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The flesh of a coconut is mainly fat?
Yes, in fact around 50% of the content of coconut flesh is lauric acid (a.k.a dodecanoic acid), a
fatty acid. [1,2]

 

Lauric acid

Does that mean that eating
coconuts is bad for your heart?
Yes, and no. Fatty acids are known to increase cholesterol
in the bloodstream, which can lead to blocking of the
blood-vessels in the heart prodcing heart attacks. And
lauric acid is also known to produce the largest increase in
total cholesterol of all the fatty acids. But this isn't as bad
as it seems, because most of this increase is due to an
increase in so-called 'good' cholesterol. Medics have
classified cholesterol into two types, HDL and LDL,
depending on the density of the lipoproteins. Low-density
lipoproteins (LDL) are very bad for you, as they greatly
increase the chance of getting arterial blockages, whereas
HDL are not such a problem. As a result, medics believe that lauric acid lowers the total:HDL
cholesterol ratio more than any other fatty acid, either saturated or unsaturated [3]. So eating
cocunuts may actually decrease the risk of getting heart disease [4], although that has yet to be
properly proven.

Is it found anywhere else?
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It comprises 6.2% of the total fat in human-breast milk, 2.9% of that in cow's milk and 3.1%
goat's milk [2].

Does it have any other uses?
Beause it is relatively cheap, has a long shelf-life, is non-toxic and safe to handle, it is often used
for the production of soaps and cosmetics. The lauric acid is extracted, then neutralized with
NaOH to give sodium laurate, which is a soap. This can be further processed to give sodium laurel
sulfate, a detergent found in many household cleaning products such as shampoo and toothpaste.

Lauric acid is also known to the pharmaceutical industry for its excellent antimicrobial properties,
and the monoglyceride derivative of lauric acid, monolaurin, is known to have even more potent
antimicrobial properties against lipid-coated RNA and DNA viruses, numerous pathogenic gram-
positive bacteria, and various pathogenic protozoa.

Because pure lauric acid has a relatively high melting point (43.2°C) it is often used to determine
the molar mass of an unknown substance via the freezing-point depression method. By melting it,
allowing it to cool, and then measuring the temperature at which a mixture of lauric acid and an
unknown substance freezes, the molar mass of the unknown compound may be determined [5].

What about coconut oil?
As well as foodstuffs, coconut oil can be used as a feedstock for
biodiesel fuel. Various tropical-island countries are using coconut oil as
a fuel source to power trucks, automobiles, and buses, and for
electrical generators. Before electrical lighting became commonplace,
coconut oil was used for lighting in India and was exported under tha
name cochin oil [6]. Coconut oil can be used as a skin moisturizer, as
an engine lubricant and a transformer oil, and acids derived from coconut oil can be used as a
herbicide [7]. Coconut oil is used by movie-theatre chains to pop popcorn!

What happens when you eat lauric acid?
Much of it gets converted into monolaurin (a.k.a. glyceryl laurate), which may help protect against
bacterial infection [8]. Because of this, monolaurin is commonly used in deodorants. Finally,
monolaurin gets converted into the HDA version of cholesterol.

 

Monolaurin

Some assorted facts about coconuts...
Pacific islanders believed that the world was a large coconut.
Coconut milk, which is the product of the expressed juice of the grated white flesh was
popular during World War II and was used as a substitute for cow's milk.
Thomas Edison tested coconut fibre for his lightbulb filaments. It didn't work.
Coconut water consists of 95 percent water, holding in solution proteins, sugars, and salts. It
is used as a diuretic.
A coconut is the largest known seed in the world.
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Once a coconut falls from a palm tree, it takes about three years for
this seed to take root and sprout into a new tree.
The shell of the coconut gives product used by Pacific Islanders for
toothache. It is obtained by burning the shell and condensing the
volatile products which then separate.
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