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Why did I integrate Fitbit into this book?


I love activity trackers, and I wear my Fitbit every day. So do my clients.


Fitbit’s devices track everything from steps taken, distance traveled, calories burned, active minutes to floors climbed, sleep quality, and heart rate! And the app just adds to the experience, by letting you record workouts, log calories, see your progress, and more.


For my clients, I use that information to tailor their menus to their individual weight loss goals. For myself, I use it to monitor my steps and calorie burn.


You don’t need an activity tracker to use this book, but since Fitbit has been a great way for my clients and I to stay on track and meet our weight loss goals, I wanted to work with them to get all of the Cook Your Butt Off! recipes in their database of 350,000+ foods.


On each recipe page you’ll see a Fitbit barcode. Simply scan it with the Fitbit app, and the calories and nutritional data will be automatically logged to your private Fitbit account.


On each recipe page you'll see a Fitbit web address. Simply navigate to it with the Fitbit app, and the calories and nutritional data will be automatically logged to your private Fitbit account.




As of the date of publication, Rocco DiSpirito is a celebrity spokesperson for Fitbit.
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INTRODUCTION



Cooking—and Eating—for Life


I’VE spent the last several years devoted to healthy cooking that tastes amazing and helps you get lean and stay fit. I believe that everyone should be able to eat well, enjoy their food, and experience the physical and mental benefits that flow from this lifestyle. That is why I write the books I write and do the work I do.


For me, cooking is a passion and an integral part of who I am and where I come from. I am Italian, and we take cooking very seriously! As a small child, I would sit at my Nona’s kitchen table in her home in West Hempstead, New York—a home, incidentally, where she completely re-created her Italian life—and she’d make me a simple but delicious egg dish with farm-fresh eggs, garlic, onions, peppers, and olive oil. That dish changed my life because it turned me on to the pleasures of cooking and serving good food—my life’s work.


Decades later, as a professional chef, I was constantly surrounded by food. I was no longer in my Nona’s homey kitchen but in full-blown restaurant kitchens, where the stress boiled over more frequently than the pots on the stovetop. Of course, it took its toll on my health. There are few days off in the food world and the breakneck pace of a busy restaurant is beyond demanding. As a whole, we chefs are not the world’s healthiest eaters. As for following a particular diet—even one designed to make us feel better and lose weight—how could we be expected to do that? Day and night, we’re tempted by incredibly delicious foods, which demand tasting at every stage. As for regular exercise, our long hours make it hard to squeeze in workouts beyond gathering up ingredients, chopping, mixing, stirring, standing at the stove, and pacing around the kitchen waiting for the dish to be done. (Turns out that cooking can be a workout, as you’re about to see—but more on that later!)


About ten years ago, I was thirty pounds overweight, with an unhealthy 20 percent body fat, elevated blood pressure, and cholesterol. When a doctor asked me to draw up a will on the spot, only half-kidding, I knew I needed to make some serious changes. Cooking remained my passion, but now I had to find a new way to approach the foods I loved, because based on the doc’s numbers, they had become the foods that were killing me.


I got back to a healthy weight and to better health by learning how to tweak recipes into lower-calorie, lower-fat versions of their former selves. I began to aggressively tinker with classic comfort food recipes and figure out how to downsize them in terms of calories, fat, and sugar, without sacrificing flavor or food quality. Think fried chicken, pizza, macaroni and cheese, and chocolate ice cream. I came up with versions of all those foods and many more—I called them the “bad boys” but I made them good, and good for you—in my bestselling NOW EAT THIS! books. I remain intent on finding more and more ways for eaters (myself included!) to enjoy lean, healthy makeovers of just about every favorite food, and to lose weight in the process. Yes, you can eat your favorite foods if you prepare them using the right techniques and recipes, and you can drop pounds. My last book, The Pound a Day Diet, has helped thousands do just that!


You could say that healthy food has become my vice—and I can’t stop when it comes to coming up with new and improved versions of old favorites, taking out calories and adding in fabulous flavors, giving you recipes and techniques for turning out great-tasting food that will help you lose weight. Now I’ve created a new plan that will have you feeling better than ever in just two weeks. But these recipes aren’t just reduced-calorie makeovers of foods you love; they are gluten-free, lactose-free, and totally free of refined sugar. As a result, they’re naturally low in calories to help you drop pounds faster than ever. Even better, these recipes are free of ingredients such as gluten, lactose, and refined sugar that trigger allergies, upset your digestion, cause inflammation—and mess with your metabolism so that you pack on fat.


But there’s one more secret weapon I’ll reveal in a moment that ups the ante—and lowers the number on your scale. Let’s just say that you’ll be burning to cook these great-tasting foods! Read on and get ready to Cook Your Butt Off!


EAT THIS WAY NOW! (HERE’S WHY)


I love the way I feel now that I’m at a healthy weight and that I take better care of my body through regular exercise. My healthier lifestyle has come with an added bonus: I am more aware than ever of good nutrition through food, and I’m committed to encouraging others to eat well, too. Though my interest in nutrition grew out of concerns for my own health, along the way I became more knowledgeable about the topic—and more aware of the impact that poor eating habits have on our bodies. In fact, the horrifying health statistics of kids and adults in this country are what mobilized me to write the book you are now holding in your hands.



NOW READ THIS:



Kids today are eating themselves into an early grave. Consider: 17 percent of children and teens ages two to nineteen are obese (not just overweight, but downright fat), according to the Centers for Disease Control. Given that alarming rise in childhood obesity, it’s estimated that more than one-third of all kids born in 2000 will eventually develop diabetes, either during childhood or when they hit their teen years.


And overweight five-year-olds are more likely to be obese by age fourteen than kids who began kindergarten at a healthy weight. This data comes from the Early Childhood Longitudinal Study conducted by the U.S. National Center for Education Statistics.


Who’s to blame? Parents, schools, food manufacturers, society as a whole. If you ask me, making kids sick and fat is just another form of physical abuse.


I’ll concede that life is tougher these days. In a time of single-parent and three-job families, people don’t know how to cook anymore, or at the very least, they’re pressed for time and resort to microwaveable processed foods or fat-laden fast foods and takeout. Somewhere along the line, too many of us have forgotten how to prepare fresh foods for ourselves and our families. It’s quicker to zap a prepackaged meal or some snacks than make them from scratch—and kids are getting hooked on these lethal, chemical-filled foods. Unless we change our habits, and those of our children, the current generation could be the first to die younger than their parents.


Consider some other sobering statistics, all of which should serve as a wake-up call:




• More than one-third of American adults are obese.


• Obesity-related conditions are sharply rising and include heart disease, stroke, type 2 diabetes, and certain types of cancer. These are some of the leading causes of preventable death.


• At the same time, millions of American families and children, or almost 15 percent of our households, experienced food insecurity during 2011, having no idea where they’d get meals for the week, and our food pantries are overwhelmed.





None of this made sense to me: Our health-care system is the largest in the world, and we spend more money on our health care than the entire GDP of France, yet we are the world’s most obese nation and more people die of obesity and obesity-related illnesses than all other illnesses combined.


Thanks to factory farming, we produce more food in calories than we need to consume as a nation. The average American consumes two times more calories than a body needs on a daily basis, yet 60 million Americans go hungry every day. The irony is that we’re supposed to be the richest country in the world, and we produce the most food—but we can’t feed our own people!


I am a strong proponent of healthy foods and good nutrition, and I find it difficult to reconcile the fact of the alarming obesity rate in this country with the data showing that there are so many hungry people. In this day and age, in this country, no one should have to go hungry.


I can’t help reacting to these statistics. They’ve forced me to become a food activist, in addition to a chef and author. I’ve testified in front of Congress on the need to serve more nutritious food in school cafeterias and food banks, expand nutrition education and instruction, and address the unrighteous hunger problem in this nation. I’ve helped run food pantries to lend a hand to families facing food insecurity. I have a food truck on the streets of New York that serves fresh, low-calorie food and visits public schools to educate children on healthy eating, sustainability, and food security. And lately, I’ve been on a crusade to inspire people to buy locally grown, toxin-free foods. Doing so makes for a better way of life for everyone involved—from the people who raise and grow our food, to us, when we sit down at the table and enjoy what nature provides.


A NATURAL EVOLUTION: A MATTER OF TASTE AND HEALTH


I love the superior quality and taste of organic produce, and pasture-fed, responsibly raised meats. Most of all, I love the feeling of supporting small growers and farmers, particularly local producers. When I support the food producers in my area, I’m supporting people in my own community, and I’m preparing and eating foods that are good for my body and my weight. It’s a win-win!


After I began eating more naturally, I started feeling like I could think more clearly, and I discovered the importance of maintaining my own well-being. If you don’t know what you’re putting in your body, you can develop some pretty serious problems, including chronic and even life-threatening illnesses. I learned that the hard way firsthand, when I was consuming too much of the wrong food. I cut back on fat, but I also took it a step further and started to reduce and even eliminate potential troublemakers like gluten, lactose, and refined sugar.


I felt even better—and really managed to keep the weight off. I changed what I put into my grocery cart because it was good for the environment and for my health, and now I’m going to teach you how to do the same thing. But improving your body isn’t just about how you shop for food. That’s just the beginning of my new 14-Day Plan, because when you get those groceries home you aren’t going to believe what happens when you start cooking. The foods on my plan will naturally help you feel fantastic as you lose unwanted weight, and the recipes themselves will have you burning calories in ways you never imagined!



14 (FAT-BURNING) DAYS TO FABULOUS


My 14-Day Plan consists of three simple strategies that will change your life.




1. Turn your kitchen into a gym: That’s right—hit the kitchen, not the gym! In my plan, you cook more of your meals at home in order to gain control of the ingredients that go in your body—and you’ll burn calories in the process. When you do it my way, you’ll see that the act of cooking is a bona-fide calorie burner. For example, you’ll burn 81 calories baking my Cinnamon Apple Rice Bran Muffins (here) for breakfast, 112 calories preparing my Ham and Tomato Panini with Spicy Mayo (here) for lunch, and 161 calories making my Spaghetti with Asparagus Pesto and Pecorino Romano (here) when dinnertime rolls around. And for dessert (yes, there is dessert on my plan—and snacks, too!), if you whip up my Chocolate Mousse (here), which is 121 calories a serving, you burn 135 calories1 just preparing it—a calorie deficit! All of my recipes have built-in calorie burn, which is why you will lose weight while you cook.


2. Choose foods that burn fat naturally: Follow a diet centered on fat-burning choices—plant foods, natural foods, microbiotic foods, and allergen-free foods—and ease off indulging in too much meat, dairy, gluten, and other foods that are threatening your weight and your health. All the recipes here are deliciously free of gluten, lactose, and refined sugar, three substances that have been known to interfere with health and metabolism. I’ll introduce you to the Super 5 Fat-Burn Selections, and you’ll want to eat this way for life.


3. Avoid impure, fat-promoting foods: Purchase locally grown, preferably organic, additive-free foods because they’re either low or devoid of hidden, stealthy substances called “obesogens” that are making you fat without your knowledge. I’ll tell you more about obesogens, and how to avoid them, in Chapter Three, but most of all, I’ll introduce you to a world of great-tasting healthy foods that you’ll love. The best diets don’t just tell you what you can’t have and leave you stranded—they give you loads of great-tasting foods that you can eat without feeling guilty, which is what my plan does.





These three key strategies are the cornerstone of my program, and each of the three chapters that follows explores every one in more detail, leading up to more than seventy-five recipes for breakfasts, lunches, dinners, snacks, and desserts, plus two full weeks of menus, that will help you lose eight to ten pounds in fourteen days. I’ll also give you shopping lists, tips for stocking your pantry and fridge, information on where to find ingredients, and what brands I like best.


Start your new adventure into cooking by following the recipes in this book. If you have basic kitchen skills, you can make these recipes—and you’ll be delighted with your results, both on the table and on your body. By choosing the fat-burning food choices I offer here, your weight will start to melt off, practically automatically. And the health and vitality you’ll enjoy from eating natural foods will convince you to change your nutrition and food-buying habits for good. I want you to love fresh and natural foods as much as I do and eat this way for life.


WHY 14 DAYS OF HEALTHY EATING CAN LEAD TO A LIFETIME OF GOOD HEALTH


After fourteen days on my plan, you will lose weight—eight to ten pounds, if you consume and burn the calories outlined on the program. Imagine how great you’ll feel when you discover that the calorie burn on some recipes exceeds the amount of calories you consume when you enjoy the results! Guilt-free eating doesn’t get any better or easier.


But it doesn’t stop on Day 14. The three core nutritional strategies I’m introducing here can be followed for life, once you begin to explore all the foods available to you that fit the plan and learn to adapt your own recipes to this healthier way of cooking and eating. After fourteen days you’ll experience noticeable results in how you look and how you feel. Your clothes will fit better. You may have to go shopping for a smaller size. Your energy levels will soar. Your skin will glow. All of this happens because you’re nourishing your body with food that does not do damage to your system but in fact makes it stronger and healthier. At the end of fourteen days, you’ll be telling yourself, “I love this way of eating,” and you’ll want to continue it indefinitely.


The right food choices and recipes are part of a healthy lifestyle, and I want to help you maintain your well-being for a lifetime—a long, happy lifetime. As we say in Italian, “Salute!”—to your health!


And as we say in English, get in the kitchen and Cook Your Butt Off!
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CHAPTER 1



Cook and Burn Calories


Strategy #1: Turn Your Kitchen into a Gym


SOMETIMES in life, there’s a simple solution to a frustrating problem standing right in front of us. Literally.


Walk into your kitchen right now and go stand in front of your stove or your fridge or your pantry—and I promise that you’re now standing right in front of the solution. The problem is how to burn more calories each day in order to lose weight or keep your weight under control. The solution lies in something that may surprise you: cooking at home, for yourself and for your family.


Sure, you already know that eating at home is generally less of a fattening affair than going out for double-bacon cheeseburgers, onion rings, and beers or a super-sized cherry cola. But it’s not just what winds up on your plate—it’s how it gets there, and that’s what this first strategy is all about.


You may find this hard to believe, but every hour you spend cooking and preparing food can burn up to 200 calories, on average. If you’re having a 400-calorie dinner—let’s say my delicious Chili-rubbed Chicken with Black Bean Salsa and Rice (here), a piping hot Corn Muffin (here) on the side, and Mint Chocolate Chip Flurry (here) for dessert, you can burn half the calories from what you eat for dinner merely by cooking it yourself!


As a weight loss strategy, counting calories goes in and out of style, but there is no getting around the fact that controlling calorie intake and output is an important part of weight loss. Calories are a way to count how much energy is in food. Think of calories like gas. In the same way that gas makes your vehicle run, calories fuel your body. You use the energy you get from food to do the things you need to do daily: from breathing, thinking, cooking a meal, even sleeping, to bigger activities, like working out or running a race. However, when you don’t expend the calories you’ve taken in (maybe you decide to skip your workout today), those calories get stored as fat, and you gain weight. To lose a pound, you have to burn about 3,500 calories.


So let’s do a little arithmetic. Two hundred calories a day, 365 days a year is 73,000 calories. Divide that by the 3,500 calories that constitute each pound, and that 200-calorie difference will cause you to lose twenty-one pounds a year, automatically, when you prepare at least one meal a day and take an hour to do it. If you’re ambitious enough to cook a second meal daily, double the numbers—you could be forty-two pounds lighter by the end of the year. So, without having to think about scheduling a structured exercise session, you can lose weight naturally just by getting in the kitchen and doing your thing.


Hit the gym? That can be a great way to burn calories, but it’s so much easier to hit the kitchen, too—and get the same results!


COOKING AND CALORIES: PUTTING IT TO THE TEST


I regularly check the calorie-burn potential of cooking a meal by strapping a heart-rate monitor to my arm, one that calculates calorie expenditures (see below). Then I get to work and have fun watching the calories burn off. I didn’t always wear a heart-rate monitor when I cooked (though I’ve been in the habit of using one for my triathlon training), but one day I decided to try it while I whipped up a simple meal for four. On the menu: vegetable lasagna, tossed salad, and fruit compote for dessert.



Heart-Rate Monitors 101: How to Buy a Great Heart-Rate Monitor


There are lots of heart-rate monitors out there. The best ones have the following features:


Bold display. Make sure the screen is easy to read while you’re working out, with large, clear numbers. Training at night? Make sure the screen has a backlight feature.


User-friendly. The monitor should be easy to set up, easy to use during your workout, and without complicated instructions.


Accuracy. Make sure the device is accurate, or it will do you no good. Have someone—preferably a qualified personal trainer—take your heart rate manually while you wear the monitor. Then compare readings.


Alarms. Use a monitor that has alarms to let you know when your heart rate leaves a zone.


Stopwatch. A stopwatch lets you time your exercise session.


Continuous heart-rate reading. Make sure your monitor can display a constant reading of your heart rate to determine if you’re training at the right intensity.


Virtual trainer. I love this feature. It creates an exercise plan for you based on your training preferences and goals. The heart-rate monitor will give you the appropriate intensity and duration needed each day to achieve those goals.


Uploading capability. It’s nice to be able to upload your training data from the monitor to your computer. That way, you can keep track of your progress.


Comfort. It’s best if you can’t feel or notice the monitor when it’s strapped to your chest or wrist. I prefer monitors made of cloth rather than plastic because they’re more comfortable.


User-replaceable battery. Get a monitor that allows you to replace the battery yourself without having to send the device back to the manufacturer when the battery runs out.





I started the calorie-burn process by walking to my neighborhood market (and back) to buy the ingredients for the meal. They filled two shopping bags, which I carried home (always a great biceps workout!). After unloading the groceries, I checked the monitor out of curiosity. I had already incinerated about 158 calories. Walking (or biking) to and from the market is a great way to kick off your calorie-burning kitchen workout.


I sliced about a half-dozen squash and zucchini into long, flat strips, spritzed them with cooking spray, sprinkled them with salt, pepper, and thyme, and roasted them in a hot oven until crisp-tender. Meanwhile, I diced a bunch of tomatoes, chopped onions and garlic cloves, and sautéed them with Italian seasoning to make a marinara sauce. Finally, I blended some eggs and dairy-free cheeses by hand to create a spreadable filling.


When everything was ready, I layered a casserole dish with gluten-free lasagna noodles, strips of the roasted veggies, the marinara sauce, and the cheese filling. I poured the remaining sauce over the top, sprinkled with more shredded cheese, and baked the whole thing until warm and bubbling.


More chopping and dicing was in order to make a salad of romaine lettuce, sliced grape tomatoes, chopped green bell pepper, and Italian dressing that I shook vigorously before tossing with the salad. I peeled and sliced a few mangoes and some strawberries and layered them with sweetened soy yogurt in parfait glasses. Into the fridge they went to chill for dessert.


Calorie check: I had burned 228 calories slicing, roasting, dicing, sautéing, and moving quickly around the kitchen. After everyone had inhaled the meal that night, I began the process of kitchen cleanup, with the monitor still on my arm. Loading the dishwasher and scrubbing some of the more stubborn pots and pans burned an additional 106 calories. My grand total for the meal, from shopping to cooking to cleanup, was 492 calories. Considering that the meal was around 500 calories per serving, I had burned up nearly every calorie I ate that night.


After that experience, I can’t even cook without wearing my heart-rate monitor because I might miss an opportunity to review my calorie expenditure or add to my weekly calorie burn. I do this, and yet I’m not training for my favorite physical activity—triathlons—or anything else. Consequently, I feel rewarded by the end of the week when my monitor gives me a summary of calories burned during cooking. This may sound like obsessive behavior, but it’s fun and encouraging to know that I’m burning more calories making the stuff than I might be gaining by eating it. Take a look at the chart below to get an idea of how many calories you might expend in a single night of cooking.




FOOD PREPARATION ACTIVITY: Baking


Calories Burned per Hour, by Weight: 130 LBS = 148; 155 LBS = 176 180 lbs = 204; 205 LBS = 233


FOOD PREPARATION ACTIVITY: Bartending


Calories Burned per Hour, by Weight: 130 LBS = 136; 155 LBS = 162 180 lbs = 188; 205 LBS = 214


FOOD PREPARATION ACTIVITY: Cooking or food preparation, including use of manual appliances (standing or sitting)


Calories Burned per Hour, by Weight: 130 LBS = 59; 155 LBS = 72 180 lbs = 82; 205 LBS = 93


FOOD PREPARATION ACTIVITY: Cooking or food preparation (some walking)


Calories Burned per Hour, by Weight: 130 LBS = 89; 155 LBS = 106 180 lbs = 123; 205 LBS = 140


FOOD PREPARATION ACTIVITY: Food shopping with or without a grocery cart (standing or walking)


Calories Burned per Hour, by Weight: 130 LBS = 77; 155 LBS = 92 180 lbs = 102; 205 LBS = 121


FOOD PREPARATION ACTIVITY: Serving food, setting the table, clearing the table


Calories Burned per Hour, by Weight: 130 LBS = 89; 155 LBS = 106 180 lbs = 123; 205 LBS = 140


FOOD PREPARATION ACTIVITY: Washing dishes (standing)


Calories Burned per Hour, by Weight: 130 LBS = 77; 155 LBS = 92 180 lbs = 107; 205 LBS = 121


FOOD PREPARATION ACTIVITY: Washing dishes and clearing dishes from table (some walking)


Calories Burned per Hour, by Weight: 130 LBS = 89; 155 LBS = 106 180 lbs = 123; 205 LBS = 140





Note: The numbers above are estimates. Individual calorie burn varies. The real number of calories burned in an activity varies with a person’s size and fitness level, including body fat and muscle mass, as well as with the intensity of the activity. Source: Calculations are based on research data from Medicine and Science in Sports and Exercise, the official journal of the American College of Sports Medicine; and data from www.calorielab.com.



THE CALORIE BURN OF THESE RECIPES


As I got to work on the recipes in this book, I wore my heart-rate monitor. I wanted to see how many calories were burned when I prepared these recipes.


I was stunned. And what I discovered was certainly unexpected: Many of the calorie expenditures for these recipes were so high that they exceeded the calorie count of the actual recipe. For example, if you whip up my Banana Super Yogurt (here), which weighs in at 70 calories a serving, you burn 97 calories just preparing it! In other cases, you’ll burn off a percentage of the calories in a dish when preparing it. Either way, you’re burning, baby!


I’ll say it again: Cook your butt off and burn calories—lots of calories!



Little Bites, Big Mistake: The High (Calorie) Cost of Nibbling


Yes, cooking can burn calories, but you just need to remember not to eat all the results of your dish. When I was a restaurant chef, I was always surrounded by food. To do my job well, I’d taste everything I cooked. Once I realized how many calories I was consuming by doing that, I stopped nibbling and started taking little tiny licks. And so should you, or it will cost you! Take a look:


Licking the spatula while baking cookies: 75 calories


Pinching off a piece of roast beef when it comes out of the oven and popping it in your mouth: 68 calories


Biting into a roasted Brussels sprout to test doneness: 15 calories


Tasting a spoonful of mashed potatoes to check the seasoning: 42 calories


Stuffing your mouth with a misshapen baked biscuit: 106 calories


Sipping a glass of wine while cooking: 125 calories


Damage: 431 calories—before you even sit down to eat!





HOME IS WHERE THE BEST FOOD IN TOWN IS


Now you know that it’s really possible to cook your butt off, but burning calories isn’t the only reason to eat at home. When you prepare your own food in your own kitchen:


You eat better, you eat less (and you weigh less): People who dine out a lot, particularly at takeout joints or fast-food restaurants, are more likely to be overweight or obese than people who eat at home. When you prepare your own meals, the foods you make tend to have less salt, fat, and calories, not to mention mysterious ingredients and unwanted additives; home-cooked meals are just more nutritious than what you get at most restaurants. And although you can overeat at your own table, home-prepared portions tend to be smaller than the portions you get at restaurants. Research shows that we tend to eat what’s in front of us, so if you polish off a burger and fries (a meal that totals about 1,000 calories), you’ve eaten about half the calories you should consume in the entire day.


It’s good for you—and great for your family: Studies show that kids and teens who have three or more meals a week as a family are more likely to maintain normal weights and healthier diet habits than their peers who share fewer than three meals a week with their families. Bottom line is that you control portion sizes, and the content and quality you’re serving your family. Once they’ve learned that good food is delicious and healthy, they’re going to take that knowledge with them. I see this experience as a gift you’re giving them that will last for the rest of their lives. I know this is true, because I inherited a love for good food from my own family. These issues really count in an era of rising childhood and adult obesity. Another benefit of eating at home as a family? Studies repeatedly show that kids who eat with their parents not only develop healthier eating habits, but also do better in school, are less likely to abuse drugs and alcohol, and share more information, communicating better with the caring adults in their lives.


You’ll be thinner—and your wallet will be thicker: Boom! That’s the sound of me blowing up one of the biggest food myths around: that cooking at home is expensive. Well, you may argue, “My favorite takeout joint is only thirty bucks for dinner for four—that’s only $7.50 apiece.” (Hmmm, do takeout three times a week, and you’re spending nearly $100 a week.)


That same $30 could last you for three, maybe four meals if you cook at home. If you’re averaging two takeout meals at those prices, that’s more than $3,000 a year you’re handing over in exchange for extra calories you and your family can do without. Why not stash that money away in a savings account to use on something more lasting than stuffed-crust pizza, like a vacation that you’ll remember? If you have kids, they’ll benefit more from a healthy college fund than they will from an unhealthy order of chili-cheese fries! I’m not going to tell you how to spend your money, but I will tell you that many people are under the misconception that shopping for good ingredients and preparing great food is expensive. Yes, you can spend a lot of money on imported balsamic vinegar, or heirloom tomatoes, but those are specialty items or are used sparingly; the everyday staples that are part of a healthy kitchen don’t cost a fortune.


Want to know what I do to save money and calories? Here are some tips, and all of these suggestions work perfectly with the recipes and meal plans in Cook Your Butt Off!


I eat more meatless meals like my Chili “Cheeseburger” that uses meaty-tasting portabello mushrooms, for example, and I snack on fruit instead of highly processed snack bars. I don’t use high-priced convenience foods, either. And I prefer to cook with gluten-free grains and choose fruits and vegetables that are in season—always a cheaper deal. When I’m thirsty, I drink water, not juice or soda. It’s cheap—free, if I drink filtered tap water, and free of the added sugars found in soda and the extra calories in juice. Or I drink my own refreshers such as my Apple, Lime, and Basil Smash (here) and my Prickly Pear Chamomile Cooler (here).


Also, I like to buy in bulk. A can of black beans might cost about $1.50, but the equivalent amount of organic dried black beans in bulk is around 40 cents or less. I buy items like beans, nuts, grains, and spices in bulk and save money; plus, I always have great quality staples on hand when I want them. Bulk foods don’t use much packaging, either, a bonus for environmental protection. I like to spend Sunday afternoons cooking big batches of soup, sauces, or casseroles, and then freeze the food in portion-sized containers for later use.


I love shopping at farmers’ markets and buying locally grown, responsibly raised foods—as you’ll see in Chapter Three, it’s also a great smart and economical way to stock your kitchen.


One of the best ways to save $50 to $100 a month is to go to the grocery store with a list and buy only what’s on the list. When you buy extra items, that’s where overspending comes in and how you can go over your budget.


Use coupons and shop for discounts. Shop weekly store specials for your meat, dairy, and produce, and bring along coupons for your favorite healthy foods. (But watch out—many big food manufacturers love to offer deep discount coupons on junky new processed foods to lure buyers. Don’t take the bait!) Take a look at the store’s weekly circular and target the best deals for your menu planning, plus check out couponing sites like www.retailmenot.com.


Finally, the real cost of not making your own food goes beyond cash and calories. We’ve been living too long under the delusion that mass-produced food, cheaply made with sugars, fats, and nasty additives and preservatives, is acceptable. It’s just the opposite: It’s a health horror story. The escalating rates of heart disease, diabetes, cancer, and other diet-related diseases prove it. Put another way: You think kale is expensive? Try heart disease and type 2 diabetes.


I know that if you’re really hooked on eating out, then cooking your meals at home is going to take some added effort, and you’ll need to ease into it. It does take discipline, but it also yields life-changing results—and remember the calorie burn! It really makes a difference.



COOK TO LIVE, LIVE TO COOK


The next two strategies will focus on foods to eat and foods to avoid, but both steps assume that you’ll be ready and willing to get into the kitchen and prepare your own meals based on those foods. Cooking for yourself is key to making this plan work, and I hope I’ve given you enough reasons as to why it’s totally worth it.


My goal has always been to get people to cook and to discover the rewards and pleasures of the kitchen. When you cook healthy, great-tasting meals for yourself, you’re treating your body with the respect it deserves. When you cook with the same care and enthusiasm for others, you’re sending a message that their happiness and well-being matters to you. Every time you cook a meal, you’re reconfirming your devotion to those you are feeding.


I call this cooking with love. It’s something you can’t taste, but it’s something you can feel. It doesn’t matter if it’s a humble bowl of soup or an elegant five-course meal; if food is cooked with love, you will never forget it. It is the most important ingredient when you cook for people you care about. When you cook, whether it’s breakfast just for you or dinner for your whole family, cook your butt off—with love.


ROCCO’S RULES FOR TURNING YOUR KITCHEN INTO A GYM


Still think you need to go to a pricey, crowded spin class to burn calories? From shopping to prep to cleanup, here are some tips for heating up your calorie burn (without blowing bucks on a gym membership):




• Park your car as far as you can from the grocery store entrance. Better yet, don’t drive to the market—walk or bike there!


• Walk briskly around the store as you shop. If you aren’t buying a lot of items, carry a small basket with you instead of pushing a cart. You’ll move more quickly and you’ll work your arms as you fill your basket.


• Avoid pre-cut produce. Buy whole vegetables and fruits—and peel, chop, dice, or slice them yourself. They’ll be fresher (and cheaper) if you DIY.


• Go low tech and high energy for maximum calorie burn. Skip the food processor and put some energy into your knifework. (Added bonus: Your knife skills get better with practice.) Forget the stand mixer and blend, beat, and whisk with good old-fashioned elbow grease. Put some muscle into it!


• Stay on your feet during food prep; it burns more calories than sitting on a stool or chair. Even if you’re not actively moving from stove to counter to fridge, just standing burns more calories than sitting. Sore hips or knees? Feeling tired? Treat yourself to a kitchen “gel mat,” and standing (and burning calories) becomes a lot easier.


• Pick up the pace while moving around your kitchen. Crank up your radio and dance around the kitchen as you prepare your food and clean up later.


• Burn more calories during kitchen cleanup: Wash pots and pans yourself instead of plopping down in front of the TV while your partner or an electric dishwasher does the job.


• Sweep and mop the kitchen floor, scrub down the sink, and polish up the stovetop. All these things burn calories (and your kitchen will be nice and clean!).


• Take a long walk or bike ride after dinner for one last blast of calorie burning.


• And don’t forget to wear a good heart-rate and calorie-counting monitor when you cook!


















CHAPTER 2



Eat and Burn Fat


Strategy #2: Choose Foods that Burn Fat Naturally


WHEN you want to lose weight, calories count, but so do your food choices. The foods you choose matter—because some foods can cause you to pack on fat, while others help you burn it right off. When you modify your calories and choose the right foods, you mount a two-pronged attack against fat that results in faster, easier weight loss.


The recipes and diet plan in this book are based on choosing the fat-burners and steering clear of the fat-makers:


THE SUPER 5 FAT-BURN SELECTIONS


When you eat foods from these five categories, you’ll watch your weight melt off and your overall health soar. I call these groupings the Super 5 Fat-Burn Selections. These foods are on my list of kitchen must-haves, and I cook with them regularly. The latest science shows that foods in the Super 5 contribute to healthy weight loss, and they help to fight certain chronic illnesses. You will feel great and look great when you cook and eat the Super 5 way!


1. NATURALLY SUGAR-FREE FOODS


Sugar will screw with your weight and your health. It was the first “calorie hog” to go from my diet years ago. Little by little, I reduced my overall sugar intake, including my sweetened beverage consumption, a huge source of liquid sugar (and calories) we don’t always keep track of. Most beverages, from sodas to flavored coffees—even the ubiquitous energy drink—are just not worth the weight-damaging sugar and calories (see below). I still treated myself to dry wines on occasion, though, since they contain virtually no sugar. The change in my health and energy levels was revelatory, and the difference I felt in my system was incredible.


BIG GULPS OF SUGAR (BY BEVERAGE CATEGORY)


BEVERAGE: Fast-food Smoothie


SERVING SIZE: 1 medium


CALORIES (RANGE): 310 to 602 calories


TEASPOONS OF SUGAR (RANGE): 15 to 34 teaspoons


BEVERAGE: Frappuccino


SERVING SIZE: 16 ounces


CALORIES (RANGE): 230 to 400 calories


TEASPOONS OF SUGAR (RANGE): 12 to 15 teaspoons


BEVERAGE: Bottled Teas


SERVING SIZE: 16 ounces


CALORIES (RANGE): 180 to 220 calories


TEASPOONS OF SUGAR (RANGE): 11½ to 13½ teaspoons


BEVERAGE: Bottled Flavored Milk


SERVING SIZE: 13 to 16 ounces


CALORIES (RANGE): 300 to 340 calories


TEASPOONS OF SUGAR (RANGE): 11½ to 13½ teaspoons


BEVERAGE: Sodas


SERVING SIZE: 12 ounces


CALORIES (RANGE): 143 to 170 calories


TEASPOONS OF SUGAR (RANGE): 9½ to 12 teaspoons


BEVERAGE: Energy Drinks


SERVING SIZE: 8 to 8.5 ounces


CALORIES (RANGE): 110 to 140 calories


TEASPOONS OF SUGAR (RANGE): 7 to 8 teaspoons


BEVERAGE: Juice and Fruit Drinks


SERVING SIZE: 8 ounces


CALORIES (RANGE): 70 to 160 calories


TEASPOONS OF SUGAR (RANGE): 4½ to 9 teaspoons


BEVERAGE: Vitamin Waters


SERVING SIZE: 12 ounces


CALORIES (RANGE): 75 calories


TEASPOONS OF SUGAR (RANGE): 5 teaspoons


SUGAR CONTENT IN ALCOHOL—THE BEST AND THE WORST


THE BEST (LOWEST IN SUGAR CONTENT)


BEVERAGE: Beer


SERVING SIZE 12 ounces


CALORIES (RANGE) 55 to 153 calories


TEASPOONS OF SUGAR (RANGE) 0 teaspoons


BEVERAGE: Distilled Liquor (bourbon, gin, rum, Scotch, vodka)


SERVING SIZE 1½ ounces


CALORIES (RANGE) 96 to 103 calories


TEASPOONS OF SUGAR (RANGE) 0 teaspoons


BEVERAGE: Wine, red, dry


SERVING SIZE 1 medium glass (5.1 fluid ounces)


CALORIES (RANGE) 117 to 127 calories


TEASPOONS OF SUGAR (RANGE) ¼ teaspoon


BEVERAGE: Wine, white, dry


SERVING SIZE 1 medium glass (5.1 fluid ounces)


CALORIES (RANGE) 114 to 122 calories


TEASPOONS OF SUGAR (RANGE) ¼ teaspoon


THE WORST (HIGHEST IN SUGAR CONTENT)


BEVERAGE: Piña Colada


SERVING SIZE 8 fluid ounces


CALORIES (RANGE) 437 calories


TEASPOONS OF SUGAR (RANGE) 14 teaspoons


BEVERAGE: Long Island Iced Tea


SERVING SIZE 10 fluid ounces


CALORIES (RANGE) 300 calories


TEASPOONS OF SUGAR (RANGE) 10 teaspoons


BEVERAGE: Mojito


SERVING SIZE 10 fluid ounces


CALORIES (RANGE) 428 calories


TEASPOONS OF SUGAR (RANGE) 10 teaspoons


BEVERAGE: Tequila Sunrise


SERVING SIZE 10 fluid ounces


CALORIES (RANGE) 348 calories


TEASPOONS OF SUGAR (RANGE) 7 to 8 teaspoons


BEVERAGE: Wine, red or white, sweet


SERVING SIZE 1 medium glass (5.1 fluid ounces)


CALORIES (RANGE) 230 calories


TEASPOONS OF SUGAR (RANGE) 5 to 8½ teaspoons


BEVERAGE: Liqueurs


SERVING SIZE 1 shot (1.5 fluid ounces)


CALORIES (RANGE) 112 to 159 calories


TEASPOONS OF SUGAR (RANGE) 2 to 6 teaspoons


BEVERAGE: Margarita


SERVING SIZE 10 fluid ounces


CALORIES (RANGE): 464 calories


TEASPOONS OF SUGAR (RANGE): 4 to 5 teaspoons


BEVERAGE: Cosmopolitan


SERVING SIZE: 4 fluid ounces


CALORIES (RANGE): 213 calories


TEASPOONS OF SUGAR (RANGE): 3 teaspoons


When I refer to “sugar” in our foods, I’m talking about refined (not naturally occurring) sugars that are dumped into foods and beverages, such as high-fructose corn syrup, sucrose, or any sugar with a chemical name that ends in “-ose.” Not long ago, the American Heart Association issued a document on Dietary Sugars Intake and Cardiovascular Health. It concluded that Americans are on a sugar binge, and that’s the major reason why more than one-third of us are overweight. On average, we’re consuming 22 to 30 teaspoons of sugar a day. That’s 350 to 475 lethally sweet calories that boost the risk of disease.


The problem with sugar is that, simply, it jacks up the hormone insulin. And when your insulin levels go up and stay up, you pack on fat. Eventually, your pancreas (which manufactures insulin) will start wearing down, and then you’re staring at type 2 diabetes.


The best way to eat sugar free is to choose foods in their most natural state so that you can get the full benefit of their nutrients. When you stick to natural foods, such as fruits, veggies, certain grains, and lean proteins, your diet is automatically low in sugar. Stay away from most packaged foods (which are typically loaded with sugar) and sugar-sweetened beverages like sodas and “juice drinks” (which are usually sugar water with barely any real juice).


Hey, I love sweets as much as the next person. After all, I’m a chef, so living in New York City and traveling all over the world only developed my love for all things scrumptious and sugary. But I know sugar calories are empty, nasty calories. So I’ve done a lot of experimenting to come up with some great-tasting recipes that will satisfy your sweet tooth without refined sugar. They harness the sweetening power of the following ingredients, which you’ll see in my recipes (you’ll also find information in the recipes on brand names and instructions on how to use these sweeteners in their various forms).


Monk Fruit


Let me introduce you to the newest sweetener on the block: monk fruit, a small green melon that has been grown in Asia for centuries. Supposedly, it got its name from Buddhist monks who cultivated the fruit in southern China. The fruit provided folk remedies for common ailments like colds and constipation. Today, the fruit is crushed, mixed with hot water, filtered, and spray-dried to form a sweet, zero-calorie powder, now used in a number of foods and beverages, from granola to cocktails. Monk fruit is 300 times sweeter than sugar, and you can cook with it.


Does it have any negative side effects? Not that anyone can tell. People in Asia have enjoyed monk fruit for eons, with no observed negative health outcomes. In May 2012, the prestigious Academy of Nutrition and Dietetics published a position paper on low-calorie sweeteners supporting the safety of monk fruit sweeteners.


Palm Sugar


Resembling brown sugar, palm sugar (also called coconut sugar) comes from the sap of palm trees. It contains tiny amounts of minerals including calcium, iron, magnesium, phosphorus, potassium; the B vitamins riboflavin and thiamin; as well as trace amounts of protein. Unlike white sugar, it helps reduce the speed of the blood sugar rush. Palm sugar also contains beneficial antioxidants, according to a February 2010 study in Food Chemistry. You can typically find this healthier sugar in Southeast Asian, Indian, or Central American markets, or grocery stores that stock a good selection of natural foods.


Mixing palm sugar with stevia, a non-caloric sweetener, cuts the calories, plus intensifies both sweeteners.


Coconut Nectar


This sweetener is made from the sweet juice that drips off coconut flower buds. It, too, contains nutrients not found in refined sugars: seventeen amino acids, as well as a bunch of minerals and vitamins B and C.


Granulated coconut nectar has a caramel/maple flavor and can be used in place of brown sugar in recipes. I love it on top of fruit or toast, in hot cereals, and for baking.


Erythritol


This is a no-calorie sweetener I occasionally use in recipes. It occurs naturally in fruits such as grapes, pears, and watermelon, as well as in foods like wine and cheese. Erythritol is technically a sugar alcohol, but don’t worry, it won’t get you drunk. Nor is it as taxing on the digestive system as other sugar alcohols. It performs well in baking.


Stevia


I’ve used stevia in its powdered and liquid forms for a long time, and with good results. This sweetener is extracted from the eponymous South American herb and is estimated to be as much as 400 times sweeter than sugar. It has no calories and can be used safely by people with diabetes without hiking up blood sugar or otherwise influencing glucose levels. To bake with it, use 1½ tablespoons powdered (or 1 teaspoon liquid) stevia for 1 cup sugar. It takes some experimentation to achieve the right sweetness.



Grown-Up Uses for Baby Food


I’m cooing over cooking with baby food. It’s an excellent fat substitute and natural sweetener. It helps seal in moisture in baked goods, too. There’s no fat, salt, or added sugar in it, either—one of the purest and most natural foods you can get. If you’re whipping up a fruit or vegetable bread, use two (7½ ounces each) jars of baby food carrots, pears, and mashed bananas to liven things up. I use baby food prunes in my Asian Pork Buns (here) as part of the sauce; it’s amazing. Get creative with baby food. You can’t go wrong.






Where’s the Fat?


Not on my 14-Day Plan, that’s for sure. I use very little fat when I cook these days. I prefer to rely mostly on olive oil cooking spray, so stock up on it. I am absolutely enamored with this product. It’s my go-to condiment when preparing low-fat dishes. Normally, you’d use it to keep food from sticking. But it has even more ingenious uses to create “you’d-never-believe-it’s-low-fat” foods. Spray it on a crumb coating for a fried-food taste in fish or chicken. Spray it on lettuce for a virtually no-fat Italian-like dressing. Spray it on veggies or other foods to crisp them up while baking. Spray it in your skillet to sauté meats and veggies. I’ve found that the uses are practically endless—which is why it is the predominant “fat” I’m using for food preparation in these recipes. A one-second spray contains less than a gram of fat, compared to nearly 14 grams of fat (and about 120 calories) in 1 tablespoon of oil—and they do virtually the same amount of work.





2. DAIRY ALTERNATIVES


If you’ve given up dairy products, you’re a member of a growing club, and I’m in it. Many people are cutting out dairy for a variety of reasons: They might be sensitive or intolerant to lactose (naturally occurring sugar) or the proteins (such as casein) found in dairy products. They want to reduce animal fats and cholesterol in their diets. Or they want to avoid indirect exposure to the synthetic hormones and antibiotics injected into dairy cows to boost milk production.


But here’s the scary part: Apart from encouraging weight gain, some dairy products contain a hormone called IGF-1 (insulin-like growth factor 1), which may make cancer cells proliferate. Our bodies already make IGF-1 naturally, so when we eat dairy products that contain IGF-1, we might be overdosing on a hormone that triggers cells in our bodies to multiply abnormally. Furthermore, there is some evidence that the milk protein casein may be a carcinogen. Studies published by Cornell University have shown a link between the casein in the food of lab mice and liver cancer. The jury is still out as to whether casein promotes liver cancer in people, but for some of us, the lab studies are enough to make us think twice about consuming cow’s milk.



Foods High in Lactose and Casein


The most common high-lactose and high-casein foods include:


• Milk, milkshakes, and other milk-based beverages


• Whipping (heavy) cream


• Ice cream, ice milk, sherbet


• Certain cheeses


• Butter


• Puddings


• Cream soups, cream sauces


• Foods made with milk


Source: www.clevelandclinic.com





A big question I am frequently asked about a dairy-free diet is, “How do I get enough calcium?” Sure, our bodies require this essential mineral to maintain strong bones, govern hormones, and make sure our muscles (including the heart, which is a muscle) and nerves work properly. The good news is that certain green leafy vegetables and legumes (such as spinach and black-eyed peas, for starters) supply all the calcium you get from cow’s milk and other dairy foods but without the animal fat and the potential health risks.


Most chefs don’t like to eliminate items from their recipes, but when I decided to take charge of my health and eat less dairy, I spent a lot of time devising recipes to replace dairy in cooking. I now use a lot of nut milks, soy milks, and dairy-free cheeses, and you can’t tell the difference.


Some of my recipes call for dairy cheese, though, but it’s optional. The two dairy cheeses I prefer are Parmigiano-Reggiano and Pecorino Romano. Parmigiano-Reggiano is a 100 percent lactose-free cheese. Its name comes from the Parma and Reggio Emilia regions in Italy, where it is produced (it is also produced in Modena and parts of Bologna and Mantua). The cheese is made with skimmed cow’s milk and processed to the highest standards. Italian mountain climbers pack chunks of this cheese instead of energy bars for quick energy, since the body can absorb the protein from Parmigiano-Reggiano in forty-five minutes, faster than it can soak up the protein from other cheeses.


Pecorino Romano is low in lactose. That means if you’re lactose sensitive, you can probably enjoy it. This type of cheese is a sheep’s-milk cheese. To know you’re getting the real thing, look for the outline of a sheep’s head on the label or look for established brands such as Locatelli. Pecorino Romano is a grating cheese like Parmigiano-Reggiano, but it has a completely different taste. Also, Pecorino Romano should not generally be used instead of Parmigiano-Reggiano.


Other dairy foods you can enjoy if you’re lactose sensitive include kefir and low-fat yogurt, both made from fermented milk and full of beneficial bacteria that is kind to your digestive system. Historically, kefir has been fermented from the milk from sheep, goats, and cows, but you can now buy soy milk kefirs. Kefir is drinkable. As for low-fat yogurt, it usually doesn’t trigger lactose intolerance because the good bacteria in it help digest lactose. Soy yogurts are available, too, and they’re even better than regular yogurt for lactose-sensitive tummies.
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