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Have you heard? Coconut oil 
is the new black. Lately, if 
you look up coconut oil on 

the internet you will find claims 
that it cures everything from slow 
functioning thyroids to athlete’s 
foot. And its status on our pantry 
shelves has been restored as well.

For many years throughout 
the U.S. and Europe, coconut 
oil was a popular, less expensive 
replacement for butter and other 
cooking oils. Below 76 degrees 
F coconut oil looks a lot like 
shortening, anything higher and 
it begins to melt until it becomes 
liquid. Southern kitchens were 
well acquainted with coconut in 
all of its forms; here in Kentucky 
most kitchens had a jar of coconut 
oil on the shelf, and no holiday 
would have been complete without 
a coconut pie or cake.

Then, we were told that it 
was very bad for us. Coconut, 
especially coconut oil, made us fat 
and clogged our arteries just like 
lard, so people and corporations 
stopped using it. Oleo, margarine 
and shortening replaced coconut 
oil and lard, until it was discovered 
that they, too, were artery 
clogging fats.

Now suddenly, coconut oil is 
healthy again and all the rage. 
Why the change of heart?  Well, 
it turns out that the problem 
with coconut oil was never the 
oil itself, but in the way that it 
was manufactured. In the old 
days, almost all coconut oil was 
hydrogenated, a process that 
stabilized it, like shortening. 
Unfortunately, this process also 
caused it to remain more gloppy 
inside the humble human body, 
resulting in clogged arteries, 
higher cholesterol levels and 
weight gain.

In recent years, discoveries 
concerning the danger of so called 
trans-fats and hydrogenation have 
created a move toward more 
natural forms of fat, including 
coconut oil, even though it is 
about 92 percent saturated fat. 
The difference, proponents say, 
is in the type of saturated fats 
we eat. Those in coconut oil are 
medium chain triglycerides. Most 
other saturated fats are long 
chain triglycerides, and research 
is beginning to show that the 
length of these fats may make a 
difference in their affect on human 
health.

Acid Trip
Among the MTCs found 

in coconut oil is lauric acid, 
something that the experts say 
helps increase the amount of good 
(HDL) cholesterol in our bodies 
while reducing the bad (LDL). 
They also say that folks who take 
coconut oil also tend to have 
better blood sugar levels, thyroid 
function and digestion.

In 2010 on his natural health 
website, mercola.com, New York 
Times best-selling author and 
physician, Joseph Mercola, calls 
lauric acid a “powerful virus and 
gram-negative bacteria destroyer,” 
and states that coconut oil has 
“more lauric acid than any other 
other substance on earth.”

Weird Science
In Sanskrit, the coconut palm 

is one of several trees whose 
name translates as “the tree which 
provides all the necessities of 
life,” While coconut oil is not the 
so-called miracle cure that some 
claim it to be, there are a lot of 
benefits to be had in using it both 
externally and in our food. Some 
of them may surprise you.

In addition to its anti-microbial 
properties, a second MTC found 
in coconut oil, caprylic acid, is 
said to be effective against fungal 
infections like athlete’s foot and 
candida.

We know that coconut oil is an 
excellent moisturizer, but there is 
evidence indicating that coconut 
oil actually contains a low level 
of protection from UV rays. Its 
effectiveness seems to depend on 
the overall amount of saturated 
fat in each individual users diet — 
the less, the better. Under ideal 
conditions, coconut oil offers 
an SPF of about 4, which isn’t a 
high enough level to offer total 
protection, but with regular use 

many say it helps the skin build 
tolerance to the sun.

Studies are now underway to 
determine if coconut oil can offer 
improvements in memory and 
brain function in persons with 
Alzheimer’s and other forms of 
dementia. While there are no 
completed studies yet, positive 
anecdotal evidence is giving hope 
to millions.

One Brazilian study suggests 
that a low calorie diet containing 
small amounts of coconut oil 
in conjunction with moderate 
exercise can lead to a smaller 
waistline. David Schardt, senior 
nutritionist for the Center for 
Science in the Public Interest, 
agrees that coconut oil raises good 
cholesterol, but he believes it also 
raises the bad. He cautions that 
while coconut oil is fine for persons 
on an otherwise low fat diet, it 
may do more harm than good for 
people on high protein eating plans 
such as the Paleo Diet.

The Park Bench: Locally  
Made Coconut Oil  

Products And More
The hills and hollers of western 

Kentucky are home to several 
extraordinary individuals, one 
of whom is Jeanne Marcum, 

proprietor of The Park Bench. I 
recently had the opportunity to 
meet with Jeanne at her beautiful 
130 acre homestead in Manitou to 
talk with her about her specialty 
products made with coconut and 
other natural oils.

You may have seen products 
from The Park Bench at some 
of the local merchants around 
town or even at the Madisonville 
Farmer’s Market during the 
warmer months. Known for her 
handcrafted all natural soaps 
and lip balms, Jeanne is also 
making available artisan sea salts 
in Chipotle Lime, Italian Amore 
and KY King of the Red. She also 
created Vanilla Bean Pacific Sea 
Salt and has marketed Park Bench 
KY Bourbon Vanilla Extract and 
organic sugar.

Visiting Jeanne in her lovely 
kitchen was a feast for all of the 
senses. On a nearby table were 
trays of flower-filled soap, and the 
kitchen windows offered beautiful 
views of a pond, raised garden 
beds and wooded areas. On the 
counter were all of the ingredients 
for  and a few samples of Jeanne’s 
scrumptious coconut oil brownies 
— the main reason for my visit.

I first encountered these 
amazing brownies on a hot 

summer day at the farmer’s 
market. I had been curious to 
try something with coconut oil 
and these brownies looked and 
smelled so delicious. While there, 
I took the opportunity to ask 
Jeanne some questions about 
cooking with coconut oil, and she 
happily explained some of the 
basics for me. 

First, there are two types of 
coconut oil. The refined type has 
been bleached and deodorized 
create a product that has no 
coconut scent. The finished 
product can also take extreme 
heat, but the process adds 
chemicals and negates many of the 
good reasons that some choose 
coconut oil for in the first place. 
Unrefined coconut oil contains all 
of the good stuff most users are 
looking for, but it retains a slight 
coconut flavor and scent. It can 
easily handle cooking and baking 
temperatures to 350 degrees.

I asked Jeanne what she 
thought about one of the more 
well-known claims that coconut 
oil whitens teeth through a 
technique called oil pulling, and 
she agreed that it really does 
work. Being a moderate coffee 
drinker but not a big fan of 
chemical whitening, I gave this 
one a try. For 10 days, I swished 
1 tablespoon of virgin coconut 
oil in my mouth for 10 minutes, 
then brushed. The fat dissolved 
quickly and was so light that it 
seemed more like water than 
oil. After 10 days, there was 
a noticeable reduction in the 
stains.

A Park Bench Recipe
Jeanne generously offered us 

the recipe for her brownies, but 
it must be noted that to make 
these dairy free brownies in the 
authentic Park Bench fashion 
it requires a little more work 
than the average chocolaty treat. 
A true earth mother, Jeanne 
delights in serving her three 
sons, husband Hank, and their 
friends wholesome, sustainably 
grown food and uses all organic 
products — locally grown when 
available — and even mills her 
own flour for all of her breads, 
pasta and of course, these 
wonderful brownies.

PARK BENCH COCONUT 
OIL BROWNIES
9 ounces coconut oil
16 ounces park Bench Organic 
Cane Sugar
4 ounces unsweetened coco pow-
der
1⁄2 teaspoon aluminum free baking 
powder
1⁄2 teaspoon Park bench Vanilla 
Bean Pacific Sea Salt
1 teaspoon Park Bench Pure KY 
Bourbon Vanilla Extract
4 large free range poultry eggs
4 ounces non-GMO unbleached 
flour
5 ounces nuts, chocolate chips, tof-
fee bits, coconut or other (optional)

Position oven rack in the lower 
third of the oven; preheat to 325 
degrees. Line the bottom of a 9x13 
baking pan with parchment paper [or 
foil]. Combine the coconut oil, Park 
Bench Organic Cane Sugar, cocoa and 
Park Bench Vanilla Bean Sea Salt in a 
medium heatproof bowl. Set the bowl 
over a wide skillet of barely 
simmering water. Stir from time to 
time until the coconut oil is melted 
and the mixture is smooth. Cool until 
the mixture is warm but not hot. Stir 
in the Park Bench Pure KY Bourbon 
Vanilla into the oil mixture with a 
wooden spoon. Add the eggs one at a 
time, stirring vigorously after each 
one. When the batter is thick, shiny 
and well blended, add the flour and 
use the wooden spoon to vigorously 
stir the mixture for 40 strokes. Stir in 
optional extras. Spread evenly in the 
lined pan. Bake 20-25 minutes. Set on 
a rack and cool completely. Lift up 
ends of the parchment or foil liner 
and transfer brownies to a cutting 
board. Cut into squares.

Tips: For a cleaner cut, try 
using a plastic knife. The Park 
Bench also likes to add 2 tbsp. Of 
chia seeds along with the flour for 
added protein, fiber and overall 
goodness. A light sprinkle of Park 
Bench Vanilla Bean Pacific Sea 
Salt on top of the batter prior to 
baking adds an amazing finish.

The Marcum family has 
recently placed their 130 
farmstead on the market and may 
be headed just a bit further south, 
near Nashville, in the future. But 
her brownies, soaps and all of 
the other Park Bench products 
will still be available at her online 
market at: https://squareup.com/
market/the-park-bench-2. Until 
then, they will also be available at 
the Madisonville Farmers Market.

The coconut oil craze
BY LAURA HUNT ANGEL
MESSENGER FOOD COLUMNIST

Coconut oil, once relegated to the cooking history dustbin, is making a comeback as the hottest new super food.

Jeanne Marcum of The Park Bench uses coconut oil in her gourmet 
treats and artisan-made lip balms and soaps.

The fixin’s for The Park Bench Brownies include Jeanne’s hand milled 
flour, free-range eggs and virgin coconut oil.
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