

[image: cover]




Fish Oil


How this natural healer can help arthritis, skin disorders and encourage better health


Liz Earle


[image: image]




Acknowledgements


I am grateful to Sheila Lavery for helping to produce the original printed edition of this book. I would also like to thank Dr Ray Rice of The Fish Foundation and food historian Jennifer Stead. My gratitude also to Beverley Banson, Liz Griffith and all at Seven Seas for access to valuable research material. I am indebted to Food Editor Emma Winterschladen and my talented team at Liz Earle Wellbeing for this newly revised e-book edition.




Introduction


Fish oils are big business. They’re the single biggest-selling sector of the food supplement market, with sales of around £140 million in 2009 – a rise of almost 40 per cent since 2004. Why? Modern nutritional and medical research is proving many of the historic folklore claims that surround their benefits for health and wellbeing. Many millions of people have benefited over the decades from their daily spoonful of supplements such as cod liver oil, although not as many know exactly why this golden liquid can be so beneficial. Fish oils (including cod liver oil) are not magical elixirs but they do contain certain nutrients and properties that have been well researched by the scientific and medical professions. After many hundreds of years of use, modern-day analysis means that we can now understand how these potent marine oils can help many severe ailments, including arthritis, psoriasis and heart disease. This short e-book will help reveal all you need to know about these fascinating food supplements and their myriad benefits.


Liz Earle MBE
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In The Beginning – Cod Liver Oil


In the beginning, there was cod liver oil, and this was pretty much the first nutritional food supplement to gain popularity and medical respect. If you thought cod liver oil disappeared with the hand-knitted socks of post-war Britain, it’s time to think again. Cod liver oil, together with the more recent additions of general ‘fish body’ oils, remain one of the biggest-selling supplements in Britain. Faithful followers are convinced that its nutritional benefits far outweigh those of the synthetic vitamins that stock the shelves of chemists and healthfood stores, and it seems that science also supports this belief. An increasing amount of research credits fish oils in general with benefiting everything from dry skin to heart disease and premature birth, and a whole new generation of Britons have become fish-oil aware.


Who would have imagined that a product of such humble origins as cod liver oil could play such a vital stepping-stone role in the nutritional health of a nation? Before it was accepted as a food supplement or remedy, cod liver oil had been used for centuries by the poor of the north of England, Scotland, Ireland, northern Europe, Iceland and Newfoundland to fuel their lamps, soften leather and make textiles. It was also used in animal feed. Perhaps the resulting glossy coats and healthy constitution of their animals encouraged people to take it themselves.


In fishing communities, the role of cod liver oil as a medicine predates other uses. The fishermen of Shetland used to rub it on aching joints and troublesome skin conditions. It was absorbed through the skin, but very slowly, and people probably thought they would get faster results from drinking it.


In original form, the oil was treacle-black and foul-smelling – a less appetising brew you could scarcely imagine. It was a brave soul who bridged that gap between smelly muscular rub and vile tonic. Folklore records how Iceland’s poor used to eat fish liver oils mixed with mutton tallow. The combination, known as ‘broedingur’, was one of the earliest recorded healthfoods. Closer to home, Shetlanders are known to have feasted on such appetising delights as ‘krappin and stap’ – fish liver and oatmeal stuffed into a large fish head or made into a dumpling. Another Shetland speciality was ‘cod liver bannock’ – cod livers mixed with oatmeal, soda, salt and pepper, and boiled. A bannock was so nutrient-packed it could keep you going for twenty-four hours and Shetlanders believed ‘it gives our young men supple backs, it gives our lasses sap.’


Shetlanders in general were partial to a drop of the fishy stuff. To fight colds when out at sea, some fishermen are reputed to have popped a couple of raw livers between two slices of bread and let the skipper sit on it while he steered the boat. The result: bread soaked in freshly squeezed fish oil.


Elsewhere in Britain folk weren’t quite so brave. Records show that eighteenth-century Norfolk was also enlightened about the benefits of fish oil, but drinking it was out of the question. In the Diary of a Country Parson, the Reverend James Woodforde (1758–81) recorded that:


Mr Thorne sent Nancy over today some Cod’s liver oil about a Quarter of a Pint, for her to make use of about her stiff arm and lame knee – she began it this evening on her arm only – Pray God! Send thy blessing upon it for her good.


Even today, the elderly, who may have been rubbed with cod liver oil as children, still use it on their joints and on scars that won’t heal. In the latter case, it apparently still works wonders. A friend was anxious about an operation scar that wouldn’t heal and his elderly neighbour recommended he rub cod liver oil on it – it worked.


In Nigeria, cod liver oil has acquired an almost religious significance. In a ritual, mothers rub it like a magic potion on to the fontanelle (the soft top area of the skull) of their newborn baby. It is believed that this helps to close the fontanelle (which does actually close naturally of its own accord by the age of 2 years old). After this happens, the oil is rubbed into the rest of the body to bring a healthy glow to the skin. But, according to superstition, it mustn’t touch any other part of the head. If it does, the baby’s head is said to grow much larger than the rest of the body!


Cod Liver Oil as Medicine


Cod liver oil enjoyed centuries of fame as a folk medicine before it received any medical backing. The earliest records of its medical use in England date back to February 1782, when a certain Dr Darbey and Dr Samuel Kay, a physician at the Manchester Royal Infirmary, made the first recorded clinical trial. They claimed that, ten years earlier, they had discovered ‘by accident’ that cod liver oil was successful in cases of chronic rheumatism, ‘but it is little known in any county except Lancashire.’ Down in Norfolk the Reverend James Woodforde would no doubt have disagreed.


Rheumatism was a sort of catch-all term for diseased or aching limbs or joints. It was widely known even before Darbey and Kay’s study showed that cod liver oil was an effective treatment for bone diseases and rheumatic conditions, but no one knew how or why it worked. Doctors and patients alike genuinely believed that it worked by oiling the joints – a myth that prevailed for many years.


Such was the effect of cod liver oil on rheumatic conditions that Dr Kay claimed to dispense between fifty and sixty gallons a year ‘for almost every lameness’. He is recorded as saying that, ‘Except bark, opium and mercury, I believe no one medicine in the materia medica is likely to be of better service.’ Thankfully bark, opium and mercury are no longer the medicines of the people, but cod liver oil continues to appeal to health-conscious Britons.


Kay and Darbey’s work was not immediately followed up in Britain. A German doctor by the name of Schenk did his own research, based on the Manchester findings, and discovered that cod liver oil was also effective against rickets, a crippling bone disease that affected nine out of ten children during the Industrial Revolution. Rickets occurs in children as a result of vitamin D deficiency – this vitamin is a major ingredient in cod liver oil. This research took place before the discovery of vitamins, so nobody knew why cod liver oil was such an effective cure-all. These early trials merely acknowledged its efficacy – its chemical composition was a mystery.


In 1841 in Edinburgh, John Bennett (who had studied in France and Germany) brought out his famous Oleum Jecoris Aselli, in which he stated that cod liver oil was being used medicinally in France and Germany but he wasn’t aware that it was used much in Britain. After the publication of Bennett’s book, doctors started using it to treat consumption and scrofula (tuberculosis of the skin), common diseases exacerbated by malnutrition. Around the same time, a Dutch doctor called Ludovicus Josephus de Jongh produced a book similar to Bennett’s. An 1849 English translation stimulated a surge of medical papers in England. Dr de Jongh wrote various papers extolling the benefits of cod liver oil as a ‘curative’. After prescribing it for twelve years for a range of illnesses from tuberculosis to sciatica and rheumatism, Dr de Jongh wrote in The Lancet:


It may be given with confidence in all cases where the powers of life are low and where the improper assimilation of food is the cause. It affords nourishment when none can be borne, restores the functions of digestion, and furnishes the frame with fat in a truly wonderful manner.


But Dr de Jongh did not favour just any cod liver oil. With the introduction of steam processing in the mid-nineteenth century, the quality and taste of the oil improved and demand for it grew. The consequent boom in trade led to some unscrupulous Dutch suppliers passing off impure concoctions as pure cod liver oil. De Jongh discovered that these evil brews, often adulterated with decayed herring oil and seal fat, simply didn’t have the healing abilities of pure cod liver oil. He became dedicated to bringing pure cod liver oil to the people, for which he was honoured by the Queen of the Netherlands and commended by Dr Fouquerier, personal physician to King Louis Philippe of France.


De Jongh was an obviously avid cod liver oil fan and a very influential figure in the early medical science of cod liver oil. His clinical work initiated the world-famous experiment on London Zoo lion cubs which were saved from the usual fate of cubs in captivity – death by rickets. Gradually, doctors began to realise the scope of this natural remedy. They also noticed that, for whatever reason, cod liver oil was particularly effective against diseases associated with malnutrition.


Dr de Jongh’s research into animals with rickets was backed up in 1923 when Professor Chick, in Vienna, found that cod liver oil was a successful treatment for children with rickets. By this time cod liver oil had received a little extra backing from the scientific world. Vitamin A was recognised in 1913 and cod liver oil was deemed a rich source. Some time later, when vitamin D was identified, cod liver oil was lauded once again. After years of being little more than a rather foul-tasting folk remedy, cod liver oil had taken its first steps on the road to nutritional stardom.


Early Production in England


Cod liver oil came into common usage via North Atlantic cod fishermen. When they brought the fish back to shore, they’d gut them and throw the livers into a barrel where they would rot to produce a foul-smelling black oil. Up until 1850, the fishermen of Hull did likewise, but for speed, and to preserve the fish, they gutted their catch at sea and threw the livers into a storage barrel where they fermented for three or four weeks. The Hull fishermen sold this unrefined cod liver oil to the tanning industry and to animal feed manufacturers to supplement their meagre income. However, the oil they produced was crude and not suitable for medicinal purposes. At this time the bulk of medicinal cod liver oil was imported from Norway.


In 1850, things started to improve. Just two years earlier a Scarborough man discovered that instead of being left to rot, the livers would produce a clean-tasting oil when they were heated with steam. The steam method was well under way by 1853. It was popular because it enabled the fishermen to extract more oil of a much higher quality. The oil itself was paler in colour and marginally better in taste. Some people used this refined oil medicinally, but it was still very crude compared to modern standards, and most of it was used for animal feed.


In the nineteenth century trawlers could be at sea for three or four weeks at a time. They would travel up to 3,000 miles to the coldest parts of the world to catch cod. Once there, they would fish like fury until they’d caught about ten tons of cod. The fish were gutted, beheaded and stored on ice to keep them fresh. The livers were thrown into barrels. By the time they came home the fisherman would have caught enough fish to produce about 4,000 gallons of cod liver oil. Cod have unusually large livers and it takes just ten livers to produce a gallon of oil. Once docked, the barrels of livers were taken to the nearby factory where they were steamed. The resulting oil, which was known as cod oil, and some of the better-quality stuff, which was called cattle oil, was used for animal feed. However, by the mid-1930s this low-grade oil wasn’t even thought fit for livestock.


The 1930s were a turning point for British cod liver oil production. Doctors had eventually accepted that cod liver oil could prevent and cure rickets, and thus demand for cod liver oil soared. Around the same time, some of the trawlermen began to experiment with sea boiling – steaming the livers at sea while they were still fresh. Very soon a trawler docked at Hull with a quantity of sea-boiled oil which was good enough for veterinary use and possibly good enough to be processed to medicinal quality. Gradually, as more and more trawlers became equipped, the production of sea-boiled cod liver oil increased. This all meant extra work for the fishermen. Traditionally, they had made very little money out of the cod liver oil business – it was just a little sideline for them. So to compensate for their extra workload, owners agreed to pay them what was known as ‘liver money’. This was an early example of performance-related pay and each crew was paid in proportion to the amount of oil they brought in.
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