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 For Kirsten



 Prologue

THE WORD CHUBSTER—WHILE UNIVERSALLY ACCEPTED AS SO delightful that it has to have some meaning—is fairly amorphous. Actually, UrbanDictionary.com, the definitive source of information on made-up words, offers quite a few definitions, two variants of which are interesting to us:


1. Chubster

(Noun)

An overweight person who considers himself to be a hipster. Someone who is proud to be a fatty mcfatfat ... They wear Old Navy jeans because they can't fit into anything from Urban Outfitters or from trendy thrift shops. They try to squeeze themselves into small hoodies and H&M T-shirts because slimfitting clothes look "dope" on them. They avoid being an outcast loser because they are seen as cool and desirable due to a magnetic personality and funny jokes that compensate for their perceived lack of physical attractiveness.

Celebrity examples of Chubsters: Jonah Hill, Zach Galifianakis, Seth Rogen

 


Fawn: Ugh! Look at that chick with the muffin top and those Charlotte Russe flats.

Ruby:...and you know she got that Run-DMC T-shirt from Torrid.

Fawn: Oh em eff jeez, she's such a chubster.




 2. Chubster

(Noun)

Someone who used to be chubby when they were a kid, but became very in-shape, muscular, and attractive. It's almost like being a chubster is a compliment, because most of them are very nice, they know what it's like to be the fat kid who's everyone's friend, no more (girls didn't think of him that way), so most chubsters don't judge. He's the guy who everyone likes, but how could you not like a chubster? Funny, nice, and able to relate to almost everyone? They're one of a kind.

 


Bob: Dude, this new kid came to our class, he showed us his yearbook and he was like majorly chubby two years ago.

Sally: But not anymore. That new kid's cute, that chubster.


 


For much of my life, I've been a Chubster1. Certainly, I was not seriously ashamed of my weight, and I was kindasorta proud of my indulgence. At the same time, I was always trying to fit in with my usually-skinny hipster friends—not always easy for a big guy. Now I'm working on becoming a Chubster2: the cool, formerly fat guy. Actually, in calling this book Chubster, I'm hoping to carve that definition into a metaphorical stone tablet. Not that I'm always a nice guy—as you'll undoubtedly see throughout the book, I've never been the sweet and beloved tuba-playing fat kid—but I'm trying. I'm trying, folks. In the meantime, I'm doing what I've always done, which is keep it real. That means giving you some cold, hard, and unpleasant facts. I'm going to do that in the nicest and most efficient way possible because I've been in your shoes. I'm now an average weight, but luckily I still have some of that renowned empathy that makes fat people beloved the world over.

 The fact of the matter is, there's nothing wrong with being fat. Or, at least there's nothing wrong with you because you're fat. That's the truth, and anyone who tells you differently is an asshole. Sure, I lost 100 pounds in eight months for the express purpose of not being fat (I'm 5'11" and weighed 290 when I started). Still, I don't see anything wrong with being overweight, per se. It's not a character flaw. Being fat is pretty fun, actually. I had a great run. I ate creamy, fried, and sickeningly sweet foods so delicious, most of my thin friends could never imagine consuming them. I imbibed mass quantities of the world's most delicious beers without a second thought—never did anything less caloric than Blue Moon touch my lips. I sat around playing video games, watching football, and listening to records on lazy Sundays. Despite my girth, I had no trouble getting a little action from attractive girls (my girlfriend is 5'10", a size 6, and gorgeous), which is the major impediment faced by the overweight among us.

Honestly, it was great. Sure, I was a little ashamed at the pool, but not enough to change anything. And there was that one time I could not fit inside a roller coaster. Only the Insane Clown Posse seemed to sell concert T-shirts that fit me. And I hurriedly untagged almost every photo of me posted on Facebook. But that was my life and I was enjoying it.

 But "happily fat" is not a sustainable lifestyle. Facing my twenty-ninth birthday, I had to accept that. It was a cherry Slurpee and my girlfriend, Kirsten, which made me see this. It's sort of a weird story, actually. We were headed home from a Dave Matthews Band concert—part of my job is to go to such concerts and explain to the primitive hordes why they suck—when I stopped for a refreshing, sugary beverage to quench my thirst and propel me through the late-night writing process required to meet my 9 A.M. deadline. I got the largest size and sucked down the whole thing without a second thought. Kirsten, a nurse who works with liver patients, some of the least-well humans on earth, was horrified. We'd talked about my weight before, but never very seriously.

I could tell immediately this conversation was going to be different.

"DO YOU KNOW HOW MANY CALORIES YOU JUST DRANK?" she asked. I guessed around 300—it's mostly ice, right? When we looked it up (a ritual I would become all too familiar with in the coming months), it was more like 600. Some 600 calories for a bedtime snack! It was a lot, but still, I didn't see the big deal. Maybe a Slurpee was a bad choice, I said, but I need to drink something to write. How am I supposed to write with a dry mouth and tired eyes? Diet Coke, she suggested. Ick, I said. No, she said, this is serious.

The health thing, obviously, was a big concern. But the probable consequences—to be outlined shortly—also felt far into the future. There was a more pressing issue: In a few months, I would be meeting her health-nut parents for the first time in New Zealand. Kirsten's dad is a college professor who studies pharmaceuticals, and her mom knows everyone in her town's co-op grocery store by name and does nearly as much yoga as Gandhi—in other words, they've been granola since before it was cool. I knew Kirsten was right. There was little chance I could plan to be indefinitely overweight and keep that little pink heart on my Facebook relationship status intact. For me, it wasn't so much an ultimatum as a realization.

 And thus began the transformation. A hundred pounds. A snug 44 to a loose 34. A loose 3XL to a snug M. Some people might prefer I say I dropped the weight with the help of Whole Foods, reusable BPA-free water bottles, and an elliptical, but the truth is, I didn't. I changed my habits so little that I might think it was pathetic—a sign that I'm pitifully stuck in my ways—if it weren't for how inspiring the story seems to be to other people.

If you're already supermotivated to lose weight, perhaps you should skip ahead to the first chapter now. This plan will work, I promise you that. If you're planning to lose weight and were drawn to a book like this in the store, that's really all you need to know to get started. But if you're a little unsure about things, read on. This is my attempt at giving you the Nudge. The best way I can think to do that is by telling you about my Nudge, which came from YouTube.

The day after the Slurpee Incident, Kirsten sat me down to watch a YouTube video wherein a medical professor gives a lecture about the various maladies caused by obesity. I don't want to ruin the end of the movie, which you can find at ChubsterTheBook.com, but (SPOILER ALERT) the fat guy dies. Just kidding. He mostly just suffers. Among the terrible health consequences outlined were:


	 high blood pressure

	diabetes

	cancer

	high cholesterol

	arthritis

	sleep apnea

	premature death



 


Though I'm sure some people will disagree, for me, death was the least scary item on that list. The scariest? Diabetes. My dad has diabetes. It was diet-controlled for years, but he's now on insulin, which means needles are involved. Eek. My paternal grandmother had diabetes—she had a leg amputated before her death, which came when I was only a toddler. Double eek.

Sleep apnea was a little scary too, since one of my relatives sometimes sleeps hooked up to some kind of iron lung prescribed after a sleep study confirmed he suffered from the condition.

And, come to think of it, heart disease was a little worrying, since half my antecedents keeled over from massive coronary failure, including my rail-thin and very frugal grandfather, who had a heart attack after a handyman presented him with an unexpectedly large bill for a new water heater.

Actually, cancer too, since my mom has metastasized breast cancer, as did her older sister, who recently passed away. Scary.

Arthritis brought on by the strain your joints endure as they propel your extra heft around? Not so scary. I mean, if you're seriously obese, you probably won't live long enough to make your odds dramatically worse than what heredity hands you. And with my genes, why worry, right? Given all the other grim health consequences I was facing, knee problems later in life seemed pretty trivial.

 "I love you, baby, and I want you to be around," Kirsten said.

"I don't want to give you insulin injections when you inevitably become a bloated diabetic" is what I heard her say.

I took a deep breath and committed myself to losing weight, just as you must. Then I sat down to figure out the other really challenging part—the plan by which I could accomplish it. You don't have to do that, obviously, since I did it for you and wrote a whole book about it. (In addition to this book's advice, you may also want to seek out that of a doctor.)

When and how did I come up with the plan? Well, I came up with it immediately after agreeing to lose the weight. And I did it because I could not find an acceptable alternative.

The conversation went something like this:

"So, what are you going to do to lose the weight?" Kirsten asked.

"What do you mean?"

"I think you need to join some sort of program so you'll be accountable and so you have some structure."

"Ugh. No way. That just sounds awful. I'll do it. I know I can hold myself accountable—and that you'll hold me accountable, anyway—and I'm not joining some stupid group. That sounds expensive and lame. Paying money to hang out with a club of fat strangers in sweatpants debating whether Chunky Monkey or Cherry Garcia is more tempting? No thanks!"


 "Well, I think you should join a group for support. And some sort of gym."

"I'm definitely not going to the gym. I don't have the money and I would definitely hate it—it's just a bunch of spray-tanned douchebags. Do I look like I want to hang out on the Jersey Shore?"

"Well, you need to do something. You can't just do this on your own; it won't work," she said.

"Look, I'm open to doing something, just so long as it's, you know, cool," I said. "I don't want to feel pathetic—people who pay to join stupid groups to solve their problems are pathetic. I want to do this my own way. Some way that's pretty chill, ya know?"

"There's no cool way to lose weight."

"Ummm. There's gotta be."

 


Here's my guarantee: This plan will be effective and you will not feel like a loser doing it. It won't always be easy, but it's not that hard, either—and it's a lot easier than submitting to the horrors of Organized Dieting. The Chubster plan is not only the Least Awful Diet Plan of All Time, it's the only plan for those who consider themselves cool.

You will not have to go to the gym, but you will get some exercise. As with any remotely plausible diet, you can "eat any food you want," though I'll take you through all the operative corollaries and caveats.

I'd hesitate to say, "If I'd have known it would be this easy, I would have done it a long time ago," since, as I said, being fat was fun. But if you've picked up this book, you're probably already interested in making the big change. So suck it up and hop on the bandwagon.

I'm going to make a token case for why you should lose the weight in the first chapter, then I'm dropping it. You need to find that motivation on your own. I will say, however, that losing weight is a lot easier than the scum suckers behind the $60 billion Organized Dieting industry would have you believe. And, as you'll see, weight loss can be done gracefully and on the cheap.

 I'm not really here to encourage you to do it; a girlfriend or a YouTube video—or, in my case, both—are better suited to that task. But if you're going to do it, you might as well do it this way. The cool way. The Chubster way.

We2 are owning "Chubster," starting now.




 1. ROCKET SCIENCE: SOMETHING CALORIE COUNTING IS NOT

God does arithmetic.

—CARL FRIEDRICH GAUSS


 




HERE IS A QUICK TRICK FOR IDENTIFYING AN ORGANIZED Dieting scam intended to separate you from your money without providing any actual assistance: Look for the phrase "without counting calories" somewhere in the promotional material.

Look, I know calorie counting has gotten a bad rap. It's such a hassle! I hate numbers! I hate having to think about everything I eat! Blah, blah, blah.

Is counting calories fun in any traditional sense? Well, no—not for you and me, anyway. Is brushing your teeth fun? No, but is there a better way of preventing tooth and gum disease? You brush your teeth because it's the best way to take care of your mouth, and you're going to count your calories because it's the best way of shrinking your belly. Period. So it doesn't sound as fun to you as eating a plate of Atkins-friendly bacon? Boo-fucking-hoo.

 Maybe there's a legitimate reason people loathe counting calories. Perhaps it has something to do with outdated notions about how hard it is to come by the information needed to calculate the calories in what you just ate—which we'll address fully later. Maybe. Call me a kook, but I fear it has a lot to do with an attitude fostered by Organized Dieting. You know: Big Slim. Fonda's Folks. The South Beach Mafia. The Man.

Honestly, I'm not above claiming that this crusade against calorie counting is a conspiracy. Calorie counting is so simple and so effective that it's a real problem for the $60 billion weight-loss industry. If you can count calories, you can lose weight while eating "whatever you want" because you can expend more energy than you take in. It's that simple, which is why there's a lot of money to be made muddying up the concept, often trying to restrict calorie flow while disguising it as something else purportedly much more complicated.

I mean, look at Weight Watchers. First, let me just say that I know Weight Watchers has been effective for a lot of people. Believe me when I say some of my best friends are on Weight Watchers. I'm not against Weight Watchers; it's just not for me. Or people like me. Hey, if you're looking for a lot of structure and some uncomfortable emotional encounters with obese strangers in stretch-top pants, they can probably help you. But you should probably know that the traditional cornerstone of the Weight Watchers program—the proprietary formula they call Points—is not all that different from good old-fashioned calorie counting.


 The Points system is presently in disarray. At the end of 2010, the company tossed out its long-standing formula for one that's much more complex and geared toward promoting fresh fruits and veggies over processed foods, prompting a backlash from loyal customers. Under "PointsPlus," four elements—protein, carbohydrates, fat, and fiber—are all used to assign a point value to a particular item. Oh, unless the item has alcohol or sugar alcohol in it, in which case it's on a separate system altogether. It's enough to make you weep for the good old days when we calculated points using just calories, fat, and fiber!

The new formula is a trend-conscious gambit, but it's still all smoke and mirrors. According to the New York Times, the company's data suggest that "while members ate different foods, their caloric intake was roughly the same." Lo and behold, the results seemed to be about the same too, with the company making the flimsy boast that customers would lose "at least as much if not more"—"if not" being the operative weasel phrase. Either way, the company is facing a revolt over the switcheroo, and it's too early to see if it'll stick. My guess is no.

First, because, as it's worth pointing out, when people get adjusted to it they can easily overindulge. Under the new system, fruits like apples and bananas are zero points. A banana has about 100 calories, however, so if you add three or four a day, that "at least as much" could quickly become "almost as much" or "still a little." I honestly don't think PointsPlus is long for this world; maybe it'll even have gone the way of New Coke by the time you're reading this.

So let's look at the formula the fifty-year-old company used before that. Under the literally patented classic Weight Watchers system you've heard about for years and years, a point is calculated using the number of calories in the food, adjusted down based on how much fiber there is or upward based on how much fat there is. The formula actually looks like this:

 [image: [Image]]

In other words, points equals the number of calories divided by 50, plus grams of fat divided by 12, minus grams of fiber (up to and including 4 grams but not more) divided by 5. I should point out that you should not actually use this formula for any practical purpose; the company insists that would violate intellectual property law. The formula's existence is a matter of public record, but its use is forbidden without permission. Not that you'd have to do the math yourself, of course, since Weight Watchers has a million ways to give customers this information without requiring them to do any math. This is part of the program's allure and has the capitalism-friendly side effect of making customers feel dependent on the program. It's much better to be independent and use good old-fashioned science yourself.

Practically speaking, the traditional Weight Watchers formula means that because of the calorie-counting base, counterbalanced by fat and fiber, a Big Mac (590 calories) and a McDonald's Low-fat Asian Chicken Salad (714 calories) are both 14 points, which encourages you to eat a little healthier as you budget your calories under threat of extreme hunger. Slick, right? The problem is that, whether calories take the form of tofu or pork chops, you're not going to lose weight if your body doesn't actually burn them. Even if all you take in is salad, you need to use more than you take in to create the deficit that makes you lose weight. In fact, I'm pretty sure I could play with the numbers enough to figure out a way to gain weight on the old Weight Watchers while staying within my points. I'm absolutely positive I could do so on the new system, which would allow me to eat six bananas a day with impunity—a scenario that's not quite as outlandish as it might seem. Either way, I'm definitely not hugging some lady in sweatpants to prove my point.

 Maybe this will seem a little shady to you, but when I've had to retroengineer a calorie count based on Weight Watchers' points on a restaurant menu (I'm not sure whether Weight Watchers pays places like Applebee's for the privilege of quantifying the healthiness of a handful of menu items or vice versa), I just multiply the number of points by 50. That technique gets close to the number of calories in the salad, though it definitely overestimates on the burger, which doesn't bother me too much.

Considering it's patented and all (again: that formula is for looking at, not for calculating with! Please respect Weight Watchers' intellectual property rights!), you'd figure the formula would be a panacea for weight loss. Sadly, a study (funded by Weight Watchers, no less) in the Journal of the American Medical Association found that the average person following the Weight Watchers Points program lost an average of 6 pounds in two years. Those who made it to about four-fifths of the weekly meetings lost an average of 11 pounds in two years. Pathetic.

Or, as Dr. Stanley Heshka, the scientist in charge of the 2003 study, said the customers' weight loss "is not very much in comparison to what people hope they will lose, or what people need to lose in order to reach the desired, svelte self."

Why would anyone put themselves through this pricey and ineffective program? Why not cut out the middleman?


 In my research, I tried to pinpoint the origin of the phrase "calorie counting" and track its evolution so I could figure out when it, like the word "liberal," became saddled with such a harsh connotation that it's nearly impossible to use positively. Sadly, my Oxford English Dictionary and Google were not much help. Google's news archives were a little edifying, though. Let's look at this blurb from Kansas's Kiowa News, a press release from the American Medical Association reprinted on January 18, 1968:

 


Calorie counting is a favorite pastime of those of us who want to lose weight. The term "calory" is used in a unit in expressing the energy-producing value of food. When we say that a tablespoon of honey contains about 100 calories, it means that the honey, when utilized by the tissues of the body, will release that amount of energy to be expended by bodily activity. The usual weight-reduction goal of one or two pounds lost per week is achieved by an average daily intake of 500 to 1,000 calories less than needed to maintain the weight at which reducing was begun.


 


That's actually pretty much 100 percent right, as I'll explain further. Even forty years later, with all of our so-called advances and quick fixes, the advice in a small-town Kansas newspaper is still the most accurate.

It may feel as though I'm beating you over the head with this, but I want to be clear: You will count your calories and you will like it, or you will put this damned book down right now and go back to stuffing cheeseburgers down your gullet. Counting calories does not have to become "a favorite pastime," as the AMA suggests, but it's absolutely the fastest and most effective way to lose weight.



 The Bagel Paradox

If you're going to make any headway with the weight-loss thing, you're going to need to understand something I call the Bagel Paradox. Honestly, I hesitate to name this phenomenon after the worldwide mascot of Jewish food, given the long history of tragedy suffered by the Twelve Tribes, but it's really the perfect example. So, here goes: Bagels are evil. Please don't hear this as anti-Semitic. Many of my best friends are Jews. Some of my best friends are Jewish deli heirs. But that doesn't make the bagel any less evil.

The problem with the bagel has nothing to do with a lack of deliciousness, certainly. As savory baked breakfast goods go, I'd probably put them on top, above the muffin, English muffin, or muffin top. No, the issue with bagels is that people think they're healthy—which they aren't, at least not for dieters. Grainy and unglazed though they may be, bagels are always calorie intense and thus a treat for the dedicated Chubster in the making. If you're going to lose weight, you're going to have to give up—or at least curtail your consumption of—so-called healthy foods like the bagel, which contain way too many calories to let you lose weight.

Just do the math.

Take an Einstein Brothers' sun-dried tomato bagel, which, just like the plain bagel, has about 320 calories. A Krispy Kreme Original Glazed has only about 200 calories. Well, you're thinking, the bagel has tons of good stuff in it, like fiber. How can I go wrong? Sure, the bagel has 4 grams of fiber, but even the doughnut has 1 gram. Actually, back when Krispy Kreme was still offering their whole-wheat Original Glazed, it was arguably nearly as healthful, with 2 grams of fiber in 180 calories. Yes, a doughnut with roughly the same calorieto-fiber ratio as a bagel. It existed, once.

 And those figures are without any sort of topping. Doughnuts don't need toppings, at least not where I come from. But bagels do. Toss on four tablespoons of plain cream cheese (which you very likely will between the two sides of the bagel), and you're adding 200 calories (or another doughnut). So, yes, for the same number of calories you can have three Krispy Kreme originals or one bagel with cream cheese.

Now let's toss in a regular chai with skim milk—sounds healthy, right?—which is 190 calories. That's equivalent to another doughnut and black coffee. Four doughnuts with coffee or one bagel with cream cheese and a skinny chai: your choice. Obviously I'm not saying that four doughnuts is a good breakfast for someone trying to lose weight; I'm just saying that a bagel and cream cheese isn't any better.

The thing is, most people don't look at food this way. Not when they're eating, not when they're judging the habits of others. Take it from a man who has eaten both a bagel and three doughnuts in front of coworkers: no one blinks an eye at the bagel, while three doughnuts could very well trigger a response from HR about abuse of the company health plan. Fat, sugar, and fiber matter, sure, but from the strictly weight-oriented perspective of a calorie-counter, these two choices aren't so different, at least not in the way people think.

The first step toward an easily manageable weight-loss process is learning about how many calories are actually in your food. To do that, you desperately need to eliminate much of what you think you know about "healthy" foods and use this book as a jumping-off point for discovering low-cal foods you'll enjoy that can fill you up and meet your nutritional needs. Later chapters will deal with this subject in depth; now it's enough to know that you'll need to get beyond the Bagel Paradox. Before we get to "how," we need to get to "when." It's time to set some goals.



 Your Number(s)

Ideally, you'll see a doctor about losing weight before embarking on any program, including this one. I did. I got a check-up about 35 pounds into my program (with a full panel of blood tests my girlfriend ordered, with the consent of a doctor, to make sure I was "not already diabetic") just so I could be positive I wasn't messing anything up. I'd strongly recommend you do so, too. A doctor could probably fill in the numbers you'll read about below in a microsecond. However, to honor the DIY spirit of punk rock fanzines like Maximum RocknRoll, Ian MacKaye, and that run-down rental house near the campus that was always hosting shitty basement shows, here are all the relevant facts and figures.

First, you need a final goal. I picked something nice and round—100 pounds—then set to work. It doesn't have to be such a big number. Doctors typically determine whether you're at a healthy weight based on something called the body mass index (BMI), which puts an individual's height and weight on a sliding scale, then attempts to deduce how much body fat you have based on those figures. Technically, even at 190 I was slightly "overweight," based on BMI. As it happens, I have an especially long torso and stubby legs, a trait that artificially inflates many people's BMI, in some cases costing them unduly large health insurance premiums.

It's actually a major problem. The many evils of BMI are described in a number of books and articles, and I suggest you check out The Obesity Myth, in which University of Colorado law professor Paul Campos rails against BMI as a tool of corrupt insurance companies and government agencies. He points out that, according to the government's BMI standards, Brad Pitt is overweight and George Clooney is obese, which should raise your eyebrows. Still, BMI is the easiest way to get a rough estimate of what you should weigh, so go to ChubsterTheBook.com for the BMI calculator. That and some common sense should help you figure out an appropriate target weight. From there, the rest of the process is pretty straightforward.

 A pound of body fat is made up of about 3, 500 calories. So to lose a pound of body fat, you'll need to create a calorie deficit equal to that amount by burning more calories than you consume over a matter of days or weeks. If you want to lose a pound a week, you'll need to create a 500-calorie deficit every day for seven days. If you want to lose 2 pounds a week, you'll need a calorie deficit of 1,000 calories a day. And so on. Generally, it's considered unhealthy to lose more than 2 pounds a week, though plenty of diets suggest it. If you're very, very obese, as I was, you could lose more than that just by eating the so-called typical 2, 000-calorie diet, while someone who is, say, only 20 pounds overweight would have a totally different diet plan from the start.

The trick, then, is to calculate how many calories you typically use in a day to figure out how many fewer you need to eat to create the desired deficit, keeping in mind that 2, 000 calories is the FDA's typical diet and that going too far below that could be dangerous or counterproductive. Talk to a doctor before doing anything, especially anything crazy.

So, how many calories do you burn in a day? That's best figured using the Harris-Benedict principle, which will give you your basal metabolic rate (BMR)—the amount of calories you burn by breathing and such. There are about a zillion websites and computer programs that'll do this for you, and ChubsterTheBook.com has the hook-up, of course, but just for your edification, BMR goes by this formula:

 


 Women: 655 + (4.3 × pounds) + (4.7 × height in inches) - (4.7 × age in years)

Men: 66 + (6.3 × pounds) + (12.9 × height in inches) - (6.8 × age in years)


 


Activity is also a factor. If you're sedentary, multiply your BMR by 1.2 to determine how many calories you burn in a given day. If you're very, very active, multiply it by 1.6. If you're somewhere in the middle, pick the appropriate spot on the continuum between 1.2 and 1.6 and multiply it out.

Now you know how much you could eat in a day to maintain your weight where it is. Subtract 500 from that, and you'll know how much you need to cut to lose a pound a week. Subtract 1,000 to know what you'd have to eat to lose 2 pounds. And so on. Pretty simple, right? As I said, this is not rocket science. It's also not patented. This is just good old-fashioned, nonproprietary, totally foolproof science.

Here's how it worked out for me: When I started my diet, I was way, way overweight, so the pounds just kept peeling off. Essentially (since my numbers looked like this: 66 + 1,827 + 915 - 190.4 = 2, 617.6 × 1.2 = 3, 140), I could eat 3, 000-plus calories a day and maintain my weight. Yes, that's right. I could eat Big Mac Value Meals (1,170 calories each with the sandwich, medium fry, and regular Coke) for both lunch and dinner and three Krispy Kreme original glazed doughnuts for breakfast and lose about a pound a week. I could have lost 2 pounds a week by switching those Cokes to Diet Cokes. Insane, right?

 I chose to eat just a little over half that crazy number, 1,800 calories, which is not too far below the "normal" 2, 000-calorie diet, putting me in position to lose about two and a half pounds a week before considering exercise. At the beginning, there were times when I actually lost 5 pounds in a single week, which makes sense given my numbers. That decreased over time, even as I increased the intensity of my exercise regimen.

I adjusted my weight goals depending on how quickly I was progressing, but I always aimed for around 2 pounds a week after the initial plummet. My goals tended to be focused on holidays and trips, working back from the final goal: 100 pounds before the New Zealand trip in January. For example, before my family vacation, a cruise to Alaska in July, I wanted to be at 255. Before a backpacking trip in early September to Havasupai, a remote part of the Grand Canyon, I planned to be at 225. I wanted to be at 210 by Halloween and 200 by Thanksgiving. At the risk of sounding too girly, I must confess that, for further motivation and to gauge my progress, I also made a habit of picking up slightly small "goal shirts" at thrift stores, planning to wear each when I could fit into it—more on that in later chapters. As I said, perhaps that's something even Glee's Kurt Hummel wouldn't do if he mysteriously found himself fat, but it worked for me. Sometimes I blew by the goals weeks early, sometimes I struggled until the last day, but each time I managed to clear the bar.

What about your goals? That part is personal. Meeting my girlfriend's parents in some sort of respectable shape was my big goal, while my ten-year high school reunion, at Thanksgiving, was not a factor at all. As I met my buddy for drinks at a pub that night, it did occur to me that I was thinner than I had been in high school, but I didn't care enough to actually show off. Maybe you'd feel the opposite. Whatever you do, though, be sure to start with a target weight-loss figure, then divide it by a reasonable weekly goal to see how long it should take you. Then look for some milestones along the path. You'll be standing at the end of the trail in no time, and it'll actually be a pretty pleasant trip (thanks to the rest of this book).

 You're welcome.




 2. TOOLS

Man is a tool-using animal....Nowhere do you find him

without tools; without tools he is nothing, with tools he is all!

—THOMAS CARLYLE


 




WHY IS DIETING SO HARD AND COMPLICATED? OR, RATHER, why do people think it's so hard and complicated? I think it's in large part because dieting is a pretty new concept—in the grand scheme of things, at least.

Think about it. Evolution has finely tuned the human body for the lives of tribesmen engaged in hunting, gathering, and subsistence agriculture. Our ancestors lived that way for millions of years, and, of course, a fair number of people around the globe still live that way. Sorry to go evolutionary biologist on you here, but your body's natural inclination is to get and store whatever fat you can because you never know when a hard, cold, and hungry winter is coming. Gaining weight is a natural tendency. When you diet, you're actually subverting your body's hard-wiring.

 This is why widespread obesity is a thoroughly modern phenomenon. For most of humanity's existence, people had to work too hard to get too fat, and the people who managed to pork up were society's elite, more or less viewed with awe by the skinny and unwashed masses.

Dr. Benjamin Caballero, a Johns Hopkins University professor, considered this topic in a very special obesity-themed issue of the Oxford journal Epidemiologic Reviews. He blames The Man. You may or may not find that comforting.

 


For centuries, the human race struggled to overcome food scarcity, disease, and a hostile environment. With the onset of the industrial revolution, the great powers understood that increasing the average body size of the population was an important social and political factor. The military and economic might of countries was critically dependent on the body size and strength of their young generations, from which soldiers and workers were drawn.... Historical records from developed countries indicate that height and weight increased progressively, particularly during the 19th century. During the 20th century, as populations from better-off countries began to approach their genetic potential for longitudinal growth, they began to gain proportionally more weight than height.... By the year 2000, the human race reached a sort of historical landmark, when for the first time in human evolution the number of adults with excess weight surpassed the number of those who were underweight.


 


So not only did the Millennium coincide with the Official Rise of Fatness, we're fat because Ford Motor Company and the U.S. Army needed stocky cogs in their evil industrial war machine!

 Bum bum bummmmmm!

Chances are, you're a little too caught up in the task at hand to appreciate this, but pause for a moment and consider the wonderfulness of our current predicament: Every social class in America can get fat. It's unparalleled in history. Sure, probably a few Americans starve to death every year, but that's more than likely not because of scarcity. More likely, it's because they do something like set off into the Alaskan bush with only a rifle, a book about native plants, and a journal, planning to live in an abandoned school bus until discovering that the animals are wily and the poisonous and safe plants look an awful lot alike. That's pretty much what it takes to starve to death on American soil these days. If you manage to do it, there's a fifty-fifty chance Jon Krakauer will write a book about you.

You get the idea: Our plenitude is a major accomplishment! Caballero goes on to call our ability to produce an abundance of dietary energy "one of the major achievements in human evolution." That's right, fatness is a byproduct of "one of the major achievements in human evolution," according to a man who has a Ph.D. in neuroendocrine regulation from MIT.

You don't even know what neuroendocrine regulation is, do you? Neither do I. In fact, I looked it up and I still can't explain it beyond stating that it has something to do with how your brain interacts with your glands.

The point is this. Caballero is really smart, so when he puts your obesity in a larger context, accept that what he's saying has some real weight (pun not intended) and that you are not "fat" but "evidence of a landmark accomplishment by our species." 


 Fatness is a byproduct of the leisurely life your hard-working ancestors and the greatest minds of the Western world have been working to create for millennia. They wanted you to have a life of plenty, a life without backbreaking work. Your great-great-great-grandfather would weep with joy at the sight of you half-conscious on a couch, having just shoveled a pile of fried noodles straight out of the takeout carton into your mouth after a busy day organizing the office's fantasy football league. Surely my descendant has become a king!

Yes, our overweight society is, by the standard of the ancients, a utopia. You've relished it, taking full advantage of your ability to eat like a devout hedonist at an all-inclusive resort while neglecting to tax your muscles with arduous labor. Of the billions of people who've ever lived, you have it easier than almost anyone. History congratulates you.

 


But as the Notorious B.I.G. once remarked, things done changed. Alas, our well-fed workforce fell victim to the Law of Unintended Consequences. Having binged on cheap and readily available comfort food until they ballooned to epic portions, Americans started falling victim to the unpleasant consequences of obesity.

Things got even worse as the percentage of people making their living by manual labor decreased. The burger/fry/milk shake thing was fine when a large percentage of Americans worked in factories, but not so much after the changing economy picked them off the assembly line and plunked them down in cubicles. Alas, burgers, fries, and milk shakes are no less delicious—and most of the restaurants serving them have thus far had little market incentive to evolve into healthier establishments—so society continues to slip farther down the spiral. Sure, the undernourishment of olden times had its fair share of unpleasant side effects, but there are also a wide range of undesirable consequences of a plump populace.

Back to Caballero:

 


Although obesity did not attract the attention of the mass media until recent decades, its prevalence in industrialized countries began to increase progressively early in the last century. By the 1930s, life insurance companies were already using body weight data to determine premiums, having identified an association between excess weight and premature death.


 


Doh. They've known about this since the 1930s? That's not even a decade after White Castle invented the concept of the fast-food hamburger chain! This feels eerily reminiscent of that whole smoking-cancer thing.


 The First Dieter

Actually, the first well-known diet predates that time. No sooner had the industrial revolution given rise to fatness than someone sought to fix it.

Enter William Banting, an Englishman who wrote the first widely read "diet book," a pamphlet called Letter on Corpulence Addressed to the Public, way back in 1862. Banting's open letter documents his struggles with "corpulence" (the old-fashioned term for fatness) and recommends a simple, straightforward eating plan.

Great, right? Forward-thinking scholars and other public scolds must have loved this guy! He must have been a cherished celebrity, the Jared Fogle of his day!
 

 Eh, not so much.

Though his name was synonymous with dieting (literally, people actually called the weight-loss process "banting" for years), Banting became the target of "ridicule, contempt, and abuse" from "men of eminence" (read: nineteenth-century doctors and scientists). They called his eating plan "humbug," though they themselves had no idea how obesity might be cured by other means.

In 1865, a leading London newspaper even ran a hit piece quoting prominent members of the British Science Association who wanted to debunk Banting's diet, which called for limiting heavy, fatty foods and carbs. The general public was much more forgiving, though, taking quite a shine to his informal essay, which, to postmodern eyes, somehow manages to be both stuffy and touching:

 


Of all the parasites that affect humanity I do not know of, nor can I imagine, any more distressing than that of Obesity, and, having emerged from a very long probation in this affliction, I am desirous of circulating my humble knowledge and experience for the benefit of other sufferers, with an earnest hope that it may lead to the same comfort and happiness I now feel under the extraordinary change—which might almost be termed miraculous had it not been accomplished by the most simple common-sense means.


 


Heartwarming, right? Like a lot of dieters, Banting started with stupid ploys recommended by know-it-all friends. He tried rowing for a few hours in the morning, but the vigorous activity just made him hungrier, and he actually gained weight. He turned to medicine, looking for a no-effort, quick fix. The crap he took, liquor potassœ, thankfully did nothing, which is still about the best you can hope for with some crazy pill-based diet advertised on late-night AM radio today. Turkish baths were in vogue, so he tried to sweat off his fat. He was, of course, unsuccessful. Finally, he found a doctor who told him to limit his consumption of butter, bread, sugar, beer, milk, and potatoes. That worked splendidly.

 Remember, odd as it sounds, this was before doctors made the connection between the massive consumption of rich foodstuffs and weight gain, so this was hardly obvious advice.

Unfortunately, Banting's plan was also the first gimmick diet—there was, for example, a total prohibition of potatoes, milk, and beer. It wasn't exactly well balanced, but it succeeded in cutting calories (along with a few things it didn't need to cut), so it worked.

Happily, dieting quickly became much more sophisticated. Within a few decades, a chemist named Wilbur Olin Atwater used a "calorimeter" to burn various foodstuffs, then carefully measured the leftover ash to determine how much energy was contained in each item. The concept of food calories was born, and the connection between high-calorie foods and weight gain was soon established. If you take in more energy than you use, your body stores the extra energy as fat? Oh, that makes sense!

Atwater's protégé at Wesleyan University, Francis Gano Benedict, continued his research. In 1918, he coauthored A Biometric Study of Human Basal Metabolism, which contained a formula known as the Harris-Benedict equation. (Maybe the name of that formula looks familiar from the first chapter of this book?)

At that point, the fundamental rubric for successful weight loss was established.
 

 Everything else is epilogue. The facts were scientifically established; applying them is the art.

 


That very year, Dr. Lulu Hunt Peters, a California physician, took calorie counting mainstream with a book called Diet and Health. Her plan, which was geared exclusively to married, middle-aged women, was pretty basic: Just eat a dozen 100-calorie portions every day. Her book was a huge hit and sold a staggering 2 million copies, thanks to its friendly and familiar tone and simple instructions.

"Hereafter you are going to eat calories of food. Instead of saying one slice of bread, or a piece of pie, you will say 100 calories of bread, 350 calories of pie," Peters scolded.

Lulu, it's fair to say, had a little of the Chubster spirit in her. ("If there is anything comparable to the joy of taking in your clothes I have not experienced it," she once wrote.) The one-size-fits-all 1,200-calorie plan worked for people to varying degrees. Looking back, the most useful thing in Peters's book was probably a table of the number of calories in foodstuffs, information that was not widely available at the time.

We can only imagine the reaction of the primitive, naive creatures reading this astonishing information for the first time, their faces betraying puzzlement, excitement, and doubt.

Cal-o-rees? How positively titillating!

Still, it's all there. Should you desire, it would be perfectly feasible to procure one of the eminent Dr. Peters's tomes and follow its advice.

 


What's the point of all this historical context? Partly, to show that your obesity is not solely your personal failing but part of a global trend that predates your birth by a century. That's not an excuse; it's historical fact. Also, to illustrate that you have no excuse for not counting your calories.

Normal people have been successfully counting calories for ninety years, back when looking up nutrition information required a trip to the library and low-calorie microwave meals were the subject of science fiction. You've got it pretty damned easy, kiddo. If ever you should find yourself complaining about the task of looking up the calories in restaurant food online and logging it into the electronic device in the palm of your hand, I want you to picture your grandfather silently shaking his head in disgust, ashamed at how lazy and stupid his progeny has become.
 


 [image: [Image]] The Metric System

If you travel overseas during your diet, as I did, you may encounter the kilojoule. Think of it as a "metric system calorie." Now, you could go native, recalculate your daily food intake in kilojoules, and download a new app for your phone, but I find it easier to do the conversion. There are 4.1868 kilojoules in each calorie, so multiply the number you find on the back of that triangular Toblerone box by four and you've got a calorie figure to work with.




Here's the deal: Counting calories is an easy, two-step process. First, you need to figure out how many calories you're eating. Second, you need to make some record of it. That's not so hard, right?

Know what's even better? You can totally tailor your counting method to your lifestyle so you don't damage your image in any way. One of the great things about the Chubster plan is that it lets you choose between Hi-Fi and Lo-Fi options, from the iPhone to an old-fashioned Moleskine notebook.

Chances are, you cringed a little when reading either "iPhone" or "Moleskine." That's normal. Most of you will find one of those things indispensable (or at least desirable) and the other useless, annoying, and overpriced to the point of being gauche.

It's all good, guys. While there are a lot of people who use the word "hipster" merely as a derisive term for "annoying young person wearing current fashions I don't like," as you probably understand, it's a lot more complicated than that. Hipsters come in a wide variety of flavors, each with unique proclivities. Their tastes and interests tend to overlap in a number of places (Arcade Fire, American Apparel, PBR), but hipsterdom is in no way born of a hive mind.

Actually, to the untrained eye it might be possible to think a lot of hipsters belong to another subculture entirely. A lot of hipsters-gone-green sorta look like regular, run-of-the-mill hippies. Some Arthur-reading hipsters ironically enjoy Swedish death metal so much, you might suspect them of being actual metalheads.

You're not fooling anyone here, though. In order to build a calorie-counting plan, we need to determine which of five insufferable caricatures of hipsterdom most resembles you. Stereotype yourself, and we'll handle the rest.



 You are: Music Snob Hipster

You are seen: At record stores, dive bars, and club shows staged by buzzing indie rock acts.

You wear: Ironic concert T-shirts for '80s hair metal bands or cheap brands of domestic beer. Not only are these still kinda cool, the original nonironic fans of those bands and beers also tend to be overweight, so it's easy to find something in your size.

 You carry: A USB turntable and a cardboard box full of 78s.

You read: Pitchfork. Sometimes you slum it with Stereogum.

You work as: Probably a bartender who DJs when you can get gigs. Maybe a record store clerk or bank teller.

Your friends are: The people you see at shows. You may also have some other acquaintances you try unsuccessfully to get to go to shows.

You got fat because: You felt yourself putting on some weight after college, and your original plan was to follow the advice on that Brooklyn Vegan blog all your friends were talking about. There's actually nothing about food on there, though, and you instead got sidetracked. You spent the next three years downloading mp3s and stuffing your face with microwave burritos. Also, that trip to Portland, when you ate at every one of Beth Ditto's favorite spots, didn't help.

You will get nutrition information from: The best and most efficient way, which is to Google "calories in [insert food]" and go with the first or second result unless it seems really fishy. By varying your sources, you decrease the chance of getting the sort of consistently bad information that'll undermine you. You probably don't eat that many new or exciting foods anyway—you're too busy keeping abreast of the developments in other areas—so it won't be a constant struggle.

You will count calories using: Back issues of NME. Just kidding. You'll use a simple app for your out-of-date cell phone or, if you're really analog, a few slips of paper you keep in your purse or wallet along with one of those tiny pencils you use to keep score when playing miniature golf.



 You are: Artsy Fashionista Hipster

You are seen: At gallery openings, museum fundraisers, hot DJ nights, and the occasional electronica show.

You wear: It changes from week to week. Are you still doing that arty apron thing, or is that as passé as hand-knit scarves? What about leggings—are those still in? Aviator sunglasses are finally out, right?

You carry: Glossy magazines featuring photos of pretty people looking sad in expensive clothing. A handbag that matches your shoes. The cell phone that is always attached to your ear in public.

You read: Fashion blogs, celebrity tweets, and Gawker.

You work as: A consultant for something or other. Pitchperson for new brand of exotic liquor. You sell stuff on Etsy.

Your friends are: Younger and thinner than you.

You got fat because: This is a tough question because few mortals have actually seen you eat a full meal. Maybe it was too much free food and liquor at industry parties. Maybe you just ate at too many hip new restaurants. Keep in mind that there are more than 125 calories per ounce in foie gras, so even sharing an appetizer hits hard.

You will get nutrition information from: You probably know in advance where you'll be eating since it is the coolest newest place and everyone is talking about it. You'll have to look at the menu in advance and Google the dish you intend to order.

You will count calories using: You could probably just use your phone, but if that seems a little too unstylish, try a vintage electronic organizer. An old 32kb Casio or Radioshack model is pretty small, even by contemporary standards, and will set you back only about $20. They look pretty cool—in an '80s sort of way—and you'll grab everybody's attention when you whip it out at a party. A vintage Trapper Keeper from the "Designer Series" (think: holographic flamingos, M. C. Escher knockoffs) is also a totally great look, but it's pretty big to carry around every day, so it's a serious commitment.



 You are: All-Natural Hippie Hipster

You are seen: At the farmer's market or co-op. At the Phish show now that Animal Collective and Vampire Weekend said it's OK to like them.

You wear: Tom's Shoes (with every pair you purchase, they give a pair to a child in need!) and a flowing skirt or some sort of linen/hemp/organic cotton pants.

You carry: A reusable grocery bag from an appropriate retailer.

You read: Musty books about politics, religion, and philosophy. Mother Jones.

You work as: A perpetual student. A clerk at a kiosk in the neighborhood farmer's market.

Your friends are: That crazy old dude you see on the bus every day who you're trying desperately to turn into a wise old man you can talk to about your problems. People who aren't annoyed by your holier-than-thou lifestyle. The lady who makes that yummy organic avocado and olive oil dip you always buy and eat without sharing.

You got fat because: Brown rice is not less caloric than white rice. Also, you tried to go vegetarian but ended up eating way too much cheese and putting on a few pounds. Then you briefly went vegan but ate a half jar of peanut butter daily (there are 1,500 calories in a cup of that stuff, if you can believe it!) to get enough protein. You're back to free-range chicken and grass-fed beef now, but the damage is done.

You will get nutrition information from: Carefully reading the back of every item you buy at the co-op. Remember to look at the "servings per container," since a lot of "healthy" foods exploit the portions per pack loophole to give people a false sense of security. For produce and bulk foods without labels, just ask StarBlossom, Coyote, or whoever happens to be manning the front counter—just don't get suckered into buying a bunch of high-calorie brown rice.

You will count calories using: A notebook made from that horrible gray recycled paper. Be mindful of what you're buying, as some notebooks marketed as using "recycled paper" contain only about 30 percent postconsumer materials. Look for something like AMPAD Envirotec's wirebound notebooks, which are made from 100 percent postconsumer waste. Then, start each day by writing down how many calories you get for the day, subtracting as you go.



 You are: Nerdy Bookworm Hipster

You are seen: At the library, bookstore, coffee shop, and other places where cool, well-read people congregate to talk about smarty-type stuff.

You wear: Frumpy sweaters to cover your bulges. Luxurious leather shoes you hope will distract people from the rest of your body. Eyeglasses.

You carry: A big leather bag with reading materials in it and a cup of cappuccino.

You read: Everything. All the time.


You work as: Grad assistant. Copy editor. Barista who aspires to be a writer.

Your friends are: Classmates and former classmates.

You got fat because: You hate "sports," "the gym," or "going outside." Also, you just had to try making some of Emily Dickinson's legendary dessert recipes so you could report back to the professor who wondered aloud whether the Belle of Amherst's gingerbread is really as incredible as is claimed in literary circles. It was purely an academic exercise, we understand.

You will get nutrition information from: A big, thick reference book. Having one on hand would be a hassle for most people, but when you're already lugging around a copy of Pynchon's Gravity's Rainbow and the latest editions of both McSweeney's and the New Yorker, it doesn't seem so bad. The latest offering from the CalorieKing series would probably be the most useful, but it's also a little too commercial. Look for Barbara Kraus's Dictionary of Calories and Carbohydrates, first published in 1974 and now in its fifteenth edition, instead. Or try to score a vintage edition of the Pocket Guide for Calorie Counters, published in the 1940s. True, those out-ofprint reference books won't have a lot of useful information about today's foods, but they sure are cool and interesting.

You will count calories using: A Moleskine notebook and a fountain pen. You will make copious notes on each item, perhaps even using adjectives like "splendid" and "marvelous."



 You are: Interwebber Tech-Geek Hipster

You are seen: Usually as an avatar or artfully cropped profile picture that minimizes your fatness. Occasionally at the Apple store.
 

 You wear: A custom-made T-shirt with some sort of techie reference on it. A sport coat. Designer jeans in the largest size you can find.

You carry: A shoulder bag with an iPad in it.

You read: The first 200 words of random blog posts your tweeps point you to—you lose interest after that.

You work as: Social media consultant. Your company's IT guy.

Your friends are: The 4, 000 people who follow you on Twitter. IRL? N/A.

You got fat because: You try to do a Foursquare checkin from any restaurant your tweeps are talking about with some sort of wiseass comment about how it's overrated. Also, your ass doesn't leave your desk chair for more than an hour each day, which makes it really hard to burn off even the sushi you had at happy hour.

You will get nutrition information from: Either Live strong.com, Calorie-Counter.net, or CalorieKing.com. When you Google most restaurant foods, these are usually the first sites you find (and, let's face it, everything you eat comes from a restaurant). You're sure to develop a strong preference for one of them in short order. After that, you'll fiercely battle the people who prefer the opposite site and snottily correct any mistakes you discover in the comment section in pure troll fashion.

You will count calories using: An app on your smartphone. Obvi. If you do that, be sure to get the simplest one you can find, not one that's always prompting you to reward yourself for exercise with an increased calorie allotment. Personally, I like to have separate apps for looking up nutrition info and counting. This is why I prefer a big ol' database like the CalorieCheck app and a separate, simple counting app like Food Diary from Felt Tip, which was better before they updated it with a bunch of unnecessary features but still gives you a nice countdown. Livestrong and Calorie Count (caloriecount.about.com) both have nice apps, and their databases are pretty good too—pick which one you like and defend it to the death.

 


 So you probably don't fit neatly into any of these little boxes. Hopefully you don't. Chances are, however, you saw something of yourself in one of the caricatures. Are you always playing with your phone, annoying your friends and loved ones by updating your Facebook status at totally inappropriate times? That habit is going to play a part in your plan. Are you more comfortable with paper and a pen? Then that's how you'll do this. You need to look at the suggestions above—all the gadgets and techniques available to you—and decide on an appropriate course of action.

It's really not that hard to count calories—j ust figure out the calories in whatever you're eating and record them somehow—but it does take dedication. You need to come up with a plan and stick to it.

Chubster isn't about one single, rigid method; it's about finding the right plan for your lifestyle. You're going to complete this mission in your own style; this book is just arming you to do it. Right now, we're turning you into a self-sufficient dieting machine capable of functioning in any environment. Using what you're learning here, you'll be able to diet under any circumstances, up to and including a meal at Earth's single least hospitable place for a cool person on a diet.

That is, of course, Fat Boy's Pork Palace in Brandywine, West Virginia.

(FYI: A cup of grits without butter is only 150 calories.) 





 Your Mother's Meat Loaf

You know why no strictly structured diet program can ever work? Because of your mom and her wonderful meat loaf.

Now, obviously her meat loaf (or whatever equivalent special recipe your mom happens to make) is not especially healthy. Still, not only do you love that meat loaf, you love your mom, and you're not going to make her sad by turning down a reasonably sized serving of it. Does your diet allow for this situation? If not, it's destined to fail.

This is one big reason that calorie counting works and everything else doesn't. So long as you can get Mom to tell you roughly what's in that pan so you can estimate the calorie count, you're golden. You may have to eat a salad for lunch to save up calories for it, but that's a small price to pay for both a mother's love and a working diet plan.

Calorie counting is flexible in this way—which is why it works and other diets don't.



The Seven Habits of Highly Effective Calorie Counting

As you can see, how you retrieve and record your calories is pretty much a free-for-all. The method doesn't matter much, and it's not using any skills you didn't develop in kindergarten. Honestly, there are probably a hundred ways that would work so long as you can stick with it.

The rules for making sure you're staying on track aren't so flexible, though. If you want to make steady progress throughout the weight-loss process, it's extremely important to stay disciplined enough to hold yourself to these seven simple rules.

 



 1. Each Day Begins at Midnight. There are going to be times when you'll feel hungry in the evening and want to borrow against the next day's calories. That's not recommended—not until you're pretty far along, anyway—and the best way to keep yourself honest is to start your new counting day when the clock says you should. It's a great way to balance wants and needs. If you're still really hungry at midnight, there's nothing wrong with dipping into the new day's allotment, but you'll be happier come morning if you can fall asleep instead. You'll be surprised by how easy it is to avoid evening snacking when you postpone it until after your typical bedtime.

 


2. Measure Everything Possible. If you don't already have sets of measuring cups and spoons, you need to buy them now. Trust me: It's one thing to eyeball "a cup or so of cereal," it's another to actually measure it out. Chances are, if you try to guess the amount of foods you're eating, you'll be a little too generous with your portions. At first blush it might seem overly strict, but accuracy in counting is key to hitting your calorie goals. It won't always be possible—unless you want to carry a tablespoon in your pocket and measure salad dressing at an Italian restaurant—but by measuring whenever it's reasonably convenient, you'll develop an eye for amounts that will serve you well when it's not as practical to be exact. When you're in your own kitchen, there's no excuse, though.

 


3. Round Up and Down to 10. Remember the rule about "rounding half up" you learned in elementary school? You're going to do that again, rounding up and down so all your calorie figures end in zero. That is, if something has 94 calories in it, you can count it as 90. If it has 95 or 96, you count it as 100. Maybe you like the idea of being as precise as possible, but it's not worth trying to be any more specific than this. If you can guesstimate your food intake to within 10 calories at every meal, you're doing pretty well.

 


 4. Use the Best Information Sources and Cross-Check Your Calorie Information When Possible. There are dozens of websites and smartphone apps promising accurate calorie information. Most of them are pretty good, though it's amazing how estimates vary from source to source.

Let's say you just had some vanilla fro-yo for dessert—it's a tasty, low(ish)-cal dessert and doesn't seem to vary widely by source. This should be easy to get consistent figures on, right? Not so much. Let's look at the first page of search results...

CalorieCount.com says there are 117 calories in a half cup—a very specific number considering they don't give a source. MyFitnessPal says there are 73 calories in a half cup. LiveStrong.com says there are 89 calories in a half cup of Yogurtland's French Vanilla. LA's Pinkberry publishes nutrition information saying there are 29 calories per ounce, or 100 calories per half-cup serving. The same amount of TCBY's vanilla has 120 calories according to the company's information. One blogger who took on the subject, Froyogirl.com, says Menchie's has 168 calories per half cup.

So if you just had a half cup of regular vanilla frozen yogurt from a mom-and-pop store, what would you do? That's a hard question when one estimate is more than twice another estimate. You have to get all the information you can and go with your gut (pun not intended). You can also help yourself avoid reenacting that Seinfeld episode about supposedly nonfat yogurt by not going overboard with something that seems to be too good to be true.

 From my experience, Livestrong.com and CalorieKing.com (which are usually the first two results on things I Google) tend to be pretty accurate. Try to look at both if you have time, especially if one seems a little shaky. Also, always trust a restaurant's own estimate above anything else. If they're wrong, you can sue them.

By the same token, I don't like using phone apps that integrate calorie counting and calorie estimating, precisely because they handcuff you into one source's estimate, and every source has some flaws. Find an app that counts the way you like it and stick with that. If you've got access to the Internet, it's always better to do a search in your browser, though it's handy to have some sort of information resource downloaded in case web access is not available or running super slow.

 


5. When in Doubt, Compare to Something Known. Like any hipster, I greatly prefer local restaurants to chains, but the big companies' ubiquity does serve calorie counters. It's not always easy to get nutrition data for popular menu items at national chains, but it's almost always possible with just a little sleuthing. Since most restaurant food comes from similar—or the very same—food distributors, you're usually pretty safe going with the information you find online for chains. While the divy little bar and grill down the street doesn't publish nutrition info for its chicken sandwich, it shouldn't be hard to compare it to something equivalent. Does the sammy they're serving look more like a BurgerKing TenderGrill (aka BK Broiler) or an Applebee's Grilled Chicken Sandwich? How about that burrito at the little taco stand by your office? Is it more the foil-wrapped monsters at Chipotle or the smaller kind you see at Del Taco?

 


 6. Overestimate If You Can't Know for Sure. There will be times you're just not sure what's in something you're eating. Maybe it's made with a secret recipe. Maybe a friend cooked it and it'd be awkward to ask. Maybe there's no real equivalent sold by a restaurant that posts its nutrition info. When that happens, try to overestimate. Since studies show that most people dramatically underestimate how many calories they're eating, chances are you won't really be cheating yourself out of anything. Also, if you're eating something that can't be easily estimated, chances are it's not very diet-friendly anyway. It's important to do what you can to keep yourself honest.

 


7. Build a Database. Does tracking down calorie information seem like a fair amount of work? It can be, especially at first. But how often do you revisit the same dishes, in the kitchen or at restaurants? Probably pretty often, which makes things much easier after a few weeks. Depending on the method for recording you've chosen, you should have some way of easily retrieving the deets on foods you've noshed on previously. If you're going with paper, either put a star next to things you're likely to eat again or start a separate list in the back of your notebook. If you're digital, keep a file, or a note, with the stats for favorite dishes handy. Sure, if you follow rule 4 you're going to spend some time cross-checking information, but you'll soon make that time up using your database, which is stocked with the best numbers you can come up with.

So that's how to count your calories. Strictly speaking, that's all you need. As we'll see shortly, one guy used this information to lose weight eating mostly junk food, taking the "so long as you're counting, you can eat whatever you want" principle to an absurd extreme. But, of course, there's always an easy way and a hard way—and, as I promised at the beginning, Chubster is about teaching you the easiest, least painful way to accomplish your goal. We'll learn that nowish. 






End of sample
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