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Praise for The Vegiterranean Diet


“We’re all looking for sustainable solutions to long-term health. But diet can be complicated and burdensome. Julieanna Hever gets to the delicious heart of why the Mediterranean lifestyle promotes wellness and longevity. An accessible, informing primer on the building blocks of optimal health and robust with mouth-watering plant-based recipes, this is a book you will cherish and rely upon for years to come.”


—RICH ROLL, plant-based athlete and bestselling author of Finding Ultra


“Julieanna takes us on a Mediterranean journey filled with important nutritional information, debunking common food myths and providing us with a road map to a healthy lifestyle using her Vegiterranean food pyramid. This book has both educated and inspired me to live a plant-based, whole foods Vegiterranean lifestyle.”


—MIKE ZIGOMANIS, plant-based professional hockey player


“A must-read for anyone interested in a sustainable, healthy life! The Vegiterranean Diet brings the history and science of nutrition from antiquity into the future, offering winning arguments for a plant-based diet. Julieanna offers a very clear plan to help us change our health and change the world. I’m in!”


—LISA BLOOM, attorney and New York Times bestselling author of Think: Straight Talk for Women to Stay Smart in a Dumbed-Down World


“This book brings a practical and scientific perspective to the famously romantic Mediterranean diet. Julieanna is entertaining and informative as she shares everything you need to get started, from the diet’s historical background, nutritional science, and impeccable health outcomes to an abundance of delicious plant-based recipes!”


—DEREK TRESIZE, CPT, WNBF Pro Bodybuilder


“A fascinating exploration into both the past and present using food and science as the vehicle, The Vegiterranean Diet infuses nutrition with compassion and wisdom. Julieanna Hever provides a solid and compelling thesis for why the healthiest diet is one that is plant-based, and offers an easy, delicious, and practical plan to transform your health. Viva Vegano!”


—COLLEEN PATRICK-GOUDREAU, bestselling author of six books, including The 30-Day Vegan Challenge and host of Food for Thought


“The Vegiterranean Diet is bursting with timely, thoughtful information. Julieanna Hever takes the Mediterranean diet to a whole new level. This book is an absolute must read for anyone interested in making truly conscious food choices, and amazingly delicious Vegiterranean food!”


—BRENDA DAVIS RD, coauthor of Becoming Vegan: Comprehensive and Express Editions


“The Vegiterranean Diet is wise, clear, complete, practical, and it celebrates real food that is really delicious. Julieanna Hever is adept at translating science into understandable terms, and with a great deal of heart, she’s brought my Italian heritage and my vegan proclivities into perfect alignment.”


—VICTORIA MORAN, author of Main Street Vegan and director, Main Street Vegan Academy


“Julieanna Hever has knocked it out of the park with this grand slam of a book, as much a lifestyle plan as a diet alone. The first half is the most comprehensive review of why the Mediterranean basin is so attractive and associated with superior health. If every medical student read this, the health of the Western world would leap ahead in a few weeks. The recipes and kitchen skills are thorough and I cannot wait to try them.”


—JOEL KAHN MD, FACC, Clinical Professor of Medicine, Wayne State University SOM, author of The Whole Heart Solution


“In The Vegiterranean Diet, Julieanna Hever revolutionizes the Mediterranean diet with plant-based prowess. Backed by research, Julieanna’s program serves up expert advice, meal plans, and irresistible, authentic recipes. Yet it’s her unparalleled passion that truly inspires, through every page. Let Julieanna guide you to abundant health...the Vegiterranean way!”


—DREENA BURTON, author of Plant-Powered Families and host of plantpoweredkitchen.com


“The Vegiterranean Diet is an inspiring example of ‘take the best and leave the rest.’ Grounded in the beauty of tradition, Julieanna Hever offers a delicious, whole-food version of Mediterranean cuisine and nutrition.”


—MICAELA KARLSEN, MSPH, Founder of PlantBasedResearch.org


“The Vegiterranean Diet is an approachable, yet science-based, read that further elevates our understanding of the Mediterranean Diet and the importance of whole-food, plant-based eating.”


—ANDY BELLATTI, MS, RD, Strategic Director, Dietitians For Professional Integrity
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Foreword
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The Mediterranean Diet is on everyone’s mind these days. More people than ever are looking to the coasts of France, Italy, Greece, and Lebanon, not just for romantic images of these beautiful lands, but for the delicious tastes and good health that come from their culinary traditions. And they are right. From the aromas of the kitchen and the flavors on the dinner table come an abundance of good health. Mediterranean diets are good for you.


But that M-word means different things to different people. For some it means a glass of wine. For someone else, it means olive oil. For others, it might mean favoring fish over beef. But what actually gets the credit for the healthfulness of the diets of Mediterranean countries? In 2009, a team of researchers tackled exactly that question. In the European Prospective Investigation into Cancer and Nutrition (EPIC) study, the research team examined 23,349 men and women living in Greece and tracked their health over an 8-year period. It turned out that the factors associated with health and longevity were: boosting vegetables, fruits, and nuts; avoiding meat; keeping alcohol intake moderate; minimizing animal fats in comparison with olive oil; and—perhaps surprisingly—avoiding fish and shellfish.


So what really gets the credit for health in the Mediterranean region is the prominence of fruits, vegetables, legumes, and grains and a general avoidance of the meaty diets that are commonplace in North America and much of the rest of the world. The people who take pride in their vegetables, fruits, and artisanal breads are those who are healthiest and live longest.


Years ago, a restaurateur in the south of France showed me how he selects fresh vegetables. Although we were talking about simple, everyday foods, he examined each one the way a jeweler would inspect a fine diamond. He had a deep understanding of the different varieties and carefully judged their quality and ripeness. While many in the U.S. think of green beans or asparagus as something that plops out of a can onto a side of the plate, he viewed them as nature’s crowning achievements with enormous power for health.


That power is real. In our research studies at the Physicians Committee we have seen countless people use the power of nutrition to regain their health. People struggling with weight problems, diabetes, and chronic pain who adopt plant-based diets can revolutionize their health and feel better than they have in years.


The Vegiterranean Diet brings you the best of the Mediterranean. It takes full advantage of healthy traditions and brings it all to you in a simple, practical, and step-by-step method.


Neal D. Barnard, MD


Adjunct Associate Professor of Medicine


George Washington University School of Medicine


President, Physicians Committee for Responsible Medicine


Washington, DC




Introduzione
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With an open heart, full mind, and complete candor, I’m ecstatic about sharing The Vegiterranean Diet with you. First and foremost, I wrote this book to put diet and health into both historical and global context, as well as to help shift our thinking so we can create a truly sustainable future. Several events inspired me to write this book. First, full disclosure: I am madly passionate about all things Mediterranean . . . especially Italian. After studying Renaissance art history and years of ancient Greek and Roman drama and literature from childhood through undergrad, my parents rewarded my sister and me when we graduated university by taking us to Italy. As soon as we set foot on terra Italiano, I was enamored. The food, the people, the history, the culture, (did I mention the food?), the architecture, the art, the fashion, the language . . . che bella! So deep is my amore for Italy, after playing Shakespeare’s Juliet in a ninety-nine-seat theatre company I was a performer in (my fantasy-come-true), and having even named my two beloved dogs based on Italian coffee drinks (first Latte, now Cappuccino), I truly consider myself an Italian at heart.


Secondly, I fell in love with and married a man from the Mediterranean. He is responsible for connecting me to his mom, Miri—the talent who seeded my passion for Mediterranean cooking. Not many girls fall in love with their mothers-in-law so I feel blessed indeed. She makes gourmet, healthful cooking look easy and taste extraordinary. With no negative underpinnings, my mother-in-law is like a mad, brilliant scientist in the kitchen. Give her the ingredients and watch the magic unfold. In fact, working on recipes for this book was perhaps the most inspiring, exhilarating, and rewarding experience of my culinary career thus far. Creating meals together in the kitchen with her genius and my crazy healthy demands enabled what I truly am proud to present here. Taking the oil out of a Mediterranean diet while keeping the flavor!? “Humph! Impossible,” I was warned . . . but this is not so when your secret weapon is my mom-in-law!


Finally, I had the tough assignment to give a nutrition seminar in May 2013 on board a cruise in the Mediterranean. I know ... twist my rubber arm! It was there, in my stateroom on the ship, staring out into the deep blue sea, that this book was outlined and constructed. Traveling with my always adventurous and fun mom, we explored the Med from a vegan perspective, asking tour guides, restaurant owners, and waitstaff for plant-friendly options. Met with nothing but pure enthusiasm, we were guided through delectable, enchanting, and healthy experiences around Greece, Turkey, and Italy. Sitting on patios, by marinas, and in tiny cafes, we indulged in dolmas, broad beans, wild greens, eggplant salad, hummus, tahini, stews, fresh breads, salads, olives, vegetables, wines, and more. Traditional Mediterranean foods have it all. Satisfying and bursting with flavor, these foods also bestow ideal nutrition. It is no wonder the research has supported it as a gold standard for eating healthfully.


But what I recognized is that this is not unique to one region of the world. Instead, Mediterranean foods are the epitome of traditionalism, speaking the universal language of health! Around the globe, cultures have always eaten primarily whole plant foods, and the populations that remain successful with regard to their health are the ones that stick to their tradition. As a whole food herbivore traveling in the Med, my plant-goggles enabled me to see what we have lost in translation. As my mother-in-law demonstrates to me every time we cook together, whole plants are the staples, the crux of a health-promoting diet.


Processed and animal foods eaten in consistent doses were never the dietary norm, and this is how we ended up in our current healthcare crisis. Classically, a Mediterranean diet does include a small amount of animal products. However, as you will see in this book, we have come to a period of time where we can no longer partake in the extravagant usage of animals for food, as we have in the past few decades. It is without doubt wreaking havoc on our bodies and the Earth’s resources and is causing tremendous suffering for humans and animals alike. We do not need animal products to survive, and we will thrive by switching to a whole food, plant-based lifestyle. It is time to go back to our roots, to enjoy the magnificence of modern healthcare only when needed, and to use diet and lifestyle as everyday medicine.


The flavors and foods of the Med, though incredibly delicious, are not exclusive, per se. Instead, it is the wholesome food groups they symbolize that is the secret of their success. Numerous cultures and countries border the Mediterranean, all with distinctive subtleties, yet with powerful health benefits. You will notice my Italiano bias throughout, just in language and play, but that is simply due to my love of Italy and as a representation of all the regions in that exquisite part of the world. The Mediterranean region revealed to us the secret of long-term health and disease prevention, and I will show you how and why these successful behaviors can easily be implemented into your life. This book is me—my heart, soul, mind, and passion—on a plate along with salad, hummus, and a glass of wine ... may it inspire you to eat and enjoy whole, plant foods ... TO YOUR HEALTH!




How to Use This Book
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Like the variations in culture around the Mediterranean countries, this book peppers different personalities throughout the nine chapters. Front-loaded with the history and science, you should feel armed with the data as to why the Mediterranean diet is so successful and—perhaps, more importantly—why certain conclusions are off-base by the end of Parte Uno. In fact, if you are eager to jump into the juicy particulars of the lifestyle, feel free to skip the first two chapters—just promise you’ll return!—to get the detailed scoop. Then, in Parte Due you will witness the passion behind my Vegiterranean thinking and explore the fundamental principles on how to eat this most health-promoting diet, from a nutrient standpoint and beyond. Next, Parte Tre illustrates the nuts and bolts of implementing Vegiterranean living in the real world, with strategies for behavior change, meal plans, and a whole lot more. Also in this section, you will be introduced to the Vegiterranean Kitchen, providing you with pages of tips for stocking your kitchen, subbing out ingredients for Vegifriendly options, and loading up on delicious Vegiterranean recipes to enjoy on a day-to-day basis and impress your loved ones with. Ultimately, my goal is to broaden your skyline, offer a deliciously nutritious plan, and share the ethereal, awe-inspiring wholesomeness of the Vegiterranean way of life.




Parte Uno


The Traditional Mediterranean Diet




CHAPTER 1


The Birth of the Mediterranean Diet


As I sat in my stateroom, aboard the ship, throughout our brief, yet breathtaking exploration of the Mediterranean, I was mesmerized by the tranquility, the beauty, and—perhaps, mostly—the history. How extraordinary to be riding in the waters and flirting with the boundaries of multiple countries where Western civilization was birthed. Perhaps you have heard of the Mediterranean diet, or maybe even incorporated some of its deliciousness into your eating pattern. I am eager to share how it came to be revered and widely accepted as such a fabulous and health-promoting lifestyle. Although the history is long and extensive, the highlights and punctuations outlined in this chapter provide a necessary background to the Vegiterranean way.


History Points the Way to the Med Diet


Envision deep sapphire, calm waters, edges of islands boasting lush landscapes and undeniable antiquity, people rich with culture, and signature flavors. These previews only hint at the exquisiteness of the region known as the Mediterranean, which literally translates to “sea between lands.” Bordered by three continents (Southern Europe, Western Asia, and Northern Africa) and at least eighteen nations—each unique in politics, religion, and ethnicity—the Mediterranean Sea is considered the incubator for Western civilization. Deeply rooted populations originating in the lands circling the Mediterranean Sea include those that shaped modern Western culture, like the Mesopotamians, Egyptians, Canaanites, Byzantines, Ottomans, Greeks, and Romans. This region is also the birthplace of the Hebrew, Islamic, and Christian religions. More recently, shortly after World War II, the peoples of this area inspired scientists to study the significant impact of diet and lifestyle on health. In the 1950s, the modern interpretation of the Mediterranean diet was born and grew to become known as the gold standard for a healthy eating pattern.




 






    In this chapter, you’ll learn...


       -  The history of the traditional Mediterranean diet.


       -  What exactly the traditional Mediterranean diet is made of.


       -  How the Mediterranean diet protects against overall mortality and incidence of most major chronic degenerative diseases.






 





Long before current times, the healing properties of food were a part of the Med culture. In fifth century BC, the father of modern medicine, Hippocrates, famously decreed, “Let thy food be thy medicine, thy medicine be thy food,” and dedicated his essay On Diet to nutrition and the role of diet as disease therapy; he also wrote Corpus Hippocraticum, an entire work centered on the importance of nutritional choices.


As one of the most renowned philosophers from Greek antiquity, Plato was well acquainted with multiple peoples from around the Mediterranean region. Plato’s legendary teachings provide insight into the foods, customs, and dietary principles of his time. These references are mentioned consistently throughout his works, offering a peek into their significance in ancient Western culture. Plato is quoted in Laws, “For there ought to be no other secondary task to hinder the work of supplying the body with its proper exercise and nourishment.” Plato preached moderation and self-restraint, repeatedly warning that excessive food intake and debauchery are unhealthy and lead to disease. In light of our focus here on a Vegiterranean Diet, we should take special note that Plato urged a plant-based diet, associating meat with obesity and illness, possibly attributable to his belief in soul reincarnation. Still, his main message was moderation and a balanced consumption of all kinds of nutrients in an effort to avoid dietary excesses and degenerative disease—a message we’d do well to heed in this day and age!


Fast Forward...Twentieth Century Disease Twist


Cardiovascular disease (CVD) is currently the world’s number one killer. But it was not always this way. Communicable (a.k.a. infectious) diseases, accidents, and violence used to prevail as leading causes of death up until the mid-twentieth century when chronic disease took over. An increase in lifespan and decrease in mortality from communicable diseases occurred because of the discovery of antibiotics, use of childhood vaccinations, and advances in medical care, hygiene, and sanitation. In 1900, the leading causes of death were pneumonia, tuberculosis, diarrhea/enteritis, and diphtheria, which contributed to one-third of all deaths. In 1997, heart disease and cancers accounted for 54.7 percent of deaths, with only 4.5 percent attributable to communicable diseases. Trying to get to the bottom of this dramatic shift led to a fascinating onset of exploration by pioneering scientists and healthcare practitioners.


The bulk of health and nutrition investigation is concentrated on CVD for a couple of key reasons. As mentioned above, it is the number one cause of (mostly preventable) death around the world, in both developed and developing countries. Secondly, CVD incidence commonly occurs in populations with other chronic causes of death like cancers, diabetes, kidney disease, and Alzheimer’s disease.


A new era in CVD research began in 1948: This was the year that the World Health Organization and the U.S. National Heart Institute (one of the first institutes of the National Institutes of Health, now called the National Heart, Lung, and Blood Institute) were founded, and the year that the American Heart Association reorganized into a public agency with a broader scope. Between 1948 and 1972, dozens of studies were performed around the world assessing CVD incidence and possible risk factors. These studies inspired early clinical trials with the overall goal of prevention. Ultimately, from these lessons learned, the “Mediterranean diet” as we know it now was born...


What Exactly Is the Traditional Mediterranean Diet?


Because of the vastness of locations and populations living on and near the Mediterranean Sea, there are variations of the Med Diet. Researchers agree that the traditional Mediterranean diet consists of:1


       •  Abundant plant foods: vegetables, fruits, cereals (including bread), legumes, nuts, and seeds;


       •  Minimally processed, seasonally fresh, locally grown foods;


       •  Olive oil as the primary source of fat;


       •  Fresh fruits for dessert on typical days;


       •  Dairy products in moderate amounts (mostly as cheese and yogurt);


       •  Zero to four eggs per week;


       •  Low consumption of meat and meat products;


       •  High monounsaturated to saturated fat ratio; and


       •  Moderate alcohol consumption, preferably from wine.


Essentially, this eating pattern is linked to the olive-cultivating regions of the Mediterranean (mostly Greece and Southern Italy) in the mid-twentieth century. Plant foods are the core while animal products are marginal. The practice of enjoying carefully prepared meals that are lengthy and relaxed is paired with lifestyle habits of regular physical activity, ample social support, and a sense of community. As a modern day dietitian writing from the center of a hugely urban, frenetic setting, this lifestyle feels peaceful, luxurious, and romantic—and one that might seem hard to attain. The good news is that a Med diet—and lifestyle—is achievable.


It All Began in Crete


Crete—the mountainous, elongated, most populated, and fifth-largest island in all of the Mediterranean—has an extensive and intriguing history but its relationship to the Mediterranean diet and all the research around it also begins in 1948. After World War II, Crete was ravaged and weak, torn by instability and lacking a solid economic and social structure to help its people thrive. A private organization from the United States, the Rockefeller Foundation, collaborated with the Greek government to attempt to improve the situation by diagnosing Crete’s problems and helping to strategize solutions.2 Led by epidemiologist Leland Allbaugh, a team assessed the current living standards on the island and made recommendations as to how to proceed proactively to improve conditions and maximize success of the island.


At the time, this survey was considered the best-known portrait of the food habits and nutrient intake in the Mediterranean basin. Researchers collected detailed data from 765 households to estimate annual food consumption, production, and purchase. According to this census, not much had changed in terms of diet in the many centuries between ancient Greece and 1948.


The Cretan diet consisted chiefly of foods of vegetable origin, with cereals, vegetables, fruits, and olive oil predominating. Pulses and nuts were eaten in appreciable quantities—especially during the winter—and potatoes were used quite extensively. On the other hand, meat, fish, milk, eggs, and sweets were consumed in relatively small amounts. Butter was seldom used.3


Typical Cretan folks spread their food intake evenly throughout the day, with approximately six light meals, always including bread and tea, coffee, or wine. Olives and olive oil provided the main source of fat, contributing heavily to total energy intake ... so much so that “food seemed literally to be ‘swimming’ in oil.”4 Dessert was typically fresh, seasonal fruit, and sweets were not commonly served. Essentially, Cretans were the modern “farm to table” eaters, with diets based on locally grown and sourced foods.


A comparison of foods available in Crete and the US showed that 61 percent of total caloric intake was comprised of whole plant foods for the Cretans. (That number is larger when you include the fact that 78 percent of table fats were derived from olives and their oils.) Only 7 percent of calories in the Cretan diet came from animal products. Interestingly, the percentage of total calories from fat (including all sources) was approximately 38 percent, a number similar to that of the United States’ diet during the same period; of course, this percentage is still higher than that recommended for chronic disease prevention today. Examinations coupled with feedback from local physicians showed that vitamin deficiency was not a significant issue. Thus, overall, the Cretan diet was found to be nutritionally adequate when compared to the United States National Research Council Recommended Dietary Allowances.


In 1948, Crete, along with Palestine and Cyprus, had the lowest mortality rates in the Mediterranean basin. Although overall mortality rates were similar between the United States and Crete, the causes of death were the polar opposite. Compared to the United States, Crete had four times as many deaths due to infectious disease per 100,000 people and 40 percent more tuberculosis, violent, and accidental deaths. However, death rates from cardiovascular disease, cancer, and kidney disease were one-third to one-fourth less in Crete, and cerebral hemorrhages were approximately one-half the number of those in the United States. In other words, Crete was experiencing a very low incidence of the chronic diseases that were three to four times more common in the United States, where meat, dairy, and sugar consumption was at least five times higher and the intake of whole plant foods was dramatically lower. (No, correlation doesn’t equal causation, but these trends are worth noting!)


Ancel Keys and the Seven Countries Study


Dr. Ancel Keys, a man who accomplished quite an enormous and impressive list of contributions to human health in his 100 years of life, is the person responsible for the Mediterranean diet as we think of it today. An American physiologist, Keys founded the field known as quantitative human biology, invented the K ration (meals for troops in combat), wrote the most comprehensive account of the physiological, psychological, and cognitive effects of starvation (published as The Biology of Human Starvation, 1950), and is credited with connecting diet and cholesterol to cardiovascular disease risk.5 In fact, his nickname was Mr. Cholesterol once his lipid hypothesis became widely accepted. Keys served as the chairman of the International Society of Cardiology, consulted with the World Health Organization and Food and Agricultural Organization, and was professor emeritus in the School of Public Health and former director of the University of Minnesota’s Laboratory of Physiological Hygiene. Keys had a profound influence on physiology and health when he put saturated fat on the radar as a major factor in heart disease and was a pioneering champion for a low-fat diet and healthy lifestyle.


Keys began his years-long, international investigation on the connection between diet and cardiovascular disease after World War II. He was one of those open-minded, inquisitive scientists who recognized the aforementioned new trends emerging: those statistics from northern Europe indicating that mortality rate from coronary heart disease dropped significantly as food supplies became short; occurring around the same time as the epidemic of heart attacks suffered by American executives grew. He had also just finished his classic study on human semi-starvation, where he had illuminated the quick ability of the human body to rapidly change what were considered static characteristics, like morphology, physiology, biochemistry, and psychology. All of these factors encouraged Keys to dig deeper into discovering characteristics that may be related to the tendency to develop CVD.


One of the first formal studies of this period was the Minnesota Business and Professional Men’s Study6 led by Keys, Henry Taylor, and their colleagues. In it, they examined 281 “healthy” Minnesota business and professional men during a 15-year period, beginning in 1947, aiming to identify possible risk factors for heart disease. After measuring weight, body fatness, blood pressure, and blood cholesterol levels, they found that the only statistically significant predictor of future heart disease was a high total cholesterol level. Although this early study was too limited to produce more predictive data, the methodology set a historical model for more formal studies on CVD. Further, it posed critical questions about lifestyle risk factors and set a foundation for the Seven Countries Study and other definitive international trials that led to a crucial wealth of knowledge and, ultimately, health recommendations. Around the same time, the Framingham and other studies around the United States and additional countries had established similar findings linking CVD to elevated blood pressure, serum cholesterol levels, and cigarette smoking.


Prior to this point in time, family history and genetics were understood to be the major predictors of disease risk. Yet, Keys (and others) suspected there was more to this principle. In order to explore this further, Keys compared atherosclerosis and coronary heart disease incidence in middle-aged Japanese men living in their native country, Japan, to those living in Hawaii and in Los Angeles in 1956.7 Because these men came from similar genetic backgrounds, it made for a good, built-in control system, enabling an evaluation of other possible non-genetic factors.


Keys found that coronary heart disease was very rare in Japan, but the Japanese living in the United States suffered the same high frequency of disease as the “local caucasians” and had similar cholesterol levels. Although their genetics had not changed when migrating to the United States, they acclimated their diet and lifestyle, thereby adopting the same incidence of coronary heart disease. The Japanese living in Los Angeles ate a diet with approximately 39 percent of their calories coming from fat compared to those in Japan who consumed somewhere between 9 to 14 percent. Keys concluded that although dietary fat cannot be the sole responsible factor for heart disease, the evidence was mounting in that direction.


Other researchers discovered similar results when comparing Japanese men in Japan, Hawaii, and California. (Note that similar findings were discovered later in one of the most comprehensive epidemiological studies of all time, the China Project, which occurred throughout the 1980s.8 Studying 367 variables in 6,500 adults with similar genetics in 65 different counties in China, Dr. T. Colin Campbell, professor of nutritional biochemistry at Cornell University, and his colleagues found 8,000 statistically significant correlations between various dietary factors and disease. It was increasingly clear that although “genetics loads the gun, environment pulls the trigger.”9)


Building on all of this research, Keys and his colleagues began in 1957 what would eventually culminate in the landmark Seven Countries Study,10 the first study to methodically evaluate the impact of diet and lifestyle on CVD risk in different populations throughout the world. Sixteen cohorts were selected from seven countries: Finland, Greece, Italy, Japan, The Netherlands, United States, and Yugoslavia. Approximately 13,000 working men, aged forty to fifty-nine, were examined and followed for approximately thirty years. Information on diet was randomly sampled and nutrient intake calculated for each cohort. Major differences were found in habitual dietary patterns as well as strongly contrasting CVD incidence between populations with the lowest rates found in Japan and the Greek islands and the highest in the United States and Finland (the twenty-five-year coronary heart disease mortality was highest in East Finland and lowest in Crete with a six-fold difference between these two populations). Overall, the Seven Countries Study provided compelling evidence that a diet consisting of less than 10 percent of calories from saturated fats and its associated lower serum cholesterol levels is necessary for a lower risk of CVD.11


Keys, along with his wife Margaret, went on to write the tome Eat Well and Stay Well,12 which summarized their best advice for preventing CVD, as well as providing some interesting insights to the philosophies, language, and nuances of the mid-twentieth century:


         1.  If you are fat, reduce.


         2.  Restrict use of fats in dairy products and in ordinary meats.


         3.  Use vegetable oils in cookery, not as medicine.


         4.  Avoid hydrogenated products but if you insist on a spread, use the newer margarines.


         5.  Avoid heavy use of salt and sugar.


         6.  Favor fish, shellfish, poultry, fresh vegetables, fruits, non-fat milk products.


         7.  Do not depend on the drugstore or vitamin peddlers for a good diet.


         8.  Be sensible about cigarettes, alcohol, excitement, business strain.


         9.  Get plenty of exercise, with recreation and work out-of-doors.


       10.  Learn more about cookery and have fun without saturation.


As pointed out by Dr. Marion Nestle,13 nutrition, food studies, and public health professor at New York University, the Keys’ recommendations look very similar to the Dietary Guidelines for Americans, the first of which were published in 198014 and have not changed much at all to this day:


         1.  Eat a variety of foods.


         2.  Maintain ideal weight.


         3.  Avoid too much fat, saturated fat, and cholesterol.


         4.  Eat foods with adequate starch and fiber.


         5.  Avoid too much sugar.


         6.  Avoid too much sodium.


         7.  If you drink alcohol, do so in moderation.


Keys’ work also served as part of the foundation for the Mediterranean diet pyramid,15 developed in 1993 as a collaborative effort between Oldways Preservation & Exchange Trust and Harvard School of Public Health. The pyramid was created to describe a dietary pattern that is not only health-promoting, but also “attractive for its famous palatability.” (You’ll find this pyramid, with more details, on page 90.)


Ultimately, Keys’ body of work, along with his colleagues’ and successors’ studies, set the stage for dietary and health recommendations to prevent and treat CVD and other chronic diseases.


What the Research Means to You


Scientific research is designed to be one of the most objective ways of analyzing what we see in the world and translating it into guidelines for making the safest, healthiest, and best choices. Because of the aim for clarity, accuracy, and overall truth, science is as technical and perfectionistic as possible. Personally, I want people who design airplanes and buildings to be as precise as humanly possible! However, with diet and health, it is more challenging to be exact and near impossible to live up to scientific standards. And so we do the best with the tools we have. Many in the scientific community do not support using evidence from epidemiological studies as a basis for recommendations. Instead, these studies are used as a way to formulate questions and generate further information via randomized controlled clinical trials—the gold standard of research methodology. The collected information then can be translated into usable data. However, it is important to remember that researching food and dietary patterns is not the same as studying pharmaceuticals. In drug trials, it is easy to randomize people, blind them and the investigators, define parameters, and test for clear outcomes and possible side effects over a relatively short period of time. The same holds true for an isolated nutrient when given in supplement form. But these studies do not contribute to our knowledge of nutrition and health on a real-life level.


Studying food intake and dietary patterns in a population is difficult and expensive to perform adequately in order to end up with clear, generalizable, relevant, and statistically significant outcomes. Humans, food, and dietary patterns are intricately more multifaceted than can be easily summarized. We are simply too complex to be oversimplified! An ideal dietary randomized controlled trial would encompass controlling and documenting every bite of every meal of a large group of subjects over a very long period of time, and then continuously testing their biomarkers for health, clinical signs of wellness, illness, and ultimately, mortality. Factors that make studying diet perplexing include: it costs a ton of money and resources; people don’t always stick to the same food intake, especially if it is not the type they are comfortable with; fabulous food synergy (which I will excitedly elaborate on in Chapter 2); and the sheer complexity of the human body. In other words, definitive diet research is not an easy task and requires multiple perspectives.


Thus, public dietary recommendations have been made primarily on epidemiological studies.16 Although these studies are powerful at identifying possible associations between dietary elements and health outcomes, detecting measurement of such effects may be difficult.17 Intervention trials are indeed necessary to clarify cause and effect and to attempt to eliminate confounding (any extra variable which may influence the results). Ultimately, a combination of large observational epidemiologic studies, carefully designed randomized controlled trials, and basic science studies emphasizing food synergy instead of just isolated nutrients needs to be the focus of future research in order to truly create reliable and well-rounded public health dietary advice.18


The Med Holds Steady


Notwithstanding, the wealth of potential that came about from the work on nutrition and health of the latter half of the twentieth century stirred up quite a bit of further clinical study. As expected, data vis-à-vis the so-called Mediterranean diet stood up to the more controlled testing and continues to impress researchers to this day. Two of the first major controlled trials on the Mediterranean diet are the Lyon Diet Heart Study and the PREDIMED trial (Prevencion con Dieta Mediterranea).


The Lyon Diet Heart Study19 was the first trial to report health benefits from a “modernized” version of the Mediterranean diet.20 It tested whether a Mediterranean dietary pattern would be more effective at preventing a recurrence of heart attack in those who had already experienced one, when compared to a standard recommended “heart-healthy” diet. Thus, this study focused on secondary prevention, looking to confirm a protective benefit for those who already had diagnosed CVD. The experimental group ate a Mediterranean-style diet comprised of an abundant consumption of fruits and vegetables, a low intake of meat and dairy, and the use of rapeseed oil, an oil rich in omega-3 alpha-linolenic acid (ALA) for nearly four years.


Despite similar risk factor profiles between the experimental and control groups, the people following the Mediterranean diet had a 50 percent decrease in risk of recurrent heart attack or CVD complications, as well as fewer cancers and a significant reduction in all-cause mortality.


Later, the PREDIMED21 trial went out to seek similar results but in a primary prevention situation, where the population was at high risk for—but had not yet been diagnosed with—CVD. Three diets were compared: a Mediterranean diet supplemented with extra-virgin olive oil (EVOO), a Mediterranean diet supplemented with mixed nuts, and a control diet (where subjects were advised to reduce dietary fat—although intake ended up to be very high, it was still lower than the other two diets). No matter which diet, participants could eat however much they wanted. Ultimately, PREDIMED found a 30 percent relative stroke risk reduction in the group that supplemented with EVOO and a 46 percent reduction in risk in the nuts group when compared to the group eating the control diet.


Studies are ongoing, exploring all the possible reasons why the Mediterranean diet is so successful. As of now, research—which continues to pour in—shows that a Mediterranean diet provides significant protection against overall mortality and major chronic degenerative disease.23 It is associated with fewer cardiovascular- and cancer-related deaths;24 decreased risk of stroke and depression;25 improved physical functioning, slower cognitive decline, and lower risk of developing Alzheimer’s disease;26 reduced prevalence of metabolic syndrome,27 type 2 diabetes, and likely peripheral artery disease;28 and better quality of life with aging.29 Nutritional components of the Med diet have been found to have anti-inflammatory, anti-oxidative effects—which also have been shown to help prevent many chronic diseases.




CHAPTER 2


The Benefits and Myths of the Mediterranean Diet


The Mediterranean diet is perhaps the most well studied diet of all time. And the momentum is not slowing down, either. This diet has unquestionably withstood the scrutiny and prevails as the gold standard in the diet world. What researchers have been trying to get to the bottom of in recent years is exactly why it works. In this chapter, I will dissect the details and describe precisely what makes the Med plan so powerful. On the flip side, I will also debunk the three most pervasive myths surrounding it. All of this info will prep you for the new, improved and even healthier Med diet ... the Vegiterranean way.


Five Reasons the Mediterranean Diet Works


REASON #1: THE MEDITERRANEAN DIET IS (AND ALWAYS HAS BEEN) A WHOLE FOOD, PLANT-BASED DIET




 






In this chapter you’ll learn...


       •  The top five reasons the Mediterranean diet is so effective, including the fact that it is—and always has been—a whole food, plant-based diet.


       •  Three of the most popular myths about the Mediterranean diet, such as that olive oil, red wine, and/or fish are magic elixirs.


       •  Olive oil is not the cornerstone to the traditional Med Diet’s success.


       •  Opting for whole food sources of healthy fats is ideal in order to save hundreds of calories a day, increase fiber and nutrient intake, and manage essential fatty acid metabolism.


       •  Why fish is a less than ideal source of essential fats—and how to get omega-3 fats from plant foods.









Planting Seeds


Although the term “plant-based” has risen in popularity in recent years, it is by no means a new way of eating. Diets were inherently plant-based since recorded history. In modern society, as our diets went awry and animal products moved toward the center of the plate, we needed to coin this new description, “plant-based,” in order to shift back toward a more traditional, health-promoting way of eating. Anthropologists suggest that plant foods served as the primary source of energy in our ancestral lineage.1 Carbohydrates, found primarily in plant foods, are the preferred fuel source for the brain and for immediate and sustained energy, key needs for survival. Also, in the natural environment, plant foods are more consistent and abundant while animal foods are unpredictable and more difficult to obtain. In a recent discovery, plant remains were found in the teeth of early humans dating from approximately two million years ago.2 Scientists believe their diet consisted mostly of tree leaves, fruits, wood, bark, grasses, and sedges. “One thing people don’t realize is that humans are basically grass eaters. We eat grass in the form of the grains we use to make breads, noodles, cereals, and beer and we eat animals that eat grass” reports Dr. Benjamin H. Passey, a geochemist from Johns Hopkins University.3 He and his colleagues are trying to figure out at what point in evolutionary history this “addiction to grass” began. This recent evidence confirms other reports that Homo sapiens relied on grass seeds (starchy plants) for energy starting at least 105,000 years ago4 and that Neanderthals found in the Mediterranean region and northwestern Europe not only consumed a variety of plant foods—including date palms, legumes, and grass seed starches—but began cooking them to increase their digestibility.5 It has also been found that during the Paleolithic period, various wild plant grains were processed, perhaps even into flours.6


In analyzing the survey of Crete and the information gathered from the Mediterranean basin countries of the Seven Countries Study, we learned that animal products were saved as celebratory foods for holidays, served in condiment-size portions when available, or offered more sizably in rare times of abundance. On the Mediterranean diet pyramid, which will be illustrated in Chapter 5, fish, poultry, and eggs are up in the “eat a few times a week” category, and red meat has its own “eat a few times a month” section at the very top. Overall, animal products added up to approximately 10 percent of total calories in Crete. A plant-based diet, indeed.


Beyond the Med, our ancestors throughout history have relied strongly on plant-based diets. Animal products were generally consumed in lesser quantities. Typically reserved for the wealthier segments of populations and/or for celebrations and festivities, meat was considered a luxury, set aside in times of scarcity, like during war or poor economic times. With advancing technologies in the mid-twentieth century such as refrigeration and railroads, meat consumption became more accessible. With economic support by the government like subsidies for farmers and food guide dietary recommendations in the United States, animal product consumption became increasingly more frequent and common, eventually ending up at the center of the plate. In 1909, total meat availability was approximately 56.3 kilograms (124 pounds) per year in the United States, decreasing to 44.6 kilograms (98 pounds) per year in 1935 and skyrocketing to 91.2 kilograms (201 pounds) per year in 2007, according to Dr. Neal Barnard’s study on food trends.7 In that same study, cheese rose from 1.7 kilograms (3.7 pounds) per year in 1909 to 14.9 kilograms (33 pounds) per year in 2007. These increases are dramatic. Animal foods were never eaten in the same abundance as they have been in these past several decades ... not even close. Our MAD (Modern American Diet), SAD (Standard American Diet) emphasis on eating farmed animals, their byproducts, and processed foods is what initiated the physical health, economic, environmental, public health, and animal welfare problems of today.


VEGI-SIDE


[image: ]


A plant-based diet technically means a diet that includes primarily or exclusively foods of plant origin. A vegan diet is one that is devoid of all animal products. A vegetarian diet typically refers to a lacto-ovo vegetarian pattern of eating, one that includes eggs and dairy, but eschews flesh.


Plant-Based for Overall Health


Although one can make the argument that an exclusively plant-based diet was not the norm throughout history, the research we have today endorses its extraordinary health benefits. At present, there is a substantial body of evidence showing that plant-based diets promote effortless weight management, increase longevity, and enhance protection against most chronic diseases. Plant-based diets are associated with lower overall and ischemic heart disease mortality,8
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