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Items of food

In this book, you will find many recipes suitable
for people who suffer from diabetes, high blood
pressure or high cholesterol. It is hoped that
these will provide the inspiration for a healthier
diet. 

However, we also want to encourage you to
continue eating the dishes you enjoy most,
without risking your health, simply by making a
few changes to the ingredients.

This will require a better understanding of what
different foodstuffs contain – which is exactly
what this chapter is all about. It provides you
with a simple, effective guide that you can refer
to as and when necessary in order to check the
health benefits (or otherwise) of the most
frequently used foodstuffs.

For example, people generally say that eating
too much meat is bad for you, while fruit does
you good. To a large extent this is true.
However, not all meats contain the same
amount of fat, and not all of us can eat any type
of fruit. Some foods, such as pulses and
cereals are excellent; others that are artificial
and mass-produced contain substances that
are harmful to people suffering from diabetes,
high blood pressure and high cholesterol levels
(plus other associated illnesses).

Alcohol
Rapidly absorbed and used by the body,
alcohol only provides energy, so the amount
consumed in any healthy diet should be limited.
It has no nutritional value and contains a lot of
calories: 1 g of alcohol contains 7 kcal, which is
almost the same as fat (9 kcal). Because
alcohol blocks the formation of sugars at the
liver, it can cause hypoglycaemia. Diabetics
who do not wish to give up drinking are advised
to consume as little as possible, and to

from high blood pressure, cardio-circulatory
diseases, gastric ulcers and obesity.

Apples 
Research has demonstrated that the quercetin
in apples helps lower cholesterol. The antioxidants
they contain can kill free radicals, protect against
cancer and combat ageing. They also contain
tannin, malic acid and pectin. As apples have a
low Glycaemic Index (GI) and are more filling
than other types of fruit, they are recommended
for diabetics. Eating the skin serves to regulate
bowel movements and minimise colitis.

Artichokes 
Artichokes contain cynarin, a substance that’s
noted for stimulating biliary secretion – they are
therefore recommended for people suffering
from liver disease. They are also particularly
rich in fibre and tannin and have antidiarrhoeal
properties. We thoroughly recommend artichokes.

Aubergines 
Containing a lot of water and few sugars,
aubergines have depurative and diuretic properties.
They stimulate the liver and can help lower
cholesterol (provided they are cooked simply, as
they absorb many condiments). Recent studies
recommend the consumption of aubergines in
the management of type 2 diabetes and
hypertension. Scientists believe their high fibre
and insoluble carbohydrate content may help
inhibit the action of some enzymes.

Avocados
Avocados contain monounsaturated fats and

compensate any consumption with
carbohydrates. Excess alcohol can lead to
obesity, higher blood pressure and higher
cholesterol, which are all risk factors for
cardiovascular diseases.

Alcoholic drinks such as beer and wine
Taken in moderation, a glass with a meal can
protect against cardiovascular diseases and
atherosclerosis. Red wine contains flavonoids,
which contribute towards protecting the heart
thanks to their anti-oxidising action that keeps
the arteries clear and increases the amount of
“good” cholesterol (HDL). The weekly limits of
21 units for men and 14 for women should not
be exceeded (one unit is equivalent to a glass
of wine or beer or a small glass of spirits). If you
exceed the limits, the beneficial effect is lost
and you will instead increase your health risk.

Anchovies
Anchovies are a fairly low-fat fish that are found
in the Mediterranean and Eastern Atlantic. They
grow to a maximum length of about 20 cm.
These fish are highly prized and can be eaten
fresh or preserved in different ways. They are
rich in protein and Omega 3. Anchovy paste is
a mass-produced product, sold in a jar or tube,
that’s formed by grinding strips of salted fillets
into a paste with water, oil or butter, salt,
aromatic substances and preservatives. This
paste is NOT recommended for people suffering
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are rich in vitamin E, as well as various other
vitamins and minerals.

Bananas
Have a high Glycaemic Index (GI) score and
should be avoided by diabetics.

Barley
Wholegrain barley is rich in soluble and
insoluble fibres that reduce cholesterolemia. It
also contains minerals, proteins and phosphorus.
Pearl barley, which is commonly used in
cooking, is usually stripped of its external husk.
This means the barley doesn’t need to be
soaked to soften, and can therefore be cooked
more quickly. However, it also means that it
loses many of its nutritious properties.

Beans (see legumes)
Many different varieties are used in cooking.

Beer
Beer is an ancient drink that goes back to
Egyptian times. It was used as an incentive to
make slaves work harder, and was also
attributed with certain medical characteristics.
It tasted very different then, as it was fermented
with honey.  
Beer contains water, group B vitamins, sugars,
amino acids, organic salts, tannins and more. It
has a lower alcoholic content than wine, but
people often forget that it can still be harmful.
The best temperature at which to serve beer
depends on its alcohol rating: low-percentage
beers are best served cold (about 6°C), while
higher-percentage beers are best at room
temperature. The head on beer is a natural
product and protects it from oxidation. Lager
seems to increase HDL and lower LDL cholesterol,
but consumption in moderation is the key
message. Those suffering from obesity and
gastrointestinal inflammation should avoid it,
while those with diabetes should seek medical
advice first.

Beet
There are many different types of beet, and they
can be used in many ways. They can be used
as vegetables, as fodder and for producing
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should also avoid smoked, salted or pickled
herrings, pickled or salted anchovies, baccalà,
tinned crab, oysters, smoked salmon or salmon
in brine, stockfish, pickled tuna or tuna in brine
and lumpfish roe.

Fruit 
Fruits are essential for the vitamins,
carbohydrates and mineral salts they contain.
Equally important is the fibre content that
softens the faeces and allows regular bowel
movements. We should all try to eat five
portions of fruit and vegetables per day.
Diabetics can also eat fruit of any type, as long
as they do so in moderation and vary the type.
Fruit is best eaten as a snack between meals.
The table below shows the types of sugar
contained in some varieties of fruit.

Fruit Fructose Glucose Sucrose Total 
(per 100 gr) (gr) (gr) (gr) (gr)

Apricot 0.9 2.4 5.9 9.2
Peach 1.5 2.0 4.8 8.3
Melon 1.9 1.5 4.4 7.8
Watermelon 3.4 1.6 1.2 6.2
Banana 4.9 5.0 2.4 12.3
Apple 5.9 2.4 2.1 10.4
Pear 6.2 2.8 0.8 9.8
Grapes 8.1 7.2 0.2 15.5

Game 
Game animals such as roe, deer and boar have
a tough dark flesh that contains little water and
fat, but that is rich in proteins, vitamins and
mineral salts. Game birds have a less tough
and lighter-coloured flesh. Both game animals
and game birds need to be hung before
cooking, as this softens the meat and gives it
its delicate aroma.

Garlic 
Garlic is from the same family as the onion and
they have much in common, including a
reputation as a “curative” foodstuff. It has
antibiotic, antiviral and antioxidising properties;
it can lower cholesterol, prevent thrombosis (its
sulphate substances help components in the
blood flow more easily); and it plays an
important role in preventing atherosclerosis.

Garlic is rich in potassium and helps replace
that which the body loses naturally. It also
contains zinc and sulphur (which are
components of insulin), so can help to lower
blood-sugar levels. It is widely believed that
eating 3-4 cloves of garlic a day is good for
you. To prevent halitosis after eating garlic, try
eating a few leaves of parsley or a few juniper
berries.

Ginger
In the Orient, ginger root has been used for
thousands of years for both culinary and
medical purposes. It is well known for its
soothing action on inflammation of the
gastrointestinal system and for treating
symptoms associated with nausea. In
phytotherapy, it is recommended for sufferers
of hypercolesterolemia and for combating the
early signs of a cold – by consuming a drink
made of hot water, honey and a teaspoon of
freshly grated ginger. The root is also delicious
if put in a blender, then added to fresh
pineapple, apple or carrot juice. 

Grapes 
Grapes are rich in anthocyanosides that
reinforce capillaries. The black variety (as with
wine) contain calcium, phosphorus and a lot of
polyphenols, which are antioxidising
substances that help protect against heart
diseases. Diabetics need to be careful as
grapes are rich in sugars, and they are not
recommended for people who are either
overweight or on diets.

Honey 
Honey is a wonderful source of energy. For this
reason, plus its high content of vitamins and

mineral salts, it is recommended for children
and athletes, for the elderly, for use during
convalescence, pregnancy and breast-feeding,
and for those suffering from indigestion.
Diabetics and obese people should follow their
doctor’s advice about how much honey they
can consume.

Jams
Jams contain a lot of sugar and not many
vitamins. They should be avoided by diabetics.

Lamb 
Even the lean part of this meat contains a lot of
fat. Its saturated fat content is similar to that
found in beef and pork, however lamb contains
double the amount of total fat.

Laurel
This plant has aromatic leaves that are used in
cooking to add flavour to meats, fish and
sauces. Laurel leaves help the appetite and
digestion, as well as combating flatulence and
dilating the bronchi (which increases lung
capacity). 

Leeks
Belonging to the same family as onion and
garlic, they help keep cholesterol levels low if
taken regularly.

Legumes 
Legumes are rich in plant proteins, which can
be as beneficial as protein from fish or meat if
taken in combination with cereal proteins
(richer than sulphur amino acids). The

The soluble vitamins in fat (like vitamin E) are
more easily absorbed from unrefined fats
compared to cooked fats. We strongly advise
that you use extra virgin olive, sunflower,
wheatgerm or corn oil. Extra virgin olive oil is an
antioxidant that reduces or hinders the
formation of free radicals and thus protects the
arteries. You should never eat fried foods. Try to
eat mainly polyunsaturated and monosaturated
fats; these are seen as the “good” fats and are
found in nuts, fish and plant oils. 20-30% of our
calorie intake should come from fats. Less than
10% should come from saturated fats. It is
worth noting that 80% of harmful fats come
from industrially prepared foods such as crisps
and crackers. Current guidelines recommend
products made with legumes, fruit and
wholemeal flour.

Fish 
Fish with white flesh (like cod, codfish and sole)
are ideal for the diet as they are almost
completely fat-free and rich in vitamins,
proteins and mineral salts. Fatty fish – eels,
herring, mackerel, salmon and sardines – are
one of the few foods that contain Omega 3
polyunsaturated fatty acids. They help prevent
atherosclerosis and heart diseases thanks to
their specific action against relapsing infarction.
All fish are rich in the iodine, fluorine and
calcium needed for making bones bigger and
stronger. Fish should ideally be eaten two or
three times a week, and they are especially
recommended for people with high blood
pressure. Fish can be baked in the oven, grilled,
pan-fried or baked “al cartoccio” (in parchment
paper) with olive oil and tomato added after
cooking. Fish should be prepared without
adding salt or using sauces that contain salt.
Other types of condiments can be used, such
as garlic, parsley, sage, rosemary and thyme.
The best ways to cook fish are steaming,
microwaving or grilling. Eating fish at least once
a week reduces the decline in mental alertness
(caused by ageing) by 3%. 
Not all fish are suitable for people who suffer
from high blood pressure. Fish that have been
treated with salt, tinned, dried or smoked
should be avoided as they contain sodium. You
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fish, milk and eggs. The table below lists the
protein content found in 1 g of soya and other
foods:

Soya 34.9%
Lentils 23.0%
Beef 18%
Beans 18%
Sole 16%
Oats 14%
Egg 13%
Wheat 12.5%
Brown rice 7.4%
Milk 3.5%

The fatty acids in soya beans are mainly
unsaturated and very unstable at high
temperatures; they are therefore not suitable for
cooking. Their carbohydrate content is also
high (33.4%), without containing any gluten.
Soya has a high content of “noble” mineral
salts such as calcium, iron and potassium
(although many are lost during processing), not
to mention vitamins. Like other pulses
(chickpeas, beans, broad beans etc.) soya
decreases cholesterolemia and plays a key role
against the onset of arteriosclerosis. Soya can
be consumed by everyone. 

Spices 
For thousands of years, Mediterranean and
European societies have associated spices
with the Orient. This applies particularly to
India, where the hot, spicy aromas that enrich
so many dishes come from. These poignant
aromas became a status symbol because of
their high cost. Doctors recommended them to
rich patients to help digestion, and their exotic
charm made them even more alluring. Cumin,

turmeric, cinnamon, nutmeg, clove (fresh or
powdered), juniper and ginger can all be used
in preparing food. Spices should be kept well
sealed, otherwise they tend to lose their
characteristic aroma. 

Spinach
Spinach contains high levels of protein and
iron. It is a commonly used ingredient in many
dishes (cooked in a little water or simply added
to the main pan), or it can be eaten raw. It can
be seasoned with oil and vinegar. It also tastes
great with a sauce made from anchovies,
parsley, finely sliced capers and lemon juice.

Stock cubes
If using stock cubes (meat extract or powdered
vegetable), only buy ones that contain no salt,
preservatives or colorants – and only use them
in moderation. Homemade stocks (see page
95) are definitely safer and healthier. 

Stockfish (see codfish)

Strawberries
Strawberries are very rich in vitamin C (more
than citrus fruits), and help against arthritis and
liver diseases.

String beans 
Rich in mineral salts, fibres and vitamins, and
with a much lower calorie content than other
legumes, string beans are often used in diets to
aid slimming.

Sugars 
Sugars have a high Glycaemic Index (GI) rating
and, unlike complex carbohydrates, are high in
calories and are fattening. They therefore

indirectly damage the coronary arteries and are
not recommended for diabetics as they are
absorbed rapidly and can increase glycaemia.
Cane sugar contains neither fats nor fibres and
is a simple carbohydrate. Brown sugar contains
a small amount of vitamins and minerals. It is
better to use a little honey instead of sugar. The
WHO has determined that a small amount of
sugar (one level teaspoon - 23 kcal) per day can
form part of a healthy diet for diabetics, but
attention must be paid to the sugar contained
in packaged foods, especially snacks, sweets,
chocolate bars etc. Sugars also damage the
teeth by accelerating decay.

Sweeteners 
Nowadays, diabetics of normal weight and
metabolic balance are allowed to consume a
small amount of sugar, but the use of
sweeteners is safer. Saccharine (which has
been available for many years) has long been
suspected as being carcinogenic and the cause
of foetal deformations. The WHO advises against
saccharine for pregnant women and infants,
and suggests limiting intake to a maximum of
five tablets per day. The benefits of saccharine
lie in its powerful sweetening effect - it is 500
times more effective than sugar and in its total
lack of calories. Aspartame, on the other hand,
has the same calorific value as sugar - although
it too has a high sweetening effect (200 times
greater than sugar), so can be used in very
small doses - keeping the calorie content low.
Both sweeteners are unstable at high
temperatures and therefore cannot be used for
baking cakes and biscuits. They are best used
in uncooked recipes or with fruit. Do not overdo
the use of sweeteners that should be
prescribed by the doctor. Fructose is a sugar
that is extracted from fruit. It has about the
same amount of calories as normal sugar
(sucrose) but has a stronger sweetening effect
and so less can be used. It is absorbed more
slowly by the body and so causes fewer ups and
downs in glycaemia. Excessive fructose intake
(more than 25g per day) can cause diarrhoea
and raise triglyceride levels. Stevia rebaudiana,
commonly known as sweetleaf, also deserves a
mention. It is a shrub that grows in Paraguay
and Southern Brazil. For centuries, its dried

Salami and sausages 
These contain a lot of saturated fats and
sodium, and have a medium Glycaemic Index
(GI) rating.

Salt  
Salt is best avoided by those with diabetes and
hypertension (hypercolesterolemia and
hypertension is an explosive combination for
the coronary arteries). Daily sodium intake
should be no more than 2 g. Unfortunately, we
all tend to consume at least twice that due to
high sodium levels in nearly all packaged
foods. Therefore, everyone should try to reduce
the amount of salt in their diet. Aside from its
health risks, it also masks the natural flavour of
food, so as an alternative, try using aromatic
herbs, lemon juice or vinegar. 

Salmon 
Salmon is rich in Omega 3 and low in saturated
fats. Compared to smoked salmon, the fresh
variety contains less salt. Furthermore, freshly
caught wild salmon is better than that from a
fish farm, as it contains more Omega 3 and
fewer potentially harmful contaminants. 

Seeds (sunflower, sesame, poppy and pumpkin) 
These seeds are rich in minerals, proteins,
fibres, polyunsaturated fats, antioxidants and
vitamin E. Even though they have a high calorie
content, they can be consumed in moderation.

Shellfish 
Shellfish contain little fat, and are rich in
minerals, vitamins and polyunsaturated fatty
acids. They have a high cholesterol content,
but in a form that is easily absorbed by the
intestine. Avoid cooking shellfish in butter or
fatty sauces. Scampi and prawns are high in
cholesterol, while crabs contain a lot of Omega
3 and are therefore better for you.

Soya 
Soya is very rich in proteins, with the only
negative factor being its low methionine
content. However, this amino acid is abundant
in cereals (bread, pasta etc.), so if soya is
consumed along with these, you will get the
same benefit as the proteins found in meat,



9190

It has many beneficial health properties,
including antiseptic, antispasmodic, cicatrising,
diuretic, tonic and vermicidal actions. 

Tomatoes 
Rich in lycopene and antioxidants, tomatoes
are important in combating cellular ageing.
They also play a significant role in the prevention
of heart diseases and cancer (especially prostate).
They contain beta carotene, potassium, vitamins
C and E, and have diuretic and laxative
properties, especially when mature. Tomatoes
are best eaten with a small amount of oil or fat,
as this enables the lycopene to be absorbed
more easily. Tomatoes can be eaten raw every
day (approximately 300 g) or as a pure sauce
(approximately 4-5 spoons per day).

Tuna
This saltwater fish can grow up to 3 metres in
length and more than 400 kg in weight. As a
result, it is usually sold in slices. The flesh is pink
and has a medium content of fatty substances.
Tuna is of lower-quality than swordfish. The
flesh is low in fat, rich in vitamin E and Omega
3 and plays an important antioxidising role.
Tuna can be bought fresh or preserved in oil or
brine. The production of canned tuna preserved
in oil is a huge business, but the quality varies
according to the parts of the tuna used, the oil
employed for preservation and the technology
used during preparation. The most prized part
is the pink, tender belly. Tuna in brine has
significantly fewer calories than that preserved
in oil, but neither is recommended for people
suffering from hypertension, arteriosclerosis,
cardio-circulatory and liver diseases due to
their high salt content.

Turkey 
Turkey is rich in proteins, vitamin B and
selenium. It contains very little fat and is good
for those on a slimming diet.

Vanilla 
This is not just an aroma, but an ingredient that
adds flavour to even the simplest dessert. It
does this by reactivating the sense of smell and
acting as a natural “tester”. We should avoid the
powder and liquid substitutes that have invaded
the market and confuse the palate. Many of the
vanilla sticks on sale are black, dried out and
rigid with no scent; and even if these are boiled
in milk, they remain jaded. Top-quality vanilla is
bright brown and flesh-like, eager to release its
wonderful aroma. It can be used not just with
desserts, but also with pork and lamb dishes.

Veal
Veal is a white meat with little fat and a high
protein content.

Vegetables 
Just like fruit and pulses, vegetables are an
important source of fibre - which helps to satisfy
our appetite. They are rich in vitamins, antioxidising
properties, mineral salts and water. Spinach,
string beans and red peppers also contain beta
carotene. Vegetables also contain carbohydrates,
but it is their high fibre content that ensures a low
Glycaemic Index (GI), if consumed with other
foods that are rich in carbohydrates such as pasta
and rice. Vegetables are best eaten raw or steamed,
and buying fresh or frozen is better than buying
tinned products. Vegetables are an essential
element of first courses, fillings and side dishes.

Vinegar 
Vinegar is used to add flavour to raw and
cooked vegetables. It can also be used as a
natural preservative for pickling vegetables  or
marinating meats and fish. Vinegar stimulates
the secretion of gastric juices. It is not
recommended for people suffering from
perchlorhydria, gastritis, ulcers, colitis and
cystitis. Balsamic vinegar, or vinegar made
from red/white wine and honey, can be used in
moderation as a condiment.

Wild herbs
Wild herbs are cheap and available throughout
the year. They include spinach, which is rich in
minerals and iron and provides an abundance
of vitamins and folic acid. Herbs (the least
harsh of the chenopodiacae) are rich in
vitamins A, B2, PP, C and mineral salts, and
these can be retained by cooking at a low
temperature. They are also the easiest to
include in recipes thanks to their characteristic
taste. Turnip tops (the unflowered buds of
Cimosa Brassica Campestris) mature all year
round and have detoxifying properties.
Catalogna chicory, the most commonly used
chicory, is notable for its phosphorus, calcium,
vitamin A and mineral salt content. Its bitter
taste stimulates gastric secretion. The wide leaf
and white varieties (puntarella) are best eaten
raw with anchovies. Lettuce is rich in purifying
chlorophyll and is delicious in a hot soup.
Romaine lettuce also contains vitamin C.
Borage (Celtic borrach) has many therapeutic
properties – it is a stimulant, a hypotensive, a
diuretic and a depurative. In cookery, it is
traditionally used for filling Ravioli di Magro.

Yoghurt
Along with Kefir (acidulated milk with different
bacteria and yeasts), yoghurt is an excellent
source of probiotic bacteria. This supports
intestinal bacterial flora and acts as an
immuno-stimulant. Low-fat yogurt is rich in
proteins and calcium, and most natural
yoghurts contain less than 1 g of fat per 100 g.
It should be noted that low-fat yoghurt with fruit
can contain many sugars, so always check the
label carefully.

leaves have been used as a sweetener by the
indigenous people. The leaves from this small
green shrub have a refreshing taste and can be
30 times sweeter than sugar. Unlike artificial
sweeteners, sweetleaf can tolerate high
temperatures and so can be used to bake.
These leaves do not raise glycaemia.
Unfortunately, some laboratory tests have
shown that sweetleaf can cause mutations and
damage DNA, and it is also believed to be
carcinogenic. For this reason, the EEC has
prohibited its sale in Europe.

Swordfish
This is a large saltwater fish that can grow to 4
metres in length and can weigh more than 300
kg. Its pink-coloured flesh is very expensive as
it is both highly prized and very nutritional.
Given the size of this fish, it is sold in slices. The
flesh is firm and, as it does not taste particularly
salty, there are many ways to prepare it. The most
prized part is the belly, i.e., the central area of
the stomach that is pink, soft and fat, while the
toughest parts are the back and the fin. 

Tarragon
Tarragon is an aromatic herb, also known as
estragon, the leaves of which are often used
with raw vegetables. Tarragon stimulates
digestion and acts as a non-fermentative in the
intestine. It also has mild pain-killing properties
against neuralgia and rheumatic pain.

Tea
Dark green tea contains a lot of flavonoids
(such as quercetin) that can apparently
decrease the risk of stroke and some types of
cancer and cardiovascular diseases. Tea contains
less caffeine than coffee and, for this reason, is
less effective as a stimulant. It also contains no
calories. Drinking too much tea does not act as
a stimulant and can, in fact, cause tiredness. If
taken with meals, it can hinder the absorption
of certain substances. Green tea or infusions
are the healthiest tea choices.

Thyme
Thyme grows naturally in dry coastal areas,
especially in the Mediterranean. Dried thyme
leaves add aroma to many foods, notably fish.


