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Robin Ellis is best known as having starred in the original 1970s
BBC classic serial, Poldark, playing Captain Ross Poldark. It is widely
regarded as one of the most popular British costume dramas ever
produced, beloved in more than forty countries around the world.
Robin returned to television to play a cameo in the new twenty-first-
century adaptation of the series, produced by Mammoth Screen
on behalf of the BBC and PBS/Masterpiece – enchanting a new
generation of TV viewers.


Other TV and film appearances have included roles in Fawlty Towers,
Elizabeth R, Blue Remembered Hills, The Good Soldier, The Europeans
 and Heartbeat. He had a long and successful career in British theatre
too, including a stint with the Royal Shakespeare Company.


In 1999, Robin was diagnosed with Type 2 diabetes. Although he
had no symptoms, he took the diagnosis seriously as his mother had
suffered with Type 1 diabetes for thirty-five years. In the same year,
he and his wife, Meredith, moved to southwest France, where he has
become known locally as the ‘Anglais who cooks’! By changing the way
he ate and taking more exercise, Robin was able to control his blood
sugar sufficiently to avoid taking medication for six years. Inspired by
a lifelong passion for cooking, he wrote his first cookbook, Delicious
Dishes for Diabetics: A Mediterranean Way of Eating, in 2011. His second
cookbook, Healthy Eating for Life: Over 100 Simple and Tasty Recipes
(2014), is aimed at everyone wanting to eat more healthily without
sacrificing good taste. His memoir, Making Poldark (2015), also
touches upon the positive effect his diagnosis ultimately had on
his lifestyle.


Robin blogs regularly on food, cooking and life in rural France
at http://robin-ellis.net. He also leads popular healthy cooking
workshops in Lautrec, France, famous for its pink garlic festival.


In this wonderful recipe collection Robin shares his favourite dishes
so that other Type 2 diabetics and their families can enjoy the benefits
of a healthy Mediterranean style of cooking.


There’s an old Basque saying:


‘To know how to eat is to know enough.’
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PRAISE FROM THOSE WHO HAVE
ENJOYED ROBIN’S DISHES


Carmen Callil, publisher and author:


‘Robin Ellis learned to cook at his
mother’s knee. This unique book is rich
with a lifetime’s experience of wonderful
cooking in the Mediterranean way. His
recipes open up a world of delicious,
healthy eating which everyone will love.
An instant classic.’


Brian Cox, actor:


‘Of course I am biased! Robin is a
very old and dear friend! Even so, he
is simply one of the best cooks ever.
Why? His cuisine is always a delicious
culinary paradox, strong and delicate
with an exquisite balance of flavours.
One of the truly great treats of my life
is a meal prepared by Robin – with the
commitment, love and detail of a great
actor preparing for a classical role.
Once tasted, never forgotten!’


Lindsay Duncan, actress:


‘Robin is the perfect cook to have as a
friend. He loves food, cooks superbly
and likes nothing more than sharing his
food with as many people as he can get
round a table. Generosity is at the heart
of good cooking and Robin cooks to
give pleasure. It always works.’







Louise Fletcher, Academy-Award-
winning actress (One Flew Over the
Cuckoo’s Nest):


‘To have Sunday lunch at Robin’s and
to go home with his recipes is the
perfect southwest France Sunday. Oh,
let there be many more Sundays in the
kitchen with Robin. Robin’s cooking
and Robin’s recipes: simple, fresh and
simply glorious.’


Romaine Hart, retired cinema-owner
(Screen on the Green/the Hill/
Baker Street):


‘Robin’s cooking did what five different
medications failed to do: bring down
my high blood pressure. I suffered a
stroke and no medication brought my
blood pressure below 177/70. After
staying only one week with Robin
and eating his delicious meals, it
came down to 120/59. Now home, my
challenge is to reproduce his way of
eating. With the help of this cookbook,
I am sure I can.’


Sir Derek Jacobi, actor (Emmy, BAFTA,
Olivier and Tony Awards):


‘While not suffering from diabetes
myself, I can highly recommend Robin’s
delicious recipes, some of which I have
had the pleasure of sampling at his
table in France. The recipes have all
the richness of classical Mediterranean
cooking. Enjoy yourselves as I have
with this mouth-watering cornucopia!’
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Michael Pennington, actor and author:


‘Robin Ellis has the gift of writing
recipes that you can taste as you read
them. As if his acting weren’t enough,
he’s now given us a marvellous book
– without any pretension or carry-on,
just deep affection and knowledge.
Absolutely delicious.’


Eva Marie Saint, Hollywood legend,
Academy-Award and Emmy winner:


‘Robin Ellis is a superb chef! His
cookbook is filled with delicious and
healthy recipes even for people like me
who are not diabetics.’


Tim Pigott-Smith, actor:


‘It is always a joy to visit Le Presbytère.
It is the most beautiful house, which
reflects the calm of its isolated position
and the nearby chapel. At the centre of
this old building – whose thick walls
guarantee that you can find relative
cool even on the hottest day – is the
small crowded kitchen.


‘The sight of Robin – fully apronned,
glasses strung round his neck,
peacefully looking for spices, strolling
out into the courtyard for a fresh fig
to enliven a salad, or hunched over a
saucepan stirring a fortifying soup – is
surprising for anyone who remembers
him striding across the stage at
Stratford, or riding round Cornwall.







‘However, it is here where he has truly
found himself, in this house and in this
room. As my wife Pam and I have been
privileged to do many times, you can
now enjoy its proceeds.’


Imelda Staunton, actress:


‘How can food this good be this good
for you!’


Timberlake Wertenbaker, playwright
(Our Country’s Good):


‘I’ve used Robin’s recipes again and
again. They’re elegant, delicious,
imaginative and easy to use.


‘The Basques are great cooks and
giving a dinner in the Basque Country
is scary. One also eats very late, so no
one wants anything too heavy. I always
use one of Robin’s recipes and end up
with nothing but compliments and a
demand for the recipe.


‘“An Englishwoman who can cook
tuna!” someone said to me in complete
astonishment. Of course, the recipe was
Robin’s.’







Also by Robin Ellis


Delicious Dishes for Diabetics:
A Mediterranean Way of Eating


Healthy Eating for Life: Over
100 Simple and Tasty Recipes







Other cookery titles
from Robinson


A Lebanese Feast


Delicious Gluten-Free Baking


Everyday Lebanese Cooking


Patisserie


The Healthy Slow Cooker
Cookbook
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Appreciations







The success of my first cook book,
Delicious Dishes for Diabetics, helped to persuade Nikki Read and
Giles Lewis of How To Books to build on the idea of an accessible
book of Mediterranean recipes aimed at people with diabetes – or
trying to avoid it. They saw the value of a book promoting healthy
eating without the prospect of a life sentence of culinary deprivation
and sacrifice. I have enjoyed our partnership and am grateful for the
confidence they have shown in the project.


And thanks to Judith Mitchell, who edited my first two books and
without whose guidance and faith we wouldn’t be here now.


Thanks too to Duncan Proudfoot, Publishing Director at Robinson
for his contribution. He was present back at the launch of my first
cookbook and I’ll never forget his kind words of support.


My gratitude also to the team at Robinson/Little, Brown, including
Amanda Keats, who have worked so patiently to get the details in the
text and in the recipes right and making sense!


I also wish to thank the dear friends who have dined with us around
our kitchen table and been so generous in their endorsements.


My original cookbooks were enhanced by the beautiful, atmospheric
drawings of our friend, Hope James. This new book, with its larger
format, has expanded into the world of photography. Meredith
Wheeler, my wife, has been taking pictures of the food I cook for years
and it seems natural that these wonderful photos, along with other
incidental shots of life here should illustrate the book.


Thank you, Meredith, for your willingness to delay tasting the first
mouthful until you have ‘got the shot’!


‘A table tout le monde!’
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Introduction







This book is written for people who love food,
enjoy cooking and wish to continue those pleasures despite a diagnosis
of Type 2 diabetes. It is also for those people who love them – because
the Mediterranean way of eating is healthy for everyone.


In terms of food, though I live in France, my heart is in Italy. (It’s all
to do with fresh ingredients prepared simply.) One of my favourite
places to eat in Florence is Mario’s – a small family-run café near the
wonderful St Lorenzo food market. It’s a modest place – only open
for lunch – but always packed with marketers and those in the know.
Complete strangers are wedged together at the same tiny table. Last
visit, I ordered their grilled veal chop with herbs and a plate of white
beans with olive oil. Simple – yet sublime! That is how I like to eat
and to cook.


This is an anthology of recipes I have collected over the years, recipes
I have found reliable and easy to follow – not fussy or difficult. The
dishes have a Mediterranean flavour – favouring olive oil, garlic and
tomatoes as basic ingredients.


It’s not a diet cookbook; rather it’s a ‘way of eating and cooking’ book.
There is something temporary implied about following a diet, rather
like ‘taking the medicine’ – it’ll be over soon and one can get back to
normal life. The way of eating in this book is normal life!


Shortly after I was diagnosed with Type 2 diabetes, a friend
recommended Michel Montignac’s book, Dine Out and Lose Weight,
now re-titled Eat Yourself Slim… and Stay Slim! I found it helpful.
He too emphasised the importance of changing one’s ‘way of eating’
rather than dieting.


Montignac was from southwest France, where a culture of eating well
is central to a good life. One of the attractions of his eating plan is
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that it allows you to drink wine (in moderation) and to eat a couple of
small squares of high cacao dark chocolate. Oh, happy days!


As a young man, Montignac struggled with his weight. After working
as a manager in the pharmaceutical industry, he left to research and
develop his theory of why people put on weight and to find a way
to prevent it. He believed that it is the high sugar content in some
carbohydrate foods that encourages the body to store unwanted
fat, rather than a high calorie intake. He was a pioneer in using the
glycaemic index (GI) of foods (see page 220 for further explanation),
which measures the effect of carbohydrates on blood-sugar levels
(how quickly carbohydrates turn to glucose in the blood) to help
people lose weight.


Controlling one’s weight is a primary concern for people with
diabetes.


I had witnessed my mother’s long struggle with Type 1 diabetes
(she died, aged sixty-seven, of a heart attack linked to her condition),
so I was minded to take my diagnosis seriously from the start. One
of the difficulties of persuading people to act after diagnosis is the
absence of symptoms early on.


Inspired by Michel Montignac’s books and those of others, I adjusted
my way of eating. Out went ‘the whites’ – white bread, white pasta
and white rice – in other words, refined carbohydrates. Some root
vegetables like potatoes, parsnips and beets are also best avoided, as
they register high on the glycaemic index.


Rather than feeling deprived, this opened up new culinary paths – the
discovery of the sweet potato, for instance. There are no excluded
foods that I miss, though I don’t have a sweet tooth, and I confess to
looking for wholewheat pizzas on menus occasionally!


This adjustment, combined with regular walks and gentle yoga,
reduced my blood-sugar levels significantly. For years I avoided taking
medicine for diabetes, simply by improving my diet and increasing my
level of exercise.


Type 2 diabetes is not curable, but it can be controlled without too
much sacrifice.


Of course, it helped that I liked to cook. I had been a keen cook for
years. That too goes back to my mother. I grew up in the 1940s and
1950s in post-war austerity Britain. Food rationing only came to an
end in 1954, when I was twelve years old. (In America rationing ended
eight years earlier in 1946!)
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Robin Ellis (in the middle, in jacket
and tie) with his parents, Tony and Molly,
and siblings. Robin’s mother had to inject
herself daily as a result of Type 1 diabetes;
she later died of a heart attack linked to
the condition. Molly is holding Robin’s
youngest brother, Jack, who also grew up
to become an actor. The middle brother,
Peter, on the left, became a TV director.







My father worked for British Railways and had a modest income
with a wife and three young boys to support, so Ma had to be a good
manager of the food budget. I remember queuing with her at the
Sainsbury’s grocery store in Golders Green in north London for what
seemed like hours. We would wait at one counter to buy half a pound
of butter, then queue on the other side of the aisle for a pound of
tomatoes and stand in yet another line for bacon. Is it too fanciful
to suppose that waiting resentfully in all those lines unconsciously
instilled in me an appreciation of quality and the importance of
spending time searching it out?


Perhaps, but I do the same thing now, visiting our local French open-
air markets at least three times a week, standing in queues at the
cheese stall, the fishmonger, the organic vegetable grower. Buying
local produce from the vendors I have come to know over a period of
twenty years is one of the great pleasures of life in rural France. Our
nearest town, Castres, has four open-air market days a week, plus
another evening market for organic produce.


As well as being a good budget manager, my mother, Molly, was
a good cook. She collected recipes from newspapers and magazines
and pasted them into a large, blue foolscap notebook. She would also
write out recipes and pass them on. I have her recipe for Smoked
Mackerel Pâté (page 75), written in her clear flowing hand, pasted
into my large red foolscap notebook. I collect recipes now and enjoy
passing them on.


Molly loved to cook and to entertain. Thanks to her I grew up enjoying
well-prepared simple food, eaten with family and friends around the
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kitchen table. She made her own marmalade with Seville oranges in
February and started the traditional English Christmas pudding in
September. We had individual Yorkshire puddings with roast beef
on special Sundays with bread soaked in the ‘goodness’ – the natural
juices from the joint.


Often on a Sunday night, I’d give her a break and cook my ‘Special’
– Macaroni Cheese with sliced tomato, grilled on top. I’d bring
everything into the living room on a tray table. Brother Peter was
just six in 1954 and would be in bed; brother Jack (also now an actor)
wasn’t on the scene until June the following year, so Ma, Dad and I
would sit in front of the fire and listen to Mary Martin in South Pacific
singing ‘I’m Gonna Wash That Man Right Outa My Hair’ on 78s on
Dad’s top-of-the-range gramophone.


Those convivial meals with my parents were the start of my love affair
with food – and eating with others, in an agreeable social setting.
In that same year, 1954, when rationing ended in Britain, Dad took
advantage of concessionary rail travel for British Rail employees in
Europe and took us all to the Costa Brava on Spain’s Mediterranean
coast for a two-week holiday. It was a bold destination for that era,
long before British package tours hit the scene. I ate garlic for the
first time, eggs cooked in olive oil, sun-ripened peaches and tomatoes
unlike any we’d ever bought at Sainsbury’s. This exposure to a
completely different cuisine made a deep impression on me – and,
of course, my mother.


We spent two weeks in Lloret de Mar, bizarrely sharing the beach
and sun with Franco’s military police, who wore strange helmets and
carried menacing machine guns; very different from the beaches at
Woolacombe Sands in Devon, or in Cornwall. As an impressionable
twelve-year-old English schoolboy, I concluded that there was an
interesting world elsewhere . . .


That year also saw the publication of Elizabeth David’s seminal
cookbook, Italian Food – a follow-up to her first book, A Book of
Mediterranean Food. Her books were to underwrite a cooking
revolution in Britain and have inspired me for years.
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When you cook you’re in control of what you eat. The fact that I liked
to cook helped me negotiate the early days after the diagnosis with
more confidence; it would be more problematic for someone not
able or not keen to cook.







Cooking empowers – and is the key!







‘The easiest and
most pleasurable way
to eat well, is to cook.’


Food writer Martha Rose Shulman in
The New York Times


‘No one is born a
great cook, one learns
by doing.’


Julia Child, American cook,
food writer and legend







Cooking is not a mystery only to be understood by the trained and
ordained few, though many of the cooking shows on TV might lead
you to think that. There are exceptions, but so few of them are about
encouraging us to get into the kitchen, break a few eggs and make
omelettes. They are mainly aired and viewed as light entertainment.
Cooking as a contest, professional or amateur – the turn-on is the
competition, not the cooking. We can sit back and watch them do it
and then send out for a takeaway!


It’s true some people hate to cook. And there is not the same family
cooking tradition in the Anglo-Saxon world as in the countries
that border the Mediterranean, where even if the pressures of
modern life threaten a break with the past and takeaways are taking
over (McDonald’s are popping up here like autumn mushrooms),
‘Grandma’s’ cooking is firmly in the collective unconscious memory.
Talking about food here in SW France is as compulsive as talking
about the weather and considered as legitimate a subject for serious
conversation at dinner as politics or religion – and usually safer!


Cooking is a daily ritual for me, sometimes a chore, but more often
a pleasure. Shopping seasonally, lining up the ingredients, preparing
them for the pot, grill or oven; then carrying out the recipe.


Step by step – an integral part of my everyday life.


Not everyone has the time, I know, but simple food is not hard
to cook and nor are the recipes in this book – that’s the point.
Julia Child again:


‘You don’t have to cook fancy or complicated masterpieces – just
good food from fresh ingredients.’


Robin Ellis, Lautrec, France
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The key to the Mediterranean diet is always to use the best
ingredients you can afford and find. Eating in is cheaper than
eating out – so you can legitimately cut yourself some slack and
spend a bit extra.







The Mediterranean Diet







RESEARCH NOW SHOWS THAT THE
MEDITERRANEAN WAY OF EATING IS
ONE OF THE HEALTHIEST ON THE
PLANET. KEY ELEMENTS INCLUDE:


Eating plenty of fresh fruit and
vegetables


Eating whole grains, brown rice,
wholewheat pasta and legumes


Seasoning food with herbs and spices
(so less salt is required)


Including nuts and seeds (dry roasting
brings out the flavour)


Reducing the amount of red meat in
the diet


Eating fish or shellfish at least twice
a week


Limiting dairy products
(use low-fat versions)


Cooking with olive oil rather
than butter







Ever since eating those eggs in Spanish olive oil on the Costa Brava,
have always favoured olive oil over butter for cooking and, as you
will see, I cook almost exclusively with it now. This always means cold
processed Extra Virgin olive oil. Nowadays, I rarely like the flavour of
butter in cooked food – though sometimes a mixture of oil and butter
is useful.


Stock is a touchy subject in some households. It’s simple for me: I have
never got into the habit of making fresh stock. I’ve been using organic
vegetable stock cubes (available in most health-food stores) for years
and I use store-bought cubes and powder in these recipes. I no longer
use chicken stock cubes; their flavour is too marked for me now, but
it’s a matter of taste; use the stock you like and trust. For those who
have the time and energy to make homemade stock, I tip my hat in
admiration.


It’s important to taste food as it cooks, to judge the seasoning and
the doneness. Sample the simmering tomato sauce to see if it’s
concentrated enough. Test the green bean to see how much longer it
must cook. Bite on the strand of spaghetti to make sure it’s done to
your liking.
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