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Sally Squires:   

Thank you very much, and our condolences go to Deborah Tannen.  This was to be, I think, her father’s hundredth birthday, and they had a big family celebration planned, and Deborah was on early so that she could attend.  And sadly, that’s not going to happen.  But I’m happy to see those of you who are here, and thank you again for coming out early.  And I hope you will enjoy what we’re going to talk about today.

I do write something called the “Lean Plate Club.”  It is all about healthy eating and physical activity.  And we started this in 2001 at the “Washington Post.”  And it is not -- let me take you back to 2001; that was about the time that the Atkins diet was big.  Anybody ever try that?  The Atkins diet?  Yeah?  Yeah?  Okay.  Atkins diet was big, the “New York Times” the next year put on their cover a big, juicy porterhouse steak -- anybody notice this -- with pats of butter on it, and it was all about how you could pretty much ‑‑ the word was that you could pretty much eat whatever you wanted, and you could -- this high‑fat way, and you could lose weight.

Now we know that Atkins has gone by the wayside at this point.  There are actually 35 million copies and counting of both Atkins and even South Beach, which was a little ‑‑ it’s kind of Atkins Light.  But they’re all diets.  And one of the things that we’ve learned, and that I’ve been so inspired by, people who are members of the Lean Plate Club -- and we say this as members; membership really only means that you are interested in healthier eating and physical activity.  So we like to say that you learn to eat smart and move more.  And we like to say these are easy ways to reach a healthier weight, one meal at a time.

So this is what we’re trying to do, and there is a column in the” [Washington] Post,’ and you saw the book.  And what inspires me is that when we began, we began this as really kind of conversation of readers online.  And I had in mind this idea that I’d be sitting at my desk and talking to people online as they were eating their lunches.  And anybody out there eat your lunch at your desk?  Yeah?  Me too.  Okay.  And I’ll bet that you don’t just eat your lunch at your desk.  I’ll bet that if you’re like I am, when I first came to Washington, which is ‑‑ I’m one of those seasoned veterans.  And when I first came to Washington, we actually went to press conferences.  

And these days we sit at our desk, and through the wonders of all that we have we can just sit at our desk, and I can -- I listened  to teleconferences this past week I listened to the FDA talk about the E. coli, you know, problem in spinach, which was, you know, very interesting to do, but I didn’t have to leave my desk.  And I can listen to teleconferences at the National Institutes of Health and I can search the Web and I can search databases, including the Library of Congress, the wonderful Library of Congress.  But I don’t have to move.  So I have another question for you: how many of you ‑‑ because we’re slowly engineering activity out of our lives ‑‑ how many of you have a roll‑up window in your car?  Anybody?  Two?  Whoa.  Three!  Four!  Okay.

How many of you get up and change the channel on the remote?  I mean, you know, get up and not use the remote.  Two.  Your remote is with ‑‑ three.  Okay.  So your remote is not broken.  Okay.  So you get up and actually change the channel.  How many of you use a hand‑cranked can opener?  Oh!  Okay, yeah.  [Applauds].  How many of you deliver a message to one of your colleagues by actually doing it in person and walking, instead of sending an e‑mail?  Yes, okay.  [Laughs]. 

Well, see, you’re all part of what we hope is going to be the Lean Plate Club movement.  And as you know, two-thirds of the American public is now overweight or obese.  Seventeen percent of our kids are overweight or obese, and that’s climbing.  And if we don’t do something about this now, we will have the first generation of kids who do not live longer than their parents because of weight‑related illnesses.  And lest you think that this is just a U.S. problem, I’m here to tell you that in 2003 the World Health Organization issued a major report, and they said that weight‑related illnesses are now the leading cause of, of  disease and death throughout the world.  So, countries that are fighting poverty and famine are now also fighting a second front, which is too much weight. 

So that sounds all pretty, you know, depressing.  But I’m also here to tell you the good news.  And this is what inspires me to keep doing this, and I’m very proud of the Washington Post for letting me stick with this topic for five years and to continue for the foreseeable future.  And it’s really all about the things that you can add to your life to be healthier.  

So we talk about adding healthy fat, and how fat is not a four‑letter word.  Anybody like nuts or olive oil?  Canola oil?  Safflower oil?  You know, avocados?  Salmon?  Those are all the healthy fats that you can add to your life.  So when there was that big porterhouse steak on the cover of the New York Times, what might have been there instead was a beautiful salmon steak that might have had lemon and some other things around it.  And so those are the kinds of things that we talk about to help people figure out what they can eat.

I like to tell stories, and Lean Plate Club members have story after story after story.  But one of the ones that always comes to mind to me is a colleague who is very smart, worked at the “International Herald Tribune.”  She was fluent in two languages, French and in English.  And she came to me one morning, and she was really distressed.  And she said, “Sally” -- it was about 10:30 -- she said, “Sally, I don’t know what to eat.”  And I thought, oh my gosh.  Here we have this wonderful, this wonderful tradition of food that should be nourishing and healthful, and something that is a source of energy and all these great things, and here’s a very educated person who does not know what to eat because there’s so much confusion. 

And that’s one of the other things that in writing “Secrets of the Lean Plate Club” really tried to cut through all that conflicting, all that conflicting knowledge, all those conflicting headlines that one day say, you know, it’s okay to have this food this week, and next week it’s not, and how confusing that can be.

Anybody out there feel kind of confused about what you’re going to eat?  Yes.  And then, on the other side of it ‑‑ so we’ve never had more food available, never had more opportunities to eat.  And I like to say that, you know, we can now eat 24/7 in any location.  I mean, it can be our desk.  It can be our car.  It can ‑‑ well, actually, it can’t be the Metro in Washington.  That’s the one place we’re not allowed to eat, so maybe that’s a no‑food zone.  You know, Bill O’Reilly has his “No Spin Zone.”  Maybe we could have more no‑food zones.

But the whole idea, you know, that we’ve never had more food available, and we’ve never had less activity.  So it’s really not a surprise that just 300 extra calories a day ‑‑ anybody know how many calories are in a skim latte?  A tall skim latte?  You want to guess?

Female Speaker:

[Inaudible].

Sally Squires:  

How many?  Yeah.  Well, actually, 160 calories in a skim latte.  Okay?  Well, 300 extra calories a day beyond what you need adds up to 30 pounds of extra weight a year.  Two hundred extra calories beyond what you really need adds up to 20 pounds a year.  And 100 extra calories a day over the course of a year, beyond what you need, can add up to 10 pounds a year.

So it’s really a very tiny, tiny amount of calories that we’re talking about, because you can imagine that skim latte that so many of us enjoy, and on this chilly morning might actually like right now [laughs].  But that skim latte – which, which, you know, 160 calories doesn’t sound like much, but depending on what else you’re doing ‑‑ so these are the ways that we’re trying to give readers of the “Lean Plate Club” the tools to realize, to make the best choices. 

When I was writing this book and writing the proposal for it ‑‑ and those of you, because I know you’re out there and you love books -- it’s a long process.  You write a book proposal and you submit it, and then you wait to hear from publishers.  And one publisher was interested, and we were talking about what I wanted to cover in “Secrets of the Lean Plate Club.” And I said, look, this is not a diet book.  This is about tools and about resources so that people can tailor healthy eating and healthy physical activity to their own lives, because as we know, what I like and what you like might be quite different.  

And I can give you what you could eat, but it might not be what you’d like for the long run.  So I said to this publisher I could make up the whipped cream diet, and I could guarantee that you would actually lose weight, and I could fit that whipped cream in -- and I don’t know if you know this, but two tablespoons of whipped cream only has 25 calories.  It also has a little saturated fat, but it’s not a huge amount.

But, okay.  Twenty‑five calories.  Now you’d have to measure it out to make sure you don’t have too much whipped cream.  But, you know, a little bit of whipped cream ‑‑ you could see it in the bookstores, couldn’t you?  You know, you could see it on the shelves: “The Whipped Cream Diet”.  Yes.  Well, “The Whipped Cream Diet.”  I said, “I could write that and I could guarantee you’d lose weight, but in the long run it wouldn’t work because that’s not the way people eat.”  But the publisher on the other end said, “You could?  Could you really do ‘The Whipped Cream Diet?” 

[laughter]. 

She said, “I’ll buy that book.”  And I said, “No, I couldn’t do that book, and I won’t do that book, and, no, you won’t be buying.” And she didn’t buy ISecrets of the Lean Plate Club” either.  

[laughter]

But it was, again it’s we’re all looking for quick fixes, and I can tell you that “Secrets of the Lean Plate Club” is not a quick fix.  It is more like -- it is not a recipe for what you should do; it’s more of a road map to tell you the things that you can add to your life.  And I’m really excited, because a lot of famous chefs contributed recipes.  And that’s one of the things that we also try to encourage people to do.  We say, “Go back to your kitchens.  Go back to your dining rooms.  Take back control.”  

It’s not so easy.  I know how busy lives are.  But when you can cook for yourself, or even if you can assemble for yourself -- I have a friend who’s a food writer, and she says, “You know, if you can’t cook it, fake it.” Okay?  So one of the ways you can fake it is to go to -- in the grocery stores you could get a roasted chicken, or you can get things that are partially prepared, and you can add to it so that you can have, you know, a wonderful meal for your family.  

And I could tell you that it’s more than good nutrition for having a family meal together; that there’s been a very large study of 100,000 kids -- and this has just come out, and it’s by Cornell University researchers, and it’s very clear that families who eat together, their kids do better in school, they’re less likely to have eating disorders, they have better nutrition, and they’re less likely to get into substance abuse and other problems.  So there are all kinds of reasons why if we go back to our dining tables and to our kitchens, that we can really take control.

The Lean Plate Club members inspire me every week because they come in on our Web chat -- and this is the beauty of multimedia -- they come in with our Web chat, and for those of you who are looking confused, I’m not Deborah Tannen.  I’m Sally Squires.  [Laughs].  And this is “Secrets of the Lean Plate Club,” and we’re very sorry that Deborah couldn’t be here today. 

But what we try to do is, on this multimedia level we’re really becoming a movement, and this is what I love about it.  We have five million readers who are reading the “Lean Plate Club.”  And just like antismoking, the whole not being able to smoke in different areas, we’re emphasizing that it’s possible to eat smart and to move more, one meal at a time, to reach a healthier weight.  So it doesn’t have to be this huge, you know, deal.  Doesn’t have to be something that’s unattainable.  It’s small steps.

So let me tell you about some of the people who have taken those small steps.  One of them is the Arkansas governor Mike Huckabee.  Has anybody heard of Mike Huckabee?  He’s now the chair of the National Governors Association.  I don’t know if any of you have ever tried to lose weight in a very public way.  Kirstie Alley is an actress who has recently done this.  People who go on “The Biggest Loser,” the reality show, do this.  It’s a really high‑risk proposition, because you go in front of the public and say, “I’m going to do this, and I might fail,” because, actually, a lot of people fail as they try to reach a healthier weight.  

Well, Mike Huckabee discovered when he was governor that he had type 2 diabetes.  He’s one of about 17 million people in the U.S. now who have that, and as you know, type 2 diabetes is a serious health problem that has to be addressed.  So while he was in office he slowly began changing his habits.  And he lost more than 100 pounds, in office, very publicly.  And he talks about – and when you have the privilege of meeting him, he talks about going around to a lot of events where people, of course, pressed food on him.  He also says he comes from the South, where sometimes gravy is considered a beverage, you know. 

[laughter]

 [Laughs].  So he really had to change his habits.  And I heard him say that as governor -- and he’s done this very successfully.  He started exercising as well.  Exercise is a very big part of this.  And he started -- when he first did this, he could barely walk around the grounds of the mansion in Little Rock.  But he’s now running marathons.  And his doctor told him that if he started running too early with all this extra weight, that he would probably blow out his knees.  So he just slowly started walking and gradually built up, which was such a great idea.  He’s of course reversed his type 2 diabetes.  He’s running in marathons, and he’s really become a poster governor, I guess, for this change in lifestyle.  And he’s just one story.

There’s also a reader who wrote in to me.  Her name is Melissa Glassman, she lives in northern Virginia.  And I was really inspired, because she wrote in and she sent me a picture.  And she was an attorney, a busy attorney, and she was in her late 40s when she first started reading the “Lean Plate Club.”  And, you know, the weight had apparently crept up on her like it does on many people, you know just a couple of pounds -- I told you that extra 100 calories a day can add up to 10 pounds a year.  Well, every year, you know, a little more weight crept on, and she was a lot heavier than she knew she needed to be.  So she started just following these simple tips.  

And every week in the “Lean Plate Club” and also in “Secrets of the Lean Plate Club”, we just talk about a simple change you can make.  So it might be adding fruit and vegetables; those are two foods that you can pig out on.  Or it might be figuring out that fat is a thing that you can have in small amounts, and healthy kinds of fat like olive oil and almonds and avocados or salmon.  Or it might be just switching from white grains to whole grains so that you might have whole‑grain bread, or maybe you have just one slice of whole‑grain bread and one slice of white bread.  Or it might be choosing brown rice instead of white, or wild rice.  

Well, she just started making those simple changes, and she went from 250 pounds to 125 pounds in about a year.  She’s half her size, and she’s maintained it.  And she’s one of the people that when you hear all this doom and gloom about the obesity epidemic, which is clearly -- you know, it’s a problem; we’re really facing a major health problem for our country.  But when you hear all this, and you see these people week after week who make these small changes, small sustainable changes -- eating smart, moving more, one meal at a time to reach a healthier weight -- that you can really see this, this progress.  And it’s really very exciting.

You will also ‑‑ one of the things that we have coming up, and I’m going to challenge all of you to hopefully participate in this ‑‑ every year we do something called the Holiday Challenge.  Has anybody been a part of the Holiday Challenge?  Okay.  Well, there’s one.  Okay.  Well.  All right, here’s how it works.  There was a National Institutes of Health study in 2000 that showed that during the holiday season, from Thanksgiving to New Year’s ‑‑ you know, this is a big party season ‑‑ from Thanksgiving to New Year’s, how much weight do you think that people gain?  Anybody want to guess? 

Female Speaker:  

Five pounds? 

Sally Squires:  

Five pounds?  Okay, that’s actually right.  Five pounds.  They gain five pounds.  But that’s overweight and obese people gain five pounds.  And the problem is they don’t take that weight off in the spring.  So you can do the math.  Five pounds this year, five pounds next year, five pounds the year after.  Suddenly you’re 15 pounds heavier than you intended to be.  Now, healthy weight people only put on about nine-tenths of a pound; not such a big deal.  And the good news is they take it off in the spring.

So here was our idea.  We thought, okay, looks like the holiday season is a fueler of the obesity epidemic.  What if -- because we don’t want to be Scrooge for the holidays ‑‑ what if we took that idea of the holiday challenge -- of this holiday weight gain, and what if we challenge people and said, “Just maintain your weight from Thanksgiving to New Year’s.”  Don’t diet; dieting is actually disaster at the holidays.  There’s too much going on, too much stress, all that family time together, and plus it’s just not fun.  So let’s not do that.  

So we started six years ago, just about the same time as this Book Festival.  We started the Lean Plate Club Holiday Challenge, and we will start it again at Thanksgiving, and I challenge all of you to join us.  We will put tools on our Web site, we’ll be on Washington Post Radio, we’ll be in the “Health” section every Tuesday, and we have a magnet, also, that goes with this.  And you can also read about the Holiday Challenge in “Secrets of the Lean Plate Club.”  And the whole idea is to just keep your weight steady from Thanksgiving to New Year’s, and to just start the New Year unburdened by those extra holiday pounds. What we found is that when people did that, they were really surprised.  In not trying to lose weight, they found it suddenly got a lot easier.

And I got all these letters, anecdotal.  We got all these letters from people who said, “Wow, you know, it’s really interesting, but in not trying to lose weight, I actually lost a pound.” And in -- or, “Maybe I maintained my weight, and I didn’t expect that, and I felt so much better in January.  When I started the New Year, I felt so much better about myself.” And people have then used that as a springboard.

And that’s the way that I hope in “Secrets of the Lean Plate Club” that you’ll see the stories of people just like all of us who are trying to do this better.  Because whether you’re overweight now or not, whether you’ve been overweight and you’d like maintain where you are, if you’ve lost weight, or ‑‑ the problem is that as we grow older we are all losing -- our metabolism declines a little bit.  We’re all losing muscle mass, and so if you don’t have a weight problem now, odds are you will face a little bit of a weight problem in the future.  So it’s really important if you can figure out how to take control of this.  And this is where I also like the fact that in making healthier food ‑‑ and today you’re going to hear -- in this very pavilion you’re going to hear from some cookbook authors.  In “Secrets of the Lean Plate Club” you will find recipes from Jacques Pepin, from Emeril, from Joyce Goldstein, from a whole lot of wonderful chefs who have developed recipes that are great tasting. 

And I love the Lean Plate Club members who come into the Web chat every week, and they tell me about a healthy, great‑tasting food find that they’ve discovered, or they share a recipe, or they come in and they tell people, “You know, I’ve been where you are.”  I can remember a woman who came in and she said, “You know, I’ve just split up with my boyfriend, I’m finding my solace in Ben & Jerry’s and the kitchen” [laughs].  Not that any of us would know anything about that, right?  Or in the chocolate, or in whatever it is that you’re finding, and how important it is to figure out -- if you’re an emotional eater, to gain control of this.  

Because just as we’ve been the first nation that has these huge rates of obesity, we can also be the nation that leads the way for the rest of world in reaching a healthier weight.  So we may be the canaries in the mine right now, but for the future we can show people what we -- how you can eat smart and move more -- and I know I’ve said this before -- but eat smart and move more, one meal at a time, to reach a healthier weight.

So there are lots of things ahead, and I would welcome questions from all of you, if you have any, to talk about healthy eating.  And it could be about “Secrets of the Lean Plate Club” or the Lean Plate Club or the recent E. coli epidemic, or outbreak not epidemic, but whatever you would like to talk about, about physical activity or healthy eating, I’d be happy to address your questions, and thank you very much for being part this special event.  This is -- I’m just honored to be here, so thank you all.

[applause]

Female Speaker:  

I am one of your five million readers, and I am curious as to how you started the column.  What was the impetus?

Sally Squires:  

Well, we started the column at the “Health” section because we went from ‑‑ this is kind of newspaper insider stuff, but we had a tabloid section that the “Health” section was for from its very beginning, and I’m one of the original writers on the “Health” section.  I’m probably the only one who’s left, actually, from the original staff.  And we started that in 1984, and in 2000 we were able to go to a broadsheet -- actually, 2001.  And when we did that it opened up a place for a column.  And I thought it would be really fun -- I have a master’s degree in nutrition from Columbia University, and also a master’s in journalism, and I also thought it would be fun to combine these two in a way to really, you know, again, deliver a combination of the latest news about nutrition and physical activity.

Because that’s the other side of the equation; you know, calories in versus calories out.  But deliver that news, and also public service, which ‑‑ I’m very proud of the “Washington Post,” because we do see this as public service when the latest dietary guidelines came out, when ‑‑ and truly, if we all ate according to the latest dietary guidelines we probably wouldn’t be having this obesity epidemic.  When the Food Guide Pyramid came out, when the National Institutes of Health releases new information about cholesterol or blood pressure or sodium intake or any of those things, or the recent spinach problems with the E. coli, that it’s our job to deliver that and deliver what can you do, and how can you take the best steps for yourself.  

So it seemed like this really nice marriage between public health, public service and journalism.  And I feel very privileged to continue to be able to carry this forward.  I really have one of the best jobs in the world, because I get to talk to not only chefs and scientists but public health officials, and I never get doctors to call me back faster than when I say, “I’m with the ‘Washington Post’” [laughs].  So it’s great.  We have another question.

Female Speaker:  

What’s your opinion of vitamin supplements or mineral supplements if you’re eating healthfully?

Sally Squires:  

Yes.  Well, the idea is that if you’re eating healthfully you’re getting everything you need in the foods.  And this is -- however you feel about vitamin and mineral supplements, that’s clearly the best place to start.  Study after study shows that you want to get as many nutrients as possible from real food.  So that’s really good.

Having said that, there are some things that some expert bodies have said, including the National Academy of Sciences, have said you might need a little help on.  And one of them, for women in particular, is calcium.  So if you’re not a big milk drinker or if you’re not drinking fortified soymilk, if you’re lactose intolerant, or fortified orange juice, you may need some supplements.  And you probably need a supplement of both calcium and perhaps vitamin D so you can absorb that calcium.  But that doesn’t mean everybody needs it, it just means that if you’re not at the levels that are recommended -- which are 1,200 milligrams; that’s about three glasses of milk a day  -- three glasses of skim milk a day.  Let me emphasize that.  And that’s one of the things that the dietary guidelines say: three glasses of milk a day, or an equivalent.  So there’s that.

Also, if you’re 50 or older, there’s some good recommendations saying that you probably need vitamin B12.  And that’s because as you grow older stomach acids decline, and we’re less able to absorb B12 from our food.  So you may need a supplement.  So those are two places.  And then, women of child‑bearing ages and kids may need a little bit of iron.  Postmenopausal women and men don’t.  So those are some things.  So it’s kind of finding what do you need, you know, and what are you eating in general.  So, thank you very much. 

Female Speaker:  

I have one final question for Sally.  What size skim latte has 160 calories?

Sally Squires:  

[Laughs].  Well, you know, I get confused with the tall, the grande.  It’s the 16‑ounce one.  Okay?  All right.  Because it’s 80 calories per glass of skim milk, so it’s the one that kind of has about ‑‑ it’s roughly two cups of skim milk.  So, thank you very much, and I sure hope you enjoy the Book Festival.  Thanks for being part of it.

[applause]

[music]

[end of transcript]  


