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 Introduction

Obesity is the dominant unmet global health issue, with Western countries topping the list.

—World Health Organization

Set the soul of thy son aright, and all the rest will be added hereafter!

—Saint John Chrysostom

 



THIS BOOK is not a memoir, but it is undeniably grounded in a singular personal experience. My experience was not, for those hoping for something juicy, a moment of childhood drama. Nor was it anything that led to any form of spiritual or true psychological revelation. Compared to the harrowing tribulations that so much of the world's population endures, it was, when all is said and done, rather mundane and petty. Here it is: Some guy called me fatso. Specifically, he screamed: "Watch it, fatso!"

Here I should note that I deserved the abuse; after all, I had opened my car door into a busy street without looking into my side mirror first, and so had nearly decapitated the poor fellow. I could have killed him. But why... fatso? Could it be because I was indeed forty pounds overweight? Or that I could not fit into any of my clothes, even the ones I got at the Gap that were labeled "relaxed" (which, come to think of it, I wasn't), let alone the ones considered "baggy" (which, again come to think of it, I was)? Could it be because I had to back up ten feet so as to get my entire face into the bathroom mirror to shave every morning? Or that when I dined with friends they hid their small pets and seemed to guard their plates, one arm curled around them, as if I might plunge my fork into their juicy pieces of duck and make off with them? I'm obviously joking about the latter, but the point is that the insult hit home. In upwardly mobile, professional America, being fat—and having someone actually notice it and say something about it—is almost as bad as getting caught reading Playboy in your parents' bedroom when you're ten. Shame shame shame.

 Fatness was hardly a new issue for me. My wife and my physician had been after me for some time to do something about my problem, the former quite gingerly, the latter not so. My doctor, in fact, had recently suggested that I consider a new weight loss medication. At the time, I had promptly brushed the idea aside. Now, the sting still fresh, I reconsidered: Why not?

And so, for the next nine months, I put all of my extra energy into the task of shedding my excess avoirdupois. In modern America, this, I would find, was a rite in itself, replete with its own social institutions (health clubs), tonics (Meridia), taboos (Krispy Kreme), and aspirational totems (Levi's 501 regular cuts). I was apparently ready for this rite, for, to my delight, I slowly but surely lost the weight. What followed was encouraging, if somewhat predictable: congratulations from friends for "sticking to it"; enhanced self-esteem; a new wardrobe; a newfound confidence and spring in my step; phone calls from J.Lo. and Julia.

Yet the more I contemplated my success, the more I came to see it not as a triumph of will, but as a triumph of my economic and social class. The weight loss medication Meridia, for example, had been effective not because it is such a good drug; even its purveyors freely admit it is far from effective for most people. What had made the drug work for me was the upper-middle-class support system that I had brought to it: a good physician who insisted on seeing me every two weeks, access to a safe park where I would walk and jog, friends who shared the value of becoming slender, healthy home-cooked food consumed with my wife, books about health, and medical journals about the latest nutritional breakthroughs. And money. And time.

 I wrote about these insights, first for a local magazine, then in my column in USA Today, where I write about the politics of health. I then moved on to other topics. As is the case with most subject matter, fatness had remained, at least for me, somewhat abstract, distant—intellectual rather than emotional. It was certainly nothing one could view as a matter of national urgency.

Then, two things happened which would change that.

For one, I met a man named James O. Hill. Hill is a physiologist at the University of Colorado's Health Sciences Center. Curly-haired, a bit provocative, Hill is a vigorous, intellectually engaged fellow with an agile debating style and a wide-ranging presence in his field. Hill's field is the study of obesity, everything from its epidemiology to its causes to its treatment. It was Hill who, only a few years ago, coined what may be the single most quoted line in regard to today's soaring obesity rates. "If obesity is left unchecked," he told the Associated Press, "almost all Americans will be overweight by 2050." Becoming obese, he went on, "is a normal response to the American environment." With a presence on all of the leading public health committees charged with doing something about the nation's expanding waistline, Hill is the dean of obesity studies. It was my fortune to meet him at just the right time.

Hill spelled out the problem more clearly than anyone else. "See, for decades, most of us believed that the rate of overweight in this country was relatively static—somewhere around 25 percent of the population would be always overweight," he recalled one day. "But then, beginning in the late eighties, we started seeing that rate spike upward, 30, 35, 40 percent. And that started freaking a lot of us out. Where were the gains coming from? We know that obesity has a strong genetic component, but twenty years—anyone knows that is a laughingly small amount of time for genetics to change so much. So for the guys like myself, the question has become, basically, what has changed in the environment to allow the inclination toward overweight and obesity to express itself? What changed around us to allow us to get so big?"

 Big, of course, is putting it mildly. Today Americans are the fattest people on the face of the earth (save for the inhabitants of a few South Seas islands). About 61 percent of Americans are overweight—overweight enough to begin experiencing health problems as a direct result of that weight. About 20 percent of us are obese—so fat that our lives will likely be cut short by excess fat. More than 5 million Americans now meet the definition of morbid obesity; they are so obese that they qualify for a radical surgical technique known as gastroplasty, wherein the stomach is surgically altered so as to keep food from being digested. (The American Bariatric Society, whose members perform gastroplasty, reports that its waiting lists are months long and that its surgeons "can't keep up.")

Children are most at risk from obesity. About 25 percent of all Americans under age nineteen are overweight or obese, a figure that, Hill points out, has doubled in thirty years. That one figure recently moved U.S. Surgeon General Dr. David Satcher to declare obesity to be a national epidemic. "Today," he told a group of federal bureaucrats and health policy officers, "we see a nation of young people seriously at risk of starting out obese and dooming themselves to the difficult task of overcoming a tough illness."

Obesity itself is slowly moving into the middle and upper classes, but the condition disproportionately plagues the poor and the working poor. Mexican American women aged 20 to 74, for example, have an obesity rate about i3 percent higher for those living below the poverty line versus those above the poverty line. Diabetes occurs at a rate of 16 to 26 percent in both Hispanic and black Americans aged 45 to 74, compared to 12 percent in non-Hispanic whites of the same age.

 Yet most of America—particularly the America of the Me Generation—seems to be in deep denial about the class and age aspects of obesity. Get a group of boomers together and, within minutes, the topic of obesity shifts not to medical issues but, rather, to aesthetic and gender issues, to the notion—widely held in the urban upper middle class—that "talking too much about obesity just ends up making kids have low self-esteem." Or that it "might lead to anorexia."

Those attitudes also permeate the medical sphere; doctors and other health care providers remain either in ignorance or outright denial about the health danger to the poor and the young. In a rare moment of industry scrutiny a few years ago, the Centers for Disease Control surveyed twelve thousand obese adults to find out what, exactly, their doctors were telling them. The results were arresting. Fewer than half reported being advised to lose weight. A separate study sharpened the indictment: Patients with incomes above $50,000 were more likely to receive such advice than were those with incomes below. As the Journal of the American Medical Association noted, "The lower rates of counseling among respondents with lower education and income levels ... are particularly worrisome, because members of lower socioeconomic groups have poorer health outcomes."

Yes, worrisome. Yet we Americans are inured to such dirges, which daily seem to well up from the pages of our newspapers. Certainly I was. Until, that is, the unexpected intruded.

It happened in the Intensive Care Unit of Los Angeles County/ USC Medical Center, one of the nation's busiest hospitals. I was there visiting an ailing relative when, suddenly, a gaggle of interns, nurses, and orderlies pushed a gurney through the ward. On it lay a very large young man, perhaps 450 pounds, hooked to the ganglia of modern medicine. He had just undergone an emergency gastroplasty repair, and it did not look good. As I came to learn, first through bits and pieces exchanged by the ward nurses, then through comments by the patient's parents, it was not the first emergency for this man. As his mother, a modestly dressed woman in her forties, moaned at one point, "Second time in three months ... his stomach keeps coming unstapled" (not all forms of gastroplasty actually involve stapling, as did older forms of obesity surgery, but many still refer to it that way). The woman then leaned on the shoulder of her weary husband. "My ... boy." Her boy was dying from his own fat.

 Yes, he was dying, and yes, the more I looked, the more I could see: Here was someone's boy, one plagued, I imagined, by years of bad health, discomfort, self-loathing, and, of course, countless insults and snickers by passersby and friends alike. But someone's little boy nonetheless. Watching him as he gasped for air—respiratory function is one of the first things that can go when one gets so big—I could not help think: There but for the grace of God go I. And, to hear Jim Hill and Dr. Satcher tell it, a large number of other decent Americans.

Driving home that night, through the barrio of East L.A., then up the chilly black Pasadena Freeway to the town where I live, I wondered just how a boy becomes so disabled. Genes certainly played a role, but as Jim Hill had lucidly pointed out, genes have always played a role in obesity. The question was, why are we seeing so many more people like the one I just saw? How—exactly—had they been made? And if it is true that, in America, every man is his own author, that every man, as Ivan Illich once wrote, "is responsible for what has been made of him," then what, as a nation, is being made of us by the obese?

I decided to find out: How is it that we better-off Americans, perhaps the most health-conscious of any generation in the history of the world, have come to preside over the deadly fattening of our youth and their future? That is the story you will read on the following pages, and that is why we must now turn to the strange career of one Earl L. Butz...


 1. UP UP UP!

(Or, Where the Calories Came From)

EARL BUTZ, nominated by Richard Nixon in 1971 to be the eighteenth secretary of agriculture, conjured the airs of a courtly midwestern grandfather, the kind who liked to show up at Sunday dinner, give the blessing, lecture the grandchildren about patriotism, free trade, the goodness of farm life, and the evils that threatened such a life—and then go out to the backyard and tell off-color jokes to the assembled adults.

In Washington, Butz was an optimist, chanting "Up up up!" whenever he got good news about farm prices. And he was telegenic, his hawk-nosed profile and slicked-back white hair a staple on the nightly news, where he would spin his own "up up up" version of America and its endless agricultural cornucopia. Indeed, if most Nixon appointees avoided the light and the heat, Butz bathed in it. There were his endless battles with Henry Kissinger, whom Butz liked to accuse of "putting your dirty fingers into my farm policy." There was his constant—and very public—denigration of welfare spending, of people who "sit on their duff waiting for a nice handout." And there was his persona in his office, where Butz would regale visitors with his grand visions for agriculture—better crops! tastier tomatoes! corn and wheat and rice to feed a hungry world!—and then, grinning like a Rockwellian Puck, jerk his thumb backward at the sculpture sitting behind his desk—one of two wooden elephants, copulating. "That's what it was like trying to multiply the farm vote for Nixon!" he'd say with an infectious belly laugh. It was hard not to conclude that Earl "Rusty" Butz was, among many other things, a true piece of work.

 Like most presidents, Richard Nixon had nominated his new agriculture secretary for largely political reasons. By the early 1970s the once solid "farm vote" was wobbling. The problem was the economy; farm income had plummeted. The immediate causes were short term in nature. Cautious growers simply had not planted enough grain crops. At the same time, the costs of farming—from agrochemicals to labor to transportation—had soared, so much so that by 1972 poultry farmers were forced to kill a million baby chicks because they could not afford the price of feed. Urbanization drove the long-term forces behind the farm problem. Cropland was getting more and more expensive to hold on to. So was labor. Old-timers were seeing their grandchildren go off to college—and not return. Anyone with political antennae could see that the overall mood was one of gloom—not a particularly promising mood for what many believed would be a hotly contested election. When profits hit an all-time low in 1971, farm leaders began openly talking about defecting to the Democrats. Nixon, preoccupied with the Vietnam War and dogged by the press, despaired: A bunch of angry farmers was all he needed.

But the president did know one thing: To fix the farm, he needed someone from the farm. And in 1971, Butz—conservative, energetic, with an already lengthy vita ranging from his Ph.D. in agricultural economics to his service to the United Nation's Food and Agricultural Organization—was a perfect farm fixer.

Not long after Butz arrived in Washington, though, another crisis exploded, this one involving a character as truculent as Butz himself: the American consumer. Around the nation, homemakers were fuming at the soaring prices of such basic items as hamburger, cheese, sugar—even margarine. By early 1973, with food price inflation at an all-time high, the anger had turned into a full-blown middle-class protest. Across the country, consumer groups comprising self-described activist homemakers organized a widespread meat boycott, replete with big-city marches and signs that read HELP US HELP YOU! DON'T EAT MEAT! The movement even had its own graphics—a big T-bone steak with BOYCOTT MEAT emblazoned across it in giant red letters. In San Francisco, the Consumer Action Group called for a 15 percent price rollback for all meat. (Nixon responded with a poorly received "price ceiling.") In Houston, Housewives for Collective Action led their entire families on loud demonstrations at supermarkets. The July 16 issue of U.S. News & World Report summed up the national discontent perfectly: "Why a food scare in a land of plenty?"

 The answer was meteorological and global. The weather in 1972 had been abnormally bad for farmers worldwide, resulting in smaller crops across the board. Worse, a basic source of protein feed meal for the world, the anchovy fisheries off the coast of Peru, failed to produce even minimal requirements. Add to this the impact of the devalued dollar, which made American food cheaper abroad just as supplies were dropping worldwide. The result was that there wasn't enough food—or at least not enough food to keep prices stable. Around the country, the situation provoked rampant malaise-speak, even among typically cool-headed observers. "Like it or not," declared the economist Lester R. Brown of the Overseas Development Council, "Americans are sharing food scarcity with Russia." Suddenly, there were signs of shortage fear everywhere. Stores selling horse meat opened in Portland and Chicago. In Minnesota, a black market in meat was reported.

To Nixon, the political face of food had warped. If farmers wanted more money for their products, consumers wanted products for less money. With notions of entitlement growing and memories of the Depression fading, the folks "wanted what they wanted when they wanted it," as Butz liked to put it. And Butz, disinclined to equivocation—"The only one thing in the middle of the road is a dead skunk!"—was inclined to please the farmers first.

 To do so he launched an aggressive campaign to "liberate" growers from the clutch of government regulation. To enlarge the farmer's marketplace, he spiked USDA rules requiring government approval for large export sales. In late 1973 he went abroad to beat down trade barriers to American products, later striking the nation's largest grain sale ever to a foreign power, the Soviet Union. And to give the farmer more pricing flexibility, he ended the longtime program of mandated national grain siloing, instead letting farmers store and sell excess grain where and when they desired. His message caught on. Corn and soybean growers planted their fields exactly as the Sage of Purdue advised: "from fencerow to fencerow." By the mid-1970s corn production soared to an all-time high. So did farm income.

For makers of convenience foods, the corn surpluses would eventually become a boon to new product development and sales. For years, sugar prices had been tied to a worldwide price structure that, in essence, served as a form of foreign aid to developing nations. That had kept prices for U.S. consumers—manufacturers and families alike—unnaturally high. But in 1971 food scientists in Japan found a way to economically produce a cheaper sweetener. They called it high-fructose corn syrup, or HFCS. It was six times sweeter than cane sugar and, as its name implied, it could be made from corn. That meant that the cost of producing any high-sugar product could be slashed. HFCS had other chemical attributes as well. Using it in frozen foods protected the product against freezer burn. Using it in long-shelf-life products—like those in vending machines—kept the product fresh-tasting. Using it in bakery products (even in rolls and biscuits that normally contained no sugar) made those products look "more natural"—as if they had just been browned in the oven. Although it would not be until the late 1970s that mass production techniques would make its use widespread, HFCS stood as a testimony to Butz's free-planting theology.

 HFCS also had one attribute that posed a potentially troubling question to those in the food industry. Fructose, unlike sucrose or dextrose, took a decidedly different route into the human metabolism. Where the latter would go through a complex breakdown process before arriving in the human liver, the former, for some reason, bypassed that breakdown and arrived almost completely intact in the liver, whereupon the organ set upon it as it would anything else. This unique feature of fructose, which was intensified by the high concentrations of it in HFCS, would come to be called "metabolic shunting." In food science circles, it raised eyebrows but, as several scientists present at the time note, not warning flags. Stanley Segall, now a leading expert in the science of fat and sugar replacements at Drexel University in Philadelphia, recalls a committee he served on at the time that was looking at the fructose shunting issue. "I remember being told, as a sort of junior on the committee, 'Don't be silly—everyone knows that it's the same as sugar.' But no one really answered the question: whether, if you use fructose as your main source of sweetener, you do get more fructose in the metabolic process," he says today. "It was decided fructose was no different—that it was only a question of quantity. But no one really looked at it in depth."

Certainly not the USDA. There the concern was pure farm economics. To stimulate demand for his farmers' goods, Butz took to the stump to "re-educate" the caterwauling American consumer. Striding up onto a makeshift platform in a supermarket parking lot, Butz would pull a loaf of Wonder Bread from a paper bag and wave it about for all to see. "You all know what this is," he'd say, opening the bag and pulling out a single slice. "Well, guess how much is the farmer's share of this. You'd be right if you said this one darned slice!"

Consumers had the problem all wrong, Butz would go on. Why, it was the labor unions—particularly the transport, manufacturing, and retail sectors—that caused the greatest price increases. Their average wage increases had gone up while the farmer's typical wages had stayed flat. Labor leaders like George Meany were the problem. The supermarket barons were the problem. Even consumers bore some of the responsibility. Convenience foods and TV dinners (still costly then) were really nothing but a "built-in maid service." The meat boycott wasn't the answer. Everyone needed simply to buck up.

 But the straight talk that had worked with farmers wasn't enough for American consumers. Many of them were union members themselves, struggling just to make ends meet. Others were members of a new kind of American family, one consisting of not one but two wage earners. To them TV dinners might be pricey, but they were also practical. And wanting meat every day was not a bad thing. A cartoon in the New York Times Magazine depicting a man and his wife sitting down to table with two bowls of dog food caught the mood. Holding back Rover with one hand and holding out a newspaper with the other, the man reads: "Secretary Butz says the price of steak is just right!"

Of course it wasn't. And the consumer message to Washington—a veritable generational temper tantrum—was clear: We want what we want when we want it. We don't care why food is expensive, we just want it to be less so. You're the government—fix it, or we'll turn you out in October. Richard Nixon, of course, was gone long before then.

 


Gerald Ford, the reluctant new president, was a quiet, deliberate man with the impossible task of reassuring "the folks" that a post-Nixon government of Republicans could be trusted. He was, like the nation, obsessed with inflation, and in his office and on the stump he liked to refer to the problem as "public enemy number one." To squash the enemy he turned to Butz. His only instructions were to get food prices down without resorting to the kind of price controls that Nixon had implemented in 1973.

One day, pondering this new charge, Butz got a phone call from a Texas congressman named William Poage. The assistant chair of the influential House Committee on Agriculture, Poage was often on the horn to Butz, usually complaining about this import subsidy or that export restriction—anything that might damage his powerful constituency of soybean growers. He certainly never called to praise the secretary, who had alone championed the opening of overseas markets for Poage's bean growers—markets that, almost overnight, had made them the single richest agricultural producers in the world.

 "Mr. Secretary—it's rat oil," Poage said in his dry Texas drawl.

"What?"

"It's rat oil, sir. This palm oil thing has gotten completely out of hand. We've got to do something. We can't just sit here and let the Malays take our markets away from..."

Butz had been getting updates about a congressional debate over the issue of palm oil imports and its impact on soybean growers. As usual with Poage, the soybean growers faced "a national crisis." They were at "a dangerous turning point." The secretary, Poage complained, had told the nation's farmers to plant fencerow to fencerow. Now where were they going to sell all those soybeans if we were going to allow this "rat oil"—Poage was convinced, albeit without any evidence, that it was "infested"— to take away our own home markets?

The congressman went on and on, but to Butz his plaint—and the message from much of his own constituency—had grown predictable and confounding, especially in light of the president's new mandate. Poage wanted the administration to back new quotas and tariffs on Malaysian palm oil. Butz was chagrined. As he recalled in a recent interview, "It was back to square one with the education campaign. The hardest thing to sell—and get the American farmer to understand—was that to expand exports we had to expand imports. We had to get farmers to think differently. They had been used to being protected. Yet the president wanted the government out of the farming business.

"So what was I to do?" Butz continued. "I finally came to the conclusion that I would have to take some heat to get the point across—even if it was from our own constituency." The new official line, Butz explained, was "to stand up for free trade on both sides—it was the only way I was going to keep some legitimacy bringing down other barriers abroad. President Ford gave me a lot more freedom than President Nixon, so I was able to go ahead on something that should have been done a long time ago."

 Freed from Kissinger's "dirty little fingers" in international matters, Butz moved his new agenda quickly. To delay any new tariff or import legislation, he deployed his closest political staff to testify in front of a House Agriculture Committee meeting, where Poage was in high boil. Butz instructed his staff to tell the representatives that he would have to prepare a special report before considering their demands, and that the report would not be ready until May. The stall thus lodged, Butz assembled a group of his most ardent free trade advisers and planned what they came to call "the round the world free trade mission." Palm oil would be one of its first subjects, and Malaysia, where the bulk of it was grown and processed, would be one of his mission's first stops.

 


Palm oil had been around as a commercial fat for many years. The British had introduced Elaeis guineensis as a plantation crop in the late nineteenth century. Later on, the Malaysian government had subsidized the palm's widespread planting as a way to resettle thousands of poor Malays onto the new nation's rugged frontier. But palm oil, which is more chemically similar to beef tallow than traditional vegetable oil, was difficult to process. Some of its original American importers referred to it as axle grease. Its competitors called it tree lard.

In the mid-1970s, however, new technologies transformed tree lard into a viable commercial fat, one fit for everything from frying french fries to making margarine to baking cookies and bread and pies and no end of convenience ("built-in maid service") foods. It was, in a sense, the fat world's compatriot to the sugar world's HFCS. Because it was a stable fat, products made with it lasted forever on supermarket shelves. True, a manufacturer might have to use more of it to achieve a good "mouthfeel," and that meant an increased caloric count in the resultant food product, but that, at least at the time, was a secondary issue. Price was key. And palm oil prices were unbelievably good—all the time. The trees produced heavily all year round. Palm oil was also tastier than many vegetable oils, mainly because of its molecular similarities to lard. There was one other thing: Palm oil was such a highly saturated fat that its proponents secretly touted it as "cow fat disguised as vegetable oil."

 American health and medical experts already knew that saturated fats were bad for the cardiovascular system, plugging up arteries, sending blood pressure spiraling, and raising the chances that a consumer of such fats might die a premature death. In the Agriculture Committee's hearings on palm oil, Poage himself tried to marshal the health argument. "Palm oil is more highly saturated than hog lard," he testified. "I do not think that the American housewife should be put to the proposition of buying this palm oil without any notice whatever that it is not what she thinks it is. She thinks when she buys vegetable oil that that's all there is to it, and that she has got something good for her family. When she buys this type of vegetable oil, she ought to have a warning." Hence, in his bill, Poage proposed that all food containing palm oil come with a label stating that it "contains or was prepared or processed with palm oil, a highly saturated imported vegetable product."

Although Poage was more interested in the economic damage that palm oil was wreaking upon his soybean constituency than in its health impacts, he also happened to be on target. Hog lard, even then rarely used, was 38 percent saturated; palm oil was 45 percent saturated. His idea to label palm oil as a saturated fat was ten years ahead of its time. Yet in Congress, not a single medical authority testified against palm oil. As much as the medical establishment was concerned about saturated fats, palm oil seemed an unlikely candidate to be singled out for censure. The small body of science on the fat was mixed. It had been linked to gallstones in hamsters and hypertension in rats. But it also had been assessed positively because of its ability to prevent vitamin A deficiency in such nutritionally underdeveloped nations as Indonesia. Public health advocates were hardly prepared for a battle. The U.S. regulatory system for foods, split between the boosterish USDA and the overburdened FDA, was hardly the place to initiate and fund speculative food science. Then, as now, foods were lightly regulated; their long-term medical consequences were less important than their immediate safety, purity, and usefulness.

 And then, as now, food was an increasingly globalized political issue. In Malaysia, palm oil could make or break a career, and Butz's counterpart, Musa bin Hitam, had ridden it to the crest of power. Tough-minded and pragmatic, Hitam ran the country's powerful Ministry of Primary Industries, which among other things was responsible for palm oil production and sales. He operated the ministry like a business, setting goals for his staff and making quick response to trade queries a priority. Americans doing business in Kuala Lumpur knew Hitam as a progressive bureaucrat and a worthy negotiator.

On April 23, 1976, Hitam met Butz at Kuala Lumpur International airport and swept him off to a series of stopovers. The stops were meant to impress one message upon Butz: If Malaysia were to remain a strong ally in a still volatile Southeast Asia, the country needed enhanced trade with the United States and other developed nations. As Hitam later wrote, the palm oil trade was a "fuel for democracy."

"You must realize that 85 to 90 percent of our national budget comes from what I look after," Hitam told Butz. "In rubber alone, each 1 percent increase means $25 million in export earning for us." The same was true with palm oil, Hitam went on. Palm oil wasn't like soybean oil, which was merely a by-product of soy meal production. "It's a big bit of our entire earnings, sir."


 As the two men strode through a palm plantation in Selangor, Butz began to warm to Hitam, recalls John DeCourcy, a senior agricultural attaché in the U.S. embassy in Kuala Lumpur at the time. Soon the secretary was telling funny stories from his own repertoire that illustrated the American version of Hitam's concerns.

"And he managed to get Hitam talking about something that no other American ever did: What could America sell to Malaysia?" DeCourcy recalls. "Traditionally all of Malaysia's imports—chicken parts, canned goods, even orange juice—had come from Europe, usually via some U.K. group that had longtime colonial ties. But Mr. Butz—he connected with this guy like no other I'd ever seen. Why, he even sat down and ate durian [one of the most foul-smelling fruits in the world] with him—and without betraying even a hint of discomfort or surprise."

Only two days after the visit, DeCourcy and Hitam both received messages from Butz. To Hitam he wrote: "May I assure you again that we intend to remain competitive in the edible oil field ... and that means access to our markets.... We are delighted with your plans for product diversification, market development, and market diversification. We feel your interest and our interest in this area are identical." To DeCourcy he wrote that "we are going to stand foursquare for the principles of freer trade."

In other words, Poage be damned. Palm oil would be welcomed in America.

Reading his letter and breathing a sigh of relief, DeCourcy couldn't help but chuckle. He had just witnessed a deal that could alter the course of a nation—one that had been pulled off by a quirky man from Purdue who could eat a smelly durian with the relish of a farm boy chomping down on the season's first ripe watermelon.

 


Earl "Rusty" Butz, of course, would be remembered by most Americans not for his accomplishments in bringing down the cost of food, but rather for his one great vice: joke-telling. His most infamous—and last—official transgression took place in September 1976, when Butz was flying from the GOP convention in Kansas City to Los Angeles with a group of friends. It was late. The secretary was tired. Bored, he began telling jokes. Asked by John Dean why Republicans couldn't get more African Americans into their tent, Butz replied with an anecdote he'd heard from an old ward politician, something to the effect that all blacks really wanted was sex, loose shoes, and indoor plumbing. Dean published the remarks in an article he was writing for Rolling Stone. Gerald Ford, in a tight election campaign, castigated Butz. His own party stalwarts urged him to fire Butz. The president refused. The press picked up on the infighting and within a week, Earl Butz had resigned and returned to Purdue.

 By the early 1980s, however, Butz's true legacy was everywhere evident. There were no more shortages of meat or butter or sugar or coffee. Prices on just about every single commodity were down, as were the prices of foods made with such commodities. In what would prove to be one of the single most important changes to the nation's food supply, both Coke and Pepsi switched from a fifty-fifty blend of sugar and corn syrup to 100 percent high-fructose corn syrup. The move saved both companies 20 percent in sweetener costs, allowing them to boost portion sizes and still make substantial profits.

Meat production worldwide soared as feed costs of soy meal and corn fell. That, in turn, spurred huge increases in the supply of soybean oil, a by-product, leading to even lower prices for that industrial fat. At the supermarket, calorie-dense convenience foods were thus becoming more and more affordable. High-fructose corn syrup made from the growing surpluses of U.S. corn had made it easier and less expensive to make frozen foods. TV dinners and boxed macaroni and cheese were downright cheap. At fast-food stands, portions were getting bigger. Fries were tasting better and better and getting cheaper and cheaper. (McDonald's, which at that time fried its potatoes in palm oil, had built its first Malaysian oil processing plant just months after Butz's visit.) And the very presence of such alternatives as palm oil forced traditional fat suppliers like the soybean growers to lower their prices as well.

 In short, Butz had delivered everything the modern American consumer had wanted. A new plenitude of cheap, abundant, and tasty calories had arrived.

It was time to eat.


 2. SUPERSIZE ME

(Who Got the Calories into Our Bellies)

IF THE WOBBLY ECONOMY of the 1970s had left consumers fulminating over high food prices and the forces that caused them, the same economy had driven David Wallerstein, a peripatetic director of the McDonald's Corporation, to rage against a force even more primal: cultural mores against gluttony. He hated the fifth deadly sin because it kept people from buying more hamburgers.

Wallerstein had first waged war on the injunction against gluttony as a young executive in the theater business. At the staid Balaban Theaters chain in the early 1960s, Wallerstein had realized that the movie business was really a margin business; it wasn't the sale of low-markup movie tickets that generated profits but rather the sale of high-markup snacks like popcorn and Coke. To sell more of such items, he had, by the mid-1960s, tried about every trick in the conventional retailer's book: two-for-one specials, combo deals, matinee specials, etc. But at the end of any given day, as he tallied up his receipts, Wallerstein inevitably came up with about the same amount of profit.

Thinking about it one night, he had a realization: People did not want to buy two boxes of popcorn no matter what. They didn't want to be seen eating two boxes of popcorn. It looked ... piggish. So Wallerstein flipped the equation around: Perhaps he could get more people to spend just a little more on popcorn if he made the boxes bigger and increased the price only a little. The popcorn cost a pittance anyway, and he'd already paid for the salt and the seasoning and the counter help and the popping machine. So he put up signs advertising jumbo-size popcorn.

 The results after the first week were astounding. Not only were individual sales of popcorn increasing; with them rose individual sales of that other high-profit item, Coca-Cola.

Later, at McDonald's in the mid-1970s, Wallerstein faced a similar problem: With consumers watching their pennies, restaurant customers were coming to the Golden Arches less and less frequently. Worse, when they did, they were "cherry-picking," buying only, say, a small Coke and a burger, or, worse, just a burger, which yielded razor-thin profit margins. How could he get people back to buying more fries? His popcorn experience certainly suggested one solution—sell them a jumbo-size bag of the crispy treats.

Yet try as he may, Wallerstein could not convince Ray Kroc, McDonald's founder, to sign on to the idea. As recounted in interviews with his associates and in John F. Love's 1985 book, McDonald's: Behind the Arches, the exchange between the two men could be quite contentious on the issue. "If people want more fries," Kroc would say, "they can buy two bags."

"But Ray," Wallerstein would say, "they don't want to eat two bags—they don't want to look like a glutton."

To convince Kroc, Wallerstein decided to do his own survey of customer behavior, and began observing various Chicago-area McDonald's. Sitting in one store after another, sipping his drink and watching hundreds of Chicagoans chomp their way through their little bag of fries, Wallerstein could see: People wanted more fries.

"How do you know that?" Kroc asked the next morning when Wallerstein presented his findings.


 "Because they're eating the entire bagful, Ray," Wallerstein said. "They even scrape and pinch around at the bottom of the bag for more and eat the salt!"

Kroc gave in. Within months receipts were up, customer counts were up, and franchisees—the often truculent heart and soul of the McDonald's success—were happier than ever.

Many franchisees wanted to take the concept even further, offering large-size versions of other menu items. At this sudden burst of entrepreneurism, however, McDonald's mid-level managers hesitated. Many of them viewed large-sizing as a form of "discounting," with all the negative connotations such a word evoked. In a business where "wholesome" and "dependable" were the primary PR watchwords, large-sizing could become a major image problem. Who knew what the franchisees, with their primal desires and shortcutting ways, would do next? No, large-sizing was something to be controlled tightly from Chicago, if it were to be considered at all.

Yet as McDonald's headquarters would soon find out, large-sizing was a new kind of marketing magic—a magic that could not so easily be put back into those crinkly little-size bags.

 


Max Cooper, a Birmingham franchisee, was not unfamiliar with marketing and magic; for most of his adult life he had been paid to conjure sales from little more than hot air and smoke. Brash, blunt-spoken, and witty, Cooper had acquired his talents while working as an old-fashioned public relations agent—the kind, as he liked to say, who "got you into the newspaper columns instead of trying to keep you out." In the 1950s with his partner, Al Golin, he had formed what later became Golin Harris, one of the world's more influential public relations firms. In the mid-1960s, first as a consultant and later as an executive, he had helped create many of McDonald's most successful early campaigns. He had been the prime mover in the launch of Ronald McDonald.

By the 1970s Cooper, tired of "selling for someone else," bought a couple of McDonald's franchises in Birmingham, moved his split-off ad agency there, and set up shop as an independent businessman. As he began expanding, he noticed what many other McDonald's operators were noticing: declining customer counts. Sitting around a table and kibitzing with a few like-minded associates one day in 1975, "we started talking about how we could build sales—how we could do it and be profitable," Cooper recalled in a recent interview. "And we realized we could do one of three things. We could cut costs, but there's a limit to that. We could cut prices, but that too has its limits. Then we could raise sales profitably—sales, after all, could be limitless when you think about it. We realized we could do that by taking the high-profit drink and fry and then packaging it with the low-profit burger. We realized that if you could get them to buy three items for what they perceived as less, you could substantially drive up the number of walk-ins. Sales would follow."

 But trying to sell that to corporate headquarters was next to impossible. "We were maligned! Oh were we maligned," he recalls. "A 99-cent anything was heresy to them. They would come and say 'You're just cutting prices! What are we gonna look like to everybody else?'"

"No no no," Cooper would shoot back. "You have to think of the analogy to a fine French restaurant. You always pay less for a table d'hôte meal than you pay for à la carte, don't you?"

"Yes, but—"

"Well, this is a table d'hôte, dammit! You're getting more people to the table spending as much as they would before—and coming more often!"

Finally headquarters relented, although by now it hardly mattered. Cooper had by then begun his own rogue campaign. He was selling what the industry would later call "value meals"—the origin of what we now call supersizing. Using local radio, he advertised a "Big Mac and Company," a "Fish, Fry, Drink and Pie," a "4th of July Value Combo."

Sales, Cooper says, "went through the roof. Just like I told them they would."

***


 Selling more for less, of course, was hardly a revolutionary notion, yet in one sense it was, at least to the purveyors of restaurant food in post-Butzian America. Where their prewar counterparts sold individual meals, the profitability of which depended on such things as commodity prices and finicky leisure-time spending, the fast-food vendors of the early 1980s sold a product that obtained its profitability from a consumer who increasingly viewed their product as a necessity. Profitability came by maintaining the total average tab.

The problem with maintaining spending levels was inflation. By the early Reagan years, inflation—mainly through rising labor costs—had driven up the average fast-food tab, causing a decline in the average head count. To bring up the customer count by cutting prices was thus viewed as a grand and—despite the anecdotal successes of people like Wallerstein and Cooper—largely risky strategy. But one thing was different: Thanks to Butz, the baseline costs of meat, bread, sugar, and cheese were rising much more slowly. There was some "give" in the equation if you could somehow combine that slight advantage with increased customer traffic. But how to get them in the door?

In 1983 the Pepsi Corporation was looking for such a solution when it hired John Martin to run its ailing Taco Bell fast-food operation. A Harley-riding, Hawaiian shirt—wearing former Burger King executive, Martin arrived with few attachments to fast-food tradition. "Labor, schmabor!" he liked to say whenever someone sat across from him explaining why, for the millionth time, you couldn't get average restaurant payroll costs down.

But Martin quickly found out that, as Max Cooper had divined a decade before, traditional cost-cutting had its limits. If you focused on it too much, you were essentially playing a zero-sum game, cutting up the same pie over and over again. You weren't creating anything new. And all the while there were those customers—just waiting to chomp away if you could give them just a nudge to do so.

But did Americans really want to eat more tacos? "We had always viewed ourselves as a kind of 'one-off' brand," Martin recalled in a recent interview. Tacos—or, for that matter, pizza—would always be the second choice to buying a burger. "That caused us to view ourselves as in a small pond—that the competition was other Mexican outlets."

 Then Martin met a young marketing genius named Elliot Bloom. A student of the so-called "smart research" trend in Europe, which emphasized the placing of relative "weights" on consumer responses so as to understand what really mattered to a customer, Bloom had completely different ideas about the market for Mexican food. Almost immediately he began running studies on Taco Bell customers. What he found startled: Fast-food consumers were much more sophisticated and open to innovation than previously thought. In fact, they were bored with burgers. Martin loved the idea of competing with McDonald's, and immediately launched a $200 million national ad campaign, the centerpiece of which was a commercial depicting a man threatening to jump off a ledge if he had to eat another hamburger. The results of the campaign were mixed. Sales of some new products, most notably the taco salad, blossomed, but overall customer counts remained vexingly low.

Meantime, Bloom was still playing with consumer surveys, which now revealed something even more surprising: While almost 90 percent of fast-food buyers had already tried Taco Bell, the repeat visit rate of the average consumer was flat. "Reach" wasn't the problem. Frequency was. And when you started studying the customers who were coming back—the "heavy users"—price and value—not taste and presentation—were the key. "That was shocking," Martin recalls. "Value was the number-one issue for these guys—and there were a lot of them—30 percent of our customers accounted for 70 percent of sales. For a lot of us, that was disturbing. Our whole culture was sort of 'out of the kitchen,' you know, the notion that taste, cleanliness, and presentation was the key. But that's not what this new kind of customer was about. His message was loud and clear: more for less. So the business question became—how do you create more of these guys?"

 One way, of course, was to give them what they wanted. But that was discounting, Martin's financial people warned. "I argued with them. I said, 'Look, this isn't stupid discounting, this is a way to right-price the business after a decade of inflation.'"

Bloom suggested an unscientific test of the idea. Let's not make a lot of national noise about this, he said. Let's go someplace where we might get some clean data. There was, in fact, an ideal place to do so. It was Texas, which in the mid-1980s was suffering from one of the worst recessions the oil patch had seen for decades. "We went in and really cut prices and got a dramatic increase in business," Martin says. "We did not make money but it showed us the potential for upping the number of visits per store."

After Martin widened the test, Bloom reported something even better. "Everyone had thought that if we cut 25 percent off the average price of, say, a taco, that the average check size would drop," Martin says. "I never believed that—that satiety was satiety—and, in fact, I was right. Within seven days of initiating the test, the average check was right back to where it was before—it was just four instead of three items." In other words, the mere presence of more for less induced people to eat more.

To get the profit margins back up, Martin turned to what he knew best: cost-cutting. He fired whole swaths of middle managers, then looked at the stores themselves. In them he found what he called a "just plain weird thing, when you thought about it: 30 percent of the typical Taco Bell store was dining area, 70 percent was kitchen. What was that about?" Martin reversed the ratio, ripping out old-fashioned kitchens and sending the bulk of the cooking to off-site preparation centers.

With his margins back up enough to quell upper management fears, Martin took the value meal concept nationwide in 1988. The response was rapid, dramatic, and, ultimately for Taco Bell, transformative. Between 1988 and 1996 sales grew from $1.6 billion to $3.4 billion.


 And the value meal was spreading—to Burger King, to Wendy's, to Pizza Hut and Domino's and just about every player worth its salt except ... David Wallerstein's McDonald's Corporation.

Not that McDonald's was hurting. Its aggressive advertising and marketing had by the late 1980s turned it into a global force unparalleled in the history of the restaurant business. It could, in a sense, afford to call its own tune. (Or at least deal with PR disasters, as was the case in the late 1980s, when the firm was under attack by nutritionists and public health advocates for its use of saturated fats.) But by 1990, Martin's Taco Bell value meals were taking their toll on McDonald's sales. Worse, McDonald's lack of a value meal had become a hot topic on Wall Street, where its stock was slumping. Analysts were restless. On December 17, 1990, one of them, a sharp-eyed fast-food specialist at Shearson Lehman named Carolyn Levy, gave an uncharacteristically frank interview to a reporter at Nation's Restaurant News. "McDonald's must bite the bullet," she said. "Some people I know in Texas told me it's cheaper to take their kids for a burger and fries at Chili's than to take them to McDonald's." In McDonald's board meetings, Wallerstein and his supporters used the bad press to good effect. Two weeks later the front page of the same newspaper read: "MCDONALD'S KICKS OFF VALUE MENU BLITZ!"

 


Though it is difficult to gauge the exact impact of supersizing upon the appetite of the average consumer, there are clues about it in the now growing field of satiety—the science of understanding human satisfaction. A 2001 study by nutritional researchers at Penn State University, for example, sought to find out whether the presence of larger portions in themselves induced people to eat more. Men and women volunteers, all reporting the same level of hunger, were served lunch on four separate occasions. In each session, the size of the main entree was increased, from 500 to 625 to 750 and finally to 1000 grams. After four weeks, the pattern became clear: As portions increased, all participants ate increasingly larger amounts, despite their stable hunger levels. As the scholars wrote: "Subjects consumed approximately 30 percent more energy when served the largest as opposed to the smallest portion." They had documented exactly what John Martin had realized fifteen years earlier: that satiety is not satiety. Human hunger could be expanded by merely offering more and bigger options.

 Certainly the best nutritional data suggest so as well. Between 1970 and 1994, the USDA reports, the amount of food available in the American food supply increased 15 percent—from 3300 to 3800 calories or by about 500 calories per person per day. During about the same period (1977–1995), average individual caloric intake increased by almost 200 calories, from 1876 calories a day to 2043 calories a day. One could argue which came first, the appetite or the bigger burger, but the calories—they were on the plate and in our mouths.

By the end of the century, supersizing—the ultimate expression of the value meal revolution—reigned. As of 1996 some 25 percent of the $97 billion spent on fast food came from items promoted on the basis of either larger size or extra portions. A serving of McDonald's french fries had ballooned from 200 calories (1960) to 320 calories (late 1970s) to 450 calories (mid-1990s) to 540 calories (late 1990s) to the present 610 calories. In fact, everything on the menu had exploded in size. What was once a 590-calorie McDonald's meal was now ... 1550 calories. By 1999 heavy users—people who eat fast food more than twenty times a month and Martin's holy grail—accounted for $66 billion of the $110 billion spent on fast food. Twenty times a month is now McDonald's marketing goal for every fast-food eater. The average Joe or Jane thought nothing of buying Little Caesar's pizza "by the foot," of supersizing that lunchtime burger or supersuper-sizing an afternoon snack. Kids had come to see bigger everything—bigger sodas, bigger snacks, bigger candy, and even bigger doughnuts—as the norm; there was no such thing as a fixed, immutable size for anything, because anything could be made a lot bigger for just a tad more.


 There was more to all of this than just eating more. Bigness: The concept seemed to fuel the marketing of just about everything, from cars (SUVs) to homes (mini-manses) to clothes (super-baggy) and then back again to food (as in the Del Taco Macho Meal, which weighed four pounds). The social scientists and the marketing gurus were going crazy trying to keep up with the trend. "Bigness is addictive because it is about power," commented Irma Zall, a teen marketing consultant, in a page-one story in USA Today. While few teenage boys can actually finish a 64-ounce Double Gulp, she added, "it's empowering to hold one in your hand."

The pioneers of supersize had achieved David Wallerstein's dream. They had banished the shame of gluttony and opened the maw of the American eater wider than even they had ever imagined.


 3. WORLD WITHOUT BOUNDARIES

(Who Let the Calories In)

SOMETIME DURING the late 1980s—no one can pinpoint the exact date—Ron Magruder, the president of the thriving Olive Garden chain of Italian restaurants, received a telephone call from a dissatisfied customer. The call had been patched all the way up to Magruder because it was so ... different. The caller, named Larry, wasn't complaining about the food or the service or the prices. Instead, Larry was upset that he could no longer fit into any of the chairs in his local Olive Garden.

"I had to wait more than an hour and half to get a table," Larry told Magruder. "But then I found that there wasn't a single booth or chair where I could sit comfortably."

Magruder, a heavyset man easily moved to enthusiasm, was sympathetic to Larry's plaint. And as president, he could do something about it. He had his staff contact the company that manufactured the chairs for the chain and order a thousand large-size chairs. He then had these distributed, three each, to every Olive Garden restaurant in the nation. It was, as Magruder later told the eminent restaurant business journalist Charles Bernstein, a perfect example of his management philosophy: "We're going to go the extra mile for any customer, no matter what the situation."

 Tales like these are the warp and woof of contemporary American management culture, limning as they do the ageless high wisdom that the customer is always right. But the essentials of Larry's tale—the easing of painful, if traditional, boundaries like a restaurant chair, and the acceptance of excess—also go to the core of the popular culture that gave birth to the modern American obesity epidemic. Indeed, if fast-food companies of the 1980s seemed to see the American eater as an endlessly expanding vessel for their product, Americans of the same period rejected the entire notion of limits themselves. They seemed to believe that the old wisdom could be inverted: Gain could come without pain. In 1980 even the hidebound U.S. Department of Agriculture began promoting its new diet guidelines as The Hassle-Free Food Guide.

Nowhere did this new boundary-free culture of American food consumption thrive better than in the traditional American family, which by the '80s was undergoing rapid change. The catalyst came in two forms: individual freedom (born of the liberation movements of the '60s and '70s) and entrepreneurial adventurism (born of the economic tumult of the late '70s and early '80s). Women, freed from the stereotypical roles and duties of the '50s housewife, now made up a substantial percentage of the workforce. Taking their rightful place alongside their male counterparts in every profession from law to medicine to construction to engineering, they set forth to transform the American corporation and helped fuel a long overdue renaissance in management culture. Men, freed from the traditional notions of being the family's sole breadwinner and disinclined to give any one employer too much loyalty, went in search of professional and personal fulfillment. Garages burst with strange new contraptions called PCs, and Mom soon joined Pop in founding strange and almost magical new businesses. Freedom was good—and profitable.


 The familial price of this freedom was told in time—mainly the lack of it when it came to the kids. And when it came to eating together, that time became ever dearer. The mom of a generation previous had had the time to cook a complete meal, insist that everyone show up to eat it, and then wrestle each child's food issues into an acceptable family standard. The new parent had no time for such unpleasantness. After all, what was more important: to enjoy one's limited time with one's children, dining out at McD's, or to use that time to replicate the parent's own less than idealized childhood table? Most parents were pragmatists. It was easier and more practical simply to eat out—or to order in.

The numbers show that that is exactly what the American family did. In 1970 what the USDA calls the "food away from home" portion of the average American's food dollar was 25 percent; by 1985 it had jumped to 35 percent and by 1996 Americans were spending more than 40 percent of every food dollar on meals obtained away from home. The trend was clear and unambiguous. In 1977 the proportion of meals consumed away from home was 16 percent; by 1987 that figure rose to 24 percent; by 1995 to 29 percent. Snacking too moved out of the home and into the streets, with 17 percent of snacks being consumed away from home in 1977, 20 percent in 1987, and 22 percent in 1995.

Calorically speaking, the shift was even less ambiguous. In 1977, Americans got only 18 percent of their calories away from home; in a decade that figure had grown to 27 percent, and in less than another decade (by 1994) to 34 percent. Fat consumption away from the traditional table soared, from 19 percent of total calories in 1977 to 28 percent in 1987 to 38 percent in 1995. Where fast-food places accounted for just 3 percent of total caloric intake in 1977, that share rose to 12 percent two decades later.

And thanks to the revolution in food processing, commodity prices, and fast-food marketing, what was in that food also changed rapidly. Here the Butzian revolution had fused with the triumph of the value meal and new-style sugar and fat technologies. Yummy sizzling meat—it was everywhere! Coca-Cola— it was almost free! In this regard the single most telling statistic came from the USDA. "We calculate that if food away from home had the same average nutritional densities as food at home ... Americans would have consumed 197 fewer calories per day." Put another way, that's an extra pound's worth of energy every twenty days.

 That food on the run was getting more caloric was a reflection of another, less understood phenomenon, that of "nutrient control." Nutrient control means simply that—the degree to which one exercises some control over what goes into one's food. Fast food and convenience food by their very nature preclude such control; to put it the way a French intellectual might, a Big Mac is a caloric fait accompli. So is a Swanson's TV dinner or any boil-in-the-bag fettuccine Alfredo. To be convenient—to be stable and have a long shelf life, or to retain good "mouthfeel" after an hour under the fast-food heat lamp—food had to contain larger and more condensed amounts of fats and sugars. Such was one source of those extra 197 calories.

But Americans of the 1980s kept eating more for another reason as well. Increasingly, as the away-from-home numbers show, they ate in a kind of gastronomic time warp, justifying their larger portions because they were "eating out" or because it was "a treat." But now the treat had become a daily treat. Eating out was just, well, eating. As three of the USDA's more pointed scholars put it: "Where that may have been a reasonable attitude twenty years ago, when eating out was more infrequent, [today] that belief becomes increasingly inappropriate." Americans had ceded "nutrient control"—and self-control.

 


Of course, ceding control—avoiding hassles and conflicts with one's children—was the whole point, wasn't it?

Such was the overwhelming message of a wide range of 1980s child-care books, most of which centered on the important but ultimately squishy notions of "autonomy" and "empowerment." Both notions derived from a reaction to the conformist society of the previous generation—the same society that had stereotyped and oppressed woman and made man into little more than a "productive unit." Such books inevitably emphasized the overriding importance of a child's personal choices as a way to instill self-confidence and responsibility. Unfortunately, when it came to food, their authors tended to view the child as a kind of infant-sage, his nutritional whims a "natural" guide to how parents should feed him.

 One of the more wide-ranging of these books—one that eventually sold more than 3 million copies and made its authors virtual nutritionist stars—was Fit for Life. Published in 1985 and written by Harvey and Marilyn Diamond, two holistic nutritionists from California, Fit was originally pitched as a dietary guidebook ("You can eat more kinds of food than you ever ate without counting calories!"). But in the ever conflict-avoiding 1980s, Fit for Life eventually became a kind of all-purpose advice book for regaining one's "vital principles." On the subject of children and nutrition, its authors were insistent: Food should never become a dinner-table battleground. "Pressure causes tension," the Diamonds wrote. "Where food is concerned, tension is always to be avoided." Here the operative notion—largely unproven—is that a child restrained from overeating will either rebel by secretly gorging when away from the table or, worse, will suffer such a loss of self-esteem that a lifetime of disastrous eating behaviors will ensue.

The authors of 1985's Are You Hungry? A Completely New Approach to Raising Children Free of Food and Weight Problems took the sentiment to its next logical step. With the intent of helping children develop their own sense of self-control, New School for Social Research authors Jane R. Hirschmann and Lela Zaphiropoulos put forth three basic guidelines to parents: "First, they [children] should eat when they are physically hungry and only when they are hungry. Second, they themselves should have the responsibility for determining the foods they eat. And finally they should stop eating when they feel full."


 Reading deeper, however, there was also another issue: the comfort of the parent. "To questions like 'Why can't I eat my dessert first?' or 'Why can't I eat all my Halloween candy?' you can answer 'No reason at all. You can.' And this answer doesn't lead to ill health or loss of family discipline," the pair promised. In fact "good parenting requires this answer because it leads to 'self-demand' feeding ... Life can be much easier with self-demand feeding because it allows you to give up unnecessary control and the concomitant struggles over food."

It would be tempting to lay the entire blame for such intellectual indulgence at the feet of the ever demonized politically correct, but there it does not belong, or at least not entirely, for the fact is that, despite our "spare the rod, spoil the child" big talk, Americans have been historically predisposed in exactly the opposite direction, particularly in matters concerning children and food. Part of this derives from the very nature of the American family. As the sociologist Edward Shorter has noted, in contrast to its European counterpart, the American family was "born modern." From early on it was nuclear, seeking as it did to withdraw itself from the meddling of the traditional extended family. At its center was not a child in the European tradition—essentially just one more actor in an extended community—but rather a child as the very reason for being, for feeling and acting independently. As a result, the American child commanded disproportionate "respect"—he wasn't to be hurried too quickly into the pain of adulthood. Rather, he was to be mollified with the tremendous bounty of the new nation. And the nation's greatest bounty was food, glorious food.

That is, more food. For well into the postwar years, when true undernutrition among the middle class became a rarity, undernutrition remained the central concern of most parents. This is not to say that Americans have never attempted to deal with fat children; the pages of turn-of-the-century newspapers were filled with advertisements promising to help one's "chunky" offspring "slim down." But the thrust of those efforts—from early-twentieth-century medicaments to twenty-first-century fat camps—were almost always social and aesthetic: Plump Janey was being alienated at school. Fat Joey was being harassed by the slimmer boys. Nowhere in those efforts was childhood overeating paired solely with health concerns. Always in the background were the taunts and the teases. The notion that overfeeding might be overridingly a health problem and a health problem alone never entered the American psyche.

 


 A counterpoint to the culture of the overfed American could be found in late-nineteenth-century France, which like the United States of the period was undergoing rising rates of urbanization and declining rates of childhood mortality. The French family too was coming to a new understanding of the child. With wet-nursing on the decline, the French mother was increasingly in charge of her own little enfant cher. There was thus more natural sentiment toward the occupant of the cradle. This was a new development, for a new reason. Only a hundred years or so previous there would have been a good chance that little Mathilde, away from her mother's breast, would not make it past her first birthday; true maternal attachments could wait until she was five or six. By the late nineteenth century, however, with better medical practices and pasteurized milk widely available, the chances were good that not only would she make it out of the cradle but that she would be a part of Mama's life for the rest of her years. Chère Mathilde became chère chère Mathilde.

One of the first unanticipated products of this new generation of more indulgent French mothers was l'enfant obèse. By the 1930s French medical journals were full of case histories of fat children. But unlike their American counterparts, the French fat child was not considered to be so socially vulnerable. Rather, his or her condition was to be dealt with—directly and forthrightly—as a medical issue. Fortunately, there was already a public health network through which to treat the problem. This was known as the puericulture system.


 Puericulture had begun as an informal system of health education in the late nineteenth century, principally to teach new mothers how to prevent and treat tuberculosis, then on the rise. By the early twentieth century, puericulture was adapted to teach better mothering techniques to a new generation of mothers. When the first results of parental overindulgence showed up as a two-hundred-pound teenager (as it did), the advocates of puericulture retooled again. Their prescription: Adults had to take control of a child's diet. Period. If they did not, the child would certainly become a sickling.

Soon, French mothers were being taught a new puericulture dogma. The essentials were this: Plump children were not necessarily a point of pride; mealtimes should be as nearly set in stone as possible; snacks, except on rare occasions, were to be forbidden; second helpings were out of the question, save, perhaps, on a holiday; children should eat separately from adults, so as "to avoid arousing his desires" with richer adult fare. And the child was never to be left to his or her own personal choice. Augusta Moll-Weiss, the mother of puericulture and the founder of the influential Paris School for Mothers, put it thusly: "It is unimportant how much freedom is left in this choice; the essential thing is that the quality and quantity of the diet correspond to the exertion of the young human being." Lastly, all meals should be supervised by an adult. "The basic message was surprisingly persistent," writes the cultural historian Peter N. Stearn, the principal American chronicler of puericulture. "Too much food was bad. Children must learn to discipline their appetites and eating habits, sitting for meals regularly, chewing carefully, expecting adult supervision."

For the French, struggle and tension at the table were simply part of the process of setting reasonable boundaries for children.

About this the Diamonds and the Hirschmanns and their many present-day imitators have had nothing to say. Yet this very lack of pragmatic boundary-setting may well be wreaking nutritional havoc on children.


 Consider perhaps the central dogma in the child-as-food-sage theology—that a child "knows" when he or she is full. Such is the belief, repeated emphatically to this day, of many of the nation's leading nutritional authorities, both academic and popular. This despite new research showing that children, just like adults, increasingly do not know when they are full. In a recent study by the Penn State nutrition scholar Barbara Rolls, researchers examined the eating habits of two groups of children, one of three-year-olds, another of five-year-olds. Both groups reported equal levels of energy expenditure and hunger. The children were then presented with a series of plates of macaroni and cheese. The first plate was a normal serving built around age-appropriate baseline nutritional needs; the second plate was slightly larger; the third was what we might now call "supersized." The results were both revealing and worrisome. The younger children consistently ate the same baseline amount, leaving more and more food on the plate as the servings grew in size. The five-year-olds acted as if they were from another planet, devouring whatever was put on their plates. Something had happened. As was the case with their adult counterparts in another of Rolls's studies (cited in chapter 2), the mere presence of larger portions had induced increased eating. Far from trusting their own (proverbial and literal) guts, children, the author concluded, should instead get "clear information on appropriate portion sizes."

Theorizing aside, the continuing disinclination to restrain a child's eating flies in the face of overwhelming evidence that, of all age groups, children seem to be the ones who respond best to clear dietary advice. In four randomized studies of obese six- to twelve-year-olds, those offered frequent, simple behavioral advice—in other words those who were lovingly "hassled"—were substantially less overweight ten years later than those who did not get the advice. And thirty of those children were no longer obese at all.

The case for early intervention has been further buttressed by new studies on another age-old medical injunction: Never put a child on a diet. For decades, the concern was that such undernutrition could lead to stunted growth. But the authors of a study of 1062 children under age three have concluded differently. Writing in the journal Pediatrics, they state that "a supervised, low-saturated-fat and low-cholesterol diet has no influence on growth during the first three years of life." And overweight children who were put on such a diet ended up with better, more moderate eating habits, to boot.

 In other words, it's good to tell Johnny when enough is enough.

 


Another way to find out where food intake minus mitigation leads is simply to look at the food world that children were "allowed" to create, a world that can be summarized by one word: snacking.

In the 1980s, snacking was flat-out encouraged. The first to do so were the decade's ever more economically busy parents, who simply wanted to make sure that their kids ate something. Fair enough. But snacking was also indirectly encouraged by new understandings in nutritional science, which suggested that many people, and particularly children, needed to eat more than three meals a day. Although such insights have a strong basis in fact, their real-world utility was often twisted by the media and food companies. Suddenly it was "unnatural" to eat three times a day. Progressive people ate "when their bodies told them to." Snacking was not only not bad; it was good to eat all day long. Such was the message of the diet craze known as "grazing," a quasiregimen endlessly fawned over and packaged by the mainstream media.

Food companies, of course, were happy to join in the party. There would be "Snack Good," "Snack Healthy," and, by the early 1990s, "SnackWell." And with sugar and fat prices lower than ever, it was easy for new, less bridled players to share the fun and profit. The number and variety of high-calorie snack foods and sweets soared; where all through the 1960s and 1970s the number of yearly new candy and snack products remained stable—at about 250 a year—that number jumped to about 1000 by the mid-1980s and to about 2000 by the late 1980s. The rate of new, high-calorie bakery foods also jumped substantially. A revealing graphic of this trend, charted against the rise in obesity rates, was published by the American Journal of Clinical Nutrition in 1999; the two lines rise in remarkable tandem.

 The increased variety in snacks and sweets enabled by the Butzian revolution in agriculture conjured a new and ever fattening pattern of eating. Just as the presence of supersized portions had stimulated Americans to eat more at mealtime, the sheer presence of a large variety of new high-calorie snacks was deeply reshaping the overall habits of the American eater. Studying the eating patterns of adults, and using the most advanced monitoring and tracking systems available, researchers at the USDA Human Nutrition Research Center at Tufts University were able to document an amazing phenomenon: The higher the variety of snack foods present in their subjects' diets, the higher the number of calories from those foods they would consume, and the higher would be the subjects' consequent body fatness. This was stunning. Historically, the drive to eat a variety of food had been a positive element in human evolution, helping early humans to increase and balance fuel intake, and, consequently, improve their metabolic, physical, and mental abilities. The drive for novelty had been healthful. Now the same drive had become unhealthful. "Today," the Tufts researchers noted, "a drive to overeat when variety is plentiful is disadvantageous for weight regulation because dietary variety is greater than ever before and comes primarily from energy-dense commercial foods rather than from the energy-poor but micronutrient-rich vegetables and fruit for which the variety principle originally evolved." In short, variety had become the enemy.

You could see the phenomenon everywhere you went. One of the more insidious of the new snacks appeared in California, where the Snak Club company began selling huge (as much as five portions) but inexpensive ($.99) bags of unbranded candy. The bags were routinely placed near checkout stands, where a telling ad campaign forthrightly proclaimed that the bag of candy just within Junior's reach was "a meal in itself." Ten years later the label was changed to "a treat in itself."

 And snack kids did. In the '80s, in every single age group, between-meal chomping was louder than ever. Moreover, the troubling tendency to snack several times every day—in essence making snacking part of a de facto meal pattern—was perpetuating itself into adolescence and young adulthood. To find out how much so, the pre-eminent nutrition scholar Barry Popkin and his associates at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill studied the dietary patterns of 8493 nineteen- to twenty-nine-year-olds over the period 1977–1996. The results showed that not only had snacking prevalence soared, but so had the number of snacks per day and the number of calories per snacking occasion.

The demographics of increased snacking also revealed a new and disturbing trend: The most avid snackers were the poor. In the same period the snacking rate per day among low-income households went from 67 percent to 82 percent. Snacking by whites increased the least while snacking by Hispanics and African Americans increased the most. The greatest increases were in the poor-to-middle-class South. And like meals in fast-food joints, the caloric density of snacks was growing. As Popkin concluded, "This large increase in total energy and energy density of snacks among young adults in the U.S. may be contributing to our obesity epidemic."

Beyond the immediate contribution of more calories to the diet, the very nature of modern snacking may be pushing children toward obesity. New studies show that, far from the romanticized "eat when you feel like it" philosophy, eating more often in itself may make one fat, regardless of the calorie count. In a recent summary paper in the British medical journal Lancet, the scholars Gary Frost and Anne Dornhorst explained: "Not only did hunter-gatherers eat a diet low in fat and derived mainly from slowly absorbed carbohydrates, but also by eating less frequently they spent long periods of the day post-absorptively [fasting.] Today's grazing culture results in a disproportionate amount of time being spent post-prandially, which favors glycogen synthesis and fat disposition."

 In other words, a perpetually snacking child—whether he knows best or not—is literally a walking, talking, fat-making machine. One that knows no limits.

 


If the parents of the early '80s had, in essence, let the calories in, they would soon be aided in doing so by a most unlikely accomplice: the public school system.

Until the mid-'70s, public high schools were still a bastion of traditional postwar culture, a place where the boundaries, however frayed, still held. In postwar America, a teacher's ability to act under the legal cover of in loco parentis was rarely questioned. Hence, at least on campus, teachers wielded broad cultural influence. This was because a teacher was, for the most part, assumed to be acting in the best interests of the child. The arch of his eyebrow or the pursing of her lip meant something. School was their empire.

A second standard-bearer of campus life concerned food. Nutritionally, the cafeteria of the '70s still reigned as the center of activity for those cool enough to have parents who didn't—or couldn't, or wouldn't—pack a lunch for them. There were Coke machines, but they were few and they dispensed a mere six to eight ounces at a time, and were peripheral to campus life, the places where amateur smokers cadged a quick one between classes.

Such, at least, were the lingering images of public schools held by many '80s parents, who were (sometimes consciously and often not) hoping that the duties they no longer had time for at home might somehow be fulfilled at school.

By the time Me Generation parents began handing their children over to the schools, though, the empire had changed. The broad, boundary-imposing authority of the teacher crumbled under cultural, legal, and economic attack. The old, wide-ranging interpretation of in loco parentis had been eroded by court case after court case. Many of these turned around the issue of free speech—something Me Generation parents held particularly dear. (And perhaps even dearer since many of the high school speech cases involved the "symbolic free speech value" of wearing one's hair long.) Other legal findings limited the ability of teachers to discipline students—corporally or otherwise. The net effect of such schoolroom jurisprudence—and of the constant hectoring and second-guessing from society in general—was to make the teacher hunker down and back off. As Thomas R. McDaniel wrote in his 1983 essay "The Teacher's Ten Commandments," the best thing a truly concerned teacher could do was simple: "Sign up for a course in school law."

 The final blow to the old empire came in the form of budgetary cutbacks. Ironically, many of these were supported by—if not originated by—the very same generation that was now hoping for the old system to come through just one more time. Their support for California's Proposition 13 was a case in point.

Fueled by inflation and rising property taxes, the 1979 ballot measure required a 1 percent cap on all property tax increases. Its principal proponent, a cigar-chomping Orange County businessman named Howard Jarvis, was a longtime anti-tax activist with a penchant for public speaking. As a small businessman and property owner himself, Jarvis easily connected to the growing legions of "Invisible Americans"—the same folk, many of them traditional Democrats, who had grown tired of government inefficiency and overtaxation and who would, only a year later, elect Ronald Reagan president. Persuasively Jarvis argued their case: If property taxes weren't capped, the very people who had helped build the Golden State would no longer be able to live in their own modest postwar tract homes. The measure's opponents—they were, in truth, few—took a different tack. Proposition 13, they claimed, would bring an end to the Golden State itself; it would destroy quality education, not to mention the vast network of public services that so many Californians had come to take for granted.

 In all of this ran a variant of the generational temper tantrum that Earl Butz had encountered only a few years earlier. The folk wanted what they wanted when they wanted it. Proposition 13 passed in a 2-1 landslide. As did its imitators in twenty other states.

Although budget surpluses initially softened many of the budget cuts feared by the measures' opponents, Proposition 13 and its copycats did lead to many important cuts in the schools. Physical education, for one, was gutted (see chapter 4). There were closings and reduced hours at the many public libraries upon which so many schools depended. Perhaps most important, education was no longer considered the great untouchable in discussions of public spending.

In California, where famously well-funded schools had long enjoyed primus inter pares status, school cafeterias felt the first pinch, and the way they reacted to it foreshadowed how school lunch programs nationwide would deal with similar cuts.

In 1981 the California Department of Education ended its successful Food Service Equipment Program. For decades the program had augmented local school budgets by providing millions of dollars for the maintenance and upgrading of school cafeterias. For the Los Angeles Unified School District (LAUSD), then experiencing unprecedented growth, the cut "was a huge blow," says Laura Chinnock, now the assistant director of the district's mammoth food services department. "What that did was to force us to make changes in the existing infrastructure instead of expanding. So now we had to feed, say, two thousand kids through the old service windows that were built to service half that. Well, now double that —and keep in mind that the minimum legal amount of time for a child to eat lunch is twenty minutes—and you'll see why now some big schools have kids lining up at ten-thirty in the morning for lunch."


 Try as they might, the period's food service directors could not make a cafeteria that once cooked for five hundred cook for five thousand. As Gene White, one of the state's most respected school nutritionists and a longtime policy hand, says, "If the school cafeteria couldn't cook the meals, the natural alternative was to get rid of a lot of the traditional cafeteria's functions. In the '80s, that meant what you might call outsourcing—cooking the meals someplace else and bringing them in to be reheated, or actually contracting with an outside source to deliver pre-plated meals." However one looked at it, the public school had lost control of many of the ingredients that went into that food. "Those pre-plated meals must meet some standard, but the overall quality is much like a TV dinner," says White. "I'll leave you to decide what that means."

Yet even outsourcing would fail to cure the cafeteria's chronic blues. Food service budgets simply failed to keep pace with growing school populations. Part of the problem was political. Not only did schools now have to compete for money with all other public services—the legacy of Jarvis—they increasingly had to do so without what was once their most politically influential supporter: middle-class parents, who were now defecting in droves to private schools. There was a cultural problem as well. With fast-food joints proliferating faster than ever, students were more and more likely to bypass the cafeteria completely and, when no one was looking, simply bolt from campus to McD's, rules to the contrary or no. Food service departments around the nation bled. Slowly but surely many came to the inevitable conclusion: Food service departments would have to become more entrepreneurial.

Fast-food makers had also come to a similar conclusion, for different reasons, but with very similar ends. For a decade firms like Taco Bell and Pizza Hut had tried—with occasional success—to develop institutional feeding programs. One way to do that was to sell frozen versions of their most popular products to large institutions. But frozen entrees never quite captured the imagination, let alone the taste buds, of increasingly sophisticated pizza chompers. Worst, to make the effort really work, fast-food makers would have to spend a great deal of money reformulating their products to meet USDA limits on fats and sugars in school lunch foods. And that conjured even more corporate dyspepsia: What would happen to their overall brand image if those reformulated products didn't taste as good as those plied by the same company's franchisees just down the street? Would that drive down regular sales as well? There had to be a way—but where was it?

 The answer came in the early 1990s, when a group of enterprising Pizza Hut salespeople asked: Why not—instead of trying to qualify Pizza Hut pizzas under the school lunch program—find a way to sell the pizzas outside of the federally regulated cafeterias, say, out on the lawn, or on the playground, or even over by the old vending machine areas? The executives took the idea to several large school districts. One of them was Los Angeles Unified. There, as one nutrition director says, "it was as if this huge light bulb went on." Not only could the district get out of the never ending battles with the USDA and Pizza Hut over re-formulation, it could also make some money on its own by purchasing the pizzas centrally and then selling them at a markup. And by offering a branded product, they might additionally keep students off the streets and on campus.

As it would evolve, the deal came with a number of other perks as well. Fast-food companies helped underwrite the purchase of zippy new "food carts," to be placed strategically about the campus during lunch and break time—in essence becoming the new food service equipment program. There were added incentives for schools that sold the pizzas at glee club meetings and for those who used them for campus fund-raisers.

But the single most important innovation was the way in which individual schools actually got the pizzas. It worked like this: Every morning the school's cafeteria manager would estimate how many pizzas—or tacos, or burritos—the "non-cafeteria eaters" would likely consume that day. The manager would then call a designated local Pizza Hut franchisee and place the order. Just before lunch the franchisee would deliver the piping-hot pies to cafeteria workers, who would load them into the shining Pizza Hut food carts and send them off to the waiting students. In the parlance of management, it was a win-win situation: Schools had found a way to feed kids economically and to keep them on campus; fast-food companies got a toehold in a market that had been unreachable—and without the expense of having to obey the law. The students? They got an opportunity to eat ... the same food that more and more of them were eating at home. By 1999, 95 percent of 345 California high schools surveyed by the nonprofit Public Health Institute were offering branded fast foods as a la carte entree items for lunch. At 71 percent of those schools, fast food made up a substantial portion of total food sales—up to 70 percent. Seventy-two percent of the same schools permitted fast-food and beverage advertising on campus.

 But what really was wrought? Who really was served? Certainly anti–fast-food activists now had a genuine beef with school administration. Not only had "the system" found a way around the well-intended (and very healthy) USDA guidelines, it had also instigated another problem: dietary overconsumption. Portion sizes for pizza were a case in point. The cafeteria dispensed individual pizzas that, by law, corresponded to USDA portion recommendations. In the LAUSD, for example, a typical individual school lunch pizza runs somewhere around 5.5 ounces. A typical food cart, or branded, pizza—sold outside the cafeteria and thus unrestrained by such regulation—weighs in at almost twice that. The school lunch pizza had 375 calories, the branded "personal" pizza more than twice that—almost one-third of the recommended daily calories for a typical American teenager. The schools had lost control of calories.

Among obesity-minded nutritionists, such was clearly cause for concern. But now the school district was hooked. Concerned about the enormous calorie count, Laura Chinnock, the LAUSD veteran, went back to Pizza Hut reps and proposed that the food cart pizza be just slightly reformulated—"just use some lower-fat cheese, for example." She was immediately rebuffed. "The concern was that somehow that would affect the taste—and that would somehow taint the overall Pizza Hut product. Kids might not buy so much of it on the way home or for dinner, say." Chinnock repeatedly took the issue up with her superiors at LAUSD, but with the nation's largest and most tumultuous school system in a constant budgetary crisis, anything that might cost money simply did not make it onto the agenda.

 But something else had happened as well—something no one, save, likely, the Pizza Hut people, had seen: The food carts—the latter-day successors to the dingy old vending areas—had become "cool." Whatever they purveyed had cachet—it sold and sold and sold and sold. Intrigued by this, Chinnock one day decided to try an experiment. Without telling students, teachers, or Pizza Hut vendors, she substituted USDA-formulated pizzas for the usual branded pizzas. "The response was nil—they gobbled them up just like usual," she recalls. "They were basically eating the brand."

 


By the mid-1990s school principals had also joined the brand-fest. Faced with continuing shortfalls in funds for sports teams, academic clubs, plant upkeep, and even janitorial services, they were a receptive audience to new overtures from the soft drink industry. This time the inducements came in the form of "pouring contracts." Such contracts typically involved three monetary perks for three contractual promises. For agreeing to sell only, say, Coke, a school would receive commissions and a yearly bonus payment—sometimes as much as $100,000 — to do with as it liked. In return for putting up Coke advertising around the campus, the school would receive free product to sell at fund-raising events. And in return for making the company's carbonated beverages available during all hours, Coke would provide additional "marketing" tools — banners, posters, etc. — to aid still more school fund-raising events. In a time of tight funds and rising expectations, such contracts proved enormously popular. In Los Angeles, sports-minded parents became some of the biggest advocates of pouring contracts. It is doubtful, however, that those same parents had any clue about what soft drinks were doing to their children's overall diets, not to mention health.

 Between 1989 and 1994 consumption of soft drinks by kids soared. The USDA estimated that the proportion of adolescent boys and girls consuming soft drinks on any given day increased by 74 percent and 65 percent, respectively. In many ways the pattern reflected the adult population, where, between 1989 and 1994, soda consumption jumped from 34.7 to 40.3 gallons a year. But the kids were doing something with the soda that few people initially understood: They were drinking it in place of milk and other important nutrient-rich foods.

Worse, they were not compensating for those extra empty calories when they sat down for regular meals. A joint study by Harvard University and Boston Children's Hospital researchers in February 2001 concluded that such excess liquid calories inhibited the ability of older children to compensate at mealtime, leading to caloric imbalance and, in time, obesity. "Compensation for energy consumed in liquid form, which can be observed in very young children (4–5 years)," reviewers of the study concluded, "is lost rapidly in the following years."

 


When it came to food—and particularly when it came to setting boundaries on its consumption—family and school were hardly alone as they drifted through the 1980s. That other great arbiter of modern life, the media, was also at sea.

For most of the postwar period, the publishers of American diet books were a somewhat predictable lot. While editors might occasionally publish a celebrity diet or a quirky new fitness regimen, the general approach of diet books to weight loss mirrored what physicians, scientists, and nutritionists had always advised: to maintain weight one had to balance calories in with calories out. To lose it, one had to consume fewer and expend more. The lone dissenter was a Cornell University–trained physician named Robert C. Atkins. In 1972 Atkins published a small book that turned conventional wisdom on its head. Instead of counting calories, and always thinking about what one couldn't have, a person who really wanted to lose weight had to find a way to do so pleasantly. And Atkins had found the way.

 The way, in fact, was simple—and, as Atkins never failed to note, very scientific. Human beings, he would begin, need three basic nutrients—proteins, fats, and carbohydrates. Once inside the body, proteins were broken down to replenish muscles and tissues, fats were burned or stored for future energy use, and carbohydrates were burned for immediate energy needs. The carbohydrates that didn't get used—and this was key to the Atkins diet—were stored by the liver as glycogen, which was then stored as fat. If the body did not get enough carbohydrates during the day, it would eventually begin to "burn" its fat stores. It was that last bit of information that could make all the difference for the frustrated dieter, Atkins said. If one deprived the body of carbohydrates—sugars—one could "trick" the body into burning its own fat stores. The added bonus of such a system was that one could consume all the fats and proteins one wanted, since the revved-up Atkinized body would either use them for muscle or burn them away.

Not surprisingly, the book, Dr. Atkins' Diet Revolution, went to the top of the charts.

Yet much of mainstream publishing remained wary of Atkins. Some old-time editors and critics knew that such a diet had been proffered, on and off, ever since the mid-nineteenth century, when it was popularized by a retired London undertaker named William Banting. Banting, who lost some fifty pounds on the regimen, had published a pamphlet, On Corpulence, that had eventually caught the eye of late-nineteenth-century Americans. In the intervening century, the Banting "scheme," as it was inevitably called, had popped up with astounding regularity about every twenty-five years. At one point it was even listed as a "cure" for obesity in the Merck Manual, the prestigious physician's handbook.

 The nutritionally savvy knew something else about the Banting-Atkins scheme: It was full of medical mumbo jumbo and fraught with potential peril for anyone who followed it for a sustained period of time. It was true that the body stored excess carbohydrates as fat, for example, but it was not so clear that depriving the body of carbohydrates induced the revved-up, fat-burning state that Atkins claimed. It was also unclear what medical consequences flowed from consuming enormous amounts of fat and protein. Gout—something long considered erased in modern times—was an ongoing concern.

But perhaps the biggest objection to the diet was that in the early 1970s the great mass of people simply could not afford to substitute meat for the bulkier—and stomach-filling—meal components like bread and potatoes.

As the 1980s dawned in the major New York houses, two forces colluded to erase the old editors' reluctance to promote "all the meat you want." For one, meat prices were now increasingly within the reach of the average Joe. Butz's revolution in commodity prices had seen to that. Eating a giant hamburger patty and cheese three times a day, or "all the bacon and pork rinds you can," was actually economically viable.

The other factor was publishing itself. The older, medically attuned editors were either retiring or, worse, facing increased pressure to come up with hot new diet books. If they didn't, they were told, someone else would. Calories in, calories out—that was not only boring, but the franchise for it had also been virtually sewed up by Weight Watchers. It was time to offer a bold new category of diet books—or risk losing the opportunity to the newly competitive alternative diet publishers like Atkins and his imitators.

The result was not only an outpouring of Atkins-like low-carb diets, but a like-style gusher of other "all you can eat" diets. In 1989 W. W. Norton published The T-Factor Diet, inverting Atkins's claim and instead focusing on fat as the villain. The book promised that one could "Lose Weight Safely and Quickly Without Cutting Calories—or Even Counting Them!" The key, author Martin Katahn wrote, was something called the "thermogenic effect," the ability of certain foods, in this case not protein as in Atkins but instead carbohydrates, to "rev up" one's fat-burning engine. Although the idea of a thermogenic effect had been hotly debated by scientists and diet pill makers for decades, Katahn and his editors decided to render it as fact. "It is primarily fat in your diet that determines your body fat, and protein and carbohydrate calories don't really matter very much," Katahn wrote. "Once you start replacing some of that fat with carbohydrates you will unlock your body's hidden fat-burning potential: that's the T-factor at work!"

 In 1993 Dean Ornish, a California heart specialist who had reported remarkable results reversing heart disease by having patients follow a very low fat diet, joined the all-you-can-eat bandwagon. Now, instead of prescribing his extremely low fat diet for medical patients, he enlarged its prescriptions to a larger audience. As his book jacket described it: "Dr. Ornish's program takes a new approach, one scientifically based on the type of food rather than the amount of food. Abundance rather than hunger and deprivation—so you can eat more frequently, eat a greater quantity of food, and still lose weight and keep it off!"

By 1995, however, Atkinism was back again, this time retooled by HarperCollins and Barry Sears. Reacting to the growing obesity statistics despite the early 1990s consensus that it was fat and not carbs that was the villain, Sears went back to a low-carb basic: "Basta with pasta!" he proclaimed. And forget about exercising too. If one only mixed the right foods, why, "you can burn more fat watching TV than by exercising," he idiotically promised. That same year Bantam introduced Michael and Mary Dan Eades and their notion of "Protein Power," in which one could "eat all the foods you love—steaks, bacon and burgers, cheese and eggs."


 The point, of course, is not that the publishing industry and its new ancillary industries in the diet supplement and video sectors were publishing pure schlock (although most of it was). There had been legitimate scientific debate about such things as thermogenesis, fat metabolism, and the metabolic effects of various foods since the mid-nineteenth century, when French scientists like Claude Bernard first discovered the glycogenic (glucose-making) function of the human liver. The point is what the new diets did not say. For completely missing from the new genre was one increasingly strange and distant concept: self-control.

The very notion of self-control was anathema to the new generation of diet books. A diet—even a weight loss diet—was no longer about limits to one's gratification. Instead, the subtext was one of scientific entitlement. After all, if one had worked so hard to get so far in one's career, well, how could self-control really be an issue? To even suggest such was to make fat a moral issue—and how appropriate was that? No, it was all a matter of using nutritional science to "trick" the body into doing what it should be doing anyway.

 


The new boundary-free notions about consumption weren't purely the provenance of diet books. In the South and in the Midwest, where conservative Christians had long valued such notions as self-control and personal responsibility, something was amiss as well—namely, a certain sin known as gluttony, which had somehow gotten a good name.

To be fair, it had never had a very bad one—at least not in the United States and not in most Protestant denominations. The seven deadly sins—those were largely Catholic notions, wrapped up as they were with papist ideas of sin and church-administered sacraments. (It says something that one of the most foreign-seeming things in the recent hit movie Chocolat was the obsession of the little French town's pious Catholic elder with the sin of gluttony.)

Yet the sin of overconsumption was something that had preoccupied a number of American clerics over the years. The early nineteenth century's Sylvester Graham, a Presbyterian minister and the inventor of the graham cracker, had regularly attacked overeating as the source of moral turpitude. As Graham saw it, overeating was a form of overstimulation, which could lead to no end of sinful behaviors.

 Later anti-gluttons took a more pragmatic tack. In the 1950s, Charles Shedd, another Presbyterian, wrote a book entitled Pray Your Weight Away. Its message was simple: God did not make man to be fat. "When God first dreamed you into creation," Shedd wrote, "there weren't one hundred pounds of excess avoirdupois hanging around your belt." By being fat one was cutting oneself off from the joy that Christ had died to confer on us all. Shedd thus proposed a series of prayer-based activities designed to right the imbalance. There were mealtime affirmations like "Today my body belongs to God. Today I live for him. Today I eat with him." There was faith-based physical exercise. One involved fifteen minutes of karate kicks, executed while reciting the third chapter of Proverbs; another required one to time one's sits-ups to the spoken rhythm of Psalm 19. As R. Marie Griffith, the author of God's Daughters: Evangelical Women and the Power of Submission, observes, Shedd was particularly noteworthy because "he balanced his moral rebuke with positive thinking." His message persisted well into the early 1970s, when he published The Fat Is in Your Head.

By then things in the American congregation were changing. Fundamentalism brought with it a revival of biblical literalism, and the view that the spiritual world is split between the soul and the body. This worldview had a strange effect on the priority one placed on such things as fatness or thinness, let alone general health. As the Christian journal Communique noted in 2000, "Literalists are prone to view biblical texts denouncing 'the flesh' as references to the human body, instead of as symbolic of our human sin nature. Thus, they reason that since the body is evil and mortal, and the soul good and immortal, our priority is to nurture the soul, even if it means neglecting the body." With their reliance placed firmly on a personal Savior, the new conservative Christians also tended to be more fatalistic when it came to illness; He would take care of them, fat or thin. And fat—that seemed to come more naturally.

 It was also politically pragmatic. For the leaders of many American congregations, the challenge of the era was competing with the permissiveness rising in secular America. That meant "a little bit o' sugar," as one pastor recalls. Along with literalist, moral preaching about things like homosexuality and abortion would come a new tolerance for "the little sins." (Later on, when many of the new leaders had had their own personal failings televised widely, this doctrine became self-protective as well.) New seminarians were thus told that "holding the flock together" meant accentuating similarities. The same thing was taking place within more liberal circles. At places like Fuller Seminary in Pasadena, California, the student bookstore carried more titles about self-acceptance than it did about traditional moral failings. (Asked where a book about gluttony or sloth might be shelved, a visitor was told: "Where else? In self-help.") The end result of this reorientation, as Marie Griffith says, was that "the American church became like therapy. It was suddenly all about love and tolerance and acceptance, not about individual discipline."

There is, of course, a societal cost to religion's abandonment of the little sins. Religion, like belts or modest meal portions or argumentative family dinners, is a maker of boundaries. Religious beliefs generate the development of moral communities, which, in turn, serve to guide and constrain the action of individuals. As the sociologist Émile Durkheim observed early in the twentieth century, without a religion's "system of interdicts," a society will flounder. (Toynbee agreed, albeit in a secular manner, by noting that the disintegration of a civilization is always marked by "a surrender to a sense of promiscuity.") The relevant point here is clear. If, as Durkheim concluded, God and society "are only one," can there ever be a little sin, at least where religion is concerned?


 By the '90s, with such purely theological considerations aside, scholars who studied the sociology of religion began to notice a growing trend: Not only did religion no longer address overconsumption, it seemed somehow implicated in just the opposite—in aiding and abetting overeating. In a 1998 study looking at 3500 U.S. adults, the Purdue University sociologist Kenneth F. Ferraro sought to find out the answer to two interrelated questions: One, was religion related to body weight, especially obesity, and two, did religion intensify, mitigate, or counterbalance the effects of body weight on well-being? To the first, the answer was qualified: Obesity was highest in states where religious affiliation was highest, but the specific differences in body weight between groups were more likely explained by differences in class, ethnicity, and marital status. Of all the religious groups surveyed, Southern Baptists were heaviest, followed by Fundamentalist and Pietistic Protestants. Catholics fell at the middle of the list, while the lowest average body weight was found among Jews and non-Christians. Surveying attitudes within those groups, Ferraro concluded that obesity was associated with higher levels of religiosity. If one calculated in the fact that many of these believers were also of low socioeconomic status, one could almost conclude that eating and religion had become a unified coping strategy. "Consolation and comfort from religion and from eating," Ferraro wrote, "may be a couple of the few pleasures accessible to populations which are economically and politically deprived."

To the second question—did modern religion act to inhibit gluttony or obesity—the answer was more surprising. It didn't. Instead, the church had become a nest of unqualified social acceptance. As Ferraro wrote: "There is no evidence of religion operating as a moral constraint on obesity." Instead, Ferraro went on, "higher religious practice was more common among overweight persons, perhaps reflecting religion's emphasis upon tolerating human weakness and its emphasis upon other forms of deviancy such as alcoholism, smoking and sexual promiscuity."


 Ferraro warned that it wasn't that religion indirectly promoted higher body weight. Rather, most pastors simply saw obesity and overeating as too risky a subject. "They feel they would risk alienating the flock—at least at this point," says Ferraro. "In that sense we are in a stage with obesity like we were with smoking in the 1950s and 1960s."

And so when it came to overeating, gluttony, and obesity, Christians, like everyone else in America, were in deep, deep denial. As Jerry Falwell said when he heard about Ferraro's findings, "I know gluttony is a bad thing. But I don't know many gluttons."

 


Family, school, culture, religion—in the late twentieth century, the figurative belt had not only been loosened, it had come off. But what of the literal belt? What of the most traditional measure—and reminder—of excess girth?

While it was true that Americans had been dressing more casually for much of the '60s and '70s, it was also true that they had retained a notion that a good public figure was a lean public figure. High and, more important, middle fashion certainly promoted that, particularly the ultra-slim fashions of the disco years. Jeans companies, particularly Levi Strauss, had not only serviced those inclinations but also helped to create them. The firm's ultra-slim cuts of the late 1970s were so ubiquitous as to inspire caricature in a number of teen movies. A typical scene took place in a Valley jeans boutique, where the jeans were so slim—and the girls so determined to wear them—that they all had to lie down on the floor and wiggle like worms in order to get into the tiny pants.

By the mid-1980s, however, both Levi Strauss and its new competitor, the Gap, had retooled their sizing. Market research had shown that the boomers—the spenders—were getting larger, and, typically, that they did not want to be reminded of their largeness. Nearly overnight, the ultra-slim cuts were gone. In fact, what was once a regular cut was now a "slim cut." And now came a whole slew of "new" cuts. A person who wore, say, a size 34 waist and 32 length in a traditional jean could now pick from at least four options: regular fit, easy fit, loose fit, and baggy fit. The unspoken reality of all these new cuts—something everyone knew and everyone winked at—was this: The new cuts were in reality simply bigger sizes, without the bigger numbers.

 By the '90s this trend was joined by a number of upstart purveyors of so-called street fashion. Taking their cue from the baggy pants–prison garb of the nation's rap stars—many of them not just fat but morbidly obese—such enterprises prided themselves on making "fat" into "phat." Phat, they would proclaim, was really about empowerment—about rejecting mainstream notions about power and fashion and conformity. "We about a buncha obese playboys!" proclaimed the rap star Big Pun in 1999. It didn't hurt that the same attitude also sold millions of records.

But the same attitude was also a tremendous enabler. Consider Big Pun's story. Pun—his real name was Chris Rios—had by the mid-1990s risen from obscurity in the Bronx to become one of the most promising of a new generation of Latino rap stars. Along the way, his girth had ballooned, from about 220 in the early 1990s to about 400 in the mid-1990s. The man who discovered him, the rap star Fat Joe, saw an advantage to that. "A lot of Latinos and blacks are overweight, so they could relate to this guy," he recalls. "A lot of people think that beautiful is trim and fit, but it ain't. It's what's inside. That's off the rack." The record company that eventually signed Pun, Loud Records, used his round image in their promotions, retooling the slim Michael Jordan figure in the Air Nike ads to one featuring a short round body.

By 1998 Pun had ballooned to 500 pounds. His records were hotter than ever. As typically happens with a young, charismatic star—one thinks, for example, of John Belushi—he was soon surrounded by yes-men and yes-women. The yes-men and the yes-women brought him not drugs but food. "They got him whatever he wanted," one family member recalls. "If we went out to McDonald's, it would be fifty dollars' worth of food for the whole group, and about twenty of that would be our portion of the bill, and then he would be eating our food as well." A friend recalls how those catering to Pun buttressed his sense of denial about his obesity. "People would tie his shoes for him, or push him around in a wheelchair when he didn't feel like walking, or buy him clothes and hide what size they were," she says. "If he was a size 10xx, people would buy him three to five sizes bigger, so he'd never know how much he was gaining."

 And gain Pun did. By the time he was twenty-nine, when he died of a massive heart attack, he weighed 698 pounds. "That was a big shock," says the same family member, "because everyone in rap is always dying from violence and then we're told that he died because of his eating!"

At the suburban mall, the enablers were not rap and baggy pants but rather clothes made with Lycra spandex, a postwar synthetic that the aspirant classes had long considered déclassé to the extreme. No longer. Thanks to the health club boom and the incessant marketing of Olympic stars who wore tight spandex during their televised athletic triumphs, everyone thought they could wear the stuff. Particularly the middle-aged. It felt so ... good. And didn't it kind of make one look ... slimmer?

Well, no. At least not if one were from beyond the American mall. Consider the experience of Johannes Hebebrand, a professor of physiology from the University of Marburg in Germany. Hebebrand, whose specialty is obesity and its social origins, was visiting New York in the late 1990s as part of a series of studies he was conducting about social stigma and its psychological effect on the obese. His operative notion was that since fashion magazines and movies had so glorified thinness—and denigrated fatness—that fat people would be less likely to present themselves as fat in public. Such was his thesis.

But stepping off the plane and into the nation's shopping malls, Hebebrand was "floored"—what he was seeing was exactly the opposite. "I mean, here were all of these women, wearing this kind of tight black stretch thing!" Hebebrand recalls. "They were huge—their bellies and their derrieres were almost comic-book-sized! I was shocked because in Germany people who are that fat just don't go out. They don't go out because of the shame. But it wasn't the case here in the U.S."

 In recent years, big sizes have become an increasingly necessary part of any clothing company's survival strategy. Large sizes account for a growing segment of the total clothing market, rising from about 7.5 percent in 1995 to about 9.4 percent in 2000. Sales of women's sizes 16 and up have risen steadily since 1997, with a 22.2 percent jump between 1999 and 2000. Moreover, the new big sizes are no longer confined to the plus-size sections of major department stores. The Gap, for example, recently nudged up its selections to a size 16, as has the ultra-trendy sportswear label FUBU. Tommy Hilfiger has plans to launch a plus-size line. And in mid-2001, the edgy retailer known as Hot Topic, with 291 stores nationwide, opened its first store for sizes 14 to 26. The firm estimates that about 30 percent of young women in the United States wear a size 14 or bigger. "This is one of the hot new target audiences," says Candace Corlett, a partner with WSL Strategic Retail, a consulting firm in Manhattan. "The population has grown heavier; the insurance companies are starting to redefine the weight groups; and we seem to be becoming more and more accepting of large people. It's almost the polar opposite of where we were in the '60s." That is, when we weren't so obese.

There are, of course, good and rational reasons to expand the clothing choices available to young people. Youth is a time of great changes in body size and shape; sometimes outsize garments are not a matter of style but of necessity. It is also a time when vulnerable egos can become warped by the inevitable teasing that comes with being overweight or obese. Having stylish clothes like everyone else can alleviate some of that social strain.

But we would be fooling ourselves if, as a culture, we came to believe that such accommodations come without a price, and perhaps a sizable one. Science, history, and common sense all hold that physical reminders of one's excess girth are critical when it comes to controlling further weight gain. One of the first things that experts in the science of weight loss recommend to patients who have lost weight, for example, is to get rid of their old, big-size clothing. The presence of such old clothes simply makes it easier for a person to gain weight; there is something comfortable to go back to. Researchers in the science of satiety—the study of when someone feels full and satisfied with a meal—point to something else. A slight tug at one's waist seems to perform two vital weight-maintaining functions. The first involves the so-called stretch factor, the brain-signaling that occurs when one's stomach is stretched by food intake. Those signals tell the brain when one is satisfied, telegraphing the message that one has eaten enough. A tug at the waist—something absent or diminished by spandex or extra-large-size pants—seems to accentuate that signaling.

 Then there is what might be called the theory of the belt, which holds that people will watch and maintain their weight better if they are warned that they are gaining weight by clothing that makes them slightly uncomfortable. Although largely the product of accumulated experience and folk wisdom, there is now a small but important body of science upholding the theory. In the early i980s, John Garrow, the dean of British obesity studies, looked at the post–weight loss experience of a group of obese patients who had had their jaws wired. Garrow wanted to know if the patients could be prevented from regaining their weight through psychological reminders, or "cognitive thresholds."

Garrow's obese patients who had maintained weight loss had reported that they now wore smaller new clothes. Garrow proposed a test. He fitted half of his subjects with a 2-millimeterwide nylon waist cord, one tight enough to make a white—but not red—line when seated. A control group was not fitted. The results, he wrote, were "striking differences between the two groups ... in the weight change after the wires were removed." In the control group, the predictable weight gain had commenced full throttle—at about 1.8 kilograms a month. In the group with the waist cords, however, there was no significant weight gain. Surprisingly, the belt effect seemed to be a lasting one. Five months after the unwiring, the waist cord group had gained significantly less weight than the control group, and the average difference between the two groups "thereafter steadily increased."

 Which brings us, full circle, back to our friends at the Olive Garden...

 


About two months after he first heard from Larry, the customer who had complained about how small all the chairs were in his local Olive Garden restaurant, Ron Magruder, the chain's president, received another call. It was Larry again. He was calling in response to a follow-up query from one of Magruder's staff. The staff had been busily making sure that all of the chain's restaurants now had at least three chairs that could accommodate the more amply endowed and had wanted Larry to report what he thought of their efforts.

Well, he was happier now. Indeed, Larry's message was entirely conciliatory—even thankful. But it wasn't because of the bigger chairs. It was because of the old small chairs. Largely because of them, Larry explained, he had been spurred to finally confront the extent of his weight problem. Why, in the seven weeks since he had spoken to Magruder, he had lost almost fifty pounds.

That tight little chair—that had been what Larry needed after all.
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