How Well Do You Know Your Stomach?

First of all, we are not talking about your abdomen, but
rather, the actual stomach organ that lies within. Like
most unseen internal organs, the stomach is largely
unappreciated. On a basic level, it is simply a hollow
pear-shaped "pouch" that expands as you eat - serving
as a short-term storage facility. Empty, the volume of
your stomach is less than one-half cup. As you eat, its
muscular wall can relax and expand to hold about three
pints of sustenance. This enables you to eat a large
meal quickly and then digest it over the next several
hours while you move on to another task. How well do
you know your stomach? Well, it's time you got better
acquainted.

1. You digest your food in your stomach - FALSE

Only water, alcohol, and certain drugs seem to
be absorbed by the stomach; most food
absorption takes place in the small intestine.
Your stomach's main job is to prepare the food
for digestion by pulverizing it into small particles.
About every twenty seconds, muscular
contractions called peristaltic waves ripple
through your stomach squeezing gently in the
upper part, more powerfully lower down. This I

churning motion mixes the food particles with
powerful hydrochloric acid and the enzyme,
pepsin. Enzymes are like crowbars that break
apart other large molecules. Produced by the stomach, these strong chemicals convert the food
to about the consistency of cream of potato soup. Eventually, the now liquefied food termed
chyme is squirted a little bit at a time through a one-way pylorus valve and into the small
intestine, where most digestion occurs.
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2. Dieting will shrink your stomach - FALSE

Like all internal organs, your stomach grows larger as you become an adult. But, once an adult,
the overall size of your stomach pretty much stays the same - expanding and contracting with
each meal. Eating less food and dieting will not cause your stomach to actually shrink, but you
can reset your appetite to lower levels.

3. Thin people have smaller stomachs - FALSE

Weight has nothing to do with the size of your stomach. You would expect an 85-pound woman to
have a smaller stomach than a 350-pound man, but once you are inside they all look about the
same - unless you have gastric bypass surgery which intentionally makes it smaller.



4. You can shrink your stomach with exercise - FALSE

Again, not true if this refers to the stomach organ and not the abdomen. While dieting and
exercise can burn away external fat and tighten the muscles in your abdomen, no exercise can
change the size of an internal organ.

5. Most stomach ulcers are caused by stress - FALSE

This was a common myth twenty-five years ago, but in 1982, Australian researchers Barry
Marshall and Robin Warren discovered spiral-shaped bacteria in the stomach, later named
Heicobacter pylori (H. pylori). After closely studying H. pylori's effect on the stomach, they
proposed that the bacteria were the underlying cause of ulcers, or painful sores that eat their way
into the inner lining of the stomach. The lining of the stomach is made of pretty tough stuff, but
when infection sets in, the acid in the stomach can start eating away the lining. In their studies, 80
percent of patients with stomach ulcers had the bacteria. The 20 percent of patients with stomach
ulcers who did not have H. pylori were those who had taken NSAIDs (such as aspirin and
ibuprofen) which are the second most common cause of stomach ulcers. Drugs such as aspirin
are inexpensive and do wonderful things. They are good for the joints and good for the heart, but
hard on the stomach. Even if you take a baby aspirin a day to protect your heart, it can result in
ulcers. Very few, if any, ulcers are actually caused by stress. This is good news for chronic ulcer
suffers since most ulcers can now be cured for life with a short course of special antibiotics.

6. Spicy foods cause ulcers - FALSE

For years doctors told patients to avoid coffee, and acidic fruit, as well as spicy foods since they
could increase stomach acid and cause ulcers. Many individuals were put on a bland diet of baby
food, heavy cream, and milk every hour. However, a study published in the Archives of Internal
Medicine in May 2006 showed that none of these myths hold true. What ulcer sufferers eat has
very little significance and we now tell them to eat everything except those foods that repeatedly
bother them. As mentioned above most ulcers are caused either by the H. pylori bacteria or
NSAIDS, not by food. Another myth put to rest.

7. Milk at bedtime will settle your stomach- FALSE

A lot of people try drinking milk to ease acid stomach before sleep. But often, milk ends up
causing an acid stomach during sleep. To understand the whole situation, we have to realize that
everything you eat stimulates more stomach acid. Eating a big meal at dinner causes excess
stomach acid production. Drinking milk could be a quick fix to the acid stomach problem.
Unfortunately, milk has a rebound action and would eventually encourage secretion of more
stomach acid, which causes the acid stomach. To solve the problem, it is best to adjust one's diet
by eating a small meal at dinner and not eating within 3 hours of bedtime.
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