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PREFACE

For more than 20 years, we have published the American Heart Association Low-Salt Cookbook to help people cut back on the salt in their diets. During this time, food preferences and trends in eating habits have changed, and the recipes in this book have evolved along with the tastes of our readers. In this latest volume, you will find heart-healthy, low-sodium dishes from the previous editions plus more than 50 new recipes—including Grilled Flank Steak and Asparagus with Couscous; Carrot, Edamame, and Brown Rice Skillet; and Slow-Cooker Moroccan Chicken—that feature today’s most popular ingredients, cooking techniques, and international cuisines.

What hasn’t changed is the reason it’s so important to limit salt intake: For many people, eating too much sodium can raise blood pressure and even lead to high blood pressure, a disease that has serious consequences if left untreated. High blood pressure increases your risk of developing many health issues, especially cardiovascular problems such as heart disease, heart failure, and stroke. Eating less sodium can help keep your blood ­pressure low. If you already have high blood pressure, you can often reduce it by eating less salt and making other smart diet and lifestyle changes.

You may believe that if you don’t have heart disease or high blood ­pressure, you don’t need to worry about sodium, but that isn’t true. According to statistics from the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, almost 70 percent of all Americans should be eating lower levels of sodium; these people are especially susceptible to the harmful effects of eating too much sodium over time, even if they don’t yet have high blood pressure. In fact, by age 50 every American has a 90 percent chance of developing high blood pressure, which, in turn, increases the risk for heart disease and stroke. Given these long-term consequences, reducing the amount of sodium in the food we eat should be a top health priority for most of us.

We understand that it can be a challenge to retrain your taste buds and change long-held habits. As the amount of sodium in the food supply has risen steadily over the years, gradually people have become used to saltier foods. As people eat out more and rely on commercially processed food instead of preparing meals from scratch, they have less control over how much sodium is in their diet. The end result is that many Americans are now eating twice the amount of sodium recommended by the American Heart Association.

The link between a high sodium intake and its negative effects on the circulatory system has been firmly established. In response, federal agencies and the food industry are working toward reducing the sodium in processed food while keeping food safe and meeting consumers’ expectations for ­flavor. It may take some time before manufacturers can deliver on all fronts, but, fortunately, you don’t have to wait until then to make a dramatic impact on your health. The more you shop smart and cook thoughtfully, the more control you have over your food choices and the amount of sodium you consume. We encourage you to make the Low-Salt Cookbook your go-to guide to cut back on sodium while still enjoying the flavors of the foods you eat.

ROSE MARIE ROBERTSON, MD

Chief Science Officer

American Heart Association/American Stroke Association
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Perhaps you’ve been diagnosed with high blood pressure or have seen it rising over the last few years, maybe you’re being proactive about your health because of a family history of high blood pressure, or perhaps your healthcare provider recently told you to start following a low-salt diet to avoid getting high blood pressure or going on medication. Whatever the reason, if you’re looking for help on how to reduce the sodium in your diet and thereby manage your blood pressure, you’ve made an important first step by picking up this book.

    
SO WHAT’S THE BIG DEAL
ABOUT A LITTLE SALT?

The truth of the matter is that most Americans consume much more than just a “little” salt and much more than our bodies need. The average person’s sodium consumption is 3,400 milligrams a day—more than double what is recommended as a healthy level for all adults, regardless of their health status. So, how are we getting so much sodium in our diets? You may be surprised. Here’s a breakdown of where most sodium comes from:


	PROCESSED FOODS: 77 percent

	FOODS IN WHICH SODIUM OCCURS NATURALLY (such as spinach and shrimp): 12 percent

	SALT ADDED AT THE TABLE: 6 percent

	SALT ADDED DURING COOKING: 5 percent



If, like most other Americans, you consume far too much sodium, you are at a higher risk for high blood pressure. Currently, about one in three American adults has blood pressure above the normal range (prehyper­tension) and an additional one in three has hypertension, or high blood pressure. Therefore, the American Heart Association now recommends that everyone should aim to reduce his or her sodium intake. This means that for maximum health benefit, almost every adult should aim to eat less than 1,500 milligrams (about ⅔ teaspoon) of sodium per day. (This may differ for you if you are directed otherwise by your healthcare provider or you lose a lot of sodium through physical exertion or from heat exposure.)

If you have healthy blood pressure now, the good news is that eating less sodium can help you avoid or delay both prehypertension and hyper­tension. If you have high blood pressure currently, a low-sodium lifestyle can help you lower it.


Do you love the taste of salt? Even crave it? Believe it or not, you were not born with the desire for salty foods. Salt is actually an acquired taste, and the more salt you eat, the more your taste buds expect it. As a result, food that once might have seemed too salty tastes “normal.” You can, however, reverse this trend by gradually scaling back on the sodium in your diet and allowing your taste buds to adjust. Be patient, though; it may take more than a month to reduce your desire to salt your food.



    CUT THE SALT,
KEEP THE FLAVOR

Although it may seem daunting to try to reduce your sodium intake given the many high-sodium foods on the market and in restaurants today, this book will show you how to gradually and easily make the transition. Fortunately, low sodium does not need to mean low flavor! Too much salt can actually mask the subtle flavors of food, so as you get accustomed to using less salt and enjoying the low-sodium recipes in this book, you will experience a wider spectrum of tastes.

The best ways to take control of the sodium in your diet are to learn where to find hidden sodium so you can avoid it and to cook with fewer processed foods, as well as to be mindful of salt-laden food when you eat out. In this cookbook, we offer lots of great ways to do all three—easily and deliciously. In addition to providing you with more than 200 recipes, we’ll show you how to:


	Assess your current eating habits to understand how the sodium adds up and where you need to make changes.

	Develop a personalized eating plan that provides solid nutrition while helping you control your sodium intake.

	Shop wisely to keep sodium low, including learning how to read food labels and understanding common packaging terms.

	Use healthy cooking techniques for maximum flavor and benefit without adding salt, including spicing up foods with a wide variety of salt-free seasonings.

	Enjoy eating out without giving in to high-sodium menus.



The positive effects of a heart-healthy diet—especially when combined with being regularly physically active and avoiding damaging lifestyle choices such as smoking—are undeniable. To get started, be sure you know your blood pressure numbers. If your blood pressure is still at a healthy level, take action to keep it that way. If it’s higher than it should be, changing your diet and getting more regular exercise will both help lower your blood pressure and allow medications to work more effectively. Make today the day you put good lifestyle choices to work for you and your heart, and use the Low-Salt Cookbook as your guide to doing just that.

TAKING HEART

Understanding How Sodium Affects Your Health

Your eating habits—especially the amount of sodium you consume—affect your blood pressure and, in turn, your blood pressure affects your heart health. When your blood pressure is higher than it should be, it can damage your circulatory system, causing arteries to thicken and lose elasticity and forcing your heart to work harder. The higher the blood pressure, the greater the risk of heart failure, heart attack, and stroke.

WHAT IS
BLOOD PRESSURE?

Blood pressure is the force that blood exerts against the inside of artery walls. It is measured at two different points: when the heart beats (systolic) and when the heart relaxes between beats (diastolic). Blood pressure devices record these pressures in millimeters of mercury (abbreviated as mmHg), and the resulting values are written as systolic over diastolic (for example, 120/80 mmHg). Blood pressure levels are classified as:


	NORMAL, when blood pressure is less than 120/80 mmHg.

	PREHYPERTENSION, when blood pressure is slightly elevated and falls between the normal and hypertension levels.

	HYPERTENSION OR HIGH, when blood pressure is 140/90 mmHg or higher as measured on two separate occasions.



MANAGING YOUR
BLOOD PRESSURE

If you find that your blood pressure is increasing, take action to reduce it before it rises to critical levels. High blood pressure usually has no symptoms, so be proactive and keep your blood pressure managed. Here’s how:


	Have your blood pressure checked regularly (at least once a year, or more if you have high blood pressure).

	Make smart choices for a healthy diet by following the American Heart Association dietary recommendations.

	Be more physically active.

	Reach and maintain an appropriate body weight.

	Stop smoking and limit alcohol intake.

	Take blood pressure medication as prescribed, if needed.



These recommendations are the cornerstones of a heart-healthy lifestyle, and making them part of your daily life is the best long-term strategy to keep your blood pumping at healthier levels.

EATING WELL

Following the American Heart Association Dietary Recommendations

    To begin your transition to healthier, lower-sodium eating habits, become a savvy sleuth and find out where the sodium in your diet comes from. For one week, write down everything you eat and drink and keep track of the sodium in each item. (See “My Sodium Tracker”.) Look for sodium values on nutrition labels and on manufacturers’ websites; when eating out, check for nutrition information online or at the restaurant. The U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) also provides information online. (See here for more details on reading food labels.)

If you’re like most other people, as much as three-quarters of the sodium in your diet comes from the salt added during commercial processing. That fact underscores the importance of shopping smart and carefully reading nutrition facts panels, especially because similar products from different manufacturers can contain very different amounts of sodium. When you pay attention to which foods you buy, focus on unprocessed foods, and prepare meals with a minimal amount of added salt, you can significantly reduce the amount of sodium you eat. The more carefully you control the sodium in your diet, the more you are doing to lower your blood pressure or keep it from rising, protect your circulatory system, and prevent heart disease in the future.

INCLUDE A VARIETY OF
NUTRIENT-RICH FOODS

To stay healthy, your body requires a variety of foods that supply the full spectrum of nutrients, including fiber, vitamins, and minerals. The American Heart Association eating plan provides all the nutrients you need for optimal health while limiting foods that can put your health at risk. Our guidelines parallel those of the landmark DASH diet (Dietary Approaches to Stop Hypertension), developed by the National Heart, Lung, and Blood Institute. Both eating plans emphasize fruits and vegetables, fiber-rich whole grains, fat-free and low-fat dairy products, fish, lean meats and skinless poultry, legumes, and nuts and seeds.

Many studies have established that you can maintain or lower your blood pressure—even if it’s not especially high—by following a healthy eating plan. Including foods rich in potassium can also be important in lowering blood pressure because potassium blunts the effects of sodium. Among the factors that affect blood pressure levels and cardiovascular health are salt intake; the amount and type of fat, cholesterol, protein, and fiber you eat; and your intake of minerals such as potassium, calcium, and magnesium. More than the effect of individual nutrients, however, it is the overall pattern of your food choices over time that results in long-term changes in blood pressure and heart health.

    As you put together your weekly meal plans, aim to include a variety from all the following food groups. This chart shows both how many servings of each food type will offer a good nutritional balance and sample amounts that constitute reasonable portions. These shopping tips give you specifics on how to choose foods for the most nutritional payback.

VEGETABLES AND FRUITS. Eating lots of different vegetables and fruits, especially deeply colored ones, will increase the range of nutrients and health benefits these foods provide. Vegetables and fruits are high in vitamins, minerals, and fiber—and in their natural state they are low in ­calories, which can help you control your weight and therefore help lower or maintain your blood pressure.

FAT-FREE, 1% FAT, AND LOW-FAT DAIRY PRODUCTS. Choose fat-free, 1% fat, and low-fat dairy products, such as milk, yogurt, and cheeses, to get calcium, protein, and other vital nutrients but avoid the saturated fat and cholesterol found in their full-fat or 2% fat counterparts.

FIBER-RICH WHOLE-GRAIN FOODS. Unrefined whole grains are high in both soluble and insoluble fiber, as well as other important nutrients. Eating enough whole grains with fiber can reduce levels of harmful cholesterol and help you feel full, which can make it easier to attain and maintain a healthy body weight. At least half your grain servings should come from whole grains that are rich in fiber.

FISH. Research shows that eating at least two weekly servings of fish, ­preferably oily fish that contain omega-3 fatty acids (for example, salmon and trout), reduces the risk of heart disease. If you are concerned about the mercury in fish and shellfish, vary the types of fish you eat and remember that levels of mercury depend on the individual fish and the amount eaten. (For up-to-date information on mercury, visit www.USDA.org.) In most cases, the health benefits of eating fish far outweigh the risks.

LEAN MEATS AND SKINLESS POULTRY. To avoid the saturated fat and cholesterol that put your heart health at risk, choose lean and extra-lean cuts of meat and skinless poultry. These foods are excellent sources of protein, as long as you keep portions to a reasonable size. Most adults don’t need more than about 6 ounces (cooked weight) of lean poultry and meat each day. (Since meat loses about 25 percent of its weight during cooking, 4 ounces of raw meat will be about 3 ounces cooked.) Instead of thinking of meat or poultry as the main dish, consider it as a side dish. Try dividing your plate into four parts: two for vegetables and fruits, one for grains, and the fourth for a serving of meat, poultry, or other protein source, such as beans.


POTASSIUM AND BLOOD PRESSURE

Many foods in this eating plan—fruits, vegetables, fat-free and low-fat (1%) dairy products, and fish—are good natural sources of potassium, which helps maintain healthy blood pressure levels. The type of potassium found in food rather than in supplements is best for you. (See here for a list of specific foods high in this essential element.) For most adults, the recommended intake of potassium is about 4,700 milligrams per day, although this varies depending on your unique health condition and whether you are taking medications that may cause your body to retain potassium. To be sure you get the correct amount, ask your healthcare provider how much potassium is best for you and whether you should use potassium supplements.



LEGUMES, NUTS, AND SEEDS. These foods are nutrition powerhouses. Legumes, such as dried beans (although not green beans) and lentils, are good sources of meatless protein and great sources of fiber. Most nuts and seeds are nutrient dense, providing protein as well as heart-healthy unsaturated oils. They are also high in calories, however, so eat them in moderation (a small handful, or about 1½ ounces, is a serving) and without added salt.

UNSATURATED FATS. Fats are an essential part of good nutrition, and the unsaturated fats found in vegetable oils offer the most health benefit. Replace butter or stick margarine with unsaturated fats as often as possible, and use fat-free spray margarines or the light tub margarines that are lowest in saturated and trans fats. Remember, too, that all fats are high in calories, so it’s important to be aware of how much you use.

    LIMIT NUTRIENT-POOR FOODS

An appropriate balance of the nutrient-rich foods just described will give your body what it needs and keep you feeling satisfied. Eating too many nutrient-poor foods, however, just adds calories with little or no nutritional value, leaving less room for more nutritious foods. In many cases, nutrient-poor foods also contain high levels of sodium, added sugars, and harmful fats. For your overall good health, limit your intake of foods that fall into the following categories.

FOODS HIGH IN SODIUM. Although sodium is vital in maintaining the complicated balance of fluids and electrolytes in your body, it’s easy to consume more of it than you realize, especially when eating processed or restaurant foods. Get in the habit of checking the sodium content of foods you buy or eat away from home. Work toward lowering your sodium intake, starting by eating less than 2,300 milligrams per day. For the greatest health benefit, aim for less than 1,500 milligrams per day. (See here for a list of foods that are particularly high in sodium.)

HIGH-CALORIE, LOW-NUTRIENT FOODS AND ­BEVERAGES. Eating a lot of added sugars can lead to weight gain, which in turn makes developing high blood pressure more likely; being overweight and having high blood pressure both increase the risk of heart disease. “Added sugars” means sugars and syrups that are added to foods during processing, preparation, or at the table. Common sources of added sugars include regular soft drinks, fruit drinks, sweetened milk products, sweetened snacks and desserts, and candy. Limit high-calorie beverages such as sugar-sweetened sodas and fruit drinks; keep in mind that one 12-ounce can of regular soda contains about 8 teaspoons of added sugar and no nutritional value. Save high-calorie snacks and desserts for occasional treats rather than everyday choices.

FOODS HIGH IN SATURATED AND TRANS FATS. A steady diet of foods rich in saturated and trans fats raises your risk of heart disease by increasing the amount of harmful cholesterol that circulates in your bloodstream. Saturated fats come from animal-based foods, such as meat, poultry, whole-milk dairy products (cream, butter, and cheese, for example), and lard, as well as from certain tropical vegetable oils (coconut, palm, and palm kernel). Choosing lean and extra-lean cuts of meat and skinless poultry and replacing whole-fat and 2% dairy products with fat-free, 1% fat, and low-fat alternatives will help you keep your intake of saturated fat low (less than 7 percent of your total daily calories). Trans fat is found in many ­commercial food products as a result of hydrogenation, the processing that makes liquid oils more solid. Examples of these products include baked goods, fried foods, snack foods, vegetable shortening, stick margarine, and other foods made with partially hydrogenated vegetable oils. Manufacturers and restaurants are constantly reformulating their products to reduce or eliminate trans fat, however, so continue to check for updated nutrition information. Aim to eat as little trans fat as possible (less than 1 percent of your total daily calories).

FOODS HIGH IN CHOLESTEROL. Dietary cholesterol also may contribute to the level of harmful cholesterol in your blood, so aim for an intake of less than 300 milligrams each day. Remember that dietary cholesterol comes only from animal products; vegetable-based foods do not contain cholesterol. The foods that contain the most cholesterol include egg yolks, whole milk, full-fat cheese, animal fats, organ meats, and some types of shellfish, such as shrimp and crayfish.

CHOOSE WELL
WHEN DINING OUT

Americans are eating in restaurants and getting takeout meals more than ever, and the food is typically highly salted. Although watching your sodium intake can be a challenge away from home, don’t let it spoil the pleasure of dining out. Just follow the same basic principles when you decide what to order as you would at home.

Many chain restaurants now provide nutrition information for their menu items. To see how much you can decrease the sodium you are eating when you dine out, compare the sodium values for your favorite menu choices with some lower-sodium alternatives. As a rule of thumb, the less preparation a food item undergoes, the less sodium it will contain.

DINE-IN RESTAURANTS. When ordering, be as specific as you can about what you want and how you want it prepared. If possible, ask to have your dish made without salt, and get sauces and dressings on the side so you can control how much you eat. Choose foods that are grilled, steamed, or baked instead of fried, and try to avoid dishes that contain a lot of cheese or other high-sodium dairy products.

FAST FOOD. The same strategies for dine-in apply to fast-food restaurants. Reading nutrition information and educating yourself about what you are ordering is especially important for fast-food options, which are usually high in sodium, saturated fat, trans fat, cholesterol, and calories. Go online or ask in the restaurant for the nutrition information for your favorite foods. Be prepared: Make comparisons and decide in advance which are the healthiest options so you’ll know what to order even when you’re in a hurry. Remember that depending on the dressing and other ingredients you choose, salads can be as high in sodium and calories as a burger. Avoid high-sodium cheese and condiments such as ketchup, mustard, soy sauce, salad dressing, pickles, and olives. Beware of “special” sauces unless you know what they contain.

When you find yourself ordering food that you know doesn’t fit into your eating plan, think small! Portion control is an effective way to cut down on excess sodium, as well as calories, saturated and trans fats, and cholesterol. For example, have just one slice of vegetable pizza or choose a small burger with lettuce, tomato, and onion—without cheese. Split an entrée with a friend or plan to take half home. You can also compensate for high-sodium restaurant meals by choosing very low sodium foods later that day or on the next. By staying aware of what you’re eating and following a few simple rules, you’ll be able to enjoy eating out without jeopardizing your health.


FIVE EASY STEPS TO EATING WELL

To turn awareness into action, start with these simple steps.


	Introduce changes at a gradual pace. If you now eat one or two vegetables a day, try to add a serving at dinner every day for a week. The next week, add a serving at lunch as well.

	Increase the proportion of vegetables to meat in your meals. Fill your plate with lots of different vegetable dishes. Use extra vegetables in stir-fries and casseroles, and add grated vegetables to ground beef before shaping it into hamburgers and meat loaf.

	Include two or more meat-free meals each week. Replace meats with alternatives such as dried beans and other legumes, and incorporate vegetable-based meat substitutes, such as tofu and soy crumbles, into your favorite recipes.

	Replace high-sodium, high-calorie snacks with healthier choices. To make your own snacks, try the recipes in “Appetizers & Snacks”. In general, choose a variety of fruits and vegetables as well as fat-free or low-fat dairy products and fiber-rich whole-grain foods.

	Decrease the added sugars in your diet. Replace sugar-sweetened beverages, such as regular sodas and fruit drinks, with water or fat-free or low-fat (1%) milk and fruit smoothies, and use sweets as special-occasional treats.





SHOPPING SAVVY

Knowing What to Look for in the Grocery Store

One of the keys to eating well is to shop smart. Because so much of the sodium in the food supply comes from processed and prepared foods, the grocery store is really the place to start cutting back. When you’re making your selections, remember to check nutrition labels for sodium as well as calories, saturated and trans fats, and cholesterol. It’s a good idea to research online which foods are manufactured in low-sodium versions, since some are not widely available. If your store doesn’t stock the low-sodium foods you need, ask the manager to order them.

FILL YOUR CART
WITH HEALTHY FOODS

Each type of healthy food contributes in its own way to a complete and balanced diet. Knowing what to look for and how to make the best choices are important parts of being a smart shopper. Here are some helpful shopping strategies:


	Start by focusing on the foods located around the perimeter of the store—that’s usually where you’ll find the fresh produce, dairy products, seafood, poultry, and meats.

	Next, choose your grains, legumes, nuts, and oils to round our your selections.

	Finally, add some carefully chosen packaged foods and beverages.



The idea is to base the larger part of your diet on the major food groups to maximize nutritional value.

VEGETABLES AND FRUITS. Fill your shopping cart with your ­favorites, and experiment with new choices so you don’t get into a rut. When buying produce, choose deeply colored vegetables and fruits. While in the produce aisle, visualize a rainbow and choose a fruit or vegetable that represents each color to help ensure that you get a variety. Some good choices are:


	GREEN: arugula, broccoli, spinach, kiwifruit

	RED: tomatoes, red bell peppers, apples, strawberries

	YELLOW: bananas, yellow bell peppers, apples, summer squash

	ORANGE: sweet potatoes, carrots, cantaloupe

	PURPLE/BLUE: eggplant, plums, blueberries



When you’re buying frozen or canned vegetables and fruits, always read the package labels, and shop for products that are not processed with salt, added sugars, or saturated and trans fats. One-half cup of fruit juice or low-sodium vegetable juice counts as one serving, but to get the advantage of fiber, it’s best to eat the whole fruit or vegetable.

DAIRY PRODUCTS. If you use full-fat milk now, gradually transition to 2% fat milk, then to 1%, and finally to fat-free as your taste buds adjust. In addition to fat-free milk, look for fat-free and low-fat versions of yogurt, sour cream, cream cheese, half-and-half, ice cream, and many varieties of cheese, such as Cheddar, mozzarella, American, and Swiss. With the exception of buttermilk and cheese, most milk products do not contain added salt, but you should read labels as you make your choices.

FIBER-RICH WHOLE GRAINS. Look for breads, cereals, pastas, and other foods that list a whole grain as the first ingredient on the nutrition label. Breads are typically high in sodium, but products vary widely, so be sure to check the nutrition facts panels before you buy. Try different kinds of bread, such as whole or cracked wheat, whole-grain rye, and whole-grain oat. Look for “light” bread and thinner or smaller slices, which usually ­contain less sodium. Buy whole-grain crackers that are lower in sodium, such as Scandinavian-style crispbreads, instead of heavily seasoned snack crackers.

Most plain cooked cereals, rices, and pastas are good choices if you don’t add salt to the cooking water. (Remember to read nutrition labels and ingredient lists to check for added salt.) When choosing rice, try to use brown rice instead of white, which has had the nutritive germ and bran removed. Try less-familiar grains, such as quinoa, barley, amaranth, and farro. With pastas, be especially careful which sauces you add. Most manufactured spaghetti sauces are very high in sodium, so be sure to compare different products. Making your own sauce is an easy way to enjoy your favorite pastas without added salt.

Limit your use of prepared mixes and commercial baked goods, such as muffins, biscuits, rolls, cakes, and cookies. Even if they contain some whole grain, these products usually also contain significant amounts of sodium, as well as saturated fat, trans fat, cholesterol, and added sugars. Instead, bake your own healthy versions. Use the recipes in this book, or omit the salt from your favorite recipes and use these ingredient substitutions.

FISH. When choosing fish, put the emphasis on those that are high in omega-3 fatty acids. Such fish include salmon, tuna, trout, herring, and mackerel. Whether you use fresh or frozen fish, it is easy and quick to prepare (you can thaw frozen fish in a few minutes by soaking the packages in cold water). Another option is canned very low sodium albacore or light tuna packed in water. Most shellfish are high in protein and very low in ­saturated fat, but some, such as shrimp, are naturally higher in sodium and cholesterol. You can still enjoy them as part of a healthy eating plan; just remember to stay within the recommended guidelines.

POULTRY AND MEATS. Remember that skinless white-meat poultry is lower in saturated fat than the dark meat. If you buy poultry with skin, remove the skin before eating the meat. Stay away from self-basting and brined poultry because the broth used is usually high in sodium and saturated fat. Look for lean cuts of beef, such as round steak, sirloin tip, tenderloin, and extra-lean ground beef, or pork, including tenderloin, loin chops, and low-sodium center-cut ham. Whether you buy poultry, beef, or pork, be sure to discard all the fat you see. In general, canned, processed, and deli meats, such as frankfurters, sausage, corned beef, salt pork, and smoked or dried meats (including ham and bacon), are high in sodium, saturated fat, and cholesterol, so limit these foods to very occasional uses.

LEGUMES, NUTS, AND SEEDS. Legumes, such as dried beans, lentils, peas, edamame (green soybeans), and peanuts, are rich in fiber and provide plenty of protein. To take advantage of the nutritional benefits of legumes, use them as the base of meatless meals. Keep no-salt-added canned beans on hand for easy entrées and to add to side-dish soups and salads. Unsalted nuts and seeds are good sources of potassium, magnesium, fiber, and protein. Buy them to use as snacks or to add to salads or muffins, for example.

FATS AND OILS. The primary types of fat found in food are saturated and unsaturated. You can tell the difference when shopping because unsaturated fats and oils stay liquid at room temperature, whereas saturated fats, such as butter, tend to stay hard. (Trans fat results from hydrogenation, the commercial processing used to make liquid fats more solid, as in stick margarines, for example.) Heart-healthy unsaturated fats may be either polyunsaturated or monounsaturated, and most oils contain a combination of these fats in varying percentages. Canola, corn, olive, safflower, soybean, and sunflower oils are all good choices; they contain no sodium and are cholesterol free and low in saturated fat. Use these oils, nonstick cooking sprays, and light tub margarine to replace stick margarine, butter, and shortening. When buying prepared salad dressings, be sure to check labels; most commercial salad dressings contain large amounts of sodium. You can drastically cut the sodium by making your own dressings using the recipes here.

BEVERAGES AND SNACKS. When you’re thirsty, reach for water (try flavoring it with lemon, lime, or orange wedges), fat-free milk, and other unsweetened drink choices. Think of sugary sodas and other sugar-sweetened drinks as occasional treats rather than as accompaniments to a meal. Some diet soft drinks, sports and energy drinks, and mineral waters are high in sodium. Just as you check when you buy food, be sure to check the nutrition labels on beverages as well. (If you’re trying to keep your sodium intake very low, check on the sodium content of your local water supply through your town’s utility department. The level of sodium in tap water varies widely from one location to another, and in some areas the water is softened with added sodium. If your tap water is especially high in sodium, you may want to switch to low-sodium bottled water for drinking.)

When you do buy commercial snack foods, choose products with the least amount of sodium, saturated and trans fats, and empty calories from added sugars. It’s important to read labels carefully: Manufacturers are working to reformulate their products to eliminate the trans fat in partially hydrogenated oils, but in some cases the trans fat is replaced with large amounts of saturated fat. Instead, try good-for-you snacks, such as Baked Veggie Chips, air-popped popcorn, dried fruit, frozen grapes, and unsalted nuts. Ingredients are shown on packaging in order of volume, so avoid foods that list sugar, sucrose, glucose, fructose, maltose, dextrose, corn syrup, high-fructose corn syrup, concentrated fruit juice, or honey at or near the beginning of the ingredient list.

CONDIMENTS AND SEASONINGS. Many of your favorite condiments may add more sodium to your meals than you realize. Favorites such as ketchup, mustard, and, especially, soy sauce can turn low-salt foods into sodium bombs. Many of these familiar items are also available in no-salt or low-salt varieties, however. New and reformulated products come out all the time, so watch store shelves for them and check labels regularly. You can also look for no-salt-added products online, in the special-foods area of your store, or in health-food stores. The products listed below can “secretly” but significantly increase salt content, so shop for the no-salt-added or low-sodium varieties.


	Commercial soups and bouillon cubes

	Salad dressings

	Relishes and pickles

	Ketchup and mustards

	Sauces such as soy, Worcestershire, barbecue, steak, and chili

	Flavored seasoning salts



Be aware that herb and spice blends and other seasonings may contain salt. Check the ingredients to see whether “salt,” “sodium,” or any related words (such as “monosodium glutamate,” or MSG) are listed. As you might expect, any seasoning product that uses “salt” as part of the name is high in sodium; common examples are onion salt, garlic salt, and celery salt.

If you’re considering buying a salt substitute, be sure to read the labels. Many salt substitutes contain a large amount of potassium and very little sodium; most people can use them freely, but not people who have certain health conditions (kidney disease, for example) or take medications that cause the body to retain potassium. Talk with your healthcare professional about whether a salt substitute is a good option for you.

To keep sodium very low, make your own versions of the common sauces, condiments, and seasonings with these recipes. For example, foods packed in brine, such as pickles, are loaded with sodium; making your own pickles, such as Sweet Bread-and-Butter Pickles, is simple and much healthier. For brined foods that you aren’t likely to make for yourself—olives and capers are examples—limit your quantities.

READ NUTRITION INFORMATION
AND FOOD ICONS

When you buy fresh produce and other unprocessed foods, you have total control over how much fat, salt, and extra calories you add. With packaged or prepared foods, however, the only way to be sure of what you’re getting is to check the nutrition facts panel. The U.S. Food and Drug Administration (FDA) and the USDA regulate the information on the panel to help you compare products and understand what you are buying. Other organizations, including the American Heart Association, use their own icon systems to help you make decisions, and some grocery stores have introduced on-shelf labeling programs. When you see an icon or wording that signals a health claim on the front of food packaging, evaluate the nutrition facts panel and the ingredient list before you make your selections.

HOW TO READ THE NUTRITION FACTS PANEL. Pay attention to the serving size as it relates to the nutrient numbers. A container may look like it holds one serving, but the numbers on the panel may have been calculated for more. If, for example, the panel says the container holds two servings and you intend to eat the entire contents, you must double all the values given and consider how they will add to your overall intake of calories, sodium, saturated fat, trans fat, and cholesterol. Keep in mind that for a 2,000-calorie diet, 40 calories (2% or less) per serving is considered low, 100 calories (5% or less) per serving is considered moderate, and 400 calories (40%) or more per serving is considered high.

The % Daily Value column tells you the percentage of each nutrient in a single serving, in terms of the daily recommended amount. As a guide, if you want to consume less of a nutrient, such as sodium, saturated fat, trans fat, or cholesterol, choose foods with a lower % Daily Value (5% or less is considered low). If you want to consume more of a nutrient, such as fiber, look for foods with a higher % Daily Value (20% or more is considered high).
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Some foods contain added sodium compounds, which are noted in ingredient lists. Common examples include sodium alginate (used in many chocolate milks and ice creams to make a smooth mixture); sodium benzoate (used as a preservative in many condiments, such as relishes, sauces, and salad dressings); sodium hydroxide (used in food processing to soften and loosen skins of ripe olives and certain fruits and vegetables); sodium nitrite (used in cured meats and sausages); sodium propionate (used in pasteurized cheese and in some breads and cakes to inhibit the growth of molds); and sodium sulfite (used to bleach certain fruits, such as maraschino cherries and glazed or crystallized fruits, that are to be artificially colored; also used as a preservative in some dried fruits, such as prunes).



SORTING OUT SODIUM. Food labels use certain names or phrases to describe the sodium content of the food. Each has a meaning defined by the FDA and the USDA. Knowing what each means can help you make the best choice.


	“SODIUM FREE” means 5 mg sodium or less per serving.

	“VERY LOW SODIUM” means 35 mg sodium or less per serving.

	“LOW SODIUM” means 140 mg sodium or less per serving.

	“REDUCED SODIUM” means at least 25% less sodium than in the original version. (Be aware, however, that many reduced-sodium foods, such as chicken broth, soups, and soy sauce, still contain a significant amount of sodium.)

	“UNSALTED” OR “NO SALT ADDED” means no salt was added during processing. (This does not necessarily mean, however, that this product is sodium free.)



These terms refer only to sodium content; it’s important to read labels carefully since some foods that have little if any sodium may be high in saturated or trans fats, calories, or cholesterol.

AMERICAN HEART ASSOCIATION FOOD CERTIFICATION PROGRAM. The American Heart Association’s heart-check mark helps you quickly and reliably find heart-healthy foods in the grocery store. When you see the heart-check mark on food packaging, you know that the food has been certified by the association to meet our criteria for saturated fat and cholesterol. To learn more about how you can use the heart-check mark when you shop, visit www.heartcheckmark.org.
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COOKING SMART

Preparing Healthy Meals

Get started by thinking in terms of seasoning for flavor, not for the taste of salt. Experiment on your own with new combinations of spices and herbs and take advantage of low-sodium stocks, all-fruit juices, and table wines to deepen and enrich the range of flavors in your favorite dishes. Our recipes also show you how to make your own heart-healthy versions of foods and condiments that are typically high in sodium, such as soups and broths, breads, sauces, and seasonings.

KEEP THE FLAVOR
WITHOUT THE SALT

When you’re cooking at home, you’ll want to use plenty of pepper, garlic, onion, and/or lemon to give foods more distinctive flavor. Instead of onion salt, garlic salt, and celery salt, switch to onion powder, garlic powder, and celery seeds or flakes, which are all low in sodium and provide lots of impact. Replace salt with herbs and spices or a salt-free seasoning mix, or get creative and prepare your own salt-free seasoning blends.

You can also refer to Ingredient Substitutions for ideas about how to reduce the sodium and harmful fat in the recipes you love. For example, to tenderize meats, marinate them rather than using high-sodium meat tenderizer. Instead of using seasoned bread crumbs, add salt-free herbs to unseasoned bread crumbs. Make these and the following expert tips part of your kitchen repertoire to satisfy your taste buds while using less salt in your food.


	Add fresh herbs to dishes at the last minute for a more “alive” taste. In most recipes, fresh herbs provide more flavor than dried.

	Buy the best and the freshest whole spices and grind them in a spice grinder. You’ll taste a big difference compared to preground dried spices.

	If you do buy preground dried spices or herbs, purchase only small amounts. You’ll need to replenish your supply more often, but they’ll be fresher.

	Use dry mustard or no-salt-added bottled mustard instead of high-sodium bottled mustard. You can also try honey mustard, which is generally lower in sodium than other bottled mustards. Check the nutrition labels when new products appear; some are low in sodium without advertising it on the front.

	Add fresh hot chile peppers to your dishes for a little bite. (Using plastic gloves, discard the seeds and ribs before finely chopping the peppers if you like less heat.) Raw peppers are very low in sodium and have a lot more flavor than the higher-sodium pickled kind.

	Use a food processor to grate fresh horseradish, which packs more punch than the salted, bottled kind.

	Add fresh gingerroot for a lot of zing. Peel the gingerroot, then grate it using a ginger grater, microplane grater, or flat, sheet-type grater.

	Grate citrus zest, the part of the peel without the bitter white pith, with either a microplane grater or a flat, sheet-type grater. You can also remove the zest with a vegetable peeler and cut it into thin strips.

	Try sprinkling vinegar or citrus juice on foods to enhance flavor, but add it at the last minute. Vinegar is wonderful on vegetables such as greens; citrus juice, on fruits such as cantaloupe.

	Stay away from cooking wines and sherries; they are very high in sodium. Although you don’t need to use an expensive selection, the wine you cook with should taste good enough to drink.

	Fill a salt or pepper shaker with a combination of finely ground dried herbs and spices to use instead of salt, or buy salt-free herb blends.

	Some vegetables and fruits, such as mushrooms, tomatoes, chiles, cherries, cranberries, and currants, impart a more intense flavor when dried than when fresh. When you reconstitute them, the soaking liquid will give you a bonus of natural “broth” to work with.

	Dry-roast seeds, nuts, and whole spices to bring out their full flavor. See the Cook’s Tip for instructions.



USE HEART-HEALTHY
COOKING TECHNIQUES

All cooking methods are not created equal: Some are better than others for preserving basic nutrients and keeping added fat and sodium to a minimum. Try to avoid methods that add fat or allow food to cook in its own fat, such as deep-fat frying or pan frying. Instead, use the following techniques to enhance flavor and help protect your heart.

BRAISING OR STEWING. Both of these slow-cooking methods are good ways to tenderize tougher cuts of meat. They both involve covering and cooking food in liquid. To braise food, add only a small amount of liquid to the pot. To stew, add enough liquid to cover the ingredients. Because fat cooks out of the meat into the liquid, prepare your recipe a day ahead, if possible. Refrigerate the dish so you can then easily remove the chilled fat before reheating the food. Braising and stewing are also excellent ways to cook vegetables and fruit.

GRILLING OR BROILING. Grilling (cooking over direct heat) and broiling (cooking under direct heat) allow the fat to drip away from food as it cooks. These methods are best for foods that cook quickly, such as steaks, chicken pieces, seafood, and vegetables. For extra flavor, marinate food before putting it on the grill or under the broiler and baste during the cooking process. (For food safety, be sure to clean basting brushes between steps to prevent transferring bacteria from raw meat.)

MICROWAVE COOKING. Microwaving is a fast, easy method that keeps food moist as it cooks. Because microwaving does not cause the liquid in food to evaporate, you need no added fat or oil to prevent sticking. Microwaving is particularly useful for foods that cook well in moist heat, such as fish, poultry, vegetables, and soups. To convert regular recipes for microwaving, try cutting the cooking time to one-fourth or one-third; test the food and continue cooking for short periods until it reaches the desired doneness. Microwaves vary in power, so follow your manufacturer’s timing instructions. If you are adapting a recipe for the microwave, remember to reduce the liquid used by about one-third and to keep food pieces similar in size so they will cook evenly.

POACHING. To poach a food, typically chicken or fish, immerse it in a pan of just-simmering liquid on top of the stove. Liquids commonly used include wine, water, and fat-free, low-sodium broths. After you poach the food, remove it and, if using a cooking liquid other than water, rapidly boil the liquid to reduce it to a sauce.

SLOW COOKING. Slow cookers can make it easy to have a home-cooked dinner waiting at the end of a busy day. Be sure to layer the ingredients as the recipe directs, because foods cook faster at the bottom of the cooker. Cover the cooker and cook on low or high, as directed. Unless the recipe says otherwise, it’s best not to uncover or stir the contents while they cook because you’ll let out heat and moisture.

STEAMING. Steam food by placing it in a steamer basket over simmering water in a tightly covered saucepan or skillet. Especially good for vegetables, steaming leaves the natural flavor, color, and nutritional value of food intact. Any food that can be simmered or boiled can be steamed. Try adding herbs to the water or using low-sodium broth, wine, or fruit juice instead of water to add even more flavor to the finished dish.

STIR-FRYING. The high temperature and the constant movement of stir-frying in a small amount of hot oil preserves the color and crispness of vegetables and seals in the juices of meats, poultry, and seafood as they cook. Traditionally, stir-frying is done in a wok with sloping sides, but a large skillet will also work well. Take the time to prep ingredients and measure out sauces before you start to cook, because stir-frying goes quickly once begun. Many stir-fry recipes call for soy sauce, which is usually very high in sodium. Read labels and choose the lowest-sodium version available.

ROASTING AND BAKING. Roasting and baking use dry heat to cook foods. For roasting poultry and meats, trim and discard all visible fat and place the food on a rack; that will keep the food from sitting in fat drippings while it cooks. Baste with low-sodium, fat-free liquids, such as broth, wine, no-salt-added tomato juice, or fresh lemon juice, to keep the food moist. Test for doneness with an instant-read thermometer inserted into the thickest part of the meat but not touching bone. Because roasting caramelizes their natural sugars, it is also excellent for cooking many types of vegetables. For baking, which usually uses lower temperatures than roasting, you don’t need a rack. Follow the recipe directions for whether to cover the pot. ­Poultry, seafood, and meat dishes can be baked in covered cookware with a little liquid to add flavor and keep food moist; casseroles, breads, and many desserts also call for baking.

HEART-HEALTHY
COOKING TIPS

Use these techniques to cut back on calories, saturated fat, and cholesterol—as well as sodium.


	Always use the lowest-sodium products available. These may be labeled “sodium-free,” “salt-free,” “no-salt-added,” “very-low sodium,” or “low-sodium.” The difference between these products and their “regular” counterparts can be very significant.

	Use a nonstick skillet so you can cook foods with a minimum of oil, or use cooking spray. (Check the warranty information from your cookware’s manufacturer. Some recommend against using cooking spray on nonstick surfaces.)

	Trim away and discard all visible fat from meat before cooking. For poultry, remove the fat and skin, except when roasting whole poultry. (Discard the cooked skin before eating the poultry.) Raw skin will be easier to remove if you use paper towels or a clean cloth to take hold of it. To help prevent the spread of bacteria, scrub the cutting surface and utensils well with hot, sudsy water after preparing meat or poultry.

	After you roast meat or poultry, chill the drippings in the refrigerator. Once the drippings are cooled, the fat will rise to the top and harden. You can then remove it easily and save the liquid to use in stews, sauces, and soups.

	Use more fruit and vegetables in unexpected places. Try adding chopped broccoli as a “hidden” layer in your next lasagna, or include shredded zucchini in meat loaf, pumpkin in this weekend’s batch of pancakes, or berries or orange wedges in tonight’s green salad. Be creative! Adding finely chopped vegetables is also a great way to stretch ground poultry or meat to feed more people.

	Try using fat-free, low-sodium broth instead of water to cook rice and other grains for richer flavor.

	Seal in natural juices by wrapping foods in aluminum foil or cooking parchment before cooking. Or try wrapping foods in edible pouches made of large steamed lettuce or cabbage leaves and baking them with the seam side down.

	Make your own salad dressing so you can control the amounts of sodium and calories on your greens. Prepare enough to keep on hand in the refrigerator for the same convenience you get from commercial bottled dressings.



LIVING HEALTHY

Following the American Heart Association Lifestyle Recommendations

In addition to following a heart-healthy eating plan, making wise lifestyle choices is essential to good health. It’s always important to stay physically active, maintain a healthy weight, and eliminate the habits that put your heart at risk, especially if you are concerned about your blood pressure.

MAKE PHYSICAL ACTIVITY
PART OF YOUR ROUTINE

Being physically active is crucial to maintaining your weight, energy, and overall health, and the lasting benefits are huge. Exercising daily can prevent blood pressure from rising as you get older. If you already have high blood pressure, being physically active will help lower it, increase the effectiveness of blood pressure medications, and decrease your risk for heart disease and stroke.

Aerobic exercises, such as brisk walking, jogging, swimming, and biking, directly benefit your heart. You should aim for at least 150 minutes (2 hours and 30 minutes) of moderate-intensity, or 75 minutes (1 hour and 15 minutes) of vigorous-intensity, aerobic exercise each week. Moderate-intensity activities increase your heart rate to the point that you are able to talk but not sing while you are exercising. At vigorous intensity, you should not be able to say more than a few words without needing to catch your breath. You can combine activities at different intensities, and you can also break your workout time into sessions of 10 minutes or more, spread out through the week, to reach an equivalent total. Twice a week or more, you should also include moderate- or high-intensity muscle-strengthening activities that involve all the major muscle groups.

REACH AND MAINTAIN
A HEALTHY WEIGHT

Being overweight or obese is a major risk factor for diabetes and cardiovascular disease, especially high blood pressure. People who are overweight or obese are much more likely to have high blood pressure than those at a healthy weight. When you are overweight or obese, your body needs more energy to carry more weight. To provide that energy, your heart must work harder. Over time, the heavier workload causes the heart to enlarge and weaken.

If you are overweight or obese, losing weight can help you lower your blood pressure and blood cholesterol levels. For many overweight people, losing just 10 percent of their body weight can reduce blood pressure or prevent high blood pressure. Although the American Heart Association dietary recommendations are not intended as a weight-loss plan, they emphasize nutritious foods such as fruits and vegetables that are low in calories and fiber-rich whole grains that can help you feel full. Despite the claims of fad diets, the key to losing weight is logical and simple: eat fewer calories and increase your level of physical activity. To start an effective weight-loss program, you need to know your recommended calorie intake. Compare that with the number of calories you are actually eating and the number of calories you are burning through physical activity to see how much you need to cut back. (For more information on determining your calorie intake and healthy weight loss, visit www.heart.org.)

A gradual weight loss of about 1 to 2 pounds per week is best. It’s a safe approach, and if you stick to that goal, you’ll be more likely to keep the pounds off for the long term. To cut calories, add a routine of aerobic physical activity and eat smaller portions, substitute lower-calorie foods for high-calorie ones, follow a set weight-loss diet plan, or combine all these techniques. Talk with your healthcare provider to decide which approach is best for you.

STOP SMOKING AND
LIMIT ALCOHOL INTAKE

Smoking increases blood pressure, decreases your ability to exercise, and increases the tendency of blood to clot. If you smoke now, find a way to quit. Family and friends, support groups, and your healthcare professional can help you find a program that will work for you. Regardless of how long you have been a smoker, your risk of heart disease and stroke will begin to drop dramatically as soon as you beat the habit.

Although some studies have shown health benefits from drinking moderate amounts of alcohol, research also consistently shows that people who drink more than moderate levels tend to develop high blood pressure. Alcohol is a major source of calories and can contribute to weight gain, which in turn can further increase blood pressure. A moderate amount means no more than two drinks per day for a man and no more than one drink per day for a woman. One drink is 12 ounces of beer, 4 ounces of wine, or 1½ ounces of 80-proof hard liquor. If you don’t drink alcohol now, don’t start; if you drink more than is considered moderate, find ways to cut back.
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