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Diet and Brain

Humans. are in danger of evolving into big beasts with
tiny brains. A bad diet could increase body weight at the
expense of brain capacity. But if we eat the right food,
we could increase our intellectual capabilitiess. The best,
brain food contains polyunsaturated fats — the sort found
in cod, mackerel, freshwater salmon, crabs, and shellfish,
as well as liquid oils such, as vegetable and sunflower oil.
Fats of this sort build: brain cells, whereas, the rest of
the body needs protein.

‘The bigger the savannah animals grow, the smaller
their relative brain size. A research team has studied 42
species to show how this  works. Big sav'ann:eiﬁ ani-
mals have tiny brains: a rhino’s brain is a4 mere 12cm
across and the brain of an ox accounts for just 0.08 per
cent of its body weight. B

From the need to compete .with lions and other hunt-
ers of the plains,, we evolved two legs because we needed
to see over the tall grass of the savannahs. -

 However, some scientists challenge that theory. They
say the big braid was not selected by breeding, but grew
as a result of diet. Man did not. evolvé on the sayannahs,
competing for food with other carnivores, but thrived on
the nutrition-rich shores of lakes, rivers, and seas. His
fishy diet built his brain and that in turn gave man a
great advantage in the survival stakes. Chimpanzees, sup-
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posedly closely related to man, did not have the benefit
of a fishy diet. They have a brain capacity of " a mere
400ml compared with the human capamty of 1,500ml.

In terms of brain power humans were most closely
related to dolphins, which evolved on the land, -eating
the same food as seaside man.® LaKesides and 'seashores
provided ‘man with an abundance of specialised chemicat
needs for brain growth. The diet "of savannah animals
did not ‘provide 'these nutrients.
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Alcohol’s Place in Diet

Alcoholic beverages, used in moderation, can have a
place in the healthful ‘diet. Wine, especially, has man-
aged to make itself nearly indispensable fo serious cooks
and serious lovers of food. '

In cooking, winé is ‘typically added to flavor a dish,
fot lend an extra. kick. The alcohol boils off at 173 de-
grees Fahrenheit, considerably less than water’s ' boiling
point of 212 degiees. Whadt remain are those elements in
the wine that give it (and your dish). chiaracteristic flavor.

The same is true of fortified wines and spirits. A
seafood bisque, for example, might contain sherry and
brandy or Cognac. Since both are subjected to heat (the
brandy might be flamed in the cooking pot along with
shrimp shells), no aléohol reémains. The calorie comnse-
quences are. low, the flavor consequences deliciously high.

Taken straight from the bottle, 'wine does contain
some nutrients, including potassium and other minerals,
but certainly not enough to drink it for that reason
alone.® Sorry.®

The same can be said of beer. Typically, a 31/;-ounce
glass of dry red or white table wine has 75 to 85 calo-
ries. Beer has 140 to 150 calories in a 12-ounce can
(light beer has 95 or so). v - -

The same can’t be said of spirits,'hﬁowever. Hard
liquor ranks right at the top of the empty calorie list,
and excess drinking of liquor crowds out ‘‘good’’ calories
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that contain essential nutrients. If you drink a lot, you
have to be even more vigilant about your diet than other-
wise.

) The calorie count of hard liquor depends on its
proof. A jigger (11/; ounces) of 80 proof liquor has 97
calories. A jigger at 100 proof contains 124 calories.

Add to that the calorie cost of the mixers: four ounces
of cola is 50 calories; of ginger ‘ale, 36, and of Collins
mix, 55 or so. The way to minimize mixer calories
is to switch to club soda or water, or buy artificially
sweetened versions, if that suits you.

Besides all ‘this, alcohol steals niacin and thiamine
needed by the brain to process glucose, an important fuel.
That is one way alcohol is bad for your body. Theré are
others: Alcohol always is processed by the stomach ahead
of food, because it does not need to be digested.

A drinker stands the best chance of resisting intoxi-
cation if his stomach is full, or if he eats as he drinks.
High fat snacks, unluckily' enough, are best at slowing
alcohol absorption. Since drink in reasonable amounts is
an appetite stimulant, you will be more tempted than
ever to go for the cracker spread with paté, or a palm-
ful of salted nuts.

The obvious solution is to drink less. Make -your
cocktails go further by moving to drinks with more flavor
and diluting thein more. For instance, white wine spritz-
ers get all the press, but three ounces of a dry red
with some club soda is more flavorful and can leave you
feeling as if you have had a drink.

Aromatic wines also pay big dividends in flavor.
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White vermouthi is about 105 calories- pér small glass, but
it has a definite taste, hore able to“ stind~up to club
soda. Red vermouth contains 165 calories a serving. -~

Veteran tipplers-who need to watch thieir intake fill
their glass with mixér as it’s emptied. Start with a Scotch
and soda, drink a liftle, then refill to the top with club
soda; this is easy to nurse for long periods, and less de-

leteriouis than wobbling back to “the:bar for a fresh one.
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Food-borne Illnesses

More than a century after Louis Pasteur’ showed that
microbes in milk make people sick, food-borné illnesses
are alive and thriving.

Consumers can” reduce the risk of food poisoning by
cooking meat well and washing kaives, :cutting boards and
any other surfaces touched.by ;raw meat. But that’s not
always enough. In the last. decdde alone, food poisonings
traceable to salmonella have “doubled—and new pathogens
are still- being discovered. Only ‘a few years ago, medical
sleuths found that the .culprits they sought’ in a string' of
-outbreaks were-common bacteria long assumed to be harm-
less. - T ' ’ -

- For most people, the unpleasant Symptoms are tran-
sient. But each year about 9,000 Americans .die of food
poisoning. The most frequent victims are elderly people
with weakened immune systems and the very young. So

far, salmonella has gottem the worst press. But other
' common contaminants of meat, poultry, dairy products
and fish include  yersinia, escherichia «coli, toxoplasma
and- campylobacter.” In fact, campylobacter, long thought
to. be only: a cause "of -livestock; disease, mow Tivals sal-
‘monella-as the leading “cause.of humand food poisoning.®
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It’s blamed for some 4.1 million cases a year —.. exceed-
ing the annual toll of salmonella by about 100,000.

The latest worry is listeria, a bacterium that usually
causes no worse than mild flulike symptoms. But on rare
occasions it can also trigger meningitis, infect the blood
and cause abortions and miscarriages. The fatality rate
can reach 40 perceiit, even with treatment. Worse, listeria.
lives nicely at refrigerator temperatures. The germ got its.
first real publicity in 1985, when Jalisco cheese made
from listeria-contaminated milk -caused 28 deiths and 20
stillbirths in Los Angeles. o

The U.S. Departinent of Agriculture reports that
about 37 percent of chicked carcasses carry sialmonella—a:
figure that has been relatively constant foir more than a-
decdde. Four percent of all beef and 12 percent of ait
pork is also contaminated. But chickens dre copropha-
gous—a polite way, of saying they eat each other’s drop-
pings. Thus, salmonella is a common inhabitant of their-
intestinal tracts, -and it rarely is-a bother to them,

That is not the case for humans, though, for during:
slaughtering the birds’ entrails occasionally teaf; allowing
the bacteria to spread. Spraying the carcasses with chio-
rinated wéter cuts down, but doesi’t eliminate, the bac-:
teria..Moreover, current screening relies heavily on visual
signs of infection—yet bacteria, of course, can’t be seen
with the naked eye.

‘It has been proposed. that chickens be regularly tested
at random for microbial and chemical contaminants.
Other experts suggest tackling the problem even ‘before
they .arrive. at the slaughter-house. The boldest plan is to
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feed them harmiléss Ticrobés' that will colonize ~in the
birds’ guts and wipe out disease-causing bacteria without
any undue effects on consumers, o

Early trials suggest the approach might work — pos-
sibly for livestock as well. But taking precautions at
home will always be essential. There are simply too many
opportunities for food to spoil between the barnyard and
your dinner plate. As every microbiologist since Pasteur

well knows, never judge a microbe by its size.®
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