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love of foodFor the

Allowing nature to inform our diets and avoiding processed 
foods are part of the simple message Sherry Strong has been 

spreading around the world: what we eat impacts on our 
health and wellbeing. Her food philosophy will soon be 
shared in book form and at the World Wellness Project.
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 I
n a sparse, working-class home in Calgary, 
Canada, a mother is feeding formula to 
her newborn baby. “It’s best for the baby.” 
The mother is 20 years old and this is 
her third child, a girl named Sherry. It’s 

1967 and the formula is still laced with 
monosodium glutamate (MSG). Her first two 
babies were breastfed and later she returns 
to breastfeeding for her fourth. It’s cheaper 
that way.

Fifteen years later, baby Sherry is a teenager 
and she’s found a book she can’t put down. 
The other kids are playing outside but she’s 
in her high school library doing a home 
economics assignment. She’s reading about 
how certain food products are marketed 
by manipulating nutritional research. It’s a 
revelatory moment, a betrayal of trust. Until 
that moment, young Sherry Strong, raised on 
staples of Kraft dinners, cheese whiz, tomato 
ketchup and Miracle Whip, had done what 
most people do: eat without questioning the 
serious damage certain foods may do to her 
health. These days, that’s all she does.
Strong is a Melbourne-based food philosopher, 
nutritional strategist and speaker with a 
dizzying array of projects on the boil. I’ve left 
far too little time to browse her biography 
in the cab heading to meet her for dinner. 
Since leaving Canada in 1987, Strong has 
been head chef at some of Melbourne’s finest 
restaurants, run a cooking school, chaired 
the Victorian arm of Nutrition Australia, 
headed up Melbourne Slow Food and travelled 
overseas for speaking engagements and 
to do lifestyle makeovers. She has popped 
up numerous times on TV and radio. These 
days, she’s writing and illustrating a book, 
developing a seminar series called Make Me 
Well Now and curating The World Wellness 
conference. “How does Sherry find all the 
time?” reads her bio, coyly. Yes, I think, as the 
cab pulls up. How does she? 

A failed experiment
“The past 50 years of food has been a big 
experiment that’s failed,” Strong tells me over 
our entrees. Coming from anyone else, Strong’s 
food philosophies may seem overtly political. 
Her insights have echoes in Morgan Spurlock’s 
nauseating McDonald’s documentary Super 
Size Me or in 2008’s agribusiness exposé Food 
Inc. But, unlike many opponents of the food 
industry, Strong doesn’t batter her audience 
with stomach-curdling facts. She is gentle and 
polite and utters her opinion in a soft Canadian 
lilt, reverting immediately to listening mode at 
my slightest interjection.

“My message comes across differently 
because I don’t think anyone should or 
shouldn’t do anything. It’s totally non-
judgmental and I teach my philosophies with 
love. I can’t change anyone; it’s about people 
deciding how they want to feel. Do they want to 
wake up every day with energy? Do they want 
to reduce the risk of lifestyle diseases? If so, 
what I am teaching can help.”

Strong may seem calm and logical now 
but she’s had her moments of naivety, too. In 
1999, she sailed into a Victorian meeting of 
Nutrition Australia in a highly excited state. 
She had resigned as chair of the organisation 
two years before but now returned bearing a 
gift, a healthy eating model she’d developed 
called The Steps of Nature. The ubiquitous food 
pyramid, Strong told her stunned audience, 
needed to go.

“I was so naive,” she recalls with a giggle. 
“I said, ‘Look! You can replace the food 
pyramid with The Steps of Nature! It’s a 
much better model because it is based on 
science and nature, not on the interests of 
the food industry.’

“The response was very aggressive.  
One of the dieticians was so livid she was 
shaking. She kept saying, ‘What are your 
references for this?’ I left the room with  

my tail between my legs.”
The Steps of Nature and the Consumption 

Concept are based on what Sherry calls 
Nature’s Principle. According to this principle, 
we should eat lots of foods that are highly “bio-
available” in nature – like vegetables and fruit; 
eat less food that is harder to obtain in nature – 
like meat and grains; and avoid anything that’s 
not possible in nature – like refined sugar, 
white flour and certain oils. These “denatured” 
foods make us sick and sap our energy, says 
Strong. Many are processed using extremely 
high temperatures and toxic chemicals such as 
bleach. They emerge highly addictive and with 
little nutritional value. Yet the food pyramid 
does not distinguish between a natural food 
such as cold-pressed olive oil and its highly 
processed version: a refined pure olive oil.

“The food pyramid is not getting the right 
message across. And, as obesity soars in 
Western countries, we’re swamped with 
nutritional information. With information, 
food companies and people with agendas can 
manipulate you.”

I tell Strong about a recent visit with 
my parents. My father told me yellow 
melon reduces blood pressure and my 
mother announced two apples a day keeps 
Alzheimer’s away. Interesting, yes, but is this 
information useful in such isolated snippets? 
Strong thinks not.

“The nutrition world focuses on macro and 
micro nutrients rather than looking at the 
broader context. They say you shouldn’t have 
too much fat in your diet but the Inuit people 
eat around 80 per cent fat — seal blubber — 
and they’re healthier than many Americans on 
low-fat diets,” says Strong.

“Your body is a more accurate source of 
information about what’s good for you than 
any one piece of scientific information. It’s 
about what gives you lasting energy and 
makes you feel good for longer. My version of 
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healthy eating is pretty simple: eat seasonal, 
locally sourced, organic whole foods and 
don’t do too much with them. Prepare them 
simply with love.” 

Searching for answers
Strong has not always felt this way. Or looked 
this good. In the mid-90s, she was twice the 
size she is now. “I had unresolved issues from 
childhood and I was eating to meet my needs 
through food. My home life growing up was 
impoverished on a physical, mental, spiritual 
and emotional level. My parents were really 
loving but they were children raising children. 
My mother had three kids by the time she could 
get into bars and was a grandma at 32.”

When Strong was in Year 8, her family 
moved from Calgary to a small town on 
Vancouver Island. The family moved  
regularly with little thought to its impact  
on the children and Strong had already been  
to 11 schools. Once settled on Vancouver 
Island, the family stayed — a blessing for 
the studious Strong, who attended the same 
school until Year 12. One day, 15-year-old 
Sherry answered a knock at the door. A girl her 
age called Kirstin greeted her brightly before 
introducing her to a certain fundamentalist 
Christian church. She persuaded Strong to 
attend a meeting after which she decided to 
become a missionary. Her family protested but 
Strong didn’t waver.

“My grandma had pointed to me once and 
said, ‘She’ll end up like her sisters, pregnant 
before she’s 18.’ I remember thinking, ‘That’s 
not going to happen to me.’ So I think I became 
religious to create boundaries to protect myself 
against a fate I didn’t want.”

Strong graduated from school and joined 
missionary school. “I was looking for a 
respectability I felt I didn’t have in my home. My 
grandfather was an alcoholic and my parents 
misused alcohol. As a child, I also suffered a 
difficult event at the hands of a family friend 
and, between that, the poverty and the moving, 
I had a lot of shame. I wanted to feel clean and 
pure and religion was a way of doing that.”

Religion served a purpose for Strong but it 
was short-lived. While vacationing in Europe, 
Strong was assaulted and forced to return 
home. She was 20 years old and at a deep 
emotional low.

“When I came back to Canada, I had 
pneumonia and I was terribly distraught. 
I didn’t have the support network to cope. 
I lived with four other celibate women 
studying to become missionaries who could 
not comprehend what I’d been through. I 
was unhappy and I knew religion wasn’t the 
answer. So I walked away from it. Leaving 
religion meant leaving Canada. I’d met a girl 
in Europe who had a room in Melbourne, so 
I decided to travel to Australia.” There was a 
spare room — and a new life — waiting for 
her there.

My version of healthy 
eating is pretty simple: 

eat seasonal, locally 
sourced, organic whole 
foods and don’t do too 

much with them. Prepare 
them simply with love.



Tasting success
“Can I smell your wine?” Strong asks me 
politely. She’s declined a glass herself 
but inhales my Semillon with interest, 
then confirms, “Yes. That’s really nice.” 
Strong has a chef’s curiosity about flavour 
and fragrance and a chef’s eagerness 
to experiment, too. As we try a delicious 
kingfish cerviche she murmurs, “I might 
make this for lunch on Saturday.”

When Strong arrived in Melbourne in 1987, 
she met a young marketing manager in a 
piano bar. They fell in love, got married and 
by 1991 Strong was working in a kitchen as 
a second chef. By 1992, she was the head 
chef but, although she adored cooking, she 
didn’t like the pressure of busy commercial 
kitchens. The following year, while still a chef, 
Strong started the Foodlovers Workshop, the 
first cooking school to feature organic and 
biodynamic produce. A dietician enrolled in 
one of Strong’s low-fat workshops, impressed 
by how Strong refused to use margarine or 
other processed low-fat ingredients.

“My theory was not to make a half-fat crème 
brûlée,” Strong explains. “That won’t satisfy 
your need and you’re better off eating half a 
crème brûlée! I used ingredients naturally low 
in fat instead, such as Vietnamese spring rolls 
or miso soup.”

Strong enrolled in Health and Behavioural 
Sciences at Deakin University but found herself 
disagreeing with much of the syllabus. She 
quit the course. And soon after, her career as a 
restaurant chef ended abruptly. “It was in the 
middle of lunchtime service and I accidentally 
picked up a cast-iron pan just out of the oven. 
My hand blew up and I realised it was my last 
day. It wasn’t my path.”

Around this time, Strong’s story gets a little 
confusing. From a size eight in her early 20s, 
Strong was now hovering on the heavier side 
of size 16. Yet her inspired, low-fat cooking 
classes were gaining positive attention 

from doctors and dieticians and 
beginning to change lives. She nods 
vigorously when I point out the 
contradiction.

“It was like there were several 
people inside me during my 20s. The 
food addict and hedonist born and 
raised on packet food. And the chef 
who understood quality ingredients 
and had always been interested in 
healthy eating and nutrition.”

Great truths
Nature’s Principle and The Steps 
of Nature came to Strong one day 
while she was out walking. “I was 
wondering how to replace the food 
pyramid and it just came to me. 
Nature tells us what to eat and 
how much to eat by how easily 
it’s obtained in nature. Cultures 
that are really healthy eat what is 

the most abundant in nature and eat what 
they can source. They have no idea what the 
recommended daily intake of vitamin C is but 
they are healthier and don’t have our lifestyle 
diseases. That’s because they have almost no 
processed food in their diets and they don’t 
over-consume.”

The Consumption Concept, Nature’s 
Principle and what Strong calls The Lethal 
Recipe — a diet of highly processed and refined 
foods — have become the centrepiece of her 
philosophy. In 2008, she was the only woman 
from Australia to attend the prestigious TED 
conference in California to present her ideas to 
some of the world’s biggest and best brains.

But Strong also has her opponents. She 
quotes German philosopher Schopenhauer: “All 
truths travel in a cycle. First, they’re ridiculed. 
Second, they’re violently opposed. And third, 
they’re declared to be self-evident. I have seen 
this all happen. When I first started teaching 
this stuff it was radical. Now I get people 
teaching me my own material! The movement 
is absolutely growing.”

Is it strange to see a message you’ve 
preached for so long gain traction through 
others? I enquire. She pauses. “There was a 
time when I was frightened by it, yes. When 
Food Inc. came out I had been trying to get a 
doco produced but didn’t have the contacts. 
Then, when Michael Pollan published In 
Defense of Food, people said, ‘You’re too late, 
Sherry.’ Ultimately when I read his book and 
saw Food Inc., I realised my philosophies were 
another way to contextualise the issues. 
Besides, if I am ever out of a job, well, it’ll be a 
pretty great world!”

She dismisses the notion that organic food 
is too expensive for many families. “Processed 
food may seem cheaper but, nutrient for 
nutrient, it’s more expensive. Whole foods and 
organic foods are cheaper because you get 
more nourishment from them. And research 
shows that cultures who spend the largest 

portion of their household income on food are 
the healthiest. I don’t hear people complaining 
about how much their mobile phone costs or 
their iPods, cars or plasma televisions.”

Country life
We both enjoy dessert. “I indulge,” admits 
Sherry. “I think chocolate is God’s way of 
saying he loves you and wants you to be 
happy.” Strong tells me about her new plan 
to “replicate” herself. Her new brand is called 
Jiivala, the Sanskrit word for “full of life”. She’s 
currently training her first cadre of consultants 
to teach her philosophies and, as an offshoot, 
to sell Jiivala-branded products that support a 
healthy kitchen. Strong hopes this will create a 
revenue stream to sustain her. Finances have 
never been her strength, she admits.

“There have been months when I didn’t 
know where my rent was coming from. But 
to put that into perspective, during one tricky 
financial period I turned down a potential six-
figure sum to endorse flavoured milks targeted 
at children.”

After 21 years in the city, Strong has recently 
opted for country life in a small town north 
of Melbourne. She loves the trees, birds, fresh 
air and rainwater. From her office overlooking 
a hillside laden with eucalypts, Strong is 
developing plans for the World Wellness Project 
Inaugural Summit as curator and co-founder 
and organising the Make Me Well Now seminar 
series aimed at preventing and reversing 
lifestyle diseases.

In her rare moments of downtime, Strong 
contemplates finding a new life partner. Her 
marriage ended in 2001 and she has since 
realised, “The common denominator in all my 
failed relationships was me!”

“I’ve been on a two-year ‘man fast’ to gain 
deeper insight into myself. Now I’m ready 
find someone who will understand the whole 
composite of who I am, how unconventional I 
am. Someone who will not love me in spite of it 
but love me because of it.”

She’s also looking for a publisher for her 
book, A Return to Food, a quirky, illustrated take 
on her food philosophies. “I’d love to see it as a 
staple in the home, like Stephanie Alexander’s 
cookbook or the Moosewood Cookbook. It’s a 
family book that belongs on the coffee table or 
where people tell stories to their kids.”

One wonders how things might have been 
different if Strong’s family had owned a book 
like A Return To Food. Unlike her breastfed 
siblings, Strong was a sickly toddler yet her 
mother never made the connection between 
the baby formula and her illness. Helping 
people make the connection between the food 
they eat and their health has now become 
Strong’s life work. A perfect full circle. 
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You can view videos of Sherry on her 
website, www.sherrystrong.com. The 
World Wellness Project will be held in 
Melbourne on February 24–26, 2011, 
www.worldwellnessproject.com

An illustration from Strong’s unpublished A Return To Food.


