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Preface

Inthe prefaceto the firstedition of thisbook, Iwrote that one stimulus to write it
had been teaching a course on nutritional biochemistry, in which my students
had raised questions for which I had to search for answers. In the intervening
decade, they have continued to stimulate me to try to answer what are often
extremely searching questions. I hope that the extent to which helping them
through the often conflicting literature has clarified my thoughts is apparent
to future students who will use this book and that they will continue to raise
questions for which we all have to search for answers.

The other stimulus to write the first edition of this book was my member-
ship of United Kingdom and European Union expert committees on reference
intakes of nutrients, which reported in 1991 and 1993, respectively. Since these
two committees completed their work, new reference intakes have been pub-
lished for use in the United States and Canada (from 1997 to 2001) and by the
United Nations Food and Agriculture Organization/World Health Organiza-
tion (in 2001). A decade ago, the concern of those compiling tables of refer-
ence intakes was on determining intakes to prevent deficiency. Since then, the
emphasis has changed from prevention of deficiency to the promotion of op-
timum health, and there has been a considerable amount of research to iden-
tify biomarkers of optimum, rather than minimally adequate, vitamin status.
Epidemiological studies have identified a number of nutrients that appear to
provide protection against cancer, cardiovascular, and other degenerative dis-
eases. Large-scale intervention trials with supplements of individual nutrients
have, in general, yielded disappointing results, but these have typically been
relatively short-term (typically 5-10 years); the obvious experiments would
require lifetime studies, which are not technically feasible.

The purpose of this book is to review what we know of the biochemistry
of the vitamins, and to explain the extent to which this knowledge explains

XXiii
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XXiV Preface

the clinical signs of deficiency, the possible benefits of higher intakes than are
obtained from average diets, and the adverse effects of excessive intakes.

In the decade since the first edition was published, there have been consid-
erable advances in our knowledge: novel functions of several of the vitamins
have been elucidated; and the nutritional biochemist today has to interact with
structural biochemists, molecular, cell, and developmental biologists and ge-
neticists, aswell as the traditional metabolic biochemist. Despite the advances,
there are still major unanswered questions. We still cannot explain why defi-
ciency of three vitamins required as coenzymes in energy-yielding metabolism
results in diseases as diverse as fatal neuritis and heart disease of thiamin de-
ficiency, painful cracking of the tongue and lips of riboflavin deficiency, or
photosensitive dermatitis, depressive psychosis, and death associated with
niacin deficiency.

This book is dedicated in gratitude to those whose painstaking work over
almost 100 years since the discovery of the first accessory food factor in 1906
has established the basis of our knowledge, and in hope to those who will
attempt to answer the many outstanding questions in the years to come.

David A. Bender
August 2002 London
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