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Introduction


Low-Carbers Unite!


Now more than ever, it’s a convenient time to be on a low-carb diet. Grocery stores and restaurants throughout the country are recognizing the sheer volume of people who choose to reduce the carbohydrates—and more specifically, the refined carbohydrates—in their diets.


Local, regional, national, and international chain restaurants, consistently found in large cities and small towns across America (and sometimes across the world) are realizing the enormous marketing niche low-carb dieters represent. Never in the history of restaurant food have we had more choices. Low-carbers can now enjoy everything from low-carb sandwiches to lettuce-wrapped cheeseburgers to sugar-free margaritas, cheesecake, and chocolate mousse at their favorite restaurants!


It’s amazing how rapidly things are changing. While researching this book, restaurants that had a small selection of low-carb items when I began are now launching full low-carb menus and marketing campaigns. Needless to say, I was changing and updating until the last minute. Undoubtedly there will be more changes after this book goes to print. Every restaurant I spoke with that had already implemented a low-carb focus to their menu has found it to be wildly successful. Even those who have yet to incorporate specific low-carb options into their menu report a staggering number of requests from customers for burgers without bread or entrées with steamed vegetables instead of potatoes, pasta, or rice.


KEEP IT UP!


The low-carb revolution is well underway and it’s only going to get better. The more vocal we—the people living the low-carb lifestyle—are, the more carb-legal foods we’ll see on restaurant menus and supermarket and convenience store shelves. If you don’t see something you need or want, ask for it. If store or restaurant managers get enough requests, they will try to accommodate them. Another way to encourage the growth of easily accessible low-carb foods is to patronize those stores and restaurants already offering them. Let restaurant managers know you appreciate the low-carb options and that you’d like see more of them.


Although I tried my best to compile a list of as many restaurants as possible, there were some chains that I was unable to include. For some of these, the low-carb information simply was not available, while others requested not to have their chain featured. Despite these omissions, I have created a thorough list that provides any low-carb dieter with extensive options both in price and cuisine, helping you to meet your constantly evolving low-carb needs.


Yes, changes in America’s eating habits are occurring at lightning speeds. Low-carb is the hot new consumer marketing niche. Likewise, most restaurants are going to make a fanfare of new low-carb menu items. I’ve included URLs for restaurant Web sites in this book so you can always go online and check the latest low-carb offerings any given chain might be featuring.


With this guide, you will finally be able to take your low-carb diet on the road, adhering to your carb restrictions whether you are two thousand miles from home or just stepping out for the evening. Get ready to put your social life into your diet because finally it is possible to lose weight and dine out.





Tips for Eating Out
Low-Carb Style



As complicated as it may sound, eating low-carb is really very simple. You don’t have to read many of the restaurants entries in this book to recognize a pattern. As long as you follow these basic low-carb rules, you’ll be able to go anywhere.


1. When estimating carb counts in an unfamiliar restaurant, you can use the general rule of thumb that all plain grilled, fried, boiled or broiled meats, seafood, eggs, cheeses, oils, and fats have zero carbs. For the most part, a small green salad without croutons will have between four and six carb grams. An entrée-size lettuce salad (such as a Caesar) will have between six and ten grams. You should factor in between four and eight grams for most steamed legal vegetable side dishes. Where it gets tricky is estimating dressing and sauces. Stay away from anything that seems like it has added sugar or fruit juice. Many sauces and all gravies have some sort of thickening agents like cornstarch and flour. As long as there are no sweet agents in the sauce, the overall ration of thickener to sauce ingredients is usually small enough to be insubstantial—about two to four grams. Likewise, many cream sauces such as béarnaise or beurre blanc will qualify for low-carb status, but to be cautious, limit your intake unless you know exactly what went into preparing them.


2. Choose vegetable side dishes according to the lowest carbs. Green is better when it comes to low-carb vegetables. Order things like asparagus, broccoli, spinach, green beans, and leafy greens. Next best are veggies like cauliflower, summer squash, tomatoes, bell peppers, mushrooms, and onions. Last on the veggie hierarchy are sweeter veggies like corn or carrots, although even with their higher carb count, they are healthy, fiber-filled carbs that have a much lower glycemic index than refined carbohydrates or starchy vegetables like potatoes or white rice.


3. Avoid all starches—this means breads, potatoes, sweet potatoes, and rice. Ask for double portions of steamed vegetables or green salad instead.


4. Avoid all desserts unless they are sugar-free. Even then, exercise caution. For instance, even if the filling of a sugar-free pie has minimal carbs, the crust still has a lot. Low-carb desserts at restaurants are few and far between, although Ruby Tuesday’s and Houlihan’s do currently have one dessert each on their menus.


5. Beware of sweet sauces and glazes. Something as innocent as grilled chicken can turn into a high-carb disaster if it’s bathed in a sticky sweet fruit glaze or barbecue sauce.


6. Be careful about small, high-carb additions to foods. Did you know that the croutons on the average Caesar salad contain about ten grams of carbohydrates? When you’re only allowed thirty or so carbs for the day, do you really want to spend a third on croutons? Look at your daily carb count range as a budget. You need to plan for the important things and not waste carbs on items that are not important to you.


7. Order drinks carefully. While many alcohols like vodka, rum, gin, bourbon, scotch, and whiskey have zero carbs, any of the sweeter liquors carry substantial carb counts. Be careful with mixers, too. No fruit juice, tonic, sweet and sour mix, or regular sodas. Stick to diet soda or club soda. A squeeze of lemon or lime is okay.


8. Sit as far from the bread basket as possible. Bread is the nemesis of low-carb dieters. Ask your server to leave this dietary saboteur in the kitchen, or if you’re dining with omnivorous friends, place it in front of them.


9. Give yourself something to do while others indulge in dessert. Try ordering an espresso or cappuccino or a nice cup of herb tea, with sugar-free sweeteners, of course.


10. Carry plastic forks and knives in your car, purse, or briefcase. No matter where you go, you can always get some sort of low-carb filled sandwich or burger that you can eat by tossing the bun. Having utensils makes the eating process immensely easier and neater. Even lettuce-wrapped foods are easier to eat with utensils than with your hands.


11. Keep individual packets of low- or no-carb salad dressings with you. In case the restaurant you’re in lacks good dressing choices, you’ll have your favorites with you.


12. Don’t let yourself get hungry. It will only cause you to overeat or go off your diet by the time you get to the restaurant. Carry snacks like small bags of nuts, cheese, or low-carb energy bars with you for emergencies.


13. If you must have the taste of a forbidden sauce or dressing, dip the tines of a fork in the sauce or dressing, then use the fork to pick up the food. You’ll get the essence of the taste you crave without all the accompanying carbs.


14. Plan in advance which restaurant you’ll be dining at and what food you will order. If you already know what you want when you arrive at the restaurant, you won’t be tempted to cheat. You won’t even need to look at the menu.





Carbs: A Quick
Reference Guide



GOOD CARBS VERSUS BAD CARBS


While the focus of this book is national and regional chain restaurants, don’t forget that the best restaurants aren’t chains or franchises. The best restaurants are the eateries—either small and casual or grand scale and deluxe—owned and operated by individuals and families who have a passion for food.


More than giving you specific menu recommendations for exactly what to order at any given restaurant, I hope this book will teach you how to eat out at any restaurant, confident that you won’t sabotage your weight loss or maintenance goals.


For this reason, it’s important to get familiar with the concept of the glycemic index in foods. Notice I didn’t say you have to become a nutritionist. We’re going to keep this simple and easy—you only need to be aware of the principle and how to choose foods accordingly. This way, if you ever find yourself in a restaurant situation where you have to eat some high-carb foods, you can minimize the damage to your weight loss goals.


While you’ll find detailed information about the importance of a food’s glycemic index in most of today’s popular low-carb diet books, the simple explanation is the glycemic index of a food refers to how quickly after eating that food your body’s insulin levels will spike and how high they will rise. Foods lower on the glycemic index digest more slowly than foods with high glycemic index numbers. Foods that digest slowly release sugar into your bloodstream at a slower rate, thereby reducing the body’s need to produce as much insulin to help in metabolizing the food. Less insulin released usually translates to quicker weight loss.




The Glycemic Index refers to the rate that different carbohydrates are transformed into sugars, released into the bloodstream, and absorbed by the body.





Some people are more sensitive to insulin than others; that’s why one person can cheat frequently on a low-carb plan and still lose weight while others have to follow their plans to the letter. Don’t worry, you don’t have to memorize the glycemic index number for every food. Just remember this simple rule: natural foods tend to have lower glycemic indexes. Avoid processed foods whenever possible. Stick to real foods like meat, vegetables, fruits, dairy products, natural oils and butter, and whole grains. If you’re going to eat bread, make it whole-grain, which digests slowly in your system, instead of white bread, which will spike your insulin levels like a rocket heading for the moon. Avoid anything with white sugar, which will do the same.


But this general rule isn’t foolproof. Some natural foods also cause your insulin levels to spike. Avoid sweeteners like honey, maple syrup, molasses, and especially brown or white sugar. Pure starches must be avoided, too. A baked potato has a higher glycemic index than ice cream! Pass on potatoes, but if you are going to eat them, small, waxy red or yellow potatoes have a lower glycemic index than the fluffy, floury bakers served at most restaurants. The same goes for rice—opt for brown or wild rice and skip the sticky, starchy varieties served at most Asian restaurants.





Net Carbs Versus Total Carbs



As the editor of a low-carb Internet e-zine (get your free subscription at www.fabulousfoods.com), I frequently get e-mail from confused readers about net carb counts. “What is this mysterious net carb number, and do I need to count all the carbs in a dish or only the net carbs?” This is one of the most frequently asked questions by people trying to live the low-carb lifestyle.


Net carbs are fiber- and sugar alcohol–related carbohydrates that have a low glycemic index number. As use of the glycemic index has become more commonplace, low-carb dieters have started to calculate net carbs, as opposed to simply adding all carbs together as bad carbs. This is good news for low-carbers because it provides an extra handful or more of allowable carbs for their daily allotment. To determine a food’s effective carb count, subtract the number of grams of fiber and/or sugar alcohols in the food from the total grams of carbohydrates. For example, a cup of steamed broccoli has a total carb count of 11.20 grams and a fiber count of 5.1 grams. Subtract 5.1 from 11.20, and you get 6.1 net grams of carbohydrates. Now doesn’t 6.1 sound better than 11.20?


“But that sounds too good to be true,” my readers lament.


In reality, it’s not. The body does not process sugar alcohols (such as maltitol, which is used in making many low-carb candies) the way it does other carbs. Also, fiber in a food slows the digestion process, giving the food a lower rating on the glycemic index. The more complex the carbohydrate, the more natural fiber that remains in a food and the better it is for your low-carb diet. The more refined and processed a food is, the more it will make insulin levels rise.





How to Use This Book



I designed this book to be easy to use, whether you are at the restaurant and trying to decide what to order, or if you’re planning in advance where to dine. Nobody wants to be the one person in a group who makes it difficult to choose a place to eat. With this guide, you will see that with very few exceptions, you can always find lots of great low-carb foods to eat, wherever you go.


RESTAURANT LISTINGS


The restaurants are divided into four categories:


FAST FOOD covers quick service restaurants (the kind where you order at a counter and get your food in a paper sack); for example, McDonald’s, Taco Bell, and KFC.


CASUAL RESTAURANTS are usually inexpensive, often coffee-shop type—establishments like Denny’s, IHOP, and Fuddrucker’s.


MIDRANGE RESTAURANTS take food quality and ambiance up a notch, and most serve alcohol; Think eateries like TGI Friday’s, Ruby Tuesday, or Steak and Ale.


UPSCALE RESTAURANTS represent the best that chain restaurants have to offer, with gourmet food made from fresh ingredients augmented by impressive wine lists.


RESTAURANT REVIEWS


Each restaurant review is divided into four parts:


THE GOOD presents the restaurant’s merits, from a low-carb dining perspective.


THE BAD gives you the low-down on the menu obstacles and challenges that this restaurant presents to low-carb dieters.


THE UGLY refers to the menu items that can really put the brakes on your diet’s success. Avoid them at all costs.


THE BEST THINGS TO EAT gives you specific low-carb menu recommendations.





Counting Carbs



Whenever possible, I have given the net carb count. Sometimes, as in the case of meats and cheeses, the net and total carb counts are the same.


Unless otherwise noted, the carb counts for salads do not include dressing. Don’t panic! Unlike low-fat plans, most salad dressings are allowed on low-carb plans. Vinegar and oil are lowest in carbs of all. Blue cheese is also a dressing of choice. Depending on the exact recipe, it often contains zero carbs, but never has a substantial number. Ranch is usually a good bet, too, at zero to three grams per serving, depending on the brand. Most vinaigrettes are also low-carb, but beware and ask questions—some use fruit juice or other sweeter ingredients. For the most part, Asian-style salad dressings have more sugar than their western counterparts, and low-fat versions of salad dressing generally have higher carb counts and more sugar than their full-fat counterparts.


The carb counts in this book have been estimated to the nearest gram and to the best of my ability. Some restaurants have prepared detailed nutritional data on their menus and whenever possible I have given these figures; otherwise, I give approximate carb count ranges using the United States government’s USDA Food Nutrient Database. As restaurants are somewhat secretive about giving out their proprietary recipes, it’s impossible to be precise.


LOW-CARB EATING


How rigidly you follow the recommendations in this book depends on whether you are following the weight loss or maintenance phase of your diet. If you are trying to maintain rather than lose, you are can add additional carbs into your diet. Just remember to eat low on the glycemic index scale. Unless otherwise noted, my recommendations are suitable for the weight loss phases of most low-carb plans.




Note: It is important for you to remember that the information in this book about restaurants and low-carb menus is subject to change and may vary from location to location. Consult the restaurant’s Web site for the most current and up-to-the-minute information about menu changes, new low-carb promotions, and limited time specials.





Look not only at the Good sections in each restaurant entrys but also the Bad and the Ugly. This way, you’ll come to see how effectively these seemingly innocent little indiscretions undermine your diet and weight loss/maintenance goals. The information is meant to make you truly think and make a conscious decision about whether eating your burger on a bun as opposed to wrapped in lettuce is really worth it.


Use and reject the recommendations in this book accordingly. Different low-carb plans allow and restrict different foods. I have tried to accommodate as many as possible. That said, I assume you know which eating plan you are following—you know which foods your plan does and does not allow.


Even when the facts and figure are accurate, you must always acknowledge that certain variations are possible. Use carb counts as guideposts to keeping your diet on track, but don’t live and die by knowing the precise number of carbs you consume, unless you have a medical condition that requires you to do so. Eat on the low end of your daily carb budget, and you’ll be fine. M. Evans also publishes Dr. Atkins’s New Carbohydrate Gram Counter. This pocket-sized book is small enough to carry with you wherever you go, in case you ever really need to know the real facts



RATINGS AND SYMBOLS


Each review has icons that represent the general price range of items on their menu. This number usually refers to the average price of a protein entrée, as this is what most low-carbers will be ordering:






	$


	Under $5







	$$


	$5 to 10







	$$$


	$10 to $15







	$$$$


	$15 to $20







	$$$$$


	$20 and higher








Each restaurant is also rated by stars. The scope of this book is only interested in the number of quality low-carb choices a restaurant offers its customers. Restaurants are rated for their appropriateness for low-carbers, not on the taste, quality, or value of the food or service at the restaurant:
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