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Eat Spicy, it’s Good for your Health

Richard Béliveau

Translated from Le Journal de Montréal, February Ist, 2016

According to a recent study, the daily consumption of spicy

foods reduces the risk of premature death by 15%.

Human beings are the only animals known to season their food
before eating it, a practice which is probably as old as humanity
itself. For example, archaeological studies have revealed the
presence of grains from poppy, dill and coriander in sites occupied
by prehistoric humans over 20,000 years ago, along with residue
from some spices on potteries used for cooking foods by the
earliest civilizations'. Since these spices contain a caloric value
that is very weak but possess, on the other hand, pronounced
flavours, their presence testifies to an early interest by the first
“chefs” in these prepared meals, aside from their survival being
linked to the caloric intake.

HEALTH VIA SPICES

Several observations suggest that a taste for spices also has
important effects on health. Like other plants, the spices and
aromatics produce large quantities of compounds which are
bactericides, fungicides or insecticides and which have great utility
for the human diet. Thanks to this antimicrobial action of spices
and aromatics, the shelf life of foods can be considerably
prolonged, a property which is of particular importance to the
inhabitants of warmer regions of the globe. It is believed that
people who commonly used these spices were in better health due
to their consumption of spicier foods, which contributed to
gradually implanting this custom into the general population and
eventually led to the consumption of very spicy foods becoming a
common cultural characteristic in several hot regions of the world”.

But the benefits of spices are not limited to these antimicrobial
properties. Several studies performed over the past few years have
suggested that the bioactive molecules in spices can reduce the
development of obesity, cardiovascular diseases and of several
types of cancer. The culinary use of spices is thus not only
essential for increasing the flavour of our daily fare; these plants
are also concentrated sources of active biochemical compounds
which have several positive effects on health.

SOME LIKE IT HOT!

To better examine the positive impact of spices on health, Chinese

scientists have studied the relationship between the consumption of

spicy meals and the risk of premature death. The eating habits of
200,000 men and nearly 300,000 women were recorded, with
particular attention to their consumption of food containing chili
peppers. This spice is one of the strongest in the world, because the

capsaicin which it contains interacts with a pain receptor (TRPV1)
present in the oral cavity and similarly active in the nerves
responsible for detecting the sensation of heat or burning. And in
some cases, that effect is terrible!

By counting the deaths which occurred over the course of the eight
following years, they observed that subjects who daily consumed
spicy meals containing chili peppers were 15% less likely to die
prematurely than subjects who consumed the spice less often (once
or twice per week)®. This diminution in overall risk of death is due
to decreased risks of dying from cancer, coronary disease or
respiratory disease.

These observations are very interesting, because chili peppers have
become, over the past few years, one of the most popular spices in
the world. More than simply setting the “mouth on fire”, a
sensation which appeals to many, the capsaicin of these peppers
has anti-inflammatory properties and can prevent excess weight by
diminishing the levels of ghrelin (the appetite hormone), two
effects which can contribute to the decreased risk of death
observed in the study.

Thus, there are only advantages in using an abundance of spices
and aromatics to season our daily food. The spices excite our
senses and generate tastier food, all while supplying the organism
with a number of plant-based molecules that possess properties
which are good for our health. A good way to add more spice to
our lives!
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