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      THE EVERYTHING® MEDITERRANEAN DIET BOOK

      Dear Reader,

      Now that you've made the decision to make changes in your eating pattern, I hope you will find that this book gives you simple tips and enjoyable recipes. The Mediterranean cuisine offers so much variety with the different produce of the region and the variety of herbs and spices that it really is easy to dine healthfully. As a Registered Dietitian, I want readers to know the facts behind the Mediterranean diet, but most importantly, I want you to see that it is easy to adopt, a lifestyle that fits your routine, and a diet that helps you live longer and healthier.

      Following the Mediterranean diet will boost your fruit, vegetable, and whole grain intake, making it easy for you to get the fiber you need for health and satiety; the vitamins and minerals needed to maintain a healthy body and an active lifestyle; and the phytonutrients that seem to help with the promotion of health and prevention of disease.

      I hope you take time to assess your eating patterns, compare them to the Mediterranean pattern, and then decide how to change your diet for the healthier. I also hope you find trying the delectable recipes great fun and a wonderful enhancement to your current menu.
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      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 informationyou 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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      Answers to common questions
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      Important snippets of information
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      Urgent warnings
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      Quick handy tips
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        This book is dedicated to those who love food and who enjoy experimenting with it. The Mediterranean diet will not only meet those needs but will also help you be healthier.
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      Introduction

      THE MEDITERANEAN REGION is known for its beauty, diversity, the variety of fish that come from the sea, and the diet that takes its name from the region. The region encompasses the countries that ring the Mediterranean Sea. On the north side of the sea are Albania, Bosnia-Herzegovina, France, Greece, Italy, Malta, Monaco, Serbia, Slovenia, and Spain. The southern part of the region includes Algeria, Cyprus, Egypt, Israel, Lebanon, Morocco, Libya, Palestinian Authority, Syria, Tunisia, and Turkey. Despite the wide range of countries that comprise the Mediterranean region, when the Mediterraneandiet is referenced the most common countries discussed include Spain, southern France, Italy, Greece, the isle of Crete, and the Middle East. When reviewing the diets in these countries there are differences in what constitutes the Mediterranean diet, but the common factors are the same: a focus on whole grains, fruits, vegetables, and fish.

      The Mediterranean diet has been enjoyed for centuries, but within the last sixty years it has been the subject of much interest. People in the southern Mediterranean countries tend to have less heart disease, even though they consume more fat than many dietary guidelines recommend. In addition, a core element of diet in many of the Mediterranean countries is the consumption of wine. These two factors together seem to contradict the concept of healthful eating, but for people in the Mediterranean they are a part of life. Another factor that characterizes the diet is the use of oils, nuts, and seeds. The use of oils, in place of animal fats, seems to provide not only more healthy fats but also provides a variety of phytonutrients, which help in the prevention of disease.

      Understanding the role of diet in the health of the Mediterranean people has been a topic of much research with studies looking at components of the diet; is it the fruits and vegetables, the wine, or is it the total diet? These questions still perplex researchers, and have caused other researchers to look at the overall lifestyle as a contributor to health. People in the Mediterranean region spend more time walking, tending to gardens, and biking for recreation and transportation, so this movement could also be a factor in the health of the region.

      Another lifestyle factor is the importance of time with family and friends. Mealtime is often long and slow paced. The midday meal is a time for everyone to take a break, savoring the meal and the company of others. Taking time to smell, taste, and savor the flavors of a meal improves the feeling of satisfaction, a factor that makes it easier to enjoy smaller portions. Taking time to savor foods requires a plan, and that plan needs to include an understanding of why changes in your eating patterns are important, tips for making small, gradual changes along with recipes, and suggestions for how to make foods more enjoyable. 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 tools you need to make Mediterranean eating your way of eating.

      As you embark on this journey into healthier eating, think about the excitement new foods can provide and follow the advice of the 2010 Dietary Guidelines and shift your food choices to a more plant-based diet that emphasizes vegetables, dried beans and peas, fruits, whole grains, nuts, and seeds.

      Enjoy! Bon Appétit! Buen Appetito!

    

  
    
      CHAPTER 1

      
      Introduction to the Mediterranean Diet

      The Mediterranean diet is recognized as a healthier approach to eating, but upon searching for “What is a Mediterranean diet?” you will likely find many different diets. This book outlines the components and health benefits of a Mediterranean diet and how to make it part of your lifestyle. Since developing a healthy eating plan is just one part of a healthy lifestyle, the role of an active lifestyle will also be discussed.

      
What Is the Mediterranean Diet?

      The Mediterranean diet is the name given to eating plans typical of countries of the Mediterranean, with Greece, Crete, Italy, and Spain being the main points of reference. These countries are built on agricultural, religious, and cultural traditions, and one of those traditions is making meals from current available crops. Before reviewing the agriculture of the Mediterranean, it's important to understand the culture and religion of the region. The Mediterranean region, often referred to as the Mediterranean basin, is made up of Muslims, Christians, and Jews, all of whom have different traditions. Muslims do not eat pork or drink wine or other alcoholic beverages. Jews avoid shellfish and pork, and Jews who keep kosher don't mix dairy products with beef, lamb, or veal. Greek orthodox populations avoid eating meat two days per week and during Lent will also often avoid it. Christians often avoid eating meat on Fridays, but do drink wine. These varying religious traditions change the dynamics of what is often called the Mediterranean diet. One common aspect of all of these cultures is the importance of enjoying a meal. Mediterranean countries enjoy their big meal midday and most take several hours out of the day to enjoy the meal with family.

      Agriculture in the Mediterranean

      With the balmy climate of the Mediterranean, people in these countries build their meals largely around plant foods, which enhance variety, nutrition, and flavor. Wild greens are often used in salads, soups, and with eggs. Vegetables, including greens, carrots, peppers, cucumbers, and onions are served at all meals, with several Mediterranean countries using vegetables as a main part of their breakfast and lunch. Animal foods are typically smaller contributors to the meal plans and appear more as an accompaniment than as the entrée. In countries where meat or poultry is used as an entrée, portions are traditionally three ounces or smaller. For many in the Mediterranean area a meal might be a large pot of beans, vegetables, bread, and olive oil that cooks together on the stove to yield a rich stew-like dish. The Italians call the dish ribollita, and it is a mainstay on the stove of many families. While many traditions of the Mediterranean remain, changes in portions are resulting in higher calorie intakes. As the Mediterranean region becomes more westernized, portions are increasing in size as is the inclusion of meat and poultry. The region is also trying to adapt to meet the palates of Western tourists losing some of the traditional cuisine.

      Popularity of the Diet

      Interest in the Mediterranean diet grew when scientists noted that people in the Mediterranean area had lower incidences of several diseases, but especially heart disease. Searching for the source of this lowered risk resulted in the examination of the lifestyles of those who live in the Mediterranean. Upon observation of lifestyle, the diet was an obvious point of review. The Mediterranean diet, while plant plentiful, is also rich in olive oil, a good source of omega-3 fatty acids. In addition to using olive oil for cooking, the Mediterranean diet has limited intake of solid or animal fats like lard. These factors are the likely cause of the diet's impact on reduced risk of heart disease. While the diets of people in Mediterranean countries vary, the evidence related to health promotion is consistent throughout the region. To accommodate the varying eating patterns of the different countries, a multitude of Mediterranean food pyramids exist. The pyramids all reflect a similar look, with lots of plant foods, but each has a unique twist to represent the cuisine of the country. With this variety of pyramids, what constitutes a Mediterranean diet can be confusing, but a close look makes it clear that Mediterranean diets, no matter which cuisine they represent, are built around plant foods.
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        Omega-3 fatty acids in fish provide more heart-health benefits than those found in plant foods like walnuts and flax. Try to include at least ten ounces of fatty fish per week and use walnuts and flax to add variety and small omega-3 benefits.

      

      
The Mediterranean Diet Pyramid

      The Mediterranean diet pyramid is one that includes a variety of fruits, vegetables, and grains with limited amounts of fish and poultry. The most famous Mediterranean diet pyramid is one developed in 1993 by the Harvard School of Public Health, the European Office of the World Health Organization, and Oldways Preservation Trust.

      Mediterranean Diet Pyramid

      A contemporary approach to delicious, healthy eating
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      As with all pyramids, the Mediterranean pyramid is built from the bottom up. The base of the pyramid reflects the domination of grains, fruits and vegetables, beans, nuts, and olive oil. If you look at the bottom of the pyramid, you'll see that this layer is in fact at least one-half of the entire pyramid, in order to make visually clear that plant foods come first. A close look at the bottom layer shows an abundance of whole grains like wheat, oats, rice, barley, rice, and corn. The vegetables range from dark green ones like broccoli, asparagus, wild greens, and spinach to dark red, orange, or purple vegetables such as pumpkin, eggplant, and peppers. The fruits in this layer also reflect the colors of the rainbow with apricots, cherries, olives, peaches, dates, and figs among them. This layer is also where you will find beans, nuts, and seeds used with all meals. Building on top of this layer, you'll find fish and seafood, poultry, eggs, cheese, yogurt, and finally meats and sweets. Placing these foods at the top of the pyramid conveys the importance of eating them less often and in smaller amounts. In addition to the sweets at the top of the pyramid, other processed foods are generally included here as well. This placement makes it clear these foods don't contribute to the overall health benefits of a Mediterranean diet and should be used as complements to the lower sections of the pyramid and not as first choices. In most Mediterranean countries, the use of sweets is portion appropriate, so they are used in the balance suggested by the pyramid. A common dessert in Italy is gelato, which is milk based, thus providing some protein, calcium, phosphorus, and potassium with the sweet. Fruit tarts are common throughout the region and allow for use of the current in-season fruit.

      One Pyramid vs. Another

      The Mediterranean pyramid conveys a very different picture than the U.S. pyramid. The Mediterranean pyramid clearly shows the importance of family, friends, and activity by including pictures to depict these components as the strong foundation of the pyramid. Putting these components at the base visually emphasizes that the Mediterranean diet is about lifestyle, not just foods. The food part of the pyramid clearly shows a majority of plant foods with animal foods pictured as complements to the foundation. The fruit and vegetable layer of the pyramid also contains nuts, beans, and seeds as these foods are important sources of protein and in many cuisines, a foundation of their dishes. In addition to the foods in the pyramid the inclusion of water and wine again shows the importance of all aspects of life in achieving health.

      Tips for Making Your Diet Mediterranean

      In addition to choosing the right foods, the traditional Mediterranean diet is very focused on the right balance of these foods. If you want to make the Mediterranean pyramid work for you, consider the following tips.

      
        	
          Choose your fruits and vegetables by their season

        

        	
          Focus on whole grains and whole fruits and vegetables

        

        	
          Choose fish or shellfish twice a week

        

        	
          Enjoy red meat once or twice a week

        

        	
          Choose low-fat or fat-free dairy choices

        

        	
          If you drink alcohol, keep portions moderate

        

      

      It's Not Just Foods

      The Mediterranean pyramid also includes visuals to encourage activity and time for sharing meals with others. In reviewing studies related to disease incidence, it is clear that the overall lifestyle of those who live in the Mediterranean is almost as important (in some studies as important) as the foods. Conveying this message of overall lifestyle is one the Mediterranean pyramids do with visuals of people sharing time together and enjoying activities and meals with each other. Given the warm environment of most Mediterranean countries, all the pyramids include the importance of two beverages as well. Water is often depicted at the base of a pyramid, but it might also appear alongside the pyramid.
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        Current guidelines state that adequate hydration is a minimum of 91 ounces, 8½ 8-ounce glasses, of fluids per day for women and 128 ounces, 16 8-ounce glasses, for men. These amounts include all the fluids you consume, even beverages containing caffeine. If you can, make half the total intake water, but most importantly, get adequate fluids.

      

      Along with water, most Mediterranean diets aren't complete without the inclusion of wine, particularly red wine. The inclusion of wine in a pyramid may seem odd to you, but for those in Mediterranean countries this is a reflection of lifestyle. Wine is enjoyed with meals and is often shared with all family members. Wine is viewed as an enjoyable part of the meal, something that enhances the flavors of other foods. Mediterranean pyramids do state that wine should be used in moderation, just as it has always been used in the countries of the Mediterranean region.
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          What benefit does wine provide?
        

        The evidence for inclusion of wine is associated with studies that have found that moderate amounts of red wine can help reduce the risk of heart disease. Studies seem to indicate that the phytonutrient content of the wine is the source of heart-disease protection. Phytonutrient content is higher in more darkly colored fruits, thus the connection to red wine.

      

      It is important to note that on the Mediterranean diet pyramid pictured here, water and wine are off to the side of the pyramid. This placement shows their connection to the diet of the Mediterranean, but it also makes it clear that the true benefits of the diet are found in the foods within the pyramid. While adequate hydration is important for health, the addition of wine can be a matter of choice.

      
        
          
            [image: illustration]
          
        

        Remember that wine is a source of calories, and the scientific evidence indicates that moderate portions of wine are all that are needed for health benefits. In addition, it is important to remember that wine by itself is not a magic weight loss or healthy eating tool, so consume it in conjunction with an overall healthful eating plan.

      

      
Foods of the Mediterranean

      Mediterranean countries are known for their wealth of produce and fish, but many also produce a variety of grains and great cheeses. Meals in the Mediterranean are built around fruits and vegetables with smaller amounts of protein foods. Some of the grains found in the various Mediterranean diets include:

      
        	
          Whole-grain breads

        

        	
          Couscous

        

        	
          Rice

        

        	
          Polenta

        

        	
          Bulgur

        

      

      In addition to the variety of grains found in Mediterranean diets, vegetables and fruits fill many breakfast, lunch, and dinner plates. Some of the frequently consumed fruits and vegetables include:

      
        	
          Artichokes

        

        	
          Arugula

        

        	
          Beets

        

        	
          Dandelion greens

        

        	
          Eggplant

        

        	
          Avocados

        

        	
          Apricots

        

        	
          Oranges

        

        	
          Pomegranates

        

        	
          Olives

        

      

      Beans are often used as entrées or side dishes, with the most common being chickpeas, cannellini, fava, and green beans. Nuts and seeds complement many Mediterranean dishes, with the most common being pine nuts, pistachios, sesame seeds, and walnuts.

      Complementing the plant foods are dairy foods like yogurt, Parmesan, and mozzarella cheese. Animal proteins are mainly from chicken and fish with salmon, sardines, shrimp, and tilapia being most common. And finally, olive oil and herbs and spices boost the flavor of Mediterranean cuisine, with basil, cloves, oregano, parsley, sage, and savory being some of the more commonly used herbs and spices.

      
Important Nutrients

      While the foods of the Mediterranean make the pyramid unique, the health benefits are likely due to the nutrients found in the foods that make up the diet. The use of olive oil provides a good source of monounsaturated fats. The fruits, vegetables, and beans boost the fiber content of the diet along with the phytonutrients, potassium, and B vitamins.
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        Potassium is a mineral that helps with regulation of fluids, maintenance of normal blood pressure, transmission of nerve impulses, and muscle contraction and is required on a daily basis. Current guidelines recommend 4700 milligrams per day, with oranges or milk providing good sources. Meet this daily requirement by eating the following: two bananas, one orange, three cups of dairy, six ounces of fish, and three cups of dark-green vegetables each day.

      

      Omega-3 fatty acids are also plentiful in the Mediterranean diet due to the inclusion of fish, especially fatty fish like salmon, tuna, and sardines. The diet is also rich in complex carbohydrates, which can help maintain blood sugar levels longer, making it easier to control frequency of eating as well as foods consumed. Complex carbohydrates are found in the beans, vegetables, and grains.
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        Monounsaturated fatty acids are fats that in their chemical structure have one carbon-to-carbon link doubled, making the fatty acid more unstable and sensitive to light, heat, and air. Monounsaturated fats do not increase or decrease blood cholesterol, making them healthy options. The main monounsaturated fats are olive oil, peanuts, and peanut oil.

      

      Phytonutrients are plant compounds that provide health benefits above and beyond those provided by proteins, carbohydrates, fats, vitamins, and minerals. Phytonutrients are the compounds that make a plant food what it is; in other words, the phytonutrients in beets account for the red color and in broccoli the green color and the strong flavor. Phytonutrients have been linked to lowered risk for a variety of diseases including heart diseases, diabetes, and several forms of cancer.
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        Complex carbohydrates are carbohydrates with very long chains of sugars. All grains, whether they are whole grain or not, are complex carbohydrates. Their chemical structure doesn't change, despite the grain being processed.

      

      B vitamins play a variety of roles in keeping the body healthy by converting carbohydrates and protein into energy, promoting the health of red blood cells, and many other functions. Because B vitamins are water soluble, we need to consume them every day, so building an eating plan around plant foods is a simple way to meet this nutritional need.

      
Getting and Staying Active

      While people in the Mediterranean region consume healthful foods, they also include movement or activity in much of their day. The original Mediterranean routine was built around tending to farms, so walking, plowing, and raking were everyday activities. In addition, mode of transport was often walking or biking, so again, a boost to calorie burning, an aid to cardiovascular health, and a regulator of overall body functions. For most Americans, physical activity is not a part of the daily routine and for many it is not even a part of their lifestyle. While guidelines recommend two and a half hours of aerobic activity every week, fewer than 60 percent of Americans meet this guideline. In addition to this aerobic activity, the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention also recommends that you do some type of muscle-strengthening activity two or more days a week.

      If you're finding it difficult to add activity to your routine, you might find it easier to start with small steps and build from there. If you can walk for ten minutes a day, you can slowly build this to twenty minutes and then thirty minutes. Some ways to get started are to park your car a little further away from work, walk one more stop when catching the bus or train, or take the stairs when you get to work. As your endurance increases, you will find that you don't breathe as heavily during activities and this will be your clue that it might be time to increase the length of time. As your daily length of time gets closer to thirty minutes, you can add more days. The important thing is that you make activity a regular part of your routine.
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        Aerobic activity or cardio activity gets your heart beating faster, thus helping to strengthen your heart. Aerobic activity is also a good calorie-burning activity, so walking, biking, swimming, or dancing are all good ways to add aerobic activity to your routine.

      

      Muscle-strengthening exercise is important to bone and muscle health. As we age our bones thin, and if the muscles surrounding them are not strong enough, the bones become more susceptible to breaks. Muscle-strengthening exercises, also called resistance training, develop stronger muscles, which can help keep fragile bones stable and strong. All muscles need regular activity to keep them functioning at their best, and many groups get little workout on a daily basis. Strength training can improve muscles in the core or central part of the body, helping you not only look better but aiding your balance and mobility. Tips for starting a muscle-strengthening program include:

      
        	
          Develop a plan for 2 days a week

        

        	
          Work all body parts

        

        	
          Use a weight you can lift for 8–12 repetitions

        

        	
          Repeat the activity 2–3 times

        

      

      If you aren't sure you can lift weights or you don't want to join a gym, you can get similar benefits by using some things you have in your home. Jugs of milk can serve as arm weights, cans of food allow you to do arm curls, and placing your feet under chairs or sofas can offer resistance for your legs. Working outside is also a way to get muscle-strengthening benefits. Consider the following:

      
        	
          Cut the yard with a hand mower

        

        	
          Rake leaves instead of blowing them

        

        	
          Shovel snow

        

        	
          Dig and plant in your garden
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        Before starting any physical activity plan, even walking, make sure you check with your physician about your overall health and get approval to start your new routine.

      

      It's not uncommon to worry about how to fit activity into an already busy day, but developing a plan is the first step. First, assess your current day and see where you might have some time to get started with activity. Next, decide what type of activity you would like to do (remember, if you don't like it you won't keep it up) and then get started. It may take some time for activity to be a comfortable part of your routine, but just as you have a routine for getting out of the house in the morning, soon physical activity will also be a routine.

    

  
    
      CHAPTER 2

      
      The Science Behind the Mediterranean Diet

      Observing what populations eat and how they live is one way to assess if lifestyle plays a role in the risk for a variety of diseases, but having concrete evidence is important for recommending a diet or eating plan. Over the last fifty years, a variety of studies have looked at the Mediterranean lifestyle to assess what role it plays in health, what role the foods of the Mediterranean play, and whether this eating plan can yield the same results in other countries and populations.

      
Why It Works

      The Mediterranean diet first evolved as a result of studies by Dr. Ancel Keys. Dr. Keys was a physiologist who first became interested in the diets of Italians when he was stationed in Italy and observed differences in diet and in overall health. One population group that was of particular interest to him was the inhabitants of Crete, who had a diet that consisted of 40 percent of calories from fat, but had the lowest levels of cholesterol and heart disease versus other Mediterranean countries. In 1958, in response to this observation, he started the fifteen-year Seven Countries Study. The Seven Countries Study looked at the eating patterns of more than 12,000 men in Finland, Greece, Italy, Japan, the Netherlands, the United States, and Yugoslavia. The study found that the more saturated fat people consumed, the higher their blood cholesterol levels and the rate of death from cardiovascular disease. The study found that the higher the saturated fat intake, as a percent of calories, the higher the disease rate. The fact that saturated fats were reviewed based on percent of total calories is important to the outcomes, since several Mediterranean countries consume high-fat diets but the percent of calories from saturated fat is low. Of the seven countries, Greece, Italy, and Japan had the lowest cholesterol levels and the lowest number of deaths from cardiovascular disease.
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        The diet of the island of Crete at the time of the study was high in olive oil, olives, grains, beans, nuts, vegetables, and minimal amounts of fish. One of the key factors of the diet was that the foods were consumed in their natural or whole form and not in more processed forms. In addition, they consumed wine on a daily basis. It is the diet of Crete that led to the use of the term Mediterranean diet.

      

      Diet Benefits

      Dr. Keys observed that the use of fats like olive oil, along with a low intake of saturated fat, must be the main factors in the reduction of cholesterol, even though the fat intakes were often much higher than what would be expected to be a healthful intake. Along with this focus on unsaturated fats, he observed that in Crete and Japan the intake of fruits, nuts, and legumes, all very rich in folate, calcium, and vitamins E and C, might also be factors. Animals in the Mediterranean region generally feed on grass rather than grain, so they were higher in the healthier polyunsaturated fats. The same could be said for dairy products, since dairy cattle also fed on grass rather than feed. Diet patterns in the Mediterranean were also rich in nuts, with walnuts often served as part of a meal; again, boosting the intake of healthier fats. Dr. Keys continued his work with his colleague, Dr. Henry Blackburn, at the Minnesota Heart Health Program, which also looked at switching sources of fats to boost the healthier unsaturated fats while decreasing the cholesterol-raising saturated fats.

      The Lyon Diet Heart Study

      The Lyon Diet Heart Study built on the outcomes of the Seven Countries Study. The Lyon Diet Heart Study was a clinical trial that compared a standard American Heart Association diet to a traditional Mediterranean diet with the goal of determining if one was more effective in reducing the rate of recurrences of heart disease after a first heart attack. The study, which lasted for five years, involved more than 600 patients who had had a previous heart attack. Key components of the Mediterranean diet group were:

      
        	
          Use of olive oil and canola oil margarine

        

        	
          Wide variety of fruits and vegetables

        

        	
          Moderate intake of chicken, fish, and wine

        

      

      The study found that those in the Mediterranean-type diet group had a 72 percent reduction in deaths from heart disease and heart attacks versus the other diet group. The study also found a 61 percent reduction in incidence of cancer in the Mediterranean diet group. This study was followed by other studies in men and women with mixed outcomes, but the overall outcomes continued to support the benefits of a Mediterranean-type diet in reducing risk of heart disease. The common factors associated with reduced risk seem to be the large portion of vegetables, fruits, and beans as well as the use of olive oil. The high antioxidant content of plant foods is one assumed factor in reduced disease risk, but the folate content of fruits and vegetables may also be an important aspect. Other studies have indicated the benefit might be due to the combination of the foods as opposed to any one food or food group.

      North Karelia Study

      Another study that followed the Seven Country Study was the North Karelia Study, conducted by the country of Finland to determine if the Mediterranean diet could reduce the very high levels of heart disease in Finland. The diet of Finland was traditionally very high in saturated fat, due to the high consumption of full-fat dairy foods like cheese, cream, and whole milk. At the same time, and due to the climate of Finland, the diet was very low in vegetables and fruits. The North Karelia Study involved community education for diet change, incorporating community tips for healthier eating, steps to boost availability of produce, and guidelines on how to reduce full-fat dairy intake. Study outcomes showed a 50 percent drop in deaths from heart disease. The North Karelia Study has remained a point of reference for healthy eating in Finland, with current dietary guidelines using the same types of community education, policy development, and efforts toward food availability.

      
        
          
            [image: illustration]
          
        

        
          What is folate?
        

        Folate, or folic acid, is a B vitamin that helps control blood levels of homocysteine. Homocysteine is a compound that has been linked to increased risk for heart disease. Folate is found in orange juice, broccoli, spinach, beans, avocados, and enriched grain foods. For maximum health, consume 400 micrograms each day; this is equal to about one and a half cups of cooked spinach.

      

      Evidence Consolidated

      For many people, all of these studies are more overwhelming than they are helpful, so what do they actually say? The studies done on the traditional Mediterranean diet all clearly show a connection to better health and less death from heart disease. While questions continue about the exact mechanism for this improvement in health and the reduction in death rate, the benefits of the diet outweigh the unknown. The Mediterranean diet is an excellent source of a wide variety of vitamins, minerals, and phytochemicals. It adds plenty of healthy fats and the fiber content is excellent. Whatever each study proves about the Mediterranean diet and how it connects to health promotion, the one point that is very clear is that it is an eating plan that will keep you feeling good and support your health.

      
When It Doesn't Work

      The Mediterranean diet has been the focus of many clinical studies to assess if the diet pattern and its role in heart disease prevention can be duplicated in other populations; outcomes from these studies have varied. Many studies look at single components of the diet as the cause of improved health or changes in blood levels but what is unique about the Mediterranean diet is how all of the foods, along with lifestyle, impact overall health so the whole diet has been a focus of much research. Studies have looked at adherence to the diet and impact on weight loss; some studies have shown a connection between the Mediterranean diet and weight loss while others have seen little connection. The studies that failed to show a connection have indicated that the overall Mediterranean lifestyle might be the important connection to disease prevention and weight loss. The message from these studies is that diet, social support systems, activity, and overall approach to life may all combine to yield the outcomes often associated with the Mediterranean diet. Other review articles have found that adherence to the diet may be a key factor in achieving outcomes. For many people, the content of the Mediterranean diet is quite different than they're used to, so making the change to more vegetables, fruits, and beans is more difficult to maintain than might be expected. Availability of produce is often an issue for people who live in colder climates, and when available in winter, cost can be a barrier.

      Another area of potential problems for the Mediterranean diet is the issue of overconsumption of fats. One common myth is that if a little is good more must be better; but when it comes to foods and the calories they contain, this myth is a potential pitfall. While the Mediterranean diet is built around olive oil, nuts, seeds, and olives, the traditional diet includes these foods in moderate amounts, thus keeping the calories from fat to a healthy balance. In the traditional Mediterranean diet, these foods were used as accents to other foods or as flavor enhancers, so they improve the enjoyment of the diet but the small portions keep the calories balanced. Mediterranean diets can have a high percentage of calories from fat—some are as high as 40 percent—but as long as the total daily caloric intake does not exceed the calories burned, this high intake of fat is healthful.
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        The 2005 Dietary Guidelines for Americans recommends a daily intake of at least 2½ cups of vegetables and 1½ cups of fruit. The Guidelines outline the type of vegetables in order to maximize nutritional value. The recommendation calls for 3 cups of dark green vegetables and 3 cups of beans per week.

      

      In addition to overconsumption of fat another area that poses a problem for some people is overconsumption in total. No matter what diet people follow the bottom line should be is it healthy and will it maintain your body weight is if the calories consumed equal the calories you burn. While consuming larger portions of vegetables might not be a problem, too much intake of grains, even whole grain, beans, dairy foods, and of course sweets and alcohol will lead to an increase in total calories. Portion control is essential to following even a healthy diet like the Mediterranean diet and for many Americans portion sizes have gotten a bit large. An example of portions out of control include the current size of bagels, which are about double an actual portion or a 16-ounce bottle of juice versus a 4-ounce serving. These two examples result in consumption of 330 more calories than the appropriate portions.
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        The 2005 Dietary Guidelines recommends a fat intake of between 20 and 35 percent of your daily calories, with less than 10 percent of your calories coming from animal fats. For most healthy adults this means about 65 grams of fat each day and less than 20 grams from animal or saturated fats. A typical fast food burger has 250 calories, 9 grams of fat, and 3.5 grams of saturated fats.

      

      The fact that the people in Mediterranean countries live very active lifestyles cannot be overlooked when assessing why a Mediterranean diet reduces disease risk or helps with weight management. Since factors that cause disease aren't totally clear, it is important to look at the whole lifestyle when determining how to reduce your risk of disease. If you want to adopt the Mediterranean diet, remember that the diet is part of a lifestyle that includes time with family and friends, regular activity, and a healthy perspective on life and the stress that comes with it. Changes in diet are just one part of developing a healthful lifestyle.

      
Who Should Use It

      When it comes to healthy eating, the Mediterranean diet jumps to the top of most people's lists of diets to follow. Often, diets are geared to adults only—those who are healthy or those with special diet needs—but the Mediterranean diet meets the nutritional, health, and growth needs of everyone. Studies on the effects of the Mediterranean diet have been conducted on men and women, adolescents and the elderly, those with previous history of heart disease, and those who want to prevent disease. While study designs may be different, the nutritional status in all studies shows the positive nutritional benefits of the diet. The abundance of fruits, vegetables, grains, and beans ensures a good variety of carbohydrates, vitamins, minerals, and phytonutrients. With small portion complements of fish, dairy foods, and olive oil, protein, fat, and other nutrient needs can be easily met.

      Meeting such a variety of nutritional needs is a plus for families wanting to prepare meals for the entire family. The focus on plant foods ensures a good variety of nutrients needed for growing children while the inclusion of low-fat or fat-free dairy products means that kids will get the nutrition they need for development of strong, healthy bones. At the same time the occasional inclusion of meat, poultry, and eggs allows for variety that kids often enjoy. Preparing the Mediterranean diet at home is also a great opportunity for families to get kids involved with food at young ages. This involvement boosts the odds that kids will feel comfortable trying new foods, that they will have a higher interest in foods and therefore improved nutrition. The Mediterranean diet offers variety, enjoyment, nutrition, and a family friendly menu base.

      
How to Use It Effectively

      Following the Mediterranean diet is simple if you approach it as a lifelong eating pattern that you are willing to take time getting used to. The best way to approach the diet is to assess your current intake and then compare it with the Mediterranean pyramid in Chapter 1. If your diet is lacking in plant foods, which tends to be the case for most Americans, set a plan to boost your intake. A good plan might be to try one new food each week until you reach the point where your eating plan looks like the Mediterranean diet. Another important part of using the diet well is to use more plant protein foods, so look for recipes with beans, nuts, or seeds. Using canned beans is an acceptable option, so don't feel that you need to use dried beans and soak them, cook them, and then prepare them. If you use canned beans, drain some of the liquid to reduce the amount of salt you consume.

      Another aspect of the Mediterranean diet that might make it a more healthful routine is the pace with which people in the region eat. People who live in the Mediterranean region take time for their meals. The midday meal is often enjoyed as a break from work, lasting several hours. Families share the meal together and courses are lingered over rather than quickly grabbed from a drive-through. Learning to eat more slowly takes time and requires adjustments to your schedule.
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          Does eating more slowly help you eat less?
        

        Studies show that it takes about twenty minutes for the stomach to signal the brain that it is full. Eating more slowly allows you to recognize the feeling from this signal. Slower eating also allows you to taste and savor your food, leading to taste satisfaction, another part of the process of feeling full.

      

      It is also important to recognize that no one element of the diet is the key to the health benefits the diet provides. Therefore, if you decide to give the Mediterranean diet a try, make sure you achieve the right balance of all the foods outlined in the pyramid and that you don't rely on one food or food group to provide the “magic” answer.

      
The Role of Wine

      How often does someone tell you that consuming something you really enjoy is in fact healthful? Well, that is the case with wine in the Mediterranean diet. Wine, and often red wine, is a common part of the diet of many in the Mediterranean region. According to many of the studies on the diet of the region and its role in heart disease risk, the inclusion of wine is one of the possible reasons for this positive benefit. Wines are made from grapes, so just as other fruits and vegetables provide a variety of phytonutrients, so too does wine. White wine lacks the variety of phytonutrients of red wine, since it is made from the pulp of the grape only. Red wine is made from the whole grape, so the phytonutrients in the skin are also in the wine. Red wine is rich in a variety of phytonutrients called polyphenols. The two main types of polyphenols are flavonoids and nonflavonoids.

      Flavonoids

      Within the group of phytonutrients called flavonoids there are six smaller groups, with wine containing four of these compounds. The most influential flavonoid in terms of heart health is resveratrol. Resveratrol is found in the skins and seeds of grapes, so since the skins are used in making red wine, it contains more resveratrol than white wine. Flavonoids are also found in the following foods:

      
        	
          Berries

        

        	
          Cherries

        

        	
          Chocolate

        

        	
          Tea

        

        	
          Broccoli

        

        	
          Onions

        

        	
          Peanuts

        

      

      Nonflavonoids

      The nonflavonoids in wine include the phytonutrient ellagic acid, which also acts as an antioxidant, and the tannin compounds found in most wines. These compounds, combined with the flavonoids, act in the body to help boost the “good” blood cholesterol HDL, while also helping to lower the “bad” cholesterol LDL. In addition, the antioxidant properties may help keep the blood from getting too sticky, which leads to more clotting, a cause of heart attacks and stroke.
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        Antioxidants are a variety of vitamins, minerals, and phytonutrients that slow or prevent oxidation of cells and tissues, thus preventing destruction of cells. Antioxidants can also work to keep the immune system healthy, helping to fight aging, infection, and disease.

      

      Should I Drink the Wine?

      Research studies on the heart-health benefits of red wine are mixed, without conclusive evidence indicating you should add wine to your meal plans if you don't currently consume it. Studies also show that other types of alcohol can provide these benefits for heart health, so the question remains if red wine is the best choice.

      Wine in the Mediterranean Diet

      You might wonder what benefit red wine played in the Mediterranean diet of old. Likely, the reason wine added to heart-health benefits was the same reason that other foods within the diet provided benefits, and that is how they all work together as a lifestyle. In reviewing the Mediterranean diet, no matter which type you review, the amount of wine included is small, around 4–5 ounces per day, and the wine is always part of a meal.
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        Current guidelines recommend that if you choose to consume alcohol you limit your intake to no more than 5 ounces of wine or 12 ounces of beer per day for women and no more than 10 ounces of wine and 24 ounces of beer for men. Remember, if you choose to drink, do so responsibly.

      

      While wine and other alcoholic beverages might provide some health benefits, they are of course a source of calories. Alcohol provides 7 calories per gram versus 4 calories per gram in carbohydrates and protein. In addition to the calories from the alcohol, any mixers you use will boost the calorie content of the drink. Alcohol is digested differently from protein and carbohydrates, so it can not only cause you to feel its effect more rapidly, it also means it is stored as body fat more easily. Moderate drinking might boost health benefits or increase enjoyment of your meals, but should always be monitored for its calories and how they fit in with the rest of your daily intake.

      TABLE 2-1

      
        
          
          
          
        
        
          
            	
              
                Alcoholic Beverage
              

            
            	
              
                Portion
              

            
            	
              
                Calories
              

            
          

          
            	
              Beer, regular

            
            	
              12 ounces

            
            	
              150

            
          

          
            	
              Beer, light

            
            	
              12 ounces

            
            	
              100

            
          

          
            	
              Wine, dry

            
            	
              5 ounces

            
            	
              100

            
          

          
            	
              Distilled spirits

            
            	
              1½ ounces

            
            	
              100

            
          

          
            	
              Liqueur

            
            	
              11½ ounces

            
            	
              160

            
          

        
      

      Including wine in your diet can boost the enjoyment of a meal, but it's not a magic solution. If you want to add small amounts of wine to your meals, remember that your overall eating pattern must be similar to the Mediterranean diet if you hope to reap the health benefits.
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