
I
n 1990, President Bush garnered a lot of sympathy, when he
told White House chefs to remove broccoli from the
executive menu because he didn’t like it. Neither, apparently

did a lot of people, excepting of course the Broccoli Growers
Association. Do you eat  broccoli, and if so, why?

A scan of popular health foods will reveal broccoli as the
panacea for all ills. Health Diaries calls it ‘a natural wonder’ for
the ‘prevention of osteoporosis and skin damage.’ It ‘bolsters the
immune system’ and hinders the ‘growth of breast, cervical and
prostate cancer,’ and ‘prevents constipation.’ If that isn’t enough,
it ‘helps prevent age-related macular degeneration and
cataracts,’ and ‘fights against heart disease and stroke.’ Worlds
Healthiest Foods say ‘in ancient Roman times it was developed
from wild cabbage.’ Sadly, these claims are at best misleading
and sometimes simply wrong. 

Broccoli is a modern vegetable variety of what botanists call
brassicas, they include: cabbage, mustard, kale, cauliflower,
Brussels sprouts, turnip, cress, rape, bok choy, pac choi, radishes
and more. Indigenous to Europe and Asia the wild and early
varietals are weedy little plants with a strong bitter flavour; they
are not nice to eat. They have been cultivated since Neolithic
times and by the Roman era there were a few large open-leaved
types of cabbage that became popular as cooked vegetables in
stews or used in sauces, such as this recipe by Gaius Apicius,
composed around 30BCE. 
‘Cymas (cabbages) Make a sauce with cumin, salt, old wine,
olive oil. Add black pepper, lovage, mint, rue, coriander and the
young leaves of cabbages. Add more wine or oil as needed.’

For over a thousand years cooks masked the bitter flavour
by over-cooking with herbs and spices. In her 1861 book of
household management, Isabella Beeton writes ‘...in many
places on the coasts... there grows a wild plant... This is the wild
cabbage... from which have originated all the varieties of
cabbage... and broccoli. In spring, the leaves of this plant are
collected by the [local] inhabitants, who after boiling them in
two changes of water to remove the taste, use them as a
vegetable.’ 

Broccoli as we know it was invented in Italy in the late 17th
century and named broccolo meaning the ‘flowering top of a

cabbage.’ It arrived in France and England in the 18thC where
it became very fashionable. Italian immigrants brought it to the
USA in 1920s but it was not until the 1950s did it become
moderately popular. So why is it suddenly so famous and why
should we care?

All wild brassicas have a bitter flavour because they contain,
among other things, a complex range of chemicals called
isothiocyanates which are so toxic that when we eat them our
kidneys will begin to eliminate them from our body within an
hour. While still in the plant, isothiocyanates will often bond
with a natural sugar to create a highly flavoured compound
called glucoraphanin, a flavour many of us learn to like. Then
when we eat the plant the glucoraphanin is transformed into
sulforaphane by chewing and digestion. So now we have a
modified toxin, sulforaphane, coursing through our body, a
chemical that was only identified in the last two decades. 

We have often been told that food is ‘fuel’ for the body and
that when we perform hard physical work such as splitting
firewood, we ‘burn’ up the energy accumulated from the food
we eat. Besides an oversimplicity, this metaphor may be
misleading. 

A recent and developing model suggests we look at energy
like a traffic control island at an intersection. The number of
vehicles entering the circle cannot exceed the number leaving
or there will a collision. And vice versa, the number of vehicles
leaving the circle cannot exceed the number entering as they will
soon be depleted. The vehicles may move faster or slower but a
balance between in and out must always be maintained. 

Energy requirements at the cellular level are supplied by
sugars and high energy lipids (fats) and these soluble chemicals
must always be very finely controlled. When we sleep our energy
demands are low, and when we run a race we need more.
Sulforaphane appears to be a key controller in that energy cycle.
Without this micro-balance we will have too much sugar and
fat, or too little, with disastrous consequences. 

In the last couple of years research has suggested that, as we
age, a lifetime of stresses often leads to localised micro-
imbalances in our energy cycle. Having a low-level
concentration of sulforaphanes derived from brassica-type
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vegetables seems to mediate or rebalance that cycle. As one
researcher cautiously phrased it, ‘bioactive compounds or
phytochemicals have not been historically classified as
‘nutrients’ but there is mounting evidence that they may help to
promote optimal human health, especially in relation to chronic
disease. 

Research suggests that bioactive compounds found in fruits,
vegetables, edible fungi and nuts may help to slow the aging
process and reduce risk of many diseases, including certain
cancers, cardiovascular disease, degenerative eye diseases and
osteoporosis.’ 

And, from a different research team:  ‘The search for the
mechanisms of chemoprotection has focused on the biological
activity of compounds found in cruciferous and green leafy
vegetables, soybeans, citrus fruit, green tea, and red wine. These
compounds, known as phytochemicals or phytonutrients, hold
major promise in the creation of designer foods for the dietary
prevention of chronic disease.’ 

Now here’s the irony. Modern humans are very selective in
their choice of bitter-tasting foods. Coffee, chocolate and beer
are okay, but vegetables, no way. Consequently, for the past
hundred years, the food industry has contrived to remove these
compounds from our diet by selective plant breeding and ‘de-
bittering’ processes until now much of our food is relatively
bland. 

Perhaps the best example is the Canadian invention, canola.
Developed in the 1970s from rapeseed (mustard), a brassica
with a strong bitter flavour, canola has a very high yield (40%)
and almost no flavour, its real name is ‘CANadian Oil Low
Acidity’. Consequently it is ideal for cooking since it imparts no
taste to the cooked food.

Old heritage varieties of fruit and vegetables are famously
tastier and, it would seem, better for your health. So, about ten
years ago, a British team at the UK Food Institute had the
temerity to suggest putting the bitterness back into brassicas
and they selected broccoli as a target vegetable thanks to the
marketing success of the California Broccoli Growers
Association. A new variety of broccoli was created by crossing
several commercial varieties with a wild brassica plant found on
Sicily. The new super broccoli is called: ‘Broccoli beneforte,’
(good/strong broccoli). It was introduced onto British
supermarket shelves in 2011 and licensed in California last year.
It’s not available in Canada, at least not yet. 

So if isothiocyanates and by extension, sulforaphanes are
necessary for mitochondrial and neuronal energy balance, then
they may be considered essential nutrients—vitamins perhaps.
But here’s the quirk: they are still toxins, natural poisons. When
we eat them we set in motion a host of internal defence actions
to remove them very quickly, which any healthy person can do.

And regular consumption of these toxins actually improves the
efficiency of toxic elimination. 

On one website alone, I found 81 recent research papers on
the benefits of broccoli sourced sulforaphane and two caveats
about toxic overdosing. If a cup of coffee is good, are 20 cups
better? The message is simple: this is not like a flu shot, the effect
cannot be sustained so eat a small amount of broccoli (a radish
might be better) every day.

Growing Your Own:
It is too late in the season now to sow or plant broccoli, but its
wilder cousin, rapini (broccoli raab) can be grown like lettuce.
Totally frost hardy, I keep a patch of it in my garden for salads
and as a substitute for spinach. In a greenhouse you can have
gently bitter edible greens in 3-4 weeks. Meanwhile, a fun winter
project might be to search for heritage variety vegetable seeds for
next year and dream about the brilliant health and flavours to
come. 

Recipes:
Hot Broccoli Salad, from The Art of Cookery Made Plain
and Easy, by Mrs H Glasse, 1747. This is the earliest real broccoli
recipe I could find.

Trim the stems of some broccoli and boil them like asparagus
until nearly done. Remove and shake off the water, then place
your broccoli in a deep fryingpan with a little butter,  sprinkle
with vinegar, heat the butter and shake the broccoli well.
Garnish with nasturtium buds.
Broccoli in Cream
Larousse has a classic French approach to bitter vegetables,
mitigate the flavour with cream.

Blanch a bunch of broccoli in boiling water for 30 seconds,
Drain and chop coarsely. Lightly brown ¼ cup of butter in a
skillet, add a cup of heavy cream, bring to a boil and add the
broccoli. Season with salt & pepper and simmer for 10 minutes.
Sprinkle with nutmeg and serve very hot with roast beef or cod.  

You may recall that broccoli and most brassicas turn bright
green when blanched. If they are overcooked the phytonutrients
will dissolve in the water, turning it green and releasing volatile
aromatic chemicals—eau de boiled cabbage.

FYI: just after this essay was written, the Institute of Food
Research launched a new website: www.superbroccoli.info.

Next month: a cup of tea. 0 
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