
[image: cover]




Praise for The Smart Mediterranean Diet Cookbook

“It’s one thing to understand the science behind nutrients and brain health, but it’s another thing to prepare meals based on that knowledge. Thankfully, The Smart Mediterranean Diet Cookbook gives you all the tools you need to make this way of eating quick, easy, and delicious! Each recipe uses ingredients that contain key nutrients necessary for optimizing cognition and mood, as well as important anti-inflammatory compounds that are vital for not only brain health, but overall health and disease prevention. To top it off, the recipes are simple and family friendly. This cookbook is a winner all the way around!”

CAROLYN WILLIAMS, PHD, RD, anti-inflammatory expert, author of Meals That Heal and Meals That Heal One Pot, cohost of The Happy Eating Podcast, and James Beard Journalism Award winner

“As research continues to show that what’s good for heart health is also good for brain health, The Smart Mediterranean Diet Cookbook shares tasty tips, tools, and recipes to bring the Mediterranean flavors and health benefits to your own table. Deanna and Serena have delivered, once again, on the delicious and nutritious ways we can enjoy our food with health in mind.”

MELISSA JOY DOBBINS, MS, RDN, CDCES, award-winning dietitian and diabetes educator, and host of the Sound Bites® Podcast

“As a practicing neurologist, I understand and observe daily the benefits of a healthy diet on brain function, as well as the consequences of poor nutrition. The Mediterranean diet contains a good balance of the many nutrients that we know are important to maintain this health. I encourage all my patients to maintain this type of good nutrition and this book is a great place to start.”

DANIEL MATTSON, MD, neurologist at SSM Health Medical Group in St. Louis
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INTRODUCTION

What would you think if your doctor wrote you a prescription for a seafood dinner? While it might seem funny to imagine, for many, this is already happening.

Physicians and psychiatrists know that medications can vary in their effectiveness for different individuals, but seafood can help nearly everyone. Its powerful omega-3 fatty acids, selenium, potassium, B vitamins, and other nutrients boost brain health, including (and especially!) mental health—which is why one of the first things many brain health doctors now recommend is to eat seafood often. These and other powerful eating strategies are what make up what we call the “smart” Mediterranean diet lifestyle.

This book will help you seamlessly incorporate this smart lifestyle into your own. The research on the brain benefits of the Mediterranean diet is clear. People who live in Mediterranean regions and more closely follow the Mediterranean diet tend to have a reduced risk for dementia and cognitive decline and fewer psychiatric problems. It also makes sense that this diet, originally linked to heart health, is also good for the brain, as healthy blood vessels that keep blood flowing to the brain reduce the risk of stroke and vascular dementia.

In this book, we’ve boiled down the large body of neuro-scientific research and used that guidance to create crave-worthy recipes to help keep your brain nourished and sharp for a long life. Start today. Your brain—and the rest of your body!—will benefit, perhaps even immediately. Let this cookbook guide you in learning how simple it can be to cook and eat with your brain in mind!
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The SMART MEDITERRANEAN WAY

The term “Mediterranean diet” started to be used in the 1960s after nutrition researchers found that working-class communities in Greece and Italy had a low incidence of heart disease, but it has evolved to encompass the similar eating patterns found in the lands surrounding the entire Mediterranean Sea. (And of course, the lifestyle itself goes back centuries!) There are over 20 countries bordering the Mediterranean Sea: Algeria, Tunisia, Libya, Egypt, Palestine, Israel, Lebanon, Syria, Turkey, Cyprus, Greece, Albania, Montenegro, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Croatia, Slovenia, Italy, Malta, France, Monaco, Spain, and Morocco. Specific dishes, spices, and the local ingredients vary greatly from Croatia to Tunisia and from Morocco to Turkey, but all around the coastline, there are similarities in eating patterns that have come to be defined as the Mediterranean (Med) diet.

This eating pattern is primarily based on plants—fresh and local, frozen, or canned. Common ingredients include olive oil as the main fat, whole grains, beans and legumes, nuts and seeds, fruits, vegetables, seafood a few times a week, fermented dairy foods like yogurt and cheese, eggs along with some poultry and meat, and infrequent sweets. Water and wine (for those who drink alcohol) are the main beverages. In many of these countries, we’ve seen how folks sit around the table to eat in a slow-paced and convivial fashion. Yes, even this style of eating together with others has been shown to improve mental health. Try to eat a congenial meal with family or a coworker (or a former stranger/new friend at a common restaurant table) at least once a day!

Brain health research has exploded in recent years, and scientists and medical professionals are discovering how important the Med diet is for defending and even improving cognitive and mental health.


THE MEDITERRANEAN DIET is bountiful in antioxidant-rich foods, including resveratrol in grapes and wine, lycopene in canned tomatoes, carotenoids in fresh herbs and orange vegetables, capsaicin in spicy peppers, curcuminoids in turmeric, flavones in extra-virgin olive oil, chlorogenic acid in coffee, and many others. Foods containing antioxidants protect the brain from wear and tear, fighting free radicals caused by inflammation that damage brain cells. Antioxidants can also form a layer of protection around healthy brain cells, shielding them from damaging components in the body and in the environment.



EATING MED for YOUR BRAIN

Eating according to the Mediterranean diet may help preserve our brain health as we age. When we talk about brain health, most often we’re talking about preserving our memory and living free from dementia (defined as a loss of cognitive and physical function that interferes with daily activities). It’s estimated that about 1 in 7 people in the US age 71 and older have some form of dementia; among people age 85 and up, the number jumps to half.

Two of the most common causes of dementia are Alzheimer’s disease and vascular dementia, or damage to blood vessels that restrict blood flow to the brain. Inflammation in the brain may also play a role. Acute or short-term inflammation can be a good thing; for example, if we cut our finger, the resulting inflammation in the area is temporary and stimulates the immune system to fight infection. However, chronic inflammation, due to age, lack of exercise, and other stressors, is a big risk factor for most chronic diseases, including heart disease, cancer, diabetes, and brain disorders. With Alzheimer’s, inflammation in the brain can lead to the buildup of certain proteins, which block the signals between neurons and other communication pathways. Inflammation can also cause the death of brain cells.

However, these changes happen gradually over many years. And, happily, some of them can be slowed or prevented through lifestyle—which is where the Mediterranean diet may help.

Eating according to the Mediterranean diet lifestyle has benefits for memory and cognition. Researchers in a Journal of the American Geriatrics Society study observed that Americans in their 60s and 70s who followed a mainly Mediterranean-style diet (eating primarily whole grains, fruits, vegetables, potatoes, legumes, fish, and olive oil) had a 35 percent decrease in risk of cognitive impairment, specifically in long-term and short-term memory and attention.

In a clinical study in the Journal of the American Medical Association, researchers conducted a clinical study to determine if people who ate according to the Mediterranean diet (or a lower-fat diet) could decrease cognitive decline. Around 330 people completed the trial, and those eating the Med diet—including increasing their consumption of extra-virgin olive oil or nuts—improved their cognitive function, including scores in memory and executive function (planning, focusing).

Forgetting things as we get older may seem like an unavoidable part of aging, but eating according to the Mediterranean diet may help improve memory. Antioxidants are key (see the box opposite), but so are healthy fats, which are brain food. Beyond fish and olive oil, Med diet foods rich in good fats include walnuts (rich in oleic acid), which can improve memory and brain synapse transmission. Strong memory and brain function are not the only features of a healthy brain. Your mental health matters, too.

MIND versus MED

You may have heard of the MIND diet and its link to slowing cognitive decline in healthy older adults. Debuting in 2015, the MIND diet is partially based on the Mediterranean diet; the name stands for Mediterranean-DASH Intervention for Neurodegenerative Delay, where DASH refers to the Dietary Approaches to Stop Hypertension diet. Researchers at Rush University followed over 900 older adults and found that those who most closely followed the MIND diet had a 53 percent lower risk of Alzheimer’s, while those who most closely followed the Mediterranean diet reduced their risk by 54 percent.

So, since the Mediterranean diet is part of MIND, what’s the difference? There are several. The Mediterranean diet generally includes more fatty fish than does the MIND diet. Research has found a link between eating fish and better mental health (see page 18), and we stand by that. The same is true for eggs, which contain the important nutrients choline and lutein. These nutrients are critical for the brain, but eggs are not encouraged in the MIND diet. The MIND diet does recommend eating beans and lentils every other day (which is a great idea!). But in general, the MIND diet, which limits some fruits and vegetables, is more restrictive than the Mediterranean diet.

The standard Mediterranean diet does not focus on berry consumption as much as the MIND diet does. The research on berries with regard to cognitive health is also strong, so we would encourage you to include lots of berries weekly, fresh or frozen or dried—see page 17 for more. And lastly, the research on the MIND diet is focused on older adults, but we think the benefits of the Mediterranean diet should extend to the whole family!

EATING MED for YOUR MOOD

The Mediterranean diet has also been linked to a reduced likelihood of depression in adults. In one 2013 meta-analysis, a higher adherence to the Mediterranean diet was associated with a 30 percent reduced risk for depression. And in a randomized controlled study (the SMILES trial), scientists concluded that a Mediterranean-style diet (including 3 tablespoons of olive oil daily) may be an effective treatment strategy that is accessible to almost everyone—even those unwilling/unable to take medications—for managing major depression.

People with anxiety disorders often have low blood levels of omega-3 fats, so eating more walnuts, flaxseed, and especially fish may help. The Mediterranean diet can even help children, teens, and young adults. Researchers in Australia found that after only 3 weeks of eating a Mediterranean diet, 76 college students prone to depression experienced decreased symptoms of anxiety. In a research review, scientists analyzed 119 papers and found that this diet can be a good prevention strategy, and an effective supportive treatment for anxiety disorders and depression for children and teens. A trial in Spanish children found that better adherence to the Mediterranean diet—marked by fruits, vegetables, pulses more than once weekly, and olive oil consumption—was linked to reduced risk of depression, better physical health, and other quality of life measures.

The diet has also been explored as a treatment for obsessive-compulsive disorder (OCD) and bipolar disorder. Low levels of vitamin B12 and vitamin D, along with high levels of the amino acid homocysteine, may play a role in the development of OCD. In animal studies, probiotics have decreased OCD-like behavior. People suffering from bipolar disorder had improved mood and energy and less irritability with a diet high in omega-3 fats and lower in omega-6 fats than on a control diet. A healthy diet similar to the Mediterranean diet, which is rich in vitamin B12, vitamin D, omega-3 fats, and probiotics could help with these mental disorders.

EATING MED for WHOLE-BODY WELLNESS

Of course, the studies have been stacking up for decades, and the Mediterranean lifestyle has been linked to more than brain health. As we mentioned, the Mediterranean diet has long been associated with lower risk of cardiovascular diseases; more recently, it has also been linked to lower rates of arthritis, asthma, cancer, and diabetes. Studies also show that people who follow a Mediterranean lifestyle overall have lower blood pressure, lower blood lipids, and a lower weight. As a result, health professionals for decades have encouraged people to adopt a Mediterranean lifestyle…and now with the positive ties to brain and mental health, there are still more reasons.

Whether a health care professional suggested you follow the Mediterranean diet or you’ve decided on your own to eat for wellness, we are honored to help. We’re registered dietitians, and we’ll help you learn more about eating for health and good taste for the whole body, for you and your loved ones.

So, how can you follow the Mediterranean lifestyle and eat with brain and mental health in mind? Luckily, they are basically the same diet! And the rest of this book will help make it easy for you.

EATING SMART

To make it easier to incorporate the Med diet into your daily lifestyle, we came up with a shopping list of smart ingredients. These are the principal recommended foods supported by years of data. They are not a guarantee of brain health, because everyone comes with their own set of unique variables. But this list may help us make the most of our minds and moods so we can share as many memories as possible with loved ones—even memories of meals from this book! After all, sharing meals with friends and family in a spirit of conviviality or friendliness is the Mediterranean way—and we can all raise a glass to that.

Fill Your Smart Cart with:

[image: ] Spices, herbs, and seeds

[image: ] Extra-virgin olive oil

[image: ] Coffee

[image: ] Berries (fresh, dried, and frozen)

[image: ] Fiber-rich and probiotic foods

[image: ] Fish and shellfish

Eat spices, herbs, and seeds daily

Spices, herbs, and seeds lend flavors and textures that make dishes memorable. These ingredients are derived from plants—dried berries, seeds, bark, roots, flowers, and buds. Think of cinnamon bark, whole chiles, dried peppercorn berries, cumin seeds, ginger root, caper flower buds, and cilantro leaves and stems. Plants contain bioactive phytochemicals with antioxidant and anti-inflammatory properties, which help protect the plant from insects and disease and are often still present in the spices we buy at the market. For different reasons, these bioactive components can also protect our health. You may have heard of free radicals, which are unstable molecules that cause damaging chemical reactions in the body. The bioactive components in many spices help stabilize those free radicals and neutralize their damaging effects.

To preserve maximum antioxidant content, flavor, and aroma, we suggest buying some spices—like nutmeg, coriander, caraway, and cumin—in their whole, not ground, form. Smaller, softer seeds, like cumin and caraway, can be used whole in recipes. You can also grind them yourself in a mortar and pestle or an electric spice grinder (peppercorns) or grate with a Microplane (whole nutmeg). When they are ground and then stored, spices and seeds can oxidize (losing antioxidant potential) and lose aroma. That said, the spices we use daily, like cinnamon and cumin, we also buy ground for convenience. (If spices have lost their aroma, simply use more in a recipe.)
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Here’s just a sprinkling of the beneficial advantages that these flavorings offer.

Seeds and dried berries. Because seeds contain all the important nutrients and components needed to begin the life of a new plant, they are loaded with fiber, monounsaturated fats, protein, antioxidants, and more. Seeds, especially coriander, cumin, and black pepper, are potent sources of plant antioxidants.

Whole sesame seeds add a slightly sweet nuttiness to many of our recipes, and so does tahini (sesame seed paste), which is popular in Middle Eastern recipes. Researchers conducting animal tests using sesamol, the active ingredient in sesame seeds, found improvements in behavioral memory tests and in some cognitive impairments, potentially from reduced brain plaque.

Black, white, and green peppercorns are actually dried berries. Serena tasted a type of bright red peppercorn berries in Hawaii where they grow on vines (they tasted peppery and fruity!). These red peppercorns dry up, lose their outer hull, and become black peppercorns. Daily use of lots of fresh ground black pepper is an easy way to add a sprinkling of more antioxidants, so add a pepper grinder to your kitchen if you don’t have one already.

Roots and bark. Turmeric and ginger are both rhizomes, which are a type of edible plant root. Both have powerful anti-inflammatory components. Turmeric contains curcumin, which can reduce and even correct oxidative stress, the imbalance of free radicals in the body. Some research (both animal and epidemiological studies) on turmeric has shown promise for combating Alzheimer’s. Turmeric may even help antidepressants work better, though studies on this have found inconsistent results.

Ginger is also anti-inflammatory and protective for the brain. In animal studies, ginger has been found to help protect against age-related cognitive decline and Alzheimer’s-like changes in behavior. A high dose of ginger extract was shown to help middle-aged women do better on tests of reaction time and working memory. Now, our recipes don’t contain this high dose of ginger, but the point is that eating a diet rich in many antioxidants means the body is continuously armed with a variety of free radical–fighting weapons.

Cinnamon is made from the inner bark of cinnamon trees and is high in the formidable bioactive cinnamaldehyde. This component may help protect against some of the changes in brain structure that occur with neurodegenerative diseases like Parkinson’s and Alzheimer’s, although more research is needed.

Chile peppers. Chile peppers are actually fruits, and the capsaicin content of hot chile peppers makes them potent protectors of brain health. Some researchers have even suggested that people at risk for Alzheimer’s disease should supplement with capsaicin daily in order to potentially stave off some of the effects of the disease. In animal studies, capsaicin has reduced the blood levels of certain Alzheimer’s markers and even reversed cognitive decline. In a clinical study involving people over 40, capsaicin was associated with better cognition and also lower Alzheimer’s blood biomarkers. Along with capsaicin, chiles are high in vitamin C, which may help with brain cell protection, growth, and function. Sweet peppers, like bell peppers, are high in vitamin C but have zero capsaicin.

Herbs. Researchers have found that fresh and even dried herbs—including basil, cilantro (often known as coriander outside the US), dill, mint, parsley, rosemary, sage, and tarragon—are rich sources of anti-inflammatory phytochemicals called carotenoids. Basil and cilantro are particularly high in the carotenoids beta-carotene, lutein, and zeaxanthin. These nutrients have been linked to increased cognitive function in young adults (age 18 to 30 years), which shows the importance of a lifetime of healthy eating.

Common Mediterranean dried chiles and chile products
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Use extra-virgin olive oil daily

Use extra-virgin olive oil as your main fat daily. It’s a strong inflammation fighter and is rich in plant phenolic compounds that may counter oxidation in the brain.

Associations between olive oil and cognitive health have been appearing in research journals for the last several decades. In one large randomized controlled study in Spain, researchers found that those following a Mediterranean diet and using 1 liter (about 4 cups) of olive oil per household per week had better cognitive function after about 6 years, and also lower incidence of cognitive impairment or dementia.

It may surprise you that research is also being published about the link between olive oil and mental health.

In Israel, scientists conducted a double-blinded, placebo-controlled study and found that people with symptoms of major depression who consumed about 1½ tablespoons of olive oil a day had significant improvement.

In the “Sun Project,” researchers looked at 12,000 middle-aged adults in Spain and found that those who consumed more olive oil had a much lower risk of depression.
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Enjoy berries several times a week

Berries are considered a “gold star” food for brain health. Strawberries, blueberries, blackberries, raspberries, grapes, raisins, and other domestic and wild berries, whether fresh, frozen, or dried, contain a variety of components that may contribute to brain health. Many brain-friendly nutrients like vitamin C, vitamin E, potassium, magnesium, manganese, and fiber are found in berries.

Berries also appear to contain lesser-known components that are associated with brain health. Researchers at Rush University Medical Center found that older people who ate more berries (especially strawberries) over a period of 20 years had fewer of the brain tangles that are hallmarks of Alzheimer’s.

Red grapes contain resveratrol, a robust antioxidant that helps protect neurological cells from free radical damage. It can also keep blood vessels healthy, helping to protect against stroke. There is significantly more resveratrol in fresh red/purple grapes and red wine than in green grapes, white wine, and raisins. Drinking a 5-ounce glass of red wine (or grape juice) or eating 1 cup of red table grapes yields around the same amount of resveratrol.

Drink coffee daily

Did you know that coffee beans are actually the seeds of the coffee cherry, the fruit of the coffee tree? After fermentation, the coffee cherries are dried, roasted, and then ground into coffee. Most of the bioactive plant compounds are maintained.

In fact, coffee is the single highest food source of antioxidants in most people’s diets. A variety of coffee polyphenols may help target free radicals that can cause brain cell damage. Other antioxidants may help keep brain blood vessels healthy and free from blockage.

In a 10-year study involving over 600 elderly men, those who drank coffee had less cognitive decline than those who did not. Three (small) cups a day seemed to be the sweet spot. Several elements in coffee may be valuable for brain function, including caffeine, which can increase serotonin, the “feel good” chemical that regulates many brain tasks.

Eat fiber and probiotics daily

Fiber keeps you “regular,” but it also helps your brain. Many people aren’t aware of the strong link between the brain and the gut. (We often say, “I’ve got a ‘gut feeling’” when what we have is a strong thought—and it turns out that saying is truer than we may realize!)

The central nervous system and the intestinal tract are connected in a communication network known as the gut-brain axis. When the gut is healthy, the brain generally is, too. Of course, the opposite can be true. One of the easiest ways to keep the gut healthy is to nourish the good bacteria found there. Dietary fiber keeps the bacteria diverse and plentiful. Most all types of vegetables and fruits contain fiber. But some have a type of fiber that is especially good for feeding good gut bacteria; this is known as prebiotic fiber. These prebiotic foods include onions, garlic, artichokes, leeks, asparagus, apples, barley, and whole-wheat foods. Variety is key to growing diverse and valuable intestinal good bacteria, so mix up your sources: eat lots of legumes, whole grains, and canned, frozen, and fresh fruits and vegetables. (Bonus source: the favorite Mediterranean sweetener, honey, also contains prebiotic carbohydrates.)

Fiber intake has been linked to reduced gut inflammation and stronger memory, and even improved mental health in some population studies, although the research is not always consistent.

Eating foods that contain probiotics—live microorganisms that have a beneficial effect when eaten—has been linked with less depression. In a 2019 study of 26,000 Koreans, those who ate the most fermented dairy foods and fermented vegetables had fewer symptoms of depression than those who didn’t eat probiotic foods regularly. Other studies have reported similar associations. The mechanism for this positive effect may be that probiotics help increase the secretion of serotonin and other neurotransmitters. The main sources of probiotics in the Mediterranean diet are yogurt and fermented vegetables.

Probiotics may also help with cognition. A 2021 study of Canadian older adults found that cheese and low-fat dairy intake was associated with better executive functioning (planning, juggling tasks, etc.), and yogurt was further associated with improved memory.

Eat seafood twice a week

In our search for the smartest foods, some of the most compelling research we found suggests that eating fish and some shellfish could be more effective than antidepressants at treating depression in some people.

People who eat fish on a regular basis are 20 percent less likely to have depression than their peers. Dozens of studies over the last two decades have evaluated over 20,000 cases of depression, and the researchers suggest that eating 2 to 3 servings of fish per week can reduce the risk for major depression. The American Psychiatric Association has endorsed fatty acids in fish as an effective part of depression treatment.

In a large study known as the Age-Related Eye Disease Study (AREDS and AREDS2) conducted through the National Eye Institute, researchers found that after 10 years, participants who consumed the greatest amount of fish while also eating a Mediterranean diet had the slowest rate of cognitive decline. Surprisingly, the benefits in this research were independent of whether participants did or did not have the APOE gene, which is a risk factor for Alzheimer’s.

Fish benefits the whole family. Pregnant mothers who eat seafood have babies with better outcomes for overall brain and eye wellness. The omega-3 fats found in seafood are crucial molecules that determine the brain’s ability to perform. The first 1,000 days of a baby’s life (conception to age 2) are the most critical for brain formation, so expectant moms, infants, and toddlers may especially benefit from a few servings of seafood each week. Fish is also linked with children doing better in school, healthy eye development, stronger bones, and even less stress.

One note on mercury: don’t worry about it—really! Most fish you’ll buy at the grocery store or order at a restaurant is just fine. (According to the FDA, canned tuna, even for pregnant moms and children, is fine to consume, up to 12 ounces weekly.) The only ones to avoid are shark, swordfish, king mackerel, tilefish, and a few lake fish. Fish is also rich in selenium, a nutrient that offsets any ill effects of mercury. Think of selenium as Pac-Man eating up mercury! Low selenium levels in the body have been linked to Alzheimer’s disease, brain tumors, and other conditions associated with increased oxidative stress. Ocean fish, which are the most commonly eaten in the US, are among the richest sources of selenium. The bottom line is that seafood provides excellent nutrition, and you don’t need to stress about repercussions from mercury exposure.

In general, fish like sardines (probably the best and the most inexpensive), trout, Arctic char, salmon, and many varieties of oysters contain the most omega-3 fatty acids. And these fats are quite literally brain food.
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So there you have it—the top smart ingredients for brain-healthy eating. For more on brain-healthy ingredients, see the chart on pages 22–25. Each of the recipes in this book incorporates at least one of these brain-boosting ingredients.
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IN THIS BOOK

This is our fourth Mediterranean diet cookbook. Now, we are not experts on authentic cultural cuisines compared to those who are native to Mediterranean regions. However, through our travels and the interviews with acquaintances who grew up in the Mediterranean, we have embraced spices like Aleppo and Urfa peppers on our eggs, and za’atar on our flatbreads. These are recipes we actually feed our families and friends—and have done so for over two decades.

Along the way, we’ve received emails, DMs, and other messages from hundreds of our readers on how our recipes have helped them and their families get healthier with simple and appealing meals. They are real home cooks who told us what they really thought about our recipes and how to make them even better. So we did—everything here has been double- and triple-tested for best flavor and least fuss. And some of those readers have even become recipe testers for this cookbook!

Our readers thank us for using ingredients found in regular grocery stores. And they love our Healthy Kitchen Hacks—tips for ingredient substitutions, kitchen shortcuts, repurposing leftovers, and smart tips that are included with every single recipe. Recipes here are flexible for those who want to eat gluten-free, dairy-free, egg-free, nut-free, vegetarian, or vegan. Most of our recipes are packed with plants, but we also include recipes made with shellfish, red meat, and chicken, all rich in B vitamins and zinc (low vitamin-B levels are linked with dementia, and zinc deficiency can lead to brain fog).

Use the meal plans on page 246 to help you get ideas for how to use some of our recipes throughout the week. And while most recipes serve 4 to 6, almost all of them can be halved to feed fewer. (Although having a supply of brain-friendly meals stashed in the freezer is a gift you can give yourself!)

We hope that this cookbook will bring a bit of Mediterranean sunshine to mind whenever you cook from it—and to whomever is joining you at your table!

Cheers to your brain health,
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SMART CHART FOODS

Here’s the list of foods we recommend to eat more of and the “why?” when it comes to better brain and mental health.

Note: As dietitians, we don’t love to single out one nutrient in a food as a silver bullet for health because foods are a full package of nutrients that likely work best together. Case in point: Researchers have found that supplements of omega-3 fats have inconsistently been linked to cognitive and mental health. That said, the body of research on fish and shellfish has more conclusive evidence linking it to positive brain health, probably because in addition to omega-3s, seafood contains a whole host of other brain-friendly nutrients, including selenium, vitamin D, choline, zinc, and B vitamins. Talk about a full package!



	Mediterranean Food
	Nutrient
	Potential Brain Benefit



	
Hot chiles

Crushed red pepper

Harissa paste

	Capsaicin
	Capsaicin is a powerful anti-inflammatory. It may decrease Alzheimer’s risk and reduce cognitive decline.



	
Eggs

Shrimp, salmon, tuna, cod

Potatoes

	Choline
	Choline is linked to overall improved brain function, including learning, memory, and mental status, partly because neurotransmitters are partially composed of choline.



	Berries
	Flavonoids
	Flavonoids (there are thousands of types) help reduce the risk of high blood pressure and stroke. They decrease inflammation and potentially the formation of amyloid plaques between neurons in the brain.



	
Citrus fruit

Leafy greens (kale, collards, spinach, romaine lettuce)

Asparagus

Pasta

	Folate (a B vitamin)
	Low blood folate levels are associated with poor brain function and an increased risk of dementia. Even “normal” but low folate levels are associated with an increased risk of mental impairment in older adults.



	
Leafy greens

Eggs

	Lutein
	Lutein should be consumed weekly for healthy cognition at every life stage and to help prevent cognitive decline with age. Lutein is 200% more bioavailable in eggs than in vegetables.



	Cooked tomatoes (tomato sauce, tomato paste)

	Lycopene
	Lycopene may help reduce oxidative damage associated with amyloid plaque accumulation in the brain. It may also protect Alzheimer’s-affected brain cells from oxidative stress, to help prevent the onset of dementia. Cooking tomatoes breaks down their cell structure to help release more lycopene than is available in raw tomatoes.



	
Whole grains

Dried beans

Peanuts, almonds, pistachios, walnuts, sesame seeds, pumpkin seeds

Yogurt

	Magnesium
	Magnesium is critical for relaying communications between the brain and the body. It prevents overstimulation, which can damage brain and nerve cells.



	Honey
	Oligosaccharides
	This prebiotic may help improve the gut-brain axis communication system.



	
Nuts and seeds (walnuts, almonds, pumpkin seeds, flaxseeds)

Kidney beans

	Omega-3 fats (plant-based)
	The anti-inflammatory properties of omega-3 fats might counteract oxidative processes in the brain that lead to some types of neurodegeneration.



	
Fatty fish (canned sardines, canned tuna, trout, Arctic char, salmon)

	Omega-3 fats (animal-based)
	Omega-3 fats can improve blood flow to the brain and enhance the synthesis of healthy brain cells, and perhaps decrease the formation of amyloid plaques, a hallmark of Alzheimer’s.



	
Yogurt, labneh, cheese, milk

	Potassium and magnesium
	These minerals and electrolytes help regulate healthy blood flow to the brain and manage blood pressure to help prevent stroke.



	
Garlic, onions, scallions, leeks, artichokes, asparagus, apples, barley, whole-wheat foods

	Prebiotics
	Prebiotics nourish gut bacteria, which helps overall brain health.



	
Yogurt, labneh, cheese, fermented vegetables

	Probiotics
	Probiotics can help with mood and decrease risk for anxiety and depression.



	Fish and shellfish
	Selenium
	This powerful antioxidant is highly regulated and conserved in the brain as it’s essential for brain function. Selenium also counters any negative effects from consuming mercury. Low selenium levels have been linked to Alzheimer’s and many other brain diseases.



	
Chickpeas

Bulgur

Potatoes

Raisins

Milk

Beef, lamb

Chicken, turkey

Seafood

	B vitamins (especially vitamins B6 and B12)
	Getting enough B-complex vitamins can reduce fatigue and boost mood. Low vitamin-B status is a risk factor for dementia.



	
Citrus fruits

Strawberries

Cantaloupe

Red peppers

Broccoli

Cabbage

Potatoes

Tomatoes

	Vitamin C
	Vitamin C helps reduce free radical damage and inflammation, to preserve brain function.



	
Mushrooms

Milk

	Vitamin D
	Vitamin D helps the immune system function properly, which directly links to healthy mental health and cognition.



	
Eggs

Leafy greens

Whole grains

	Vitamin E
	This antioxidant has been found to help prevent cognitive delay in elderly people.



	
Leafy greens

Cabbage

Brussels sprouts

Butter lettuce

Parsley

	Vitamin K
	Vitamin K may slow cognitive impairment and increase learning abilities. It may also help with depression and anxiety.



	
Oysters, mussels, clams

Beef, lamb

Chicken

	Zinc
	Zinc can boost mental performance. It has antioxidant and anti-inflammatory properties, which can help reduce chronic inflammation and mental decline. Low zinc is linked to brain fog.
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BREAKFAST

Good Mood Mango-Cilantro Smoothies

Smashed Cannellini and Avocado Toast with Za’atar

Shakshuka Scrambled Eggs with Chiles

Chocolate-Tahini Power Shakes

Cheesy Spinach and Egg Mug Scrambles with a Kick

Mediterranean Sun Gold Granola

On-the-Go Breakfast Flatbread Wraps

Olive Oil Berry Breakfast Cake

Nutmeg Oatmeal Custard
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Good Mood

MANGO-CILANTRO SMOOTHIES

SERVES 2Prep time: 5 minutes

1 cup plain kefir

1 cup frozen cubed mango

1 cup fresh cilantro leaves and stems

1 frozen or very ripe banana

⅔ cup orange juice

1 teaspoon honey, plus more for drizzling (optional)

While Deanna has never embraced drinking her greens, she has made this herb-a-licious smoothie time and time again. For its base, she uses kefir, the fermented, probiotic-powered dairy beverage that research suggests may help reduce anxiety and depression. Mixed with a triple dose (mango/orange/cilantro) of vitamin C—a crucial nutrient for brain function and preservation—this bevvy is indeed a smart way to start your day.

Puree the kefir, mango, cilantro, banana, orange juice, and honey in a blender until smooth and the cilantro is pulverized. Divide between two glasses and drizzle the rims with honey, if desired. Serve immediately.

Healthy Kitchen Hack: If you are on “team green smoothie,” toss in spinach or kale to your liking. Or use a vanilla-, mango-, or berry-flavored kefir and omit the honey. Or, spice it up with ¼ teaspoon ground ginger per smoothie serving.

PER SERVING: Calories: 202; Total Fat: 2g; Saturated Fat: 1g; Cholesterol: 8mg; Sodium: 69mg; Total Carbohydrates: 43g; Fiber: 3g; Protein: 6g
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