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Natural antioxidant isolated from spices
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Work is continuing by a New Jersey firm on commercial
development of a natural antioxidant extracted from rose-
mary and sage under a process that was patented last year
by Stephen S. Chang and his associates of Rutgers Uni-
versity.

The natural antioxidant is a potential replacement for
synthetic antioxidants in food products. Some consumers
have been voicing concern about potential cumulative
toxicity of synthetic additives.

Preservatives, whether natural or synthetic, help extend
the shelf life of foods, Chang explains, thus reducing food
costs for consumers. While there is no automatic assurance
that a component of a natural food is totally safe, Chang
notes that rosemary and sage have been used in human
foods for thousands of years. Nevertheless, toxicity tests of
the Rosemary Extract are now in progress.

The natural antioxidants are solvent extracted from the
herb, washed with hot water, bleached with activated
carbon, and then put through vacuum distillation in tri-
glycerides. The result is an odorless, tasteless antioxidant
totaling about 10 percent of the weight of the original rose-
mary,

Chang says the natural preservatives could replace
synthetics such as BHT, BHA, TBHQ, and PG, now the
most commonly used synthetic antioxidants. Food pro-
cessors may use up to $72 million worth of antioxidants by
1985, according to one estimate in Food Technology last
year.

The natural preservative from rosemary has been success-
fully tested in salad oils, shortenings, and potato chips,
Chang said. It shows promise of performing better than
synthetics at high temperatures. The rosemary extract also
performs better in vegetable oils than do the synthetics,
Chang says, which may make it valuable to the soybean oil
industry. Food processors used 7.4 billion pounds of soy-
bean oil last year. An effective, natural antioxidant would
reduce the need for hydrogenation to extend product shelf
life, thus reducing costs. Furthermore, the wholesomeness
of the various isomers produced by hydrogenation are being
questioned.

Presco Food Products Co. of Flemington, NJ, has taken
a license on Chang’s patent (U.S. 3,950,266). The new
product does not have a name since processing development
is still being worked out, but Presco chief Richard Kenyon
foresees heavy demand for the product when it is ready for
the market. The firm already has received inquiries from
firms that want to manufacture and from firms that want
to purchase the natural antioxidant, Kenyon says,

“We hope to have commercial use within a year,” Dr.
Chang said recently. Work is continuing on producing a
pilot plant, to be followed by full-scale production.

The Rutgers lab continues researching other potential
sources for natural antioxidants, Dr. Chang said. Rosemary
and sage were among many potential sources investigated
over a period of years, he explained. The work with those
two spices began about six years ago when Dr. Biserka
Ostric-Matijasevic of Yugoslavia spent his sabbatical work-
ing in the Rutgers laboratory.

Chang describes the discovery of the antioxidants as a
“bonus” from the basic long-term research on autoxidation
of lipids. The lab is still working to elucidate the chemical
structure of the active antioxidant components in the ex-
tracts of rosemary and sage.

Spices, valued in former days for their ability to preserve
food, may again be recognized for that quality, as well as
for the flavor they add. L
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