The joy of soy
 

When he started including soy in his diet 30 years ago, Mark Messina was something of an oddity. Tofu? Most people considered it mushy, bland and just plain weird. Soymilk was for sale only at the vitamin store. 
Today, however, more than 75% of Americans consider soy products to be healthy, according to a survey from the United Soybean Board. Although fewer than a third of Americans say they use soy products at least once a week, that number is growing, with sales of soy foods increasing a brisk 22% a year. 
Mark Messina, a Ph.D. nutritionist formerly at the National Cancer Institute who now is an adjunct associate professor at Loma Linda University in California, may have been ahead of the curve when he began eating soy religiously three decades ago. But he is merely one of many millions of soy-eaters today who is cheering an explosion of research validating their early confidence in this humble but nutritionally powerful legume. 
The verdict already is in on soy's ability to lower cholesterol and reduce the risk of coronary heart disease. As far back as 1999, the U.S. Food and Drug Administration began allowing foods that contain at least 6.25 grams of soy protein per serving (one-fourth of the 25-gram per day amount shown to have a cholesterol-lowering effect) to carry a label touting that benefit. This is why the U.S. Formula 1 Shake Can has such a label on its container.
But it is the promise of how soy may help prevent and treat other diseases that excites Dr. Messina. At last year's International Symposium on the Role of Soy in Preventing and Treating Chronic Disease, studies were presented to show that eating soy may: 
· Lower the prevalence of prostate, breast and thyroid cancers. 
· Reduce the incidence of osteoarthritis and reduce bone loss in women 65 and older. 
· Be useful in treating tumors in men already diagnosed with prostate cancer. 

Soy also may boost the brain: One study suggested that the isoflavones in soy -- the phytochemical, or plant food component, believed to be responsible for soy's good work -- may have a beneficial effect on memory. 
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