
P
lant extracts have been with us for a few hundred years:
the alchemists dissolved ‘essential oils’ in alcohol and they
learned how to reduce and concentrate some of the

liquors squeezed from plants and animals. That’s how we got
perfumes, elixirs and cod ‘chemists invented the al’embic
apparatus for distilling al’cohol’— for which we thank them. 

Back in the 1950s, my dad used to frequent herbal stores in
Liverpool and come home with treasures we all had to try. Garlic
pearls (capsules of garlic oil) so we could ingest garlic without
suffering the smell; or yerba mate tea from Brazil which required
a lot of sugar before I could get it down.

Herbal food stores carry shelves of plant extracts: be it
echinecea, rosemary or mint, and for years the manufacturers of
said extracts have pleaded in vain for permission to make
specific health claims: ‘this product will cure your...!’ Well
friends, that time is fast coming.

Phytonutrients Are Big Business
The biochemistry of plants and animals is a hot science and the
knowledge of phytochemicals/phytonutrients is growing
exponentially. What we are talking about are so-called anti-
oxidants, polyphenols and a myriad more micro-essences found
in every living organism. The World’s Healthiest Foods for
example, says that phytochemicals ‘protect the plant’s vitality’—
whatever that means. What it really translates to is that
phytochemicals have become a very big business and if
regulatory agencies will not credit green tea or fennel seeds with
curing obesity or flatulence then perhaps they will license the
isolated active ingredient. 

Licensing The Top Ten
In the top ten list is curcumin, the stuff that makes turmeric
yellow. One of the basic ingredients in curry mixes, turmeric is
a tropical Asian plant, distantly related to ginger, that looks like
an iris. Verdure Sciences has just won a patent to sell the extract
(curcumin) in eight European countries. As the company says,
‘this new patent marks a milestone’ in the history of herbal
extracts. They go on to say ‘curcumin can benefit skin diseases,
Alzheimer’s disease, colitis, stomach ulcers, high cholesterol,

scabies and viral infections.’ Citing 3000 new technical papers,
curcumin has been described as ‘one of the biggest-growing
products in the botanical market.’ According to Nutrition
Business Journal, ‘sales of curcumin and turmeric-based
supplements are expected to grow 21.5% from 2013-2016 to
$235 million.’ And this is just one extract from one plant!

Pharmaceutical businesses are teetering on the edge of a
huge marketing program to promote patented plant extracts as
health cures. A spokesman for one company stated that ‘we
write about the science without stepping over the line.’ A line
that is rapidly being redrawn. In this country a recent claim that
curcumin ‘helps relieve joint inflammation and associated
symptoms such as joint pain when used in conjunction with
conventional treatment,’ (note the qualifier) has recently been
authorized by the Natural Health Products Directorate, a branch
of Health Products and Food of Health Canada.

Also in the top ten list, cranberries will be in everyone’s
grocery cart this year. Ocean Spray have been very successful
selling one of my favourite products: dried, sweetened and oiled
(for tongue appeal) cranberries. Their simple claim that ‘they
are good for you’ is so vague as to be useless. Dr Jeffrey
Blumberg, FASN, FACN, CNS, Director of the Antioxidants
Research Laboratory and Professor in the Friedman School of
Nutrition Science and Policy at Tufts University, says that
‘hundreds of studies show that... the polyphenols found in
cranberries… promote a healthy urinary tract and exert
protective benefits for cardiovascular disease and other chronic
conditions.’ France is the first country to approve cranberry
extract of proanthocyanidins for urinary infections. Coming
soon on the list for cranberry proanthocyanidin claims are
reductions in hypertension and cholesterol.  

Fruits, common and exotic, have been hauled into labs across
the world for a fresh inquisition into their value as magical
mystery cures. Coffee and chocolate are constantly interrogated
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Coming Soon to a Health Food Store Near You
Brian Crumblehulme

T
he tongues of carps, dormice, and camels heels,
Boil’d in the spirit of sol, and dissolved in pearl,
Apicius’ diet against the epilepsy.

—Ben Jonson, The Alchemist, 1610



because they are easy to market, while leaping up the list are gac
fruit from south Asia, kiwi, pomegranates, rosemary, oats and
olives. Fructose (as opposed to cane or beet Sucrose), a
monosaccharide sugar found in most ripe fruits and honey, is
the new poster child for 2014. The European Food Safety
Authority have determined that food manufacturers that
substitute at least 30% of glucose or sucrose with fructose can
claim: ‘Consumption of foods containing fructose leads to a
lower blood glucose rise compared to foods containing sucrose
or glucose.’ A claim that might seem self-evident. We all recall
that the ubiquitous corn syrup is essentially synthesized sucrose
and glucose.

Big business is into this market because selling a teaspoon of
a plant extract (or synthesized version thereof) makes for big
profits. What they rarely tell you is that eating fresh off-the-vine
fruit is far better. Peter Dehasque, CEO of an ingredients
company is an exception. At one interview he asked rhetorically
whether whole fresh ‘fruit is a functional product on its own.’
Then answered candidly, ‘actually it is.... It’s not just the
vitamins, the fibers, the antioxidants. It’s a combination of all
that that makes it [fruit] stand out.’ Thank you, Peter.

In a recent interview, intrepid plant explorer Joseph Simcox,
told the on-line journal Food Navigator: ‘there are 300,000
species of plants on our planet, with about 30,000 deemed to be
useful for food purposes. Of these, about 7,000 species have
been documented in the archives as having been used for food
and about 3,000 are used on a happen chance basis in different
cultures around the world. Despite such big numbers, between
85 and 95% of the calories consumed in the world come from 12
different plants.’

And that says it all. 
Since the beginning of time, Homo sapiens, and her

prosimian ancestors, ate what came into their hands: leaves and
shoots of every conceivable plant and tree, fruit in season, and
anything else that moved. Now profit and convenience has
reduced this to 12 plants. Go figure. As ever, the real answer lies
in what you put on your child’s plate. Do you feed your her with
processed foods and additives, or with whole, fresh, fruits and
greens from the garden and market? 0
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