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The United States poet laureate Charles Simic

was asked by a New York Times reporter early in 2008

what he might advise people who are

“looking to be happy.”



“For starters,” the poet laureate said,

“learn how to cook.”

Good advice!





For Nadir—
and the future




[image: ]


Cover

Title Page

Copyright

Other Books by This Author

Dedication

Acknowledgments

Foreword by Marion Nestle

Introduction

Making the Change

Mediterranean Methods, Materials, and Ingredients



The Small Dishes of the Mediterranean

Meze, Antipasti, Tapas, Street Food, Bar Snacks, and Other Introductions to the Meal

Soups

Breads, Pizzas, Flatbreads, and Savory Pies

Pasta, Rice, Beans, and Other Grains and Legumes

Dressings, Sauces, Condiments, and Preserves

Vegetable Dishes

Fish and Seafood

Poultry and Meat

A Few Sweets


Resources: Where to Find It

Appendix I: The Mediterranean Diet and Health

Appendix II: Pyramid Schemes

Bibliography

Metric Conversion Chart

Ingredients and Cooking Terms




[image: ]
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My agent, David Black, was admirable in his pursuit of my dream of updating this book, fifteen years after the first edition, for which I thank him mightily, and I thank him too for finding me exactly the right editor at Bantam, Beth Rashbaum, who had never before taken on a food book and turned out to be every writer’s fantasy editor—attentive, intelligent, quick to respond, quick to act, full of good ideas, lots of fun to work with, and, like my agent, with a fine palate to boot.

Finally, the book would simply not have happened without the constant attention of two essential people—faithful recipe tester Pam Elliott, who appeared on my front porch at the oddest times of the day with the oddest kind of something for me to taste yet another time until we got it right; and my equally faithful assistant Martha Lohnes, who searched, filed, photocopied, faxed, paid bills, traced recalcitrant contractors, boxed, hauled, mailed, took out the garbage, and looked after the dog while I roamed the Mediterranean having fun.

As is usual with a book of this nature, many, many other people had a hand in what success it may claim—anonymous chefs, growers, and food producers, in Europe and the U.S., who showed me new ways with recipes or ingredients, as well as old friends and family members who accompanied me on my travels all around the Mediterranean and waited patiently while I negotiated yet another detail. To all of you, everywhere, my deepest thanks.

—Nancy Harmon Jenkins
Teverina di Cortona    
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BY MARION NESTLE

When Nancy Jenkins’s Mediterranean Cookbook first appeared in 1994, it was distinguished not only by the gorgeous writing but also by its then revolutionary approach to eating healthfully. Eat, she told us, as the Greeks and Southern Italians have done since ancient times, and you might live as healthfully and long as they do. By this, she meant a largely plant-based diet—one with lots of fruits and vegetables, small amounts of meat, fish, and dairy products, with olive oil as the principal fat, and accompanied by a glass of wine. This diet, based on foods grown in the region surrounding the Mediterranean Sea, has been consumed since ancient times.

Its discovery as a health-promoting diet pattern, however, began only after World War II when investigators from Rockefeller University went to the island of Crete to try to figure out why its people, although existing under conditions of extreme poverty, were unusually healthy and long-lived. If they survived early childhood, their longevity was the highest in the world, rivaled only by the Japanese. Subsequent researchers concluded that one could hardly eat a healthier diet than that consumed by the people of Crete and Naples in the early 1950s.

Americans, however, did not really discover the Mediterranean diet until 40 years later when two groups with vested interests in promoting consumption of its distinct components—particularly olive oil—realized that its health benefits could be used as a basis for marketing. Oldways Preservation & Exchange Trust and the International Olive Oil Council (IOOC), a trade association formed under the auspices of the United Nations, began sponsoring conferences on traditional dietary patterns in the early 1990s. These meetings, often held in olive-growing countries, brought together food writers, chefs, restaurateurs, and academics to learn about Mediterranean foods and ingredients, and their separate and collective health benefits. I met Nancy Jenkins at one of these meetings in 1990, co-chaired (with Walter Willett of the Harvard School of Public Health) the first international conference on diets of the Mediterranean in 1993, and edited a collection of papers presented at that conference for a special supplement to the American Journal of Clinical Nutrition in 1995.

The Olive Oil Council’s purpose in sponsoring meetings and publications was to promote sales of olive oil in the United States and elsewhere. Oldways organized conferences to bring people together to explain the health benefits of olive oil and other Mediterranean foods to people who would write about them. Although olive oil is a fat that like other fats has about 130 calories per tablespoon, it is a “good” fat. Plenty of independently funded research then and since demonstrates that substituting olive oil for more saturated fats lowers the “bad” form of cholesterol in blood and raises the “good” kind. But olive oil has one other benefit. It tastes good. It tastes good itself and makes other foods taste good. As Antonia Trichopoulou and Dimitrios Trichopoulos have always maintained, olive oil makes vegetables palatable so people will eat and enjoy them (see Appendix I).

The Oldways-IOOC meetings worked splendidly to increase sales of olive oil. In 1993, you were lucky if you could find a decent bottle of extra-virgin olive oil in your local supermarket and if you did find one, it cost a fortune. Today, you can get oils of the highest quality at your local grocery, and specialty stores offer dozens of options. Except for the blessedly brief, unhappy period of the Atkins diet craze when Americans stopped eating bread or pasta, the Mediterranean diet is now mainstream. It represents a model of the ideal dietary pattern recommended by health agencies in the United States and worldwide.

Let’s give the IOOC and Oldways credit for the mainstreaming of the Mediterranean diet. Their conferences did much more than increase sales of olive oil. The conferences stimulated participants to conduct further research, to initiate clinical trials, to compare Mediterranean diet patterns to those recommended by health authorities, and to write superb cookbooks using Mediterranean ingredients and recipes—this book is one such example.

The research has been especially valuable. Virtually all studies on the separate components of Mediterranean diets or on overall Mediterranean dietary patterns have been funded independently by government research agencies. As might be expected because they remove foods from their dietary context, studies of individual components—olive oil, fruits and vegetables, fish, and grains—do not always produce results as consistent or compelling as one would like.

But the results of studies of Mediterranean dietary patterns are much less ambiguous. Then and now, they indicate how people who follow traditional Mediterranean diets display much lower rates of heart disease, for example, than those who follow “Western” dietary patterns. The most recent of these studies (American Journal of Clinical Nutrition, August 2007) examined the diet and health patterns of nearly 41,000 Australians. Those who typically followed a traditional Mediterranean pattern with more plant foods and fish, fewer animal products, and an occasional glass of wine displayed rates of heart disease 30 percent lower than their peers who ate like the typical Australian.

The best reason for following a Mediterranean diet is how good it tastes. Mediterranean dietary patterns unite taste and health. The recipes in this book are wonderful—a pleasure to read, to follow, and to eat. Pasta, vegetables, fish, and good bread, accompanied by a glass of wine? That’s my idea of how to eat well and healthfully. Read this book and enjoy!


Marion Nestle is the Paulette Goddard Professor of Nutrition, Food Studies, and Public Health, and Professor of Sociology, at New York University, and the author of Safe Food (2002), What to Eat (2006), and Food Politics (revised ed., 2007).
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This book began life in a rugged stone farmhouse that stands high on a rocky outcropping in the middle of a long Tuscan valley. The valley flows eastward as it descends, gradually opening into Umbria and the upper reaches of the Tiber, one of the river-roads that has always led to Rome. From the house on its hilltop, the view encompasses woods and forests of chestnut and oak, cleared fields and terraces planted to wheat, corn, and sunflowers, and the ordered regiments of vineyards and groves punctuated with olive trees, their leaves, even at a distance, a distinctive silvery green. Here and there across the landscape are scattered our neighbors’ farms, appealing if architecturally undistinguished clusters of stone buildings that have evolved over the centuries, and sometimes occupied over those same centuries by the ancestors of the people who live and work there today. If you blur your vision a little to erase the telephone poles and electric lines, you might almost be looking at a scene that has persisted for centuries as well.

Some decades ago I brought my small family to live on this hilltop farm, after years spent roaming the Mediterranean, from Spain to France to Spain again, then to Lebanon and Cyprus, and finally, after a brief stint in East Asia, to Rome. (The children’s father was a foreign correspondent for an American newsmagazine; we followed wherever his work led him.) The farmhouse, with its fields and olive orchards, and the little community that embraced it, became our home and focus in the world, a place where we gathered for celebrations—the olive harvest, Thanksgiving, Easter, the launch of a book or a career change—and equally a place of solace and recovery when times seemed out of joint.

On an adjacent farm, just a short walk over the fields, lives the Antolini family—Arnaldo and Maura and their two young daughters, and Arnaldo’s mother, Mita, now enjoying a somewhat sedentary old age after long years of working the fields and vegetable gardens, tending pigs and chickens, while her husband, Bruno, just recently passed away, logged the forest and made charcoal, threshed wheat and pressed grapes and olives to make wine and oil, all the staples of the family table. The Antolinis have been good neighbors, good friends, and partners in happy times and a few sorrowful ones, constants in the changing face of the valley community as babies are born, children grow to adulthood, new people arrive with new ideas, and old people pass on. Over the years that we have known them, we have witnessed together how the subsistence agriculture of this mountain valley has changed from wheat, vines, and olives that met the needs of the people who live here, to commodity crops like sunflowers and tobacco, subsidized by the government and grown for distant markets. Now more momentous changes are in the offing as many farms, no longer able to sustain a family, are abandoned and sold to foreigners who install central heating and swimming pools and proceed to rent out the reconstructed farmhouse for exorbitant sums to visitors who come in the summer for a week or two and then move on.

When we first came to live in the valley, the Antolinis, like most of their neighbors, had no electricity, no plumbing, no telephone, and no tractor or other mechanized means of transportation. A profound and appealing stillness pervaded the valley, broken only by human voices and the rooster’s crow. Terraces of wheat, studded with gnarled olive trees and edged with grapevines, marked the contours of the steep hillsides, and around them climbed forests of oak, chestnut, and Aleppo pine.

Today the forests are still there, but the terraces have long since been plowed into dikes and broad fields for easier cultivation with tractors, and the Antolinis have passed, with stunning rapidity, from a mid-19th-century way of life to an early-21st-century one without, it seems, so much as the blink of an eye. Electricity hums in their comfortable farmhouse, running everything from a frullatora for beating eggs to a washing machine to that icon of modern times, the television set. The telephone rings with news of family and friends. The bathroom sparkles with toilet, washbasin, and shower, and outside the little Fiat car and the big Lamborghini tractor gurgle periodically to life, ready to plow fields or carry goods and people to market.

Yet, despite all these changes, the food that is prepared and set before the family twice a day has remained the same, much of it still grown and harvested on the farm—pasta with fresh vegetables from the gardens, chickens and rabbits from the farmyard, and pork from the pig that is slaughtered each year at Christmastime; mushrooms and chestnuts from the forest; and above all olive oil and wine that the Antolinis still proudly make themselves. They eat, in fact, an almost perfect Mediterranean diet, although they’d be perplexed to hear that—very low in saturated fats, very high in complex carbohydrates, lots of fresh vegetables, especially those cancer-blocking brassicas or cruciferous vegetables—cabbages, kale, turnip greens, broccoli, and so on.

This is not a book about the Antolinis or the community of Teverina, but I mention them with prominence because for me this place in the world, almost dead center in the Italian peninsula, which puts it almost dead center in the whole northern Mediterranean region, has been a place to think about food and its importance to communities and individuals, about what we grow and how we process it, how we prepare it and preserve it and share it among ourselves. Teverina, for all the changes that have taken place here, has been an example for me of what the Mediterranean diet means, in real terms and to real people.

So what is this Mediterranean diet and why should Americans, descendants of people from many different parts of the world, care?

Here’s a good definition of the diet from Dr. Antonia Trichopoulou, Professor of Nutrition at the University of Athens (Greece) Medical School and a longtime researcher into the relationship between diet and health:1


	a high intake of vegetables, legumes, fruits and nuts, and cereals (in the past largely unrefined)

	a high intake of olive oil but a low intake of saturated lipids

	a moderately high intake of fish (depending on the proximity of the sea)

	a low-to-moderate intake of dairy products (mostly in the form of cheese or yogurt)

	a low intake of meat and poultry

	a regular but moderate intake of ethanol, primarily in the form of wine and generally during meals



Rich in antioxidants and omega-3 fatty acids from fish and greens, low in saturated fats but with a high quotient of monounsaturated olive oil, the Mediterranean diet has been shown, over and over again, to be protective against heart attack and stroke, to inhibit atherosclerosis and help control blood pressure and cholesterol, and to protect against many kinds of cancer, as well as against the effects of aging, especially macular degeneration and cataracts. And the list of benefits goes on and on. Recent research indicates that eating in a Mediterranean pattern may also reduce mortality among the elderly and help ward off Alzheimer’s, and it may be of great help in managing diabetes and metabolic syndrome.

Apart from nutritional research, however, a quick look at Mediterranean populations who follow this way of eating shows an unmistakable correlation with good health profiles. Going back as far as the early 1960s, when the famous Seven Countries Study, under the direction of Dr. Ancel Keys, first began to examine the nature of the relationship between diet and health in a number of locations around the world including the island of Crete and a community in Puglia in southern Italy, it was clear that the traditional diet of people in the Mediterranean is a major factor in their generally good health profiles, their generally long lives, and their general lack of chronic and debilitating diseases. An international conference on health aspects of Mediterranean diets was convened back in 1983, when the first edition of this book was contemplated, by the Harvard School of Public Health and Oldways Preservation & Exchange Trust, a nonprofit organization to promote healthful diets. The conference, “Traditional Diets of the Mediterranean,” reached a consensus that there are indeed clear health benefits to be derived from the traditional Mediterranean diet. That consensus has continued to develop and strengthen as the evidence, both scientific and anecdotal, has accumulated over the years.

Of course, as Dr. Trichopoulou would be the first to admit, the diet as she describes it is an idealized diet and doesn’t necessarily reflect the way many people in Mediterranean countries eat today. Recent decades have seen an increase across the board in meat consumption, as well as a huge impact on traditional diets from highly processed foods. (One of the most insidious invasions of the latter has been in the form of individual snacks for kids, heavily sweetened and salted and replete with the most unhealthful kinds of fat—all conveniently packaged for Mediterranean moms to pick up at the local supermarket, a snack a day for each child in the family, to be tucked into each little book bag as they set off for school in the morning.) Even more dangerous, from the perspective of health and flavor alike, has been an increase in the use of cheap refined vegetable oils in place of traditional olive oil. Still, if you think of diet as a pattern, rather than as a collection of individual foods or meals, much of the traditional diet remains intact, and health profiles continue to be positive, with low incidences of chronic disease, especially heart disease, cancer, and diabetes, as a result.2 Mediterranean countries continue to consume far higher quantities of fresh fruits and vegetables and far greater amounts of seafood than do North Americans. And the overriding factor is the use of extra-virgin olive oil as a major source of fat—olive oil, in fact, has had something of a resurgence most recently as publicity about its health benefits reaches down even to the lowest socioeconomic groups through the power of television.

Factors other than diet, of course, also influence good health—among them heredity, exercise or the lack of it, tobacco and alcohol abuse, and environmental pollutants in the air we breathe, the water we drink, the soil in which our vegetables and fruits grow, and the chemicals we add to our foods during growth and processing. It would be disingenuous to suggest that diet alone is a factor.

And it would be disingenuous to suggest that diet is nothing more than a quantifiable sum of nutrients. The Mediterranean diet, or the Mediterranean way of eating if you will, is the result of Mediterranean history and an integral part of Mediterranean culture. I like to describe it as a way of thinking about food. Tunisians or Turks, Cypriotes or Spaniards, rich people or poor, country folk or city dwellers, Mediterranean people are on the whole conscious of food in a way that most people, certainly most Americans, are not. I think it’s because of this that what they eat is, on the whole, delicious—nourishing to the body because it’s wholesome and to the soul because it tastes so very good.

I don’t mean to suggest an obsession with food. Rather, it seems to me that in the countries of the Mediterranean there exists a deep-seated and largely unspoken consensus that eating is one of the most important things we humans do in our lives. As a great anthropologist once told me, it is our single most intimate act, far more intimate than sex because through food we literally re-create ourselves each and every day of our lives. And beyond individual needs, in Mediterranean countries there’s a real sense of eating as a social act, a way of communicating, of expressing solidarity and relationship. Gathering around the table, literally breaking bread together, is both a symbol of communion and an act of communion in and of itself. And so from a very early age—probably, if it could be measured, from infancy—children absorb the cultural message that it’s important to pay attention, to be aware, in an almost Zen way, of what food is, where it comes from, and how it gets to be the way it is when it comes into our lives.

Here in North America, on the other hand, on magazine racks and newspaper stands, from TV screens and billboards, headlines wail an uncomfortable but unavoidable truth: the industrialized diet that most Americans consume is a mess—high in heavily processed food, in saturated fat and red meat from animals that themselves have been raised and processed in an unhealthy manner, in refined sugars from high-fructose corn syrup, and way too low in fresh, unprocessed fruits and vegetables and healthy carbohydrates from whole grains. The health pattern that results is one of chronic and debilitating diseases—heart disease, cancer, diabetes, and others—that affect individuals and their families while taking a tremendous toll, economically and psychologically, on the nation as a whole. Fifteen years ago, when the first edition of this book was published, diabetes came third in the list of diet-related chronic diseases, preceded by coronary heart disease and cancer. Now it comes first. And it comes earlier as more and more children, grown obese on an industrialized diet, become victims, ironically, of what was until recently called “adult onset diabetes.”

As a nation, it seems, we are on the road to perdition in the form of catastrophic illnesses caused or exacerbated, all or in part, by what and how much we eat. Diet alone will not cure our problems but diet is one factor that ought to be easy to control and easy to change.

Ought to be, but it’s not. The plaint is echoed by doctors, nutritionists, and other health care professionals who gather annually at the Culinary Institute of America in California for a conference jointly sponsored with the Nutrition Department of the Harvard School of Public Health. The Harvard docs are exceptionally alarmed by increasing rates of childhood obesity. Universally and to a person, they point out enormous economic and social consequences from our poor diets: “We will not remain a superpower if we have to cope with the fallout from all this,” one doctor said during the 2007 meeting.

But what’s to be done? Not a month goes by without new stories proclaiming the demise of one dietary strategy, the elevation of another. Fat’s in, fat’s out, carbs are no-nos, trans fats and processed sugar are pure evil, brown rice and tofu are the sources of eternal youth—unless, perhaps, it’s grapefruit and yogurt—tomatoes prevent cancer, oatmeal lowers cholesterol, on and on and on.

Yet, throughout the last half century of conflicting and often hostile debate, the Mediterranean way of eating has consistently earned plaudits for its sensible, holistic approach, its simplicity and easy familiarity, and the strength of the proof it offers of the connection between good eating and good health, a proof that is based on decades of both anecdotal evidence and scientifically unassailable verification.

But for enormous numbers of Americans, of all ages and economic classes, the Mediterranean way of eating remains a poorly understood mystery—indeed, a mystifying experience of its own in the kitchen. This book is written for all of them:


	for parents with growing families

	for young people starting out with their first apartment or home

	for the aging and elderly whose changing dietary needs mean less food overall, hence a real need for nutritionally dense Mediterranean foods

	for single somethings

	and for the vast majority of ordinary people who know instinctively that there’s a strong connection between what we eat and how we feel, yet who’ve lost the ability to express that connection in their daily lives



A full 85 percent of Americans say the question of diet and nutrition is personally important, according to the American Dietetic Association. And yet, changing the kind of diet followed by so many Americans—high in unhealthy fats, high in sugar and artificial sweeteners, processed food, fast food, junk food—isn’t happening. Why? Because eating well takes too much time, the ADA pollsters reported, and besides, people said, “we don’t want to give up the foods we like.”

With The New Mediterranean Diet Cookbook, there’s no need to give up the foods you like. This is not a diet, on the one hand, of bean sprouts and tofu-and-lentil burgers or, on the other, of artificial fats and sugars, what a friend of mine aptly calls “fake foods,” created in laboratories to substitute for things we like and know we shouldn’t eat. (Trans-fat margarine, anyone?) It’s a diet based on real food for real people, people like you and me. It’s my hope that if you use this book, you’ll never again crave a gristly, greasy Macburger or the like, piled high with sugary condiments and accompanied by a pile of limp fried potatoes.

This is good food, food you’ll want to eat because it tastes so darned good, and food that, for the most part, doesn’t take hours of time and all your energies to prepare. (Yes, there are some recipes for those like me who love to spend time in the kitchen, but there are many others for those with little time or skill to spare.) Almost everything used in the book can easily be found in local supermarkets, health food stores, and farmers’ markets. There are occasional ingredients—the best olives and olive oils, for instance—that may call for a special trip to a Greek, Italian, or Middle Eastern neighborhood or to a specialty foods store, and there are occasional products that may require a little effort to uncover. But in this Internet Age, that sort of project has become ever so much easier, if not quite so exciting.

Because Mediterranean cooking is, by and large, home cooking and not restaurant cuisine, it is improvisational and very forgiving. You have only two cloves of garlic instead of the called-for six? Use two and don’t worry. You can’t find celery root, but there are loads of parsnips in the produce section? Substitute the parsnips. The chard looks good while the spinach is yellow and wilted? Use chard instead of spinach. The dish may end up a little less predominantly flavored with this or that, but somewhere in the Mediterranean, you can be certain, someone has made it like that before. Only with cakes should you be as precise as you can—and even then, only the first time out. Once you’re familiar with a recipe, you can fiddle with it at will.

The most important lesson from the Mediterranean, however, is not to be found in recipes but rather in that attitude I mentioned earlier, that consciousness about food that stems from the realization that good food begins with good ingredients—truly ripe and flavorful tomatoes; fresh, crisp carrots, green beans, and peas; beets, turnips, and potatoes that are firm and full of sweet savor; naturally raised meats, chickens, and their eggs; dairy products, yogurt and cheese, without added preservatives or stabilizers; fish, even frozen fish, with a clean and pristine scent.

This will come about only when you seek out the very best of local, regional, preferably organically and naturally raised products. Only then will you have a standard by which to measure what is not regional and natural. There are times in all our kitchens when we must use other kinds of products, but only by knowing what is best can we judge what is second-best but still a possibility. When you know the flavor of a ripe local tomato at the height of its season, when you understand what makes it taste the way it does, you will also know what doesn’t measure up.

Look for the best ingredients wherever you are, whether greens or fish, wine or oil, cheese or fruit. Obviously, not all of these are going to be produced locally—wine, certain types of cheese, and olive oil almost certainly not. But look for fresh or very minimally processed food, food that has been naturally raised or grown without pesticides or chemical fertilizers.

Fortunately for all of us, the Mediterranean diet is extremely palatable with great appeal to all the senses. Appetite doesn’t come from knowing food is good for you—it comes from flavors and textures, from the delicious aromas that waft from a kitchen where peppers and tomatoes are simmering in olive oil with a little garlic and fresh basil, from the fragrance that rises out of a steaming soup tureen filled with chunks of seafood and leeks and a bit of orange zest, from the dazzling appearance of a bowl of crisp salad greens and ripe red tomatoes, or a platter of grilled summer vegetables, or a handsome loaf of crusty-brown country bread with a pale wedge of cheese and a sparkling glass of deep red wine to go with it. The Mediterranean diet brings to the table fragrances, colors, and textures like these along with good health and an overall sense of well-being.

Think of a meal that may be familiar to many Americans, especially those of Mediterranean ancestry: a light vegetable soup, made with chicken stock and chopped onions, carrots, celery, and garlic, flavored with fresh herbs and perhaps a spoonful of freshly grated cheese; a dish of pasta sauced with a little savory ground meat mixed with more chopped vegetables and herbs, the whole sautéed in olive oil; a green salad, crisply fresh and fragrant with garlic, more olive oil, and lemon juice; plenty of crusty country-style bread; a small piece of cheese; and fruit, either raw or poached in a very light sugar syrup.

Sound good? That’s one example of the Mediterranean diet. There are more. Pizza is part of the Mediterranean diet, and so are rice dishes like pilaf, risotto, and paella. So are vegetable combinations with a very little meat or cheese added for flavor, hearty bean and lentil soups, fish and shellfish quickly grilled or broiled. And so too is a chunk of bread, a wedge of cheese, a few slices of onion and tomato, and a glass of good red wine to wash it all down.

The fact is that the people of the Mediterranean figured out a long time ago—back, if truth be told, in the mists of time—that good food, skillfully prepared, garnished with little more than fresh herbs, garlic, and olive oil, and shared in something approaching abundance around a table with friends and relations, is not only good tasting; it’s good for you, too.


NOTE ON NUTRITIONAL DATA

Everything in this book tastes good and is good for you, in the Mediterranean context. That means that rich feast-day preparations and desserts should be consumed, as they are in the Mediterranean, for special occasions, perhaps a few times a year. Vegetarians and people with special health needs, for foods very low in fat or sodium for instance, will find plenty of ideas in the Mediterranean diet. The best news is that there are no hard-and-fast rules: if you want to make adjustments to account for special health problems, it’s easy to do so.

Readers familiar with the first edition of this book may be surprised at the lack of nutritional data accompanying each recipe. I have long been convinced that such data, beneficial though they may appear to be on the surface, are in fact quite useless and can lead to misguided conclusions. This is in part because the information on which the data are based is at best adequate and at worst downright wrong. In any case, it is all relative and based on unquantifiable elements like portion size.

Fear of fat has dominated popular discussion of diet for such a long time that many otherwise normal, health-conscious people are still struggling to lower the fat content of their diet from the 30 percent recommended by the USDA to 20 percent or an even more drastic 10 percent. But extremely low-fat diets are terribly hard to maintain: the food seldom really tastes good, and the effort that must go into providing even minimal flavor means that most conscientious observers would rather purchase prepared, portion-controlled, industrially manufactured food. Yet there is no real evidence that, for normally active people with no obesity, there’s any good reason to pursue this course.

The fact is that the extensive public health initiatives in recent years have been based largely on research indicating the need to limit saturated fat. One of the most appealing lessons of the Mediterranean diet is that as long as saturated fat remains low, and the balance of fat is mostly monounsaturated, as is the case with the recipes in this book, the amount of total fat in the diet, even above 35 percent, is probably not an issue for active people.

The health benefits of olive oil have been discussed in other parts of this book, but it is important to remember that simply adding olive oil to a diet already high in saturated fat is not the order of the day. Substituting olive oil, however, is a major key to a better health profile.

Still, for many the overriding question is: can I lose weight on the Mediterranean diet? And the answer is simple: yes, you can, but only if you reduce the amount you eat and increase the amount of exercise you get in the normal course of everyday life. For ordinary people who do not have metabolism problems (and that includes most of us), that is the only way to lose weight.

Fortunately, the traditional dishes on which Mediterranean people have nourished themselves for generations are so delicious that no one need feel deprived in the slightest when they become mainstays of our own tables. This in itself may make it easier to lose weight. By shifting meat and other animal products away from the center of the plate, by adding lots of beautiful, fresh, seasonal produce, cooked vegetables, salads, and raw fruit for dessert, by making grains and beans in the form of bread, pasta, and delightful soups the focus of the meal, you may find that the word diet takes on an entirely new meaning.




1 See also Appendix I to this volume, “The Mediterranean Diet and Health,” written for the first edition of this book, The Mediterranean Diet Cookbook, by Dr. Trichopoulou with her husband Dr. Dimitrios Trichopoulos, Professor of Cancer Prevention and Epidemiology at the Harvard School of Public Health.

2 A recent trend among Italian public health specialists has been to decry what they call an alarming increase in childhood obesity. But I have to say that, after searching available crowds of children, adolescents, and teenagers in central and southern Italy, along with some colleagues from New York University’s department of nutrition and food studies, we concluded that obesity appears, at least to our eyes, to be more conspicuous by its absence. Certainly it doesn’t exist on anything like the levels it has assumed in the United States.
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CHANGING EATING HABITS may seem like a radical and difficult chore, but changing to the Mediterranean diet is easy because most of the foods and cooking techniques are already familiar to us. It’s a shift of emphasis that’s the key to cooking and eating in a healthy Mediterranean style.

Except for olive oil, there’s no need for special foods in the larder—in fact, many of the foods featured in the Mediterranean kitchen are probably already in your pantry cupboard. Several different kinds of beans, both dried and canned, long-grain and short-grain rice, cornmeal for polenta and flour for bread, pasta in a variety of shapes, canned tomatoes, and condiments like dried mushrooms and herbs are common ingredients and take no special effort to acquire. If there’s an Italian, Greek, or Middle Eastern neighborhood nearby, you’ll have access to first-rate olives and cheese; otherwise, make a special trip some Saturday to a more distant market and spend time wandering around examining the offerings. If you’re far from ethnic shopping areas like these, mail-order and Internet suppliers are a good, if sometimes rather expensive, resource. (See here for some suggestions.)

We invent all sorts of rationales for holding back on changing diets, especially where families are involved. But there are compelling reasons for making the switch, and most of the obstacles are easily overcome. Just remember that where families are concerned, change sometimes has to come slowly. Whatever you do, don’t make a big deal out of it. Small, quiet, almost unnoticeable changes are more effective than noisy family food fights.

Start off by structuring mealtimes, if you don’t do that already. It’s hard for American families, with so many of us apart at lunch, but dinner at least should be a time for the family to come together and share whatever is on the table. Try to have meals on the table at the same hour each day and let people know they’re expected to be there. It’s the first step in a Mediterranean direction, building a sense of food as a fundamentally communal, shared experience.

Switch from whatever fats you now use to extra-virgin olive oil. If you find it hard to get used to the flavor of extra-virgin oil, start off by combining it 50/50 with canola oil, which has no perceptible flavor or aroma. Gradually reduce the amount of canola as you grow accustomed to the delicious flavor of olive oil. Experiment with oils by buying several different varieties in small quantities—the flavors vary enormously from country to country, region to region, and even producer to producer. Begin by throwing out all those bottles of commercial salad dressing that are crowding your refrigerator shelves. Then follow one of the recipes on this page for tasty salad dressings using extra-virgin olive oil. Start using olive oil to sauté meat, chicken, or fish. More flavorful oils are wonderful for frying potatoes, especially with a little garlic or onion added—another way to accustom your family to the distinctive flavor. Soon you may find yourself using truly aromatic oils on steamed vegetables or baked potatoes in place of butter or sour cream. Then you’ll be ready for a real summertime treat—extra-virgin olive oil lavished on fresh seasonal corn.

(For more on olive oil, see here.)

Get out of the butter habit. A little butter from time to time is fine, but butter is never on the Mediterranean table, never assumed to be an automatic accompaniment to bread. Even at breakfast, only a little jam garnishes the bread, which is appreciated for its own good flavor. (And contrary to American restaurant custom, bowls of olive oil, even of the finest extra-virgin, are never put on the table, except during the autumn harvest when the flavor of new oil is appreciated.)

Use more whole grains. Even though Mediterranean cooks seldom use whole-wheat pasta or brown rice, they still get plenty of whole grains through dishes like tabbouleh, the hearty Lebanese salad, and bulgur pilafs. And breads throughout the Mediterranean are often made with unrefined wheat and barley flours. Fortunately we have much greater access to really high-quality bread than we had 15 years ago when I compiled the first edition of this book, but if you can’t find the kind of bread you want nearby, try making it yourself. It really isn’t time consuming once you get the hang of it, and that’s quickly acquired. And presenting a homemade loaf of high-quality bread on the table is just eminently satisfying.

Begin or end each meal with a salad. Make it from crisp greens and whatever vegetables are in season—tomatoes, cucumbers, sweet peppers, scallions, shavings of carrot, sherds of fennel, celery, tender chicory, raw fava beans. Don’t use iceberg lettuce, which has almost no nutritional value, but do look for dark green leaf lettuces like oak leaf and romaine. Add some fresh green herbs for variety, but not all at once—basil at one meal, dill at another, cilantro, if you like it, at a third.

Add both more vegetables and different vegetables to the menu. Get away from the American focus on potatoes, peas, and salad greens. Nothing wrong with any of them but life is so much richer! The average American consumes just three servings of fruits and vegetables daily and many Americans don’t even get that. The latest Dietary Guidelines for Americans, published by the Department of Health and Human Services, recommend up to nine servings, which is about 4½ cups, for otherwise healthy people consuming 2,000 calories a day. So let vegetables take up most of the room on your plate.

Every day try to get in at least one serving each of cruciferous (cabbage family) vegetables—broccoli, broccoli rabe, cabbage, cauliflower, turnip and mustard greens—and bright-colored vegetables and fruits that are rich in antioxidants—again broccoli and broccoli rabe, but also carrots, sweet potatoes, spinach, and yellow squash, as well as apricots and cantaloupe, just to mention a few. Experiment with different vegetables, ones that may not be familiar—artichokes, leeks, fava beans are exotic to many Americans, and vegetables like Jerusalem artichokes (sunchokes), celery root, and many greens are virtually unknown.

Vegetables don’t have to be served separately—vegetable combinations, vegetables cooked in a sauce for pasta, vegetables served cut up in a soup, are all ways to increase the quantity consumed. But no single fruit or vegetable provides all the nutrients you need to be healthy. In the end, it’s variety that is the key.

Cut down on the amount of meat consumed. There’s no reason for normal, healthy adults to eat more than 4 ounces of lean meat a day, and much less is much better. Children, of course, need even less. (If your family is used to 8-ounce portions, start cutting the portions down gradually rather than all at once.) Eat lean red meat (beef, pork, and lamb) just once or twice a week. Other meals can feature chicken, fish, pasta, rice, beans, or vegetables.

One easy way to cut meat consumption is with stews that feature meat as an incidental to lots and lots of vegetables. You’ll find recipes for such preparations throughout this book. Or make a hearty soup the main course, with plenty of bread, perhaps a little cheese, and salad to accompany it. Soup is a delicious and cheap way to get lots of vegetables on the table.

Move meat away from the center of the plate by adding complex carbohydrates like rice, beans, and pasta to fill the gap that meat once occupied. When you do serve a main course of meat or fish, get into the Mediterranean habit of offering a filling first course of pasta or soup before the meat arrives.

And if you’re worried about budgetary constraints, think of this: by adding olive oil and subtracting meat, you’ll probably come out even over the course of a week.

Think about portion size, especially when dining in restaurants. Americans on the whole now spend almost half their food dollars outside the home in fast-food, take-out, and family-style restaurants. It’s no secret that portion sizes have increased dramatically in such food outlets—indeed, some national chains actually brag about the humongous size of burgers, fries, and soft drinks, and what a bargain they are. Some bargain! Anyone who saw the movie Supersize Me knows all too well the consequences of this. But when Drs. Lisa Young and Marion Nestle at New York University studied the phenomenon, they discovered that between the 1975 and 1997 editions of the Joy of Cooking, that venerable cookbook has decreased the number of servings it says a given recipe will yield. No wonder we’re a fat nation, cradle to (often early) grave.

Now think of a deck of cards: that’s about the portion size of meat or fish in a restaurant in just about any country in the Mediterranean, and the vegetables, the soups, the pasta and rice dishes are equivalent. As for dessert, most often, if it’s anything at all, it’s a single small portion of seasonal fruit. If there’s an actual sweet involved, it will be the size of a little espresso cup, no more.

So think about portion size, whether at home, where it’s much easier to control, or when eating out, where it’s often quite difficult. In the right kind of restaurant, you can order from the appetizer list where portions are notably smaller. Or share a main course with a friend dining with you. Or eat half the presentation and ask to bag the rest to carry home.

Substitute wine in moderation for other alcoholic beverages. If you enjoy wine with your meals, you’re already well on the way to a Mediterranean lifestyle. Except among strict Moslems, wine is part of every Mediterranean meal but breakfast. The operative words here are part of the meal. In the Mediterranean, wine is a companion to food and almost never taken on its own. Even a glass of wine or an aperitif as a cocktail before dinner is always accompanied by something to eat—if not a full-fledged meze, then a few olives or a handful of almonds. Wine in moderation, a couple of glasses a day served with meals, seems in fact to be protective against coronary heart disease.

If you don’t care for wine, don’t turn to soft drinks or fruit juices, even natural ones, as they are all potent sources of sugar and/or calories. Drink water instead—a bottle or pitcher of water is a standard feature on Mediterranean tables. It doesn’t have to be expensive bottled water, either. Most of us in North America are fortunate to have access to good, clean water straight from the tap. Just don’t substitute milk, which comes into the Mediterranean diet after infancy only in the form of wonderful cheeses and yogurts or a little hot milk added to morning coffee. For normal healthy adults, enough calcium should be supplied by cheese, yogurt, and vegetables.

Don’t fuss with dessert. To me, dessert seems like useless and unprofitable time spent in the kitchen, and it’s certainly not necessary on the table. (Far better to spend that time making soup.) Above all, don’t buy packaged desserts, whether cakes, cookies, or ice cream—well, maybe ice cream as an occasional treat. Most packaged desserts are so loaded with saturated fat and sugar, not to mention stabilizers and other undesirable additives, that they are truly nutritional time bombs. All they really do is accustom the palate to sugary fats at the end of a meal. If you must have a sweet, the simplest of cookies is preferable to a rich cake; better yet is fresh or lightly poached fruit, which should be sweet enough in itself to satisfy any sugar addicts in the family. And with fruit you get valuable vitamins and fiber along with the sweet, something that cannot be said for other desserts.

Many restaurants will have a simple platter of fresh fruit or fruit with cheese on the dessert menu. Choose it instead of the sinfully chocolate drop-dead nightmare the pastry chef is so proud of. As more of us start asking for fruit, more fruit will be served.

Think about the quality of the food you buy and seek out the best. Because Mediterranean food is so simple, it’s worth spending time looking for the best ingredients. How do you go about doing this? Fortunately, it gets easier with each passing season. Start with the place where you customarily shop. Many supermarkets, responding to customer demand, have established sections devoted to organically raised produce and naturally raised meats.

If supermarkets have little to offer, look for farmers’ markets and health food stores that carry local, healthy ingredients. (Call the food editor of a local newspaper or your state university’s college of agriculture for information. Cooperative Extension agents can also be good information sources.)

Farmers’ markets are terrific sources. When you start to frequent them, you’ll also start to build up contacts with local farmers. They’ll not only tell you how the food is grown or produced; they may tell you how to cook it, too, and they’ll start to let you know what things are coming along. The best-run health food stores and co-ops are also good outlets for local production—fruits and vegetables, whole grains and beans, free-range chickens and their eggs, all of which will be fresher and more flavorful than most supermarket offerings. Many farmers’ markets and health food stores take WIC coupons and food stamps; if you’re on a tightly restricted budget, keep that in mind.

In restaurants, ask questions about where food comes from and let them know that you care. The best restaurants also care and work hard to advance quality.

In the end, it’s the simplicity of it all that makes the Mediterranean diet such an appealing alternative. Exotic foods, elaborate and time-consuming preparations, and special culinary techniques are not what it’s all about. Good food, carefully purchased, thoughtfully if simply prepared, and lovingly served and shared: that’s the secret.

Children and the Mediterranean Diet

Enjoyment is the key to supporting great nutrition, especially for young children, because if they don’t enjoy their food, they simply won’t eat it. But if you present food that is freshly prepared and tasty, even broccoli, children will almost always come around, especially if they see that everyone else at the table is enjoying the same thing.

All children seem to go through periods when they will eat only one thing—only white food, perhaps, or only peanut butter and jelly sandwiches (not a bad thing, as long as they’re made with whole-grain bread). The best course of action, we are assured by everyone from Dr. Spock on, is not to stress out, not to wring hands, not to indicate the least shred of anxiety—and above all, not to rush to offer an alternative. But almost all children love pasta and pizza, so start your Mediterranean diet campaign with one of those, prepared to be appetizing and full of flavor, presented as a family meal to be enjoyed all together—and you may find the battle is over before it’s even begun.

The Fat Picture

Few subjects of nutritional research are more confusing than the question of what fats to eat—or not to eat. Reams have been written on the subject, in prestigious peer-reviewed professional journals as well as in the popular press, and the books alone would fill a small-town library. Yet much of the advice is conflicting and each season, it seems, new evidence is presented to support the benefits or detriments of this fat or that fat or no fat at all. The more we know, it seems, the more we discover that we don’t know.

So what’s a thoughtful person to conclude? For the benefit of the argument, I will try to outline below what I know about fats, and what I think you should know, and you may draw your own conclusions. And if this is more than you want to know, then skip over it and join me as I come back, in the final analysis, to the typical, traditional Mediterranean diet and its emphasis on extra-virgin olive oil as the primary fat, along with the occasional use of pure lard for deep-fat frying. Why? Because, apart from the science, which has shown conclusively that olive oil, as a monounsaturated fat, works to reduce harmful LDLs, stabilize HDL cholesterol, reduce inflammation, and support healthy blood pressure as well as healthy blood flow, the anecdotal evidence is clear that people who follow a traditional Mediterranean diet, even with as much as 40 percent of their calories from fat (but most of that monounsaturated olive oil), have far better health profiles than Americans who follow diets high in saturated and polyunsaturated fats. And researchers are convinced that there is a cause-and-effect link. Where once we were told to lower our consumption of fats, state-of-the-art investigation now says the problem is not quantity so much as quality. In other words, it’s not the amount of fat—it’s the kind of fat that is at issue.

Basically, there are three kinds of dietary fats—saturated, polyunsaturated, and monounsaturated. All fats are a mixture of all three, with one or the other more predominant. All fats are also alike in that all are 100 percent fat and have 9 calories per gram or 120 calories per tablespoon. You will not lose weight if you substitute a tablespoon of olive oil for a tablespoon of butter. But that’s not what this is about.

I won’t go into the detailed chemistry of the differences among the three kinds of fat except to note that it is based on the carbon-hydrogen bonds in the molecules of each kind. Those who are interested can find discussions of fat chemistry in any number of texts (see Bibliography) as well as all over the Internet. (For a particularly helpful discussion, easy for laypeople to understand, look at the Harvard School of Public Health’s web site, www.hsph.harvard.edu/nutritionsource/fats.html.) Those of us who are not chemists can easily tell the difference between saturated and unsaturated fats because at room temperature, saturated fats are solid (think butter, lard, meat fats, coconut oil), while unsaturated fats, whether poly or mono, are liquid.

Saturated fat increases the risks of heart disease, primarily by raising blood cholesterol levels, and has been linked to other chronic diseases such as cancer and degenerative ailments. Many researchers believe that consumption of saturated fat should be limited, as it is in the traditional Mediterranean diet, to just a few times a month, or more often in small amounts—a good example of the latter is the use of a couple of ounces of meat or sausage in a pasta sauce to serve four to six people. Or the garnish of sautéed chopped lamb that tops Lebanese hummus bi tahini. Or the little bit of meat that adds richness of flavor to Greek or Turkish stuffed grape leaves. Saturated fat shouldn’t be banned from the diet—it often accompanies other valuable nutrients—but it should be used much more moderately than it is in America, where our meat-focused diet is the cause of a lot of health problems.

But there are worse fats than saturated fats. Far worse. Trans fats are quite possibly the most dangerous fats we can put in our mouths. These are for the most part artificial fats, created through the process of hydrogenation, heating polyunsaturated liquid oils in the presence of hydrogen. Why was hydrogenation invented? Because, as any baker knows, it’s hard to make a buttery cake with a liquid polyunsaturated fat such as corn oil. But hydrogenating makes the oil harder, more solid at room temperature—just like margarine, which is supposed to be just like butter, except that, as a plant-based fat, it is free of cholesterol, and we were told that cutting back on dietary cholesterol was the way to good health.1 Et voilà, cakes, cookies, all manner of baked goods coming out of the oven, cholesterol free but tasting like and feeling like they had been made with butter. Along the way, it was also discovered that these hydrogenated fats have great shelf stability, meaning products made with them will last not quite forever, but darned close. Which has led the processed food industry—and we’re talking an enormous industry here, one that reaches into all our lives all over the world—to rely on trans fats. Unfortunately, however, the effect of consuming trans fats is precisely the reverse of what is desirable—they increase bad LDLs, lower good HDLs, and initiate an immune system response that may lead to diabetes, heart disease, and other chronic inflammatory conditions. (Commercially prepared fried foods—french fries, fried onion rings, chicken nuggets, et cetera—are also often fried in cheap hydrogenated fats and should be avoided for that reason.)

So let’s put the saturated fats high up on the pantry shelf where we won’t use them often, and let’s throw the trans fats out entirely. That leaves us with polyunsaturated and monounsaturated fats.

But it’s still not simple. Because among the polyunsaturated fats are two that are essential to human health (“essential” meaning that if you don’t consume them, you die). These are the omega-6 and omega-3 fatty acids, which help produce the material to regulate an enormous range of vital body functions like heart rate, blood pressure, and the immune system, among others. The best-known omega-3s (EPA or eicosapentaenoic acid, and DHA or docosahexaenoic acid—but you don’t have to remember that) are found in fatty fish such as salmon, anchovies, tuna, mackerel, sardines—most of them, incidentally, prevalent in the Mediterranean diet. (If your mother, like mine, called fish “brain food,” she was right, because they contribute to the DHA in our own brains.)

Another equally important omega-3, alpha-linolenic acid (ALA), comes from certain vegetable oils (soybean, flaxseed, and cold-pressed canola or rapeseed oils) and from walnuts; ALA is also found in certain green leafy vegetables—kale, spinach, leeks, salad greens like arugula and purslane, turnip greens, and so forth. Interestingly, it’s the prevalence of ALA in many greens that accounts for its appearance in the flesh of animals and fish that eat those greens (but not in animals or fish fed a corn-based diet, as most animals are in the United States).

Omega-6 fatty acid (linoleic acid) comes from soybean, corn, safflower, and cottonseed oils, among others—and there are far more omega-6s in most vegetable oils than there are omega-3s. In general, according to Artemis Simopoulos, one of the principal investigators of essential fatty acids, grains are high in omega-6s, while greens are high in omega-3s. In fact, one of the problems with hydrogenation is that the omega-3s are often eliminated in the process. (Since omega-3 oils are prone to oxygenation, this is a major explanation for the lengthened shelf life that hydrogenation effects.)

We should be consuming as much of these two essential fatty acids as we can. The problem, however, is that Americans, eating what nutritionists call a Westernized diet, get plenty of omega-6s—in fact, some nutritionists claim that we get too much with our corn-based meat-based diet—but nowhere near enough omega-3s. And it’s the imbalance, these nutritionists say, that causes serious health problems. Our intake of omega-6 fatty acids has grown steadily over the years as we have switched to a diet that is increasingly based on processed foods. And the omega-6 fatty acids crowd out the even more valuable omega-3s. An ideal balance of omega-6s to omega-3s, scientists tell us, would be from 1:1 up to 4:1. In fact, the typical Westernized or American diet can range from 10:1 all the way up to 30:1.

So we should all eat more fatty fish, more greens, and where meat is concerned, meat from animals that have fed on grass rather than grain. This is an expensive proposition because our government’s agricultural policy has been built for the best part of a half-century on promoting big commodity crops, soybeans and corn, and a great deal—I might go so far as to say an unfathomable amount—of money is invested in keeping us, and our animals, on a soy- and corn-based diet. Switching is expensive, but not switching may be more expensive still in view of the health problems we face now and in the future as we raise generations of obese children and diabetics.

That brings us to monounsaturated fats, which are actually easiest to deal with since they come primarily from olive oil and canola oil. These are the oils we should be using to dress our salads, to sauté our fish and the small amounts of meat we consume, to garnish our bean soups and steamed vegetables, even to put on our breakfast toast (try my favorite breakfast, a dribble of truly fine extra-virgin olive oil on a slice of toasted whole-grain bread—it’s delicious!).

Of these two oils, my choice is always extra-virgin olive oil. One, because, unlike most canola oil and unlike olive oil that is not marked extra-virgin, extra-virgin oil is unrefined and unprocessed, the result simply of squeezing olives until the oil runs out. No chemical solvents are used to extract it, no heat is applied to transform it into something else. It is pure and natural, and moreover because of that it is also a source of important vitamins, minerals, antioxidants, polyphenols, and other phytochemicals that we are only beginning to understand. In fact it may be olive oil’s polyphenolic content along with its monounsaturated fat that makes it so highly heart protective. And, as with so many other aspects of the Mediterranean diet, it may be that while olive oil on its own is good for you, olive oil in combination with vegetables, with lemon juice, with vinegar, with freshly chopped herbs, with salt and pepper and all manner of other foods to which it is suited— may be even better for you than any of those elements are in and of themselves.


EXTRA-VIRGIN OLIVE OIL

Capodacqua is a little village in the Umbrian hills south of Assisi, where during the season of the olive harvest I like to drop in on the Fancelli mill, or frantoio as it’s called in Italy, to watch and smell and taste as the big stone presses whirl around, crushing the olives, and the fragrance rises on the air, and, finally, the thick, luscious oil flows sedately onto a crust of toasted bread, ready for the first sampling of the new oil. I like Mr. Fancelli’s place in part because the oil he produces is the rich green stuff of the region that, when young and fresh from the frantoio, slides down the throat with the peppery pizzica, the catch at the back of the palate, that is typical of oil pressed from immature, half-green Umbrian moraiolo olives.

This is the oil connoisseurs seek out much as they do the fine red Sagrantino wines of the region. Like the wines, the oil has a unique character. It speaks of the terraced hills around Capodacqua with a voice that is subtly different from that of oils from nearby Orvieto or Cortona. And these strong-flavored, green-tasting central Italian oils are very different themselves from the rounder, more succulent oils from Puglia or Sicily. Which again are distinct from the oils of Catalonia with their hints of almond, and the richer, full-bodied oils from Greece and farther east in Lebanon, and the bland, sweet oils from North Africa.

The olive harvest begins in Capodacqua, as it does throughout the Mediterranean, in mid-autumn as farmers accompanied by family and friends work quickly to strip the trees by hand of their fruit.

The greenish violet olives, engorged with oil, are brought to the frantoio by the tractorload and tumbled through a hopper down into the crusher, two giant stone wheels that stand on edge and turn steadily, mashing the fruits to a thick, oily paste that is spread on round mats, once made of esparto grass, now made of plastic. The big mats are stacked high, one on top of the other, and carted by dolly to the presses. Gently but firmly the mats are compressed and the precious oil, glistening gold in the dim light of the frantoio, oozes out and trickles slowly down over the mats and into waiting receptacles below.

And that’s it. Cloudy, greenish gold, and heady with fragrance, the new oil is ready. Most of Mr. Fancelli’s clients don’t bother filtering their oil because the residues precipitate, just like wine residues, with the cold winter temperature.

Mr. Fancelli’s is one of the last of these traditional mills left anywhere around. Apart from the fact that electricity is the driving force, rather than mules or human labor, the system in essence is unchanged from Roman times or even earlier. Nowadays, almost everyone else has switched over to modern stainless-steel continuous-cycle machinery, which extracts the oil quickly and efficiently but without the inherent drama and romance of the Capodacqua mill. Some say you’ll never get clean oil with the old-fashioned system—it’s too slow, it exposes the crushed olives to oxidation—while others claim the modern method produces clean oil, yes, but without the character, the stamp of individuality, that the older mills produced.

Whether old-fashioned or newfangled, however, this is all extra-virgin olive oil. That’s because the process is essentially one of simply squeezing good, sound, healthy olives to extract their oil, along with the vegetable water that is removed by precipitation or centrifuging. But no chemical solvents are used to extract or to clean the oil, and no heat is applied. This is what food writers like to call a “first cold pressing,” although the term is deceptive since there is no second pressing, no hot pressing.

There are other ways of getting oil out of olives with chemical solvents, a process used only with olives that, for one reason or another, are not sufficiently high in quality to produce extra-virgin oil. The oil from poor-quality olives is stripped of its bad flavors and aromas, leaving a colorless, tasteless, aromaless oil to which a little extra-virgin is added to give some reason for calling it olive oil, plain and simple, but never extra-virgin. The only virtue of “olive oil” is that, like extra-virgin, it’s primarily a monounsaturated fat, but as it’s also a highly processed fat, I don’t recommend using it except for deep-fat frying.

It is chilly in the frantoio, but that doesn’t stop it from being a sort of community center during the brief weeks that it’s operating. Besides the workers, there are farmers and farm wives dropping in to check the progress of their oil, buyers and curious onlookers, and always a group of old men of the village who do nothing much but make comments on the action, comments that are sometimes received as wisdom, sometimes as the foolishness of age.

In the back room a fire burns brightly on an old hearth that just escapes being an antique. The men gather around the hearth, toasting thick slices of bread on long forks until they’re blackened and crusty. Then they rub the slices with a cut clove of garlic and drizzle them thickly with the newly decanted oil. A sprinkle of salt from a nearby jelly jar and the bruschetta is ready, its crust softened with oil to the point that weak old teeth can masticate it with evident satisfaction. It is a scene that has been repeated every year at this time for as long as the old men can remember, for as long as they’ve heard tell.

Is it strange that a product as ancient as olive oil has been given new life and validity by the discoveries of modern science? Not really. Not when you understand that for thousands of years olive oil has been the foundation of the Mediterranean diet, this diet that nutritionists and medical researchers tell us approaches an ideal. Olive oil is not the only healthy factor in the Mediterranean diet by any means, but scientists suspect that it is one of the most significant.

As nutritional science evolves, so does our knowledge about olive oil, its physical characteristics and chemical composition and its impact on human metabolism. We know that all olive oil, extra-virgin and regular alike, has impressive health benefits because of its high quotient of monounsaturated fat. But extra-virgin olive oil has the further virtue that, because it is so minimally processed, it retains many of the valuable phytochemicals that are present in olives, especially antioxidant carotenoids and tocopherols (vitamin E)—and these are lost during the processing that results in plain olive oil.

Vitamin E is a powerful antioxidant; like beta-carotene and vitamin C, it fights against free radicals, damaging elements that seem to suppress the immune system and may contribute to heart disease, cancer, and lung disease as well as to the aging process. Free radicals are produced in the body by pollutants like tobacco smoke and fuel exhaust, but they are also a normal, constant, and inevitable by-product of human metabolism. Anything that inhibits the formation of free radicals is likely to be beneficial in disease prevention.

Olive oil is the only fat that is high in monounsaturated fatty acids, that is easy and relatively inexpensive to produce by simply expressing the juice of olives, and that contributes welcome flavors and textures to the foods to which it’s added. Moreover, olive oil has a long tradition as the principal fat used by people with a well-documented history of long and healthy lives—the people of the Mediterranean basin.

With all the talk that goes on about reducing fat consumption, why should we bother with olive oil at all? Wouldn’t it be better just to eliminate all fats from our diets? No, it wouldn’t, for the very good reason that, beyond questions of taste (and fat, no matter what its structure, contributes powerfully to flavor in all our foods), our bodies need a certain amount of fat to function properly—grease for the gears, you might say, in the form of fat-soluble vitamins like A, D, E, and K and in the valuable, protective HDL cholesterol levels that, without some fat in the diet, might fall dangerously low, according to researchers.

At the Cambridge conference on the diets of the Mediterranean in 1993, Dr. Walter Willett, chairman of the Department of Nutrition at the Harvard School of Public Health, startled the assembly when he exclaimed, only half-jokingly, “As far as I’m concerned, you can take the whole food pyramid and just pour olive oil over it!” Yet there’s a certain amount of logic in that assertion: the Seven Countries Study of men on the island of Crete in the early 1960s showed that they received a full 40 percent of their daily calories from fat, the fat they ate was primarily olive oil, and their mortality rates from coronary heart disease and stroke were among the lowest in the world.




1 It now appears that there is little relationship between the cholesterol we eat (dietary cholesterol) and the cholesterol in our systems (blood or serum cholesterol); instead, it’s the consumption of saturated and trans fats that leads to elevated blood levels of cholesterol.
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