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Praise for The Complete Mediterranean Diet


This comprehensive book contains an easy-to-understand section on how the Mediterranean diet and lifestyle can lead to health and longevity. It also contains more than 500 delicious recipes that are easy to make. The ingredients for the recipes can be found in any supermarket and nutrition information is listed for each recipe including calories, carbohydrate counts, and fiber. The book can be used by calorie counters, diabetes patients using carbohydrate exchanges, Paleo folks who need veggie/protein ideas, and the rest of us mortals in need of inspiration.


—MARIA A. BELLA, MS, RD, CDN


Praise for Dr. Ozner and The Miami Mediterranean Diet


I strongly recommend Dr. Ozner’s book, The Miami Mediterranean Diet, for anyone who is interested in living a long and healthy life. This book is a concise, no-nonsense approach for heart disease prevention.With so many fad diets that are here today and gone tomorrow, finally there is a clinically proven and sensible approach, as Dr. Ozner provides practical dietary and lifestyle guidelines for defeating heart disease.


—BARRY T. KATZEN, MD
Medical Director, Baptist Cardiac & Vascular Institute of Miami


_______


The current medical literature is replete with articles confirming what Dr. Ozner has been advocating for many years—that prevention is the best treatment for heart disease. In his book, The Miami Mediterranean Diet, he outlines a strategy that, combined with an exercise program, has allowed me to reduce my weight, my blood pressure, and my cholesterol. I have a greater sense of well-being and I feel that I will live a longer and healthier life.


—JERROLD YOUNG, MD


_______


In The Miami Mediterranean Diet, Dr. Michael Ozner not only makes a compelling argument for the importance of the Mediterranean diet and lifestyle for overall health, but gives a comprehensive guide for ways to incorporate this diet into all of our lives. Research has clearly shown that those who follow a lifelong Mediterranean diet and lifestyle are giving themselves the best insurance for a healthy life and now Dr. Ozner brings that to our shores.


—RANDOLPH P. MARTIN, MD
Director of Noninvasive Cardiology, Emory University Hospital


_______


A valuable resource from preventive cardiologist Michael Ozner providing heart-healthy dietary information, sample meal plans, and an exciting array of recipes.


—NANETTE K. WENGER, MD
Professor of Medicine (Cardiology),


Emory University School of Medicine


_______


This book is a direct path to the visceral pleasure of well-prepared food and cardiovascular health. The Miami Mediterranean Diet provides a sane alternative to the faddist and extremist diets that lead to short-term weight loss and long-term weight gain.


—JOSEPH L. IZZO, JR., MD
Professor of Medicine & Pharmacology,
State University of New York at Buffalo, Clinical Director of Medicine,
Erie County Medical Center, Buffalo, New York


_______


I wholeheartedly endorse the Mediterranean diet, a way of eating that has been in existence for thousands of years. The Miami Mediterranean Diet is based on this way of life, encouraging a balanced, well-nourished food plan including whole grains, fresh fruits and vegetables, and lower fat intake. Following Ozner’s stated food plan, coupled with caloric control and daily exercise, can lead to both weight loss and a healthy heart. The recipes are easy to produce and generate delicious meals; no one would feel deprived adhering to the stated plan.


—KAREN LIEBERMAN, PHD, RD
Professor and Chair, the Hospitality College,
Johnson & Wales University, Florida Campus


_______


I have bounced from one diet to another, including the “low-carb” diets. My weight would go up and down on these fad diets and I felt that I was mortgaging my long-term health in order to achieve weight loss. I adopted Dr. Ozner’s dietary and lifestyle guidelines and I have achieved my goal—controlled and steady weight loss. In addition, my cholesterol has dropped, my blood pressure has normalized, and I have more energy. I highly endorse this book for anyone seeking to decrease their risk of heart disease and improve their overall health.


—PATIENT (CP)
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Congratulations! By reading this book and following the principles of the Mediterranean diet and lifestyle, you will begin to take charge of your cardiovascular health.


This book is intended to provide information on cardiovascular disease prevention. However, it is not intended to replace the doctor-patient relationship. I recommend that you discuss all prevention and treatment options with your personal treating physician. Regular office visits between a patient and his or her doctor to discuss cardiovascular prevention strategies provide the optimum approach in the ongoing battle against heart disease.
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I hate the word “diet.” Ask any girl over the age of thirteen for the definition of “diet,” and she will undoubtedly tell you a story of denial and deprivation. The word “diet” has a negative connotation because we as a culture have given it just that. In all actuality, the Oxford Dictionary definition for diet is simply, “the kinds of food that a person, animal, or community habitually eats.”


In America, I believe, we have a strange relationship with our food. Whether we overeat and feel a sense of guilt and shame, therefore starving ourselves the next day, or we subscribe to a very strict regimen of eating whatever fits one’s definition of “health,” we are constantly obsessing about the food that goes into our bodies. And truthfully, how can we not? Everything in our culture, it seems, revolves around food. Whether at breakfast meetings, lunch with the girls, dinners with friends, holidays, birthdays, even funerals, we are constantly eating. If we are not careful, we can easily fall into the vicious cycle of binging and depriving indefinitely.


Although I, too, fell prey to this food trap, I managed to make my way back to the diet of my ancestors, which today we call the “Mediterranean diet.” I am the first person in my family to have been born in the United States. My parents immigrated to America from Greece in the early 1970s. Besides two suitcases and two children (my brother and sister), they brought along with them centuries of culture and tradition, most of which also revolves around food. However, my family’s relationship with food was quite different than the American norm. Our diet was primarily based around whole natural foods straight from the earth. My mother’s kitchen was filled with fresh, seasonal fruits and vegetables from our garden, extra-virgin olive oil, mint, oregano, parsley, lemons, all sorts of beans, and, of course, lamb—after all, we are Greek! I always ate to my heart’s content, always feeling satiated. Whether she was conscious of it back then or not, my mother’s cooking was way ahead of its time.


It was not until I moved to New York City to work at MTV and attend NYU that I realized how fortunate I was to have been raised in the traditional Greek way of eating. As a first-year college student and intern at MTV, I was constantly on the run, and my diet shifted dramatically. I began eating like college students do. It was all take-out and deli food. It was cheap and fast. I was eating less, never feeling satiated, and yet gaining weight. I couldn’t believe it! How could food labeled fat free or diet cause me to gain weight? Well, it did. Although I thought I was eating in a healthy way, it turns out that I was consuming all processed foods loaded with sodium and empty calories.


Exasperated by my expanding waistline, splotchy skin, and general lethargy, I knew something needed to be done. While visiting home one weekend and eating my mom’s cooking morning, noon, and night, I noticed my jeans fitting a little looser. Feeling excited and encouraged, I asked her what she was putting in the food and why I was no longer feeling bloated and sluggish. My mom was surprised by my question, and she responded, “Nothing, honey! Olive oil, vegetables, and meat!” Suddenly, a light bulb went off in my head and I realized the key to fixing my diet: If a food has ingredients in it that I cannot pronounce, then I should not be eating it.


Upon my return to New York City, I made a concerted effort to start eating the foods on which I was raised. The Greeks have an ancient life philosophy that basically states everything in moderation, and that is exactly how I began to live. I soon returned to my natural weight, my energy skyrocketed, and my skin cleared up. Needless to say, it was great for my self-esteem and my social calendar. I was healthy and vibrant and have stayed that way ever since.


More important, there are also unbeatable long-term health benefits to eating the way the Greeks do. Earlier this year, I had the pleasure of meeting Dr. Michael Ozner. He shared his book The Complete Mediterranean Diet with me and helped me understand some of the science behind the ancient traditions I had learned as a child. Dr. Ozner is an award-winning cardiologist and advocate for heart disease prevention, and his work has helped me identify why and how my switch back to a traditional Greek diet transformed my body, both inside and out.


In this revised edition of his popular book The Miami Mediterranean Diet, which has more than 100,000 copies, Dr. Ozner goes into depth regarding why and how eating whole, non-processed foods, rich in a wide variety of vitamins and nutrients, reduces the risk of heart disease, obesity, diabetes, cancer, and numerous other diseases. In addition to sound clinical advice and the latest scientific findings, Dr. Ozner also shares 200 new, healthy, and delicious recipes, making a total of 500 dishes, all built from the main ingredients of a Mediterranean diet—whole grains, fresh fruits and vegetables, nuts, beans, fish, olive oil, and even a little red wine.


The Complete Mediterranean Diet is a fantastic combination of nutrition text and cookbook. I am confident it will prove to be a useful resource for you as well, with its simple and delicious approach to regaining your health while trimming your waistline. So, here’s to the well-being I’ve rediscovered through the food of my ancestors and to the hope that, with Dr. Ozner’s help, you’ll find that same vitality, too. Kali orexei and Opa! (Good appetite and Opa!)


—DEBBIE MATENOPOULOS
Actress, TV personality, and coauthor of It’s All Greek to Me




PART ONE
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THE
MEDITERRANEAN DIET
AND LIFESTYLE
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How Your Diet and Lifestyle Are Affecting Your Health
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Ted and Giovanni


It was a typical day for Ted. He awoke at 6 A.M. and had his usual breakfast of bacon, eggs, and fried potatoes. He left home in a hurry after an argument with his wife and drove to his office to begin another stressful day as a real estate executive. At a 9:30 A.M. board meeting, he presented a proposal for purchasing a large office complex. During the meeting he had coffee and doughnuts and smoked several cigarettes. It was customary for Ted to argue with his partners, and today was no different. After several phone calls he was off to the airport to catch a noon flight. He had no time to sit down for lunch, so he went to his favorite fast-food drive-through for a burger and fries, which he ate quickly on the way to the airport. After parking his car and walking briskly to the terminal, he felt a crushing chest pain and broke into a sweat. He grabbed a roll of Tums from his pocket and chewed several tablets. The pain subsided briefly, only to return with a vengeance several minutes later. This time the pain was an intense sensation of pressure in his chest that radiated out to his arms and his jaw. He collapsed at the security gate and lost consciousness. When he awoke, he was in a nearby emergency room, having been resuscitated by paramedics. It was clear that Ted had suffered a massive heart attack and was lucky to be alive. Following an extensive hospital stay including heart catheterization and coronary bypass surgery, Ted’s life would never be the same.


Giovanni awoke the same day in his small Italian village. He ate a light breakfast of whole grain bread with jam and fruit. He walked to his nearby office and passed a pleasant morning with his clients in his import/export business. At 2:00 P.M., he returned home, where he shared an enjoyable lunch with his family and friends. Lunch consisted of a salad with olive oil, whole wheat pasta, whole grain bread with garlic, goat cheese, red wine, and fresh fruit. Following lunch, he rested for an hour, and then returned to work.


Was Ted’s heart attack preventable? Is Giovanni’s good health a matter of luck? Or are both the consequences of diet and lifestyle?


The Toxic American Diet and Lifestyle


The American diet and lifestyle are toxic. Our food is contaminated with pesticides and preservatives and contains an excessive amount of dangerous fat, sugar, and salt. We no longer exercise, and our lives are plagued by chronic stress. In the last fifty years, there’s been an explosive rise in heart disease, stroke, high blood pressure, diabetes, and obesity, diseases that have been directly linked to the food we eat and the lifestyle we lead.


We have been led to believe that the solution to this epidemic is to be found in medical or surgical intervention: in prescription medications and invasive surgeries. But despite the billions of dollars we spend on health care, we continue to suffer and die unnecessarily from diseases that can be prevented.


I have been practicing preventive cardiology for more than twenty-five years and have helped countless patients discover the real secret of long-term health: the optimal nutrition and healthy daily practices of the Mediterranean diet and lifestyle.


Heart Disease: Your First Symptom May Be Your Last


Why do I practice preventive cardiology? Because heart disease is the number one killer of men and women in America and in most developed countries around the world—and most people never see it coming.


It would be nice if we had a warning system that alerted us to heart disease. Many people think chest pain is that warning system. Unfortunately, for the majority of men and women, the first symptom you experience is a heart attack—or sudden death. By then, it’s too late.


In many respects, coronary heart disease is a silent killer—we are completely unaware of its presence in our body until a plaque ruptures and a heart attack occurs. Recent data has revealed that small plaques (which cause no symptoms) are in fact more likely than large plaques to suddenly rupture and lead to a heart attack or sudden death. The only way to defeat this formidable enemy, cardiovascular disease, is to attack when the enemy is most easily defeated—prior to the onset of symptoms!
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       The Mediterranean diet has been shown to reduce the risk of:


           •  Allergies


           •  Alzheimer’s disease


           •  Arthritis


           •  Asthma


           •  Cancer


           •  Cardiovascular disease


           •  Chronic obstructive lung disease


           •  Depression


           •  Diabetes


           •  High blood pressure


           •  High cholesterol


           •  Inflammatory bowel disease


           •  Metabolic syndrome
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Believing in preventive cardiology doesn’t mean I think surgery is never a necessary step. There are absolutely situations where surgical or cardiac catheterization procedures are not only needed but also may save lives, especially in the case of patients with “unstable” heart disease, meaning they have an impending heart attack or are actually experiencing one. However, the vast majority of patients a doctor sees in his or her office are not unstable. Rather, they are stable patients who either have risk factors for coronary heart disease or have “stable” blockages in their arteries. And too often, doctors rely on coronary artery bypass surgery and coronary stent placement when the best treatment for the patient is aggressive prevention, which can halt the progression of cardiovascular disease and potentially even reverse it.


Through my practice, I’ve learned that prevention is more important than medication or bypass surgery in achieving greater heart health. And together, diet and lifestyle can reduce or eliminate the need for expensive medications and risky surgical interventions.
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       Susan’s Story


       About four and a half years ago, I awoke at about 5 A.M. with the most horrible pain in my chest and extreme shortness of breath. In a panic and with an unbelievable sense of impending doom, I woke my husband, who immediately called 911. Forty thousand dollars later, through the grace of God, I had survived a major heart attack.


           Seven months earlier, I had experienced a few minor symptoms that led me to see a group of doctors. They did some tests, performed a heart procedure to put a stent in one of my coronary arteries, and told me that I could go home and relax because they had “taken care” of my problem. After my heart attack, those same doctors told me that I was “stable” now that they had put in a second stent, but that I should return to the emergency room if I experienced any more chest pain. I realized that I needed to do more than just wait for the next heart attack to occur. I needed to take steps personally that would help me avoid another such experience, or worse. I have two grown children and three adorable grandkids. I desperately want to be around to enjoy them and to spend those coveted golden years with my husband. There had to be more that could be done. I felt it was just a matter of time before I once again found myself lying on an ER stretcher, praying that I would survive. The word “despondent” barely describes my anxiety.


           I was determined to learn more about heart disease and what my options were. A few months later, my husband learned about a cardiologist in Miami who exclusively practiced cardiovascular prevention. We learned that Dr. Ozner gave lectures on heart disease prevention to other physicians as well as to the general public. After doing some research, I began to feel there was hope for me, so I made an appointment to see him.


           Dr. Ozner started me on the Mediterranean diet and a regime of medical therapy to lower my cholesterol and blood pressure. He also started me on a walking program. When Dr. Ozner first mentioned lifestyle changes and diet, I became concerned; I had tried other diets, but after the initial weight loss I would eventually gain the weight back. I began to realize that those diets didn’t make much sense. Dr. Ozner told me he had based the Mediterranean diet on a way of eating that has been in existence for thousands of years and has been proven over the last fifty years to reduce heart disease risk.


           I’ve lost a lot of weight on the Mediterranean diet and now maintain a normal weight. This is a diet I can live with for the rest of my life! As a matter of fact, it’s a way of life that my entire family can embrace; my entire family now follows the diet and exercise program.


           As for me, I haven’t needed any more cardiac procedures and I feel better than I have in years!
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Beyond Heart Disease Prevention


But this isn’t just about heart disease. The Mediterranean diet and lifestyle lowers the risk of a multitude of chronic diseases. You may very well wonder how a single eating plan can afford all these benefits. That’s a fair question. The secret seems to lie in the fact that the Mediterranean diet is synergistic. This means that the components are not only nutritious in themselves, but when combined with one another, act together to provide added benefits as well. They are more powerful in combination than if they were eaten separately.


The Mediterranean diet is full of fruits and vegetables rich in antioxidants, which help prevent the damage to your body’s cells that cause heart disease, cancer, and other diseases. The diet also features whole grain foods rich in fiber, which has been shown to help balance cholesterol and also prevent some forms of cancer. In addition, the diet decreases inflammation, which has been strongly linked to the development of heart disease, cancer, and other ailments such as arthritis.


In short, if you’re looking for a diet that will benefit your entire body, you can do no better than to choose the Mediterranean diet.




The Mediterranean Diet and Lifestyle
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The Mediterranean Diet


The Mediterranean diet—a diet of whole non-processed foods, rich in a wide variety of health-promoting vitamins and nutrients—is the ideal dietary plan for long-term heart health and weight control; multiple clinical trials have demonstrated its beneficial impact. Indeed, a landmark study from Spain was recently reported in the prestigious New England Journal of Medicine (February 25, 2013), comparing a Mediterranean diet to a low-fat diet. The study was stopped after 4.8 years due to a highly significant 30 percent reduction in major cardiovascular events (heart attack, stroke, death) in those following the Mediterranean diet. As reported in the New York Times on March 2, 2013, medical experts stated, “This is a watershed moment in the field of nutrition. For the first time, a diet has been shown to have an effect as powerful as drugs in preventing what really matters to patients—heart attacks, strokes and death from cardiovascular disease.”


Below is a brief summary of some of the other important clinical trials demonstrating a beneficial impact of the Mediterranean diet on cardiovascular health:


    The Seven Countries Study


    This landmark twenty-year study by Dr. Ancel Keys demonstrated that a diet low in saturated animal fat and processed food was associated with a low incidence of mortality from coronary heart disease and cancer. Beginning in the late 1950s, the study followed almost 13,000 men from seven different countries (Italy, Greece, Yugoslavia, Netherlands, Finland, United States, and Japan). Men living in the Mediterranean region had the lowest incidence of heart disease and the longest life expectancy. And Greek men had a 90% lower likelihood of premature death from heart attack compared to American men!


    The Lyon Diet Heart Study


    This study compared a Mediterranean diet to a control diet resembling the American Heart Association Step 1 diet in heart attack survivors and found that, compared to the American Heart Association Step 1 diet, the Mediterranean diet afforded significantly better protection against recurrent heart attacks and death. The Mediterranean diet was associated with a 70% decreased risk of death and a 73% decreased risk of recurrent cardiac events.


    The DART Study


    This study of more than 2,000 men who had suffered heart attacks tested the hypothesis that fatty fish such as salmon and tuna, rich in omega-3 fatty acids, are protective against coronary heart disease. The results demonstrated that a modest intake of fatty fish twice per week (around 300 grams per week) reduced the risk of coronary heart disease death by 32% and overall death by 29%.


    The Singh Indo-Mediterranean Diet Study


    This study placed 499 patients with risk factors for coronary heart disease on an Indo-Mediterranean diet rich in fruits, vegetables, whole grains, walnuts, and almonds. The study found that the diet change resulted in a reduction in serum cholesterol and was associated with a significant reduction in heart attack and sudden cardiac death. Subjects were also found to have fewer cardiovascular events than those on a conventional diet.


    The Alzheimer’s Disease Study


    This study by Dr. Nikolaos Scarmeas and colleagues from Columbia University Medical Center in New York demonstrated that a Mediterranean diet reduced the risk of developing Alzheimer’s disease by 68%. Another study from this same group showed that patients with Alzheimer’s disease who followed a Mediterranean diet had reduced mortality.


    The Metabolic Syndrome Study


    This study by Dr. Katherine Esposito and colleagues from Italy evaluated the effects of a Mediterranean diet on patients with metabolic syndrome (obesity, elevated blood sugar, elevated blood pressure, abnormal cholesterol profile, and markers of vascular inflammation). A Mediterranean diet was shown to improve all of the components of the metabolic syndrome.


Why does the Mediterranean diet lower the risk of death from heart disease and cancer compared to an American or Western diet? There are many theories. Scientific studies have linked the intake of saturated fat and trans fat to the development of heart disease and other diseases, including cancer. The consumption of saturated fat is limited in the Mediterranean diet, and trans fats are not present. This is in stark contrast with the typical Western or American diet, which contains an excessive amount of saturated fat and trans fat. Many of the foods present in the Mediterranean diet have been shown to decrease inflammation, and current research has demonstrated the pivotal role that inflammation plays in the development and progression of heart disease, cancer, diabetes, and an increasing list of other diseases. In contrast, the typical American (Western) diet, with its high levels of saturated fat, trans fat, and omega-6 fat, promotes inflammation and increases the incidence of heart disease and a multitude of other diseases initiated and aggravated by a state of chronic inflammation.


Whatever the reasons, I have witnessed the diet’s success over and over again in my Miami cardiovascular disease prevention practice. And by adapting the traditional Mediterranean diet to our modern lifestyle, I have created a delicious and easy diet for long-term health.


How has the traditional Mediterranean diet been adapted? Nutritional science has introduced new and exciting ways to cook and prepare food. For instance, newly developed non-hydrogenated buttery spreads are a great, healthier replacement for butter or margarine in cooking and baking (they contain no trans fats and support heart health by providing omega-3 fat and plant sterols). Another example is the introduction of pomegranate juice, which has recently been shown to lower blood pressure and help reverse the build-up of fatty deposits (atherosclerosis) in our arteries. Nevertheless, the basics of a traditional Mediterranean diet remain unchanged: a wide variety of fresh whole non-processed foods, frequently enjoyed with a glass of wine in a relaxed setting with family and friends.


Let’s take a look at the main components of the Mediterranean diet and their chief health benefits.


Whole grains


Whole (non-refined) grains are an integral part of the Mediterranean diet and have been shown to decrease the risk of heart disease, diabetes, and cancer. A whole grain kernel consists of an outer layer, the bran (fiber); a middle layer (complex carbohydrates and protein); and an inner layer (vitamins, minerals, and protein). The process of refining, common outside the Mediterranean region, destroys the outer and inner layer of the grain, resulting in grains that lack fiber and disease-fighting vitamins and phytochemicals. Examples of whole grains that are common to the Mediterranean diet are oatmeal, kasha, quinoa, and barley.


Fresh Fruits and Vegetables


Go to any market in the Mediterranean basin and you will find a bountiful supply of fresh, native fruits and vegetables. Fruits and vegetables contain an abundance of vitamins, minerals, fiber, and complex carbohydrates that lower the risk of heart disease and cancer. In particular, phytonutrients, concentrated in the skin of fruits and vegetables, are powerful plant-derived nutrients that help fight disease and improve our health. It is recommended that we eat a wide variety of colors (oranges, blueberries, red apples, spinach, yellow squash, etc.) in order to get all the nutritional benefits that fruits and vegetables can provide.


Nuts


Nuts, like olive oil, have been an essential part of the Mediterranean diet since antiquity. Nuts such as almonds and walnuts are rich in monounsaturated fat and omega-3 fatty acids, as well as good sources of protein, fiber, and vitamins. Nuts are an excellent snack that can assist with weight loss thanks to their high satiety. Several clinical trials have demonstrated that regular nut consumption leads to lower cholesterol, lower risk of coronary heart disease, and a significant reduction in the risk of heart attack.


Beans (Legumes)


Beans are also consumed on a regular basis in the Mediterranean region and are a rich source of soluble and insoluble fiber, which help curb appetite and reduce cholesterol. In addition, beans are an excellent source of protein and vitamins. Regular bean consumption lowers the risk of heart disease, cancer, and diabetes.


Fish


Oily fish, prevalent in the Mediterranean diet, provide us with a rich source of protein and omega-3 fatty acids. Omega-3 fatty acids have a favorable impact on cholesterol and triglyceride levels and reduce the risk of heart attack. They also help to reduce inflammation and, with regular consumption, decrease the risk of sudden death due to fatal cardiac arrhythmias.


A warning: Several species of fish may contain high levels of mercury and other contaminants, so pregnant women and young children should exercise caution. Nevertheless, for most adults, the cardiovascular benefits of fish consumption outweigh the risks, especially if you choose fish varieties that provide the highest amount of omega-3 fatty acids and tend to contain the lowest amount of mercury. The best choices are salmon, albacore tuna, herring, sardines, shad, trout, flounder, and pollock. Avoid tilefish, swordfish, shark, and king mackerel, as these fish species tend to have the highest mercury content.


Olive Oil


Olive oil, made by crushing and then pressing olives, is the “soul” of the Mediterranean diet and provides the taste and flavor that is so much a part of Mediterranean dishes. It is rich in monounsaturated fat—the type of fat that is beneficial for heart health.


The regular use of olive oil instead of butter or margarine is associated with a reduced risk of heart disease, cancer, diabetes, and inflammatory disorders like asthma and arthritis. Olive oil also has a favorable impact on cholesterol. Besides decreasing total cholesterol, it also lowers bad (LDL) cholesterol and makes our bodies less susceptible to oxidative damage by free radicals. Olive oil also helps maintain or increase good (HDL) cholesterol, so the total cholesterol to HDL cholesterol ratio (an important key to cholesterol health) is improved.


In addition, olive oil can help you lose weight. A study in Boston showed that a diet that included olive oil and nuts resulted in sustained weight loss over eighteen months compared to a low-fat diet. People also stayed on the diet longer because they did not feel deprived.


Red Wine


Moderate alcohol consumption has been shown to lower the risk of coronary heart disease, and red wine, often part of a Mediterranean meal, is believed to have several advantages over other forms of alcohol. Red wine contains polyphenols and resveratrol, two substances that help to promote heart health. Resveratrol, a powerful antioxidant, is more abundant in red wine than white wine; it lowers the bad (LDL) cholesterol and raises the good (HDL) cholesterol, and it also has a beneficial impact on clotting.


Remember, alcohol should be consumed in moderation: wine consumption should not exceed one to two (5-ounce) glasses per day. For those individuals who do not wish to consume wine, grape juice is an excellent alternative: grape juice—specifically purple grape juice—also lowers the risk of heart attack. Since most heart attacks occur in the morning, many patients with cardiovascular risk factors often have a small glass of purple grape juice with breakfast.


The Mediterranean Diet Pyramid


[image: ]


The Mediterranean Lifestyle


You’ll notice that, in the anecdote I used to open the book, Giovanni’s day differed from Ted’s in more than just diet. The pace of Giovanni’s day was more relaxed—yet more active!—with more room for enjoyment. It is important not just what you eat, but the circumstances in which you eat it, and the way you live between meals!


Stress: The Silent Killer


People living in Mediterranean countries tend to have less stress in their daily lives compared to their American counterparts. They spend more time enjoying their meals with family and friends. They often relax and take a short nap after lunch. A recent study showed that a regular midday nap reduced the risk of death from heart disease by 37%!


Often, doctors don’t discuss the deleterious impact of chronic stress on long-term health with patients during routine office visits. This does not mean that stress is not an important risk factor—indeed, it may be the most important! The problem with stress is that it cannot be measured the way cholesterol or blood pressure can. In addition, what causes stress for one person may not cause stress for another. I am reminded of a story I once heard about two matadors from Spain. Pepe and Poncho were having lunch before a bullfight. Pepe said, “Poncho, isn’t this great? I love bullfighting. I live to enter the stadium and fight the bull in front of all those people.” Poncho replied, “That’s great, Pepe, but I hate what I do for a living—I have constant nightmares of being gored by the bull, and my stomach is tied up in knots for days before each fight.” Here are two men in the same profession with completely opposite views regarding the stress it causes.


Chronic stress increases stress hormones, such as cortisol and adrenaline, which in turn increase blood pressure, cause the heartbeat to become rapid, and increase the likelihood of forming blood clots. Studies have shown that chronic stress significantly increases the risk of heart attack. To make matters worse, those individuals who are “hot reactors”—who have a short fuse, are impatient, and have a high hostility index—are especially prone to cardiovascular calamities.


What, then, is the treatment for stress? First, let’s be realistic—we all have periods of stress in our lives. Some of us, unfortunately, have more stress than others. Regardless, the first step in handling stress is to take a realistic view of the factors responsible for stress in our lives and try our best to modify them. Next, I recommend a physical exercise program—not because exercise eliminates stress, but rather because people who exercise are better able to handle stress. There is a physiological explanation for the beneficial effects of exercise on stress: people who engage in regular aerobic exercise have lower catecholamine levels—in other words, their adrenaline levels are lower and rise less dramatically with stressful situations. In addition to a regular exercise program, I encourage my patients to begin relaxation response training, yoga, self-hypnosis, or meditation. Finally, prayer offers significant stress reduction for some individuals. If these lifestyle changes do not result in a significant reduction in stress, then a consultation with a psychologist or psychiatrist may be appropriate.
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       10 steps for stress reduction


           •  Exercise daily


           •  Meditate


           •  Pray


           •  Enjoy a close relationship with family and friends


           •  Set realistic goals in life


           •  Live within your means


           •  Try yoga


           •  Enjoy hobbies and interests outside of your work


           •  Have a positive outlook on life and never lose your sense of humor


           •  Laugh, smile, and enjoy your life!
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Exercise Daily—Your Heart Will Thank You


Daily exercise is an integral part of the Mediterranean lifestyle, and it does more than just help you handle stress. Whether it’s walking to the market or working in the garden, regular daily exercise is essential for good health. Exercise raises good (HDL) cholesterol, lowers blood pressure, and optimizes bone health, reducing the risk of osteoporosis. Regular exercise also provides a sense of well-being. Physical inactivity, along with poor dietary habits, has led to an epidemic of obesity in America. And several studies have shown that being unfit is even more deleterious to our health than being overweight. Unfortunately, we have become a nation of “couch potatoes.” Getting people to exercise is difficult. We use the elevator instead of stairs; we ride in golf carts instead of walking; we park as close as possible to the store in order to walk the fewest number of steps.


The solution is to incorporate exercise into our daily activities. Exercise does not necessarily mean jogging five miles a day; simply walking for thirty minutes a day has been shown to decrease the risk of heart attack and cardiovascular death. The benefits of regular aerobic exercise are significant. Besides the benefits listed above, a regular exercise program will also reduce fatigue and improve lung function. And adding resistance training with light weights can improve bone health further and help maintain muscle tone.
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       5 Easy Exercise tips


           •  Walk in place for thirty minutes while watching your favorite TV show—get off the couch!


           •  Park farther away from your destination (office, store, etc.) and enjoy a short walk


           •  Climb stairs instead of using the elevator


           •  Walk for the initial part of your lunch break, before eating lunch


           •  Use a pedometer—strive for 10,000 steps per day


[image: ]


The Ten Commandments of the Mediterranean Diet and Lifestyle


       1.  Eat a wide variety of fresh, non-processed food


       2.  Avoid saturated fat, trans fat, refined sugar, and excess sodium


       3.  Substitute olive oil or trans fat–free vegetable spreads for margarine or butter


       4.  Limit portion size


       5.  Drink an adequate amount of water


       6.  If you consume alcohol, do so in moderation


       7.  Exercise daily (minimum thirty minutes per day)


       8.  Abstain from smoking


       9.  Relax (especially after meals)


     10.  Never lose your sense of humor—laugh, smile, and enjoy life!




Why Choose the Mediterranean Diet?
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What Is Wrong with the Popular Fad Diets?


Americans have always been enamored with “quick fix” diets that promise rapid, sustained weight loss. The problem with these diets is that they have no scientific basis, and there is no long-term data demonstrating their effectiveness regarding sustained weight loss or long-term health.


I consider these diets to be fad diets. Fad diets usually promise quick and easy weight loss, but the sad truth is that, although some of these diets may result in initial weight loss, the weight is quickly gained back. That initial weight loss is often not healthy weight loss, either. Starving yourself can also lead to weight loss, but it deprives you of the vitamins and nutrients you need to live and can do permanent damage to your body.


Here’s a round-up of some popular diets and their drawbacks:


    •  Low-fat diets (Ornish and Pritikin): These low-fat, high-carbohydrate, and mainly vegetarian diets are hard to follow and not palatable for most Americans.


    •  AHA (American Heart Association) diet: This low-fat diet can lead to decreased good (HDL) cholesterol, and heart disease may progress regardless. The AHA diet contains less monounsaturated fat and omega-3 fat than the Mediterranean diet and is associated with a higher risk of heart attack and death; the Lyon Heart Study demonstrated a 73% reduction in cardiovascular endpoints (heart attack or death) in patients following a Mediterranean diet rather than an AHA Step 1 diet.


    •  Low-carbohydrate diets (Atkins): There is no long-term data demonstrating clinical benefit of following these diets, and concern about increasing the risk of heart disease and cancer make low-carbohydrate diets suspect according to many doctors. These diets are high in protein and saturated fat and restrict carbohydrates. They do often lead to a quick, early drop in weight due to water loss, but this process of water loss can result in fluid and electrolyte changes that may lead to serious cardiac arrhythmias (heart rhythm disturbances) and kidney malfunction. The impact of these diets on cholesterol levels is unpredictable. Eating an excessive amount of saturated fat while following these diets causes some people to experience a significant rise in their bad (LDL) cholesterol—especially if they absorb cholesterol at a higher-than-average rate.


Low-carbohydrate diets that achieve an “artificial” weight loss due to water loss from glycogen breakdown and ketosis (a condition that occurs when there is a lack of carbohydrates in the diet) are usually not effective in the long run. They are, however, potentially more dangerous, which is why many doctors do not recommend them. Some of the reported side effects and complications of these diets include a potential increased risk of:


 


•  Cancer


•  Cardiac arrhythmia (disorder of the heart rhythm)


•  Coronary heart disease


•  Deficiency of micronutrients


•  Dehydration


•  Diabetes


•  Elevated cholesterol


•  Elevated CRP (a marker of inflammation)


•  Gout


•  Halitosis (bad breath)


•  Impaired cognitive (memory) function


•  Kidney malfunction


•  Kidney stones


•  Optic neuropathy
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       Juan’s Story


       I have always been a quick-fix weight loss junkie and jumped from one fad diet to another. It’s not that I didn’t take these diets seriously; I did. I tried protein shakes, miracle pills, and low-carb diets. The Atkins and South Beach diets really sounded good to me because you could eat as much as you wanted and still have a few carbs and a variety of meat without having to worry about portion size or exercise. What could be better? At first I lost sixteen pounds. Fabulous! The only trouble was that I regained the weight. It became a vicious cycle. Sadly, I finally realized that these diets just didn’t work.


           I knew I had to do something that would actually work. I’m only thirty-eight, and even though I was overweight, I was otherwise healthy. But I have a strong family history of heart disease. My father had a heart attack early in life, and he died at the age of fifty-two from a second one. My uncle had a stroke and subsequently died of a heart attack when he was sixty-one. My aunt has diabetes, and my sister, who is overweight, was recently diagnosed with it as well.


           Because of my family history, I went to see Dr. Ozner a year ago. He put me on the Mediterranean diet. I’ve been on it ever since, have lost twenty-eight pounds, and kept it off. I enjoy eating this way, and I find the diet quite easy to adhere to. I haven’t just lost weight, I also have much more energy and feel healthier and stronger. I eat a wide variety of delicious, healthy foods, and I exercise daily by walking. Best of all, with this change in lifestyle and diet, I feel that I will live a longer and healthier life.
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Why Choose the Mediterranean Diet Instead?


The Mediterranean diet—as a well-balanced diet including healthy fats and complex carbohydrates—offers the best alternative if you’re looking to lose weight without sacrificing your health. There’s a reason the Mediterranean diet has been around for thousands of years! By pairing the Mediterranean diet with increased exercise and lowered stress, you can not just lose weight, but also lower your cholesterol, blood sugar, and blood pressure—and as you’ve already seen, that’s just the beginning of the benefits.


The Secret to Weight Loss


The secret to weight loss is simple: burn more calories than you consume. Americans consume too many calories! We eat large meals and then snack in the evening while we sit and watch TV. This excessive caloric intake combined with our sedentary lifestyle is the reason why obesity is a major public health threat.


We must learn to eat smart. First, we need to limit the portions of food we eat. Over the years, restaurant portions and packaged food portions have increased in size. The average bagel now weighs four to five ounces (equal to four or five slices of bread), cookies are the size of saucers, and an order of pasta in a restaurant would once have fed a family of four. To determine what an “average” serving of a packaged food is, check the nutrition label. You’ll probably be surprised to learn that the “single” packaged food portion you assumed was for one is actually intended for two or more. You don’t need to weigh and measure foods, but use common sense, and learn to eyeball correct portions. For instance, a medium-sized orange is about the size of a tennis ball, and a three-ounce piece of meat is the size and thickness of a deck of cards.


Second, we need to burn more calories by being physically active—there’s no other way to do it!


Third, we must replace processed food, refined sugar, trans fats, and saturated fats with healthier, lower-calorie whole foods—as in the Mediterranean diet.


People who live in the Mediterranean region and follow a Mediterranean diet and lifestyle are leaner than their American counterparts for a number of reasons:


    •  Exercise is a part of everyday life.


    •  Consumption of food with high fiber content, like fruits, vegetables, beans, nuts, and whole grains, leads to high satiety: a feeling of being full.


    •  Trans fats, which are associated with weight gain and obesity, are avoided, whereas healthy fats, such as monounsaturated fat and omega-3 fat, are encouraged. Fat consumption, in the form of olive oil, nuts, and fish, also leads to satiety.


    •  Consumption of complex rather than simple carbohydrates, and avoidance of the refined sugars linked with obesity, makes the eater feel full longer.


    •  Food is not “super-sized” in Mediterranean countries like it is in America. It is the quality of food, not the quantity of food, that makes a good meal!


Lower Your Cholesterol—The Natural Way


In addition to weight loss, one of the chief benefits of the Mediterranean diet and lifestyle is its impact on cholesterol. The Mediterranean diet has been shown to lower the bad (LDL) cholesterol, raise the good (HDL) cholesterol, and lower triglycerides. I have had many patients reduce or eliminate their cholesterol-lowering medications after several months on the Mediterranean diet (but remember, any decision to adjust your medications should be made by your personal treating physician). This improvement in cholesterol helps explain the cardiovascular benefit of following a Mediterranean diet: it decreases the build-up of fatty deposits in artery walls.


The top foods responsible for the favorable impact on cholesterol are listed below—you may recognize many of them as the key nutritional components of the Mediterranean diet!


    •  Fruits and vegetables


    •  Whole grains (bread, cereal, etc.)


    •  Olive oil


    •  Nuts (especially almonds)


    •  Beans


    •  Soy protein


    •  Coldwater fish (and other foods rich in omega-3 fats)


    •  Red wine


    •  Cinnamon


There’s a reason so many plants and plant products are included on this list. Whereas cholesterol is derived from animals, when we eat fruits, vegetables, and grains, we ingest plant sterols (or phytosterols), the plant equivalent. Plant sterols are beneficial because they interfere with the intestinal absorption of cholesterol, thereby lowering cholesterol levels. Certain vegetable spreads found in the grocery store also contain plant sterols and can lower cholesterol and benefit long-term health, especially when used to replace butter or margarine.


In addition, exercise, an integral part of a Mediterranean lifestyle, raises good (HDL) cholesterol, lowers triglycerides, and makes bad (LDL) cholesterol particles larger and less likely to cause heart attack and stroke.


Lower Your Blood Pressure with Diet and Lifestyle


Blood pressure is the term used to refer to the force of the blood against the artery walls, and it is measured in two numbers: systolic and diastolic. Systolic pressure is the level of force as the heart beats, and diastolic pressure is the level of force as the heart relaxes between beats. We used to think that only diastolic pressure was important, but both numbers matter in all individuals. Elevated systolic pressure is a key indicator of your risk for stroke, especially in the elderly population. Left uncontrolled, high blood pressure can also result in kidney disease, vascular disease, and increased risk of heart attack.


What is a normal reading? It used to be less than 140/90 millimeters of mercury (mmHg), with 120/80 mmHg being ideal. But according to recent changes in the guidelines, less than 120/80 mmHg is now considered optimal. The range between 120/80 mmHg and 140/90 mmHg is now called pre-hypertension. This guideline change means more people are now considered hypertensive or pre-hypertensive.


It is healthy for your blood pressure to fluctuate during the day due to physical activities or stressful stimuli, as it should return to normal as your body adjusts to the situation. But if it does not, it becomes a chronic condition called hypertension (elevated blood pressure). The condition is unfortunately common, affecting more than 50 million Americans.


While there is a lifestyle component to hypertension, the most common cause is aging. As we age, blood vessels lose their elasticity, or the ability to expand and contract. When the heart contracts and then relaxes, this reduced elasticity may lead to a rise in systolic pressure and a decrease in diastolic pressure.


Another common cause is heredity predisposition, as hypertension has a neurohormonal component that is under genetic control. People with a strong family history of hypertension are at higher risk of developing hypertension later in life compared to someone with no family history of the condition.


Hypertension caused by certain treatable conditions is called secondary hypertension. Reversible nutritional causes are surprisingly common. I always ask patients who show signs of hypertension if they eat licorice, as it contains glycyrrhizin, a substance that may cause sodium retention and thus can lead to hypertension. Excessive salt, alcohol, and caffeine can also increase blood pressure, so it is prudent to decrease or eliminate their consumption.


Other secondary causes of hypertension can be reversible through surgery. These include constriction or coarctation of the aorta, adrenal gland tumor (pheochromocytoma), or a blocked renal artery. People who snore might have obstructive sleep apnea, a cause of hypertension that has several treatment options.


Looking at the possible causes of hypertension, you can see that even someone who is leading the right lifestyle could still have a problem. This is why a complete evaluation by your personal physician is necessary: diagnosing and eliminating any secondary causes can significantly reduce or eliminate hypertension.


If you have no secondary causes, however, you should follow appropriate lifestyle changes, even if you also need medications (see Appendix B for a list of common medications and what they do). I recommend a four-part program for all my patients with high blood pressure. The first three components, you’ll notice, are also the cornerstones of the Mediterranean diet and lifestyle: good nutrition, exercise, and stress management. The fourth, when applicable, is smoking cessation.


Nutrition


Many foods contain nutrients derived from plants (phytonutrients) that help lower blood pressure, so it makes sense to eat a diet rich in such foods. As it happens, those foods are beneficial for weight control, which can also help to reduce blood pressure. The Mediterranean diet emphasizes the importance of eating heart-healthy fruits and vegetables, whole grains, olive oil, coldwater fish, low-fat dairy products, red wine, nuts, and beans—foods that can lower blood pressure. What the Mediterranean diet does not contain is also important: it is low in saturated fat, has no trans fat, and is low in sodium—all factors that can lower blood pressure.


We have long seen the evidence that a Mediterranean diet supports cardiovascular health and can lower blood pressure, and science has backed this theory. Fruits, vegetables, and nuts provide potassium, calcium, and magnesium for lowering blood pressure. Extra-virgin olive oil supports healthy blood pressure by causing blood vessels to dilate. Red wine in moderation (one 5-ounce glass per day for women and two for men) and red or purple grape juice may help relax arteries, which can lower blood pressure. Numerous studies have documented the blood pressure–regulating benefits of fresh garlic, abundant in a Mediterranean diet. And fish is rich in omega-3 fatty acids, which are beneficial for numerous disease states, including hypertension.


Exercise


We exercise far too little, which is unfortunate, since exercise lowers blood pressure in a couple of ways. One way is by supporting weight loss, particularly the reduction of abdominal fat. Fat in this area is associated with elevated levels of a protein called angiotensinogen, which can lead to hypertension. Exercise also strengthens the heart and makes the cardiovascular system more efficient by relaxing and dilating blood vessels. And if you exercise rather than raiding the refrigerator as an outlet for stress, you can both eliminate emotional eating and maintain a healthy weight.


Stress Management


Stress releases catecholamines, chemicals that prepare the body for physical activity and can therefore increase blood pressure. There is ample evidence that managing and reducing stress can significantly lower the risk of hypertension. We know this from the works of Dr. Herbert Benson of Harvard University, who popularized a stress-reduction technique in his book The Relaxation Response, and from cardiologist Dr. Robert S. Eliot, who coined the phrase “the hot reactor” for his patients who had an exaggerated rise in heart rate or blood pressure in response to stimuli that would only cause a small reaction in an average person.


There are many stress-reduction techniques to choose from: transcendental meditation, self-hypnosis, breathing techniques, Benson’s relaxation response, yoga, prayer, and deep muscle relaxation. Find something that works for you and that you enjoy. Your exercise program may also reduce stress and make you better able to handle the stress you do encounter. Whatever method you choose, just stick with it!


Smoking Cessation


A word about smoking: Quit! This is a no-brainer. Cigarette smoking increases the risk of developing heart disease for a variety of reasons. The nicotine causes arteries to constrict, and the carbon monoxide from cigarette smoke decreases the amount of oxygenated blood reaching the heart muscle. No amount of smoking is safe, and it is counterproductive to an otherwise healthy lifestyle. There are many methods to help you quit, including nicotine patches or gum, acupuncture, and hypnosis, to name a few. Several new medications are also available to help “kick the habit.” If you are unable to quit on your own, discuss smoking cessation with your doctor—don’t let your good health go up in smoke!




Putting the Pieces Together
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There are many important components to the Mediterranean diet, and although each component is responsible for conferring a certain degree of health, it is the combination of all the components that makes the Mediterranean diet so beneficial. The better you understand how each component contributes to your overall health, however, the better you’ll be at understanding how everything works together.


This section goes more in depth on a few of the most important aspects of the Mediterranean diet. As a result, you’ll be more capable than ever of making the best food choices for your health.


Fat: The Good, the Bad, and the Ugly


There are three types of fat in our diet: unsaturated fat, saturated fat, and trans fat . . . or the good, the bad, and the ugly.


The Good


Unsaturated fats, including polyunsaturated fats and monounsaturated fats, are good fats. Omega-3 and omega-6 fatty acids are polyunsaturated fats. Omega-3, which comes from oily fish, vegetables, and nuts, is cardioprotective (decreases the risk of heart disease). Monounsaturated fat, from nuts, seeds, and olive oil, is also cardioprotective, thought to be beneficial since it has a positive impact on our cholesterol ratio and helps to decrease inflammation. Vegetable oils (which include various amounts of both mono- and polyunsaturated fat) like soybean, sunflower, and corn oils, are neutral, meaning they have no effect, either good or bad, on heart health.


The Bad


Saturated fats, which raise the bad (LDL) cholesterol and increase the risk of heart disease and cancer, are bad fats. They’re found in animal products, such as red meat, butter, milk, cheese, and lard, as well as tropical oils, like coconut and palm oils.


The Ugly


Then there are trans fatty acids, or trans fats. These fats are particularly harmful to our health, as they raise the bad (LDL) cholesterol, lower the good (HDL) cholesterol, increase inflammation, and make blood more likely to form clots. Trans fat consumption has been linked to heart disease, cancer, and diabetes.


Trans fats are found in foods such as margarine, French fries, potato chips, cookies, crackers, baked goods, and frozen foods. Trans fats don’t occur naturally. They’re manufactured by taking oils—mainly vegetable oils—and putting them through a process called hydrogenation, and were developed so that foods could last longer on the shelf without becoming rancid.


The biggest problem with the American diet is that we consume too much saturated fat and trans fat. In fact, certain countries have actually banned trans fat from their food supply! Until America does the same, the best course of action is to pay attention to nutrition labels, avoid food that contains trans fat or partially hydrogenated oil, and limit our consumption of saturated fat.


Omega-3 Deficiency: The Scurvy of Our Time


It has been suggested that up to 90% of Americans are omega-3 deficient. How can that be? Prior to the Industrial Revolution and the migration from the farm to the city, the vast majority of our food was grown locally. Our fruits and vegetables were good sources of omega-3 fat, and since cattle were free-roaming and grass-fed, they too consumed naturally occurring omega-3, which we took in when we ate beef. Today we live in a different world. Food is shipped from farms to grocery stores, and thus requires the inclusion of preservatives. Our soil has been depleted of its nutrients, and cattle are sedentary grain-fed creatures, woefully deficient in omega-3.


Why should this matter? The ratio of omega-3 to omega-6 in our body is important to health maintenance: omega-3 fat is anti-inflammatory, whereas omega-6 fat is pro-inflammatory. The omega-6/omega-3 ratio should be 1/1; however, due to the decrease in omega-3 intake and an increase in omega-6 intake (especially via corn oil and red meat), the omega-6/omega-3 ratio in the average American is somewhere between 10/1 to 20/1. This imbalance is associated with an increase in:


    •  Acne


    •  Allergies


    •  Arthritis


    •  Asthma


    •  Cancer


    •  Depression


    •  Diabetes


    •  Disorder of the heart rhythm


    •  Heart disease


    •  Hypertension


    •  Inflammatory bowel disease


    •  Sudden cardiac death


The Mediterranean diet alters this ratio by providing your body with ample amounts of omega-3 fat and limiting the amount of omega-6 fat you consume.


Carbohydrates: Simple and Complex


Carbohydrates are a source of energy and nutrition that is essential to good health. Simple carbohydrates like candy and soda are sugars, which are quickly absorbed into our bloodstream and provide an immediate source of energy. Complex carbohydrates like whole grain bread and cereal, oatmeal, and apples (also known as polysaccharides or starches) are made of long strands of sugars and are broken down and metabolized more slowly, providing the body with energy over a longer period of time. Consequently, they are more filling and help curb appetite.


A good way to think of this is in terms of foods’ glycemic index. The glycemic index is a ranking of various foods based on the speed at which those foods are able to increase blood sugar or glucose compared to white bread, which was given an arbitrary glycemic index of 100. Foods that increase blood sugar faster than white bread have a glycemic index greater than 100; foods that increase blood sugar slower than white bread are assigned a glycemic index less than 100. Carbohydrates with more fiber and less sugar have glycemic indexes less than 100, meaning that they will leave you feeling full longer. Compared to simple carbohydrates, complex carbohydrates with low glycemic indexes improve blood glucose levels and decrease your likelihood of developing diabetes and heart disease. (Fortunately, you don’t need to memorize the glycemic index of food; simply by following the Mediterranean diet, you will be consuming heart-healthy non-processed food with a low glycemic index.)
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       Foods to Avoid: The Hidden Danger of High-Fructose Corn Syrup


       Most of us know to avoid excess sugar, whether in the form of table sugar or in candy or sweet syrups. But there’s another sinister sweetener present in much of the food you consume: high-fructose corn syrup. This is a favorite of the food industry since it is inexpensive and prolongs the shelf life of a product. It is found in many beverages and foods, including soft drinks, sports drinks, packaged cookies, and other baked goods.


           The real danger posed by high-fructose corn syrup and table sugar is more than just the added calories—it’s the metabolic havoc they cause. Both of these sweeteners contain an equal amount of glucose and fructose. Fructose is not utilized by our muscles as an energy source; it goes directly to the liver, where it spikes triglyceride production, a major risk factor for heart disease.


           And that’s not all. New research presented at the American Society of Nephrology’s 42nd Annual Meeting and Scientific Exposition in San Diego, California, shows that people who ate or drank more than seventy-four grams per day of fructose (the equivalent of only 2.5 soft drinks) increased their risk of developing high blood pressure or hypertension. A normal blood pressure reading is below 120/80 mmHg, but consuming more than seventy-four grams of fructose per day led to a 28 percent, 36 percent, and 87 percent higher risk of blood pressure levels of 135/85, 140/90, and 160/100 mmHg, respectively, in a study population of 4,528 adults eighteen years of age or older with no prior history of hypertension.


           While the controversy regarding high-fructose corn syrup continues, what isn’t controversial is that excess consumption of sugar, in any form, should be avoided. What should you use instead? Many nutritionists believe that natural non-caloric sweeteners, such as those derived from the stevia plant, are preferable.
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       Coincidence? High-Fructose Corn Syrup and Obesity


       Since its introduction in 1970, the amount of high-fructose corn syrup in our food has steadily increased. Currently the average American consumes about seventy-five pounds of this sweetener each year. During the same time period, American obesity rates jumped from 15 to 30 percent. Many nutritionists believe this is no coincidence.
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Water: The Fountain of Youth


It is essential to consume an adequate amount of water each day: at least six to eight glasses, or 48 ounces. When we don’t drink enough water we become dehydrated. This causes our blood to become thicker and more likely to clot, which can result in a sudden heart attack or stroke. People who live in tropical climates need to drink even more water because they lose fluid through perspiration.


Not only is drinking water throughout the day a healthful thing to do, it can also help you lose weight. Sometimes it’s difficult to distinguish whether you are hungry or thirsty. If you drink a glass of water, and then wait twenty to thirty minutes before eating, you may find that your hunger has been eliminated, or at least diminished. Furthermore, water is important to your body’s ability to function properly, gives your skin a healthy glow, and improves muscle tone. Refreshing water indeed is a fountain of youth.


But water is not the only drink available to us. What about our other options?


Fruit and Vegetable Juices


Although higher in calories than water, fruit juice, enjoyed in moderation, also has its place in the Mediterranean diet. Fruit juice doesn’t replace the need to eat whole fruit, which has fiber and makes you feel full, but it can still be a refreshing source of nutrients and disease-fighting antioxidants.


Which fruit juice to choose? Drinking a wide variety of juices can bring a host of disease-fighting vitamins, minerals, and antioxidants to the table. Purple grape juice and cranberry juice are particularly good sources of antioxidants. Orange juice has vitamin C, potassium, and folic acid. Grapefruit juice also has vitamin C and potassium, but also contains a chemical that can interfere with the metabolism or breakdown of certain medications (check with your doctor or pharmacist if you take any medications).


Pomegranate juice is also a great choice. The pomegranate’s popularity is on the rise lately, thanks mostly to the growing interest in its health benefits. Like many other fruit juices, this sweet-and-tangy drink is loaded with a combination of antioxidants for a particularly potent effect. Research studies have found that pomegranate juice helps lower blood pressure, reduce the buildup of atherosclerotic plaque, and preserve nitric oxide, key in keeping the coronary arteries healthy. Pomegranate juice is also a great source of vitamin C and potassium, and it contains less sugar than some other fruit juices. (Don’t let the enthusiasm for pomegranate juice discourage you from trying the fruit itself, though; it’s perfect for eating and cooking.)


Vegetable juices offer many of the same benefits as their fruity counterparts. Tomato juice and V-8, for example, are great low-calorie sources of vitamins and minerals. These juices contain a significant amount of sodium, however, which can lead to high blood pressure and fluid retention. Low-sodium tomato juice or V-8 is preferable—you can add potassium salt for taste, if desired.


Finally, when it comes to fruit and vegetable juices, just don’t go overboard—moderation is the key!


Fruit Drinks—Caution!


Many people consume fruit drinks thinking that they are healthy. Beware—these drinks are often nothing more than flavored sugar water and have little to no nutritional value. Also, these beverages are often marketed to children and can contribute to childhood obesity. Remember, whole fruit paired with a glass of good old-fashioned water is still your best nutritional bet!


Enjoy Your Morning Coffee, but Don’t Forget Your Afternoon Tea!


Though drinking anything containing caffeine can worsen dehydration (because it has a diuretic effect that can lead to fluid loss), one or two cups of coffee a day is fine, as long as you avoid rich, blended coffee drinks. Don’t let your love affair with coffee blind you from the possibility of enjoying a cup of tea, however. Both coffee and tea can be enjoyed hot or iced, and both also contain antioxidants and chemicals that have been found to reduce the risk of diabetes, gallstones, and kidney stones. But it is tea that contains substances that help reduce the risk of heart disease and cancer.


Green tea, for instance, is rich in catechin polyphenols such as ECGC, a potent antioxidant that has been shown to be twice as powerful as resveratrol (another powerful antioxidant found in red wine). In addition, ECGC lowers bad (LDL) cholesterol, inhibits blood clot formation, and inhibits the growth of cancer cells. Finally, green tea has been shown to aid in weight loss and also help prevent dental plaque.


Does the color of the tea matter? Both black tea and green tea come from the same source: the white-flowered Camellia sinensis plant, which is loaded with antioxidants and gives tea its cardiovascular benefits. Green tea may have an edge because it’s made from young tea leaves, providing more antioxidant power and boosting its health benefits. But if you prefer black tea, or it’s the type you have handy, don’t be dissuaded from enjoying it because it’s a healthy brew as well. The same goes for white tea.


To release tea’s strongest health benefits, brew it yourself, using either the leaves or a tea bag, and let it steep in the cup for three to five minutes (though different color teas may require different brewing times; check the packaging). Bear in mind that although you may enjoy herbal teas, pure tea provides more antioxidant punch.


Wine, Whiskey, or Beer?


It used to be said that wine was preferable to whiskey or beer for heart health. Clinical studies, however, have shown that all forms of alcohol are beneficial for cardiovascular disease prevention—providing they are consumed in moderation! Moderation is defined as one drink a day for a woman and two drinks a day for a man (one drink: 5 ounces of wine; 1.5 ounces of whiskey; 12 ounces of beer). Nevertheless, several studies have suggested that red wine (rich in the antioxidant resveratrol) does have additional health benefits beyond beer or whiskey. As the debate continues regarding the optimal form of alcohol, however, the following remains clear:


    •  Alcohol, in any form, is not encouraged for cardiovascular disease prevention in those who already abstain from drinking—there are better ways to prevent heart disease (such as a healthy lifestyle and medical therapy if required).


    •  There is a dark side to alcohol consumption, especially when consumed in excess (addiction, liver disease, increased incidence of certain cancers, cardiomyopathy and heart rhythm disorders, accidents—especially automobile accidents, etc.).


    •  If you choose to consume alcohol, do so in moderation!


Wine consumption has been enjoyed since antiquity in the Mediterranean regions of the world. Nevertheless, it was never consumed in isolation—it was enjoyed with delicious food and shared among family and friends.


Milk: Friend or Foe?


One of our most prevalent American myths is the health benefit of drinking three or more glasses of whole milk per day. Besides increasing cholesterol due to its saturated fat content, whole milk has been a big contributor to the obesity epidemic in America and developed nations worldwide. Note that three 8-ounce glasses of milk a day deliver 450 calories and 15 grams of saturated fat. In addition, the hormones cows are given to increase their milk production, as well as the antibiotics they’re fed to prevent infection, have also been found in blood samples of milk drinkers.


Regular milk consumption may increase the risk of:


    •  Diabetes


    •  GI disturbances (due to lactose intolerance)


    •  Heart disease


    •  Multiple sclerosis


    •  Ovarian cancer


    •  Prostate cancer


If you must consume milk, enjoying fat-free milk or almond milk in moderation makes more sense. Likewise, choose low-fat or fat-free cheese, select low-fat or fat-free yogurt, and switch from butter and margarine to olive oil or a trans fat–free vegetable spread for your other dairy needs. Finally, for all you ice cream junkies out there, consider fat-free ice milk or a fresh fruit sorbet—your heart will thank you!


Don’t Lose Your Whey


Dairy isn’t all bad, however. Whey, once considered a waste byproduct of cheese manufacturing, is now prized as a high-quality, protein-packed snack that is low in fat and easily digested.


Known as a “fast” protein, whey provides a host of health benefits beyond the speed at which it’s absorbed. Amino acids, the body’s “building blocks,” are necessary for the growth and repair of tissue, and whey’s specific combination of these substances helps stabilize blood sugar and boosts the immune system. When it comes to heart health, whey has been found to benefit cholesterol by raising good (HDL) cholesterol and lowering triglycerides. Whey protein also promotes the growth of lean muscle and helps burn abdominal fat.


Regular dairy products contain lactose, which is milk sugar, but whey is lactose-free and a good choice for people who are lactose intolerant. Whey protein is generally safe; however, it should be consumed in moderation, as excessive protein consumption can lead to kidney impairment. For most people, a whey protein smoothie or shake as a substitute meal or snack several times a week, in addition to a healthy diet and lifestyle, is perfectly acceptable; however, be sure to discuss this with your doctor.


Free Radicals: The Result of a Toxic American Diet and Lifestyle


If you cut an apple in half and let it sit on your countertop, it turns brown in a matter of minutes. A metal pipe left outside in the rain and elements begins to rust in due time. This process is called oxidation—and it happens in our bodies, too.


Free radicals are a key part of this. Free radicals are unstable atoms continuously produced as a byproduct of oxygen, as oxygen is used for fuel in the human body. In a stable atom, the nucleus is surrounded by a cloud of paired electrons. Free radicals, in contrast, are atoms that contain an odd number of electrons, meaning that one pair is missing an electron. Because of this, free radicals are highly unstable and very reactive. As free radicals come into contact with other, normal atoms, they steal their electrons to replace the missing one, creating new free radicals and starting an ongoing chain reaction. This is the same process of oxidation that makes apples turn brown and metal rust. In the human body, it causes tissue damage at the cellular level, affecting DNA, the cell mitochondria, and the cell membrane, and eventually causing cell death. This, in turn, leads to both aging and disease. In addition, free radical production can lead to the buildup of fatty deposits in the artery wall (atherosclerosis), as well as blood clot formation and coronary artery spasm.


Today, the human body is exposed to many more external environmental toxins than in the past. These toxins act as catalysts, multiplying the free radical chain reaction in our bodies by several thousand, perhaps even several million.


Examples of toxins that lead to free radical formation:


    •  Pollutants in our air (such as carbon monoxide from cigarette smoke and automobile exhaust)


    •  Ultraviolet rays from the sun


    •  Pesticides


    •  Ionizing radiation from X-rays and procedures like CAT scans


    •  Radiation exposure from television and computer screens


    •  Excess alcohol consumption


    •  Processed foods


    •  Trans fats


It has also been shown that consuming a high-fat diet leads to elevated levels of free radicals called lipid peroxides (free radicals formed from fat); a low-fat diet, on the other hand, reduces the production of lipid peroxides.


Where Do Antioxidants Come From, and How Do They Work?


The natural internal production of free radicals is an inevitable byproduct of life, and our body has evolved a natural array of antioxidant nutrients to help rein free radicals in, keeping them from doing extensive damage. However, we are adding thousands more free radicals into our bodies through environmental toxins, and our body isn’t equipped to handle them alone. That’s why it’s so important to take in additional antioxidants in the form of fruits and vegetables. If we don’t get enough antioxidants, our bodies are in danger.


Antioxidants are the body’s defense system—they combat and quench the biochemical fires that result from free radical formation. In fact, antioxidants can deactivate free radicals before extensive damage can been done. Antioxidants are capable of donating an electron to free radicals, thereby neutralizing them and ending the electron-stealing chain reaction that would otherwise take place. The antioxidants themselves do not become free radicals because they are stable even when they are missing an electron.
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       Foods to Avoid: My Beef with Red Meat


       Americans eat too much red meat—they have bacon or sausage for breakfast, a hamburger or hot dog for lunch, steak for dinner, and then wake up and do it all over again. This is not healthy!


           Excessive consumption of red meat has been linked to:


           •  Cancer (including colorectal cancer, breast cancer, prostate cancer, and pancreatic cancer)


           •  Diabetes


           •  Elevated cholesterol


           •  Heart disease


           •  Hypertension


           •  Chronic inflammation


           In addition, red meat may contain:


           •  Bacteria


           •  Heterocyclic amines (which have been linked to cancer)


           •  Hormones


           •  PCBs (which are toxic)


           •  Protein prions (which have been linked to bovine spongiform encephalopathy, also known as mad cow disease)


           •  Viruses


           Americans and other Western societies should follow the example set by people living in the Mediterranean: if you consume meat, do so less frequently (weekly or monthly, not daily), and when you do, utilize lean cuts of meat. Meat is often used as flavoring in a Mediterranean meal rather than the meal itself.


           So enjoy your occasional meat dish—just not to excess!
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The principal micronutrient (or vitamin) antioxidants are vitamin E, vitamin C, and beta-carotene. But since our bodies do not manufacture these micronutrients, they must be supplied externally through the food we eat. The best way to protect ourselves from the ravages of oxidation and free radicals is nutrition. Consumption of a wide variety of fruits and vegetables provides thousands of antioxidants and phytonutrients that work in concert with one another to fight disease.


It is recommended that you eat at least five to nine servings of fruits and vegetables per day. I recommend that you select a wide variety of colors when choosing those fruits and vegetables, since this ensures you’ll be consuming lots of different phytonutrients and antioxidants. For example:


    •  Oranges provide vitamin C


    •  Tomatoes provide lycopene


    •  Carrots provide beta-carotene


    •  Blueberries provide anthocyanins


    •  Spinach provides lutein and zeaxanthin


    •  Purple grapes provide resveratrol


In addition to fruits and vegetables, whole grains, nuts, beans, fish, and other foods common to a Mediterranean diet help to reduce free radical damage in our bodies. They contain a variety of different antioxidants such as selenium, zinc, and other minerals and essential amino acids. All of these antioxidants work in different areas of cells to control and neutralize free radicals and prevent disease. It is the full spectrum of antioxidants working together with one another that promotes good health. And all the thousands of antioxidants that you need can be obtained by eating a healthy diet.


What About Vitamins?


The processing of food unfortunately removes many of the vitamins, phytochemicals, and micronutrients that we need for our long-term health. The best way to take in these vitamins and nutrients is by eating non-processed whole foods. But might vitamins be an acceptable substitute?

OEBPS/images/titlelogo.jpg





OEBPS/images/tit2.jpg





OEBPS/images/Cover.jpg
Ao

win 500
| DELICIOUS

Foreword by DEBBIE MfT(NOPOULOS‘

author of






OEBPS/images/page_14.jpg
Lean
Red Meat
(Limited)

Red Wine @
(Moderation)
@’ Poultry
(skinless)
Low Fat Dair -
(oxyoqur) @@
% Extra-Virgin Olive Oil

%
0‘ (ex.Salmon, Mackeral Trout, Sardines)

(ex. Almonds Walnuts)
Fruits and Vegetables 5‘;'\/ _
(Wide variety of color) ‘t/;&

Whole Grains
(ex.bread, cereal, pasta, rice, wheat)

Daily Exercise Relaxation Smoking Cessation






OEBPS/images/line.jpg





OEBPS/images/copy.jpg
SE

RBENRBELLA





OEBPS/images/line1.jpg





