REALHEALTH

Tasty Celebrations

Tips to make traditional holiday meals much healthier and still delicious!

Gerrie E. Summers

When you think about spending time with friends and family this holiday season, are you gripped
with joy and dread about creating those savory special-occasion dinners and sweet desserts that
can throw off months of sticking to a diet? If so, don’t worry. You can cook familiar dishes in new
ways that will allow you the guilt-free enjoyment of eating some of your favorite meals of the
season.

“What makes holiday dishes so terribly unhealthy and fattening is not the fact that they contain
fat. It's that they contain the wrong kind of fat and a ton of sugar, an absolutely lethal combination
from the point of view of health,” says Jonny Bowden, a board-certified nutritionist and author of
The 150 Healthiest Foods on Earth. “High-calorie, high-fat [the wrong fats] and high-sugar meals
are a trifecta for diabetes, obesity and heart disease.”

But the good news is, you can make healthier holiday meals and desserts by reducing or replacing
sugar, salt and unhealthy fats without sacrificing taste. You can significantly cut back on starches
and other unhealthy ingredients by using smart substitutions and making healthier choices.

The Culprit: Sugar

Reduce or replace this refined sweetener with spices, such as cinnamon, allspice and nutmeg, or
use extracts, such as vanilla, peppermint or almond. You might also try adding sweetness with a
plant-based sugar substitute, such as stevia.

The Culprit: Whole milk

Replace this high-fat liquid in desserts with fat-free or skim milk or low-fat buttermilk. Depending
on the recipe, you can also substitute whole milk with soy milk or nut milks, such as almond, or
use plain yogurt.

The Culprit: Heavy cream

Use fat-free half-and-half or evaporated skim milk instead of full-fat cream to keep dishes rich and

satisfying.

The Culprit: Butter, margarine, oil or some other shortening
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If you must use fats, opt for a vegetable oil, such as olive oil. Bowden suggests you “choose from
non-hydrogenated [no trans fat] oils that are great for cooking, such as grass-fed butter, ghee,
coconut oil and certified sustainable palm oil.” Another option? Apply cooking spray or opt for
nonstick pans.

If you're using shortening to bake desserts, use half of the butter or other shortening, and replace
the other half with some unsweetened or cinnamon-flavored applesauce, mashed banana, prune
puree, plain Greek or soy yogurt or even mashed avocado.

The Culprit: High-calorie dessert

Apple pie on average is 360 calories per slice; pecan pie is a whopping 503. Switch to either sweet
potato or pumpkin pie, which, depending on how they’'re made, are usually lower in calories and
have more nutritional value.

The Culprit: Piecrusts

Crusts add extra calories to pies. Double crusts can add a hefty 240 calories. Instead, make a
crust-free dessert, for example, apple crisp instead of apple pie.

The Culprit: Chocolate chips and assorted candies

Replace these sugary calorie-boosting extras with dried fruit, such as cranberries or cherries.

The Culprit: Alcoholic drinks
If you don’t want to skip the boozy beverages, sip still or sparkling water between each drink to

prevent overindulgence and to lower the amount of alcohol and calories.

And if you're not indulging but still need a glass in your hand, fetch a flute of sparkling water.
Downing more H20 will keep you from drinking and eating too much.

Substitute alcohol and sugary sodas in mixed drinks with cool, refreshing club soda.

Instead of sugar in cocktails, use freshly squeezed juice (like lemon or lime) or 100 percent fruit
juice.

In dairy-based drinks, replace the whole milk and heavy cream with low-fat or skim milk. For
example, you can still savor the rich taste of eggnog without the surplus calories. Fill the glass
with one half to three quarters low-fat or skim milk and one part nonalcoholic eggnog.

The Culprit: Ham hocks or bacon fat for seasoning

Use low-fat, low-salt chicken or vegetable broth. For diehard fans of ham hocks, “You don’t need to
replace the ham hocks if you can find pastured pork,” Bowden says. “Otherwise, collard greens are
a great vegetable. Try using just a bit less salt and a lot more flavorful spices.”



The Culprit: Table salt or seasoning salt

Try mixing a combination of herbs or spices with salt-free seasoning, lemon juice, rice vinegar and
pepper to flavor foods. “Use turmeric, oregano, basil, sage, rosemary,” Bowden suggests. “All
have remarkable health benefits and will reduce the amount of salt you need.”

The Culprit: Bread and pasta

Instead of processed white bread, pasta and flour, select their whole-grain counterparts. If you
don’t like the taste of whole-wheat baked goods, measure and mix one-half white flour with one-
half whole wheat flour for cakes, muffins and other goodies from the oven.

The Culprit: Macaroni and cheese

Again, reach for whole-grain pasta. For the creamy texture of butter and cream—without the
fat—replace butter and cheese with nonfat Greek yogurt and either reduced-fat, fat-free or 2
percent milk and cheese, or simply use less cheese.

The Culprit: Predinner noshing

Arrive late to miss cocktails and snacks. If you can, make a dip at home with low-fat or nonfat plain
Greek yogurt or nonfat sour cream and bring your own crudités, such as raw carrots, cauliflower
and broccoli florets, slices of bell peppers and other crunchy veggies.

Other ways to make food healthier:

e Try this no-brainer: Cook with less of the offending ingredient.

Instead of frosting, jams, syrup and other sugar-laden toppings, use fresh or frozen fruits.

Increase the amount of vegetables in meat dishes and sides.

For dishes and desserts usually made with whole eggs, separate out the yolks and use only the

whites.

Baste cooked meats with vegetable juice, fat-free veggie broth or even a small amount of wine

instead of fat-laden drippings.

Having turkey? Eat the white meat without skin (160 calories) versus the dark meat with skin
(230 calories). “If a turkey is at the center of your table, order an organic pasture-raised bird
from a local farmer,” says Bowden. “Most store-bought frozen turkeys have been injected with
up to 12 percent of a solution containing added sugar, salt and artificial flavorings. These birds
must be labeled as ‘basted,” ‘marinated’ or ‘injected.” Additives are not allowed on fresh

turkeys.”



e Choose smaller portions of all dishes, including traditional stuffing. A serving size is three
ounces, the size of a deck of cards. Then fill the rest of the plate with more vegetables and
healthy side dishes.

 Select baked or grilled meats and steamed vegetables.

 For gravy and other sauces, allow yourself just one tablespoon to cut down on fat, calories and
salt.

e Strain and rinse canned goods, such as cooked beans and chickpeas, with water before using to
wash off excess salt and starch.

e |f using processed packaged goods, compare labels to find lower-salt and sugar-free items.
Better yet, try to avoid them altogether. “Nix all the prepackaged dishes,” Bowden advises.
Many of these foods contain partially hydrogenated oils, a primary source of trans fats and
other unhealthy ingredients.

e Skip the dinner rolls. Refrigerated dough products, including crescent rolls, often contain trans
fats, Bowden says, “as well as emulsifiers such as monoglycerides and diglycerides.”

e Say no to whipped cream on desserts, such as pie, and in drinks, such as eggnog, a seasonal
favorite.

» When buying apple cider, carefully read the label to spot added sugars. Choose low-sugar or
sugar-free versions, or make the tasty drink yourself with spices, such as cinnamon sticks,
cloves, nutmeg and cardamom. Don’t forget to add tart whole cranberries and sweet orange

slices for an Instagram-worthy beverage.

More Substitutions for Your Festive Foods

Modify these top 10 foods to create healthier counterparts and save a ton of calories this holiday.

1. Gravy

Skim the fat from drippings, or make gravy with fat-free or low-fat turkey broth, flour and
seasonings.

2. Stuffing

Skip the packaged kind, and make your own using whole-grain bread, or replace bread with wild-
rice stuffing.



3. Candied yams

Roast the yams instead of pairing with marshmallows or tossing in brown sugar.

4. Cranberry sauce

Make a relish from scratch with fresh cranberries.

5. Greens

In this otherwise healthy choice for a meal, don’t diminish the nutritional value of collard and other
greens by overcooking and adding unhealthy extras, such as salt, ham and bacon. Instead, gently
sauté in low-fat and salt-free broth.

6. Creamy soups

Use coconut milk instead of heavy cream.

7. Mashed potatoes

You can either use reduced-fat butter and skim milk to lower the fat content, or swap the spuds
with mashed cauliflower or mashed cannellini beans.

8. Dinner rolls

Ditch the store-bought rolls. Reach for whole grain bread, and skip the butter.

9. Holiday pies

Start a new tradition and serve fresh fruit.

10. Alcoholic and high-calorie beverages

Choose cider instead of eggnog. If you drink wine, exchange for a fruity sangria made with spiced
teas infused with fruit slices.
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