Nutrition Nuggets

Spinach
Hello everybody!  Welcome to Alicia’s Nutrition Nuggets.  Today we will be talking about the spinach!
It is believed that spinach originated in the Middle East – most likely in what is present day Iran.  Arab traders are most likely responsible for the spread of spinach.  It is known they carried spinach to India and China.  The first documented record of spinach use in China came around 650 AD.  It took some time for spinach to be introduced to Mediterranean Europe.  It became a popular vegetable in the Arab Mediterranean of North Africa and then reached Europe in the 13th century when the Moors introduced spinach to Spain. Spinach gradually spread to the rest of Europe and was quite popular by the 16th century.  In fact, spinach is mentioned in the first known English cookbook that was compiled in 1390.
The popularity of spinach in France is often attributed to Catherine de Medici.  She was originally from Florence, Italy but married Henry of France in 1533 and became Queen of France in 1547.  It is rumored that spinach was one of her favorite vegetables and she had her cooks frequently prepare meals using spinach.  In honor of her birthplace of Florence she called any dish containing spinach “Florentine.”  To date, when dishes are prepared on a bed of spinach it is referred to as “a la Florentine.”
Spinach traveled to the United States with European settlers in the 1700’s.  By 1806, spinach was a popular vegetable throughout the US. Since then, spinach has commonly been grown and used across the nation.  It can be found fresh, frozen, and canned and is included in many dishes including salads, sandwiches, soups, and casseroles.

In addition to its ability to be used in many dishes, spinach is one of the healthiest vegetables to eat.  It is full of vitamins A, C, folate, B6, E, and K.  It is also a great source of magnesium and potassium.  Eating only 1 c of raw spinach will supply you with 120% of your vitamin A needs.  With all this nutrition power, it is little wonder that spinach is known as a super vegetable.  Spinach is also a good source of iron and calcium.  However, our bodies are unable to easily absorb these minerals because of another compound in spinach: oxalic acid.  Try eating foods high in vitamin C (like oranges and bell peppers) to better absorb these important nutrients.
Spinach is sold in three main varieties in the United States: flat or smooth leaf, savoy, and semi-savoy.  The flat or smooth leaf spinach is grown as its name suggests – with unwrinkled, spade-shaped leaves.  This variety is most commonly used for canned and frozen spinach.  Savoy spinach has dark green, crinkly leaves that curl.  It is hardly ever used for processing, so look for fresh bunches of savoy spinach at your grocery store.  Semi-savoy spinach is most often available fresh and has a similar texture to savoy spinach, but the leaves aren’t as curly making them easier to clean.  Baby spinach is rapidly becoming the most popular fresh spinach type.  It is actually flat leaf spinach that is harvested when the leaves are still small – usually no longer than three inches.
No matter the type or form of spinach you’re eating, you are filling up on one of the healthiest foods available.  My favorite way to eat spinach is as a salad topped with strawberry slices.  Do you have a favorite way to eat spinach?  I hope you enjoy today’s snack and don’t forget – it’s alright to try just one bite!
