
7Watch How Much  
You Eat—as Well  
as What You Eat

When Allbaugh distilled the many 
interviews his team did over the 
course of his time in Crete, the grim 
statement that stands out from one 
of his subjects was, “We are hungry 
most of the time.” Overall intake 
was 2,547 calories per day—on par 
with average daily intake in the U.S. 
today. But many Cretans did back-
breaking physical work every day 
that would necessitate many more 
calories than this. And indeed this is 
notable in Allbaugh’s work housed 
in the Rockefeller archives at Sleepy 
Hollow, New York. In the scores of 
photos I pored over while writing 
this article, the subjects were as 
Allbaugh described—slim-waisted 
and erect, even if they were a little 
severe in their gaze. The point here 
is in no way about starvation as a 
recommendation, but about a gen-
eral pattern of not overeating.

Cretans also tended to spread 
their food out into six small meals, 
rather than sit down to three large 
ones, which many contemporary 
physicians recommend. A study in 
the Journal of the Academy of Nutri-
tion and Dietetics found that people 
who ate at least six times a day had 
better overall diet quality and lower 
BMIs than those who ate less than 
four times daily. Other research has 
shown that small, frequent meals 
may improve cholesterol and insu-
lin levels. Plus, Cretans observed 

6 Embrace the Bean  
and Nut
Greeks often joke that in 

the rocky highlands of Crete “there 
are more goats than Greeks.” Goats 
were the first domestic animal 
the Minoans brought to the island 
some 3,000 years ago and are such a 
part of Cretan identity that the wild 
version of the species, known as 
the kri-kri, is nationally protected. 
Keys and Allbaugh both observed 
how central the goat was to island 
animal husbandry, and that its meat 
was lean and nutrient-dense. Over-
all, goat meat has less total fat and 
saturated fat, more iron and about 
the same amount of protein per 
ounce compared to beef, pork, lamb 
and chicken. So Cretans would have 
had less sat fat—which can drive up 
cholesterol levels—in their diets. 

But the more important point 
from a health perspective is that 
even this high-quality meat was 
seldom on Cretan plates, accord-
ing to Walter Willett, M.D., Dr.P.H., 
a professor of epidemiology and 
nutrition at Harvard University’s 
T.H. Chan School of Public Health, 
who is perhaps the nation’s top 
expert on the Mediterranean diet. 
Specifically, Allbaugh observed that 
the Cretans only ate a little over 7 
ounces of goat or other red meat a 
week. Even fish, often imagined as a 
key part of this diet, was consumed 
in small quantities—about  6 ounces 
weekly. And at around 2 ounces a 

Sympetherio 
(Mashed Legumes with Onion, 
Capers & Radicchio)
ACTIVE: 30 min TOTAL: 3 hrs  
TO MAKE AHEAD: Refrigerate legume mixture 
(Step 1) for up to 3 days.
Sympetheros means “father of one’s son- or 
daughter-in-law,” probably implying the “marry-
ing” of different legumes in one dish. It’s a meze 
served all over Greece. This recipe is inspired 
by the version Dimitris Mavrakis serves at his 
restaurant Kritamon in Archanes, near the spec-
tacular Knossos archaeological site on Crete. 
(Photo: page 5.)

 ½ cup extra-virgin olive oil, divided 
 1 large red onion, chopped, plus 1 medium 

red onion, thinly sliced, divided
 1½ cups skinless dried fava beans (see Tip)
 1 cup yellow split peas 
 ½ cup green lentils 
 10 cups water
 1 teaspoon sea salt, divided
 ⅓  cup capers plus 1 tablespoon brine
 3 tablespoons lemon juice 
 1 cup thinly sliced radicchio 
  Aleppo pepper or crushed red pepper 

for garnish

1. Heat ¼ cup oil in a large pot over medium 
heat. Add chopped onion and cook, stirring 
occasionally, until very soft, about 8 minutes. 
Add fava beans, split peas and lentils. Cook, 
stirring occasionally, until toasted, about 3 
minutes. Stir in water and ¾  teaspoon salt. 
Bring to a boil over high heat. Reduce heat to 
maintain a simmer and cook, stirring often, 
until the legumes are very soft and the mixture 
is quite thick, 45 minutes to 1 hour 10 minutes. 
Using an immersion blender, pulse the mix-
ture a few times until partially, but not fully, 
smooth. Let cool completely, about 2 hours. 10 march 2020 eatingwell.com 

MODERN-DAY VS. MEDITERRANEAN DIET
This chart shows the percentage of total daily calories from each food group the Cretans 
consumed, compared to a typical American diet today. Some differences are dramatic—looking 
at you, meat and sugar—and others are more subtle. For example, grain consumption is a big 
chunk of calories for both groups, but nearly all of what the Cretans ate were whole grains; 
in the U.S. 84% are refined. And 97% of their added fats came from healthy olive oil, while 
70% of ours comes from olive and canola oils. The rest are from saturated-fat-heavy sources.  
BY JULIA WESTBROOK; SOURCES: CRETE, LELAND G. ALLBAUGH (PRINCETON UNIVERSITY PRESS, 1953); USDA, ECONOMIC RESEARCH SERVICE

week, poultry was even more of a 
mealtime rarity. The bulk of their 
protein came from legumes— 
chickpeas, white beans, fava beans, 
lentils—and other types of pulses, 
as well as nuts, including almonds, 
walnuts and chestnuts. At the 
time, Cretans were eating twice as 
much of these foods as Americans, 
according to Allbaugh, who noted 
that a common Greek saying was, 
“‘Pulses are the poor man’s meat.” 

Together with the protein 
derived from whole grains, plant-
based sources accounted for 76% of 
the protein consumed per person 
each day. Like whole grains, beans, 
legumes and nuts are rich in soluble 
fiber and phytonutrients that may 
reduce the risk of various diseases, 
particularly when substituted 
for meat. The PREDIMED study 
reached this conclusion. And a 
2018 review of studies published in 
Progress in Cardiovascular Diseases 
found that a plant-based diet high 
in nuts, pulses and barley signifi-
cantly reduced LDL cholesterol, 
triglycerides, blood pressure and 10-
year risk of developing heart disease 
among people with high cholesterol. 

LESSON: While you probably won’t 
find goat in your local supermarket, 
you can choose lean cuts of meat 
and eat animal proteins sparingly— 
Willett recommends no more than 
one serving a few times a month. In-
stead, make beans, legumes and nuts 
your principal protein sources. 

a pattern of religious fasting that 
closely mirrors the 5:2 pattern 
of intermittent fasting that some 
research has shown can promote 
longevity and reduce blood sugar 
levels. In the Greek Orthodox calen-
dar, both Wednesdays and Fridays 
are designated as fast days and there 
are also numerous religious holidays 
that require abstention.

LESSON: Keep calories in check and 
consider eating smaller, more fre-
quent meals. You can also ask your 
doctor whether intermittent fasting 
might be right for you. 

ill these seven dietary lessons 
from Crete turn you into a 

slim-waisted,  super-fit individual 
free of heart disease and cancer—
and propel you headlong into a 
healthy old age? Well, it could be a 
start. There were many factors that 
contributed to the longevity All-
baugh and Keys observed on Crete, 
including strong family and social 
ties, relatively low stress levels and 
a penchant for dancing. But for 
the moment, the easiest thing we 
can do to emulate the inhabitants 
of King Minos’ ancient island is to 
change how we eat. The rest, like 
the basis of so much traditional 
Greek yogurt, is culture. 

PAUL GREENBERG is author of  
the James Beard award-winning  
New York Times bestseller Four  
Fish, as well as American Catch  
and The Omega Principle.

2. About 30 minutes before serving, combine 
sliced onion, capers and brine and lemon juice 
in a medium bowl. Let stand for 30 minutes. 
Add radicchio, the remaining ¼ cup oil and ¼ 
teaspoon salt; toss to combine. 
3. Serve the legumes topped with the onion 
mixture. Garnish with Aleppo (or crushed red 
pepper), if desired.
SERVES 12: 1 cup each 
Cal 246 ) Fat 10g (sat 1g) ) Chol 0mg ) Carbs 29g ) 
Total sugars 3g (added 0g) ) Protein 11g )  
Fiber 10g ) Sodium 283mg ) Potassium 462mg.

TIP: Look for “peeled” or “skinless” dried fava 
beans with other dried beans at well-stocked 
supermarkets or online at bobsredmill.com.

Kolokythokeftedes 
(Baked Herb & Feta Zucchini Patties)
ACTIVE: 35 min TOTAL: 1 hr 25 min 
EQUIPMENT: Parchment paper
Greeks nibble on this popular meze in tavernas 
while waiting for their main courses to arrive. 
(Photo: page 9.)

 2 pounds zucchini, shredded 
 ¾  teaspoon sea salt
 2 large eggs 
 1¼  cups crumbled feta cheese (10 ounces)
 6 scallions, finely chopped
 ⅔  cup finely chopped fresh dill
 1 tablespoon dried oregano, crumbled
 ¼  teaspoon ground pepper
 1½ cups dry breadcrumbs, preferably 

whole-wheat 
 ½ cup all-purpose flour 
 ¼  cup extra-virgin olive oil 
  Whole-milk plain Greek yogurt  

for serving 

1. Toss zucchini with salt in a colander. Let 
stand for 20 minutes. Squeeze handfuls at a 
time to extract most of the moisture. 
2. Preheat oven to 400°F. Line 2 baking sheets 
with parchment paper; coat with cooking spray.
3. Lightly beat eggs in a large bowl. Add the 
zucchini, feta, scallions, dill, oregano and pepper 
and stir gently to mix. Combine breadcrumbs 
and flour in a medium bowl. Mix ½  cup of the 
breadcrumb mixture into the zucchini mixture. 
4. Shape ¼ cup of the zucchini mixture into 
a patty about 3 inches wide and coat in the 
breadcrumb mixture. Place on a prepared pan. 
Repeat with the remaining zucchini mixture to 
make 20 patties. Brush the patties with oil. 
5. Bake the patties until golden brown, turn-
ing once halfway through, about 40 minutes. 
Serve with yogurt, if desired. 
SERVES 10: 2 patties each 
Cal 229 ) Fat 14g (sat 6g) ) Chol 62mg ) Carbs 18g ) 
Total sugars 4g (added 0g) ) Protein 9g ) Fiber 2g ) 
Sodium 399mg ) Potassium 332mg. 
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