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Introduction


Evening primrose oil is an interesting oil supplement and one that I have found to be very helpful in the past when dealing with dry, eczema-prone skin. As someone with eczema, I have had first-hand experience of the potential benefits of this unusual oil. I began taking it in my teens, and my skin seemed to respond well, becoming smoother and clearer during my twenties. Although I no longer take it on a daily basis, I have recommended it to many (and given it to my children), especially when their skin has shown signs of becoming overly dry and flaky. But there is so much more to this humble plant than the possible powers of skin rejuvenation. This quick guide reveals how evening primrose oil may be able help a wide range of ailments, from PMS to symptoms of the menopause, to diabetes, arthritis and even hyperactivity in children. And while it is by no means a cure-all, and many medics do dismiss its benefits, evening primrose oil may offer some surprising advantages for those who try it.


So if you are one of the many who take their daily capsules, or if you simply want to find out whether the oil might help your own skin, health and wellbeing, read on to discover the magic of the mighty evening primrose.


Liz Earle MBE


www.lizearlewellbeing.com
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The Plant and Its History


Oil of evening primrose is one of Britain’s biggest-selling supplements for women and there has been extensive research over many years into its potential powers. The oil comes from the seeds of the evening primrose; the plant is not at all like a common primrose but is tall and spiky with vivid, egg-yolk-yellow flowers. It only blooms in the evening (hence its name) and thrives on poor soil and extreme weather conditions.


The evening primrose can be traced back 70,000 years to Central America and Mexico, where the North American Indian medicine men were the first to make use of its extraordinary healing powers. They made poultices from its leaves to soothe aches and sprains and used the juice from its roots as a cough mixture. They also brewed up the plant’s seed pods to make anti-inflammatory infusions. It is the seed pods that contain the secret of the evening primrose plant’s success; the seeds are rich in oil, which is a rare source of the essential fatty acid GLA (gamma-linolenic acid). Essential fatty acids (EFAs) are needed by the skin to maintain its tone and elasticity as well as having other important biochemical effects, but gamma-linolenic acid does much more, as will be explained here.


Evening primrose spread from America throughout the world. Botanists first brought it to Europe from Virginia in 1614 in order to study it. In 1650, the English herbalist Nicholas Culpeper recorded his use of the evening primrose, saying, ‘it opens obstructions of the liver and spleen, provokes urine, is good for the dropsy if infused in common drink.’ (Dropsy is the old-fashioned word for oedema, or swelling, and it is not a disease in itself but a sign of kidney or heart disease.) However, most of the strains of evening primrose that we have in Britain arrived accidentally during the next century, via the cargo ships carrying cotton. As cotton is very light, extra soil was used as ballast. The soil, containing stray seeds of evening primrose, was dumped on reaching port. Evening primrose then began to spring up in areas surrounding ports such as Liverpool and, even today, the descendants of these plants can be found nearby.


In Europe, evening primrose became known as ‘The King’s Cure-All’ by those who were aware of its marvellous medicinal properties. Despite this, evening primrose has been virtually ignored for centuries, with only a few herbalists showing any interest in it. Old herbals describe the evening primrose plant as being astringent and sedative, and its oil as being helpful in treating gastro-intestinal disorders, whooping cough, asthma, female complaints and wound healing. It is only fairly recently, though, that evening primrose oil has gained a high profile. In 1917 a German scientist called Unger examined the plant and discovered that the seeds contained 15 per cent oil, which could be extracted using light petroleum. Medical attention was then focused solely on the oil-bearing seeds of this remarkable plant. This oil was originally analysed in 1919 by Heiduschka and Luft, who discovered and identified GLA and other essential fatty acids for the first time. Later, in 1927, three German scientists repeated the Heiduschka and Luft test and made a more detailed analysis of the chemical structure of GLA.


Twenty-two years later, Dr J.P. Riley, a British biochemist in the Department of Industrial Chemistry at Liverpool University, decided to analyse the evening primrose oil himself using modern techniques. He was excited when he also found this unique gamma-linolenic acid, but it was not until the 1960s that British scientists began to examine the oil’s health-giving properties.


The history of evening primrose is like a tale of rags to riches. Not so long ago evening primrose was looked upon as a humble weed found along waysides, but more recently some farmers, in their efforts to diversify, have begun to grow evening primrose as a commercial crop. The manufacturing of evening primrose oil has today become quite a big business.


From Flower to Capsule


Harvesting evening primrose oil is by no means a simple process. To start with, there are over 1,600 types of this plant and each has different characteristics. The different strains are collected together from around the world for the breeding programme. Pollen from the ‘parent’ plant is used to fertilise the female plant. Each season the different plants’ characteristics are examined and the best plants are used to establish the next generations. It takes about fifteen years of cross-pollination to produce a new variety and over this time 99 per cent of the original plants will be discarded. The seeds from the chosen variety are sent to farmers in up to fifteen different countries to grow on to provide seeds for oil. Two kilograms of seeds are yielded per hectare of land; they are sown in August and harvested by machine the following October.


Once the seeds have been harvested, they are then sifted. Alien seeds are separated; air blowers eliminate lighter seeds and the heavier ones are shaken out. The good seed is then stored until required. The oil is extracted using a series of rollers which crack the seed cases, exposing the oil cells. The seeds are then soaked in a solvent which absorbs the oil, making a solution called micella. Then, through a process of distillation, the solvent is removed, leaving behind the pure evening primrose oil. This is then instantly sealed in airtight polythene-lined drums because air contact corrupts the purity of the oil and can turn it rancid. Finally, the oil is taken from the drum and injected between two strips of soft gelatin (or vegetable alternative). At this stage vitamin E (also renowned for its cell-regenerating properties) is commonly added. This vitamin is essential for the body to make full use of the beneficial properties of the oil, so when choosing a supplement, look for one with added vitamin E. The laborious process of extracting evening primrose oil, and the fact that it takes around 2,000 tiny seeds to fill a single capsule of oil, does make the final product relatively expensive.


The Medical Evidence


The first medical experiments on evening primrose oil in Britain took place during the 1960s. These were carried out on rats that were given a diet lacking in essential fatty acids. After a couple of weeks they experienced loss of hair and skin problems. They were then divided into two groups; one was fed on linoleic acid (an essential fatty acid found in polyunsaturated vegetable oils), the other gamma-linolenic acid (found in evening primrose oil). The results were astounding: the rats who had been given GLA recovered more rapidly than the other group and evidence revealed that the GLA was far more effectively used by the cells of all the important tissues and organs of the body than the linoleic acid. Much of the research during the 1960s was carried out by John Williams and his company, Bio-Oil Research. He was one of the first British biochemists to take a real interest in evening primrose and, as a result of his work, there has been a great deal of further research into the oil.


The success of these early experiments encouraged biochemists and other scientists to begin many more research projects. The next test was an investigation of the effect of GLAs in regulating blood cholesterol production in a group of rabbits being fed a diet high in animal fats and to compare the results with a group of rabbits fed a normal diet. The results showed that the GLA in evening primrose oil could control blood cholesterol levels. More research followed revealing other possible uses of evening primrose oil. One important study discovered that evening primrose oil could be beneficial in the treatment of multiple sclerosis (MS). A leading specialist in MS, Professor E.J. Field, who was at Newcastle University in 1974, discovered that evening primrose oil can be effective in reducing the severity and frequency of relapses in MS patients, and acting on his advice some people who have MS now take evening primrose oil capsules.


Essential Fatty Acids


Another enterprising doctor, David Horrobin, who was also at Newcastle University in the 1970s, became interested in the oil as a result of his work on schizophrenia and prostaglandins (hormone-like compounds which regulate many bodily functions) and their precursors, the essential fatty acids (EFAs), found in foods. EFAs have many uses: they provide energy, maintain body temperature, insulate the nerves and cushion and protect body tissues. EFAs are found in polyunsaturated foods such as sunflower, safflower and olive oils, fish oils and many more oils found in nuts and seeds.


It is important to distinguish between trans-fatty acids and essential fatty acids. Fatty acids vary in structure and may be saturated or unsaturated. In chemical terms, if the carbon chains contain the maximum number of hydrogen atoms, the acids are said to be saturated, while those that lack a certain number of hydrogen atoms are said to be unsaturated. Saturated fats are mostly of animal origin, such as red meat and dairy products, and we should eat these in moderation as they can interfere with the beneficial activity of other essential fatty acids. Saturated fats make up between 85 per cent and 93 per cent of all fatty acids contained in Western diets. Processed vegetable oils, which make up over 90 per cent of all oil available in the shops, can actually behave in a much worse way than saturated fats if they are hydrogenated, or hardened. This process creates trans-fatty acids, which interfere with the enzyme that changes the linoleic acid found in polyunsaturated foods into GLA. Avoid trans-fats and artificially hardened vegetable oils, such as hydrogenated palm oil (very common in processed foods).


The very important role that essential fatty acids play in the body has been increasingly investigated and at last acknowledged only in more recent years. Before this, doctors would not have connected what foods their patients were eating when treating them. When people suffered from a condition they went to the doctor to be prescribed drugs when perhaps their illness could have been helped (or even cured) simply by changing their diet. Many neurological diseases cannot be cured by drugs but research has shown that the condition of some patients can be improved by a change in diet and by taking supplements of certain essential fatty acids. Not a magic bullet, but potentially helpful for some.
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