























are wholly dependent on plants for their existence was a
curiosity that intrigues me even today. What drives this
evolutionary trend, after all, what’s in it for the plant?
Nevertheless, I've read somewhere that ~ 50% of active
pharmaceuticals marketed today are directly or indirectly
derived from products of the plant kingdom.

Anyway, back to the statins. I learned that monocolin K,
a form of mevinolin, was isolated from a mould, Monascus
ruber, by Endo in 1979 and discovered to be an inhibitor
of HMG Co reductase (1), which as we all know is the
rate-determining enzyme in the pathway leading to the
synthesis of cholesterol and other isoprene derivatives.
When used experimentally in hypercholesterolemic rats,
a significant reduction in LDL cholesterol was observed
but with unwanted side effects. The significance of the
anticholesterolemic effect shown by mevinolin was
not lost on the researchers and the hunt was on to find
related products in other fungi, preferably with fewer or
no side effects. Lovastatin, a relative of mevinolin, was
the first statin to be thoroughly characterized and used
in humans. Lovastatin was first discovered in 1979 in
the mycelium of another fungus, Aspergillus terreus, by
Monaghan et al. working for Merck. In 1980, Alberts et
al. (2) reported the structure and biochemical properties
of lovastatin. Compared to monocolin K, lovastatin was
shown to exhibit more selective and greater inhibitory
properties toward HMG CoA reductase in vivo and with
fewer side effects. The possibilities that lovastatin could
control elevated plasma cholesterol levels in lipid-laden
humans was quickly realized by Merck who patented
the drug in 1980 as a potential anticholesterolemic agent;
FDA approval for its use clinically was granted in 1987.

Several years later, the oyster mushroom, Pleurotus
ostreatus, was discovered to be a readily available source of
lovastatin (3).Indeed, oyster mushrooms contain lovastatin

equivalent to as much as 2.8% of dry weight (4). Since
then, the inclusion of oyster mushrooms in the diet of
hypercholesterolemic rats or rabbits has been shown by
many (e.g. 5, 6) to also lower LDL cholesterol levels by as
much as 40%. However, to my knowledge, no studies in
humans have yet been reported. Aside from benefitting
those with hypercholesterolemia, statins are also claimed
to slow the advance of prostate cancer (e.g. 7). To add
to the intrigue, there is a claim that a polysaccharide
extracted from oyster mushrooms decreases tumor size,
notably within the prostate gland (8). Now hasn’t that
grabbed your attention!

The Oyster mushroom (image by Jean-Pol Grandmont)

The good news is that oyster mushrooms are probably
available in your local supermarket. So, enjoy oyster
mushrooms either raw in salads, in soups, or sautéed,
fried or grilled. Incidentally, I found some fascinating
recipes using oyster mushrooms at www.lecoprin.ca.
Go for it; get that “bad cholesterol” under control with
gustatory satisfaction and possibly without the direct use
of medication. But don’t overcook them, I'm told they
tend to become chewy.
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