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Spice Up Your Cuisine To Help Protect
Against Heart Disease, Cancer, Diabetes

4 New Ways Vitamin K May Benefit
Your Body; Why You Might Need More
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Fatty Fish Once a Week
May Save Your Sight

A group of European researchers has
found that people who eat falty fish, such
as mackerel, sardines or salmon, just once
a week have only half the risk of devel­
oping age-related macular degeneration
(AMD) compared to those who cat fatty
fish less than once a week. AMD is the
leadill8 cause of adult blindness in the
U.S. Fally fish is rich in omega-] fatty ac­
ids, which scientists believe help protect
the macula ofthe eye with its antioxidant
and anti-inAammatory properties.

The findings were the resull of the
EUREYE study, a European multi-center
study ofpeople 65 and older, whose diets
and eye health were evaluated. Most of
the study participants ate fish less than
once a week, and they were twice as
likely to develop AMD as the quarter of
volunleers who ate it once a week.. Eating
fany fish more than twice a week was
linked 10 even more protection, though
it was not statistically significant, perhaps
because only a small number of study
participants ate that much fish.
Americun Journul olClinical Nutrilion, August 2008.

WlVW. el/vircmmentalllutritiOIl. com

Adding herbs and spices to your food
may do more than make a meal tasty, it
may keep you heallhy. Potent plant com­
pounds in herbs like cinnamon and rose­
mary have antioxidant, anti-inflammatory
and antibacterial actions that scientists
suggest might help do everything from
normalize blood glucose levels and pro­
tect the heart to improve mood and boost
brain function-even repel cancer cells.

Much of the research is preliminary
and in rodents, but it expands our think­
ing of what flavoring food can do. Here,
EN updates you on the latest research.

Chili Powder-Though it seems odd that
capsaicin, the substance that gives chili
peppers and chili powder their fiery beat,

In 192 a Danish researcher discov­
ered the fl.C) 10 stanching blood Aow,
..ptly naming 11 vitatllin K, for "koagu­
lation." By the end of the century, K's
role in blood clotting remained its only
claim to fame. Now, scientists are discov­
ering the nutrient's possible particlration
in bone strength, heart health, contr"l of
inflammation and prevention ofdi<tbetes.

"There are plcnty of potential roles for
vitamin K on the horizon that were un­
thinkable 10 or 20 years ago," says John
Suttie, Ph.D., a vitamin K researcher re­
tired from the University of Wisconsin.

Given a recent Aurry of headlines., it
seems vitamin K is poised for stardom.
Is all the hype warramed? Or should we
curb our enthusiasm? EN investigates.

Vitamin K 101. Vitamin Kt, also called
phylloquinone, is the primary form ofthe
vitamin in our diet and the form needed
for coagulation. Dark green leafy veg­
etables, including kale, spinach, and broc­
coli, are brimming with phylloquinone.
Additional sourees of KI include fruit,
vegetable oils and dietary supplements.

would act as a pain reliever, il has indeed
been used for years as a topical cream to
help people with arthritis, shingles and
psoriasis. Experts suspect capsaicin works
by first stimulating pain receptors via the
skin and then shutting them down.

Now, scientists think this principle
can help inside the body too. By com·
bining the local anesthesia lidocaine
(Xylocaine) with capsaicin, Harvard
scientists were able to block pain recep­
tors, yet leave touch and motor sensors
intact, causing controlled numbness.
Though tested only on rats so far,
researchers are confident the finding
could eventually transform the way sur·
gery is performed. In laboratory stud·

(continued on page 4)

The body needs phylloquillOl1C to man­
ufacture mcnaquinone-4 (MK-4), which
is relatively high in brain tissue, though
its function there is still unknown. MK-4
is just one of many menaquinones that
collectively make up vitamin Kl. Some
are found in foods like meat, cheese, egg
yolks and natto (fermented soybean). Oth­
ers appear to be produced by bacteria that
live in your intestinal tract, says Sarah
Booth, Ph.D., director of the Vitamin K
Laboratory at Tufts' Human Nutrition Re­
search Center on Aging in Boston.

Not much is known about the amount
of vitamin K we need; the current reCom­
mendations for adequate amounts simply
reflect the average American intakes-90
micrograms ofK daily for women; 120
for men. Most healthy adults get enough
K for their blood to clot properly. Too
much becomes a potential problem only
when taking the drug Coumadin (warfa­
rin), a commonly prescribed blood thin­
ner, as K interferes with its action (see
;'Clearing Up the Quandary," page 6). But
hints that vitamin K has other potential

(continued on page 6)
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Spice Up Your Cuisine; Protect Against Chronic Diseases
(continuedtrompage 1)
ies, capsaicin has also been shown to kill
prostate cancer cells.

Cinnamon---ln addition to antioxidant
and antimicrobial activity, cinnamon
is now hailed for its power to improve
insulin sensitivity and reduce blood glu­
cose levels. It's also been shown to lower
cholesterol and triglyceride blood levels.
Unfortunately, the data have been incon­
sislL>nt. Nevertheless, even small amounts
ofcinnamon may be effective. One study
showed that lhe equivalent ofjust one­
half teaspoon of cinnamon powder twice
daily before meals lowered glucose and
cholesterollcvcls. Another found thai the
equivalent of a teaspoon a day lowered
fasting glucose in people with diabetes.

Curry Powder-The current flurry
around curry cenlers on its primary ingre­
dient, tunneric, which contains curcumin,
a powerful polyphenol with antioxidant
properties. Curcumin lends the spice its
distinctive flavor and vivid yellow color.

[n a study in Endocrinology in Ju[y,
Columbia University researchers report­
ed that curcumin reduced inflammation
and lessened the chances that obese
mice would develop type 2 diabetes.
Furthermore, in the mice that did get the
disease, curcumin still lessened insulin
resistance, improved blood sugar lev­
els, decreased body fat and increased
muscle mass.

More exciting studies larget heart dis­
ease and cancer. Canadian scientists gave
curcumin to mice with enlarged hearts.
Not only did it lower the incidence of
heart failure (a common outcome ofan
enlarged heart), but it reversed the condi­
tion, restoring heart function. Curcumin
also has the ability to SlOp tumor growth
and promote tumor cell breakdown, par­
ticular[y in colorectal cancer cells.

Earlier animal research suggests CUT­

cumin may help prevent rheumatoid ar­
thritis, psoriasis and Crohn's disease. Its
extract blocks bone breakdown, reducing
the risk for osteoporosis. Now, scientists
are looking at curcumin and Alzheimer's
disease. In India-where people eat two
to Four grams (about one teaspoon) of
turmeric daily-Alzheimer rates are
one-quarter what they are in the U.S.

It's a leap from mice to men, of
course, but it's an exciting new avenue of
research. Currently, 10 studies are under­
way in humans. In the meantime, cotton
up to curry in cooking.
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Ginger-This Asian spice, which has been
used as a medicinal herb for centwies, has
a reputation for preventing and soothing
the nausea associated with motion sick­
ness, pregnancy and chemotherapy. Its
most active and pungent compounds are
caJled gingerols, louted as potential cancer
and inflammation fighters but, so far, the
preliminary evidence is sketchy.

7 Ways to Wow Your Palate

• Keep it Fresh-You don't have
to use fresh; dried can be just as
good. But replace what's in your
spice cabinet; herbs and spices
lose potency after a year or so.

• Start with breakfast-Sprinkle
cinnamon or grate fresh ginger
into low-fat yogurt, oatmeal or lite
cream cheese (for bagel or toast).

• Vary )'our veggies-Spice up
green beans, corn, zucchini and
tomatoes with curry powder or
parsley, sage, rosemary and thyme.

• Make a mean marinade-Herbs
and spices are particularly well­
suited for marinades. Simply com­
bine them with olive oil and garlic.

• Explore international cu isines-Let
other countries inspire you; explore
dishes from India (curry), France
(rosemary) and Italy (oregano, basil).

• Don't forget drinks-Add pep­
permint leaves, cinnamon sticks
or rosemary sprigs to lemonade or
iced tea or to coffee or hot choco­
late as the weather gets chilly.

• Crcate daring desserts-Who
says desserts can't be spicy? Consid­
er pairing chocolate with cayenne,
pears with rosemary and oranges
with a basil or oregano sweet syrup.

OreganO-Aside from its supreme antiox­
idant abilities (oregano has up to 20 times
the antioxidant activity ofother hems, and
ouncc-for-ounce beats out apples and
oranges), oregano is a potent anti-inflam·
matary agent too. That's what Gennan
and Swiss researchers found recently when
they gave oregano's active ingredient to
mice with swollen paws. The swelling su~

sided in up to 70010 of the mice.

Rosemary-Rosemary is a robust herb
that adds oomph to dishes, but can it
crack down on cancer? Sciemists think
so, at least a concentrated extract ofthe

herb might. Some researchers believe
oregano can block dangerous carcinogen­
ic compounds called heterocyclic amines
(HCA) from forming during cooking.

A Kansas State University food sci­
entist, motivated by a study showing that
marinades made with rosemary, thyme
and other spices could cut HCA in
grilled steak by 87%, tried rosemary ex­
tract alone. Bingo. The rosemary wiped
out any trace of HCA in the cooked beef
patties, and without a strong rosemary
taste. Researchers credit phenols with
protective antioxidant, anticarcinogenic
and anti-inflammatory effects.

Saffron-This spice is what turns rice
yellow in the Spanish dish paella Both the
petal and sought-after stamen of saffron
have shown potent antidepressant effects
in severn] studies. In fact, a few studies
found that 30 milligrams of saffron was
just as effective as commonly prescribed
fluoxetine (Prozac, Sarafem) and imipra­
mine (Tofranif') for treating mi[d-ta-mod­
erate depression. Other research suggests
saffron has anticarcinogenic properties.

Sage and Thyme-Both sage oil and
thyme oil are thought to help maintain
and protcc,t brain function. Early research
on rats suggests thyme oil works as a
brain antioxidant, protecting polyun­
saturated fatty acids and omega-3 fatty
acids from oxidation as the brain ages.
Sage oil's antioxidant powers may im­
prove cognitive function in mild-ta-mod­
crate cases ofdementia. In healthy adults,
sage oil has been shown to improve mood
and performance on simple tasks.

The Bottom Line, Ancient cultures have
lx'Cn using herbs and spices to prevent
and treat illnesses for thousands of years,
but only recently have Western scien­
tists begun to substantiate some of these
claims as well as discover new benefits.

Keep in mind, however, that much of
the research has been in animals so far,
and many studies use extracts, concen·
trates and supplements in amounts im­
possible to consume, fresh or dried. So
researchers need to study these herbs and
spices in humans in everyday amounts
before recommendations can be made.

Nonetheless, it's becoming clear that
there are benefits to be had from enjoying
a healthful and flavorful dose of herbs
and spices in your food. Bon appetit!

~Diane Welland, M.s.. R.D.
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