
Do Carbohydrates Make You Fat?

By M I C H A E L  M A S O N

You bet, says a hot new diet book. So is the key to weight loss here at last ?

book, has do dged the rol ls in the bread bas ket ,

poked as ide a ca r rot ga r nish, refu sed potato es and

couscous, and declined dessert.

But now this. Cof fee has arrived, and with it t he

inevitable tray of sugar. Steward looks as if he were

overcome by an unpleas ant smell. Evident ly ou r

w a iter has missed the tiny pin glittering on Stew a rd ’s

lapel: a pictu re of a suga r cube with a red slash

through it. The Sugar Busters talisman.

Meet America’s mos t un l i kely diet gu ru. He has

had no medical education, he do es not exercise, and

he is not especially thin. Leighton Steward, 63, is a

sweet, talkative New Orleans oilman famous—until

now—among ot her pet roleum executives for a qu ix-

otic cru s ade aga ins t foo ds he bel ieves are mak ing

America fat. Long before he became a diet di g ni-

ta ry, Stew a rd was button hol ing f riends at co ckta i l

pa rties and wag g ing h is finger at gol fi ng buddies.

Wherever he went ,f ree autog raphed copies of Suga r

Bu s ters, t he folksy treatise he publ ished with three

lo cal do ctors, flew from his briefcase like beads at

Mardi Gras.

I f ever a place needed a diet, New Orleans is it .

Stew a rd ’s hometown has an obes ity rate of 37.5 per-

cent—by one recent estimate, the highest in the na-

tion. As a trick le of tes ti monials tu r ned into a gu sher,

Stew a rd ’s unort ho dox wei g ht-loss plan caug ht on .

Soon Sugar Busters was in every drugstore and cor-

ner market in New Orleans. The sugar-with-a-slash

endorsement blossomed on the menus of t he city ’s

atching Leighton Steward pick his way

t h rough dinner is like watching someone

mambo across a minefield. So far the author

of Sugar Busters, the nation’s hottest diet
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mos t famous res tau rant s. By las t s pring

Stew a rd ’s pri mer had sold a whopping

210,000 copies; by the end of s um mer,

it w as a coas t-to -coas t bes t- sel ler, the lat-

es t in a series of diet books feeding a

national epidemic of carbophobia.

“If someone had ever told me that I’d

write a book that made the bes t- sel ler

l is t s, I’d have said they were craz y, ”

chuckles Steward as he pours a packet of

a rti fi cial sweetener into his cof fee. He’s

not t he on ly one who has been taken

aback by the book’s success. On its way

to the top, Suga r Bu s ters has left prom i-

nent nutritionists in tears.

Underpinning the book is a complicat-

ed hy pot hes is that Stew a rd says he began

to piece toget her late one ni g ht wh i le

watching TV in bed. He had just lost 25

pounds on a diet that included omelettes

every mor ning and plenty of beef. “I was

eating more calories than I’d ever eaten , ”

he say s. Int ri gued, Stew a rd sta rted read-

ing about g lucose, or blood suga r, and it s

relationsh ip to ins u l in, an important hor-

mone produced in the pancreas.

When you eat ca rbohydrates in foo ds

s uch as fru it s, vegetables, bread, and pas-

ta, the level of g lucose beg ins to rise in

your blood. Glucose is a major source of

energy for the body. But before it can be

used, it has to get from the bloodstream

to l iver, fat , and mu s cle cel ls. That ’s where

ins u l in comes in: It shutt les the glucose

to its destinations.

But t he hor mone has a seconda ry

hou sekeeping job, too. Ins u l in ratchet s

up the liver’s pro duction of blood fat s

and helps ca r ry them into the adipose

cel ls ador ning you r w a ist, thighs, and

ot her fl eshy hot s pot s. Mos t s cientis t s

doubt that this process itself creates beer

bel l ies and flabby thighs, but Stew a rd ’s

late-night epiphany transcended conven-

tional thin k ing. “Ins u l in makes you fat , ”

he decla res. “That ’s what do ctors don’t

general ly appreciate. It ’s ri g ht t here in the

medical textbooks.” 

Forget about calories, s ay s Suga r Bu s ters

doctrine. To lose weight, you mustavoid

t hose ca rbohydrates known to sha r ply

increase blood glucose levels and thus the

need for ins u l in. What ’s being bu s ted

here, of cou rse, isn’t ju s t table suga r.

Wh ite flou r, wh ite rice, and mos t pas tas

a re also no - no’s. So are such seem ing-

ly innocent foods as potatoes, corn, car-

rot s, and beet s. Pa rt ly becau se these

foo ds have relatively litt le fiber and lot s

The Buzz About
Green Tea
If you’re drinking green tea for

an antioxidant boost, be prepared

for another kick: caffeine. Some

green teas are labeled “herbal,”

usually a code word meaning

caffeine-free. But green and black

teas come from the same plant;

they’re just processed and aged

differently. Still, green tea’s caf-

feine is only one-third that of

black tea.

Sna c kwel l
Bulks Up
For t hose who shun Snack wel l’s

cook ies becau se they ’re ju s t too ,

well, lean, it ’s ti me to recons ider.

A fter w atch ing s ales drop las t

yea r, Snack well reji g gered it s

munch ies to make mos t of t hem

reduced fat ins tead of low-fat or

fat-f ree. But at hal f t he fat of reg-

u la r brands, they ’re still a goo d

deal, cook ie for cook ie.

Nuts About Oil? 
To order unusual nut oils—from

peanut to pumpk in seed, and some

of them roasted—call Loriva at

800/945-6748 or visit the Web

site at www.loriva.com.

Bran Buds for 
Your Heart
Foods containing psyllium
can now brag that they help
prevent heart disease, says
the Food and Drug Adminis-
tration. The ruling was based
on studies showing that psyl-
lium, a soluble fiber, lowered
bad cholesterol by 5 percent
over six months. Kellogg’s
Bran Buds was one of the
first food products to include
psyllium—one serving a day
is all you need—but other cer-
eals will soon follow suit.
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Fishy Fat s
Sal mon lovers, take note: If you ’re

eating the fish for its heart-healthy

omega-3 fatty acids, look for the

type that was caught in the wild.

Farmed salmon contain as much,

i f not more, satu rated fat as

omega-3s. Other farmed fish such

as trout and catfish also contain

more saturated fat than the ones

you’d catch yourself. — K ATE L E E

Look It Up
What’s the best source of vitamin

E? Which has less fat: chicken

thighs or flank steak? The Well -

ness Nutrition Counter (Times

Book s, 1998, $35) can tell you

t h is and more. It of fers bas ic nut ri-

tional data such as calories and fat

grams, plus the amounts of essen-

tial vitam ins and minerals in more

than 6,000 brand name and

whole foods.
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Bu s ters des cribes obes ity as the res u lt of

ins u l in res is tance, many experts bel ieve

the opposite.

“People just eat too much, period, and

t hey don’t exercise,” says nut ritionis t

Thomas Wolever of t he Univers ity of

Toronto, who has studied the ef fect of

va rious foo ds on blood glucose. “Then, I

t h ink, obes ity gives them high ins u l in ,

not the other way around.” 

And virtually no scientist believes that

calories are a moot iss ue. “We a re getting

fatter,” says Reaven, “and it is com ing

f rom ca rbohydrates. But t he problem

Don’t deprive yo u r s e l f. W h e n eve r

you deny yo u rself whole groups of

foods, which is what Sugar Busters

p re s cribes, the likelier you are to

become fru st ra ted and end up

indulging. So eat what you wa n t ,

j u st eat less of it.

Have several mini-meals a day. 

To keep from getting too hungry,

re g i stry members ate an ave ra ge 

of nearly fi ve times a day. St i ck i n g

to this schedule, th ey said, was one 

of their most useful tactics. 

L i g h ten up on fats. It’s the easiest

way to cut calories, which is the re a l

goal of any diet. That’s because fa t

d e l i ve rs nine calories per gram to

c arb o hy d ra te’s fo u r. Re g i stry diete rs

got about 24 percent of their daily

c a l ories from fat.  

Exercise regu l arly. Study afte r

study c o n firms that being active 

is the most efficient way to ke e p

weight off in the long run. Also, by

b urning extra calories, working out

helps to comp e n s a te for the meta-

bolic slow d own often tri g ge red by

eating less.

Ta ke stock. M a ke sure your goal is

re a l i stic; oth erwise you’ll just set

yo u rself up for fa i l u re. And plan fo r

the long haul. To maintain a healthy

weight, most people need to ch a n ge

the way th ey eat fo reve r, not just fo r

the next six months. 

The Proven Way 
to Lose We i g h t
Take it from the true experts, people
who have lost at least 30 pounds and
stayed at their new weight for a year or
m o re. Members of the National We i g h t
C o n t rol Re g i stry, an ongoing pro j e c t
that tra cks successful diete rs, describe
their commonsense strategies fo r
m a i n taining a slimmer phys i qu e .

of s ta rch or natu ral suga r, they are ab-

sorbed readi ly in the gut and tran for med

quickly into blood glucose.

“ I f you ’re on a high-ca rbohydrate diet ,

you ’re go ing to have a lot of ins u l in 

in you r s y s tem,” Stew a rd say s. “We’re

tel l ing people to eat ca rbohydrates but

to get h i g h- fi ber ones, wh ich are ab-

sorbed more slowly.” On the approved

l ist: beans, peas, cit rus fru it s, and apples,

to name a few.

Becau se neit her protein nor fat ra ises

blood glucose the way carbohydrates do ,

t he plan also g rant ss u r pris ing amounts of

meat ( including, for t he

adventu rous dieter, al l i ga-

tor, antelope, and el k), eg gs,

and da i ry pro duct s. Stew-

a rd ’s book recom mends a

cho colate mou sse, for ex-

ample, made with five eg gs

and a qua rt and a hal f of

heavy cream. Emeri l’s, one

of New Orleans’s plum m i-

er dining rooms, of fers a

Suga r Bu s ters– approved filet

m i g non stu f fed with blue

cheese and sitting atop a

bacon salad. Th is is a very

New Orleans kind of diet.

Stew a rd adm its that much

of t he book’s wei g ht-loss

s t rategy is “theoretical,” but

s cientists have been less

cha ritable. “It ’s sheer non-

sense,” says Gerald Reaven

of Stan ford Univers ity, who yea rs ago was

t he firs t resea rcher to po int out t he ef fect s

of di f ferent ca rbohydrates on blood glu-

cose. “There’s absolutely no support in

t he scientific data. ”

Even ass um ing t hat ins u l in do es help

create flab—and the notion is controver-

sial—most people just don’t secrete more

of t he hor mone t han t hey need .“ I f you ’re

nor mal,” Reaven expla ins, “you r bo dy

metabol i zes glucose bri l l iant ly. It takes

ju s t a wh i f f of ins u l in.” Not on ly that, he

adds, simply swapping one carbohydrate

for anot her—beans for potato es, for

example—won’t dramatically lower your

insulin levels.

Still, some people do have ch ronical ly

elevated amounts of t he hor mone in thei r

blood, the res u lt of a condition cal led

ins u l in res is tance. Many with the syn-

drome are also overwei g ht. But t hat

do esn’t mean those bu lges came from

eating too many potato es. Wh i le Suga r

isn’t t he ca rbohydrates per se; it ’s that we

eat too much of t hem and take in way

too many calories.” 

I ronical ly, Suga r Bu s ters proves the

point. According to a recent analysis, an

average day on the plan provides merely

1,200 calories. Th is may be the book’s

bi g secret: It ’s a low-calorie diet in dis-

gu ise. And with its emphas is on fiber,

that may well be a good thing.

Still, there’s a downside. Any diet that

rel ies this heavi ly on meat and fu l l-fat

dairy—without being specific about por-

tions—is likely to bring w ith it a hefty

load of a rtery -clog g ing s atu rated fat .

And when you cut back on ca rbohydrates

l i ke fru its and vegetables, you ’re los ing

i mportant vitam ins and minerals you r

body needs to stay healthy.

Want to lose weight? Watch those cal-

ories, lighten up on fat s, and make an

ef fort to exercise. There aren’t any short-

cuts, not even on Bourbon Street.¬
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