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Of Chalk and Cheese
By Prabha Krishnan: prabha_k@vsnl.com
There’s a great deal of hype about requirements of calcium, especially for women.  Brittle bones or osteoporosis, is the new bugbear, especially among the marketers of supplements.

REALITY CHECK

Calcium is poorly absorbed by the body, so an additional supplement of magnesium is needed to help solve this problem. Vitamin D has also been shown to support good bone health. But what we leave out of the diet may be as important as what we add.

All vegetables are good, as are fruits, and the juices of lime, amla and wheat grass. Sprouted dals are excellent too, and as far as possible we need to avoid the broken dals, used for example in rasam and sambhar. Sigh! Also, we need to use the acidic ash  producing foods with great care. All animal products feature here, including the dietician’s darling, bovine milk.

CELIAC DISEASE

In India, grains form the center piece of every meal, wheat in the North and rice in the South. And most grains have gluten, a kind of protein that causes a multitude of problems, especially celiac disease (CD).  Studies have confirmed a significant correlation between high-gluten diets and osteoporosis. In addition, subjects with the most severe cases of celiac disease tended to have the most severe cases of osteoporosis. Researchers suggest that the non-gluten diet promoted intestinal healing, which resulted in better absorption of calcium and vitamin D and a reversal of bone loss.

HIGH GLUTEN GRAINS

The high-gluten grains BROW (Barley, Rye, Oat, Wheat),  when completely unrefined, are not the problem. It’s when sensitive individuals run into them that trouble can occur. Most often, reactions can involve swings in blood sugar, which can manifest as irritability, headache, difficulty concentrating, fatigue, increased appetite, and subsequently weight problems.

The primary treatment for celiac disease is adherence to a strict non-gluten diet.

ANOTHER MARKER

Persons with heart trouble may already be measuring homocysteine levels to monitor their progress with medication. It now appears this is an accurate marker for bone health as well.

An analysis of the data showed that women with the highest levels of homocysteine had almost twice the risk of hip fracture. Among men those with high homocysteine levels had nearly four times the risk of hip fracture.

Fortunately, studies have shown that homocysteine levels may be controlled with ample amounts of folate - the B vitamin also known as folic acid. Dietary sources of folate include citrus fruits, tomatoes, leafy green vegetables, and pinto, navy and kidney beans. 

So you see thinning bones need a lot more than a pill-popping regime. Better choices would be calcium in the form of citrate and malate, though I’m not clear if these are available in India. So till then, maybe we can just source some chalk from the nearest school. 







