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Foreword by Bob Carney, 
founder of Stump! Trivia

Apple Pie: Apple pie is a favorite comfort food, but apples contain amygdalin, a sugar compound that turns into cyanide when it’s metabolized in the body.

Baby Food: Due to outdated Blue Book laws, you can buy and sell whiskey and pornography on Sundays, but you can’t take home baby food or a Bible.

Bunnies: In 1859, twelve bunnies (an invasive species) were brought to Australia. It didn’t take long for twelve to turn into twelve thousand. Today, bunnies have killed off a variety of indigenous species and have wreaked havoc throughout the country. But they’re so cute ….

A SURPRISINGLY SCARY LOOK AT THE UNDERBELLY
OF ALL YOUR FAVORITE THINGS [image: ]
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Every Dark Cloud Has a 
Silver Lining

As you read through the following pages, you’ll learn that there’s some pretty scary stuff going on right under your nose. The food you eat isn’t as healthy as you may have thought. The companies you buy from don’t always have your (or the environment’s) best interests at heart. The products/people/games/whatever you love may be setting you up for disease, disfiguration, or death.

The silver lining in this dark cloud is that we’ve done a lot of research to let you know what’s really going on out there, and we’ve done our best to keep the facts straight as we went along. But as we invite you to take a close look at what’s really going on around you, we also recommend that you do your own research and draw your own conclusions about the surprisingly scary side of the things you care about. Maybe you’ll find that you’re not so afraid of the dark after all.





To Cuey and Max, our kit cats who do not have toxoplasmosis—
we’ve had them checked.
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Foreword

In the thirteen years I’ve been running Stump! Trivia, I’ve come across a lot of questions that embody the events and highlights of people’s lives. Questions like “How many Oscars has Jack Nicholson won in his career?” (that would be three) or “Who was the second man to walk on the moon after Neil Armstrong?” (Buzz Aldrin). I see people get those kinds of questions right more often than not. The ones that aren’t as successful are the questions that discuss the lowlights or dangers regarding different subjects, like “The Radium Girls got their name from working in factories where they were assisting in the production of what everyday object?” (answer: the wristwatch). So when Ken (one of my trivia jockeys) and Katie approached me about writing a foreword for The Dark Side of Apple Pie, Baby Food, and Bunnies, it got me wondering just how many dangers there are that we’re so oblivious to. Turns out there are a lot more than I ever expected, and it not only enlightened me but made me view these things in a completely different way … not to mention provided me with some insight to future trivia questions.

You get a sense that people just assume that everything is good for them and they don’t realize the risks associated with these things until it’s too late. Some of these dangers are mild, and some of them will make you say, “I’m not doing that ever again!” This book entails 220 of those things that we probably wouldn’t even give a second thought to thinking that they weren’t good for us, which is what makes this book so enjoyable. The variety of what Ken and Katie found really encompasses all walks of life and makes you want to think twice before you use or do anything that they’ve described—and think about how on earth you missed it the first time.

So check out what Katie and Ken have in store for you—if you think it’s safe….





Introduction

“I guess I just prefer to see the dark side of things. The glass is always half empty. And cracked. And I just cut my lip on it. And chipped a tooth.”

JANEANE GAROFALO, AMERICAN ACTRESS

Close your eyes for a minute and think about the things in life that make you happy. What comes to mind? Long walks on a deserted, sandy beach at sunset? The smell of freshly cut grass on a lazy Sunday morning? These are the things that make life worth living. Sorry to burst your bubble, but life’s not all puppies and ponytails—and even if it were, you’d still be out of luck.

Turns out that even the purest, most innocent things in the world have a dark, sordid history of death, disease, and despair that’s never been brought to light. But that’s all about to change. The Dark Side of Apple Pie, Baby Food, and Bunnies takes you on a fun-filled ride where the underbelly of everything you’ve ever loved is revealed. Don’t want to accept it? Consider the following:


	
Puppies: Nothing is cuter than a puppy, but these little balls of adorableness can do more than make you smile and pick up any crumbs that you drop on the floor. Puppies can carry both hookworm and roundworm, which they can pass onto you. It’s like a parasitic game of fetch.

	
Honey: Yes, honey comes from bees, but these busy bugs aren’t sitting around the hive slaving over your next bite of the sweet stuff. Nope, honey is actually bee vomit. Think of that the next time you drizzle some into your tea.

	
Ponytails: Nothing says laid-back and fun like a ponytail. Too bad this quick and easy hairdo can actually cause your hair to fall out, leaving you with a big old bald spot. Talk about a hair don’t!



Hearing this must be rough, but it’s for the best. These are but a few of the favorite things that you’ll mourn before the end of this book, and you need to prepare yourself for the disillusionment that’s about to ensue. And, in case you’re still refusing to accept the truth, chin up, the first stage of grief is denial. You’ll come around soon enough.

After all, there’s a brave new world out there—and wouldn’t you rather know the truth?





CHAPTER 1

You Are What You Eat

Who doesn’t love food? It’s delicious. It’s gourmet. It’s organic. It’s sustaining. Too bad it also has a dark side. Yes, we’re talking germs and parasites, long histories of conflict and abuse, and even a few ingredients that could do more than send you to the hospital with a tummy ache. All you vegetarians out there who are probably patting yourselves on the back saying, “There’s no way we could be involved in that!” Guess again! Even the organic crowd is going to learn some things that will make you wonder what foods are really safe. So grab a knife and fork and get ready to sit down to the worst dinner of your life. After all, you are what you eat … and it’s time you learn what that really means.

Berry, Berry Bad

“Strawberries are the angels of the earth, innocent and sweet with green leafy wings reaching heavenward.”

TERRI GUILLEMETS, QUOTATION ANTHOLOGIST

Every summer a miracle occurs. Little plants grow and, come July, red, ripe, and perfect strawberries show up at farm stands across the country. The strawberry is one of nature’s jewels. Just think about it! Where would you be without strawberry shortcake, strawberry-rhubarb pie, strawberries dipped in chocolate, strawberries and champagne? Certainly nowhere good!

The big problem with strawberries is that they get moldy the second you walk away from the supermarket/farm stand/backyard. It’s true! What one minute is a perfect, delicious fruit rapidly turns into a specimen that’s science fair worthy. And it’s not just fresh strawberries, either. With FDA approval, frozen strawberries are allowed to contain an average mold count of up to 45 percent.

The culprit? A bread mold called Rhizopus stolonifer. This mold loves to grow in damp places—like your fridge—and can do more than ruin your plans to bake strawberry muffins. It can actually cause mucormycosis, a life-threatening fungal infection that affects the brain, lungs, and sinuses. As the infection progresses, the fungus steadily moves throughout the body, killing the skin and organs and basically taking over. It’s bad enough when your basement gets moldy, let alone your face!

The good news is that, typically, the only people who become infected with mucormycosis are those who already have compromised immune systems and aren’t able to fight off the mold. The bad news is that strawberries should probably be taken off the menu for anyone living in a body that’s the human equivalent of a mold-growing petri dish.

THE ULTIMATE CUPCAKE OF DEATH

“When you look at a cupcake, you’ve got to smile.”

ANNE BYRN, A.K.A. THE CAKE MIX DOCTOR, AMERICAN BAKER

The cupcake: a little piece of heaven that fits in the palm of your hand. Cupcakes have become a major food trend—and why not! They’re small (some are even bite-sized), so they must be better for you than eating a whole slice of cake. No matter what the economy looks like, it’s likely that you have enough money in your wallet for a small indulgence. Cupcakes are even making a big splash at weddings in lieu of a traditional wedding cake. But cupcakes are making big news in other ways as well….

In some parts of the United States, the cute, little cupcake is standing front and center in the battle against childhood obesity. In fact, some schools are calling for a cupcake ban at all school-celebrated birthdays, holidays, and other parties—and not everyone is taking the news well. In Texas, parents reacted so badly that legislators passed the “Safe Cupcake Amendment,” which ensures that cupcakes don’t disappear from schools. But banning them might not be a bad idea. If parents make their own cupcakes from a storebought mix, each cupcake will have roughly 298 calories and 14 grams of fat. And if a pair of harried parents cheats a little and buys the cupcakes from a bakery, each kid in the class will devour up to 585 calories and 20 grams of fat. Multiply that one cupcake by the number of kids in the class and see how many calories a year will come from cupcakes. So step away from the cupcake.
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And the Winner Is …

The 2011 winner of the Isle Waterloo World Cupcake Eating Championship was competitive eater Tim “Eater X” Janus. He threw back forty-two cupcakes in just eight minutes to win his title. If you’re keeping track, that’s up to 24,570 calories and 840 grams of fat. Wonder how you work that off?



Organic, Schmorganic

“I’m allergic to chemicals in food so I eat only organic foods. I’ve never missed a show so it must be doing something.”

CAROL CHANNING, AMERICAN ACTRESS

It’s good to add vegetables to your diet in order to maintain a healthy body, but now regular vegetables aren’t good enough. Organic vegetables are now the way to go. These are grown with natural fertilizers, such as compost or manure, as opposed to anything artificial. They also cost more money—it pays to eat well. Perhaps the more important question is this: Is food grown with poop really better for you?

If the food is grown with poop, then there’s inevitably going to be poop in it. The University of California’s Perishable Handling Quarterly reveals that using raw manure can contaminate vegetables with salmonella and E. coli bacteria. So the bacteria costs extra … that’s the catch. The U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention also note that those who eat organic foods are eight times more likely to die of E. coli than the rest of the population. Wash the food thoroughly before preparing and eating it in order to eliminate these bacteria.

The natural preparation methods used for organic foods also mean that farmers avoid pesticides to keep the insects away. Yup, those aren’t seeds you’re poking at. The damage caused by insects, as Stuart Thomson of the Gaia Organics and Gaia Research Institute notes, can produce fungi that allow carcinogenic toxins to spread into the food—damage that’s even worse than just spraying the food with pesticides. Again, these foods cost more money than the nonorganic varieties. What is it you’re paying for again?

Say No to Animals!

“Nothing will benefit human health and increase the chances for survival of life on Earth as much as the evolution to a vegetarian diet.”

ALBERT EINSTEIN, PHYSICIST

Going on a vegetarian diet is a serious commitment. Think about it—no red meat, no poultry, no fish … pretty much just the green stuff. Different types of vegetarians have different exclusions, but they all hinge around the “no meat” thing (cue the cows and chickens cheering). If you can manage to follow a veggie diet successfully, you’ll benefit from a lower risk of obesity and a longer life span (courtesy of the 2010 Dietary Guidelines for Americans). Saying you’ll do it is one thing. Following it is another. How and when you do it is critical.

It comes down to knowing what foods you can and can’t eat to get the nutrition you’re passing up with the restricted foods—especially iron. Failure to acquire the necessary iron in other sources (such as cereals and broccoli) can cause anemia. Just what you need: more homework on finding out what you have to eat.

Another sign to watch for, among new vegetarians, is the age at which they start. The professional journal Archives of Pediatrics & Adolescent Medicine notes that vegetarian teenagers were eight times more likely to abuse laxatives and four times more likely to use an extreme diet (i.e., have an eating disorder). It’s good that you can respect the animal, but it doesn’t do any good if you don’t respect yourself with an extreme diet.

RADIOACTIVE SUSHI

It’s hard to find food that looks as good as sushi does. Not just the tasty version of “looks good,” but it literally looks good. The colors of the fish, vegetables, and other super-delicious items that the sushi chefs include go together so well that it looks like a masterpiece that shouldn’t be eaten. It takes a very skilled chef to be able to put these works together, but some pieces are best left to be observed rather than eaten.

One type of seafood popularly used in sushi is tuna. Because tuna is high on the list of ocean predators (but not the highest—the shark stops for no fish!), the mercury levels in tuna are substantially higher than in other fish. Transferring that danger over to your plate, whether in sushi or sandwich form, can lead to mercury poisoning—and it wouldn’t take much. A twenty-restaurant sample in Manhattan in 2008 revealed five restaurants with tuna that would have been deemed unsafe for consumption by the FDA. If the FDA says no, so should you … but you can still look.
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Fugu You!

While mercury poisoning is certainly dangerous, it can’t hold a candle to what the fugu fish can do. The fugu, or puffer, fish’s internal organs contain a lethal dose of poison, and only licensed chefs can cook it. The final step in this process is to eat the fish you’ve prepared. It’s easy to tell who fails that exam!



Pickled Carcinogens

“Pickles are cucumbers that sold out.”

MITCH HEDBERG, COMEDIAN

They traditionally start as cucumbers, but soak them in vinegar or another acid solution and you’ve got yourself a batch of deliciousness called pickles. Through a process that’s meant to preserve the food, pickles have a bitter taste, but they sure seem to go well with a hamburger or the deep fryer. One place they’re not really going over too well is in China.

Through an effort to track cancer cases in China’s many hospitals, epidemiologists learned that there was an unusually high rate of one cancer in particular: esophageal squamous-cell carcinoma, which is a fancy way of saying “cancer of the esophageal wall.” Turns out those regions in China love their pickled veggies, which they ferment and consume later when the pick-your-own method at the market isn’t an option. A 2009 review by the British Journal of Cancer of a prior study found that eating pickled foods regularly can double your risk of developing esophageal cancer. Eating all those pickles also means eating all of that acid and brine that the pickles are fermented in, which does quite the number on your insides.

Pickles are good, but don’t pass them off as a way to fulfill your daily vegetable intake.
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In a Real Pickle

According to the International Federation of Competitive Eating, Brian Seiken is the record holder for pickle consumption, having eaten 2.7 pounds of kosher dills in six minutes. Since the average American only eats 4 pounds of pickles a year, Seiken should put the pickles to the side if he wants to keep esophageal cancer in the rear view.



Not Quite Time to Carbo Load

“As long as there’s pasta and Chinese food in the world, I’m okay.”

MICHAEL CHANG, FORMER AMERICAN PROFESSIONAL TENNIS PLAYER

If you’re craving comfort food, it’s likely you’re craving a pasta dish. Pasta is quick and easy to make. It’s filling. It’s delicious. And Americans buy more than 1.3 million pounds of it from grocery stores each and every year. But before you pull that pasta out of the cupboard, you might want to take a closer look at what you’re really eating.

If you’re like many Americans who open up that box of pasta, only eat a portion of it, and fold down the little box flaps to save the rest for later, be sure to do a smell check before you finish off those leftovers. While pasta that’s sealed can last for up to ten years (sounds perfect to stock an army bunker in your backyard, just in case), once the box is open, all bets are off. Once your leftover pasta has been exposed to light and air, the oils inside can actually go rancid. Rancidification is the actual chemical decomposition of fats and oils inside a food and can cause some pretty smelly pasta. Since rancid pasta doesn’t usually involve bacteria, you probably won’t die from eating it, but it can lead to some pretty intense issues with your digestive system, so you may not want to take the chance.

Bet you’re having a hard time twirling your fork around that one.

EVERYTHING TASTES BETTER WITH CHOCOLATE

When we were kids, we loathed the healthy stuff, and our parents tried real hard to get us to eat it (the “no video games unless you finish your vegetables” trick was a common one). While regular milk didn’t seem all that attractive, chocolate milk was so good! The best part was that it could be had at school too, where cafeterias made it part of the school lunch in some states as they claimed that it was a way for kids to add calcium to their diet … but what else were they getting?

The idea was that providing chocolate milk instead of soda and select fruity beverages would give kids the vitamin requirements they needed growing up. What administrators didn’t consider was that the sugar that’s used to flavor the milk can add 40 to 60 calories per pint, which can cause a child to pack on an additional 5 pounds over the course of a school year. We all know of the college “Freshman 15,” but the “Elementary 5”? And that’s just in the chocolate milk! Makes you wonder if it could be more with all of the sweets that kids eat, too. The National Dairy Council advised that steering kids away from the sugary drinks and toward flavored milk would give them more nutrition, but with that amount of sugar in chocolate milk, is it really worth the trouble?

It Does a Body Good, Right?

“There is no finer investment for any community than putting milk into babies.”

WINSTON CHURCHILL, FORMER BRITISH PRIME MINISTER

… and what an investment it is. Milk is the foundation for our diet in the first year or two of our lives and also comes in handy as adults when we need to pour it into our morning cup of coffee or our bowl of cereal. Growing up and keeping us awake … where would we be without it? Or, even scarier, where could we be with it?

A study conducted through the American Association for Cancer Research concluded that an increased intake of calcium (with special attention paid to dairy products in general) can increase the risk of developing prostate cancer in men. As for women, don’t think you’re off the hook because you don’t have a prostate. Milk contains a great deal of saturated fat—20 percent of the daily recommended amount in just one cup of whole milk—which sends your cholesterol levels up high enough to warrant a stern lecture from your physician on your next visit. That saturated fat rate drops to roughly 7 percent for fat-free milk, but with all the milk (and other dairy products) we consume on a daily basis, the saturated fat can add up in a heartbeat (or two or three, depending on your cholesterol level). So much for doing a body good!
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Calcium for Strong Bones?

Milk is a good source of calcium, but the acidifying effect it (and other animal proteins) has on our body creates a need for extra calcium to be drawn from our bones to help neutralize it. If someone asks you if you’ve “got milk,” tell them “no way!”



Pass the Popcorn

“Popcorn [is] the sentimental good-time Charlie of American foods.”

PATRICIA LINDEN, READER’S DIGEST

Popcorn! That buttery, salty, crunchy goodness is synonymous with entertainment. It’s hard to sit down and watch a film without a bowl of the good stuff in front of you. In fact, according to the National Agricultural Library, Americans eat approximately 17.3 billion quarts of popcorn every single year. And why not? It’s not that high in calories, and it’s really easy to just throw it in the microwave and come running when you hear the popping stop—or smell the burnt popcorn as it wafts down the hallway of your office…. But, as it turns out, burnt popcorn is the least of your worries.

Back in 2007, we learned that the artificial butter flavoring used on popcorn contains a compound called diacetyl, which, when breathed in in large amounts can cause bronchiolitis obliterans, a.k.a. “popcorn worker’s lung,” a disease that scars and constricts the lungs until breathing is almost impossible. Popcorn lung is irreversible; the only treatment is a lung transplant.

Fortunately, as soon as the news about the potential for popcorn lung spread, good old Orville responded to this health crisis. How? By replacing the diacetyl with 2,3-pentanedione, which turns out to be equally as toxic in pretty much the same way. Fail.

Looks like it’s time to say goodbye to your favorite snack, at least until it can’t kill you. After all, if your coworkers hear you gasping for air in your cube, they’ll know that you’re the one who stunk up the office.

TWO BOXES OF THIN MINTS WITH A SIDE OF SOCIAL VALUES

Thin Mints. Do-si-dos. Tagalongs. Deliciousness that only comes along once a year. Nope, we’re not talking about a holiday. We’re talking about the time of year when little girls across American go door to door hawking deliciousness to earn a patch or a trip to summer camp. That’s right, folks. The Girl Scouts cookie drive! Now you may be thinking, “What could possibly be wrong about something so good?” And yes, those cute little Daisies, Brownies, and Girl Scouts sure do seem to be the embodiment of community building, love, and friendship. But that’s not all they’re selling. Instead, those caramel Samoas comes with a side of animal endangerment, slave labor, and health complications. Yes, really. Consider the following:


	
Trans fat: Up until 2007, Girl Scout cookies were packed full of hydrogenated oils, a.k.a. trans fats. Hello, high cholesterol and heart disease.

	
Orangutan extinction: Who doesn’t want to help endangered orangutans? That’s right, the Girl Scouts. Once trans fats were out, palm oil was in. And Girl Scout cookies are full of palm oil from parts of the world where orangutans are losing their habitat—and their lives—to flame-throwing palm oil companies who are burning down the rainforests so kids have something to sell on the street.

	
Child/slave labor: In 2010, the U.S. Department of Labor found that child labor and slave labor were used in Indonesia and Malaysia respectively in the palm oil industries.



So dead animals, rainforest deforestation, heart attacks, and cookies made on the backs of seven-year-olds in a Third World country. How’s that Thin Mint tasting right about now?

Give Me Some Peanuts and Cracker Jacks

“Cracker Jacks don’t count as junk food because they’re corn and peanuts, which we know to be high in nutrition. And they have a prize inside.”

JANET EVANOVICH, HARD EIGHT

Let’s be honest, if you’re at a baseball game, you want a box of Cracker Jack’s caramel-coated popcorn and peanuts. In fact, more than 1,000 bags of Cracker Jack are sold at a typical Boston Red Sox game in Fenway Park. Maybe you feel like you shouldn’t spend your money; after all, what are you going to do with a tiny magnifying glass or a Sailor Jack tattoo? But in the end, most people give in and then spend the next half-hour looking for the most delicious part of the snack: the candy-coated peanuts, which are always found at the very bottom of the box. But maybe that’s exactly where they should stay.

Peanuts are chock full of pesticides, and they’re also really susceptible to contamination from a mold called Aspergillus flavus, which produces aflatoxin, a highly carcinogenic toxin that can cause cirrhosis, liver failure, edema, coma, and death. The good news is that humans are highly resistant to aflatoxin, and manufacturers basically boil the hell out of the peanuts they sell for human consumption. But do you really want to take that risk? Maybe you finally know what that cheap decoder ring was trying to tell you.
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Sail On, Jack

Sailor Jack, the Cracker Jack’s mascot, was modeled after Robert Rueckheim, the creator’s grandson. A few months after Sailor Jack appeared on the box, eight-year-old Robert passed away from pneumonia—
though it’s worth pointing out it was unrelated to Cracker Jacks.



Nothing Good about a BakerÕs Dozen

Anyone who bakes—or anyone who knows anyone who bakes, or anyone who’s ever been around anyone who’s baking—loves the smell of freshly baked bread. It’s warm. It’s inviting. What could possibly be sinister about one of the best things since, well, sliced bread?

Well, have you ever heard the term “a baker’s dozen”? That sweet, innocent little term that means you’re getting a little something extra? An extra cookie. An extra candy. An extra loaf of bread. It sounds like a good thing, but this nice gift was actually a preventative measure. Back in 1266, King Henry III of England started to enforce the Assize of Bread and Ale, an ancient law that based the price of fresh bread (and beer) upon the weight of wheat. If the bread the bakers sold was even a few ounces underweight, the baker could be whipped, fined, or even sent to the pillory where he was publicly humiliated. Most bakers decided that the punishment wasn’t worth the risk and just threw in an extra loaf to be on the safe side.

So the next time you have a bun in the oven, remember to make a little something extra—just in case!
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Stop Loafing Around

Today’s prison inmates are well fed. The U.S. Supreme Court guarantees them “the right to an adequate and varied diet,” and if an inmate is facing execution, he or she is offered anything for a last meal. But back in the day, food was used to reward or punish prisoners. Throughout the 1800s inmates had to show their good behavior before they were allowed anything to eat other than bread and water. Bon appétit!



DAN QUAYLE’S FAVORITE VEGETABLE

“My idea of heaven is a great big baked potato and someone to share it with.”

OPRAH WINFREY, QUEEN OF ALL MEDIA

No matter how you spell it, the potato is a versatile veggie that tastes great in many different forms. Potato chips, French fries, Tater Tots, home fries, and even the mashed variety you’ll scoop out on Thanksgiving are can’t-miss side dishes. Preparing these delightful dishes, however, takes more than just dropping a potato in boiling water.

It’s important to remember what kind of potatoes to use. Notably, no green potatoes. Unlike the tomato, a potato that is green on the outside is one to be avoided at all times, not because it’s moldy and bad, but because it’s poisonous. The plant contains a dangerous toxin called solanine that helps protect it against insects and disease, which can stem from leaving it exposed to light for prolonged periods. This also goes for the leaves and stems of the plant as well, so be sure to check the potato for any notable discolorations before you cook it. If it’s green, it’s obscene. If it’s brown, chow it down!
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But Wait! What about …

Are you getting nervous that you just found a green potato chip in the bag you’re chowing down from? Don’t worry, you’re safe as it takes an extremely large amount to do any kind of bodily damage. Take it from Lay’s—you really can’t eat just one.



Bye, Bye American Pie

“Good apple pies are a considerable part of our domestic happiness.”

JANE AUSTEN, ENGLISH NOVELIST

Come September, people stop thinking about ice cream cones and running through the sprinkler and start looking forward to the crisp days and chilly nights that autumn brings. And while most men are looking forward to spending these crisp days and chilly nights parked in front of the TV watching football, most women look forward to that simple pleasure called apple picking. Men across the country agree to traipse through orchards across the country because they know that if they do, they’ll get that one thing that they’ve been craving for months: homemade apple pie. But maybe everyone’s actually better off in front of the TV after all.

Apples are actually a lot more dangerous than you may think. Not only are they blamed for original sin, they also contain the makings of a poison. Apple seeds are full of amygdalin, a sugar compound that turns into cyanide when it’s metabolized in the body. Cyanide, once ingested, stops the blood from carrying oxygen and kills within minutes; there’s no known antidote. So if you’re making pie, be sure you get all those seeds. It can take a lot of seeds to actually do you in, but why take the chance?
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A Coffyn Full of Pye

You’ve heard the phrase, “As American as apple pie”? In reality, British colonists brought apple pie to the states. In Britain, pie used to be all about the filling—the sinfully good apple—and the crust, called a coffyn, was thrown away after the pie’s filling had been eaten. Too bad the Brits didn’t have that Pillsbury Doughboy.



A Sticky Situation

You may not spend a lot of time dealing with molasses, but if you’ve eaten a gingerbread man around the holidays or sat down to a bowl of baked beans during football season, you’ve probably fallen under the molasses spell. It’s thick. It’s gooey. And it’s absolutely delicious! But little did you know that molasses is actually a historical bad boy.

In the seventeenth century, molasses was big business for Britain and the soon-to-be United States. It was a part of the Triangular Trade in which molasses, rum, and slaves were kept moving in a messy triangle. The process went like this: the sweetener was produced at the hundreds of Caribbean sugar plantations (by slaves, of course) as a by-product of the process of turning sugar cane into table sugar. The molasses was then shipped to New England where it was distilled into rum that was then shipped to various ports in Britain and Africa. In Africa, slaves were bought and brought back to the Caribbean to keep the vicious cycle moving.

In 1733, Britain decided it wasn’t gaining enough from the trade and signed the Molasses Act, which levied taxes against the Colonists, into law. The rest is history. No taxation without representation. Don’t tread on me. And before you know it, the Colonists have won the Revolutionary War and the United States of America has been created … and all it took were several thousand slaves and a few barrels of sweetener.
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Sweet as Can Be

In 1919, a huge storage tank holding molasses burst open in Boston, killing twenty-one people and injuring 150. The sticky stuff rushed through the city’s North End at speeds of up to 35 miles per hour. So much for molasses being … as slow as molasses.



I JUST KEPT CHEWING, AND CHEWING, AND CHEWING …

“This will never be a civilized country until we spend more money for books than we do for chewing gum.”

ELBERT HUBBARD, AMERICAN PUBLISHER/WRITER

Looking to de-stress? Want to get rid of the garlic-and-onion breath that dinner just left behind? Or maybe you just want to look cool? A piece of gum is all you need to fix those problems. Chomp away on any of a variety of flavors (Bubblicious Twisted Tornado or Sour Mania, anyone?) and you’re good to go even long after that flavor is gone. You can stop chewing at that point, but continue at your own risk….

The American Dental Association warns that chewing gum that’s not sugar-free can cause tooth decay. Then you won’t have any teeth to chew gum with! The ADA recommends sugar-free gum to help prevent decay. Additionally, long-time chewers want to take note of this: Dr. Douglas Sinn, an oral surgeon based in Texas, warns that the constant act of chewing can cause tremendous strain on the jaw. Muscle strains, fatigue, and in more severe cases, a syndrome called temporomandibular joint (TMJ) disorder that can make opening and closing your mouth a chore.

Finally, as if you don’t have enough responsibility, you’ll want to make sure you throw the gum away when you’re finished. Swallowing it (or trying to) can result in it getting lodged in your throat and causing your life to flash before your eyes. It’s because of this that gastroenterologists recommend that you should not give chewing gum to children under the age of five.

Seems like a lot of risk for a measly stick of gum.

Yummy Gummies

“If “ifs” and “buts” were candy and nuts, wouldn’t it be a Merry Christmas?”

DON MEREDITH, FORMER FOOTBALL PLAYER/COMMENTATOR

Gummy candies are staples of penny candy stores and come in all sorts of shapes, sizes, and creatures. Worms, bears, fish, frogs, lobsters—you name it, there’s probably a gummy candy for it. They’re the rare candy that both tastes and looks so good.

One group of people that likely wouldn’t agree with this sentiment is dentists. The longest lasting disease among children aged five to seventeen in the United States is tooth decay. Teeth brushing alone won’t take care of it as the foods that children eat also play a large role in the decaying of their teeth, and gummies are at the top of the decay list. Gummies can stick to teeth, and with all that sugar stuck in there, they go to work on your teeth—and your wallet if you’re not careful as those dentist appointments don’t come cheap without insurance.

If your child decides a pack of gummies is the choice for that afternoon snack, don’t forget to give him a toothbrush to go with it.
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Eat Me Instead!

Not all gummies are bad for you. Many vitamin companies now market vitamins in gummy form in an effort to convince the younger generations to consume vitamins more willingly. Make sure your child only eats what’s recommended on the package!



Orange You Glad You Ate a Soybean?

“We’ve been sold on the idea that travel is no longer a luxury. It’s a staple, like soymilk.”

JAMES MORRIS, WILSON QUARTERLY

Nowadays you can’t go anywhere without being offered a soy alternative—soy milk instead of cow’s milk. Tofu instead of meat. Soybeans to replace the gasoline in your car. Sounds great, right?

Unfortunately, soy can also do some pretty bad things, like pump your body so full of estrogen that you’ll spend all month craving chocolate and crying whenever you see a puppy find a home on a Lifetime movie—and that’s true for men and women. Soy contains plant compounds that mimic the role of estrogen when ingested, causing problems like early development, infertility, thyroid problems, and so on. In addition, soy contains super high levels of manganese, a mineral that can cause brain damage in infants.

And if that isn’t enough, Arthur Galston, an American botanist, developed a chemical that would cause soybeans to mature more rapidly so they could be produced and sold more quickly: 2,3,5-triiodobenzoic acid (TIBA). At first, things went well, but then the military learned that, if used in high concentrations, 2,3,5-triiodobenzoic acid would actually cause the plant to quickly die. Say hello to Agent Orange, a chemical combo that obliterated the jungles of Vietnam during the Vietnam War. Although use of Agent Orange was banned by President Nixon in 1971, this herbicide is still causing birth defects in that country to this day.

So the next time you’re grabbing a Fair Trade venti caramel macchiato and the barista asks you if you want soy milk, you may want to just say no.

DUDE, BRING ME A SANDWICH!

“Too few people understand a really good sandwich.”

JAMES BEARD, AMERICAN CHEF AND FOOD WRITER

Cheeseburgers. BLTs. Reubens. Is there anything more ingenious than the sandwich? How else can you eat steak tips on the go? Well, if you take a look at the life of a man named John Montagu, you may be reaching for that fork and knife after all.

John Montagu was a British earl—the Fourth Earl of Sandwich, in fact. The sandwich, which he invented when he asked for something he could eat with one hand, was named after him. Things started off well for Montagu: He was a colonel in the British navy and soon worked his way up to secretary of state—and that’s when things started to go downhill. Montagu was in charge of prosecuting his old classmate John Wilkes, a political radical, for libel against the king. The good people of Sandwich didn’t like politicians who turn on their friends, and Montagu was lambasted in the press. And things just kept getting worse. While he was in charge in the navy, people were buying their way into various political offices left and right, crime was rampant, and damaged ships were sent out on various military assignments. Upon his death in 1792, it was suggested that his gravestone read, “Seldom has any man held so many offices and accomplished so little.”

What did these people want from him? He invented the sandwich, for God’s sake! Cut an earl some slack.
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Five-Dollar Footlong

Today, hungry people all over America celebrate National Sandwich Day on the earl’s birthday, November 3. Somewhere out there Jared Fogle is rejoicing.



Flour Power

For the majority of Americans, almost everything you eat has flour in it: cookies, candies, breads, pies, pastas, gravy, prepared seasonings … the list goes on and on. And there is something comforting about rolling up your sleeves, flouring up a rolling pin, and making some of your favorite foods from scratch. But wait a minute before you throw on your apron. It seems that the white flour you’re using in your favorite foods doesn’t really have your best interests at heart.

Flour is made from the almighty wheat berry, which has three parts: the bran, the germ, and the endosperm (gross!). Whole-wheat flour uses all three parts of the wheat berry, but white flour only uses the starchy, lackluster endosperm, which is ground down to nothing using super-hot, high-speed steel rollers, which suck any remaining nutrition out of the flour. Then, to add insult to injury, chlorine dioxide and other chemicals are used to bleach the nutritionless flour white. Chlorine dioxide speeds up the aging process so the flour can be put in your supermarket faster, but it also produces a toxic chemical called alloxan, which has been proven to destroy insulin-producing cells in the pancreases of rats and mice. Some studies say it can do the same thing to humans, other studies say it can’t. Do you really want to take the risk? If not, it might be time to switch over to wheat flour. It may be coarser than what you’re used to, but at least you won’t have to inject yourself with insulin every time you want cookies, candies, breads, pies, pastas, gravy, prepared seasonings, and so on.

A Spoonful of Sugar

“Ecstasy is a glassful of tea and a piece of sugar in the mouth.”

ALEXANDER PUSHKIN, RUSSIAN AUTHOR

Ice cream. Cotton candy. Sweet tea. All delicious. All powered by America’s favorite table topping: sugar. Try to imagine your world without the sweet stuff. Come to think of it, maybe that wouldn’t be such a bad thing after all. Sugar cane was first brought to the Americas by perennial nice guy, Christopher Columbus. Columbus planted the first crop in what is now the Dominican Republic, and things haven’t been the same since. As Europeans tried to raise enough sugar cane to satisfy their desires, they realized that they didn’t have the manpower to grow enough to meet the increasing demand. The solution? Slave labor, of course. Over the next 300 years more than 10 million slaves were stolen from Africa and brought to the “New World” to satisfy Europe’s sweet tooth.

But that wasn’t the last time that sugar would rear its ugly head. Fast forward a couple hundred years to the 1960s. The United States had issued an embargo on Cuba, which was the highest producer of sugar in the Caribbean. Obviously the good citizens of the United States didn’t want to give up their whoopie pies and Jell-O molds, so they decided to mow down thousands of acres of Florida’s Everglades to plant their own sugar. Over the last fifty years animals such as the Florida panther, the manatee, and various species of birds have been listed as endangered or threatened due to habitat loss and more than 2 million acres of precious Florida wetlands have been destroyed. Think about that the next time you run next door to borrow a cup of sugar from your neighbor.

PASS THE PEPPER … THAT IS PEPPER, RIGHT?

“The disparity between a restaurant’s price and food quality rises in direct proportion to the size of the pepper mill.”

BRYAN MILLER, WRITER

It’s one of the few spices that people are comfortable using. Unlike those with funky names that just sit in your spice cabinet forever (have you ever used cardamom? Do you know what marjoram looks like?), black pepper is one that can be found on tables and counters everywhere. But before you grind that pepper onto your favorite dinner dish, consider what you’re about to eat.

Black pepper comes in the form of peppercorns, which are then ground before being used on food. They have a very strong smell, but what you may not smell is the poop. Yup, poop. The FDA’s Food Defect Action Levels explain that there is an average of one or more milligrams of feces in every pound of whole peppercorns. This mainly stems from bird droppings from overhead or from mice and rats that drill through it during the storage/packing/transit process. It’s enough to have to worry about salmonella from the main course, but from the spices, too? It makes you wonder if those are really peppercorns disguised as something else. As if that’s not gross enough, the same Food Defect Action Levels say that a select amount of peppercorns are infested with insect filth and mold. So that’s what is being passed off as “black pepper” now? Is anything that we eat completely safe?
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Buy It Ground? Shop Around!

The ground pepper isn’t much safer as the FDA notes that it contains an average of 2+ rodent hairs per 50 grams along with the aforementioned insect filth. What other spices are in that cabinet of yours again?



A Bitter Reality

“That was the grapefruit of my dreams, I don’t mind telling you.”

JULIAN BARNES, A HISTORY OF THE WORLD IN 10½ CHAPTERS

Today, many people are bypassing coffee and chugging down a glass of grapefruit juice before they head out the door. If you’re one of them, you’re starting your day off right. Grapefruit is chock full of vitamins, calcium, potassium, and folic acid, all of which have been proven to have some pretty kick-ass health benefits. And, according to the U.S. Department of Agriculture, Americans consume roughly 164 million gallons of grapefruit juice a year, and that many people can’t be wrong … or can they?

Unfortunately, grapefruit doesn’t play well with an intestinal enzyme called CYP3A4 (although with a name like that you’d almost expect this enzyme to get some hard knocks), which works to metabolize drugs in your body. The grapefruit opens the gateway that CYP3A4 works hard to guard and allows more of the medicine to metabolize into your system than is supposed to be there, causing overdoses and bad reactions to common drugs used to treat high cholesterol, anxiety and depression, cancer, heart disease, and high blood pressure.

Grapefruit juice also increases the body’s production of an enzyme called aromatase, which, in men, converts testosterone to estrogen. As you can imagine, that really messes up a guy’s plumbing and can even cause erectile dysfunction. But don’t let grapefruit keep you down. Just say “Screw you!” to this citrus fruit, before it keeps you from screwing anyone else.

Spice It Up

“Once you get a spice in your home, you have it forever. Women never throw out spices.”

ERMA BOMBECK, AMERICAN HUMORIST

Imagine a world without spices. No cinnamon for your desserts. No ginger for the gingerbread houses (those are so much fun!). No oregano and parsley for your tomato sauce (blasphemous!). Spices help bring out the best in what you want to make. Several centuries ago, they were highly sought after in the trade market. Oh the things countries would do to get their hands on these spices.

These very spices, along with many others, were in extremely high demand due to their aromatic smells and culinary uses. Even in biblical times, Joseph was sold into slavery to spice merchants. (But he did make a mean coat, didn’t he?) Spices were fetching supremely high prices on the open market in that they were being traded for gold, silk, and Manhattan. Yes, Manhattan. The thanks for that deal goes to Johan de Witt. Thinking he was obtaining a prized possession (fertile land to grow nutmeg, which, in fact, wasn’t the case since nutmeg was readily available at the time), de Witt gave up the chunk of land that we now know today as Manhattan for nutmeg. Who put him in charge?

It’s hard to believe that the items we take for granted today were in that much demand back then. If you were giving up land in a deal, wouldn’t you want more than nutmeg?

IT’S A LITTLE RIPE IN HERE

Ah the fresh, taut skin of the tomato! The warmth inside as you take one luscious bite after another. The trickle of the seeds as they drip down the corner of your mouth. The world is full of tomato lovers. Unfortunately, the beautiful fruit that these herbivores love is only good when it’s farm fresh. Otherwise, you’re really just getting some freaky, Frankenstein fruit that’s almost unrecognizable as the beloved Solanum lycopersicum.

Since the demand for tomatoes in the United States is so high—more than 22 million pounds are eaten every year—growers had to find a way to get their produce to the stores without it rotting, squishing, or otherwise getting damaged. Their solution is to pick hard, green tomatoes; ship them wherever they need to go; then put them in a room filled with ethylene gas, which turns the tomatoes bright red. The problem with this somewhat creepy method is that, while the ethylene turns the tomato red, it doesn’t actually ripen it, meaning that the tomatoes you buy in the store are pale, tasteless, mealy monsters that were picked before their time. R.I.P., ripe tomatoes. Go in peace.
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Fruit or Veggie?

In 1883 Congress passed the Tariff Act, which levied a 10 percent tax on imported veggies. A frugal importer, John Nix, decided to challenge the tax on the grounds that the tomato is actually a fruit! The case made it all the way to the U.S. Supreme Court, where it was unanimously determined that the government doesn’t care if something is botanically a fruit. If it has to be a vegetable to be taxed, then science be damned! It’s a freakin’ fruit!
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