Healthy and Easy Thanksgiving
 

Think Thanksgiving has to be an expensive meal with millions of calories? Think again!  The Partnership for a Healthier America interviewed both a leading nutritionist and chef from two of our private sector partner organizations, SUPERVALU and Darden Restaurants, Inc., so we could bring you some great holiday tips for easy, healthy dishes the whole family will enjoy.
Too Many Calories Before the Main Feast
 

The first tip for a healthy Thanksgiving meal starts with what happens while the family is waiting for the feast. "If you grab a piece of fudge, some cheese and crackers, and a glass of egg nog, you've probably already eaten all of your calories for the entire day," warns Heidi Diller, RD, SUPERVALU corporate dietician 

 

Chef Cliff Pleau, executive chef and sr. culinary director of Seasons 52--a seasonally inspired fresh grill and wine bar concept with 20 restaurants and counting--agrees it's important to start the day out right and adds that one way to do this is by "stretching out the Thanksgiving meal with quick and easy starters". He suggests that two hours before the main meal, serve cocktail shrimp with cocktail sauce (the lower sugar kind). Grocery stores now offer shrimp washed and flash frozen for a bargain. Then one hour before the meal, serve a salad or bruschetta. "You definitely don't want to sit down to the Thanksgiving table starving," he adds. "When you're overly hungry, you always over eat." 

   
The Main Meal--Stealth Health
 

"People love their traditional Thanksgiving recipes, and telling them to just skip them, doesn't work," Heidi Diller says. Instead, she suggests a concept of "stealth health," which means make it healthier and just don't tell anybody!  "Often people associate healthy with meaning that it doesn't taste as good, and this just isn't true. Kids can get turned off before even taking a bite," Diller adds. 

 

So let's look at everybody's favorite side dish--the stuffing. Diller says you don't have to skip it, but rather, just cook it in a separate dish instead of inside the bird and you'll save half the calories! Cooking it this way saves calories because the fat dripping down from the bird while cooking drips into the stuffing too. If you make your own stuffing from scratch, a healthier substitution is to use whole grain bread instead of white bread.

 

Gravy is a huge calorie culprit if you use the drippings and flour. Another good stealth health tip is to use the pre-packaged dry mixes instead, as they're much lower in calories and fat.  And a huge plus--it never comes out lumpy! 

 

Turkey is very healthy--IF you remove the skin, warns Diller. Cook the turkey however you want, but if you remove the skin before eating it, you'll save 50% of the fat, and 30% of the calories. And you don't have to skip the dark meat to save calories. Light or dark meat has about the same amount of calories. One ounce of skinless light meat is 44 calories an ounce, and one ounce of skinless dark meat is 52 calories an ounce.
 

Now what about the potatoes? Chef Cliff is a big proponent of "super foods" and sweet potatoes are definitely one of them. He suggests serving them baked with a squeeze of lime, a pinch of sea salt, and a dash of Tabasco sauce. He also urges us to get the kids cooking, and sweet potatoes are an easy one for them to try. Let the kids wash the sweet potatoes and "help" an adult prepare them for the oven. Want regular mashed potatoes?  We've got a great recipe from Heidi Diller that tastes good and is also good for your waistline. Check out Melt-in-Your-Mouth Mashed Potatoes in our Recipe Corner. 

  

Eat your veggies!  Green bean casserole has become popular in recent years but it's not as healthy as it sounds, as it's loaded with fat, sodium and calories. "It's hard to lighten a green bean casserole, so instead either make a small one and have only a little taste, or replace it entirely with a green salad," says Diller. "People often welcome a fresh vegetable at the table because there aren't many veggie dishes served at a traditional Thanksgiving meal," she adds. 

Now for the dessert--Chef Cliff calls his perfectly proportioned tasty desserts he whips up at Seasons 52 "mini-indulgences". He stresses that altering desserts too much to make them lower in fat and calories often leaves people unsatisfied.  So instead, he suggests that we focus on portion control "If you've been eating healthy foods all day, it's okay to have your favorite dessert--just eat less of it," he adds. Check out his mouth-watering recipe for Pumpkin Pie Mini Indulgence.   

  

But what should you do if Grandma brings some of her favorite pies? Heidi Diller suggests that you should choose a fruit pie first like apple pie, which has about half the calories of a pecan pie. Pumpkin pie is another great choice and you can save a few calories and several grams of fat if you can convince Grandma to use non-fat evaporated milk instead of the whole-fat kind. 

 
Don't Forget the Drinks
Don't drink your entire day's worth of calories. Serve sparkling water, flavored seltzer, non-caloric drinks, plain iced tea or low calorie lemonade before and during dinner. 

The Best Light Pumpkin Pie

This pumpkin pie saves 100 calories per slice from the traditional version and it tastes identical! 

1 cup ginger snaps (about 16 cookies) 
16 oz can pumpkin 
1/2 cup egg whites (about 4) 
1/2 cup sugar 
2 tsp pumpkin pie spice (1.25 tsp cinnamon, 1/2 tsp ginger, 1/4 tsp cloves) 
12 oz can evaporated skim milk 

Preheat the oven to 350°. Grind the cookies in a food processor. Lightly spray a 9" glass pie pan with vegetable cooking spray. Pat the cookie crumbs into the bottom of the pan evenly. Mix the rest of the ingredients in a medium-sized mixing bowl. Pour into the crust and bake until knife inserted in center comes out clean, about 45 minutes. Store in the refrigerator.   Allow to cool and slice in 8 wedges. Optional: serve each wedge with fat free whipped cream. 

Serves 8. Each slice: 165 calories, 1.5 g fat, .5 g saturated fat, 1.5 mg cholesterol, 170 mg sodium, 32 g carbohydrate, 2 g fiber, 6 g protein. Diabetic exchange: 2 bread. 

Pumpkin Pie Calorie Facts:
  Store-bought pumpkin pie: About 260-290 calories per slice
  Use a traditional pie crust in place of ginger snaps for this recipe: Increase from 165 calories to 220 calories per slice.

  Use 1/3 cup sugar and 1/3 cup Splenda in place of 1/2 cup sugar for this recipe: decrease from 165 to 150 calories per slice.

  Cut this pie in 6 instead of 8: Increase to 202 calories per slice.

  Cut this pie in 10 instead of 8: Decrease to 120 calories per slice.

  Add light whipped cream from the can: 15 calories per 2 tablespoons 

Melt-in-Your-Mouth Mashed Potatoes 
Garlic cloves, cooked along with the potatoes, give this puree extra body and lots of flavor. 

 

2 lbs potatoes, preferably Yukon Gold (about 6 medium potatoes), peeled and cut into chunks

6 cloves garlic, peeled

 2 tsp butter

 1 cup buttermilk

 Salt to taste

 Freshly ground white or black pepper to taste.

 

To make, follow these four easy steps. 1. Place potatoes and garlic in a large heavy saucepan. Add water to cover and season with salt. Bring to a boil. Reduce heat to medium, cover, and cook until potatoes are very tender, 10 to 15 minutes. 2. Meanwhile, melt butter in a small saucepan over low heat and cook, swirling, until it turns a nutty brown, about 1 minute. Stir in buttermilk and heat until just warm. (Do not overheat or it will curdle.) 3. When potatoes are done, drain in a colander and return to the pan. Place pan over low heat and shake for about 1 minute to dry potatoes. 4. Mash the potatoes and garlic with a potato masher, an electric hand-held mixer, or by working through a ricer. Add enough of the buttermilk mixture to make a smooth puree. Season with salt and pepper and serve. Recipe from www.potatogoodness.com  
 

The recipe serves six and per serving has 144 Calories, 30 gm Carbs,  2 gm Fiber, 92 mg Sodium, 2 gm Fat, 2 gm Protein. 

HEAVY CREAM--If the recipe calls for non-fat Greek yogurt
This article was taken from the Partnership for a Healthier America’s Bi-Monthly Newsletter.  For more information, please contact the Texas AgriLife Extension Service office at 903-473-4580.

