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Shin bone

A major study published last week in the Journal of the American Medical Association showed that gingko biloba does not work to prevent dementia or preserve cognitive function.  That got me thinking about how often I am asked by the media to identify specific foods or nutrients that promote the health of a specific vital organ.  And that, in turn, got me thinking about the shin bone, and the ankle bone.

You have no doubt heard that the shin bone is connected to the ankle bone.  From one who attended medical school to those of you who may have not, I can say that the observation, while anatomically just a tad vague, is nonetheless fundamentally correct.  But of course, it is intended to connote something more than what osseous structures reside beneath our socks.


We are the proverbial whole that is something greater than the simple sum of its parts.  Attempts to bypass the whole and target the parts for fine tuning may help keep monthly magazines in business, but are in fact rather misguided. 

Is it true that blueberries are good for the brain?  Well, yes- but only because blueberries are good for health.  They are indeed, as is true of many fruits and vegetables, highly concentrated in nutrients and antioxidants, and free of such liabilities as added sugar, salt, and harmful varieties of fat as routinely encumber processed foods.


Is it true that fish, too, is brain food?  Well, yes- but only because eating fish is generally good for health as well.  Fish offers either a lean source of protein that can displace from the diet the saturated fat often abundant in meat, or a source of healthful omega-3 fats.  Either way, handicapped only by contaminants our abuses of the planet have imposed, fish is a winner.

Is avocado good for the skin?  Avocado- rich in various nutrients and monounsaturated fat- is just plain good.  Are tomatoes good for the prostate?  Actually, that’s less certain than we once thought, but we can still endorse tomato consumption with enthusiasm on general principles.

Are carrots good for the eyes?  Soy for the breast?  Milk for your bones- shin and otherwise?

How about folate for your heart, and vitamin D to prevent cancer?  Vitamin C to prevent colds, and glucosamine to prevent arthritis?

By and large, the effort to identify a particular food to immunize a particular organ against all manner of adversity has been unproductive.  The effort to identify single ingredients to do the job has been a greater disappointment still.  
In recent weeks, major studies have belied the hype and dashed the hopes for vitamins E and C in defense against either cancer or heart disease, and for selenium in defense against prostate cancer.  A recent study in the Journal of the National Cancer Institute showed the vitamin D supplementation did not reduce breast cancer risk.  Yet another trial showed that glucosamine and chondroitin did not protect knees from osteoarthritis.

 For just a moment, though, let’s ignore this bracing dose of reality and pretend we could pursue health one organ at a time.  Would you actually want to nurture the health of your brain with something that damaged your blood vessels?  
Enhance the function of your liver with a substance that accelerated the demise of your kidneys?  Promote the density of your bones with nutrients that put your immune system into a tailspin?  
Enhance the radiance of your skin at the expense of your vision that would enable you to see how good you look?  Would you care to compromise your esophagus or heart or bone marrow on the way to a keener intellect with which you could accurately calculate such costs?

Presuming rational answers to the above, it is perhaps just as well that we are consigned to the promotion of health for all of our organs, or health for none.  Because the shin bone is indeed connected to the ankle bone.

If you want a healthy brain, you need a healthy heart to deliver its blood through healthy vessels carrying healthy cells manufactured in a healthy bone marrow, and oxygenated by healthy lungs.  A radiant epidermis requires a rigorous immune system, and robust blood supply.  Your eyeballs need your heart.  Your liver needs your kidneys.

And so, my friends, alas it seems we can isolate neither means, nor ends.  The health of every organ begins and ends with the health of every other.  And taking care of the whole package means doing the vexingly hard, but blatantly simple: eating well, being active, not smoking, and so on.

We are not, of course, unfettered masters of our medical destinies.  Genes and happenstance both have a role to play.  Faulty genes are like flaws in the design of a ship; untoward events like storms upon the sea.  But despite these, we can captain our destinies to good effect.  There is widespread consensus among experts that the standard short list of health-promoting behaviors can reduce heart disease risk by 80% or more, diabetes risk by 90% or more, cancer risk by up to 60%.  But we must of course steer the whole ship, not just a part of it, toward that luminous horizon.

When it comes, then, to the basic care of the human animal, it may be reflections on the kingdom of the vegetable that best illuminate the message in the mineral of the shin bone:

Tend well, and in earnest, the forest.  If you do, by and large the trees will tend well to themselves.
-fin
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