, every day, which works wonders for compliance. It’s easy to stick to a diet full of foods you love!
We don’t just shoot you a plan and send you off on your way, either. We’re always available to help via email to make sure you actually get results.
HERE’S HOW THE PROCESS WORKS…
Step 1
You pay and create your account, and then fill out a detailed questionnaire that tells my team about your fitness goals, exercise schedule, food preferences, and everything else we need to make your meal plan.
Step 2
We use your answers to create your meal plan and upload it to the Website within 5 to 7 days of receiving your completed questionnaire.
Step 3
You’re notified via email that your meal plan is ready and you access your account to download it.
You check it out and let us know if any tweaks are needed. If not, you get rolling.
Step 4
If, at any time along the way, you run into any issues, we’re always available via email to answer any questions you might have and ensure everything goes smoothly for you.
So, how much fat would you like to lose? Or how much muscle would you like to build? Working out isn’t enough. Let me show you exactly how to eat to get there!
VISIT WWW.MUSCLEFORLIFE.COM/MP
NOW TO GET YOUR CUSTOM MEAL PLAN!
I WANT TO CHANGE THE SUPPLEMENT INDUSTRY
WILL YOU JOIN ME?
The supplement industry could be best described by Obi-Wan Kenobi’s famous words: a wretched hive of scum and villainy.
Here’s the bottom-line truth of this multibillion-dollar industry:
While certain supplements can help, they do NOT build great physiques (proper training and nutrition does), and most are a complete waste of money.
Too many products are “proprietary blends” of low-quality ingredients, junk fillers, and unnecessary additives. Key ingredients are horribly underdosed. There’s a distinct lack of credible scientific evidence to back up the outrageous claims made on labels and in ads. The list of what’s wrong with this industry goes on and on.
And that’s why I decided to get into the supplement game.
What gives? Am I just a hypocritical sell-out? Should you grab your pitchfork and run me off the Internet? Well, hear me out for a minute and then decide.
The last thing we need is yet another marketing machine churning out yet another line of hyped-up, flashy products claiming to be more effective than steroids.
I think things should be done differently, and I believe in being the change I want to see. That’s why I started LEGION.
You see, I created LEGION not only to bring unique products to the supplement world but also to start a movement. Here’s what sets LEGION apart from the rabble:
100% transparent product formulas. The only reason to use proprietary blends is fraud and deception. You deserve to know exactly what you’re buying.
100% science-based ingredients and dosages. Every ingredient we use is backed by published scientific literature and is included at true clinically effective dosages.
100% naturally sweetened and flavored. Research suggests that regular consumption of artificial sweeteners can be harmful to our health, which is why we use natural sweeteners with proven health benefits. And while artificial flavors seem to be benign, they just aren’t necessary, natural flavors taste equally good.
Not only are LEGION supplements a better value and better for your health…but they also deliver REAL RESULTS you can feel.
LEARN MORE AT WWW.LEGIONATHLETICS.COM
AND USE THE COUPON CODE “TSC10” AND SAVE 10%!
OTHER BOOKS BY MICHAEL MATTHEWS
Over 500,000 people have used these books to build their best body ever.
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PORK CHOPS BRAISED WITH ORANGES
PLUM SAUCE-GLAZED PORK CHOPS
DIJON AND SAGE-COATED PORK TENDERLOIN
SMOTHERED CAJUN PORK CHOPS WITH TOMATOES
PARMESAN-CRUSTED PORK CHOPS
PORK TENDERLOIN AND BOK CHOY NOODLE STIR-FRY
POLLO FAJITAS
CHUNKY CHICKEN QUESADILLA
CHICKEN FETTUCCINE WITH SHIITAKE MUSHROOMS
HARVEST CHICKEN STEW
CHICKEN YAKITORI
MUSCLE MEATBALLS
ORANGE AND HONEY-GLAZED CHICKEN
THAI BASIL CHICKEN
CURRY CHICKEN
SIMPLE ITALIAN PARMESAN CHICKEN
CHICKEN AND BROCCOLI STIR-FRY
GREEK PITA PIZZA
CHICKEN CACCIATORE
MEXICAN MEATLOAF
BOW-TIE PASTA SALAD WITH CHICKEN AND CHICKPEAS
LEAN TURKEY PAPRIKASH
CHICKEN PESTO PASTA
AUSSIE CHICKEN
5 DELICIOUS CHICKEN MARINADES
LEMON-GARLIC SHRIMP WITH ASPARAGUS
CREAMY FETTUCINE WITH SCALLOPS
LEMON-ROSEMARY SALMON STEAKS
GRAHAM CRACKER-CRUSTED TILAPIA
GINGER AND SOY SAUCE-MARINATED HALIBUT WITH LEEKS
GRILLED MAHI-MAHI WITH MANGO-AVOCADO SALSA
SEARED COD WITH NO-COOK MUSTARD-CAPER SAUCE
SEARED TUNA AND CORN PURÉE WITH WASABI
CHILE RELLENO CASSEROLE
VEGETARIAN BIBIMBAP
BUTTERNUT SQUASH AND MOZZARELLA BAKE
TOFU AND PARMESAN-STUFFED PORTOBELLO MUSHROOMS
BLACK BEAN AND CORN QUESADILLA
QUINOA AND BLACK BEAN CASSEROLE
GREEN BEANS ALMONDINE
GRILLED BALSAMIC VEGETABLE PLATTER WITH SHAVED PARMESAN
CRISPY SQUASH FRIES
SWEET POTATO CHIPS
ROASTED BRUSSELS SPROUTS
BROWN RICE PILAF
QUINOA SALAD WITH ALMONDS AND DRIED CRANBERRIES
GARLICKY ZUCCHINI AND SPINACH SAUTÉ
ROASTED GARLIC TWICE-BAKED POTATO
BUTTERNUT SQUASH AND BROCCOLI STIR-FRY
CURRIED POTATOES AND CAULIFLOWER
PEACH COBBLER
KEY LIME PIE
MAPLE-RAISIN BREAD PUDDING
SWEET POTATO CASSEROLE
MINI CHEESECAKES
TRIPLE BERRY CRISP
BANANAS FOSTER
HOMEMADE CINNAMON-SPICED APPLESAUCE
CLASSIC TIRAMISU
FLOURLESS CHOCOLATE CAKE
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