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How to Use This Ebook


Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken to a list of all the recipes covered in that chapter.


Alternatively, jump to the index to browse recipes by ingredient.


Look out for linked text (which is in blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related recipes.


You can double tap images to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.





Introduction


The emphasis of the Mediterranean diet is fresh, simple and seasonal food – and using as few ingredients as possible. Recipes make the most of one’s means – be it cheap cuts of meat (diets are low in beef, but make the most of sheep, goat and poultry) and pulses. And, of course, there is lots of fish and shellfish. Extra virgin olive oil is also key, containing many nutritional qualities that add to the overall healthiness of the diet.


The Mediterranean diet is what I grew up on. I have a Greek Cypriot background and, although I was born and raised in London, due to our lifestyle and diet, it was as if I grew up in a Mediterranean village. My mother and her five sisters (who were all working mothers), with the help of their mother (Yiayia), raised all eighteen cousins on a simple diet of freshly cooked meals. Some meals were quick mid-week dinners, others big extended family meals where we had hours at the social dinner table. All the food was freshly prepared – no microwaves, no frozen ready meals, no convenience whatsoever. The most ‘convenient’ foods in Mediterranean cooking are fresh, in-season fruit, vegetables, dairy, fish and meat. When food is in season, you need very little – extra virgin olive oil, lemon juice, salt and pepper – to prepare and serve with them.


As an adult and professional food stylist, I have travelled all over the Mediterranean. I have enjoyed spring, summer and autumn months, taking in the freshness of every season.


Food to the Mediterraneans is, in my understanding, about an appreciation of ingredients, enjoying the role of each ingredient, taking in the flavours of salty, bitter and sweet, and the textures of soft or crunchy. It’s about being mindful of what you are eating. The Mediterranean diet can be high in carbohydrates (they do not count calories!), but they are careful of what and how much they eat. Mealtimes are also a time to sit down, relax with friends and family and enjoy what is in front of you, not stress about what has happened two hours earlier or what might happen in the future.


The outdoor lifestyle in the Mediterranean culture also helps to maintain a healthy life and in keeping stress to a low level. I remember a few years back, at the beginning of the Greek financial crisis, I asked locals that I was working with, ‘Are you not stressed with all the problems right now?’. The answer, on more than a few occasions was, ‘It’s spring now, so it’s new beginnings; we are going to enjoy the summer – sunshine, sea and food; and then, when we are at home in the winter, maybe we will worry!’. Ways to keep life less stressful are very important – it’s not only the food that makes the Mediterranean diet healthy, but the state of mind as well.


Over the years, by cooking and entertaining for my friends, I have shown my love of the Mediterranean, even though I didn’t really realise it at the time. This cookbook is a collection of Greek recipes I have enjoyed throughout my life (with a few tweaks here and there to make them a little easier and less time-consuming) and my interpretation of Italian and Spanish food, from my years of travelling and cooking with work. As a food stylist, I feel I am not an expert in any cuisine, but I very much fall back on my knowledge of Mediterranean food, and hope that I have made all the recipes in this book easy, accessible and delicious enough to be enjoyed by all of you.
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Why Eat a Mediterranean Diet by nutritionist Alina Tierney


The Mediterranean diet is a way of eating rather than a diet plan. It is an expression of the food cultures of the communities around the Mediterranean basin (Greece, Cyprus, Southern Italy, Spain, Morocco, Portugal and Croatia). It varies according to the particular area but, whether you are talking about the food of Italy or of Greece, you will inevitably be thinking about the abundance of seasonal vegetables, nuts, fruits and aromatic herbs, the bitter sweet taste of extra virgin olive oil, the freshly caught fish and tasty cheese, all possibly accompanied by a glass of red wine.



The history of the Mediterranean diet


The Mediterranean diet was ‘found’ in the olive-growing areas of Crete, Greece and Southern Italy in the late 1950s by Ancel Keys, an American physiologist who studied the influence of the diet on health. Following journeys in Southern Europe, he published the famous Seven Countries Studies paper where he showed that these Mediterranean countries had strikingly lower rates of coronary heart disease when compared with other study populations. Since then, the Mediterranean diet has been studied as a model of a healthy diet that has the ability to fight disease and increase your life expectancy.


According to Ancel Keys and his colleagues, the classical meals of the Mediterranean people always included a large amount of vegetables cooked or seasoned with olive oil and herbs. Fish was consumed in moderate amounts, while meat was an occasional treat. Cakes and sweet desserts were reserved for special occasions, while seasonal fruit was the typical dessert. Bread, cheese and wine (where allowed by the religion of the region) played central roles in their diet. Tree nuts and olives were also commonly consumed.


It is also worth mentioning that the people living in these communities that Keys observed were leading simple lives, working hard and relying almost entirely on local resources. Scarcity was the rule; abundance was the exception that led to festivities when people ate and drank much more indulgently. The Mediterranean diet is not just about food, but also a way to embrace and enjoy life. Many associate the word diet with food restriction. As a matter of fact, the word diet comes from the Ancient Greek word ‘diaeta’ meaning ‘way of life’, thus encompassing not only food habits but also the daily activities, culture and lifestyle that form these food habits.


What the Mediterranean diet consists of


When we talk about Mediterranean diet we are really talking about the traditional way of eating of the people living in Greece and Southern Italy before the 1960s. Most of the health benefits associated with the diet are based on this traditional diet and this is what we should aim for too. The Mediterranean climate is optimal for the cultivation of fruit and vegetables, some of which are native to the region, such as olive trees. The surrounding sea waters are a source of freshly caught fish. Animals, mainly goats and sheep, are free to graze in the local pastures.


The traditional Mediterranean diet is: seasonal vegetables and fruit, legumes and unprocessed cereals; moderate in fish and shellfish; olive oil is the core fat; meat and dairy consumption is low with the exception of some types of cheese that can keep well, which are often used for flavour; food preparation is simple and the flavour of meals is enhanced with aromatic herbs; people drink wine or tea with meals and water throughout the day; meals are structured and sociable.



The dietary features of the traditional Mediterranean diet include the following:


• Dishes are based on vegetables, legumes, fruit and extra virgin olive oil, accompanied by fruit and nuts as dessert or snacks: think of chickpeas with spinach, and broad beans with wild artichokes, doused in copious amounts of olive oil and finished off with walnuts and figs. These plant-based foods are high in vitamins and minerals, antioxidants and fibre, all of which are optimal for health and weight control. Vegetables and fruits are a great source of antioxidants and phytochemicals. Antioxidants are chemicals that protect our cells from the damaging effects of oxidation. Phytochemicals, such as polyphenols, are chemical compounds responsible for the great variety of colours of vegetables and fruit, and are thought to be responsible for the protective health benefits provided by these foods. As a general rule, the more intense the colour of a food the higher the phytochemical content.


• The type of olive oil used for all cooking and eating purposes was extra virgin. Extra virgin olive oil is a source of good healthy fats in the form of monounsaturated fatty acids (MUFAs).


• Garlic, onions, herbs and spices, generously used as condiments in the Mediterranean diet, contain large quantities of flavonoids, which not only have cardiovascular benefits but may also improve cognitive function. Oregano, which is added to many dishes, and seen growing wild in Mediterranean countries, is one of the richest sources of polyphenols among herbs. Other popular herbs include dill, mint, rosemary and wild fennel.


• Bread made from wholemeal flour and sourdough culture was consumed with most meals, including soups, cooked dishes, salads and even fruit. Due to the long fermentation process in its preparation, sourdough bread has a lower Glycaemic Index (GI) than most modern breads, meaning it has less impact on blood glucose levels. In addition, the sourdough fermentation improves the nutritional quality of bread. For example, it enhances the bioavailability of minerals as it causes degradation of anti-nutritive compounds usually found in unprocessed grains, such as phytic acid. Phytic acid binds to minerals making it harder for them to be absorbed from the gut. It also increases the degradation of gluten proteins and increases the digestibility of starches which makes it less likely to lead to gluten sensitivity. The starter culture used in the sourdough process can also beneficially influence your gut microbiota, thus improving your gut health.


• Rusks made from barley were also staple foods in Crete and they were softened with olive oil, further lowering the GI. Whole, unprocessed grains provide good amounts of dietary fibre and unique phytonutrients such as lignans and phenolic acids that complement those found in fruit and vegetables. They are also a good source of B vitamins and minerals, including magnesium and selenium.


• Some dairy, in the form of cheese and yogurt sourced mainly from sheep and goats, were regularly added to salads and vegetable stews. Goat’s and sheep’s milk contain A2 beta-casein, a protein found in breast milk, which some people seem to be able to tolerate better than the A1 beta-casein that is found in cow’s milk.
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• Meat was consumed in small amounts, as a source of flavour rather than the main ingredient and it usually came from small animals that roamed and grazed on pasture rather than being grain-fed. These pasture-fed animals provide omega-3 fatty acids to the diet. In addition, the cooking methods used to prepare the meats, which involved lower temperatures and higher moisture, with the frequent addition of herbs, prevents the formation of the damaging compounds that can occur in meat cooked at high temperatures.


• Depending on the proximity of the sea, fish and shellfish were consumed in high to moderate amounts and were preferred to meat. Seafood and fish are an excellent source of omega-3 fatty acids (EPA and DHA) which have anti-inflammatory and anti-clotting properties. In addition, a high intake of omega-3 fatty acids has been shown to increase levels of HDL (‘good’ cholesterol) and to reduce the risk of heart attack and stroke.


• Water was the main beverage but herbal teas, from sage for example, and various mountain herbs and coffee were also consumed, providing extra antioxidants and phenolic compounds. Wine, mainly red wine, was part of the traditional Mediterranean diet, if accepted by religious beliefs, but was generally only consumed with meals and in moderation. It is also worth mentioning that the wine was produced with local grapes and made using traditional methods, such as extracting the juice by mechanical processes or even pressing it with their feet, leaving it to ferment on its own without adding yeast and sugar to speed up the fermentation process, and preserving it without additional sulphites, which can be troublesome for some people.


The Med diet is more than just specific foods


The importance of the Mediterranean diet is not just in its specific foods and nutrients but also in the way in which the food is produced, cooked, eaten and shared. It is about sitting together at the table, socialising and communicating together; sharing values and transmitting traditions and rituals from generation to generation, strengthening the identity of communities that goes beyond the nutritional aspects of the Mediterranean diet.


For this reason, the Mediterranean diet was recognised by UNESCO in 2010 as an Intangible Heritage of Humanity, describing it as ‘a set of skills, knowledge, practices and traditions ranging from landscape to the table. Eating together is the foundation of the cultural identity and continuity of communities throughout the Mediterranean basin. It is a moment of social exchange and communication, an affirmation and renewal of family, group or community identity’.


We live in a fast-paced time with different priorities. We might make efforts to include the foods specific to the Mediterranean diet, but we should also devote time and space for the cultural and lifestyle elements of the Mediterranean diet: spending time in the kitchen, preparing meals from fresh and seasonal foods; sitting around the table and sharing the food together with family and friends.



OLIVE OIL


For centuries olive oil has been treasured in the Mediterranean countries for its healing and nutritional properties. Olive oil is the hallmark of the Mediterranean diet and a whole section needs to be dedicated to it. It is estimated that olive oil provides some 85 percent of the fat content of this diet. This explains why the diet is low in saturated fats and cholesterol. The main type of fat in olive oil is monounsaturated fatty acids (MUFAs) which are considered healthy fats. High consumption of MUFAs is shown to lower the ‘bad’ LDL cholesterol and to raise the ‘good’ HDL cholesterol.




[image: Illustration]


The importance of the Mediterranean diet is not just in its specific foods and nutrients but also in the way in which the food is produced, cooked, eaten and shared.





Olive oil is considered to be better than other vegetable oils due to the higher proportion of monounsaturated to polyunsaturated fatty acids which make it more resistant to the damaging effects of oxidation. As oil oxidises it becomes rancid and there are chemical changes within it that result in harmful compounds. In addition, oils derived from seeds, for example, sunflower oil, need to be refined for human consumption, which means that they lose the vast majority of nutritional compounds, turning them into just a mere source of fat.


Compared to other refined vegetable oils, olive oil contains many other non-fat components with great biological function, including vitamin E, carotenes, chlorophyll and a number of phenolic compounds.


For a long time it was thought that it was not safe to cook with olive oil at high temperatures, as it has a relatively low burning point, but recently it was shown that frying vegetables in extra virgin olive oil is safe and can actually increase their nutritional benefits, such as increasing their overall polyphenol content.


It was thought that the health benefits of olive oil were due to its high oleic fatty acids content. More recently, research indicates that it is actually compounds called polyphenols in olive oil that contribute to its benefits due to their strong antioxidant and anti-inflammatory properties.


The concentration of these phytochemicals in oils is influenced by the oil extraction procedure. Virgin and extra virgin oil contain the highest concentration of the polyphenols, while the lower quality olive oils are more deprived of these compounds. Extra virgin olive oil is obtained from the first pressing of the ripe fruit so has a high antioxidant content, while the refined olive oils lose their antioxidant and anti-inflammatory qualities during the physical-chemical procedures of the refinement.


So next time you are going to the shop, choose extra virgin olive oil in order to get the health benefits associated with olive oil, and avoid buying olive oil that is labelled ‘pure olive oil’ or just ‘olive oil’. Some olive oils are blended with other vegetable oils to be used for frying at high temperatures, but these blends are stripped of the nutrients that are typically found in the extra virgin olive oil.



Health benefits of the Mediterranean diet


The traditional Mediterranean diet has been touted as one of the healthiest diets. This probably comes as no surprise considering its emphasis on a high consumption of plant-based foods and healthy fats which offer a plethora of nutrients that can help your body stay healthy.


Adhering to a traditional Mediterranean diet way of eating has been shown to improve your health in many ways:


Promotes heart health


Most of the attention of the scientific community on the Mediterranean diet has focused on its effects on heart health. For the last 50 years, since Ancel Keys’s first study on the Mediterranean diet, many studies have consistently demonstrated that adherence to the Mediterranean diet leads to protective cardiovascular effects. Two landmark studies, The Lyon Diet Heart Study (1999) (de Lorgeril et al, 1999) and the PREDIMED (Prevención con Dieta Mediterránea) study (2013) showed significant reduction in cardiovascular events and mortality in patients who followed a Mediterranean-style diet. Most amazingly, the PREDIMED study, which compared the Mediterranean diet to a low-fat diet, concluded after nearly five years, showing a highly significant 30 per cent reduction in major cardiovascular events. Not surprisingly, a systematic review published in 2009 (Mente et al.) ranked the diet as the most likely dietary model to provide protection against coronary heart disease.
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Although the fat content of the Mediterranean diet is high, the cardioprotective effects are thought to be due to the high ratio of monounsaturated fat to saturated fat. In addition, the Mediterranean diet emphasises the consumption of natural, unprocessed foods that are loaded with vitamins, minerals and many other protective compounds that help your heart to stay healthy.


Prevention and management of diabetes


Most vegetables, fruit, legumes and whole cereals present in the Mediterranean diet tend to be low-glycaemic foods. These types of food cause a slower and lower rise in blood glucose levels than high glycaemic foods, such as white bread and pasta, and thus they are a better dietary choice for people living with diabetes whose bodies can’t control their blood glucose levels as efficiently as a non-diabetic person.


The effects of the Mediterranean diet in the management of diabetes might not only be due to its effect on glycaemic control but also due to its fat composition. Mediterranean diets supplemented with extra virgin olive oil and nuts have been shown to be another factor in improving glucose metabolism, as they slow down the absorption of sugars from the gut into the bloodstream (Lasa et al., 2014).


The benefits of following a Mediterranean diet aren’t just for those who already have diabetes, because it may also help in preventing developing this condition. Many prospective studies, in which individuals without diabetes were followed for many years to see if they developed the condition, showed that those who were adhering to the Mediterranean diet had overall reductions in risk ranging from 12 per cent to a staggering 83 per cent (Georgoulis et al., 2014).


Prevention and management of cancer


The overall incidence of cancer in Mediterranean countries is lower than in the majority of Western countries, including the UK. It has been estimated that up to 25 per cent of colorectal, 15 per cent of breast and 10 per cent of prostate, pancreas and endometrial cancers could be prevented by shifting to the traditional healthy Mediterranean diet (Trichopoulou et al., 2000).


More research is needed in this area but the protective effects of the Mediterranean diet could be due to the specific compounds that are found in vegetables, fruits, and nuts. For example, apigenin, which is found in artichokes, parsley and onion has been shown to have anti-tumour properties.
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The Mediterranean diet emphasises natural foods that are loaded with vitamins, minerals and many other protective compounds that help your heart to stay healthy.






Weight management


Although the traditional Mediterranean diet has a high fat content from olive oil and nuts, it was not found to cause people to gain weight. On the contrary, a few major randomised control studies found that people who followed the Mediterranean diet lost more weight than people that followed a low-fat diet (Shai et al., 2008).


Promotes longevity


Those that adhere to the principles of the traditional Mediterranean diet seem to have a greater rate of survival. A 2008 meta-analysis published in the British Medical Journal, showed that adherence to a Mediterranean diet led to a significant increase in life expectancy and a significant drop in the incidences of cardiovascular disease, cancer, Parkinson’s disease and Alzheimer’s disease (Sofi et al.).


The Mediterranean diet’s emphasis on vegetables, fruits, wild herbs, nuts, sea food and extra virgin olive oil make it rich in antioxidants, phytonutrients, omega-3 fatty acids and monounsaturated fats, all of which are considered to be key factors in a longer and healthier life (Trichopoulou & Vasilopoulou, 2000).


Following the Mediterranean diet


Although our lifestyle and our relationship with food have changed since the 1960s, when the diet was first described, we are still encouraged to incorporate its features into our contemporary lifestyle. The latest Mediterranean diet pyramid (2010), as illustrated opposite, takes into consideration our contemporary lifestyle and it is a nice and easy illustration on how to follow this diet.


In summary:


• Aim for 1.5–2 litres of fluid per day in the form of water and herbal infusions.


• Every main meal should consist of three basic food groups: vegetables (2 servings or more; at least 1 serving to be raw), fruit (1–2 servings) and minimally refined cereals (1–2 servings). Include a variety of colours in order to ensure a wide variety of antioxidants and protective compounds.


• Every day you should aim for a handful of nuts, seeds and olives; infuse your meals with herbs, spices, garlic and onion, which help to keep your sodium intake low; and 1–2 servings of dairy products in the form of cheese and yogurt.


• Extra virgin olive oil should be the principal source of fat. It can be used for both cooking and dressings.


• In accordance with religious and social beliefs, wine (1 glass per day for women and 2 glasses per day for men, as a generic reference) is also present in the pyramid opposite.


• On a weekly basis, include fish (2 or more servings, 1 of which to be oily fish), white meat (2 servings) and eggs (2–4 servings). Consumption of red meat (less than 2 servings) and processed meats (less than 1 serving) should be small in both quantity and frequency. Legumes (more than 2 servings) are a good source of plant protein and thus a good meat alternative. Potatoes should be consumed in moderation (3 or fewer servings) and freshly made rather than pre-packed.


• Occasionally you can have sweets but in small amounts and for special occasions.
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s = serving Adapted from Bach-Faig et al. (2011). Mediterranean diet pyramid today. Science and cultural updates. Public Health Nutrition. 14(12A): 2274-84.
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Olive oil is the hallmark of the Mediterranean diet and, for centuries, it has been treasured in the Mediterranean for its healing and nutritional properties.








CLEVER COOK – NOT A LAZY COOK


Mediterranean food is, above all else, about the ingredients. The quality of the locally grown, seasonal produce from the region, whether it’s sun-ripened tomatoes or acorn-fed Iberico ham, is so full of flavour that it’s every time-poor cook’s dream. It needs no fussy preparation or fancy sauces and is best served very simply, on a board or a platter, together with two or three other ingredients that provide contrasting, complementary flavours and textures to ensure the distinctive tastes really shine through.


The ingredient pairings and combinations that follow are therefore not any kind of super-new innovation, and in many cases they hardly qualify as a recipe at all. However, they’re a reminder of just how good a few basic, quality ingredients can be.


The recipes in this chapter can stand alone, making a light lunch or snack or appetiser; or they can be served as part of a menu of small, shared plates. As you go through, you will notice a pattern to my tastes as each one includes a little saltiness, coming from a smoked meat, a cheese or a preserved fish, which is then complemented with a little sweetness, often derived from fruit, and nearly always finished off with peppery extra virgin olive oil.





White Bean Purée


Hummus


Fava Bean Dip


Olives, Tomatoes and Rosemary


Preserved Lemon, Cucumber and Sesame


Quick Pickled Red Onions


Gem Lettuce Salad


Roasted Figs with Prosciutto


Prosciutto and Melon


Prosciutto, White Peaches and Rocket


Tuna, Sardines and Mackerel


Anchovies


Boquerones


Homemade Boquerones


All About Roe


Tarama(salata)


Bottarga


Quick Linguine with Bottarga


Olive-Oil Fried Egg


In-Season Tender Vegetables


Everyone’s Favourite Fresh Cheese


Sweet Peas and Tarragon


Heritage Tomato and Oregano


Courgette and Mint


Escarole and Chilli Flakes


Pan-Fried Black Olives and Rosemary


Peach and Basil


Pomegranate and Pistachio


Figs, Thyme and Honey


Tahini and Sesame Seeds


Basic Tahini Sauce


Dates Stuffed with Feta and Sesame Seeds


Basic Olive Know-how


Sautéed Olives


Chilli-marinated Green Olives


Dried Black Olives






Dips and purées



WHITE BEAN PURÉE


For convenience, you can use canned beans to make this purée. However, even though they are cooked, drain and simmer them in 300ml water with the lemon, onion and parsley for 20 minutes before you purée them, as otherwise the dip will lack flavour.


SERVES 4 281 calories, 29.7g carbs, 13.4g fat, 1.9g sat fat, 12.3g protein


250g dried cannellini beans, soaked overnight and drained


½ lemon, roughly chopped


½ onion, peeled and quartered


2–3 flat-leaf parsley sprigs


50ml extra virgin olive oil


sea salt and freshly cracked black pepper


a topping of your choice


flatbread, to serve


Place the beans in a medium-large pot with a lid and cover with plenty of water, at least 10cm above the beans. Bring to the boil, skimming the surface of any white foam.


Reduce to a simmer, add the lemon, onion and parsley, partially cover with the lid and simmer for 1½ hours, until the beans are very tender. Half-way through, season with a little salt and pepper.
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