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F
ive places: Okinawa, 
Japan; Sardinia, Italy; 
Ikaria, Greece; the Nikoya 

Peninsula, Costa Rica; Loma 
Linda, California. What could 
these ive places, so disparate 
in both culture and location, 
possibly have in common? Each 
is one of the ive Blue Zones 
around the world, areas where 
people commonly live — active, 
working and thriving — for a 
good 10 to 20 years longer than 
average.

Since each of these regions 
differ in ethnicity, culture and 
often climate, I wondered, what 
is it that these people have in 
common with one another, but 
not the rest of us? Were they all 
itness freaks? Were they very 
wealthy, or did they have access 
to exceptional medical care? As 
it turns out, the answer is none 
of the above.

Lessons on Living
About ten years ago, author 

Dan Beuttner and his group of 
researchers wondered the same 
sorts of things. They began 
studying these places and people 
to try to determine what, made 
them so different. Beuttner 
published many of his indings 
in his book, The Blue Zone: 
Lessons for Living Longer from 
the People Who’ve Lived the 
Longest. In addition to helping 
us live longer, his research may 
lead to more effective treatments 
for diseases like cancer, heart 
disease and Alzheimer’s.

Beuttner learned that 
although their occupations, 
religions and recreational 
habits vary, Blue Zone 
residents do share a few 
important characteristics. They 
all enjoy slower paced, low 
stress lifestyles. A moderate 
dose of sunshine and regular, 
non-strenuous activity such 
as walking or light gardening 
every day are also common. 
They generally have healthy 
social lives that include family, 
friends, and faith. And perhaps 
most importantly, all Blue Zoners 
share a strong sense of purpose; 
quite simply, a reason to keep on 
living.

The other striking similarity 
between all of these groups is 
their diet. Though the foods 
themselves differ, the meals that 
Blue Zone inhabitants consume 
are incredibly rich in vitamins, 
minerals and antioxidants. The 
Greek Ikarians eat tomatoes 
every day, often with every 
meal. Loma Linda, California, 
is host to a large population of 
Seventh Day Adventists who are 
vegetarian.The Sardinians of 
Italy drink frequents cups of milk 
thistle tea, and so on down the 
line. In one form or another, each 
group ills up on organic, locally 
grown, highly nutritious food.

One food category that is 
shared by all Blue Zoners is 
legumes, i.e. beans. Garbanzos, 
(chick peas), are served up in 
many of the regions. Others, 
such as edamame, cannellini and 
black beans are prepared each 
and every day. Greens, both 
cultivated and wild, are another 
highly esteemed menu item.

Generally, Blue Zone meals 
are smaller overall than the 
average western meal, but they 
are so packed with nutrients 
that hunger is easily satisied. 
Because the populations of 
these regions are generally quite 
poor, junk food and fast food 
are non-existent. Seafood is the 
most common source of protein 
and other meat, if eaten at all, is 
more of an accompaniment than 
a main dish. A little cheese, a 
little wine, and limited amounts 
of organic sweeteners like raw 
honey round out their daily diets.

The Riddle of the Telomeres
Blue Zoners spend little 

to no time in doctor’s ofices, 
and ailments such as cancer 
and heart disease are virtually 
unheard of. This is good news 
for the rest of us, because it 
indicates that living longer is 
likely not tied to some rare plant 

or medical treatment that most 
of us cannot obtain. It does not 
appear to be genetic, either, 
although something about the 
habits of these populations does 
seem have a beneicial impact 
the cells of each long lived 
individual.

Take telomeres, for example. 
To put it simply, telomeres are 
the leggy little end caps that 
protect chromosomes and make it 
possible for cells to divide. As time 
goes on and each cell reproduces, 
these telomere end caps become 
shorter and shorter. Eventually 
they become so short that the cell 
can no longer regenerate, and it 
dies.

It may very well turn out that 
long, healthy telomeres are the 
norm for all centenarians, not 
just those in Blue Zones, but 
scientists have discovered that the 
telomeres of the people of Nicoya, 
Costa Rica, are very long in deed. 
It has been shown that a healthy, 
vitamin and mineral rich diet will 
help preserve anyone’s telomeres, 
no matter the length they start out 
with. However, it is thought that 
the high calcium and magnesium 
content of the drinking water of 
the Nicoyans may be why they, in 
particular have such long, healthy 
telomeres. In one form or another, 
a calcium and magnesium rich 
diet is a hallmark of each of the 
Blue Zones.

Can We Create A Blue Zone?
The people of these amazing 

regions believe that the answer 
to their extraordinary health and 
longevity is not extraordinary at 
all. The key seems to be quite 

simple: taking a step back from 
today’s mass produced, jumbo 
sized everything and embracing 
a simpler, slower and more 
wholesome way of life.

Beuttner and others are 
currently investigating another 
possible Blue Zone in the 
making, that of Nova Scotia, 
Canada. Like the current 
conirmed areas, the folks of 
Nova Scotia enjoy life at a more 
relaxed pace and consume a 
good amount of seafood. The 
same follows for another group 
of candidates, the Acadians 
(Cajuns) of Louisianna.

According to the Institute for 
Health Metrics and Evaluation 
(IHME) at the University 
of Washington, the average 
lifespan in America is 80.9 years 
for females, and 76.3 years for 
males. However, of the 50 states 
and Washington, D.C., Kentucky 

is currently in 47th place. The 
statistics are even worse for 
Hopkins County, which is in 
the lowest quarter statewide 
for longevity. Here, the average 
lifespan for a woman is 77.2 
years. For men, the average is 
72.4 years, up 2.3 years since 
1985.

The news is not all bad, 
though. Some Blue Zone traits 
such as slower paced lifestyles, 
including elders in family 
activities and involvement in 
faith-based activities have been 
part of the western Kentucky 
lifestyle for generations. And 
you may have noticed that beans 
and greens are something we do 
pretty well in these parts, too. 
With a few important changes, 
it may be possible to create a 
Blue Zone anywhere. Of course, 
ours would have to be called the 
Bluegrass Zone.

The Recipes
Blue Zone dishes are by their 

very nature easy to prepare 
and easy to share. The serving 
size may be smaller that what 
most of us are used to, but each 
plateful is so packed with lavor 
that it doesn’t take a lot to satisfy 
one’s appetite. These recipes 
feature Mediterranean Blue 
Zone lavors.

Grilled Chicken Kebabs  
with Yogurt Marinade

You can use boneless chicken 
breast or thighs for this recipe. 
I sliced the meat into thin strips 
and skewered them like using a 
needle and thread.
11⁄2 pounds boneless, skinless 
chicken meat
1⁄2 cup plain Greek yogurt
2 tablespoons olive oil
2 cloves garlic, minced
2 tablespoons lemon juice
1⁄2 teaspoon salt
1⁄2 teaspoon crushed red pepper
1 teaspoon paprika
Black pepper to taste

Cut the chicken into 1-inch strips 
or small cubes and place in a mixing 
bowl. Add the remaining ingredients 
and mix to thoroughly coat the 
chicken. Cover and refrigerate for 8 
hours or overnight.

When ready to cook, spray your 
grill with high temp non-stick spray 
and heat to medium-high. Thread the 
chicken pieces onto 6 skewers, 
discarding any leftover yogurt sauce. 
Grill kebabs for 15-18 minutes, turning 
several times, until cooked through 
and nicely browned. Serves 6.

Greek Bean Salad

This is a variation of Martha 
Stewart’s Greek bean salad. It is 
a nice item for a Mezze platter, 
a sort of mini-buffet that is often 
served in the Middle East, North 
Africa and the Mediterranean. 
Mezze platters are good way to 
try several Blue Zone dishes at 
once. Usually served without 
utensils, diners use pieces of 
pita or other latbread to scoop 
up small portions of various 
vegetables, cheese or salads.
1 can (15.5 oz) organic cannellini 
beans
1 pint grape tomatoes
2 green onions, sliced
1⁄4 cup olive oil
2 tablespoons lemon juice
1 tablespoon fresh or 1 teaspoon 
dried oregano
Salt and black pepper to taste

Drain and rinse the beans, halve 
the tomatoes and toss together with 
the green onions. In a separate bowl, 
combine the remaining ingredients 
and pour over the vegetables. Mix 
well to combine, refrigerate at least 2 
hours to allow lavors to blend. To 
serve with a Mezze platter, arrange 
small amounts of the following 
ingredients (or your choice) on a 
platter.
Feta or goat cheese
Marinated artichoke hearts (from a 
jar)
Black or Greek olives
Hummus
Roasted red peppers (from a jar)
Pita, naan or other latbread for 
scooping.
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A waterfall is shown on the Blue Zone island of Okinawa, Japan.
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The yogurt marinade on these grilled chicken kebabs adds lavor and keeps them from drying out as they cook.
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Greek bean salad is shown on a Mezze platter.


