High-Fat

and

Healthful

Scientists offer a nutty
recipe for hale hearts and

slim physiques
By JANET RALOFF

Almonds, long a part of the
Mediterranean diet, are a rich source
of monounsaturates. =

feasts and partying for most people

in the United States. The gustatory
temptations of the holiday season seem
unavoidable. Store displays and magazine
covers bombard the senses with a smor-
gasbord of treats, usually mouth-watering
caloric confections that derive much of
their palatability—and calories—from fat.
As families reunite to celebrate, they break
bread and, too often, all dietary resolve.
Well-meaning neighbors and coworkers
can aggravate the situation with offerings
of nuts and chocolates.

The good news is that not all of this
high-fat fare is necessarily bad for one’s
health. In fact, some of the treats could
serve as a springboard to a healthier diet,
a variety of researchers believe. The
trick—and, of course, there is a trick—is
not only to sample these foods in modera-
tion but also to steer toward those that
derive a large proportion of their calories
from monounsaturated fats.

While the best-known source is olive
oil, monounsaturated fats also predomi-
nate in the rapeseed-derived canola oil.
Neither of these, however, sends out the
same siren call as a third blockbuster
source of these fats: nuts. Unlike liquid
oils, nuts—which can derive up to 80 per-
cent of their calories from fat—appeal as
snacks, glorify as garnishes, and add tex-
ture to stir-fries and pasta.

Hazelnuts, macadamias, almonds,
pecans, and pistachios all furnish 57 to
83 percent of their fats as monounsatu-
rates. Although technically a legume

Thanksgiving ushers in 5 weeks of
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rather than a nut, peanuts also pack a
hefty dose; monounsaturates comprise
roughly 50 percent of their fat. Brazil nuts,
walnuts, and cashews deliver at least one-
quarter of their fats as monounsaturates.

For years, the conventional wisdom has
held that all highfat foods promote
artery-clogging plaque. Though the warn-
ing still holds for recipes that depend on
butter, cream, or other rich sources of sat-
urated fats, a different rule now appears
to apply to foods rich in monounsatu-
rates. Indeed, a host of new dietary trials
indicates that high-mono-fat diets lower
the risk of cardiovascular disease—in
some cases, even more effectively than do
the standard low-fat diets that the Ameri-
can Heart Association (AHA) advocates.

Such findings could transform the
image of crowd-pleasing nuts from a sin-
ful indulgence to a healthful staple.

comparison of diet and heart risk con-

cluded that Mediterranean cuisines—
noted for their reliance on olive oil—
are especially healthful. Because many
Mediterranean recipes include almonds,
Gene A. Spiller, a clinical nutritionist and
the director of the Health Research and
Studies Center in Los Altos, Calif., began
investigating almonds’ potential contri-
bution to the phenomenon.

Along with colleagues at the Universi-
ties of Toronto and Verona, Italy, Spiller
showed 6 years ago that substituting
almonds and almond oil for other fats in

I n 1980, a now-famous, seven-country
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a persons’s diet over a 9-week period
could lower both total and low-density-
lipoprotein (LDL) cholesterol, the so-
called bad cholesterol.

This same team has now directly com-
pared the effects of almonds and olive oil
in a 5-week study. At the start, the 45 par-
ticipants had moderately high choles-
terol concentrations—typically 250 mil-
ligrams per deciliter (mg/dl) of blood.

During the first week, Spiller’s group
counseled the men and women on how to
select high-fiber, low-saturated-fat meals.
At the beginning of the second week, each
volunteer was randomly assigned to a diet
rich in olive oil, almonds, or the dairy-
based saturates found in butter and
cheese. The researchers supplied about
630 calories of the food that each volun-
teer ate daily. This allotment included
about 450 calories from one of the fat
sources; the rest came from a mix of
healthful offerings that didn’t differ
between the groups—usually pasta, whole-
grain breads, lentils, couscous, dry beans,
or nonfat yogurt. The men and women
completed their diets with other foods
meeting the study’s guidelines.

Compared with what the volunteers
had been eating in the first week, the
new diets increased by 2 to 8 percent the
share of each person’s calories coming
from fat. This amounted to 35 percent of
calories in the olive oil and dairy groups
and to 39 percent of calories in the nut
group.

Such diets are considered moderate-
to high-fat. Most dietary recommenda-
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* Grams of fat per ounce of nuts

How the fat in nuts shakes out. One ounce (28 grams) of nuts can derive up to 88
percent of its calories from fat. To calculate fat calories, multiply grams in table by 9.
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