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Vitamins:
Are they
really
helping?

Vitamins are “essential nu-
trients,” meaning our
bodies cannot produce
them, and they have to be

supplied in the diet. We are ad-
vised to consume all kinds of vita-
min and mineral supplements to
improve health, energy and looks,
and to ward off disease.

But it doesn’t seem to be work-
ing very well. Are
we missing some-
thing?

Modern science
considers the nu-
tritional value of
food as coming
from isolated nu-
trients, like vita-
mins, minerals
and antioxidants.
These nutrients
are mostly seen as single mole-
cules; for example, thiamine mono-
nitrate is thought to provide all the
benefits we get from vitamin B1.

However, I was trained to look at
it differently. I was taught nutrition
from a holistic viewpoint, with the
theory that a vitamin is actually a
whole complex of hundreds or even
thousands of molecules that work
together, and the nutritional value
of a food is more than just the sum
of its nutrients. There is a synergy
to whole vitamins and foods that is

missing from our processed foods,
despite the fact that they have vita-
mins and minerals added back in
— highly refined ones, of course.

It is telling that vitamin deficien-
cy diseases have been associated
with the processing of food. Vitamin
B1, or thiamin, was discovered be-
cause people who ate brown rice did
not develop beriberi, while those
who ate white rice (and whose diets
were otherwise poor) did. It turns
out that most of the thiamin in rice
is lost when it is refined from brown
to white. Even the heating required
for pasteurization can damage the
vitamin content of foods. Outbreaks
of scurvy were noticed in children
in the early 1900s when their milk
supply changed from raw milk to
pasteurized.

According to my training and
clinical experience, a vitamin may
no longer be a vitamin, and will
lose its health benefits, when it is
highly processed. For example, vi-
tamin C can be bought in pill form
and is commonly added to our
foods. But what are we actually
consuming? A single molecule,
ascorbic acid. There is absolutely
no natural source of pure ascorbic
acid. It just doesn’t appear in na-
ture this way. It does, however, ap-
pear in very small amounts as part
of the vitamin C complex. Pure
ascorbic acid is a highly unnatu-
ral, unbalanced nutrient, and may
cause problems in the body when
taken in large doses.

Dr. Albert Szent-Gyorgyi, the
chemist given the Nobel Prize for
his work on ascorbic acid, actually
discovered that a less refined source
of the vitamin C complex was more
effective at treating scurvy, especial-
ly the bruising and bleeding prob-
lems associated with it.

Is it just me, or does it seem
ironic that we use highly refined
vitamin and mineral supplements
to replenish the reduced nutri-
tional value of our overly pro-
cessed food? It would seem we are
making the same mistake twice.

In our office we recommend
“whole food” vitamins. These are
produced with minimal processing,
with the idea of keeping the vita-
min complex intact. For example,
they are made without using heat,
which is known to damage many
vitamins. The theory is that a nor-
mal dose of the whole vitamin com-
plex is more effective than a mas-
sive dose of a fraction of it. Some of
them actually retain the flavor of
the food source; one mineral sup-
plement has a mild seaweed taste.

Thankfully it is not necessary
to chew them.

Dr. Michael Noonan practices chi-
ropractic, chiropractic acupunc-
ture and other wellness therapies
in Old Town. He can be reached at
noonanchiropractic@gmail.com.

Fabrizio Constantini | the Washington Post

Jessica Mann, 33, is 34 weeks pregnant with her third child. She also has a fatal brain tumor. Catholic hospital Genesys Regional
Medical Center in Grand Blanc, Michigan, says it will deny her a tubal ligation even though her doctor recommended it.
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It was painful to hear but ultimately
seemed the best course to Jessica Mann
and her family. Because of a dangerous
tumor in her brain, her doctor gently sug-
gested that she take steps to make sure
that she could not get pregnant again.

So Mann, 33, who is due to have her
third baby next month, decided that while
she was under anesthesia during the
birth, she would undergo a tubal ligation
— a procedure that would prevent further
pregnancies.

But her hospital said no. Genesys Re-
gional Medical Center, which is Catholic,
denied the request on religious grounds:
Catholic mandates forbid procedures that
cause sterilization, including vasectomies,
and officials said she did not qualify for an
exception.

“I was surprised and upset,” said Mann,
who on Friday sent a letter through the
American Civil Liberties Union threaten-
ing legal action. “And there was anger at
the fact that they can disregard medical is-
sues for their religious beliefs.”

Mann’s situation is the latest to draw
attention to the simmering debate over re-
ligious liberties and how far people and
organizations of faith may go in denying
people services that conflict with their be-
liefs.

That battle flared earlier this month in
Kentucky, where a county clerk who op-
poses same-sex marriage because of her

Apostolic Christian faith refused to issue
marriage licenses to gay couples. And it
has raged in court, as organizations have
resisted an Obama administration man-
date that most employers cover contracep-
tives as part of their company health in-
surance plans.

A less noisy fight has involved Catholic
hospitals, which have taken a larger share
of the hospital market in recent years.
Neither Genesys Regional Medical Center
nor Ascension, the nation’s largest Catho-
lic and nonprofit health system, of which
Genesys is a member, responded to re-
quests for comment.

Federal law provides an “iron-clad” ex-
emption for medical providers who do not
want to provide abortion or sterilization
services, said Robin Wilson, a law profes-
sor at the University of Illinois. More-lim-
ited protections exist for providers with
other faith-based limitations, although
many states require them to provide nec-
essary care to a person in an emergency.

The U.S. Conference of Catholic Bishops
has issued a set of ethical and religious di-
rectives for Catholic hospitals that bar the
institutions from promoting contracep-
tives, providing abortions, or doing proce-
dures with no other intention but to steril-
ize the patient, such as a vasectomy.

Catholic hospitals vary in terms of how
strictly they adhere to the bishops’ guide-
lines, but critics say the rules are applied
to a growing number of patients because
of the proliferation of Catholic-affiliated
institutions.

According to a 2013 report from the
ACLU and MergerWatch, another group
scrutinizing Catholic hospitals, the num-
ber of Catholic acute-care nonprofit hospi-
tals increased 16 percent between 2001 and
2011 even as the total number of hospitals
declined.

By 2011, the report found, 10 percent of
all acute-care hospitals were Catholic-
sponsored or -affiliated, representing
about 1 in 9 hospital beds in the country.

Officials with the ACLU argue that the
federal protections cited by Wilson do not
apply in the Mann case. And they say that
the guidelines not only substitute reli-
gious doctrine for best medical practices
but disproportionately harm women be-
cause of the focus on reproductive issues.

“These ethical and religious directives
single out women and care that women
need,” said Brigitte Amiri, a staff attorney
with the ACLU.

So far, however, that argument has got-
ten little traction in court. This year, a
federal judge sided against a different
Michigan woman who said she was denied
critical care because of the guidelines. The
ACLU is appealing the decision, which
was made on jurisdictional grounds.

The woman in that case, Tamesha
Means, had been receiving prenatal care
from a doctor affiliated with a Catholic
hospital when her water broke at 18
weeks. In a lawsuit filed against the bish-
ops’ group, Means argues that the hospital
failed to discuss with her the possibility of

Awomanwith a brain tumorwanted her tubes tied,
but her Catholic hospital said no
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‘BodyWorlds’ exhibit: Is it
education or entertainment?

As a longtime health re-
porter and former X-ray
tech, I’ve been in lots of
operating rooms and wit-

nessed more surgical procedures
than I can count. I’ve seen peo-
ple’s brains, hearts, stomachs, in-
testines, gallbladders, kidneys,
joints, muscles and bones.

Surgeons have obligingly
stepped aside to allow me a closer
view of how a certain body part or
system operates and explained
how something will be repaired or
removed. But never have I seen
anything like the “Body Worlds”
exhibit at the Portland Science
Center. On display are 17 pre-
served human bodies in various
postures as well as about 200 indi-
vidual organs, organ configura-
tions and transparent body slices.

One specimen shows many of
the blood vessels inside the head.
Many, but not all. Dr. Angelina
Whalley, the creative and concep-
tual designer of “Body Worlds”
exhibits around the world (there
are 10), explained to me that it
represents only the major vessels.

“All the tiny capillaries are not
shown,” she said, “because if we
would have filled those with poly-
mer as well, it would be so dense
you couldn’t look through it. It
would be as if you were looking at
red-tinted skin.”

I asked how there could be
room for anything else if the head
is so jam-packed with blood ves-
sels.

“To me, that’s what’s really
amazing,” Whalley replied. “If
you think of all the tissue that
needs to sit in there and that it is

all functioning —
that’s really a
wonder, that’s
amazing.”

What is also
amazing is that
we were looking
at a real head.
Every single one
of the Body
Worlds specimens
was once a living

human being. We’ve all heard
about donating our bodies to sci-
ence. Whalley says that since
1980, more than 15,000 people (10
percent from the United States)
have signed up to be donors for
“Body Worlds” — to have their
bodies preserved and used as edu-
cational tools, to be put on dis-
play. To date, they have received
about 1,500 bodies.

Why do people donate? For dif-
ferent reasons.

“Some people say they were to-
tally fascinated with an exhibi-
tion,” said Whalley, “and they un-
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The Orthopedic Body, which displays joint replacements, is part of the
“Body Worlds” exhibit at the Portland Science Center.
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Is it just me, or does it seem
ironic that we use highly

refined vitamin and mineral
supplements to replenish
the reduced nutritional
value of our overly
processed food?


