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Letter to the Reader

Dear Reader,

Many of us have busy lives juggling career, family, children, or even scheduling “down time” to find balance. I too have been very busy ever since The Everything® Mediterranean Cookbook, 2nd Edition was released in November 2013. Ever mindful of that balance, I am proud to present you with The Everything® Easy Mediterranean Cookbook.

It may be a challenge for you to find the time to cook. But if you’re looking for quick meal solutions and don’t want to sacrifice taste or nutrition, this book is for you. All of these recipes can be prepared in about 45 minutes, and chances are that many of the ingredients will already be in your pantry.

Mediterranean cooking continues to be popular for many important reasons. The ingredients are now considered to be mainstream (what was once ethnic or exotic is now found at your local supermarket), and the health benefits of these dishes have been proven over and over.

Keep it simple, cook what’s in season, don’t be afraid to experiment, and always make time to eat your meals with family and friends.

Peter Minaki


Welcome to the Everything Series!

These handy, accessible books give you all you need to tackle a difficult project, gain a new hobby, comprehend a fascinating topic, prepare for an exam, or even brush up on something you learned back in school but have since forgotten.

You can choose to read an Everything® book from cover to cover or just pick out the information you want from our four useful boxes: e-questions, e-facts, e-alerts, and e-ssentials. We give you everything you need to know on the subject, but throw in a lot of fun stuff along the way, too.

We now have more than 400 Everything® books in print, spanning such wide-ranging categories as weddings, pregnancy, cooking, music instruction, foreign language, crafts, pets, New Age, and so much more. When you’re done reading them all, you can finally say you know Everything®!
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Urgent warnings
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Quick handy tips

Visit the entire Everything® series at www.everything.com
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Introduction

The Mediterranean region is known for its beauty, diversity, variety of seafoods, and the diet that takes its name from the region. The region encompasses the countries that ring the Mediterranean Sea. On the northern and western side of the sea are Albania, Bosnia-Herzegovina, Croatia, France, Greece, Italy, Malta, Monaco, Serbia (considered Mediterranean because of its weather), Slovenia, and Spain. The southern and eastern part of the region includes Algeria, Cyprus, Egypt, Israel, Lebanon, Libya, Morocco, Palestinian Authority, Syria, Tunisia, and Turkey. Despite the wide range of countries that comprise the Mediterranean region, the Mediterranean diet is most commonly associated with Spain, Southern France, Italy, Greece (the isle of Crete in particular), and the Middle East. There are regional differences in what constitutes the Mediterranean diet, but all share an essential common trait: a focus on whole grains, fruits, vegetables, and fish.

Although the Mediterranean diet has been enjoyed for centuries, within the last sixty years it has been the subject of much interest by dietitians, medical professionals, and consumers. People in the southern Mediterranean countries tend to have less heart disease compared to those in western Europe and North America, even though they consume more fat than many dietary guidelines recommend and drink a relatively large amount of wine. These two factors together seem to contradict the concept of healthful eating, but for people in the Mediterranean this diet is a part of life. Another factor that characterizes this diet is the use of oils, nuts, and seeds. The use of oils in place of animal fats not only produces a diet with more healthful fats but also provides a variety of phytonutrients, which help in the prevention of disease.

Mediterranean cuisine focuses on food that is in season. People cook what they find at their local farmers’ market. Vegetables such as eggplants and peppers are consumed in the summer months while cabbage and cauliflower are enjoyed in the winter. When preparing the recipes in this book, try to use local ingredients that are in season. You can create authentic Mediterranean dishes by buying seasonal local ingredients and by stocking your pantry with some specialty items that are central to Mediterranean cooking, such as grape leaves. Most of the specialty items mentioned in this book can be found at Greek or Middle Eastern grocers, but many supermarkets carry these items, too. Just look for them in the international-product aisles.

Most of the recipes in this book can be made easily on a weeknight. In no more than 45 minutes, you can get a healthful, delicious dinner on the table—try Skillet Chicken Parmesan (Chapter 9) for a quick take on a classic family dinner or easy, elegant Grilled Salmon with Lemon and Lime (Chapter 10).

Make-ahead recipes are denoted with MA. These dishes require a little hands-off time for marinating, precooking, or an overnight stay in the refrigerator. That little extra preparation means you can impress your guests with Lemon Verbena Rack of Lamb (Chapter 8) and Lemon-Coconut Ice Cream (Chapter 13) while still having time to enjoy the party.

No “easy” cookbook is complete without the ultimate “set-it-and-forget-it” appliance, the slow cooker. Slow cooker recipes are called out with SC. Prep your ingredients in the morning, and this kitchen workhorse will do the rest—greeting you with the aroma of a long-simmered meal when you get home from work. When you use a slow cooker, you can add dishes like Risotto and Greens (Chapter 6), Tuscan Chicken and Sausage Stew (Chapter 4), and Short Ribs of Beef with Red Wine (Chapter 8) to your regular weeknight rotation.

Whether you’re headed to the grocery store, fixing a new recipe, or trying a new type of whole grain, this book will provide you with the help you need to make Mediterranean eating your way of eating.


Chapter 1

The Mediterranean Kitchen

Thoughts of the Mediterranean create visions of youth, vitality, and, of course, delicious food. With a diet full of lean meats and crisp vegetables, people who live in the Mediterranean region are fortunate enough to enjoy some of the freshest, most vibrant foods available. In addition, research indicates that the people in these regions have the lowest rates of chronic diseases and one of the highest life expectancies in the world. Once you start preparing your own Mediterranean dishes, you’ll begin to understand why the Mediterranean lifestyle is believed to be one of the healthiest.

Stocking Your Pantry with the Basics

Mediterranean food is flavorful and simple to prepare. Having a well-stocked pantry will make planning and preparing a Mediterranean meal even simpler. Here are some items you should always have on hand so that you are ready to cook many different Mediterranean meals.

Olive Oil

Extra-virgin olive oil is a staple of Mediterranean cooking. Most countries surrounding the Mediterranean Sea produce their own olive oil. Ripe olives are pressed and the oil is filtered and then bottled or canned for consumer use.

Olive oil is used in cooking, baking, dressings, and for frying. The smoke point for olive oil is 410°F, which is well above the ideal frying temperature of 365°F–375°F, so go ahead and fry with olive oil! Spend some time trying out different kinds of olive oil to discover which ones you like the most. A good-quality olive oil can make a simple dish outstanding.

Spices and Herbs

Mediterranean cuisine uses a variety of herbs and spices. The recipes in this book feature common Mediterranean herbs such as parsley, dill, rosemary, thyme, sage, mint, fennel fronds, bay leaf, tarragon, lemon verbena, and oregano. Whenever possible, it’s best to use fresh herbs in their fresh state, with one exception—oregano. Oregano is more pungent in its dried state and goes wonderfully with meats, fish, and seafood. Herbs are also good for making teas. The most popular ones are chamomile, mint, sage, and lemon verbena.
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 In order to consume fresh, less-processed foods, try the following tip: Make a grocery list once a week that always includes fresh foods that have long shelf lives. These foods include apples, oranges, baby carrots, and romaine lettuce. All are readily available, inexpensive, and most people like them. 




Spices add warmth to many dishes. Some common Mediterranean spices to keep on hand include cinnamon, cloves, allspice, nutmeg, anise, saffron, red pepper flakes, and mastiha. Mastiha is a spice that comes from the island of Chios, Greece, in the Eastern Mediterranean. Mastiha is harvested from the sap of the local Pistacia lentiscus tree at specific times in the year. It has a unique woody, slightly piney, and incense-like flavor. It is traditionally used in Christmas and Easter breads and desserts, but you can also use it in savory dishes as well. Buy spices in small amounts as they tend to get stale when stored for too long.

Dairy Products

Dairy products play an important role in Mediterranean dishes. Although olive oil is the main fat used in cooking, it is not the only one. Butter is used, though sparingly. Since olive trees do not grow in high-altitude or mountainous regions, the people in those areas traditionally use animal fat or butter for cooking.

When using phyllo, most Mediterranean cooks brush the sheets with butter rather than with oil. Other cooks use oil. Try both and see which you prefer. You may also try a combination of 50 percent oil and 50 percent butter.

Folks in the Mediterranean love cheese. Most of the cheese is made from sheep’s and goat’s milk. These cheeses are easier to digest and have a more complex texture and flavor than the cheeses made from cow’s milk that are common in North America. For example, a true feta cheese is only made in Greece, and it is made from sheep’s or goat’s milk or a blend of the two. Buy feta made in Greece; otherwise, it is not true feta.

Other Greek cheeses referenced in this book are kefalotyri, which is a sharp sheep’s milk cheese; Graviera, which is similar to a Gruyère; and kasseri, which is a mild table cheese. Halloumi is a wonderful cheese from Cyprus that holds up well on a grill. Romano, Parmesan, ricotta, and mascarpone cheeses are all more familiar cheeses from the Mediterranean region.
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 All foods from animal sources (fish, poultry, egg, and meat) are to be eaten sparingly if one hopes to achieve the benefits of this healthy lifestyle. 




Unless otherwise noted, the recipes that use yogurt in this book call for full-fat Greek yogurt. Yes, it is higher in fat than most yogurts, but many low-fat yogurts sold today are full of chemicals or gelatins so as to mimic the thickness that naturally occurs in Greek yogurt. Try using Greek yogurt as a healthier alternative to sour cream in your dishes.

Other Diet Staples

Mediterranean cuisine includes beans, lentils, tomatoes, potatoes, and, of course, olives, among its staple ingredients. Even though some of these ingredients are new additions to the Mediterranean pantry, they have been seamlessly incorporated into many modern and traditional dishes.

Beans and Lentils

The Mediterranean diet is one of the most healthful in the world because it includes a large amount of beans and legumes. Most beans and lentils you purchase in the store are dried, meaning they will keep for a long time in your pantry. Make sure you have plenty of navy beans, butter beans, lentils, and chickpeas. Dried beans require soaking overnight before they can be used, so having canned beans on hand is good for those days when you’re in a hurry. Chickpeas and navy beans are good choices.

Stocks

A good stock will elevate any dish. Making your own stock lets you choose what flavors to add, and most important how much salt to add. Keep your freezer well “stocked” with quart-sized containers of chicken, turkey, beef, veal, lamb, fish, seafood, and vegetable stocks.

Tomatoes, Potatoes, and Citrus Fruits

Although tomatoes, potatoes, lemons, and oranges are more recent additions to the Mediterranean pantry, it is hard to imagine cooking Mediterranean dishes without them. Buy tomatoes when they are in season. If you must use them in the winter, cherry tomatoes are a good choice. Always have cans of tomato paste and plum tomatoes on hand. They are great for flavoring sauces, soups, and stews.

Citrus fruit are widely available all year but you can also use preserved lemons, a great pantry staple. Potatoes are varied in colors, texture, and size. Experiment with the varieties and discover your favorites.

Olives

Have a variety of green and black olives in your pantry. They are wonderful for garnishing salads, making dips, or just eating as a snack.

Vinegars, Honey, and Molasses

Balsamic, red-wine, white-wine, and cider vinegars are a must in a Mediterranean pantry. They are used to flavor stews, soups, salads, and even desserts. Honey has been a part of Mediterranean cooking for centuries, and it continues to be an essential ingredient in sweet and savory dishes. You will also find sweeteners such as pomegranate molasses and grape molasses in desserts and in dressings for salads.

Kitchen Equipment

Most Mediterranean kitchens aren’t full of fancy gadgets—just a few trusty tools can take care of most cooking tasks. Invest in a good chef’s knife. Choose one that fits your hand properly and has a good quality blade. If you invest wisely, this knife will last you a lifetime.

A mortar and pestle is necessary for grinding spices, making pastes, and mixing dips. Don’t bother getting a small one. Find one that holds at least 3 cups. You want a strong, sturdy mortar and pestle. Avoid ceramic or glass varieties. Wood or hard-stone mortar and pestles are the best.

Cheese, vegetables, garlic, and onions can be grated by hand using a box grater. A microplane grater is indispensable for zesting citrus and grating spices. A food processor is also handy for puréeing and mixing dough. And immersion blenders are an efficient way to blend soups.

Every kitchen should have a meat thermometer and a candy thermometer. The meat thermometer will help you determine when your meat is cooked to a safe temperature. Candy thermometers give you accurate temperatures for frying and making sugar desserts.

If you want to make pizzeria-grade crusts, you’ll need to use a pizza stone. This is not an expensive item and you can find one in any cooking store. The stone gets very hot and distributes the heat evenly across the pizza base, creating a wonderfully crispy crust. It is also provides a good surface for baking bread.

Easy Mediterranean Cooking at Home

Now that you’ve learned the basics of Mediterranean cuisine, it’s time to experiment in your own kitchen. Refer back to this chapter for tips and guidance as you start your own culinary adventures.

The 300 recipes in this book are broken down into easy-to-follow steps, and call for fresh ingredients that you can find in any grocery store. You’ll discover that vibrant, healthy meals don’t have to take all day to cook. In fact, these easy recipes make for perfect weeknight fare or stress-free entertaining on the weekends. Most of these dishes can be made in 45 minutes or less. Some need a little prep time for marinating or soaking. And others require more time because they are made in the slow cooker, the ultimate “hands-off appliance.”
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 Have fun with the recipes, and get creative. For example, you can turn the vegetarian side dish options into main courses and make the meat and fish dishes sides, inverting the ratio of proteins and vegetables. This way, you’ll eat leaner without denying yourself anything. 




Don’t get too hung up on specific ingredients. If you can’t find a specific ingredient, you can substitute with something similar. Dried herbs work in place of fresh, canned lentils and beans are great pantry items, and there are many substitution options for olive oil and cheeses . . . too many to mention! When it comes to fish, meat, and poultry, you can even switch your proteins in the recipes. Because the best option is the freshest option (especially fish and seafood), sometimes it makes sense to substitute.

In the cold months, all-in-one-pan meals can be made in a skillet, pot, or deep baking dish in your oven. In the summer months, get outdoors and use your grill. The grill offers quick and healthy cooking alternatives, and with a bit of practice most anyone can become a grill master!

Of course, the easiest way to make your weeknight dinners even easier is not to cook at all. But you don’t have to resort to fast food and take out. When you have time, make double or triple batches of soups, entrées, and sauces and then freeze them in meal-sized containers. On those hectic nights when everyone is hungry and no one wants to cook, you’ll have a selection of healthful, delicious meals just waiting to be defrosted and reheated.


Chapter 2

Breakfast


Greek Yogurt Smoothie

Add whatever fruit you like to this smoothie. Use what is fresh and in season. Try blueberries, peaches, or kiwi.
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