Tasting Café serves up inexpensive, nutritious menu
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What do you do when you’re the food editor of The Rocky Mountain News and both paper and your job go away?

Cook up a new recipe for success.
That’s what local foodie Marty Meitus did last year when she helped pilot the Tasting Café, a project for Women, Infant and Children (WIC) administered through the Tri-County Health Department.
WIC, a federally-funded program, offers nutritional counseling and education to low income parents and caregivers with young children under the age of 5. The participants receive vouchers that entitle them to specific nutritious food such as fruits, vegetables and whole grains.

About a year ago Meitus set up the first Tasting Cafés at the Tri-County Health facilities in Aurora. The idea was to let folks sample nutritious foods they might not have been exposed to otherwise, much like you would try something at Sam’s Club, and give people serving ideas for what they get through their WIC vouchers. 

Tasting Cafes are now offered a few days each month at 10 Tri-County Health locations, including Brighton. WIC participants can drop in after their appointments, stay and sample food, ask Meitus questions, and get copies of her recipes. 

When money is tight people are less to get adventuresome with food, Meitus acknowledged. That’s why she helped to create recipes for the Tasting Café that are tasty, easy to make, nutritious, and use staples already included under WIC food guidelines. 
The program is a soft sell, she emphasized. “We aren’t here to preach or make people do things -- just let them try the food and give them some ideas.”
So far it’s been met with success, said Heidi Fritz, nutrition manager with Tri-County Health. “You get people in there who tell us their kids won’t eat anything green and there they are trying green peppers. It’s really great to see.”

Menus include recipes such as Chicken McMarty – chicken nuggets made with chicken, milk, eggs and cornflakes and baked in the oven with a little oil; smiley face pizzas that use whole wheat bread topped with tomato sauce, cheese and whatever veggies the children choose; and chicken stir fry with brown rice and seasonal vegetables.
Another secret Meitus shares at the samplings: children like eating foods that they’ve helped to prepare and it’s a way to get them to expand their food repertoires.

The program couldn’t have come at a better time, Fritz said. WIC came into the picture decades ago because children and parents in need weren’t getting enough calories and nutrition. Today the nutritional battleground is obesity – too many calories and often the wrong kind. In just the last year, Fritz said, the WIC voucher program was updated to require more fruits, vegetables and whole grains and that’s why the Tasting Café is so useful. It’s another way people can get the information they need to make healthier choices.

The next WIC Tasting Cafés in Brighton will be July 28, Aug. 11 and Sept. 8. (The program runs April through September.) The office is located at 30 S. 20th Avenue. For information on the Tasting Cafes or WIC, call 303-846-2004.
Recipes: 
CHICKEN McMARTY
Serves 4
2 ½ to 3 pounds boneless, skinless chicken breasts, cubed
Salt
6 to 8 ounces cornflakes
1 egg
1/8 cup skim milk
Canola oil

Preheat oven to 400 degrees. Crush cornflakes in a plastic bag with a rolling pin until they turn into fine crumbs. Mix egg and milk with a fork. Sprinkle salt on chicken cubes. Dip in egg/milk mixture. Roll nuggets in crumbs in the plastic bag. Place nuggets on a baking tray, drizzle with oil. Bake 20 minutes or until cooked through.

BAKED SWEET POTATO CHIPS
Serves 4
4 sweet potatoes
Canola oil
Salt

Preheat oven to 400 degrees. Peel potatoes and slice very thin. Place on baking sheet, drizzle with oil and sprinkle with salt. Bake 15 to 20 minutes (depending on thickness) until softened and browned. (Check during baking to avoid overbrowning.)

A FIESTA OF VEGETABLES SUMMER SOUP
Serves 8
2 cucumbers, peeled, seeds removed
5 tomatoes, quartered, seeds squeezed out if desired
1 green or yellow or red bell pepper, or a combination, coarsely chopped
1 small onion or red onion, coarsely chopped
1 or 2 stalks celery, diced, optional
3 tablespoons olive oil
2 cups tomato juice or V8 juice, or combination
1 tablespoon balsamic vinegar, red wine vinegar or any herb vinegar
Fresh basil, about 8 leaves, chopped, if desired

Dice the cucumbers and set aside. Place tomatoes, bell pepper, onion and olive oil in blender or food processor and blend until chopped but still somewhat chunky. (Note: If you don’t have a blender or food processor, cut vegetables into small pieces and add to tomato juice, vinegar and oil in a bowl.) Pour mixture in a large bowl. Add cucumber, celery and all remaining ingredients. Mix in chopped fresh basil, if desired.
