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The focus of the ACSH holiday menu is on “carcinogens,” 

defined here as chemicals, either natural or synthetic, that 

cause cancer in rodents when consumed in large amounts. 

A related topic, however, is that of “poisons,” technically 

known as toxicants. Just as it is scientifically unwarranted 

to believe that the food supply is free of natural rodent 

carcinogens and mutagens, it is equally unrealistic to 

equate “natural” with safe. Foods abound in natural 

chemicals that are toxic or potentially toxic—because all 

chemicals will be toxic at some dose.

Toxicologists have confirmed that food naturally contains a 

myriad of chemicals traditionally thought of as “poisons.” Potatoes contain solanine, 

arsenic, and chaconine. Lima beans contain hydrogen cyanide, a classic suicide 

substance. Carrots contain carototoxin, a nerve poison. And nutmeg, black pepper, 

and carrots all contain the hallucinogenic compound myristicin.

Moreover, all chemicals, whether natural or synthetic, are potential toxicants at high 

doses but are perfectly safe when consumed in low doses. Take common table salt, 

for example: This everyday chemical, when consumed in excess, can cause 

elevations in blood pressure in sensitive individuals; a couple of tablespoonsful can 

kill a small child. Selenium, a mineral essential in the human diet, can cause nausea 

and nerve changes when chronically consumed in excess. The familiar stimulant 

caffeine is also a toxicant if consumed in high doses (say, 50 to 100 cups of coffee per 

day). Supplements of the essential mineral iron all too often cause poisoning in 

children.

When it comes to toxicants in the diet—natural or synthetic—the dose makes the 

poison.
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ETHYL ACRYLATE (pineapple)—rodent carcinogen

ETHYL BENZENE (coffee)—rodent carcinogen

ETHYL CARBAMATE(bread, rolls, red wine)—mutagen and
rodent carcinogen

FURAN AND FURAN DERIVATIVES (bread, onions, celery,

mushrooms, sweet potatoes, rolls, cranberry sauce, 

many are mutagens

FURFURAL(bread, coffee, nuts, rolls, sweet potatoes)—furan

derivative and rodent carcinogen

HETEROCYCLIC AMINES(roast beef, turkey)—mutagens and
rodent carcinogens

HYDRAZINES(mushrooms)—mutagens and rodent carcinogens

HYDROGEN PEROXIDE(coffee, tomatoes)—mutagen and rodent

carcinogen

HYDROQUINONE(coffee)—rodent carcinogen

D-LIMONENE(black pepper, mangos)—rodent carcinogen

T
he holiday season is a

good time to remem-

ber that the American

food supply is by far the

best in the world—and the

best it has been in the histo-

ry of this country. It is the

best not only in terms of its

abundance and variety, but

also in terms of its safety.

Our diet—like diets around

the world—is made up of 

water, macronutrients (car-

bohydrates, proteins, and

fats), micronutrients (vita-

mins and minerals), and tens

of thousands of other natu-

rally occurring chemicals. A

few of these latter chemicals

either have been shown to

cause cancer in laboratory

rodents in research studies

or have been shown to be

“mutagens” when tested

with bacteria. Mutagens,

because they can damage

“carcinogens” out of our

processed food supply, it

was assumed that carcino-

gens (a) were rarely found

in foods and (b) were put

there by humans, either pur-

posely, through food addi-

tives, or inadvertently, in the

form of pesticide residues.

The Delaney amendment

banned from American food

any artificial substance that

could be shown to cause

cancer in lab animals—no

matter how small the

amount of the substance in a

food or how high the dose

given to test animals. Some

progress has been made

since 1958, however: In

1996 the Food Quality

Protection Act removed the

scientifically untenable

“zero-risk” requirement

from the approval process

for pesticides. This nar-

Swirsky Gold have analyzed

human exposure to chemicals,

both natural and man-made

(synthetic), that have been clas-

sified as “rodent carcinogens.”

The researchers have concluded

that when ranked on an index

(the HERPIndex) that compares

human exposure to the dose that

increases tumors in rodents, the

possible cancer hazard to

humans from the background of 

dietary intake of nature’s own

rodent carcinogens ranks high in

comparison to the possible haz-

ard from residues of synthetic

pesticides or additives.

Human dietary intake of 

nature’s pesticides is about

10,000 times higher than human

intake of synthetic pesticides

that are rodent carcinogens. In

T
he focus of the ACSH holiday menu is on “carcinogens,”

defined here as chemicals, either natural or synthetic, that

cause cancer in rodents when consumed in large amounts.

Arelated topic, however, is that of “poisons,” technically known

as toxicants. Just as it is scientifically unwarranted to believe

that the food supply is free of natural rodent carcinogens and

mutagens, it is equally unrealistic to equate “natural” with safe.

Foods abound in natural chemicals that are toxic or potentially

toxic—because all chemicals will be toxic at some dose.
Toxicologists have confirmed that food naturally contains

a myriad of chemicals traditionally thought of as “poisons.”

Potatoes contain solanine, arsenic, and chaconine. Lima beans
contain hydrogen cyanide, a classic suicide substance. Carrots

contain carototoxin, a nerve poison. And nutmeg, black pepper,
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