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Chapter 19
Poison or Panacea: Coffee and Health 

When Sir William Harvey, the 17th century physician credited with discovering the circulation of blood, was 
on his deathbed, he allegedly called his lawyer to his side and held up a coffee bean. “This little fruit,” he 
whispered, eyes perhaps still bright from his morning cup, “is the source of happiness and wit!” Sir William 

then bequeathed his entire supply of coffee, 56 pounds, to the London College of Physicians, directing them to com-
memorate the day of his death every month with a morning round of coffee.

Forty-some years ago, when I put this story into my first book 
about coffee, it may have struck many readers as rather sinister. Did Sir 
William die young? How much coffee did he drink, and did he have 
any enemies in the College of Physicians?

Because, throughout the latter half of the 20th century, the medical 
establishment was relentlessly on coffee’s case. Researchers appeared 
to be on the edge of definitively implicating coffee, specifically 
caffeine, in heart disease, birth defects, pancreatic cancer and a 
half-dozen other diseases and health problems. The results of their 
research were largely inconclusive, but the general impression given 
to newspaper readers (remember those?) up through the late 1990s 
was that it was only a matter of time before coffee would be revealed 
as a clear and unquestioned, smoking-gun health threat. 

Sir William Vindicated: 
Coffee as Miracle Food 
However, it now appears that Sir William was onto something. Take 
happiness. Major studies suggest that coffee drinkers report less 
depression and are less at risk for suicide than non-coffee drinkers. 
Wit? Who knows, but studies do show a modest but quite consistent 
correlation between coffee drinking and improved performance in 
various tests of cognition, particularly in older adults. 

And that isn’t even touching on the avalanche of new medical 
evidence that not only exonerates coffee in regard to many long-term 
health issues but elevates it to modest candidacy for miracle food. 

Long-Term Health Benefits of Coffee Drinking. To sum 
up coffee’s long-term benefits: According to a growing accumulation 
of large-scale statistical studies, moderate coffee drinkers are less at 
risk than non-coffee drinkers for the following:  
• Cardiovascular disease.
• Stroke.
• Heart failure.
• Liver cancer.
• Prostate cancer.
• All cancers overall (but no clear relationship one way or the other 

to risk for lung cancer). 
• Liver disease. 
• Type 2 diabetes.
• Parkinson’s disease. 
• Alzheimer’s disease (coffee drinking slows onset of symptoms).
• Depression.
• Suicide.
• Death from all causes. (Moderate coffee drinkers on an average 

live longer than non-coffee drinkers. Heavy coffee drinkers — more 
than six cups per day — have about the same risk for death from all 
causes as non-coffee drinkers.)

Remember, this is a beverage that, in the late 1960s and ‘70s, was 
routinely accused of being a poison, or quite close to it. 

Why the Astonishing Reversal? The main reason for this 
turnabout appears to be better, more rigorous methods of statistical 
collection methods and analysis. Most of the long-term health 
benefits recently publicized for coffee have been established on the 
basis of epidemiological or cohort studies. These are statistical studies 
of large samples of individuals (often very large samples) that aim to 
determine associations between certain behaviors (coffee drinking, for 
example) and outcomes, like the incidence of certain diseases, while 
controlling for the impact of possible confounding behaviors. In the 
case of coffee drinking, for example, these studies attempt to filter out 
any overlapping impact of cigarette smoking or alcohol consumption.  

Some highlights of this research are summarized in the table 
starting on page 250. Most of the supporting studies cited are 
available online, along with more recent studies that reach roughly 
similar conclusions. 
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Good for you? Apparently, yes. Statistical evidence supporting 
coffee’s many long-term health benefits grows. (iStock/Tuk69tuk)


