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Out of all the advice hurled at us in this age of
information overload, few words ring truer than
the succinct directive that occasionally resounds
around the dining-room table: “Eat Your
Vegetables!” Call it mom’s no-brainer mandate, a
three-word mantra for the masses who cringe
when confronted with the thought of munching a
mouthful of cauliflower. Ah, but the frowning fac-
tion fearful of that bitter bite should take note:
Mom is right. Vegetables are good for you. But
unless you're a vegan, vegetarian, passionate veg-
etable connoisseur, or fanatical follower of the
Food Guide Pyramid, chances are you can count
the servings of vegetables you ate today on fewer
than three fingers. On any given day, in fact, 27
percent of Americans eschew eating any vegeta-
bles, according to a national health and nutrition
survey. “People tend to say, ‘Oh, no problem. I eat

ap upon us. So
still make so many of us cringe

way more than that,” says Susan Crockett, dean
of the College for Human Development and a pro-
fessor of nutrition. “But when they actually look at
it, they often realize they are overestimating.”

Vegetables can not, and should not, be ignored:
They fuel us with many essential nutrients and, as
stacks of studies show, contain a host of phyto-
chemicals, such as carotenoids, that can tangle
with carcinogens and may protect us from dis-
ease. That's why chomping on carrots shouldn’t
seem like such a bad idea, especially when you
consider that 35 percent of the cancer-related
deaths in this country may be connected to diet,
according to the National Cancer Institute.
“When you get down to it,” says Kim Dittus, pro-
fessor of nutrition at Syracuse University, “the
bottom-line nutritional message is to eat a mini-
mally processed plant-based diet.”
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The now ubiquitous Food Guide Pyramid
became part of a national public health initiative
in 1992 because it was apparent that we were
feasting on too much fat and neglecting to pile
enough fruits, vegetables, and grains on our
plates. In 1991, the National Cancer Institute
and the Produce for Better Health Foundation, a
nonprofit consumer education organization,
introduced the 5 A Day for Better Health pro-
gram to improve public awareness of the benefits
of eating fruits and vegetables. The goal: increase
consumption from the current national average
of 4.4 servings per day (it was 3.9 in 1991) to at
least five by the year 2000. According to the 1995
report Dietary Guidelines for Americans, issued by
the U.S. departments of Agriculture and Health
and Human Services, that means two to four ser-
vings of fruit and three to five servings of vegetables.

“There are people who like a variety of differ-
ent vegetables, but either can’t afford them or
don’t take the time to preparerthem: They eat in
places where there are nowvegetables available, or
they're on the go,” says Shiriki Kumanyika:'65, a
member of the 1995 Dietary Guidelines Advisory
Committee and head of the Department of
Human Nutrition and Dietetics at the University
of Illinois at Chicago. “There are other people
who may need to start at ground zero in terms of
finding vegetables they like and developing an
appreciation for them. At the same time, veg-
etables must be made available so that
people bump into them more
often and might be more
likely to try them. If you
can avoid vegetables
or you never see
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eating habits embedded in an array of social, cul-
tural, environmental, political, economic, and per-
sonal influences. “A lot of different factors deter-
mine what makes people eat food,” Kumanyika
says. “I don’t think you can oversimplify and just
say it’s an individual preference. It's influenced by
a lifetime of social and cultural exposures.”

As an example, Kumanyika cites the traditional
one-pot cooking method for vegetables used by
African American agricultural workers in the
South. Since they were up early and worked
away from home all day, one-pot meals —cooked
low and slow—served as a practical answer to
returning at day’s end to a ready supper. “Because
of this practice, that is the version of vegetables
that many older African Americans are accus-
tomed to because they have been influenced by it
either directly or through their parents passing it
along,” she says. “Now we're trying to get people
to eat fresh or partially cooked vegetables. That's
raw to them and maybe they don’t want it raw.
And it’s not just raw in
terms of their per-
sonal prefer-
ence; the_y

1, or genetlca
a supermarket corner store, Tondside
r neighbor’s garden. Accordmg to the
r‘oduce Marketing Association in Newark,
Delaware, fresh vegetable sales in 1995 totaled
nearly $42 billion, with canned and frozen veg-
gies accounting for another $6.7 billion. If we
want to give vegetables a job description, body-
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Vitamin E; Vegetable oils
(excepi coconut and olive
oil), spinach, broccoli;
benefits: profects cell
membranes from oxida-
fion destruction.

Vitamin C (ascorbic acid):
Raw green peppers, tomo-
foes, broccoli, cabbage;
benefits: needed for heal-
ing wounds, to make the
protein that holds cells
fogether (collagen); helps
with tooth and bone for-
mation, iron absorption.
Vitamin B-1 (thiamin):
Dried peus and beans,
green peas, lima beans;
benefits: aids in the metfa-
bolism of carbohydrates
to produce energy, helps
keep nerves healthy.
Vitamin B-2 (riboflavin):
Leafy green vegeiables;
benefits: helps cells use
oxygen fo release energy
from food, helps keep
eyes healthy.

Vitamin B-6 (pyridoxine):
Spinach, lima beans, pofo-
toes, soybeans; henefits:
needed so body can use
profeins, make antibodies
against infection.
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guard might be appropriate. Most are low in fat
and bless us with a bundle of nutrients, from
complex carbohydrates and fiber to an assort-
ment of vitamins, minerals, and other compo-
nents. Although no one vegetable is held aloft as
the supreme provider of heavenly health, consum-

and energized. They are, according to the Dietary
Guidelines report, “excellent sources of vitamin C,
vitamin B-6, carotenoids —including those that
form vitamin A, and folate.” As the guidelines also
note, plant foods contain antioxidant nutrients,
such as vitamin C, carotenoids, vitamin E, and
certain minerals. Antioxidants grapple with free
radicals, unstable oxygen molecules that are
released during the energy-burning process and
bounce around cells. Unless they're neutralized,
the radicals can wreak havoc in cellular commu-
nities, damaging membranes, interrupting com
munications, and other activities that might lead
to disease. “Most people think of oxygen as total-
ly necessary, nothing bad about it. But think
about fire,” says Sarah Short '46, G'70, G'75, an
SU professor of nutrition. “Think about rust.”
When pondering the nutrients that vegetables
bestow, keep in mind that there seems to be veg-
etable gestalt at work. Phytochemicals are a con-
undrum to scientists who continue to try not only
to identify these compounds, but also how they
interact. What a person eats, or doesn't eat, in com-
bination with vegetables may also have an impact.
“Most foods carry several
things we know about
that might help,
and there is no
way to ever
separate
them,” Ku-

says.
don’t know
whether it’s the

because you are eat-
ng those vegetables,
how much of the

u is because peo-
ho eat more fber
ss fat. Pubha ad-
e really has to be
onservative based
on what we're pret-
ty sure about, and
we're pretty sure
that vegetables
are good for
you. We're just
not sure which
specific compo-
nent it is.”
In her work with
students, University
utritionist Cynthi

ing a variety can keep the body engine in gear

students

stuff you don't-eat.

out that, like many people, they
might not focus on
long-range health
and disease pre-
vention, so she
often empha-
sizes vegetables’
immediate ef-

fect. “I show

no quick fix.
says Short,
expert who enj
claims of the fad
plement industries
little pills, little sna
drinks that have bee
for years. The little d
dried skim milk and t
expensive candy bar
and minerals thrown in.

Some purported mus
energy-pumping, fat-shr
ucts can be downright da
Short, who offers this tip
want to eat healthy and pi
poundage: “Eat half as m
twice as much.” Remem
vegetables are high in ¢
the part of the salad ba
dressing on,” Short says
have to worry about calori

you come to
u put the salad

ople who really
build their salads

~with the juicy stuff, like beets and low-cal cottage
cheese, on top and let it soak down through. Then
you don't need as much dressing.”




Since eating habits are usually established 1
childhood, nutrition experts recommend exposing
kids to a wide variety of foods, including an
assortment of vegetables. That, of course, doesn’t
mean broccoli by brute force, dinner-table war-
fare with lima beans, or peas as punishment.
Children fuss about certain foods for all kinds of
reasons, Crockett says, including taste and rebel-
lion. “If they get a big fat rise out of their parents
when they throw asparagus across the room,
that’s the way to get attention,” she says. “If you
reward children —either with negative or positive
reinforcement for aberrant food behavior —then it
will tend to persist. It’s generally good advice for
parents not to overreact to those situations, just
consistently provide the food, don’t force it, and it
will work out in the end.”

OK, but here you are in adulthood and your
idea of vegetables is a bowl of potato chips and

ketchup. Not exactly what dietitians consider a
balanced meal. But, as Short says, quoting a

famous Harvard nutritionist: “‘It’s easie
change your religion than your eating habit
I'm inclined to agree with him.”

What we're talking about here the
adjustment, jettisoning lame excuse:
avoidance and going green. First of]
“keep away from vegetables th
can't stand.” Another conside
Vegetables is about consumlng
anxiety attack over countin
grams, a popular practice in sor
focusing all your energy o
percentage of calories 1
adding to the stress level, ys. “Food is to
be enjoyed and we often lose touch with that.”

Now, of course, when
contemplating the tan-
talizing taste of
foods, vegetables
don’t exactly
conjure up de-
crees like
“Wow, I'd
trade my
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kid’s Tickle Me Elmo doll for a pot of Brussels
sprouts.” And Eve didn't offer Adam a head of
cabbage. Nonetheless, since the start of the 5 A
Day program, consumer awareness —among
adults who acknowledge the five servings rule
of thumb is a good idea—has
climbed from 8 to 38 percent,
according to a 1996 National
Cancer Institute survey.
“One of our biggest chal-
lenges is to convince
people that preparing
and eating vegetables
is not tough, not time
consuming, and can
even be fun,” says
Robb Enright, pub-
lic relations mana-
ger of the Produce
for Better Health
Foundation. “A lot
of people are set in
the frame of mind
that vegetables take
e too much work to
out any other type of

too long to prepare an
eat, but you can say th.
food too.”

looked —aspect of improvii
consumption habits.
etables,” she says, “do
to be yucky.”

Nor do you ha
culinary wi

them. Ac

or zapped
in the micro-
wave oven. A little
dicing or slicing and
they can be added to cas-
seroles, slipped into soups,
offered as hors d’oeuvres, and, in the case of bite-
sized bagged carrots, pulled from the pocket.
“People really think eating a minimally processed
plant-based diet takes too much time,” Dittus
says. “I don't think it takes any more time than
opening up that box of unidentifiable food.”

As the owner-operator of Tina Wasserman's
Cooking & More, the only private cooking school
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in Dallas, Tina Wasserman
'70 has been teaching
cooking techniques for
more than 27 years.
Her approach to ser-
ving vegetables re-
quires them to be
both tasty and visu-
ally appealing. She
cites fear of the
post-cooking kitch-
n clutter catastro-

whlppmg up a wonderful
“What people don’t under-
at very often the reason the

belief that it is goi
,” she says.

In Wasserman's experience
lutely raw vegetables aren’t too
so she recommends blanching
b0111ng salted water (just a das?‘x

" she says. “It will enhance the flavor.”
anching —like microwaving and steaming
rings out the vegetable’s color. Not o

_green vegetable properly, it’s bright and
~ as opposed to gothic gray-green.”

Nor will you be hanged in effigy if you dab a
bit of butter on your baked potato or broccoli. “If
you like the flavor of butter,” Dittus says, “a little
on vegetables really makes a difference and isn't
going to be a problem.”

What can be troubling, however, is an act of
sabotage like taking a perfectly healthy stick of
zucchini, coating it in batter; plunging it in the
deep fryer, then using it like a spoon to polish off
a bottle of bleu cheese dressing. This is not a rec-
ommended practice, although employmg mod-
eration as the modus operandi doesn't mean
you can’t sample such cuisine now and
then. “You don't have to live a monastic
lifestyle where you're a slave to
health and constant vigilance is
the only thing that keeps
you going,” says Ste-
phen C. George ‘89, a

staff writer for
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g that way,” Wasserman says. “If you

Men’s Health Books and co-author
of Fight Fat: A Total Lifestyle Pro-
gram for Men to Stay Slim and
Healthy. “It’s the whole epi-
curean thing of doing it all in
moderation. If
we practiced

Sprou
Eeds

In today’s culture —where instant satisfaction
often comes out of a can or box with little thought
of the food’s origins—a vegetable’s roots can be
overlooked. One way to comprehend that a jar of
tomato sauce started its trek to the supermarket
shelf as seeds that sprouted into tomato plants is
to dig into gardening. This hobby can be as simple
as churning up a small patch of soil, dropping a
few seeds in the dirt, watering and weeding, and
waiting for Mother Nature to deliver the goods. “It's
a therapeutic process to be involved with growing
food,” Dittus says. “By gardening and doing things
like going to a farmers’ market, you maintain a con-
nection to and appreciation for the food, instead
of sticking something processed in the micro-
wave and putting it into your mouth with no
thought of where it actually comes from.”
According to the National Gar-
dening Association, 28 percent of

American households spent about
$1.36 billion on vegetable garden-
ing in 1995, an average of $51 per

fing
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home. The reason for the popularity? “I think bet-
ter-tasting, better-quality food is the main motiva-
tion,” says Bruce Butterfield, research director of
the nonprofit organization.

Clifton Springs, New York, resident Mary Lue
Mueller '58 has gardened for more than 30 years,
and she'll tell you “there’s nothing like a tomato
fresh from the garden.” Most of America’s gar-
deners would agree: Nearly 90 percent raise
them, Butterfield says.

Cynthia Teter ‘80, ‘81 of Homer,
New York, concurs: “Fresh tomatoes
—they are the best.” Teter and Muel-
ler will rattle off a list of their
favorite vegetables in a flash, but
invariably the list grows as the
conversation continues. They’ll
veer off into herbs, discuss vege-
table idiosyncracies, digging in the dirt,
crop rotation, pulling weeds, pest protec-
tion, even offer a few tips. “I also pray a
lot that it rains,” Mueller laughs. “At the
right time.”

Teter, a fan of fresh produce since childhood,
loves raising garden vegetables and herbs and
cooking with them —interests she attributes to her
parents and grandmother, who shared the tradi-
tion with her. Today, she enjoys strolling out back
with her young daughter and picking a handful of
sugar snap peas to munch on or gather for dinner.
“It still amazes me how you can throw those little
seeds in and something actually comes up. By
spring I'm desperate for gardening, so it’s always
really a charge,” she says. “I like to experiment
and try something different every year. This year
it'’s eggplant.”

In his office at the S.I. Newhouse School of
Public Communications, Professor Larry Mason
smiles as he fondly recalls the good
fortune he once had with
cherry tomato plants in
Denver. Abundant
sunshine and heat
and up the trellis
they went. “Unbe-
lievable. And they

Niacin: Peas; benefits:
helps cells to use oxygen
and produce energy, helps
maintain skin, digestive
tract, and nervous system.
Folate: Leafy green vege-
‘ tables,
okra,
peas,
sweet
corn, beets,
broccoll Ienhls* ben-
efits needed for cell re-
 production and growth, to
make hemoglobin in red
blood cells; reduces risk of
aserious birth defect.
Calcium: Broccoli, spinach,
kale, mustard and turnip
greens, bok choy; benefits:
builds bones and teeth,
needed for blood domng, !
helps nerves, muscles, and
heart funchon properly.
Phosphorus: Legumes;
 benefits: forms part of
bones and teeth, needed
for energy metubelrsm .
essential in every body cel. o
 Iron: Leafy green vegeta-
bles, legumes, green
~ peas, dried beans; bene-
fits: needed to produce
‘hemoglobin, needed by
cellstouse oxygen.
Potassium: Avocados, beet
greens, lima beans, dried
beans, peas, lenh!s poto-
toes, sweet potatoes, broc-
inach, Swiss chard;
* benefits: needed for water
balance within the body,
 acid-base balance, normal
‘ jnerve function, and mus- :
~ de activity, mdudmg the
heart musce.
Magnesium: Legumes,
 dark-green Ieu?y vegetu- -
~ bles; benefits: needed for
~ boaes, and to maintain
nerves and muscles.
~ Carofenoids: Dark-green
leafy vegetables such o5
spinach and kale, broccoli,
carrots, red pepper, sweet
potatoes, tomatoes; bene-
fits: may help reduce the
risk of cancer.

pepper plants
t conditions. “Many people

g

need to get thelr hands in the soil and dig around
and feel that pride of being a provider of vegeta-
bles on the table,” he says. “I know there’s great
satisfaction and, as the world becomes more
complex, I think we need to escape into some-
thing simple.”
Mason, a self-confessed pepper man who loves
spicy foods, also acknowledges
the true pleasure of accom-
modating friends’ requests
to share homemade salsa
featuring such garden

ingredients as Hun-

garian wax peppers.
After harvest, they are
roasted, peeled, de-
seeded, and fro-
zen in sealed plas-
tic bags for future
use. “Hopefully,”
Mason says, “I
freeze enough to
last through the
; I,

(ompiled from various
sources.
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