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First use of liver cod oil probably originates with the fishing communities of Norway, Green-
land and Iceland several centuries ago – an excellent reference is at “Cod liver oil and
chemistry” 1895 by Peckel Möller. This book has a nice account on fishing at the Lofotes
around the turn of the last century with many details about the cod fish migration.
The first medical use is being dated to 1789 and credited to Dr Darbey of Manchester Infir-
mary.

100 liter of liver oil could be produced from about 400 livers simply by letting the livers (in-
cluding gallbladder) rot for several months. As might be imagined, smell, taste and diges-
tion of this primitive preparation was terrible and only consumed by a few people when in
1853 a new steam based extraction could be invented producing a more or less colorless
oil. By this invention Norway continued to be the main producer of liver cod oil
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According to a later report in 1932 Norwegian liver cod sales kept to be high while the oil
was mainly used as poultry feed at that time.

This might be interesting as vitamin D could be chemically synthesized as “Vigantol” since
1927 (shown in a new book on Windaus) while liver cod oil is still on the market today.

The Möller book already answers the question about differences between chemically synth-
esized vitamin D and liver cod oil (the oily preparation seems to be pharmacological differ-
ent even in current research). Liver cod oil contains phosphate and calcium

as well as many unsaturated fatty acids. Is this co-application of vitamin D with calcium
and unsaturated fatty acids responsible that liver cod oil did not induce an allergy epidem-
ic around ~1880 as might be assumed from its vitamin D content?

Bergen continues to be the cod oil capital – see the Hordaland and the Rhine study.
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