Plant Foods To The Rescue
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A growing body of research shows that, once inside the body, fruits and vegetables spring into the role of superheroes, fighting cancer and other diseases in at least eight simultaneous ways. And they seem to work better as a team.

Most experts agree that the body needs a variety of these phytochemicals — there are more than 25,000 of them — to stay healthy. That's why so many nutritionists no longer stress individual "power foods,", but instead promote a "plant-based" diet of fruits, vegetables, whole grains, beans and nuts. What's important is the interaction of thousands of plant chemicals.

Humans evolved to depend on a rich diet of 800 plant foods, says David Heber, director of the University of California-Los Angeles Center for Human Nutrition. Today, he says, most people eat three, and those are often french fries, ketchup and iceberg lettuce.

Heber suggests that people select their 5 to 9 recommended daily servings of fruits and vegetables from seven color groups, purple grapes or yellow squash, whose colors are produced by disease-fighting chemicals called carotenoids.

People would rather take vitamin pills, than eat plant foods.  However, the American Heart Association published an advisory finding that antioxidant supplements do not prevent heart disease. In some studies, supplements with beta carotene pills increased the risk of cancer.

Plants vs. Disease

Plant foods, however, may help prevent a number of diseases, says Rachel Brandeis of the American Dietetic Association. Antioxidants found in vegetables neutralize dangerous molecules called "free radicals," which are produced by smoking and radiation, as well as everyday activities of the body. Left to themselves, free radicals attack healthy cells and may lead to plaques in the arteries and even Alzheimer's. They also can damage DNA that lead to cancer.

As plants evolved, they developed antioxidants to fight free radicals, Heber says. Humans grew to depend on fruits, vegetables and nuts to provide these vital defenses. That may explain why people that don’t eat a plant diet are more vulnerable to disease.

Diets rich in plant compounds, on the other hand, may prevent a variety of ailments.  At a meeting of the Alzheimer's Association last month, for example, researchers presented the results of a six-year study of 3,000 senior citizens. In the study, people who consumed lots of vitamin C and carotenoids, both through food and supplements, scored higher on reasoning tests. Carotenoids are found in squash, strawberries and other fruits.

According to another study presented at the meeting, vegetables such as spinach and broccoli — which contain vitamin C and carotenoids, as well as the vitamin folic acid — were found to slow cognitive decline.

Scientists have identified at least a handful of the ways that plant foods appear to fight disease, says Cheryl Rock, from the San Diego Cancer Center:

• By mopping up free radicals, antioxidants such as the beta carotene in sweet potatoes or the vitamin E in almonds prevent cell damage. Another class of chemicals called flavonoids have been shown to activate the body's natural DNA repair system.

• Fruits and vegetables are high in potassium which helps control blood pressure.

• Antioxidants interrupt a process leading to inflammation, which appears to play a role in cardiovascular disease and cancer. Vitamin B6, found in bananas, and folic acid, found in broccoli and leafy greens, both lower levels of homocysteine, which is linked to hardening of the arteries, heart attacks, strokes and dementia.

• Chemicals such as beta carotene also help regulate the natural cycle of cell birth and death, telling cells when to divide, differentiate into new types or recycle themselves. Keeping this process under tight control can prevent cancer. 

• Phytochemicals in foods such as Brussels sprouts, red cabbage and kale may help prevent cancer by activating enzymes that break down carcinogens.

Antioxidants vs. Angiogenesis

• Research shows that antioxidants shuts down a process called angiogenesis, by which tumors recruit blood supplies to help them grow and spread, says William Li, President of the Angiogenesis Foundation. Scientists are investigating links between angiogenesis and compounds found in foods –licorice and blueberries. 

• Plant foods such as whole-grain cereals and oats are loaded with fiber. In a study of 40,000 male health professionals, high-fiber diets reduced the risk of coronary heart disease by 40%. 

"Mother Nature is more clever than all of us and has laced many of our favorite foods with things that can be helpful," Li says. " 
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