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Vital Oils

‘Liz has always been committed not only to a natural approach to cosmetics but to the importance of beauty from the inside out. Vital Oils is likely to become the definitive guide to which oils we need for our diet and for our skin – and why.’

Kathy Phillips, International Beauty Director, Condé Nast, Asia

‘Liz Earle’s specialist research is second to none. This book makes fascinating reading and is guaranteed to have you (not to mention the rest of the family) looking and feeling great in no time.’

Eve Cameron, Associate Editor/Beauty Director Good Housekeeping Magazine

‘Liz’s passionate, knowledgeable approach to all aspects of natural beauty is always inspiring.’

Jenni Baden Howard, Beauty Writer
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Liz Earle

[image: image]


Contents

Cover

Praise

Title Page

Acknowledgements

Introduction

1. Vital Oils: An Overview

2. Oils for Health

3. The Healing Oils Remedy Finder

4. Oils for Food

5. Oils for Beauty

6. Essential Oils

7. Fats and Oils: The Inside Story

Weights and Measures

Glossary

Useful Resources

About the Author

Copyright


Acknowledgements

Producing a book is always very much a team effort and I should like to express my most sincere and grateful thanks to all those who have helped to shape Vital Oils. I am indebted to the many who spared their time and generously shared their brain-power on this both complex and fascinating subject. I’m also grateful to my talented team at Liz Earle Wellbeing and to all those who helped support both my research and me during the lengthy writing process. In purely alphabetical order, special thanks to:

Dr David Atherton, Sue Beechey, Jim Binning, John Black, Kim Buckland, Jacqueline Burns, Joanna Carreras, Jonathan Daniells, Patrick Drummond, Bruce Duckworth, Dr Frances Fewell, Juan Vincente Gomez Moya, Ray Gransby, Connie Hawker, Madeleine Hewitt, Valerie Holmes, Professor Jonathan Hadgraft, Patrick Holden, Geraldine Howard, Jan Kusmerick, Dr Peter Lapinskas, Dr Roger Leysen, Miren Lopategui, Anna Macleod, Ceri Moorhouse, Colin Ratledge, Dr Ray Rice, Dr Alexandra Richardson, Craig Sams, Stephen Simmonds, Sarah Stacey, Michael Skipwith, Dr Martin Watt, Rob Williams and Emma Winterschladen.


Introduction

When Vital Oils was first published in 1991 it helped to break new ground on the importance of oils and fats in our diet. At that time, ‘low-fat, no-fat’ was the cry and many of us cut out all oils and fats from our daily foods, often with disastrous consequences. (Depression, heart disease and chronically dry, scaly skin are just some of the many unwelcome side-effects of a fat-free regime.) As we now know, not all fats are bad and some are absolutely vital for our beauty and health. In fact, after many years of extensive research, I am convinced that vital oils in the diet are the very key to our inner vitality and outer radiance.

Today, much more is known about the importance of a group of substances called essential fatty acids (which I shall refer to as EFAs throughout this book) and the many different kinds of oils and oil supplements now widely available. For example, when I first began my research and writing in the 1980s, evening primrose oil was a rare and precious substance. Today, it is one of the world’s most popular beauty and health supplements for women, with countless documented clinical trials to support its help for dermatological and hormonal problems. Its use remains controversial, but many benefit. Similarly, although cod liver oil was popular, no one yet knew of the enormous number of benefits that the special fats in this and other fish oils can bring.

Investigations into EFAs are one of the fastest-growing and most exciting areas of nutritional research today. Many university and hospital departments run clinical trials covering an astonishingly wide range of ailments and diseases. Some of the most exciting work centres on a special group of EFAs that have been shown to help with depression (perhaps even post-natal depression) and Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) in children and teenagers (see here). They are literally life-changing.

Perhaps the only problem with including these vital oils in our diet is the confusing array of supplements and overwhelming amount of information available. Deciding how much of which oils to add is a daunting task. Walk into any health shop and aisles crammed with bottles of oils and jars of capsules, each one promising the elixir of life, instantly surround you. Did you know, for example, that evening primrose oil produced from the Rigel seed can help hormonal hot flushes; borage oil may help infantile dermatitis, fish oil can help with hyperactivity, and conjugated linoleic acid may even speed weight-loss? Information abounds – but the facts are sometimes confusing! The aim of this new and comprehensively updated edition of the original Vital Oils book is to demystify the different sorts of oils and their uses; and to debunk the more outlandish and unsubstantiated claims, while still singing the praises of some of the finest foods and supplements we have for overall wellbeing.

I hope you will find this book both an interesting read and a useful reference source for the future. Plant and fish oils offer so very many beauty and health benefits that it would be a shame to miss out on what they have to offer. Technical talk about EFAs can, however, be complicated (and a little dull) so I have tried to remove both the confusion and the jargon – while still leaving in enough to satisfy the sceptics. For this reason most of the technical data has been put at the back of the book, to study, skim or skip as you choose. I have deliberately avoided listing the endless scientific and clinical references, as they would take up a further volume of print. However, they are freely available on many websites and details of how to access them can also be found at the back of the book. In the Useful Resources section you will also find many further reference points for more technical detail than this book allows.

Wishing you the very best of health and wellbeing,
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Why Vital Oils?

Natural oils have been described as the ‘life force’ of a plant and many are famed for their healing properties. Oils from plants, nuts and seeds have played an important part in many ancient cultures, both as powerful medicines and effective beauty treatments. They are also an amazingly concentrated source of vital nutrients that include vitamins, minerals and – most important of all – a group of substances called EFAs, required by every living cell in the body to function properly. A lack of these EFAs can increase the risk of many of the ailments associated with modern life, such as stress, heart disease and even cancer, while low levels can lead to many beauty problems, including a dry, flaky complexion, weak nails and dull, brittle hair. Our eating habits have changed dramatically over the years and many of us, without a doubt, now risk a deficiency of these vital oils. In addition, modern food processing has stripped many of these oils of their naturally healthy assets, robbing us of the important nutrients that ensure good looks as well as health.

This book is about replacing this loss of nutrients – and achieving long-lasting health using natural oils. And by health, I mean not just a lack of disease, but a positive feeling of wellbeing – a renewed vitality and zest for life. By taking just a few drops of these golden liquid healers each day, you can not only minimise the risk of many serious diseases and degenerative disorders, but also improve your mood, balance emotions and reduce your risk of depression – and all with no side effects.

Just like the original version, this updated e-book asks you to increase the amount of oils in your diet by a small amount, but (much more importantly) it also emphasises the great care needed when choosing oils. Because it is the type of oil that is so vitally important. Oils provide energy and nutrients such as vitamins and EFAs, but not all oils and fats are created equal. Some, such as the saturated fats from animal sources, are unhealthy and should be kept to a minimum. By reducing these, and increasing the amount of plant and fish oils – the vital oils – in your diet instead, you can expect to notice a vast difference in the way you look and feel. Here are just some of the many significant health benefits that vital oils can bring:


	Increased energy levels, performance and stamina

	Greater resistance to heart disease

	Improvement in inflammatory disorders such as arthritis

	Improved mental agility and protection against depression

	A stronger immune system

	Healthier infant and child development

	Improved vision, wound recovery and healing

	Clearer skin, shiny hair and strong nails

	Fewer PMS and menopausal symptoms

	Better digestion and elimination

	Reduced allergy symptoms



Many years of research and experience have led me to the conclusion that all these benefits are easily achievable by using the vital oils mentioned in this book. Whatever your age, sex or medical history, by including just a few drops of these potent healers in your life every day you can expect to feel better for it and begin to enjoy a complexion that positively glows with good health and radiance.


—1—

Vital Oils: An Overview

Over the years our diet has radically changed due (in large part) to the type of fats and oils we consume. In an attempt to combat heart disease, lose weight and become generally fitter, we have moved away from high-fat foods, increased our intake of low-fat products and, in some cases, cut out fat altogether. The next time you are in the supermarket, cast your eyes over the huge array of low-cholesterol and fat-free products and you will soon realise the amazing culinary revolution that has taken place on the shelves. The terminology is bewildering, too, with words like ‘polyunsaturated’ and ‘hydrogenated’ littering the labels. The wording ‘high in polyunsaturates’ leads us to believe that a product will somehow be good for us, but is this really true? How many of us truly understand the terminology and its implications for our health? I will admit to being still slightly baffled by the bewildering array of biochemical labelling. That’s why I’d like to use this section of the book to explain (and in some cases explode) some of the myths perpetrated by the food industry – most notably the notion that fat-free diets are healthy – and to explain why certain kinds of oils have so many fantastic benefits for our wellbeing.

Face the Fats

In an ideal world we would get all our vitamins, minerals and essential fats from a perfectly balanced diet – i.e. one containing the correct amount of nutrients needed by the body to function effectively. These include fats, proteins, carbohydrates, vitamins and minerals, which should, as far as possible, come from unprocessed, natural foods. By cutting down on certain fats, such as those in some vegetable oils, we run the risk of being deficient in vital substances such as EFAs, which can lead to significant health problems. Essential fatty acids are, as their name implies, essential for good health. When first discovered, EFAs were incorrectly called vitamin F because it was thought that they were vitamins. We now know that they are important substances in their own right, although this collective name is still occasionally misused.

EFAs are important for keeping the body tissues in good condition and are vital components of the membranes that surround every living cell. The body can’t make its own supplies of EFAs, so we need to get them from food. This does not, however, mean investing in a deep-fat fryer or welcoming back the daily fried breakfast. It is the type of fat in the diet, rather than the quantity, that is fundamental to maintaining a high level of health and glowing good looks.

The structure of fats is a complex biochemical issue. Those who are interested in the science should skip this section and read Fats and oils: the inside story. For the simpler explanation, see below.

FATS AND OILS: GOOD AND BAD

Although all fats and oils look the same, they can vary chemically in ways that can profoundly affect our health. Depending on the number of hydrogen atoms they contain, fats can be saturated or unsaturated.

Saturated fats are mostly of animal origin, as in red meat and dairy produce, and are the easiest to identify as they tend to be solid at room temperature (for example butter, cheese and lard). From the plant kingdom we have coconut and palm oils, both also high in saturates. These two are termed oils, since in the countries where they are produced the climate is warm, so they are in a liquid state. In our cooler northern climates, though, they are normally solid fats. The reason we are advised to avoid this type of fat is because a diet high in saturates is more likely to increase the ‘bad’ form of cholesterol, the so-called low-density lipoprotein (LDL) which encourages deposits in the arteries and raises the risk of heart attacks and thrombosis.

Unsaturated fats are considered to be the most beneficial to health. Depending, again, on their structure they can be either monounsaturated or polyunsaturated. Monounsaturated fats are found in plant oils such as olive, rapeseed and avocado. Many nutritionists consider them to be neutral, which means that, while not clogging up the arteries as saturated fats do, they may not provide so many extra benefits to health.

The healthiest fats of all are considered to be the polyunsaturates, although even this simple statement is controversial and constantly under review. Polyunsaturates fall into two main types, or families: omega-3 and omega-6. (You may also see these written on supplement packs as ω-3 and ω-6.) These two families differ from each other in only tiny ways (the position in the chain of the special ‘double’ bonds), yet the difference is quite critical to our bodies. The families are totally separate from each other and cannot be converted from one to another. Both are indispensable to our health and since we cannot make them for ourselves, they must be supplied in small amounts in the food we eat.

The omega-3 and omega-6 families are found in oily fish and vegetable oils respectively. Oily fish contain the most significant levels of omega-3 polyunsaturates, although some forms of omega-3 do come from vegetable sources, such as flax. The omega-6 polyunsaturates are found primarily in vegetable oils such as sunflower seed, sesame and safflower seed oils. We will examine each group and their many health benefits in more detail later.

Perhaps the greatest good news about polyunsaturated fats is the protection that they can give us against the Western world’s biggest killer – heart disease. Omega-6 polyunsaturates, such as sunflower or safflower oils, are believed to do this by reducing the levels of ‘bad’ cholesterol, or low-density lipoprotein (LDL), in the bloodstream and are often promoted in low-fat diets. However, there is some evidence to suggest that these omega-6 fats also have the unwanted side-effect of reducing levels of the ‘good’ type of cholesterol called high-density lipoprotein (HDL), whose function is to prevent cholesterol deposits settling in our arteries. It’s all a question of balance. The normal ratio of HDL to LDL in the human body is thought to be 1:5 (one part of HDL to five of LDL), which means that the HDL has to work hard to carry the cholesterol away from the cells and back to the liver, where it is converted into bile acid prior to excretion. An excess of omega-6 polyunsaturates may disrupt the delicate balance between the lipoproteins, tipping it in favour of the less desirable LDLs. This casts a shadow over the health-giving claims made by the makers of polyunsaturated spreads and cooking oils and has led to heated debates between the food industry and some medics. Perhaps more importantly though, many polyunsaturated products are highly processed by the time they reach our shopping trolley and this refining destroys many of their benefits. So, although omega-6 polyunsaturates are ‘healthy’, an excess, or any kind of processing to damage them, may have a more negative impact on our health, so we should use them with some degree of caution.

The omega-3 polyunsaturates, provided in fish oils, are a far better option as they can give us so many important health benefits, seemingly without any of the risks, and we shall look at these in greater detail later, in Chapter 2.

For a list of cooking oils divided according to types of fat, see here.

THE CHOLESTEROL CONNECTION

Polyunsaturated oils are a relatively new discovery, yet in the last 50 years our consumption of them has increased three-fold. While this is good news for the makers of highly refined margarine and cooking oils, it is less encouraging for our health.

So how did the polyunsaturates become so popular? The story of their success relates largely to cholesterol, the waxy substance that has been closely linked with heart disease. Cholesterol is used in the body as a component of the membranes surrounding every living cell. Its function is to ensure that the fats we need to transport can be moved around in the largely water-based fluids such as blood and lymph. Cholesterol also helps keep our nerve fibres in good condition and is needed for the manufacture of hormones. Because cholesterol is important to us biologically, the body is capable of making its own supplies, which it does in the liver, and the less cholesterol we eat, the harder our liver works to replace it. So no matter what we spread on our bread, it is impossible to cut cholesterol out of our lives altogether. And not only is it impossible to cut out cholesterol, it would be highly unwise to do so, as it is an essential biochemical that the body cannot do without. However, the food industry has latched onto the idea that it is the main culprit when it comes to heart disease. This is not the true picture. More accurately, it is the oils and fats that have been damaged by food processing that may be causing us the greatest harm. Cholesterol – in itself – is not harmful, which is why the body makes it (and needs it).

DAMAGED FATS

Food processing, such as over-refining and hydrogenation (in which healthy vegetable oils are ‘hardened’), converts healthy unsaturated oils to unhealthy saturated fats. The food industry hardens fat with hydrogen (hence hydrogenation) to give these fats a longer shelf-life and to make them firmer and more stable to use in factory-produced, processed foods. These damaged fats are known as ‘trans fats’ and are found in many commercially prepared foods such as ready meals, ‘fast foods’, cakes, biscuits and artificial butter spreads. Many studies have linked our consumption of trans fats to a much greater risk of developing heart disease and certain kinds of cancer as well as many other degenerative diseases.

While cholesterol can cause similar problems to trans fats and clog up our arteries – like limescale furring up pipework – the problem cholesterol causes is not entirely due to the substance itself. An unwanted build-up of cholesterol is simply a symptom of the body not being able to process its blood fats correctly, and this again comes down to the type of oils in the diet. The only way to ensure you have a healthy balance of blood fats that encourages the formation of high-density lipoproteins (HDL), or ‘good’ cholesterol, is to cut down on saturated fats and to limit the use of highly refined fats (such as processed foods and some low-fat spreads). Watch out for any ingredients termed ‘hydrogenated’, ‘hardened’ or ‘trans fats’ on the label. These over-processed products are damaging to health.

Fortunately there are many readily available healthy alternatives to trans fats, including the vital oils from the omega-6 and omega-3 fat families. In their raw, natural and unrefined state, plant oils such as sunflower and sesame seed, as well as the fabulous fish oils, are packed with health benefits. These oils are all polyunsaturated and have the ability to regulate the delicate balance of lipoproteins. By using them in cooking, we can prevent an excessive amount of LDL forming, while maintaining or even increasing levels of the beneficial HDL. In addition, fish oil supplements have also been found to be extremely useful for lowering the overall level of fats in the bloodstream and reducing the risk of death from heart attacks.

GETTING THE BALANCE RIGHT

Many things in life are a matter of balance, and polyunsaturates are no exception. The ratio of the omega-3 to omega-6 group of fats is very important and nutritionists cite the right balance as being between about 2:1 to 4:1. That’s around twice the amount of omega-3 to omega-6 to maintain good health. The ratio is important, because the enzymes that convert both EFAs into their many important derivatives compete, and therefore too much of one inhibits the conversion of the other. Unfortunately, scientists may never agree on what the exact proportions of omega-3 and -6 should be, but they do agree that the current UK and US ratios of these omegas in our bodies – of between 1:12 and 1:16 – are too far out of balance, containing too much omega-6 oil. This imbalance has come about as our consumption of the omega-6 fats has increased by at least 20 times due to eating so much refined vegetable oil in processed foods. At the same time, our consumption of omega-3 has decreased to about one-sixth of what people ate 150 years ago. This means that although we need both omega-6 and omega-3 fats, we are not getting anything like the proper balance. Researchers believe that the imbalance between omega-3 and omega-6 contributes to the high rates of inflammation and degenerative conditions of our time. Having looked at the overall picture of fats and oils, the rest of this book will aim to help you and your family strike the right balance for maximum health benefits. Remember, by choosing just a few drops a day of the right vital oils, you can enjoy better health, every day.
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