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NOTE TO READERS:

The information in this book is for general purpose only. Although every effort has been made to ensure that the contents are accurate, it must not be treated as a substitute for qualified medical advice. Always consult a qualified medical practitioner. Neither the author nor the publisher can be held responsible for any loss or claim arising out of the use, or misuse, of the suggestions made or the failure to take advice.






Dedication


As soon as I think about a dedication for my books my first thought always goes to my three beautiful daughters Charlotte, Coco and Chloe. They are the absolute loves of my life, my priority, and they inspire me to be the best I can be as their role model and guiding light but also for my own happiness. They all know how much I love what I do and always want me to be happy.

They share me, even when they need me, with my career, love of writing, helping others and love of my work in all areas.

Thank you Charlotte, Coco and Chloe as I dedicate this to you.

I also want to dedicate this book to my papou. He would have had no idea the impression he made upon me as a little girl with his Mediterranean ways, love of cooking and healthy relationship with food.

To my mum and dad, Terry and Nick, who have both contributed to this book. I remember when I told my mum that I wanted to write about my upbringing with food and how it was the start of my journey into nutrition without really realising it. My mum got out all the old family albums, all the handwritten recipes she had, and anything else that had anything to do with our Greek heritage. My dad, who has always been so supportive, interested and caring, loves watching me on my journey.

Dad, thank you for writing the foreword, and Mum, for your endless support and commitment. This book is also dedicated to you both.
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Foreword by Nicholas Cassimatis (my dad)


Both my parents came from the Greek island of Kythera. Kythera is an untouched gem in the Aegean Sea. In the late 19th century, the Mediterranean was changing, with steamships replacing the old schooners and bypassing the ports of trading islands like Kythera.

For this reason, my father’s family migrated to Australia, first his eldest brother in 1899 with four other siblings following and my father arriving last in 1922. The brothers opened cafés along the Murray River and in Swan Hill, Echuca and Balranald. Coming from the trading islands, they knew business. My father was the son of a priest and had been educated until age 15, a great achievement in those days for people in the Greek islands. As a bachelor in Swan Hill, he owned and ran a café. He quickly learned to make steak and eggs better than the locals to feed the hungry shearers on Friday and Saturday nights. He returned to Greece in the 1930s.

At the same time, my maternal grandfather, ‘Poulakis’ Coroneos, and many of his relatives migrated to the USA, settling in Baltimore. Poulakis married and had three children, including my mother, who all had US citizenship. After returning to Greece, Poulakis fought in the Balkan war of 1912, settling in Athens afterwards. My mother was thus really an Athenian. She completed high school, her eldest brother became a lawyer and later a senator in the Greek government, and her other brother became an aeronautical engineer in the US space program.

My parents met, married and came to Australia at the start of World War II. My father chose to live in Kingsford and Coogee rather than a ‘Greek’ suburb, and started an import–export business. My mother’s younger brother and sister came to Australia, as did many of my father’s nephews and nieces. While I didn’t grow up in the Greek community, I had a large extended Greek family. In Greek, the extended family or clan is the ‘Soi’. In my neighbourhood, I had Catholic kids as street friends and went to the local public school with Protestant kids. During scripture lessons at school, I was sent to the library with the Jewish boy because Greek Orthodox was a different type of Christianity. This made us the envy of the other kids!

My parents had a backyard with an olive tree, lemon tree, wild grasses and vlita, but we mostly ate traditional Australian food: chops, steak, eggs, tomatoes, salads and fruit. We ate Greek dishes on special occasions, mostly Sunday after church or birthdays and name days, with even more elaborate spreads on big occasions such as weddings, funerals and christenings. Dishes included macaronia, spanakopita, tiropita, yemistes and baklava. My mother and our female cousins and friends all competed with each other to make the best dish. They were so competitive and secretive about their recipes, always omitting to tell others of a vital ingredient that made their dish special. It was a nightmare for the men when paying them compliments! The Soi would put on banquets of pastitsio, leg of lamb, pilafi horta, fava, macaronia, spanakopita, salads, fish, artichokes, yemistes, tomato, capsicum and vlita. After the feast would come sweets, such as rizoligo and misithrs, and desserts a-plenty like melamecarino.

Naturally, I was made to attend Greek school and Greek dancing, and be a good example for the Greek community. It was a forlorn hope for my parents, but I survived.


I married an Aussie girl, Terry, who was in love with Greeks and Greekness. So Sarah was subjected to all the usual Greek family activities – Greek dancing, Greek school, Greek foods, Greek family, the Soi.



We also lived in a non-Greek suburb on Sydney’s upper North Shore. The apple doesn’t fall far from the tree, they say. It’s harder for the second and third generations to maintain the old traditions, but our family and extended Soi still do. Although everyone is now Australian-born and speaks English to each other and are spread all over Sydney.

Sarah has always had a mind of her own. She goes where she wants to go, and does it all her way with panache and presence.

My lovely wife Terry and I went travelling around the world when our eldest daughter was five months old. While we were in South Africa, Sarah decided to join us and completed 20 plane trips in utero. She made her presence known when her mother was strip-searched at New York airport to check if the baby was genuine. Yes, the airport police declared, she was the genuine article.

In Greece, we spent time on the island of Kythera with my 90-year-old maternal grandfather. His breakfast each day was Greek coffee with paximathia. A karafe of local wine was on the table, which he drank in small amounts with his meals. We travelled to Athens and stayed with my maternal and paternal aunties. Along with the traditional coffee and paximathia or koulooria, they fed us yemistes (stuffed tomatoes, capsicums or eggplants), zucchinis, beetroot, olive oil, bread, olives, salads and feta. So Sarah was eating Greek food even before she was born.

As a young schoolgirl in Australia, Sarah put her stamp on what she saw and valued. When she was seven, I decided to do some father–daughter bonding by taking her shopping for clothes. Well, very quickly she took me shopping. She chose the store, the clothes, the mix and match of colours… besides being overwhelmed, I became aware of her creativeness and style. Sarah could make a potato sack look good.

We used to go to my father’s house every Sunday, who was a widower. A competent cook, he made pilafi, fava, mumble dee, broad beans, baked artichokes, dolmades and briami (mixed vegetables), as well as breads, Greek salad and a bit of wine. Of course, the kids loved to ask their grandfather about his Faki dish, much to his embarrassment. It was lentil soup with a risqué name.

Sarah’s first TV moment came when she was about 10, and she and her youngest sister read the Channel 7 News. It was for a promotion Channel 7 were doing at the Sydney Royal Easter Show. We still have a one-minute video of it – her face is filled with excitement.

During high school, Sarah showed interest in her grandfather’s cooking and his relationship to food, knowing he’d owned cafés in country Victoria in his youthful days. She noted that he seemed to relate to the foods as if they were special. She carefully watched him make foods and other morsels, particularly the family favourite rizogalo – rice pudding with cinnamon topping. I recall her high school principal telling Sarah that she was a good educator and supervisor.

Sarah left university to find her calling, initially in the beauty industry and modelling. Neither of these seemed to fit, so she then worked as a PA at my psychiatric practice to gather her thoughts. During the following years, she expanded and developed her interest in food and also traditional Greek foods. Everybody in the Soi, despite being born in Australia, still followed the traditions and foods of the older generations, who’d migrated to Australia a century prior.

Sarah has always been interested in a holistic approach to health. Sarah loves the science and medicinal value of food and good health. She didn’t want to be a dietitian but an expert in nutritional medicine. She has worked on radio then TV, where her confidence and determination shines. As a therapist, Sarah is a hard taskmaster, which has resulted in such gratifying outcomes. I sometimes think her clients are too overawed not to succeed.

Sarah is on a journey, always moving and expanding. Her self-confidence will take her further, leaping out of the recipe and into the food bowl. I can’t wait to see what happens to her next.
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Introduction Welcome to the Mediterranean diet


Growing up with a Greek/Mediterranean influence in my home was such a blessing. Without me even realising, it was the start of my interest in cooking, herbs, spices and healthy eating. I felt very lucky to sit down to beautiful healthy dinners at night with my family. Dinner was the most important meal; it was time together as a family. When it came to what we ate, in my experience, there was Greek food you enjoyed on a daily basis, which was healthy, clean and delicious, then there was Greek food you enjoyed with celebrations.

For me, day-to-day Greek food includes recipes such as fava, pilafi, baked artichokes, Greek salad, spinach and rice, stuffed tomatoes, slow-cooked meals, baked fish and vegetables, and a lamb dish for Sunday lunch. Our dinner table always had olive oil, chopped red onion, a dish of vinegar and bread, and on a few nights a week some taramasalata. Celebration foods included moussaka, dolmades, spanakopita, pastitsio, grilled octopus and more meat-focused dishes.

One thing I learned from my family’s style of eating is to only eat until you are 80 per cent full. This is in line with the Mediterranean diet and way of life. Growing up, I was never made to ‘eat everything on your plate or you won’t get dessert’. As a clinician, I see this style of force-feeding people as damaging the relationship people have with food as adults. I know much of that style comes from the time of our grandparents or great-grandparents who lived through the Great Depression with food being scarce and family budgets tight, so they tried to reduce waste, but it does no favours for people.

The Mediterranean diet gained global awareness in the 1960s when studies revealed that people who followed this way of eating were found to have lower rates of cardiovascular disease, stroke and diabetes and had long lifestpans. Much of this was attributed to all the fibre and good fats in their diet and eating plenty of fruit, vegetables, legumes, eggs, seafood and diary without eating highly processed foods.

In this book, I want to share not just the health benefits of the Mediterranean way of eating, but the key principles and lifestyle. This way of eating is a way of life. Food is much more than eating. It’s a bonding experience for family and friends. The recipes I’m sharing start with my family’s favourites but many are my own creations or twists on traditional recipes.

Enjoy.

Love,

Sarah x
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Health benefits of the Mediterranean diet


When you think about the Mediterranean diet, maybe what comes to mind are souvlaki and lamb chops on a Greek island, or pizzas and Aperol spritz on the Amalfi coast. But these are far from what we mean when we talk about the Mediterranean diet and its health benefits. The real Mediterranean diet – and why it’s renowned for being so beneficial for our health – comes from the traditional diet of people living around the Mediterranean, where the dominant foods are nuts, seeds, olive oil, fruit and vegetables. It includes fresh wholefoods and wholesome meals. This diet is linked to health benefits such as low rates of cardiovascular disease, diabetes and obesity, regardless of people having limited medical services.


A diet that increases lifespan and healthy aging – who doesn’t want to age well, right?



The Mediterranean diet lowers inflammation. Inflammation drives disease, so lowering inflammation and oxidative stress gets to the root of many health problems, including an unhealthy gut microbiome.

The Mediterranean diet is full of fresh produce eaten in season, which is loaded with nutrients that your body needs at a particular time of year. Think about the root vegetables we love in winter, which keep us warm and make dishes like soups and stews so inviting and delicious, or oranges in early spring for that big boost of vitamin C. What about berries that dose us up with antioxidants, or leafy greens to support our detox pathways in late spring? Watermelon hydrates us in summer and bananas give us energy and heart support in autumn. It makes perfect sense to eat seasonally as people do in the Mediterranean. All their produce is locally grown, nothing is highly processed or refined, which is all incredible for our health.

The Mediterranean diet is now in its sixth year of being voted the world’s number-one diet. The dietary guidelines of rural European countries started gaining attention in the 1960s when people realised they had a much greater life expectancy than most other countries, despite having a lower standard of living and poor medical services.

What’s not to love about the Mediterranean diet? The diet is based on the cuisines of Italy, Spain, Crete, Greece and France, all countries that border the Mediterranean Sea, as well as nations like Egypt, Morocco and Lebanon. People in these countries are documented as living long, healthy lives with low risk of chronic diseases such as cardiovascular disease, type 2 diabetes, Parkinson’s disease and dementia. I’ve focused on the cuisines I experienced growing up, so the recipes in this book have a more European, particularly Greek, flavour.

Which brings me to those health benefits…



Lower incidence of heart disease

The Mediterranean diet is linked to not only a lower risk of cardiovascular disease but also:


	lowering stroke risk

	lowering cholesterol

	lowering blood pressure.



After all my research, the lowered risk of heart disease is the health benefit most people know about the Mediter ranean diet. Many studies show clear findings that people, especially women, who follow the Mediterranean diet have lower risks of heart disease and stroke.

This is because the Mediterranean diet is rich in monounsaturated fats, which lower inflammation. Nuts and extra-virgin olive oil are the stars of the Mediterranean diet. Studies show that consuming extra-virgin olive oil and nuts lower the risk of heart events by 30 per cent. Along with nuts and olive oil, seafood and legumes are also excellent at lowering the risk of cardiovascular disease.

Legumes are another star food in the Mediterranean diet. Being full of fibre, they help regulate cholesterol. They’re also low in fat with a low glycaemic index and are high in protein.

Herbs are heavily used when cooking the Mediterranean way. I tell people to think of herbs and spices as a massive nutritional booster to any meal, as well as the wonderful flavour they provide. When it comes to heart health, herbs such as vitamin K–rich parsley are important for healthy blood, while basil is linked to lowering blood pressure.




Reduced obesity risk and better body composition

Too much of anything – even a good thing – can be bad for us. Many of my patients come in confused about why they’re gaining weight when they are healthy. When I go through their diet with them, they’re eating way too much avocado, say one or two a day. While avocado is incredibly healthy, when you consume more energy (calories) than the body needs, it will store the excess. Too many nuts can also be an issue. Now, I’m obsessed with nuts (I could eat them all day), make nut butters galore and have many wonderful recipes with nuts, but they’re really high in calories and what we don’t use the body will store.


Like all things in life, the key is moderation and balance.



Anyone who changes their diet to the Mediterranean diet will lose weight because it is a healthy way of life. Portion control and not overeating are also part of the culture. People on this diet will see improvement in their waist measurements, which means lower levels of visceral fat (the dangerous fat that sits in between organs). Anyone who follows it long term will maintain a healthy weight with good quality of life and healthy aging.

When you have a fibre-rich diet, including legumes, nuts, fruit and vegetables, you’ll be more satiated so will snack less. The Mediterranean diet has lots of variety, meaning that the diet is not restrictive and thus easy to maintain. Its healthy fats are linked to a lower incidence of obesity.

The focus of the Mediterranean diet is on whole fresh foods. Even though you will lose weight, it won’t be rapid but slowly over time. A lot of this depends on where you’ve come from. If you have lived on junk food and takeaways, then you’ll see more weight loss than for someone who’s generally healthy and making tweaks.

I see the Mediterranean diet as a healthy way of life that will help you lose weight. But if you’re after a weight-loss program that works then you can’t go past my 10:10 Plan, a 10-week program that’s gorgeously delicious and easy to do (see my books The 10:10 Plan, The 10:10 Recipe Book and The 10:10 Simple Recipe Book). My 10-week program teaches you how to lose weight and keep it off for life, while feeling energised and fantastic, and lowering your risk of disease along the way.




Blood glucose control and lower incidence of type 2 diabetes

Research shows that the Mediterranean diet can stabilise blood glucose levels and protect against type 2 diabetes. For people who are prediabetic or want to prevent getting the disease, the Mediterranean diet is an excellent option. Research shows that the Mediterranean diet can lower your risk of diabetes by up to 52 per cent.

The Mediterranean diet is full of whole grains, lean proteins, nuts, olive oil and vegetables. These healthy foods load the diet with fibre and monounsaturated fat, which is known to lower blood glucose in people with diabetes. People with type 2 diabetes who have started on the Mediterranean diet show improved levels of haemoglobin A1C (a marker used to measure long-term glucose levels).




Healthy bones

A growing body of research shows that a diet rich in olive oil, whole grains, vegetables, fruit, nuts and fish means a lower risk of osteoporosis in older people. The Mediterranean diet reduces the rate of bone loss in people with osteoporosis. Bone is a living tissue that replenishes itself. It is made with collagen and calcium phosphate, which makes bones strong. Our bone peaks at the age of 30 then begins to decline as reabsorption outpaces formation. Osteoporosis is a preventable disease occurring when bone formation is too slow and reabsorption is too fast.


So where does the Mediterranean diet fit into all this?



This diet is filled with the necessary nutrients for our bones to be healthy – such as calcium, magnesium, vitamin D and vitamin K – found in all the wonderful fresh produce, nuts and seeds, whole grains, legumes, and dairy.




Healthy aging – improved health span

Eating a diet loaded with vitamins, minerals, fibre and antioxidants means improved immunity, lower inflammation and lower risk of chronic disease. Healthy fats are found in nuts and olive oil, including omega-3 fatty acids that keep inflammation low, improving not just your lifespan but health span.

The Mediterranean diet is low in red meat and saturated fats, which have been linked to an increased risk of chronic disease, cancer and obesity.




Better sleep

Anyone who knows me well knows that I’m obsessed with good-quality sleep. When you’re sleeping well, life seems a whole lot easier, especially adhering to your health goals, eating plan and food prep, as well as your mood.


What we eat impacts our sleep.



Some fascinating research suggests that people on the Mediterranean diet have better-quality sleep and sleep for longer. Much of this can be put down to the importance of stressing less and having a sense of purpose and faith, which is part of the Mediterranean way. This diet is also low in highly processed foods and refined carbohydrates, keeping blood glucose levels stable.
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Omega-3 fatty acids are linked to better-quality sleep because they can help to regulate our melatonin production. Melatonin is a hormone that helps us fall asleep; it is produced from a neurotransmitter serotonin, which is made from tryptophan through a series of enzymatic reactions. Foods rich in tryptophan include nuts, whole grains and fruit – all found in the Mediterranean diet.




Reduced inflammation

I have already mentioned how incredible the Mediterranean diet is for lowering inflammation but I want to be a little more specific about what I mean.

First of all, inflammation drives disease. When inflammation is long term or chronic – lasting for months or even years – and the body is in a constant state of being alert, over time this has a negative impact on our organs and tissues, increasing disease risk. Signs of chronic inflammation include muscle pain, stiff joints, feeling tired all the time, weight loss or weightgain, and sleep disorders such as sleep apnoea. The Mediterranean diet is full of anti-inflammatory foods, especially olive oil, nuts and fish. People who have diets high in plant-based foods, such as whole grains, legumes, fruit and vegetables, also have low inflammation in the body. When researchers study inflammation in the body, they look at markers in blood tests. I personally have blood tests at least every 12 months to check inflammation markers such as C-reactive protein (CRP). When you check these markers regularly, you can look for trends and be on top of your health.


Low inflammation is the key to staying well, and living a long and healthy life.






Better vision with aging

As people age, vision loss is common. People generally struggle with things looking blurred, distinguishing colours and even recognising faces. Dietary changes, supplements, some medications or even surgery can all help with vision.

A review of 20 studies shows that people who live the Mediterranean way have a lowered risk of age-related macular degeneration progressing. It comes down to the nutrients found in healthy whole foods, such as beta carotene, vitamin A, vitamin B6, folate, omega-3s and magnesium, which lower the risk of macular degeneration.




Improved mental health

Any diet that’s full of fibre, vegetables, fruit, legumes and good fats is going to be amazing for our general health. That’s a given.

Part of the Mediterranean way of life is to eat together as a family with a strong sense of community, faith and purpose, which can benefit your mental health. Social support is incredibly important in life; and there are therapies around exactly this when it comes to treating depression. Research shows that loneliness lowers life expectancy.

From a food perspective, all those vegetables and fruit are full of nutrients and fibre with loads of antioxidants supporting our brain and immune system. The fibre component is excellent for gut health, supporting the gut–brain axis. Soluble fibre (such as in oats, beans, lentils and fruit) ends up as a gel-like texture in our gut. This slows digestion, meaning blood glucose won’t spike, and traps fats, lowering cholesterol and reducing anxiety and depression.

Omega-3 fatty acids not only lower inflammation but also boost mood. In some parts of Greece, people consume about 6 tablespoons of olive oil a day. Much would come from dipping bread into little dishes of oil, as well as mopping up salad dressings made of vinegar or lemon juice with olive oil and honey after a meal.




Improved brain health and a lower risk of dementia

The Mediterranean diet supports brain health because it’s rich in antioxidants. These lower oxidative stress and inflammation, both known contributors to neurodegenerative disease and cognitive decline. Plus all those wonderful omega-3s are essential for brain health, improving cognition and lowering the risk of cognitive decline.

The Mediterranean diet doesn’t contain highly processed foods, ultra-processed foods or artificial sugars. All of these are linked (especially artificial sweeteners) to an increased risk of cognitive decline and dementia, and drive inflammation.




Lower risk of cancer

Research shows that people who follow the Mediterranean diet and lifestyle lower their risk of cancer by 28 per cent. Much of that can be attributed to the high amounts of antioxidants found in the diet. Antioxidants are molecules that stop cellular damage and fight free radicals, which are compounds that cause harm in the body. Free radicals are linked to diabetes, heart disease and – yes – cancer.

More fascinating research shows how the Mediterranean diet is linked to lowering the risk of prostate cancer. The diet is full of vitamins and minerals, especially lycopene found in tomatoes and watermelon, which are excellent for heart and prostate health. But again, eating a healthy diet full of fresh produce without anything processed has a lot to do with lowering the risk of cancer.

Even though there is no direct evidence linking stress to cancer, many people who are overworked and under huge amounts of stress end up sick. I have seen some of these people as patients, who have sadly developed cancers.




Improved gut health

Our gut loves the Mediterranean diet! The gut needs fibre to feed all the bacteria living there. In turn, they produce what we call short-chain fatty acids, which benefit our health and ward off disease.

The gut also loves a plant-based diet, with diverse foods and plenty of water, all of which the Mediterranean diet provides. If you change to the Mediterranean diet, evidence shows that, within a year, you’ll increase the good bacteria in your gut and decrease the bad bacteria, so it’s never too late. When people follow the Mediterranean diet, the bacteria associated with better brain function are increased, while those associated with cancer are decreased.

In the re-shaping process, we want to increase the body’s populations of Bacteroides, Prevotella, Roseburia, Ruminococcus and Faecalibacterium prausnitzii – all good bacteria. They produce short-chain fatty acids that lower our risk of disease and benefit our health.

Overall, the gut microbiome is more stable with a reduced population of bad bacteria, which can be attributed to the diet’s high-fibre element with lots of beans, grains, fruit and vegetables.




Health benefits of beverages


WINE

Although wine is widely consumed, it’s in moderation. If you currently don’t drink, then I don’t suggest starting just to fit into the Mediterranean diet, but if you do, remember it’s mostly red wine and only ever 1–2 glasses per day.

The health benefits of drinking red wine in moderation include boosting heart, brain and gut health, because it contains polyphenols that are strong antioxidants.




COFFEE

This is widely consumed. Drink no more than a few cups of coffee per day, ideally black or with minimal dairy and sugar. Coffee is linked to:


	improved mood

	greater energy

	lowered risk of dementia

	weight loss

	improved focus and sharp mind

	protection of cells from damage

	lower risk of heart disease

	reduced risk of type 2 diabetes.






TEA

Greeks are not big tea drinkers but many enjoy a tea called Mountain tea, which is a herbal tea made from a variety of the sideritis plant what grows abundantly in Mediterranean regions. It can be enjoyed either hot or cold and has a pleasant taste a little like a blend of mint, chamomile, citrus and sage.

Greeks also enjoy iced tea but are more likely to drink herbal or fruit teas rather than hot black tea and would never add milk. If you drink tea aim to drink around 4 cups of black tea a day. For herbal teas, you can drink up to 8 cups a day.

Drinking tea has many benefits including:


	boosting immunity

	lowering stress

	improving respiratory health

	improving gut health

	lowering blood pressure

	reducing inflammation.







WATER

People drink about 7–8 glasses per day and water is always served with coffee. Drinking water:


	helps keep us hydrated

	lubricates joints

	removes waste through urinating, perspiring and bowel movements

	protects the spinal cord

	keeps a normal body temperature

	improves mood

	lowers risk of headaches

	forms saliva and mucus

	maintains blood pressure

	is important for beautiful skin.








Health benefits of exercise

The Mediterranean diet is a way of life, not just what you eat. Part of that way of life is walking everywhere and taking moderate exercise. It’s not going to the gym and doing a HIIT (high-intensity interval training) class then sitting down all day. The guidelines would be a minimum of 30 minutes per day. Aim for a minimum of 4000 steps a day but ideally about 10,000. Think about your day and how you can factor in more incidental exercise.


TIPS TO HELP YOU INCREASE YOUR EXERCISE CAN INCLUDE:


	Parking your car further away from your destination and walking from there.

	Always taking the stairs.

	Going for a walk first thing in the morning to clear your mind. Breathe in some fresh air and think about what you are grateful for and what your purpose is.

	Instead of meeting a friend for coffee or a meal, meet for a walk or hike.

	Limit the time you spend sitting at your desk. Take walking meetings, stand regularly and stretch, and walk around the office to meet people rather than always emailing.








Eating together

A big part of the Mediterranean diet is eating together as a family or community. I love this element of the diet. When I was growing up, no matter what, family dinner was really important. My mum would start preparing it from 4pm. We all had our designated spots at the dinner table and food was always placed in the centre of the table. We served our own meals. We weren’t allowed to leave the table unless we were excused; manners and being courteous of others were givens.

Sitting together at mealtime is how we stayed connected when everyone was busy with school, after-school activities, friends and hobbies.

I’m digressing a bit now but when I think back to my childhood and family dinners, for me it was getting home from school and riding my bike around the neighbourhood (without a helmet back then). We had a steep driveway and I’d start at the top of the driveway and fly down, straight onto the road, and off I went. I’d never really get past the local shops before the streetlights went on, meaning dinner was ready.

There is a real sense of belonging, community, care, love and bonding about eating together, which positively impact our health.




Enjoying it all

One thing about the Mediterranean way is that they love life! Life is very much working to live rather than living to work. People never deprive themselves of a celebration with food, festivities and religious celebrations. Homemade puddings, cakes and biscuits (or paximathia as they are known in Greece), are all part of their way of life, but only in moderation. Sounds perfect, right?








Principles of the Mediterranean lifestyle



A way of life…

The Mediterranean diet is full of beautiful fresh seasonal produce, rich in whole grains, fruit, vegetables and good fats. The word ‘diet’ here means the food you eat and beverages you drink. It does NOT mean a diet, a word commonly associated with calorie restriction and a definite start and finish.

We can follow some general guidelines, incorporating them into our life so we too can have all those amazing health benefits. There is not a strict set ‘diet’ or exact menu to follow with structured, calorie-counted meals with macro splits (both of which I don’t like).

I grew up with my papou (grandfather) living with us for most of my life. My yiayia (grandmother) had passed away in 1962 when my dad was 19, 10 years before I was born. So my widowed papou moved in with us, and this is how my childhood focused on the Mediterranean diet as a way of life.

As a little girl, I’d watch my papou potter around the kitchen as he baked, fascinated by his food preparation and the knack he had with food. Everything he made tasted so good. I’ve always been able to learn quickly by observation, and I’d just sit and watch, absorbing everything. He had the magic touch; he could make a tomato and onion sandwich on a Sunday night that tasted a million times better than what anyone else could make. When the Italians say that food is made with love, this is so true – things just taste better when love is involved.

At the age of 20, he came to Australia from Kythera, a beautiful island in the Greek Peloponnese. Most of his siblings had migrated to Australia for a better life, bringing their Mediterranean ways with them. My papou opened up milk bars, which were successful businesses because he always sourced the best produce.

Through observing him, I saw the routine of what and how he ate. He was measured in his approach and I never saw him eat lots of lollies or cakes, or mindlessly eat bags of chips. This is part of the longevity-style of eating observed in the world’s Blue Zones – geographic areas with lower rates of chronic diseases and longer life expectancy where you eat with mindfulness until you’re 80 per cent full. My papou died peacefully in his sleep at age 96.

For him, meals were very structured and varied from weekdays to weekends. He always sat down to eat and ate mindfully.




Guidelines

The Mediterranean diet is essentially a plant-based diet with healthy fats, which is well regarded as lowering dementia risk, heart disease and depression. I want to point out that, even though I’m sharing much of my personal journey growing up on a Mediterranean diet in this book, the traditional diets of the many countries that border the Mediterranean all differ slightly.

The diet is based on a guide from some of the countries around the Mediterranean Sea – Greece, Italy, France and Spain – which was developed into guidelines and a pyramid in 1993 through the European Office of the World Health Organization. The Mediterranean diet is seen as a pattern of eating rather than a strict diet plan, and its popularity is because of the clear evidence that although many of these regions lacked access to high-quality health care, they have low rates of disease and greater longevity.


In essence, the Mediterranean diet is about real food in its true form.



The primary emphasis is on good fats, especially olive oil. I tell my patients to try and aim for at least 2 tablespoons per day, ideally 4 tablespoons. Interestingly, on the island of Ikaria in Greece, which is considered one of the world’s Blue Zones, people may consume 6 tablespoons of olive oil each day. There is no butter or margarine. Other good fats consumed are avocados, oily fish such as sardines and salmon, and walnuts and nuts. But the diet is not just about what you eat; it’s about how you choose to live your life, which encompasses exercise, religion, community, faith and a sense of purpose.
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