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The Latest Findings on the Power of Food to Treat and Prevent Health Problems—From Aging and Diabetes to Ulcers and Yeast Infections
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Introduction

Nearly every day, researchers announce more exciting discoveries that show how the foods we eat help fight disease. There is now no doubt that Mother Nature’s most delicious foods—from apples and broccoli to yogurt and zucchini—can be your best medicine for cutting cholesterol, losing weight, preventing cancer, beating allergies, reversing heart disease, and managing scores of other conditions.

That’s why the editors of Prevention are so pleased to bring you this revised and updated version of our best-selling Doctors Book of Food Remedies, which features the latest science-based, doctor-approved information on the healing power of foods.

Thanks to the constant deluge of new studies, we now know that it’s the remarkable microscopic substances in plants called phytonutrients that act in any number of ways to help us prevent illness and achieve optimal health. Quercetin, lycopene, resveratrol, ellagic acid, sulforaphane, alpha- and beta-carotene . . . these are just a few of the powerful phytonutrients you’ll read about in this book. Some stimulate your body’s immune cells and infection-fighting enzymes, preventing colds and flu, and combating environmental toxins. Others help to balance hormone levels, thus reducing the risk of hormone-related conditions, such as symptoms of menopause, and breast and prostate cancer. And still other phytonutrients function as antioxidants, neutralizing the harmful free radicals (unstable oxygen molecules) that are believed to play a role in the onset of so many degenerative diseases.

Today more than 9,000 phytonutrients have been documented, and this is just the tip of the iceberg. These discoveries have changed everything we thought we knew about foods! Oats, for example, have long been known to lower cholesterol because of the dietary fiber they contain. But that’s not the only reason they protect the heart. Scientists now know that oats contain natural chemicals called tocotrienols that are 50 percent more powerful than even vitamin E in reducing the risk of heart disease.

Apples are another food that will surprise you. They’ve always been thought to be healthy, mostly because they are so chock-full of vitamins and fiber. But it turns out that it’s the phytonutrients in apples (found mainly in the skin) that are the powerhouses. In fact, they’re so strong that one study of 40,000 women associated the quercetin and other phytonutrients in apples with a 13 to 22 percent lower risk of cardiovascular disease. In addition, the quercetin in apples (and pears) has been found to help improve lung function, reducing the risk of asthma and obstructive pulmonary disease.

Or take red wine. We all know a glass with dinner can be a great relaxer, but who could have predicted that the resveratrol present in red wine could help make bad low-density lipoprotein (LDL) cholesterol less likely to stick to artery walls. Or that wine might even play a role in preventing diabetes.

One of the most exciting discoveries is that some foods can literally stop the chemical changes that can lead to cancer. Watercress, for example, has been found to block some of the harmful effects of cigarette smoke. And strawberries, and other berries that contain ellagic acid, have been shown to block the harmful effects of cancer-causing chemicals in the body.

And as if all this isn’t enough to make you head for the produce aisle . . . scientists have also discovered ways to make the foods that we eat even more powerful. You may know, for instance, that beta-carotene (found in carrots, broccoli, mangoes, and other dark orange and dark green vegetables and fruits) is good for your heart. But scientists have learned that your body can’t readily absorb beta-carotene unless you eat it with a little fat. That’s why a drizzle of olive oil on cooked carrots or broccoli or a dab of yogurt on fresh fruit can vastly increase their healing powers.

Garlic also benefits from a little help. Chop whole cloves fine and suddenly the protective compound allicin is released. It quickly breaks down into a cascade of other healthful compounds, which can help lower triglycerides and cholesterol, reduce the risk of stomach and colon cancers, and much more.

And the list of foods and their seemingly magical healing powers goes on and on.

At Prevention, we’ve always believed that good health comes first from the farm, then the pharmacy. That’s why we’ve spent so much time reviewing the latest scientific journals and talking with hundreds of the country’s top doctors and food experts to bring you this important reference. We want to be sure you are armed with the best and most recent advice and information on how to take advantage of something we all love to do (eat) and avoid something we all fear (disease). The new science we’ve tapped into amazes us—and surely it will amaze you, too.

So grab an apple, or a glass of wine if you like, and start reading—and eating—to your health’s content!

—The Editors of Prevention


Acerola

A BERRY WITH A HEALTHY PUNCH

Never heard of acerola? That’s no surprise. In America, this small, red, cherrylike fruit and the foods made from it are hard to find. It’s far more commonly available in the Caribbean and South America.

Although the acerola is a small fruit, it packs a huge disease-fighting punch. One little acerola fruit, measuring an inch or less across, contains a whopping 81 milligrams of vitamin C! That’s well above the Daily Value for C, which is a mere 60 milligrams. A single acerola contains more vitamin C than you’ll find in an orange or a cup of broccoli, cantaloupe, or pineapple. The high vitamin C content means that acerola can help your body in a variety of ways, from fortifying your immune system to helping prevent age-related conditions, such as heart disease and cancer.

Decades ago, you could find about 100 acres of acerola plants in Florida, which were grown as a source of vitamin C (the plants, also called Barbados cherry, look like a shrub or a small tree). Nowadays, Brazil is the main commercial grower of acerola, although homeowners in Florida still grow them as ornamentals, says Carlos Balerdi, PhD, an extension agent with the University of Florida/Miami-Dade County Extension Service who specializes in tropical fruits.

When Dr. Balerdi was a boy growing up in Cuba, his mother would make a sweet syrup from the fruit, and “we’d finish the glass or whatever container she stored it in in no time!” he says. The fruit is also used in jellies, jams, and preserves, and people also eat acerola raw.



HEALING POWER

Can Help:

Strengthen the immune system

Speed wound healing

Prevent heart disease

Protect against cancer




A Wealth of C

Many of us step up our consumption of orange juice or grapefruit halves at the first sign of the sniffles. It makes sense because vitamin C, found in abundance in citrus fruits, has been shown to help relieve cold symptoms. A major meta-analysis—a type of study that evaluates the results of many previous studies—found that getting at least 200 milligrams daily (less than the amount in three acerola fruits) is linked to shorter and less severe bouts of the common cold.

The benefits of vitamin C go beyond relieving cold symptoms, however. It also helps the body make collagen, a tough, fibrous protein that helps build connective tissue, skin, bones, and teeth, and that also plays a role in wound healing. In addition, vitamin C helps protect the body from free radicals, the cell-damaging oxygen molecules thought to contribute to the development of cancer, heart disease, and many other conditions.



Doctor’s Top Tip

The natural acidity in acerola can give them a sharp taste, says Carlos Balerdi, PhD, an extension agent with the University of Florida/Miami-Dade County Extension Service. Eat them with a little sugar to help reduce the tartness. Acerola is delicious in sherbet and pies (just be sure to add some sugar to these recipes, too).




GETTING THE MOST

Grow vitamin C on trees. If you’re living in an area that supports acerola growth, like South Florida, grow some plants in your yard. Look for types called “Florida Sweet” and “B-17,” recommends the University of Florida Institute of Food and Agricultural Sciences in Gainesville. The plants should start producing fruit in the second year after planting, and really produce an abundance of the vitamin C–laden fruit in the following years.

Pick ’em and eat ’em. Acerola plants will grow fruit from April to November. Pick ripe fruits carefully so you don’t bruise them, and eat them right away or freeze them. If they’re not quite ripe when you pick them, you can keep them for a few days in the refrigerator.

Treat the berries gently. Dried and crushed acerola berries can be used to make tea. Unfortunately, boiling or steeping the berries in hot water can reduce the amount of vitamin C by about half. So to get the most vitamin C per cup, you may want to add extra berries.

Buy acerola products. If you’re a resident of the Caribbean or South America, or headed there on vacation, look in specialty markets for acerola jams, jellies, and juices. Although these products contain somewhat less vitamin C than the fresh berries, they’re still very good sources.


Aging

LENGTHENING YOUR LIFE, ONE BITE AT A TIME

Every year, more and more Americans are joining a special group: those who’ve lived to age 100. In the year 2000, only about 72,000 Americans were 100 or older. But by the middle of this century, that number could skyrocket to 834,000!

While most of us probably won’t join this group—on average, we can expect to live to our mid- to late-seventies—we certainly have a much longer life expectancy than people did in the early 1900s, when the average person didn’t live to be 50.

People are living longer partly because of our success in preventing childhood diseases like polio, as well as finding new treatments and prevention strategies for adult conditions such as heart disease. But it’s also because scientists are unlocking the secrets of aging itself. We’re finding out why our bodies break down and how to put the brakes on our own destruction. In the process, we’re expanding not only our life spans but also what scientists call our health spans—the number of years that we can expect to live in robust good health.

The Power of Antioxidants

Researchers now know that one of the most important contributors to heart disease, wrinkles, cancer, arthritis, and many of the other problems of aging is the same process that causes a variety of objects around us to deteriorate. It’s called oxidation. The same air that gives us life is what causes iron to rust, fruit to turn brown, and your body’s cells to break down and age. Through a series of chemical changes, oxygen molecules in our bodies lose electrons, making them unstable. These unstable molecules are called free radicals.

In frantic attempts to stabilize themselves, free radicals pillage electrons from healthy cells throughout your body. Every time they steal an electron, two things happen: A healthy molecule is damaged, and more free radicals are created. Free radicals can damage vital genetic information within your cells, proteins in tissues throughout your body, and other components that keep you running properly. Unless this process is stopped, more and more cells are damaged every day, and your health pays the price.

To keep this destructive process under control, nature provides an enormous arsenal of antioxidants, which are compounds in foods that can stop free radicals from doing harm. Antioxidants come between free radicals and your body’s healthy cells, offering up their own electrons and preventing yours from being pillaged.

Even though your body naturally maintains its own antioxidant system, the anti-oxidants in foods give you a powerful boost of additional protection against free radicals. Three of the best known antioxidants are beta-carotene and vitamins C and E. Each of these nutrients has been shown to help protect you from age-related illnesses like cancer and heart disease. Although you can get some protection by taking anti-oxidant supplements, most doctors agree that the antioxidants in foods are a better choice and should be your first line of defense. That’s because fruits, vegetables, and other plant foods are brimming with antioxidants and other components that may work together as teams to protect you from disease. Some studies have found that vitamin E may help protect you from heart disease, and beta-carotene and selenium (a mineral that’s an ingredient in some of your body’s antioxidant enzymes) may help lower your risk of some cancers, but a lot of questions remain about the best ways to get these nutrients. As you’ll see in the antioxidants section (page 18), supplements of vitamins C and E are a good idea, but they shouldn’t take the place of a diet rich in fruits and vegetables. As far as beta-carotene is concerned, you should just get it from plant foods and skip the supplements.

The quickest way to get vitamin C is to have a glass of grapefruit juice, an orange, or a half-cup of red bell pepper slices—each provides more than 100 percent of the Daily Value (DV). For beta-carotene, deep green or bright orange fruits and vegetables are best. One sweet potato or a large carrot delivers between 12 and 15 milligrams, more than the 6 to 10 milligrams that some experts recommend we get.

Unlike vitamin C and beta-carotene, vitamin E is a bit trickier to get from foods because it’s found mainly in high-fat foods, such as vegetable oils, which we’d rather avoid. Still, you can get quite a bit of vitamin E from dry roasted almonds, with 1 ounce providing 7 milligrams, or 40 percent of the DV. Other nuts and seeds are also good sources of vitamin E. And some breakfast cereals offer nearly 100 percent of the vitamin E that you need each day in each serving.

Even though vitamins C and E and beta-carotene are important antioxidants, they’re hardly the only ones. Fruits and vegetables are loaded with plant compounds called phytochemicals, which can also have antioxidant abilities.

More than 9,000 phytochemicals have been identified to date, and many more are still unknown, experts say. Research has found that phytochemical extracts taken from fruits demonstrate anticancer power, and the combination of these chemicals in fruits and vegetables adds to their antioxidant and cancer-fighting ability.

Future Youth

While it’s important to eat well to prevent aging, you also need to adjust your eating habits as you age. As the years pass, your nutritional needs can change dramatically.

“As we age, we produce less saliva, and our swallowing reflexes slow down, so food may not be as easy to digest and swallow,” says Susan A. Nitzke, PhD, RD, professor in the nutritional sciences department at the University of Wisconsin in Madison. “Many of us experience changes in taste and appetite as we get older, so we may eat less. We also have less stomach acid, which means that we don’t digest foods or absorb some nutrients as well as we used to.”

An Israeli study that looked at 414 elderly patients in hospitals found that less than 20 percent were well nourished. The study also found that those with poor dietary habits had less successful outcomes from their visit to the hospital. But even with information from this and other studies available, doctors don’t always think to check for nutritional deficiencies in older adults. This is unfortunate because a simple lack of nutrients can easily be mistaken for a more serious illness. Nutritional deficiencies in older people can even be misdiagnosed as dementia.

Vitamin B12 is essential for maintaining healthy blood and nerve function. It’s also one of the nutrients that requires adequate amounts of stomach secretions in order to be absorbed. When acid levels decline, getting enough vitamin B12 can be a problem, says Dr. Nitzke. This is of particular concern for people who use antacids, she adds. You can get plenty of vitamin B12 in meats and other animal foods. Clams are the top performers: One small steamed clam provides an astonishing 9 micrograms of vitamin B12, more than 100 percent of the DV.

In addition to a B12 deficiency, many people in their late fifties and older may be deficient in vitamin B6. Chickpeas and potatoes are great bets for bringing in the B6. A cup of chickpeas contains 1.1 milligrams, or slightly more than half of the DV. A baked potato provides 0.6 milligrams, or about one-third of the DV.

Another B vitamin that’s important for protecting the cardiovascular and nervous systems is folate, which is found in green vegetables, beans, and whole grains. A cup of canned pinto beans, for example, provides 144 micrograms of folate, or more than 33 percent of the DV. Asparagus is another good source of folate, with 1 cup of cooked fresh asparagus containing 263 micrograms of folate.

As bones get older, it’s essential to get extra calcium and vitamin D to prevent them from becoming brittle, says Dr. Nitzke. “Many older people believe that they can’t eat dairy foods because they’re ‘lactose intolerant,’ but in fact, most people can eat moderate amounts of dairy without trouble,” she says. Low-fat and fat-free (skim) milk, cheese, and yogurt are your best sources of calcium. One cup of fat-free yogurt contains 415 milligrams of this bone-building nutrient, or 41 percent of the DV. One glass of fat-free milk provides 302 milligrams, or 30 percent of the DV.

Iron is one of several minerals that can be tough to get in the correct amounts. Some people don’t get enough, while others get too much, says Dr. Nitzke. In fact, women’s need for iron declines in their later years after they stop menstruating.

To ensure that you’re getting the right amount of nutrients for your particular needs, Dr. Nitzke recommends talking to your doctor to find out whether or not you need to take supplements of certain nutrients, such as iron, calcium, vitamin D, and vitamin B12.



Doctor’s Top Tip

As you get older, make extra sure that the foods you eat are as nutrient-dense as possible, advises Susan A. Nitzke, PhD, RD, of the University of Wisconsin in Madison, and make empty-calorie foods like candy and sodas an even smaller part of your diet. Nutrient-dense foods are those that are loaded with vitamins, minerals, and phyto-chemicals, and relatively low on calories. As people get older, they tend to lose muscle mass, and consequently, they burn off fewer calories each day. Thus, if you eat the same amount of calories as you did when you were younger, you’ll gain weight! So, it’s more important to make sure that the foods you eat carry plenty of nutrients into your body, without extra calories.



Eat Less, Live Longer

Even though we may need to eat more of certain foods in order to live longer, researchers are finding that the opposite can also be true: People who eat less may live more years.

Researchers have long known that a concept called “calorie restriction”—essentially, taking in fewer calories—extends the lives and helps slow down age-related diseases in a variety of creatures, including worms, flies, and mice. It’s also been shown to improve some markers of aging in monkeys, such as their body-fat percentage and levels of free-radical damage.

Now scientists are working to learn more about how calorie restriction may help humans age better, says George Roth, PhD, a gerontology researcher and CEO of the Maryland-based company GeroScience.

Human research is taking two approaches, he says: observations of people who voluntarily restrict their calories for many years for the potential life-lengthening results, and controlled experiments in which subjects are instructed to restrict their calories for a shorter period.

A Louisiana State University study followed 48 people for 6 months as they either followed a normal diet or different types of calorie-restricted diets. It found that prolonged calorie restriction can lower people’s fasting insulin levels and their body temperature, which are both markers of longevity.

Experts think that calorie restriction “resets” your metabolism so it works more efficiently, and your body shifts its focus from growth and reproduction to long-term survival, says Dr. Roth. And when you take in fewer calories, your body naturally produces fewer free radicals as it turns food into energy. Thus, you have less oxidative damage.

However, it’s hard for humans to reap the benefits from calorie reduction that lab animals have shown. Tests on rodents have cut back their calories by more than 30 percent, and tests on monkeys lower their calorie intake by about 30 percent, says Dr. Roth. “For those of us who like to eat, that’s probably not going to be a viable strategy.” In addition, drastically reducing your calories without medical supervision can leave you malnourished.

For now, a good way to potentially get some benefit from calorie reduction is to make sure that you eat a “prudent” diet that provides the nutrients you need without excessive calories, he says. If you do decide to restrict your calories, talk to your doctor to make sure your diet meets your nutritional needs.



GO FOR LOW-AGE FOODS

A 2004 study in the Journal of the American Dietetic Association listed common foods and the amount of advanced glycation endproducts (AGEs) they contained. Here’s a quick look at some foods high and low in AGEs to give you some sense of how to steer your diet to cut down on the amount you consume. They’re measured by AGE kilounits per serving.


High Foods

Frankfurter, broiled for 5 minutes: 10,143 AGE per Serving

Chicken breast with skin, breaded and oven-fried for 25 minutes: 8,965 AGE per Serving

Whiting fish, breaded and oven-fried for 25 minutes: 7,897 AGE per Serving

Pizza, thin crust: 6,825 AGE per Serving

Pork sausage, microwaved for 1 minute: 5,349 AGE per Serving

Low Foods

Canned red kidney beans: 191 AGE per Serving

Raw onion: 36 AGE per Serving

Canned corn: 20 AGE per Serving

Bran flakes: 10 AGE per Serving

Banana: 9 AGE per Serving







Age Better with Fewer AGEs

Researchers are discovering that substances called advanced glycation endproducts—or AGEs—may be linked to a variety of age-related problems including wrinkles, cataracts, and atherosclerosis (fatty deposits blocking your arteries). AGEs result from sugar attaching to proteins, which causes proteins in your tissues to develop unwanted linkages between them, altering their ability to function normally. They also contribute to extra inflammation and oxidative damage in your body.

AGEs can develop within your body, particularly when you have high blood sugar, and you can also take them in through the foods you eat. Research has shown that foods that are particularly high in AGEs include meats that have been cooked at high temperatures by methods such as frying or broiling.

To cut down on AGE-related damage in your body, it’s a wise idea to keep your blood sugar in a normal range. If you have diabetes, be sure to keep your blood sugar well controlled. If you have prediabetes, talk to your doctor about using diet and exercise to lower your risk of developing full-blown diabetes.

And be sure that your diet relies heavily on foods that are low in AGEs, such as fruits, vegetables, whole grains, fish, and low-fat dairy. Be careful with foods high in AGEs, such as meats cooked at high temperatures, processed foods, and full-fat cheeses, and eat them more sparingly.


Alzheimer’s Disease

FOODS FOR LIFELONG THOUGHT

Roughly 4.5 million Americans now have Alzheimer’s disease—the most common form of dementia, which causes a decline in mental abilities. That number has more than doubled since 1980, according to the Alzheimer’s Association. And by 2050, that number could skyrocket as high as 16 million.

Doctors aren’t sure what causes Alzheimer’s disease. What is known is that in people who have this condition, portions of the brain shrivel and shrink, twisted tangles of protein develop within brain cells, and other deposits of protein develop between brain cells.

Since no cure for Alzheimer’s has been found yet, some researchers have focused their attention on nutrition. “I think it’s worthwhile to consider diet as a potential factor in Alzheimer’s,” says James G. Penland, PhD, a research psychologist at the USDA Human Nutrition Research Center in Grand Forks, North Dakota.

A Role for Antioxidants

Research has uncovered evidence that free radicals, which are harmful oxygen molecules that damage tissues throughout the body, including in the brain, may play a role in Alzheimer’s disease.

Even though the body produces protective substances called antioxidants that help control free radicals, there aren’t always enough of them to stop the onslaught. But you can get more antioxidants into your body simply by eating foods, such as fruits and vegetables, that contain antioxidant substances.

Researchers from Vanderbilt University in Nashville and the University of South Florida in Tampa did a study involving more than 1,800 men and women and found that those who drank fruit and vegetable juices at least three times a week had a 76 percent lower chance of developing suspected Alzheimer’s disease than people who drank juice less than once a week. The researchers concluded that “fruit and vegetable juices may play an important role in delaying the onset of Alzheimer’s disease.”



Doctor’s Top Tip

According to the National Institute on Aging, two of the most important steps you can take to possibly lower your risk of Alzheimer’s disease are to lower your cholesterol and homocysteine levels. A diet rich in folate and vitamins B6 and B12 can lower your blood levels of homocysteine. Eating a diet low in saturated fat (found in meat and full-fat dairy foods), dietary cholesterol (found in animal foods), and trans fat (processed foods are a significant source) can improve your cholesterol.



Bs for the Brain

Researchers are also investigating B vitamins as a way of treating Alzheimer’s disease. The body uses B vitamins to help maintain the protective covering on nerves and to manufacture chemicals that nerves use to communicate. When levels of B vitamins decline, mental performance may suffer, says Dr. Penland. In addition, an increased level of homocysteine—an amino acid—may raise your risk of Alzheimer’s disease. B vitamins help lower your homocysteine level by breaking it down.

An Australian study gave 299 older men either a placebo (dummy pill) or supplemental folate (a B vitamin), B6, and B12 for 2 years. The men who took the B vitamins had smaller increases of a substance that’s found within the damaging deposits in the brains of people with Alzheimer’s. Thus, B vitamins may play a role in preventing Alzheimer’s disease, according to the researchers.

Good sources of thiamin, a B vitamin, include pork, sunflower seeds, and enriched grain products. For vitamin B12, meats such as turkey, chicken livers, and lamb, and seafood such as steamed clams, bluefin tuna, and sardines, are all good sources. For folate, good sources include enriched cereals and enriched flour. For B6, toss some chickpeas, potatoes, chicken, and bananas into your shopping cart.

One to Watch

Among some Alzheimer’s researchers, interest is brewing in a natural substance called acetyl-L-carnitine, which resembles amino acids found in dairy foods, kidney beans, eggs, and red meats. Research suggests that carnitine, which helps carry fats into brain cells, may help slow the progression of the disease.

British researchers compiled the results of multiple studies on acetyl-L-carnitine that looked at the substance’s effect on mild cognitive impairment and early Alzheimer’s disease. They found that the substance had a “beneficial effect” after just 3 months, and the improvement got even better over time.

Eat Like the Mediterraneans Do

The so-called Mediterranean diet, which is rich in fruits and vegetables, fish, whole grains, and unsaturated fats such as olive oil and canola oil, may help protect you from Alzheimer’s, as well as heart disease and cancer. Researchers from Columbia University in New York City tracked the eating habits and cognitive health of 2,258 New Yorkers for 4 years and found that those who most closely followed the Mediterranean eating style were 40 percent less likely to develop Alzheimer’s than the people whose eating habits least resembled the Mediterranean diet.

Heavy Metal

According to the Alzheimer’s Association, researchers in the 1960s suspected that aluminum may play a role in the disease. Since then, however, research has uncovered so much conflicting information about whether or not the metal is connected with the disease that it’s hard to say with any certainty that it plays a role. Nowadays, most scientists conclude that if aluminum plays any role in Alzheimer’s, it’s a small one, the association says.

According to the National Institutes of Health, it’s hard to avoid aluminum, since it’s one of the most abundant elements found in the environment. However, if you do want to reduce your exposure, just to be on the safe side, the following steps will help:

[image: image] Avoid storing or cooking foods in aluminum foil.

[image: image] Avoid processed cheese, which contains a significant amount of aluminum.

[image: image] Avoid cooking highly acidic foods, such as tomato products, in aluminum pans.

[image: image] Although aluminum beverage cans usually have a coating to minimize the metal that leaches into the drink, buying beverages in bottles will eliminate this exposure.


Dijon Pork Chops with Cabbage

4 center-cut pork chops (4 ounces each), trimmed

4 teaspoons Dijon mustard

½ head red cabbage (about 1 pound), cored and thinly sliced

2 Granny Smith apples, peeled and grated

¼ teaspoon salt

1 teaspoon plus 1 tablespoon canola oil

1 tablespoon grated fresh ginger

½ teaspoon ground cinnamon

¼ teaspoon ground cloves

1 tablespoon pure maple syrup

2 teaspoons cider vinegar

Brush both sides of the pork chops with the mustard and set aside. In a large bowl, combine the cabbage, apples, and salt; toss well.

In a large covered skillet, heat 1 teaspoon of the oil over medium-low heat. Add the ginger, cinnamon, and cloves. Cook, stirring, until fragrant, 10 to 15 seconds. Stir in the cabbage mixture and the maple syrup. Reduce the heat to low, cover, and cook until the ingredients are softened and cooked through, about 30 minutes.

Meanwhile, in a large heavy skillet, heat the remaining 1 tablespoon of oil over medium heat. Add the pork in a single layer. Cook, turning halfway through, until the pork is no longer pink in the center, about 9 minutes.

Uncover the cabbage, stir in the vinegar, and increase the heat to medium. Cook until the liquid is nearly evaporated, about 5 minutes. Serve each chop with a mound of cabbage.

Makes 4 servings

PER SERVING

Calories: 280

Total fat: 11 g

Saturated fat: 2.5 g

Cholesterol: 70 mg

Sodium: 316 mg

Dietary fiber: 4 g


Anemia

IRONING OUT FATIGUE

In Greek, the word anemia means “no blood.” But that’s an exaggeration. People with anemia have plenty of blood. It’s just that they don’t have the usual number of red blood cells, or these cells aren’t carrying their usual payload of energy-giving oxygen.

There are many forms of anemia, but the most common is iron-deficiency anemia. When you’re not getting enough iron in your diet or you are losing blood—as a result of menstruation, for example—the oxygen-carrying capacity of your blood can drop precipitously. Deprived of oxygen, you wilt. Anemia can make you feel sluggish and weak. Your brain feels fuzzy. You’re always cold.

It is estimated that about 20 percent of US women and 3 percent of men have low iron stores and are at risk for anemia. Luckily, it’s generally an easy condition to correct. And the cure is our favorite thing—food.

Ironing Out the Problem

The Daily Value (DV) for iron is 18 milligrams. Pregnant women need a much higher amount—30 milligrams a day. It can be difficult to get that much iron in the diet, so obstetricians may prescribe supplements for pregnant women.

For the rest of us, how hard is it to get enough iron in food? It’s not too tricky if you eat meat, fish, and poultry. These foods contain substantial amounts of iron. For example, 3 ounces of steamed blue mussels has 6 milligrams of iron. A 3-ounce serving of lean, broiled top round steak has 3 milligrams, and the same amount of roasted white turkey meat has 1 milligram.

If you eat little or no meat, though, you’ll need to pay more attention to your diet. It’s not that vegetables don’t have iron. A cup of canned pumpkin, for example, has 3.4 milligrams of iron. Kidney beans and lentils have about 3 milligrams in a half-cup serving. As you can see, the total amount of iron isn’t the problem with these foods. Something called bioavailability is.



Doctor’s Top Tip

If you notice the signs of anemia—such as shortness of breath, dizziness, and coldness in the extremities—visit your doctor for a checkup, urges the National Institutes of Health. Sometimes anemia may be caused by bleeding in the digestive tract, and treating the underlying problem can solve the anemia, plus limit other complications caused by the bleeding. 




Increasing Absorption

Bioavailability refers to how well our bodies absorb the nutrients we eat. There are two forms of iron with vastly different levels of bioavailability. The iron found in meat, fish, and shellfish, called heme iron, is readily absorbable. The iron found in plant foods, called nonheme iron, is less so.

Here’s an example. Of the 6 milligrams of iron in 3 ounces of mussels, roughly 15 percent will be absorbed by your body. Only 3 percent of the 3 milligrams of iron in a half-cup of lentils, however, will be absorbed.

It’s possible to boost the bioavailability of iron with savvy eating. For example, pairing a food that contains vitamin C with a food that contains iron guarantees that you’ll get substantially more of the iron into your bloodstream. “Iron is best absorbed in an acidic environment, particularly ascorbic acid—vitamin C,” says Carol Fleischman, MD, clinical assistant professor of medicine with the University of Pennsylvania Health System near Philadelphia.

Similarly, combining meats and vegetables in the same meal makes it easier to get more iron. The heme iron in meats “potentiates” the iron in vegetables, making it easier to absorb. Mixing heme iron from meats with nonheme iron from beans and vegetables will increase absorption of the nonheme iron 10 to 15 percent, “an appreciable amount,” says Henry C. Lukaski, PhD, assistant director of the USDA Human Nutrition Research Center in Grand Forks, North Dakota.

Dr. Fleischman adds, “Coordinating it all does give the most benefits, but if a woman is iron-deficient, her absorption of iron will be much more avid. So the more iron she eats, the more she absorbs.”

Boosting Your Iron Stores

If you suspect that you have anemia, your doctor will probably want to do a complete checkup to make sure that nothing serious is wrong. When the problem is not getting enough iron in the diet, however, it’s almost always easy to correct.

If you like clams, you’re in business. A bowl of 10 small steamed clams contains an astonishing 26 milligrams of iron. There are also many ways to include vitamin C with your meals to boost your absorption of iron. For example, a large tomato has 23 milligrams of vitamin C, or 38 percent of the DV. You can also get vitamin C by drinking orange juice, or other citrus juices.

Another way to mix vitamin C with iron is to eat more potatoes. One baked potato with the skin contains 17 milligrams of vitamin C, or 28 percent of the DV, as well as 1.9 milligrams of iron. Eating the potato with the skin will more than triple the amount of iron it provides.

One nutrient that you don’t want to combine with iron is calcium. Especially when you’re taking iron supplements, having calcium-rich foods in the same meal may set you back. “They compete for the same receptor sites on your cells,” explains Fergus Clydesdale, PhD, distinguished professor and head of the department of food science at the University of Massachusetts in Amherst. The calcium and iron in foods also compete, but not as much as when you’re taking supplements. Dr. Clydesdale recommends spacing your calcium and iron 3 hours apart. For example, put milk on your cereal in the morning, but wait until later to take your iron supplement.

The same goes for coffee and tea. Both beverages contain tannins, chemicals that have a mild blocking effect on iron supplements, says Dr. Clydesdale. So don’t take your pills with your morning coffee, he advises.

One easy way to get more iron in your diet is simply to cook your meals in cast-iron pots, says Dr. Lukaski. “As a rule of thumb, it increases iron by 2 to 5 percent,” he says. And at breakfast, don’t hesitate to have an old-fashioned meal. Because it’s fortified with iron, a half-cup of cooked Cream of Wheat is loaded with 6 milligrams of iron. Instant oatmeal also contains iron, though not as much: about 3 milligrams in a half-cup.



THE BEST SOURCES

The table below offers the best iron sources you can find, both for absorbable heme iron (found in meat and fish) and less absorbable nonheme iron (found in plants), and another list for great sources of vitamin B12.







	FOODS CONTAINING HEME IRON


	Food
	Portion
	Iron (mg)

	Clams, steamed 
	Approx. 3 oz
	23.8

	Chicken livers, simmered 
	3 oz
	7.2

	Mussels, steamed 
	3 oz
	5.7

	Oysters, steamed 
	6 medium (1½ oz)
	5.0

	Quail, whole 
	1
	4.2

	Beef, bottom round roast, lean only, braised 
	3 oz
	2.9

	Tuna, light meat, water-packed 
	3 oz
	2.7

	Shrimp, steamed 
	3 oz
	2.6

	Turkey, dark meat, roasted 
	3 oz
	2.0

	Chicken leg, roasted 
	3 oz
	1.2










	FOODS CONTAINING NONHEME IRON


	Food
	Portion
	Iron (mg)

	Cream of Wheat cereal, quick-cooking 
	¾ cup
	7.7

	Tofu, regular 
	¼ block (approx. 4 oz)
	6.2

	Pumpkin seeds, hulled, dried 
	1 oz
	4.3

	Lentils, boiled 
	½ cup
	3.3

	Potato, baked 
	7 oz
	2.8

	Kidney beans, boiled 
	1½ cups
	2.6

	Pinto beans, boiled 
	½ cup
	2.2

	Black beans, boiled 
	½ cup
	1.8

	Pumpkin, canned 
	½ cup
	1.7

	Split peas, boiled 
	½ cup
	1.3










	FOODS CONTAINING VITAMIN B12


	Food
	Portion
	Vitamin B12 (mcg)

	Clams, canned 
	3 oz
	84

	Beef liver, pan-fried 
	3 oz
	71

	Alaska king crab, steamed 
	3 oz
	9.8

	Rainbow trout 
	3 oz
	4.2

	Soy milk 
	1 cup
	3

	Corn flakes 
	1 cup
	2.7






Vegetarian Dangers

Anemia is much more common in vegetarians than meat eaters. In this case, the problem is due not only to a lack of iron but also to a lack of vitamin B12. This nutrient, which is needed for cells to divide and mature properly, comes mostly from animal foods. Consequently, strict vegetarians may get little or no B12 in their diets.

The resulting condition, called pernicious anemia, isn’t an immediate problem, if only because the body uses vitamin B12 sparingly. Most of us have enough in storage to last 6 years or so—“a grace period,” says Dr. Fleischman. Because of this, strict vegetarians may not notice symptoms of B12 deficiency, which include fatigue and tingling in the hands and feet, for a very long time.

As with iron-deficiency anemia, being low in B12 is easily reversed. “Vegans—strict vegetarians who eat no meats, dairy foods, or eggs—will probably have to take B12 supplements or brewers’ yeast,” says Dr. Fleischman. “Check with your doctor to see which is best for you.”


New England Clam Chowder

1 slice bacon

2 teaspoons vegetable oil

½ cup chopped onion

½ cup chopped celery

1 clove garlic, minced

1 bay leaf

½ teaspoon dried thyme

2 cups bottled clam juice

1½ cups diced Yukon Gold potatoes (½-inch size)

1½ cups 2% milk

1½ tablespoons all-purpose flour

3 cans (6.5 ounces each) minced clams, drained

¼ cup chopped parsley

Cook the bacon in a microwave, according to package directions, until crisp. Crumble the bacon into small pieces and set aside.

In a large saucepan, heat the oil over medium-low heat. Add the onion, celery, and garlic, and cook for 5 minutes. Add the bay leaf and thyme, and continue to cook, stirring occasionally, until the onion is softened but not browned, about 3 minutes. Add the clam juice and potatoes. The liquid should just cover the potatoes. Bring the chowder to a simmer, and cook the potatoes for about 10 minutes (they should be tender but not mushy).

In a small bowl, whisk ¼ cup of the milk with the flour until smooth. Add to the chowder with the remaining 1¼ cups milk. Increase the heat to high, and bring to a boil, stirring constantly, until the soup has thickened slightly, about 3 minutes. Remove the pan from the heat, and stir in the clams. Remove the bay leaf. Divide the chowder among 4 bowls, and sprinkle each serving with the parsley and crumbled bacon.

Makes 4 servings

PER SERVING

Calories: 200

Total fat: 7 g

Saturated fat: 2 g

Cholesterol: 25 mg

Sodium: 810 mg

Dietary fiber: 1 g


Antioxidants

BODYGUARDS FOR YOUR CELLS

If you want to know how antioxidants work, picture yourself as the president, a king or queen, a movie star, or another well-known figure.

A threat to your safety could pop up at any time—and that’s why you have a team of bodyguards surrounding you. If a source of danger comes your way, your bodyguards are trained to swoop in and get between you and this threat. Your protectors are willing to suffer the consequences themselves, just to keep you from getting hurt.

Every day, the DNA in each cell in your body faces about 10,000 attacks from cell-damaging forces known as free radicals, which are unstable oxygen molecules that have lost an electron. Free radicals are naturally produced as your body turns fuel to energy, but you can also get them in your body from pollution, smoking, and other sources. These volatile molecules cruise around your body trying to stabilize themselves by stealing electrons from other molecules. When they succeed, they create still more free radicals, causing a sort of snowballing procession of damage.

Free radicals don’t just occasionally pop up here and there. Up to 5 percent of the oxygen that each cell uses is converted into free radicals.

Free-radical damage is thought to play a role in the accumulation of low-density lipoprotein (LDL) cholesterol in the lining of your artery walls. This can lead to a narrowing of the arteries called atherosclerosis, which contributes to heart disease. And when free-radicals damage DNA inside the cells, the result can be cell mutations that lead to cancer. Free radical assaults on your eyes may lead to cataracts and macular degeneration, which are common causes of vision loss in people over age 50. Researchers think that free-radical damage—also called “oxidative stress”—plays an important role in Alzheimer’s disease. And many scientists believe that free radicals are the primary force behind aging itself.

Free radicals can develop and quickly attack your cells faster than the blink of an eye. And unless something is immediately available to “step in,” this free-radical free-for-all can cause irreparable damage. That’s where antioxidants come in.

Remember that analogy, in which you were a famous person preyed upon by harmful threats? Those bodyguards forming a human shield around you are the antioxidants in your system. Every time you eat fruits, vegetables, or other antioxidantrich foods, a flood of these protective compounds enters your bloodstream. They travel throughout your body, stepping between your body’s healthy cells and the pillaging free radicals, offering up their own electrons to neutralize the free radicals and keep your cells out of harm’s way.



HEALING POWER

Can Help:

Reduce the risk of heart disease

Prevent certain cancers

Protect your vision

Protect your brain

Prevent muscle soreness

Slow the aging process




The Big Antioxidant Nutrients

Just as your body produces free radicals, it also produces antioxidants. Some of these are enzymes created solely to squelch free radicals. But these defenders can be overwhelmed if you’re under serious attack—from car exhaust or cigarette smoke, for example—and they may be insufficient to handle rising levels of free-radical attacks as you get older. Every day, a small percentage of free radicals slip past your natural antioxidant defenses, allowing them to do their damage.

That’s why you regularly need to call in the reserves to supplement your own forces: antioxidant compounds from your diet. There are literally hundreds of natural food compounds that act as antioxidants in the body. And the nice thing about them is that you never have to run out, because you can just eat more.

Though researchers are investigating new antioxidant compounds every day, most scientific study has focused on three types in particular—vitamins C and E and carotenoids.

“There is no doubt that antioxidants play a crucial role in reducing the risk for all kinds of diseases,” says Roc Ordman, PhD, professor of chemistry and biochemistry at Beloit College in Beloit, Wisconsin. “The published scientific evidence is simply overwhelming.”



Doctor’s Top Tip

When the National Cancer Institute (NCI) explains where to find antioxidants, it sounds like they’re describing a rainbow: You’ll find beta-carotene in orange pumpkins, sweet potatoes, and carrots, and green spinach and kale; lycopene in red tomatoes and watermelon; lutein in collard greens and other leafy greens; and vitamin C in all sorts of colorful fruits and vegetables, from oranges to red peppers. Be sure to constantly rotate a variety of antioxidant-rich fruits and vegetables across your plate—at least five servings a day, recommends the NCI—to ensure that you provide your body with a wide variety of antioxidants that attack cell-damaging free radicals in different ways. Once you get to five a day, set your sights on nine. And don’t forget plant foods that aren’t colorful fruits and vegetables, such as nuts, whole-wheat bread, beans, and vegetable oils, for their antioxidant nutrients, including vitamin E and selenium.



Vitamin C

Like Navy SEALs, molecules of vitamin C (also called ascorbic acid) patrol the waters of your body, including the fluids in your blood, lungs, and eyes. Vitamin C is quick to give up its electrons, yet it easily picks up more electrons to become “reactivated,” making it an efficient protector against free radicals. Getting lots of vitamin C in your diet can help protect against damage in many of your organs and tissues, including your heart, arteries, and eyes.

An important attribute of vitamin C, which is found in foods like tropical and citrus fruits, red bell peppers, and broccoli, is that it works so quickly. Vitamin C has been shown to block free radicals before other antioxidant compounds even arrive on the scene.

Vitamin C may possibly reduce your risk of heart disease by helping prevent your LDL (or bad) cholesterol from becoming damaged by free radicals. Experts think that oxidized LDL plays an important role in the plaque buildup that can develop in artery walls and reduce the blood supply to your heart.

In a major study, researchers analyzed a national survey of vitamin C intake and death rate in 11,348 people ages 25 to 74 during a 10-year span. They found that men and women with high intakes of vitamin C—about 300 milligrams a day—from both food and supplements had much lower death rates from heart disease than those with low intakes. Specifically, men had a 42 percent lower death rate from heart disease, and women had a 25 percent lower death rate. Even when vitamin C intakes were less than 50 milligrams a day, women had a 10 percent reduction in death rates from heart disease, while men had a 6 percent reduction from the disease.

Vitamin C may also help protect against certain forms of cancer. Research has found that a diet high in vitamin C is related to a lower risk of stomach cancer. Vitamin C–rich foods may also help protect you from cancer of the mouth, larynx, and esophagus. However, since fruits and vegetables are the main source of vitamin C, these results may be due to other disease-fighting components found in produce. As a result, it’s a good idea to eat a wide variety of fruits and vegetables daily to ensure that you get plenty of vitamin C. Eating five servings a day—the minimum amount that the federal government recommends—will provide you with up to 300 milligrams of vitamin C.

Maintaining your vitamin C stores is especially important if you’re a smoker or you live with one. It takes about 20 milligrams of vitamin C to squelch the free-radical effects of one cigarette.

Good sources of vitamin C include bell peppers, broccoli, oranges, papaya, strawberries, grapefruit, kiwifruit, cabbage, and potatoes.

In addition, Dr. Ordman recommends taking 500 milligrams of vitamin C in supplement form twice a day, once in the morning and once at night, a practice confirmed by a major study at the National Institutes of Health. But remember—this isn’t a substitute for eating a variety of foods that are naturally rich in vitamin C, since you want to get the other disease-fighting components they offer, too.

Vitamin E

While vitamin C is hard at work patrolling the waters of your body, vitamin E (also known as alpha-tocopherol) is delving into denser territories, protecting your fat tissues from free-radical invasion.

It’s precisely this fat-protecting prowess that makes vitamin E particularly effective in the fight against heart disease. Researchers have found that vitamin E, which dissolves in fat, plays a powerful role in keeping your bad LDL cholesterol from oxidizing and contributing to atherosclerosis.

A number of large population studies involving tens of thousands of people have linked high vitamin E intake with a significant decrease in risk for heart disease. In a study of 80,000 nurses, researchers found that women with the highest vitamin E intake—about 200 IU a day—were one-third less likely to suffer from heart disease than their counterparts who were only getting about 3 IU a day.

A more recent study followed nearly 30,000 middle-aged and older male Finnish smokers for 19 years, and measured the association between their vitamin E levels at the beginning of the study and their risk of death. Men with higher amounts of vitamin E in their systems were about 20 percent less likely to die during the 19 years than the men at the low end of the scale.

In addition, the men whose vitamin E levels put them at the top of the scale were less likely to die of lung cancer, prostate cancer, stroke, heart disease, and lung disease than the men at the bottom of the scale.

Many cardiologists must think the vitamin is important: Research has found that roughly half of these physicians take vitamin E supplements.

One of the most promising findings for female health emerged from a study at the State University of New York at Buffalo in which researchers examined vitamin E levels in women with a high family risk for breast cancer. They found that women who maintained high levels of vitamin E had significantly lower risks for the disease than women who had low levels. The benefits were most pronounced among younger women, although those past menopause were also protected.

Getting enough vitamin E in the diet—it’s found in vegetable cooking oils, wheat germ, kale, sweet potato, and sunflower seeds, to name a few sources—is important for men as well. More than 50 percent of men with diabetes, for example, have difficulty achieving erections, often because of free-radical damage to the arteries supplying blood to the penis. Research suggests that getting enough vitamin E in the diet can help keep blood flowing smoothly through those arteries.

While vitamin E is effective in its own right, it works more efficiently when combined with vitamin C, says Dr. Ordman. “It’s like vitamin C helps vitamin E get back on its feet again. After vitamin E becomes oxidized by free radicals, vitamin C comes along and regenerates it so that it’s ready to work again,” he explains. In the summer of 2006, Dr. Ordman published a clinical study showing that 400 IU of vitamin E and 500 milligrams of vitamin C twice a day protect people from free radicals better than other combinations.

The Daily Value for vitamin E is 30 IU, but based on published studies of its benefits to our immune systems, Dr. Ordman recommends 200 to 400 IU in supplement form daily in order to get the maximum protection. Experts agree that this is well within the safe limits for the vitamin. It’s difficult to get more than 15 to 30 IU each day just from a balanced diet, since one of the main sources of vitamin E is plant oils, and many people are trying to follow a reduced-fat diet.

Beta-Carotene and Friends

Beta-carotene, a red-yellow food pigment that turns to vitamin A in the body, has been on quite a roller-coaster ride during the past few decades. It enjoyed enormous popularity when scientists linked it with lower rates of heart disease and cancer. The mood changed, however, when researchers discovered that taking beta-carotene supplements seemed to increase the risk for some of these diseases.

“We know that beta-carotene has established benefits, but the amounts that people need are well within the range they can get from eating five or more servings of fruits and vegetables a day,” explains Dr. Ordman. “So you don’t need extraordinary amounts. There are definite risks with supplementation. It has recently been reported that nearly half of Americans are being harmed by consuming too much vitamin A and beta-carotene.”

Why are food sources of beta-carotene so much better than supplements? Scientists still aren’t sure, but they suspect that it may be because beta-carotene has more than 600 siblings, collectively known as carotenoids. It’s possible, they say, that it’s not just the beta-carotene that’s causing the benefits, but the combination of beta-carotene plus its less-recognized kin.

Interestingly, researchers have backed off further investigating connections between beta-carotene and cardiovascular disease in recent years, due to previously disappointing results. Some have shifted their focus to other carotenoids found in fruits and vegetables, such as lycopene, lutein, and zeaxanthin, which show promise in reducing the risk of cardiovascular disease and other conditions.

In the American diet, the food that most commonly provides bioavailable lycopene (in other words, the kind your body can use) is tomato sauce. A meta-analysis that grouped the findings of 21 previous studies on tomatoes and prostate cancer found that a diet high in tomatoes may provide up to a 20 percent decreased risk of the disease. Cooked tomatoes seem to be more helpful than raw tomatoes.

In a study that shows that carrots really are good for your eyes, researchers found that people with the highest levels of carotenoids had one-third to one-half the risk of macular degeneration than those with lower levels. Another study, from the National Eye Institute, found that taking high doses of vitamins C and E, beta-carotene, and zinc may cut the risk of advanced macular degeneration by about 25 percent. A diet that’s high in lutein and zeaxanthin may help reduce your risk of the condition, too.

While antioxidants have shown their mettle against major health threats like heart disease and cancer, they are also useful in preventing lesser ailments. An example is muscle soreness. One study found that folks who are sedentary most of the time and then suddenly exercise intensely may find relief from aching muscles with vitamin E. It appears that vitamin E may reduce free-radical damage that can lead to muscle soreness.

So the next time you’re in the produce aisle, be sure to fill your cart with plenty of carotenoid-rich foods like spinach and other dark green leafy vegetables, and deep orange fruits and vegetables like pumpkins, sweet potatoes, carrots, and cantaloupe. Don’t bother with beta-carotene supplements, Dr. Ordman advises. When you eat plant foods rich in beta-carotene, you’ll get the countless other antioxidant chemicals they contain as well.



THE BEST SOURCES

All fruits and vegetables are great sources of antioxidant compounds. But which are the best? Researchers at Tufts University in Boston compiled a list of foods that are extremely high in vitamin C and beta-carotene. (It’s difficult to get enough vitamin E in foods alone, although cooking oils, nuts, seeds, and wheat germ are all good sources.) Here are some of their favorites.

Broccoli, cooked

Portion: ½ cup

Vitamin C (mg): 37

Beta-Carotene (mg): 1.0

Brussels sprouts, cooked

Portion: 4

Vitamin C (mg): 36

Beta-Carotene (mg): 0.3

Butternut squash, baked and cubed

Portion: ½ cup

Vitamin C (mg): 15

Beta-Carotene (mg): 4.3

Cantaloupe

Portion: ¼

Vitamin C (mg): 56

Beta-Carotene (mg): 2.6

Kiwifruit

Portion: 1

Vitamin C (mg): 89

Beta-Carotene (mg): 0.1

Navel orange

Portion: 1

Vitamin C (mg): 80

Beta-Carotene (mg): 0.2

Papaya

Portion: ½

Vitamin C (mg): 94

Beta-Carotene (mg): 0.3

Strawberries

Portion: ½ cup

Vitamin C (mg): 42

Beta-Carotene (mg): —

Sweet potato, baked

Portion: 1

Vitamin C (mg): 28

Beta-Carotene (mg): 15.0

Sweet red pepper, chopped

Portion: ½ cup

Vitamin C (mg): 95

Beta-Carotene (mg): 1.7

Watermelon, cubed

Portion: ½ cup

Vitamin C (mg): 8

Beta-Carotene (mg): 0.2




The Rest of the Troops

Despite the importance of vitamins C and E and beta-carotene, they’re only a small part of a massive army of protective compounds found in foods. For example, the mineral selenium is needed for its role in supporting your natural antioxidant enzymes. Flavonoids and other types of phenolics in green tea, chocolate, and red wine also act as potent antioxidants. “We all agree that everyone should eat at least five servings of fruits and vegetables a day to ensure that they get healthy amounts of all of these antioxidants, and the latest guidelines ask us to get nine or more servings,” explains Dr. Ordman. “But as far as taking extra antioxidant supplements, you should stick with those that have been studied extensively and proven safe in long-term clinical trials. Those are vitamins C and E. Everything else should come solely from food.”


Appendicitis

THE FORCE OF FIBER

The next time you want to impress your friends with a bit of appendix-related trivia, toss out this fact: The most commonly performed emergency surgery in the world is the appendectomy, a procedure for treating appendicitis, or an inflammation of the appendix.

But not everyone in the world is equally likely to need this operation. Researchers have wondered for years why appendicitis is relatively rare in places like Africa and Asia, while in the United States it’s extremely common, affecting about 7 percent of people during their lives. What are we doing wrong?

“There’s always been speculation that high-fiber diets protect against appendicitis,” says David G. Addiss, MD, MPH, senior project officer for the private Fetzer Institute in Kalamazoo, Michigan, and a former medical epidemiologist for the division of parasitic diseases at the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention in Atlanta. People in Africa and Asia eat tremendous quantities of fruits, vegetables, whole grains, and other fiber-rich foods. In this country, however, most of us get only 11 to 12 grams of fiber a day. This is less than half of the Daily Value (DV) of 25 grams.

But for a brief time in the 1940s, a curious thing happened. Due to wartime rationing, people started eating less meat and more high-fiber foods, and appendicitis rates started dropping. A coincidence? Some researchers don’t think so.



Doctor’s Top Tip

When you increase the amount of fiber in your diet, make sure to drink plenty of water and other fluids, too, urges the American Dietetic Association. Be sure to get 8 cups daily. Fiber fights constipation by soaking up fluid, making stool soft and bulky. Ironically, though, if you’re getting extra fiber but not enough fluid, the fiber can cause constipation. When you’re making the effort to keep your appendix happy, you don’t want that happening.



Digestion Made Easy

Experts don’t know why we have an appendix. Whatever useful role it plays—if any—is a mystery. But it can certainly cause trouble. Your appendix is a little hollow tube that hangs like a tail off the first part of your colon, also known as your large intestine. Appendicitis most often occurs when a firm piece of stool blocks the pea-size opening of the appendix, allowing bacteria to flourish inside.

Appendicitis is most common in kids and young adults between the ages of 10 and 30. Acute appendicitis is typically treated with surgery to remove the problematic appendix. Appendicitis is a serious problem; if the appendix ruptures, it can trigger a life-threatening infection in the abdomen.

Experts don’t know much about preventing appendicitis, but the one step they do recommend is an easy one: Eat more fiber.

Since the fiber found in foods absorbs water, a high-fiber diet causes the stool to become larger, softer, and less likely to break apart. This can help prevent stray pieces from blocking the appendix.

Getting more fiber in your diet also causes stool to move more quickly through the digestive tract. “Anything that will decrease the resident time of all the waste products in your large intestine can only help,” says Frank G. Moody, MD, professor of surgery at the University of Texas Medical School in Houston. Even though doctors aren’t positive that getting more fiber will prevent appendicitis, it clearly provides some protection.

A Greek study relating fiber to a decreased risk of appendicitis looked at 203 kids who’d had appendectomies (appendix-removing surgery) to treat their appendicitis, and compared their diets with that of 1,922 who hadn’t had appendix problems. The researchers found that the kids who’d had appendix surgeries got significantly less daily fiber in their diets.

One of the easiest ways to get more fiber into your diet is to start the day with cereal. Most breakfast cereals, both hot and cold, are wonderful sources of fiber, says Pat Harper, RD, a dietitian based in Pittsburgh. Some cereals, in fact, contain 10 or more grams of fiber per serving. That’s roughly half of the DV, all in one bowl. So the next time you’re at the supermarket, be sure to put a few boxes of cereal in your cart. And take a few minutes to read the labels, Harper adds. A cereal should have at least 5 grams of fiber per serving. If it doesn’t, you may want to pick another brand. Or if your favorite cereal is fairly low in fiber, you can mix it with a higher-fiber kind to get the extra protection.

Another way to get more fiber is to eat whole-grain foods. Foods like white bread, white rice, and white flour, which are made from processed grains, have been stripped of much of their protective fiber. In fact, you’d have to eat 20 slices of white bread to get just 10 grams of fiber. Foods made from whole grains, however, are loaded with fiber. A slice of whole-wheat bread, for example, has 2 grams of fiber, more than four times the amount in its processed counterpart. A half-cup serving of cooked barley has 3 grams of fiber, while a half-cup of cooked oatmeal has 3 grams. All whole grains are super fiber choices, says Harper.

Legumes are even better sources. A half-cup of cooked split peas, for example, has 8 grams of fiber, nearly a third of the recommended daily amount. The same amount of cooked kidney beans has nearly 6 grams of fiber, and a half-cup of boiled black beans has almost 8 grams.

While fruits and vegetables can’t compete with legumes for sheer fiber force, they’re still significant sources. A half-cup of broccoli, for example, has 2 grams of fiber. Apples and oranges have about 3 grams of fiber each. And don’t forget dried fruits. A half-cup of raisins has 4 grams of fiber, while 10 dried apricot halves have 3 grams.

Even though the juicy flesh of fruits contains some fiber, most of the fiber is found in the peel. So whenever possible, eat fruits (and vegetables, including potatoes) with the skin intact.

Citrus fruits, of course, are an exception to this rule, since you don’t eat the skin. Fortunately, though, much of the fiber in oranges, grapefruit, and other citrus fruits is found in the white pith just beneath the skin. To get the most fiber, don’t slice citrus fruits. Instead, peel and eat them whole to get the most fiber in each bite.



GIVE PRODUCE A SHOWER BEFORE YOU EAT IT

Since the peel of fruits and vegetables is rich in fiber, it makes sense to eat this part of the produce, rather than peeling it off and throwing it away. However, the peel may also harbor unhealthy dirt, bacteria, and other contaminants.

So before you sink your teeth into any fruit or veggie (even if you are going to peel it), you should clean it first. If the vegetable has outer leaves, such as lettuce, discard them. Wash firm fruits and vegetables under warm, clean running water. Rinse veggies that will go into salads with cool water, to preserve crispness. Don’t bother with soap, detergent, or washes commercially marketed for produce, says the FDA. If the piece of produce is hardy enough to handle a little scrubbing, clean it with a clean produce brush as well.

If you’re eating more delicate fruits, like berries, pour them into a colander and hose them off with a kitchen sink sprayer. Jostle the colander from time to time to turn the berries so you can wash them all over.
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