
December 2016 – SWEET POTATOES/MERRY CHRISTMAS 
 
The last couple of months have focused on very serious topics, so honestly, it’s good to lighten up a 
bit.  Seeing it’s the Holidays, I wanted to cover a food which many of you may enjoy this season-Sweet 
Potatoes.   
 
I used to eat sweet potatoes growing up as a kid, but after I left home, I hardly ever ate them.  Now, I 
have gone back to my roots and enjoy them a great deal, especially as a post-bicycle-ride meal.   The 
thing is, many athletes include sweet potatoes as part of their diets.  This is done for a reason.  Not only 
do they taste great, but they are also packed with nutrients that fuel the body. 
 
As you know, I like to include things in these articles you may have never heard of before, because it 
exposes you to a different world.  As an example, let’s have a small lesson in Botany, which is the 
scientific study of plants. 
 
The sweet potato is a tuberous root.  It is also a dicotyledonous plant belonging to the family, 
Convolvulaceae.  Dicotyledons, sometimes called dicots is one of two groups of flowering 
plants.  Monocotyledons, (monocots) is the other.  A cotyledon makes up part of the embryo within the 
seed of a plant.  Species with one cotyledon are called Monocots and those with two are called 
Dicots.  Sweet potatoes are in this latter group.   
 
Sweet potatoes are also called other names, one of which is; yam.  Technically, this is not correct, as 
sweet potatoes are Dicots, and yams are Monocots.  So, they are not the same.  Had enough Botany?  I’ll 
admit it wasn’t one of my favorite classes, but I was a biology major and had to take it.   Anyway, now 
you know that a sweet potato is really not the same thing as a yam. 
 
Generally speaking, even if the sign in the store reads “Yams,” you should assume you are buying a 
sweet potato.   Yams are native to Africa and Asia, just for the sake of telling you.   
 
Sweet potato consumption goes back a long time.  Reportedly, the first Europeans to eat sweet potatoes 
were crew members of Christopher Columbus and his famed voyage of 1492.  The origin of sweet 
potatoes is from Central or South America.  They do not tolerate frost, and here in the United States, 
North Carolina leads the country in sweet potato production. 
 
In the list of so called, “Superfoods,” always includes sweet potatoes.  In fact, many list them as #1.   
 
They are very rich in complex carbohydrates which will enhance digestion and provide sustainable 
energy.  They are a great source of Beta Carotene which provides Vitamin A.  They also have B Vitamins, 
Manganese, and Vitamin C. 
 
The flesh is usually orange or purple, but it can be cream-colored or white.  The orange-flesh potatoes 
supply the beta carotene, and the purple flesh supplies anthocyanin, which have important antioxidant 
and anti-inflammatory properties.  Sporamins are storage proteins in sweet potatoes, and they have 
significant antioxidant properties.  Even the leaves are said to contain important anti oxidant benefits, 
and these are sometimes included in soups and other forms of cuisine. 
 
Sweet potatoes have also been mentioned to potentially improve blood sugar regulation, as they 
contain fiber which steadies the pace of digestion. 



 
When purchasing, choose sweet potatoes that are firm and have no cracks, bruises or soft areas.  Avoid 
those displayed in refrigerators, because cold temperatures may negatively affect the taste.  They 
should be stored in cool, dark, well ventilated spaces and not in a plastic bag.   If kept like this, they will 
usually remain fresh for up to ten days. 
 
When conventionally grown, they should be peeled before eating. 
 
If you include some fat in meals where sweet potatoes are included, because 3-5 grams of fat per meal 
will increase the uptake of beta carotene from the potato.  This can be done with extra virgin olive oil, as 
example. 
 
If prepared at home, I simply cut them into ½ inch slices, add extra virgin olive oil as described above, 
and then add salt and pepper.  I bake them at 375 degrees for about 30 minutes.  You can also add 
cinnamon, nutmeg or cloves for extra flavor.  They can be prepared in a variety of ways, including 
steaming or boiling.  I’ve even read where people make sweet potato soufflés.   
 
Here’s your hometown connection:  Benton, Kentucky celebrates the sweet potato yearly with the 
“Tater Day Festival.”  Reportedly, 2016 marked the 173rd Tater Day. 
 
Merry Christmas, and I’ll see you next year. 
 
Thank you. 
 
Dr. Steve 
 
 
 
 
 
 


