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The oil-rich Mediterranean diet is widely recognised as being healthy. But which of the fatty liquid

Olive oil has for thousands of years been the most important

ingredient in Greek cuisine.

the Mediterranean diet is re-
nowned for both the quantity
nd quality of its oils. But
the subject is enormous and one is
always reminded, by 0dd remarks
one fears, that there is much more
that people should know about.

Lets start with the most commmon
of virgin and refined olive ofls.

Virgin oils are basically unre-
fined oils that have undergone the
least possible processing. This is
often indicated by a dark sediment
that collects at the bottom of the
container. The sediment need not
be filtered out, as it contains Vita-
min E and other healthy ingredi-
ents. But these dark remnants are
likely to burn and smoke at lower
temperatures than the rest of the
oil. Use virgin oils for salads,
saices that require no excessive
heating, or for adding to a dish af-
ter cooking, but not for frying.
Keep the oil in a dark bottle o
place, fo prevent it from going
rancid quickly,

Refined oils are processed oils,
usually less expesive than virgin
oils; which withstand heating and
frying well This is especially true
of olive oils, low in polyunsaturat-
ed fats. But ake the precaution o
filter these oils between uses, to
climinate (among other things)
burned proteins that will invaria-
bly turn to acrolein, a distinctly
carcinogenic substance. Change

“although the Greeks are still the biggest olive oil consumers in the
world, Greece is one country where olive oil consumption is falling,
while at the came time risine in iust about every other country”

your frying oil often and do not use
the same oil for more than three
frying sessions.

Comn (maize) oil is an inexpensive
oil in widespread use. It contains
about 35 per cent mono-unsaturated
fats (M), 13 per cent saturated (S)
and a high 50 per cent polyunsatu-
rated fats (P), making it a poor
choice for frying, despite claims to
the contrary. Use sparingly.

Cotton seed oil. As may be ex-
pected, this oil is a by-product of|
the textile industry. The proc-
essed oil is widely used in com-
‘mercial food products, and is
one of the principal ingredients
in “vegetable oils” and “cooking
oils,” particularly so in North
America. This oil consists of
‘about 30 per cent M, 25 per cent
S, but 45 per cent P, which also
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s should you be indulging in, and which are better avoided? NKEE compiled this report.

makes it unfit for frying.

Olive oil is the traditional oil of
tae Mediterrancan dict, and by all
accounts the healthiest one can
consume, since it contains about
70 per cent M, 14 per cent § and
11 per cent P. Do not be misled by
commercial propaganda that “sced
oils are lighter,” implying fower
calories. The fact is that absolute-
ly all ils and fats have the same.

calories, namely 9 calories per
gram. Choose your oil for its taste
and aroma, its texture and colour,
its frying characteristics, and cer-
tainly for its health benefits, but
don’t choose it for its calori

Safflower oilis an ol rich in Vi-
tamin E. and a good choice for
salad dressings and similar uses.
But its high content of P (72 per
cent), most of which is linoleic

acid (75 per cent), make this an oil
that should not be used for frying.
Use sparingly.

Soya oil. Another of the oils in
‘widespread use, soya bean oil is
inexpensive and is lack of a par-
ticular flavour or aroma make it
suitable for many uses. It consists
0f23 per cent M, 15 per cent S,
and a high 57 per cent P, limiting

its suitability for frying,
Sunflower oil. The refined oil

has a light texture and neutral col-
our that renders it appropriate for
salads and not overly heated sauc-
es. But just like safflower, rape-
sced, cottonseed, and other sced
oils,its high P content (63 per
cent) makes it unfit for frying.

Generally, use seed oils high in
polyunsaturated fats with modera-

tion, since these oils are new
foods for us, and  high consump-
tion level goes against the “in-
structions” of our genes. And do
notuse such oils atall for frying
or such ofher high-temperatire
uses, because as the temperature
of frying goes up, the production
of trans-fatty acids grows at an ex-
‘ponential rate. And these fatty ac-
ids are (0 be avoided at all costs.
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DURING the st few years the
Mediterrenean diet has ceased to
be the regional food patiern
of a specific region. It be-

‘come a cliche nowadays, that
you are bound to read in any se-

ious discussion of the Mediter-
ranean dict. But few persons re-

1

hat this was first done to

distinguish it from another triad

came an international affair,
attaining first chic, then the |
status of a regular fad, the
distinction of a pyramid, for
some people a passing fan-
¢y, and finally the object of
scientific studies, large in-
ternational congresses, and
clinical intervention trials.
Somewhere along the way, a
few things were forgotten.
‘The traditional Mediterra-
nean diet goes back fo an-
tiquity and has been often
deseribed as the food cul-
ture ceatred around the
plant triad, wheat, vine and
olive, or the principal food-
Stuffs produced from them,
that is, wheat products, wine
and olive oil. This has be-

il

of foodstuffs. namely barley,
beer and seed oils, which
were the contemporary sta-
ples of the Near East.

‘The food triads served the
useful purpose of allowing
archacologists, historians and
other scholars to distinguish
1o ancient civilisations
based on two different food
cultures. To that exteat, both
definition and distinction arc
certainly valid. Nutritionally,
however, this is oversimpli-
fied and Somewhat misiead-
ing.

The distinction was not
meant to define, and much
oss to enumerate the differ-
ent kinds oF foodstuffs used.
Ietalone to deseribe the vari-
ation that existed from place
to place.

So, other ancient peoples out-
side the Mediterranean Basin
used wheat and wine, as for ex-
ample the Persians. The large
majority of Greeks and Romans
ate also barley, and at certain pe-
riods of their past this grain was
the principal staple. Even if we
1y 10 use olive oil as a diagnos-
i feature, s itis often done,
occasionally it falis short by de-
faulr.

Thus the ancient Thracians and
some Macedonians used animal
fat and butter instead of olive
oil, because the olive tree did
not grow well in their lands, and
even though some of these are
right beside the Mediterrancan
Sea. The obvious may require
some elaboration.

Today, when we speak of the
Mediterrancan diet, we usually
understand a dietary regimen
consisting of: a variety of cereal
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and pasta; olive oil as the princ
pal fat a large variety of fresh
vegetables and fruits; a selection.
of legumes or pulses: dairy prod-
ucts often as yoghurt or cheese,
mainly from goats and sheep; oc-
casional meat, mostly Jamb, goat
or fowl; frequent fish, especially.
fatty varieties; moderate wine &5
2 frequent accompaniment of
meals

There are several food pyra-
mids and a plethora of articles on
the subject illustrating various
aspects of this diet, characterised
by a high level of vegetable pro-
teins, unsaturated fats, vegetable
fibres, and a modest quantity of
alcohol usually in the form of
wine. Of course, some of the
items listed above have changed
radically during the last two dec-
ades. Now the French and the.
Greeks are the biggest meat-eat-
ers of Europe, hardly a Mediter-
ranean diet qualification. And al-
though the Greeks are stil the
biggest ofive oil consumers in
the world, Greece is one country
‘where olive oil consumption is
falling, while at the same time.
cising in just about every other

country.

“This dietary koine (common
regimen) of the peoples living
around this ereat inland sea,
has scientifically proven ben-
efits for health. These have
been determined by lower
rates of chronic degencrative
disease, average life expect-
ancy at middle age, and clini-
cal tests where this diet
proved itself more effective
in curbing the re-occurrence
of heart attacks than the pru-
dent diet of the American
Health Association. It is con-
ceivably one powerful coun-
termeasure against the bleak
statistical health forecast for
the 215t century, released by
the European Union. Namely
that: more than haif a billion
people will develop diabetes
in their lfetime; one in three
people will develop cancer:
55 percent of EU citizens will
die from diseases caused by.
clogged arteries.
It is therefore alarming to
report that the Mediterranean
s being assaulted by an
‘enormous variety of modern

foods, which are summarily de-
scribed as processed foods, pre-

Acsording to mythology, the god-
dess Athena caused the ofive tree to
Spring up s that she could win the
favour of the inhabitants of Acropo-
lis. Hence, the Acropolis is always
depicted with an ancient olive tree

pared foods, genetically modi-
fied foods, fast foods, junk

foods, and ofher garbage foods
that do not even invite the allo-
cation of a label. A quick half-
four of the Mediterranean by a
concerned nutritionist, reads
like a recipe for acute depres-
sion. To wit

In Tunisia polished rice con-
sumption is increasing faster
than soft or hard wheat, while
that of butter in the rural areas
s rising faster than olive oil;
and so s the consumption of
dried as against green vegeta-
bles. In Egyptian rural areas
bread is often made from mixed
wheat and maize flour,
The consumption af frozen and
canned animal proteins is rising
in the urban areas, while pol-
ished rice is now e staple food
ofthe Nile Delta, in contrast to
Upper Egypt. In Lebanon, 4 te-
view of food consumption trends

shows that traditional diets are

erading. being replaced mainly

by high-fat fast foods. gpecially
g the members

Yaunger gengration

Greece was already reviewed

abave, and the picture of the
younger gencration is no better
than in Lebanon. For Italy, Ancel
Keys, a famous nutritionist and a
pioneer in work linking diet aud
heart disease, recently wrote:
“Whereas Htalian restaurants brag
about the healthy Mediterrancan
diet, they serve a travesty of it.*
True, but it may be unfair o sin-
le out Italian restaurants; most
other restaurants in the countries
around the Mediterranean serve.
equally bogus healthy meals
very similar to the Italian “tray-
esties.”

Clearly the Mediterraneau diet
is an endangered species.

Sometimes, we may feel confi-
dent it will survive the junky on-
slaught. At ofher times. the frigat-
ning thought oceurs that it may
be preserved, only among groups
of well-meaning yuppie food fad-
dists. But then again we may be
prejudiced. We happen (o think
that the Mediterrancan dict is not
just another food fad but some-
thing of areater value capable of
ing dictary needs with re-
sponsibility and positive effects
for those who espouse its virtues.











