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EATING THE MEDITERRANEAN WAY IS ONE OF THE SUREST PATHS WE HAVE toward greater health. Through many years of research, the medical and scientific communities have established that Mediterranean nutrition can prevent or significantly reduce the risk of coronary heart disease, stroke, and type 2 diabetes, and can be an effective way to maintain a healthy weight.


A true Mediterranean plate elegantly blends the richness of seafood, the simplicity of greens, vegetables, and legumes, and the power of extra virgin olive oil. Meats and carbohydrates appear rarely, but no severe restrictions are imposed. This healthy way of eating is appealing and sustainable because it does not sacrifice pleasure or convenience for health.


This is why it is a joy to join chef Michael Psilakis in the kitchen. His recipes invigorate the food of the Mediterranean with new flavor, and his method of building dishes from seven essential staples makes it easier than ever to cook and eat the Mediterranean way at home.


As you embark on the flavorful ride that is Live to Eat, take note of these ingredients: olive oil, Greek yogurt and feta cheese, and garlic.


OLIVE OIL


Beyond the historical, cultural, and emotional connection that people in the Mediterranean region have to the olive and its oil, their health has been positively affected through its abundant consumption. Many of these benefits stem from monounsaturated fatty acids, which have been shown to reduce the risk of heart disease and to lower total and low-density lipoprotein cholesterol levels. Recent evidence suggests that cardiovascular disease shares common mechanisms with emotional health as it relates to nutrition; conditions such as depression may benefit from the fatty acids found in olive oil. Oleocanthal, another nutrient in olive oil, counters inflammation and is a protective agent against breast cancer. Increased consumption of olive oil is also associated with a reduced risk of skin cancer.



GREEK YOGURT AND FETA



Both feta cheese and Greek yogurt are cultured milk products, which are beneficial to gut health. Cultured milk helps colonize the digestive system with healthy microorganisms that protect the gut flora from organisms that can cause infections. The process of culturing can restore digestive enzymes that help the body absorb calcium and other minerals and elevate levels of vitamins B and C. This process is beneficial for bone health as it can slow down bone deterioration and loss. Regular use of cultured dairy products can also help lower cholesterol. However, it should be noted that feta can be high in cholesterol and sodium, so its use should be moderated. Its common presentation in the form of small crumbs helps to strike that balance.


GARLIC


Throughout history, garlic has been used for culinary as well as medicinal purposes, primarily as a supplement to increase vitality. The body of modern scientific evidence has primarily focused on the benefits that garlic imparts to cardiovascular health by helping reduce blood pressure and cholesterol, and by reducing the risk of hardening of arteries. Garlic has also been shown to assist in lowering the risk of gastrointestinal cancers as well as boosting immune system function.


As you cook and eat these dishes, you will be mesmerized by scent and flavor, and pleased by all the other benefits of this healthy triad. As the title of this book suggests, we should strive to stay alive and healthy—so we can eat!


Tassos C. Kyriakides, PhD, is an epidemiologist and biostatistician at Yale University’s School of Public Health and School of Medicine, and a senior biostatistician at the Department of Veterans’ Affairs Cooperative Studies Program. He has worked on multiple clinical research projects and has delivered numerous seminars and lectures in academic, scientific, research, and clinical settings. In addition, he explores the history, culture, and evidence-based science behind the beneficial impact of Greek and Mediterranean nutrition on human health.
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FOOD DEFINES ME AS A PERSON. IT ALWAYS HAS. AS THE SON OF GREEK immigrants, I grew up in a home where preparing and enjoying meals was among the most important times of the day. I went out to become a chef and run several restaurants, and so I’ve quite literally relied on food for my livelihood and thus my life. But over the years, I began to use food as a method to cope and surrender, mourn and rejoice, avoid and confront. I unknowingly started to hide behind it, and use it in ways that went beyond nourishing my body and soul. My weight fluctuated like crazy: At any given time, you could tell how stressed or overworked I was just by how heavy I was. But then I would lose those extra pounds when things leveled off. How could something that had brought me so much joy, fame, and success become the very thing I would struggle with for almost two decades?


I wrote this book because I needed a plan. I didn’t want to be on a diet, because the word diet connotes one thing: deprivation. I don’t know anyone who enjoys longing, especially for food. It’s no surprise that diets fail. The Mediterranean diet, however, refers to a healthier approach to eating, one in which food is prepared using intensely flavorful, inherently healthful ingredients that satisfy. It is almost as simple as that. The thing that separates the Mediterranean diet from all others—and will keep you eating well and improving your health—is that it just tastes good.


For me, it only seemed natural to revisit the eating habits of my forebears, whose meals were based heavily on vegetables and fruits, whole grains, legumes and nuts, and healthy fats like olive oil. The Mediterranean diet emphasizes herbs and spices to flavor food, and features more fish and poultry than red meat. Pasta, that great American dinner fallback, is always a side dish—the portion size is meant as an accompaniment, not as the centerpiece of the meal. Drinking red wine in moderation is also part of the plan—as is enjoying the preparation and sharing of meals with family and friends. This last part, to my mind, is key.


As parents to two young boys, my wife, Anna, and I are painfully aware of how easy it is to let weeknight dinners become frantic, last-minute, and ultimately unsatisfying affairs. If part of a healthful eating plan is in the enjoyment of preparing the meals you eat, then this kind of frenzy guarantees the opposite. How could we make cooking healthful food at home a joyful experience for all of us, without resorting to gimmicks and false promises? In my restaurants, I enjoy the luxury of working with prep cooks who chop, peel, grate, pit, and otherwise make cooking for our guests a sheer pleasure because I have every prepped ingredient I need at my fingertips. What if Anna had only to reach into the refrigerator to get items that would transform not only how she cooked (more efficiently), but what she cooked (inherently healthy meals)? That would change the way she cooked and it would make sure that busy weeknights didn’t get in the way of providing healthy meals for our family.


That’s just what this book allows you to do. I have identified essential ingredients and techniques that make cooking modern Mediterranean food—and other ethnic foods translated through the Mediterranean diet—easy. If you spend a little time at the beginning of the week—we do it on Sundays—the prep you do then will pay huge dividends, providing stunning, easy meals for a week or two.


I went back to my roots to uncover those transformative ingredients and pantry items. I kept returning to the same seven things: Greek yogurt, shocked and blanched vegetables, sweet and sour peppers and onions, roasted cherry tomatoes, garlic confit, tomato sauce, and red wine vinaigrette. I developed a weekend ritual at home, preparing the staples according to the meals Anna had planned (and in some cases hadn’t planned) for the week. I thought like a chef, but in my home kitchen. I created accessible, easily recognizable recipes that use these intensely flavorful Mediterranean staples in new and unusual ways.


Anna, a novice cook, was finding pleasure and satisfaction in the scrum that is making a weeknight dinner. We were all eating much more healthfully, and we were able to keep doing this for months without ever looking back. The plan works beautifully. After all, it is a way of eating that never once conjures the thought of deprivation, nor does it require special skills, equipment, or ingredients. And it puts an end to a catch-as-catch-can approach to cooking. No more 3:00 p.m. web searches for a dinner recipe that requires a trip to the store for an ingredient you may only use a fraction of. What this book does ask of you is a little preparation—maybe every few weeks—of the essentials. (See here for a guide to get you started.)


Once you start prepping and cooking from the following pages, you will start cooking spontaneously, and reaching for the garlic puree instead of butter will become rote, Greek yogurt will become your go-to dairy product, and you’ll realize just how much better—and more delicious—life is when there are partially cooked vegetables, roasted tomatoes, tomato sauce, and red wine vinaigrette in the refrigerator. That’s what the plan delivers. I also hope that you come to a truth about cooking that only occurred to me on the death of my father, eight years ago: Food is not art. It is a means to share the joy of human company, conversation, and life. In our chaotic world, we need to find the time to create the everlasting memories of a simple shared meal. It provides the foundation of these wonderful moments in the healthiest possible way. That’s why I called this book Live to Eat.















THE MAGNIFICENT SEVEN
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LIVE TO EAT BUILDS ON SEVEN KEY PANTRY ITEMS THAT WILL CHANGE not only what you eat, but the way you cook. When I have blanched broccoli or roasted cherry tomatoes in my refrigerator, it feels like money in the culinary bank. With ingredients like this on hand, the dinner plan is practically set.


Why these particular seven? My goal was to deliver the greatest depth of flavor in the simplest possible way and to make it easy to incorporate healthy ingredients into your everyday cooking. Some of these essentials are a cinch to make, others require a little bit more effort, while still others take time, but very little of it is active. While I don’t expect you to have all seven on hand at the same time, my bet is that you will come to find that there are some you can’t live without. Note that the recipes make seemingly large quantities; the point is not for you to eat, say, onions and peppers for a week straight, but rather for you to enjoy them in one or two dishes and then freeze the rest—because I guarantee you will want those onions and peppers again.


Greek Yogurt—I do not offer a recipe for Greek yogurt itself, simply because there are very good commercial brands readily available in the supermarket. I do offer three additional recipes that utilize Greek yogurt in flavor-packed ways. To make Garlic Yogurt Sauce (here), add garlic and vinegar to plain yogurt. Add chiles in adobo to make Chipotle Yogurt Sauce (here), and cucumbers and dill to make Cucumber Yogurt Dip (tzatziki; here), which I use liberally throughout the book. (If you are lucky enough to live near a Middle Eastern grocery or specialty food market, you will likely be able to find a quality prepared version of tzatziki. By all means, buy it!)


Make both Garlic Yogurt Sauce and Cucumber Yogurt Dip once a month. Prepare the Chipotle Yogurt Sauce as needed, since it requires only the addition of chiles in adobo to the Garlic Yogurt Sauce. None of the yogurt-based mixtures freeze well; but they will keep, in rigid containers with tight-fitting lids, in the refrigerator for up to 1 month.


Garden Vegetables and Fruits—If you have vegetables and fruit prepared and ready to go—into frittatas, pastas, and salads, and as side dishes—you’re guaranteed to put something healthy on your plate. Blanching and shocking vegetables is a great technique to speed up dinner prep; they need only be warmed before serving. Ignore any temptation to use commercial frozen versions of these vegetables; there is no comparison—in texture, taste, and nutrients—to fresh vegetables. That said, I usually blanch and shock extra of everything and freeze it, which is quite different from the stuff you get in the freezer aisle.


I always prepare at least two vegetables every week and generally reserve a little time on Sunday to do it. To store: Drain thoroughly by laying the vegetables out on paper towels to absorb residual moisture (the enemy of any stored vegetable or fruit) and store in rigid containers. They’ll keep for up to a week in the refrigerator. To freeze, transfer to resealable plastic freezer bags and seal, pressing on the bag to release any trapped air. The vegetables will keep in the freezer for up to 3 weeks. Prepared seasonal fruit—citrus that has been peeled, the pith removed, and the fruit sectioned; washed berries—guarantees that you’ll reach for them when topping granola or yogurt, or when looking for an easy, healthful dessert.


Sweet and Sour Peppers and Onions—My favorite dip is made with sautéed peppers and onions, which is an excellent example of how the most basic, readily available ingredients—onions, peppers, garlic, white wine vinegar, and honey—can become something else altogether when gently sautéed and seasoned well. I make this in large quantities (because I love the vegetable dip for which it is the foundation) once a month. I’m not suggesting that you make two weeks of dinner using onions and peppers (but maybe you’ll want to!), but because there is a bit of chopping, I’d rather go big, then freeze some to have on hand. Think through which dishes you will want to make with it over the course of two weeks and portion that amount into a rigid plastic container with a tight-fitting lid and refrigerate. Spoon the remaining into resealable plastic freezer bags in ½- to 1-cup portions. Press on the bag while sealing to release air pockets. Mark with the date and freeze for up to 1 month.


Roasted Cherry Tomatoes—Could. Not. Be. Easier. Toss in olive oil, season (with oregano, garlic, salt, and pepper), and pop into the oven for about 10 minutes. Toss the flavor-packed tomatoes with olives and potatoes for an instant side dish, whir in the blender with almonds to make a deeply flavorful pesto, and use them to make a rustic sauce for pasta. Eat them as a snack!


I roast cherry tomatoes once a week, right after I take the garlic confit out of the oven. Turn the heat up to 350°F and by the time the confit is cool enough to transfer to a container, the tomatoes will be done. To store, transfer the tomatoes and all of the pan juices (scrape up every last bit) into a rigid container with a tight-fitting lid and refrigerate for up to 1 week.


Garlic Confit—If you’re going to make only one of the Magnificent Seven, make it this. There isn’t a day that I don’t dip into a container of garlic confit. Yes, to properly confit raw garlic—braising it in good olive oil—takes time, but most of the cooking time is passive. A quick hint: Purchase peeled garlic and save yourself the chore of peeling and an incredible amount of time.


I make confit once a week—on the same day that I blanch and shock my vegetables. First thing, get the garlic cloves into the oven, then start blanching and shocking your vegetables. The confit keeps, refrigerated, for up to 1 month.


Tomato Sauce—My recipe yields 3 quarts of sauce, which may seem like way too much, but the amount is intentional because tomato sauce freezes beautifully. Make this once a month, on a day when you have other projects that keep you in the house, as it requires very little preparation but a low, slow simmer (about 1½ hours). You can do this in the evening when you sit down to watch TV, walk on the treadmill, or read a book. No reason to stand over it watching the slow boil. To store, transfer what you plan to use over the course of a week or so into a rigid container with a tight-fitting lid and refrigerate for up to 1 week. Pour the remaining (cooled) sauce into resealable plastic freezer bags in 1- or 2-cup portions. Date and freeze for up to 6 months.


If you find yourself without this tomato sauce on hand, it’s okay to use a top-quality jarred sauce, preferably one that you know and love. You can flavor it with a little red wine vinegar and additional spices if necessary. Use the recipe here as a guide.


Red Wine Vinaigrette—I can’t live without this and neither should you. Pureed garlic confit, raw garlic, oregano, and mustard flavor my vinaigrette, which is extra-acidic so that its sprightliness is never blunted by other assertive ingredients in a dish. My recipe yields 3 cups (whirred together in seconds in a blender), which may seem excessive, except for the fact that it keeps forever. Make it once a month. My hope is that you use it above and beyond the recipes in the chapter—drizzled on mixed greens, tossed with steamed vegetables, brushed onto sandwich bread—and that it becomes a go-to flavor layer in all of your cooking. Store the vinaigrette in a rigid container with a tight-fitting lid.


While I am partial to my homemade vinaigrette, it is another example of an essential that can be purchased ready-made in a pinch. Choose a top-quality version, always seeking out organic, natural ingredients that you recognize when reading the label.
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WHENEVER I’M PLANNING A NEW RESTAURANT, I WRITE THREE WORDS AT the top of a page: Crawl. Walk. Run. All I’ve ever wanted to do is run, but I learned the hard way that shooting out of the gate brings burnout with it. I urge you to repeat those same three words as you adopt the Live to Eat method of cooking. If you follow the recipes in the order they appear in each chapter, you will see that they build on each other.


This book is not organized in a traditional way, with all of the appetizers in one section, main dishes in another, salads in another. I purposely arranged the recipes according to the essential ingredient they showcase. This way, you will learn how to use one ingredient (which can be prepared ahead) in a stunning variety of dishes.


Let’s take Greek yogurt, which provides a beautiful example of how one ingredient can become the building block for dozens of meals—the Live to Eat method. In the first few recipes, I use it in parfaits and as a spread on smoked salmon sandwiches. When you add a little vinegar, it becomes a zingy dressing for drizzling over beets or tossing into salads. Add garlic confit, cucumbers, and dill, and Greek yogurt becomes a dip for vegetables, a spread for turkey burgers, a mayo replacement in chicken salad, and a flavor boost for sushi. Add a little chiles and adobo sauce to the dip and you have a spicy sauce for tacos, a spread for a spicy chicken sandwich, and a sauce for roasted salmon. And those are just the dishes I suggest—you may be inspired to create your own. I have also included a second listing of all the recipes, organized by meal and type of dish, here–here, if you prefer the more traditional cookbook approach.


Flip through the cookbook, before you get started, to see what interests you. Then pick a recipe and determine which essentials you need to make it. You will find that some recipes require only one or two staples, while others may include four. My assumption is that you will always have Garlic Confit and Red Wine Vinaigrette on hand—because both last so long in the refrigerator!


I will know I have succeeded in converting you to my plan if you start to depart from my recipes, to deviate from them as befits your mood, your budget, and what’s in the refrigerator. I want to release you from the tyranny of the recipe, which is why I’ve written these instructions in a very casual, conversational way. In general, I am reluctant to quote exact cooking times but would rather give you visual cues for the simple reason that no two stoves are the same, the quality of cooking equipment varies, and gas, electric, and convection ovens cook differently. Learning to cook by look and feel is always far more accurate than any timer or temperature gauge.


There are a few tools I consider essential to my life as a professional cook. You’ll depend on them at home, too: a sharp knife, a mandoline slicer, a Microplane grater, a large rubber cutting board, a Vitamix or other high-powered blender, and heavy-bottomed pots and pans.


One last note: Read through the recipes completely before you begin; the last thing you want to encounter is the need for Tomato Sauce at 6 p.m. on a Tuesday night! That said, you don’t have to make everything from scratch. I’m all for you using top-quality purchased versions of tomato sauce and red wine vinaigrette; just season them to taste as you would if you were making them from scratch. If you are lucky enough to live near a good Middle Eastern market, there’s a good chance you will find excellent cucumber yogurt dip (tzatziki), which is made with Greek yogurt.















A FEW GOOD TECHNIQUES AND TIPS
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I HAVE BEEN COOKING FOR SO LONG THAT IT IS EASY TO TAKE FOR GRANTED the skills and techniques I use in the kitchen every single day—both at work and at home. This came into especially sharp relief when I began preparing family meals with Anna, who did not grow up cooking. She would ask me to slow down or stop altogether while preparing dinner so that she could really master segmenting fruit, or understand how I make randomly chopped beets look good.


What follows are the techniques I returned to over and over while creating the recipes for this book. Take the time to learn them and soon enough they will become second nature to you, too.


Chopping—Knowing how to chop properly can considerably cut down on preparation time. A sharp kitchen knife is key, of course. But there’s more to it than that. Every chef knows that presentation is wildly important—it’s the first impression a diner gets and it matters. Which is why I have always chopped vegetables in a rather organic way, turning them a bit with each chop to create irregular shapes (but not irregular sizes). I have never been a fan of tomatoes cut into wedges or beets sliced into thick rounds—neither are the most appetizing ways to present these wonderful vegetables.
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