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      The fascinating, outrageous bit


      

         This book is, in many ways, a celebration of E numbers. I’m well aware that this is deeply unfashionable and goes against the grain of public opinion, and I predict a deluge of

         scorn and anger raining down on me from my peers and colleagues for writing it. So, although I’m sure it’s utterly futile,

         I’d like to start by making one thing very clear:


      I love food, but I hate bullshit.


      By food, I mean everything that’s life affirming and pleasurable to eat. I’m your archetypal irritating food-obsessive: a

         man who daydreams about fine hams, who’ll bore you to death with tales of artisan cheesemakers and arcane recipes, given half

         a chance. I get visibly agitated when I taste something truly special and I’m inevitably happiest cooking foods from conscientious

         producers who respect their land, animals and traditions. Heck, I know it’s not a reason not to hate me, but I’ve even got an award from the Slow Food movement.


      By bullshit, I mean the clichés, mantras, cherry-picked research, unquestioned nutritional assumptions and half-truths spread

         without a second thought by food writers, TV chefs, reporters and media nutritionists. The most damaging of these are the

         widely held beliefs that all E numbers are bad for you, that preservatives are unnecessary and that it’s a conspiracy of faceless

         food manufacturers, scientists and the government – rather 

         than ourselves – who are to blame for bad nutrition and food poisoning. The food industry does indeed cause some crippling

         environmental, social and medical problems (more about these later), but blaming E numbers for them is a lazy shortcut that

         skips over real issues of personal accountability for health.


      I first started to doubt the hysteria about Es after reading Jeffrey Steingarten’s brilliant 1999 essay ‘Why Doesn’t Everyone

         in China Have a Headache?’ Then, when I started to talk to doctors, gastroenterologists and oncologists I found that they

         were exasperated with the public’s obsession with Es, seeing them as a huge distraction from the really pressing health and

         nutrition issues that are our responsibilities, but which we (and I include myself here) are extremely reluctant to tackle because it’s infinitely easier

         to blame Es in general as a business/science/government conspiracy. We all know what those health issues are: unbalanced diets,

         eating disorders, food poisoning, physical inactivity, obesity, excessive alcohol consumption and smoking. But these all take

         energy, abstinence and willpower to solve.


      Like many natural foods, several Es have been proven to cause problems to a small proportion of consumers (for example, some

         colours are linked with hyperactivity in children, nitrates have been linked to bowel cancer and the preservative essential

         to wine-making can exacerbate asthma), but often the benefits of additives far outweigh the risks.


      The public perception is that the food industry pours harmful additives into our food for no good reason except their own

         profit, causing widespread allergies, intolerances and all manner of other health problems. However, there’s a gaping maw

         of difference between the perception and the reality, as the European Commission found out when it asked the Scientific Committee

         for Food to check exactly this. There were, indeed, people intolerant to additives, but not very many: 0.01–0.23%*.


      Interestingly, 2% of adults were found to have intolerance of all foods (around 1–3% of us are intolerant of cows’ milk).

         However, the amount of people who think that additives cause them adverse reactions is much, much higher: around 7%, according to a huge study** carried out amongst 30,000 people in the 1980s. When those 7% were tested, only 3 people had reproducible reactions to additives.

         This is a tricky area in which to perform clinical studies, and cherry-picking of research facts is always a concern, but

         really… 3 people.


      

         I’m not suggesting that those who think they are intolerant of additives are stupid or paranoid, but I do think that amateur

         nutritionists and the headline-hungry media have a lot to answer for, because they are the people who’ve made us scared of

         our food.


      That said, there are some disgusting rip-off foods out there in the shops and many of them contain lots of E numbers, but

         although it’s tempting to think the additives are the problem, that’s not really the case. Nor, if we’re being rigorous about

         this, are the fats, salt or sugar with which they are packed (we need all of these in our diet). It’s the balance of these substances alongside the protein, fibre, vitamins, minerals and so on that makes a diet healthy or otherwise, and

         that balance is our responsibility. Put another way, there’s little nutritionally wrong with a single McDonalds Big Mac, or

         a posh rib-eye steak with pommes dauphinoise, for that matter. But a diet made up of lots of Big Macs (or rib-eye steaks and

         pommes dauphinoise) and nothing else is highly likely to end up causing you problems. The trouble is that a balanced diet

         of healthy home-cooked food takes thought, time and money that many people either can’t or won’t spend. Perhaps better education

         about food, cooking and nutrition is the solution. Blaming Es certainly isn’t.


      The grand conspiracy theories about a government-science-business complex poisoning us with E numbers increases public paranoia

         and thereby lays the foundations for another industry to counter the conspiracy. That industry is the media-savvy, multi-billion-pound

         nutritionist and nutritional supplement industry, which sells sometimes bizarre and inappropriate nutritional advice based

         on flimsy evidence or hearsay (see pages 53–7), expensive solutions such as detox products (there’s no such thing outside

         the clinical treatment for drug addiction or poisoning), that homeopathic remedies are more than just placebos (don’t get

         me started!) and some clinically unproven and often unnecessary supplements such as fish oil pills for better scholastic performance

         by school children.


      These fish oils are a particularly murky £110m industry, and the excitement for them mainly comes from a massive trial by

         a large supplements manufacturer called Equazen. Together with Durham Council, they carried out a huge, shouty yet oddly unclinical

         study on 5,000 students backed up by massive publicity from the Daily Mail (Ben Goldacre describes this in excellent detail in Bad Science). After the study took place, the rate of improvement in Durham students getting five GCSE grades A to C actually fell from

         5.5% to 3.5%. Just to be clear, 

         exam grades improved as they often do, but at a much lower rate than the previous year! Never mind though, because parents

         are desperate people, and many of them are willing to part with 80p a day for these pills just on the hope that something

         – anything – might help.


      One of the underlying problems in all this is that it is a little too easy to be a nutritionist. I’ll show you how easy: I

         am a nutritionist. There, two seconds ago I was merely a sceptical food writer, but just by calling myself a nutritionist,

         I am one. You don’t need any qualifications to call yourself a nutritionist, but doesn’t it sound authoritatively medical?

         I could charge you £60 for a consultation if you were willing to cough up. On the other hand, you do need qualifications legally

         to call yourself a clinical dietitian, some of whom can be very good indeed, so I’d go and see one of those if you’re worried

         about nutrition. I am sure this is possibly true of many professions. After all I have no formal qualifications as a food

         writer, but then no one is going to ask me what NOT to eat.


      There are, of course, some excellent nutritionists out there who restrict themselves to advice based on clinically proven

         facts, but who are you to know if you’re handing over your £60 to one of them, or to one of those bonkers ones off of the

         telly who thinks flax seed cures cancer, who thinks selling horny goat weed is a decent way to earn their crust and who prefers

         anecdotal evidence to double-blind placebo-controlled clinical trials?


      At this point, however, I ought to make a confession. I’ve presented a few jolly TV shows about food and I used to be as guilty

         as anyone of using empty phrases such as ‘It’s full of chemicals’, ‘It’s full of E numbers’, or ‘This’ll have the kids bouncing

         off the walls’ as a generic put-down for processed foods. I’ve also used empty, misleading phrases such as ‘good, honest food’,

         knowing deep down that there’s no such thing. For instance, I’ve known for years that milk is a delicate balance of hundreds

         of chemicals hanging in a complex emulsion, none of which has any moral compass. They just are.


      The trouble is that when you’re cooking on TV you’re often filling space with words because you’re concentrating on not chopping

         off your fingers, but you need to keep talking. We call it ‘chop-and-chat’, and sometimes you’re reduced to phatic communication,

         using phrases the public have heard a thousand times before. In retrospect, it was patronizing and lazy, but there’s a pressure

         to conform to the jolly template of food programming, and I regret that I helped to propagate ill-considered clichés and mantras.


      

         While filming these shows, some fantastic chefs have told me that they hate getting science in their food, and that cooking

         is art. Many chefs are unaware, or simply unwilling to admit, that they are experts in the thermodynamics of ovens and pans,

         actively denaturing proteins every time they cook meat and fish, and carrying out complex controlled reactions on amino acids

         and carbohydrates every time they brown something in a pan. Look, I know we like our food to feel natural and wholesome but,

         at the same time, all cooking involves changing the chemical state of foods by applying heat, emulsifying, whipping, kneading,

         etc., to make them safe, edible, attractive and enjoyable. Whether you like it or not, when you cook your food you are processing it.


      You can be a great cook without knowing that the purest daube de beouf also contains a bunch of chemicals, including glutamates, antioxidants and thickeners that have been through chemical processes

         including the Maillard process (browning meats) and protein denaturing (cooking meat and fish), but it seems odd to deny the

         truth about it. All matter is at some level a collection of chemical substances – just as a glass of water is a soup of H2O molecules. There are an estimated 500,000 naturally occurring chemicals in our diet. What surprised me most when I began

         to research Es is that many of them are naturally occurring, that we create 20 of them in our bodies anyway, that some of

         the finest foods on the planet (including caviar, wine and artisan hams) depend on them, that essential vitamins have E numbers

         and that they are all around us, whether we like them or not. And 99.995% of every breath we take is a soup of Es.


      Unless you’ve read a fair amount of the clinical research in this area, there’s a strong possibility that everything you thought

         about Es might be wrong. I don’t mean to sound patronising – I’m just basing this on the state of my own understanding before beginning

         properly to research the subject five years ago, and I’d say that 99% of what I thought about Es was wrong, and was based

         on what I’d heard from media nutritionists and hearsay. Not only was it wrong but, in retrospect, a lot was illogical, paranoid

         and a little hysterical. You see, in order to understand if something is bad for you to eat, you have to start off by accepting

         a paradox:


      ‘Every edible substance on the planet can kill you. The best thing you can do is to eat as wide a range of different edible

            substances as possible.’


      

         Toxicology is the study of poisons*, and the father of toxicology is considered to be a chap called Paracelsus, who lived from 1493 to 1541. He is famous for

         summing up the essence of his subject with this quote:


      ‘All things are poison and nothing is without poison; only the dose makes a thing not a poison.’


      It’s impossible to say that Es are safe, seeing as everything can kill you at a high enough dose. So let’s be absolutely clear:

         Yes, E numbers can kill you, but so could apples, apricots, potatoes and rhubarb. Even water can kill if you drink too much

         of it. In 2008 a 40-year-old British woman called Jacqueline Henson died from water intoxication after drinking four litres

         of water in less than two hours as part of a weight-loss diet**.


      I tell you this not to shock you, but to reassure you, because the solution is in the one piece of decent advice that you

         are highly unlikely to hear from any pill-touting holistic nutritionist on the TV but is the one that most clinical dietitians,

         GPs and gastroenterologists espouse… enjoy your food, try to eat as broad a range of foods as you can, don’t eat too much

         and cook for yourself whenever you can.


      Parts of this book may give you the impression that I am an unquestioning admirer of the food industry. That’s not the case.

         I am well aware of iniquitous, bullying food industry malpractice and multinational mendacity, and the supermarkets that sell

         their products are to blame for a fair few problems, too. I’d be a fool if I didn’t imagine that the £173 billion we spent

         last year on food, drink and catering wasn’t a temptation too strong for some dodgy operators to cut corners and get consumed

         by competitive advantage. But the E number system is one regulatory mechanism that helps to avoid malpractice rather than

         encourages it. And even though I moan about the lengthening food chain, monopolistic supermarkets, food waste, crap packaging,

         dodgy marketing and horrible over-processed junk, am I really the only person in the country who’s also quietly impressed

         by a system that manages to grow, process, and distribute enough food to allow our 62 million population to eat three meals

         every single day?


      Neither do I advocate that you eat Es whenever you can. In the course of my research for this book I’ve tasted lots of crap,

         disgusting foods that 

         have been made with Es, and a fair amount of cheap and nasty food is only technologically possible because of E numbers. But

         what about my delicious wines, hams and cakes that are also made technologically possible by E numbers? Why is it fine if

         we eat additives but not when other people do? And who am I to tell anyone that they shouldn’t eat food simply because it’s

         cheap or because I don’t like it? I enjoy eating Wotsits and processed cheese slices as my guilty food pleasures, for crying

         out loud.


      If this introduction sounds a bit defensive, it’s because I’ve had so many arguments with people about writing this book.

         As soon as I say that E numbers don’t seem to be as bad as we thought, people get angry and talk of mendacious food manufacturers,

         hyperactivity, cancer and growth hormones in cattle (which aren’t E numbers, incidentally), yet most can’t define what an

         E actually is. We hold many nutritional fallacies to be rock-solid, mainly because they are so often repeated in the media.

         I hope that this book will help breathe some fresh air and fascination into the stale and sorry state of our – and our children’s

         – nutrition. Perhaps it will give you a new perspective on your diet and help you tackle the more important health issues

         in your daily life. We shouldn’t be afraid of Es. We should understand them.


				


	     

      Cooking with E numbers


      

         All of our favourite food writers use E numbers in their food, although they rarely – if ever – say that the ingredients they

         list are Es. Delia Smith’s How to Cheat at Cooking is a veritable festival of Es as she suggests very specific brands and products containing Es such as Hartley’s orange and

         lime-flavoured jellies (E330, E331, E260, E100, E120, E160a, E141), Baxter’s Lobster bisque (E452), Jus-Rol pastry (E471),

         Aunt Bessie’s Homestyle Roast Potatoes (E100, E160c) and Tesco’s Piri Piri peppers (E270 – lactic acid) to name but a few.


      Hugh Fearnley-Whittingstall’s River Cottage Cookbook recipe for Elderflower Cordial includes tartaric acid, although he omits to say that this is also known as E334. His recipe

         for curing hams lists saltpetre in the ingredients. He points out that this is sodium nitrate but doesn’t mention its E number

         (E251).


      Nigella Lawson loves two Es in particular. Flicking through her How to be a Domestic Goddess, she makes ample use of E500 (sodium bicarbonate) and E450 (one of several diphosphates), the components of baking powder,

         used for so many of her wonderful recipes. She suggests using dolly mixtures and pink food colouring (both almost inevitably

         using E120, cochineal, E122 Carmoisine and E110, Sunset Yellow). Every recipe that needs self-raising flour is asking you

         to add E500 (sodium bicarbonate) and usually E341 (calcium phosphate).


      Heston Blumenthal uses E330 (citric acid) and sodium bicarbonate too, although often to regulate pH, see Perfection, page 286.


      



      What is an E number?


      

         E numbers are what identify the 319 food additives approved for a specific use in Europe.


      That’s the short answer, but don’t worry, the longer explanation isn’t complicated and can be boiled down to a few bullet

         points:


      

      – The E stands for Europe.


      – Approval is recommended to the European Commission by the EFSA (European Food Safety Authority), which analyses the

         research into additives, sets acceptable levels of them and gives specific details about what they can and cannot be used

         for (sweeteners are not allowed in baby foods, for example).


      – They are constantly being reassessed and some have been withdrawn from food use (e.g. E103 and E105), others added.


      – They have many different uses. The most important are colours, preservatives, stabilizers, gelling agents, acidity

         regulators, flavour enhancers and sweeteners.


      – Some additives are naturally occurring and others are manufactured by the chemical industry.


      

      But wait, there’s more:


      

      

         – Our bodies naturally create 20 different E number compounds, whether or not the food that we eat contains them. There are

         Es in our blood, fat, sweat, semen and hair.


      – Or bodies contain over 90 different E compounds sourced from natural unprocessed food.


      – 47 Es are approved for use in organic food (which means food can contain these and still qualify as ‘organic’).


      – There are actually 507 E numbers in total, but many of them are only for use in cosmetics, for example.


      – You could apply for your very own E number to be authorized, if you fancy it. Just send a letter and a technical

         dossier to: European Commission Health and Consumer Directorate-General Directorate E – Safety of the food chain Unit E3 –

         Chemicals, Contaminants, Pesticides Office B232, 4/49, B-1049 Brussels. You may need to wait a few years for an answer, mind.


      – An EU-approved additive doesn’t have to be listed on a label by its E number – packs can give their real name instead.

         This is not helpful. (I’ve included an A–Z of names at the back of this book if you want to look any up.)


      – If you want to be nit-picking, EU legislation defines food additives as ‘any substance not normally consumed as a

         food in itself and not normally used as a characteristic ingredient of food, whether or not it has nutritive value, the intentional

         addition of which to food for a technological purpose results in it or its by-products becoming directly or indirectly a component

         of such foods’. There is a strict and onerous system of Byzantine rules, regulations and directives controlling how and why

         they are used in all manner of foods that goes into minute detail.


      – For instance, this is from the European Parliament and Council Directive No 95/2/EC (Yes, I actually read these things):

         ‘The substances listed under numbers E400, E401, E402, E403, E404, E406, E407, E407a, E410, E412, E413, E414, E415, E417,

         E418 and E440 may not be used in jelly mini-cups, defined, for the purpose of this Directive, as jelly confectionery of a

         firm consistency, contained in semi-rigid mini-cups or mini-capsules, intended to be ingested in a single bite by exerting

         pressure on the mini-cups or mini-capsule to project the confectionery into the mouth.’


      

      Are E numbers chemicals?


      

         Yes. But then everything we eat or drink is a chemical, or more accurately, a soup of chemicals. A glass of water is a collection of chemicals – mostly

         hydrogen and oxygen bound together as H2O. You may think that the air that you breathe is pretty basic stuff, but it’s also another soup of chemicals – nitrogen,

         oxygen, argon and small proportions of others, most of which happen to have E numbers (see page 26).


      What are they made from?


      Some are naturally occurring organic substances that are milled or distilled, such as E412 (guar gum, used to control the

         texture of yoghurts and ice creams), which is simply the dehusked, milled and screened seeds of the guar bean, mainly grown

         in India and Pakistan. Others are synthetic, which means that they are created by chemical reactions such as heating, fermentation,

         dissolution, distillation, etc.


      E150a is plain caramel, made by the heating of carbohydrates (e.g. sugars), usually together with acids, alkalis or salts,

         E160c is an extract of paprika, E100 refined turmeric. E101, riboflavin, also known as vitamin B2 (a key micronutrient added

         to cereals for health reasons and also used as a food colour), is made in several different ways including the biosynthesis

         of various organisms such as bacteria and fungi. Basically, the fungi and bacteria produce the E101 as a by-product. E124

         (Ponceau 4R, red food colouring) is synthesized from coal tar.


      Some are more surprising, such as E120 (cochineal), which is made of the crushed and refined casings of the cochineal insect,

         which lives on cacti and is mainly produced in South America. The notorious E621 (MSG or monosodium glutamate) is usually

         made from sugar beet or molasses. The carbohydrates in them are fermented using yeasts to create MSG. Others are created by

         multiple reactions that are complex and mind-boggling, but a little too dull and long-winded for a pithy, myth-busting popular

         science book.


      Why are Es in my food?


      Most Es are in food to stop it going off, to make it taste, look or feel better in your mouth, for dietary reasons (e.g. vitamins

         and low-calorie sweeteners) or give it a longer shelf-life. The rules state that Es must ‘perform a useful purpose, are safe

         and do not mislead the consumer’.


         The main categories are:


      Colours


      Ever wondered why M&Ms are so colourful? The ones I’m munching on now (just for the purposes of research, I promise you) have

         E100 (yellow-orange), E120 (pink/purple), E133 (red/blue), E160e (orange-red), E171 (white). Some say that artificial colours

         are merely cosmetic and therefore unnecessary, but it’s not that simple. We make important choices based on the appearance

         of food, and colour performs important psychological functions, altering our perception of the taste.


      If you doubt the power of colour, try this experiment: I asked a group of experienced wine enthusiasts to taste a white Pinot

         Gris wine to which I had added red dye, followed by that exact same wine unadulterated. Everyone in the group was fooled, guessing red grape varieties and talking of blackcurrant notes, fruit and tannins. They described

         the white entirely differently, using classic white wine flavour references. Make no mistake, colour directly influences our

         taste perceptions, and as such it will control nutrition by informing our food choices.


      Preservatives


      Nitrates and nitrites are in most bacon. They guard against botulism (the most powerful toxin on the planet) and help retain

         the red colour of meat. Without it, food would have a shorter shelf life, probably be more expensive and we would be much

         more likely to die from food poisoning.


      Antioxidants


      These stop food from rotting or turning brown, and stop fats from turning rancid. When you pop a lemon in a bowl of cut apples

         to stop them going brown, you are adding an antioxidant.


      Sweeteners


      Pretty self-explanatory, this one. You’ll find these in diet or low-calorie drinks, as most of them are, weight-for-weight,

         much sweeter (often several hundred times sweeter), yet lower in calories and safer for teeth than natural sugar.


      Emulsifiers, stabilizers, thickeners and gelling agents


      Emulsifiers like lecithin help ingredients such as oil and water to mix together when they would otherwise separate, as in

         mayonnaise. Although 

         not strictly emulsifiers, stabilizers often have the same effect, stopping ingredients from separating. Gelling agents are

         substances like pectin, which are in jams to make them set, and can also work as a substitute for fats in low-calorie foods.


      How much E can I eat?


      The WHO (World Health Organization) usually uses a safety margin of at least 100 when determining the safe levels (Acceptable

         Daily Intake or ADI) of additives. Basically they work out the amount of any additive that an animal can eat without having

         any bad effects, then divide it by 10 (in case a human is x10 times more sensitive than an animal) and then this figure is

         divided by 10 again to account for a range of sensitivities in humans. Essentially, a safe level has been found, and then

         divided by 100 just to be sure. Even then, food manufacturers are only allowed to use a fraction of that ADI on the assumption

         that you may eat many products containing that same additive in the course of a normal day.

            *


      In practise, this is a bloody good thing, because it’s extremely difficult to find out how much of any E number is in a product.

         I called up Mars to find out how much of my ADI of the colours I was eating in my M&Ms and they took seven days to get back

         to me. They finally said ’The information you have requested is not standard information that we would give out as it involves

         sensitive recipe data.’ I would have followed it up, but I’d finished my M&Ms by then.


      Going a little deeper: the lists of Es and their ADIs are actually only a small part of the legislation – there are a huge

         variety of rules that define how they can be used, and there are lots of foods that aren’t allowed to contain any of them,

         or are restricted to only containing certain ones. For instance JEFCA (the Joint Food and Agriculture/World Health Organization’s

         Executive Committee on Food Additives) advises that sulphur dioxide E220 has an ADI of 0–0.7 milligrams per kg of body weight

         (so basically, if you weigh 70 kilos, you should consume no more than 49mg a day). When it’s present in food, the producer

         has to take into account how much of that ADI will be used up by their product, even if you eat or drink it to excess (and

         seeing as E220 is in almost every bottle of wine, they need to keep the amounts pretty low. Aspartame has an ADI of 0–40 milligrams

         per kg of body weight. By contrast, MSG 

         (E621) is considered so safe that it doesn’t even have an ADI, and many have the advice ‘Quantum satis’ which simply means

         you should only use as much of it as you need, and no more, to perform a specific function. If that seems a bit vague for

         you, it may come as some succour that most Es have a tightly restricted list of foods in which they can be used, so it’s not

       as though they are scattered in foods by the bucketful whether they are needed or not. The details are here: http://www.food.gov.uk/multimedia/pdfs/guidance.pdf


      The ADIs for all the E Numbers are currently undergoing review – many of the limits date back to suggestions made in 1995

         and our eating habits change, so if we are habitually eating more of one type of food or drink (perhaps everyone goes cherryade

         mad), the levels in them need to change accordingly. The current ADI review is starting with colours (specifically with the

         Southampton Six, see page 46) and is expected to be finished in 2020.


      An E poisoning experiment


      I thought it only fair to spend 24 hours seeing if I could harm myself by overeating on crap, processed food. I bought £100

         worth of products that listed the most Es on their labels: doughy frozen pizzas, crisps, luncheon meat, chicken poppets (hoh,

         yes), instant noodles and high-energy drinks. The idea was to see if I could overdose on Es. Why was this food crap? Because

         it tasted bloody awful. Most products were very high in salt, leaving me with a sore, stinging sensation in my mouth after

         eating my first few meals, and by the end of the day I felt sore, sick, bloated and miserable.


      Two weeks later I visited Dr Jonty Heaversedge, an NHS GP, who looked at the amount of food I’d eaten in a single day and

         professed himself appalled (although I suspect he was actually quite impressed). He had worked out the statistics of what

         I’d eaten: 8,500 calories of horrible food (nearly four times the recommended amount) and 50 E number additives. He had worked

         out how much of each E I had eaten and analysed whether or not I had put myself in danger.


      Trouble was, I hadn’t. 32 of the Es I ate were so untoxic that they didn’t even have upper limits of daily consumption, and

         I had only gone over my ADI on one additive: nitrates in various forms, and that by a whopping 700%. But interestingly, Jonty

         wasn’t at all concerned about my consumption of Es, or even the nitrates (the safety margins on the ADIs of nitrates are so

         high that I was nowhere near dangerous levels), but by 

         the sheer scale of my fat, salt and sugar intake, none of which have E numbers. If I ate food like that on a long-term basis

         I was likely to be looking at obesity, heart disease and circulatory problems very quickly.


      There’s little doubt that a lot of processed food can be relatively high in fat, salt and sugar, and that this poses a huge

         health risk if you eat it to the exclusion of fresh fruit and vegetables. But the problems posed by crap food are often little

         to do with their E numbers.


      What isn’t an E number?


      People like picking fights with me over my defence of (some) Es, and they are right to do so; if I’m going to say something

         that outrages them, I should expect to take some flak. But they often argue with me about substances that aren’t Es, so at the risk of sounding snide, here are a few of them:


      Flavourings – Whether artificial or not, these don’t have E numbers and they are controlled by different laws to other food additives,

         and although a label must say if they are in a product, they don’t need to be listed.


      Caffeine – It may be an addictive psychoactive stimulant drug proven to cause anxiety, muscle twitching, insomnia, mania, depression

         and headaches, but an E number it is not. On balance it’s probably best not to consume it, but at the same time I should add

         that they’ll take my coffee out of my cold, dead hands.


      Cattle growth hormones – Monsanto’s Posilac is the best known of these and it’s given to cows to increase milk yield (which it does by around 10–16%). About 17% of US

         cows are on bovine growth hormones and they are associated with potential (although disputed) cancer fears in humans and some

         grim animal health problems such as lameness and mastitis. They aren’t, however, Es.


      Salt – There is a small but highly significant increase in risk of stroke and cardiovascular disease from long-term high salt

         intake, although a lack of salt in our diet can be fatal too. If you eat a lot of processed food, it’s probably a good idea

         to be very careful, but seeing as I hate culinary paranoia I should add that if you cook most of your own food rather than

         eating processed food, you may get nowhere near the FSA’s recommendation of a maximum of 6g of salt per day.


      If you’ve got some sensitive scales, pour out 6g of salt to take a good look at it (I think it’s quite a lot – I’d love to

         know what you think). I’ve measured my daily salt usage when cooking fresh food, and it’s usually 

         around 2–3g, even though I like my food well seasoned. But the moment you add processed food like bacon, shop-bought bread,

         sandwiches and salads with dressing – you’re adding salt. But it’s not an E number.
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