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                       Superfoods Fact Sheet  
                                         Tomatoes  
                                               (Solanum lycopersicum) 

Parts used:  Fruit 

Tomatoes are a member of the nightshade or Solanaceae family of vegetables and 

although considered a vegetable by many, are technically a fruit, which doesn’t just 

come in the standard red colour but also yellow, orange and purple. 

In fact, technically they are a berry, but legally they are vegetable, although botanically they are a fruit.  

Confused?   Don’t let this put you off.  Whatever you might consider them they are bursting with goodness. 

 

Historic and Traditional Uses of Tomatoes 

Tomatoes are native to South America, in particular the western side encompassing Peru, Columbia, Ecuador, 

Chile and Bolivia.  Early cultivation of the tomato is thought, however, to have taken place in central America by 

probably the Aztec or Inca civilizations as far back as 700 AD.    Indeed, the English word tomato comes from the 

Aztec word ‘tomatl’.  Spanish explorers then brought back seeds to  Europe in the 1500s.  Originally they were 

planted as ornamental curiosities. 

Although its use spread quickly, it was not wholly popular as there was suspicion around its status as a member of 

the nightshade family, some of which can be poisonous.  Indeed, many people who have difficulty with this food 

group can have an allergy to tomatoes.   

Italy lead the way in tomato cultivation and it has earned a central role in Italian cuisine.  The first cultivated 

tomatoes were yellow and cherry-sized and were called ‘pomi  d’oro’ or golden apples.  It has also been called the 

Peruvian apple in Europe.   

The first known British tomato grower was Patrick Bellow in 1554, and they were originally grown as ornamental 

climbers.  Due to their red colour the Elizabethans thought them poisonous and this belief followed them to the 

American colonies with the settlers.  There are reports of a John Gibbon Johnson sitting on the courthouse steps 

in Salem, New Jersey in 1820, eating quantities of tomatoes to prove they weren’t harmful! 

The French believe tomatoes were an aphrodisiac and called them ‘pommes d’amour’ or love apples, although 

they lost their appeal in this regard once they became 

popular and cheap.   

Commercial cultivation began in the early 19th century 

and now tomatoes are one of the most widely grown 

‘vegetables’, cultivated all over the world.   

An old traditional remedy for body odour was to add 2 – 

3 cups of tomato juice to a bath.  It is also recommended 

for dogs which smell bad!  Tomato tea is also a folk 
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remedy for cold – possibly the Vitamin C  is helpful for giving an immune boost! 

 

Health Benefits of Tomatoes 

Heart Health 

Tomatoes have long been linked to heart health1.  Many studies show beneficial effects in lowering cholesterol 

levels, especially LDL cholesterol, as well as triglycerides, and also helping to prevent aggregation, or clumping 

together, of blood platelets, which can contribute to atherosclerosis as well as blood clotting.  The antioxidant 

benefits of tomatoes also figure largely in their heart protective effect.  Lycopene in particular has shown the 

ability to lower the risk of lipid peroxidation  in the bloodstream, preventing damage of fats either being 

transported in the blood, or in cells lining artery walls. 2 In the long term this help prevent blood vessels blocking 

from inflammation and atherosclerosis.   

With regards to cholesterol and triglycerides tomatoes ability to improve the profile of fats in the blood stream 

has a big beneficial impact, decreasing total cholesterol levels overall 

as well as lowering the more harmful LDL cholesterol and triglycerides3.  

The unusual phytonutrients 0-oxyo-octadecadeinoic acid, 

chalconaringenin and esculeoside A are being investigated for their 

part in this process.  

Taken together, all the different areas of action within the 

cardiovascular system means that tomatoes offer major benefits for 

both protecting and improving heart health. 

Bone Health 

A study which removed sources of lycopene from postmenopausal 

women’s diets showed clearly that lycopene helps prevent oxidative 

stress in bones as well as preventing changes to the bones which could 

result in osteoporosis.  The exact mechanism of the effect is not 

understood, but it is clear that tomatoes offer bone protection.4 

Cancer 

The effect of the antioxidants in tomatoes are thought to account for 

their benefits with helping to prevent cancers.  It was this benefit, 

clearly demonstrated in studies looking at diets where those with good levels of intake of tomatoes had greatly 

reduced risks of various cancers, which first ignited much of the research into the health benefits of tomatoes.   

Many types of cancer are thought to start with chronic inflammation and oxidative stress, which can lead to pre-

cancerous changes in cells, raising the risk of cancer forming.  Foods that prevent this happening are one of the 

major areas of current cancer research.  Amongst the cancers so far studied for tomatoes are prostate, lung, 

colon, oesophageal, pancreatic, breast and skin cancers.   
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Prostate cancer has the most studies so far, with very clear results 

in that tomatoes definitely help to lower the risk of prostate 

cancer in men, by anything up to 30 – 40%! Here the saponin 

phytonutrient  alpha-tomatine is of particular interest, as it has 

shown the ability to alter metabolic activity of prostate cancer cells 

as well as triggering cell death in fully formed cancer cells. 5 

The same nutrient, alpha-tomatine, has also been shown to be 

beneficial for non-small cell lung cancer.  Research into breast 

cancer has largely focused on the benefits of lycopene, as has research into other cancers.6 

Diabetes 

Diets high in tomatoes have also been shown to help with the some of the damaging effects of diabetes – 

particularly those relating to the cardiovascular system.7  Tomatoes are also a low carbohydrate food and 

therefore beneficial for blood sugar. 

Neurological diseases 

Studies suggest that tomatoes may have a neuro-protective effective against some of the more damaging 

neurological diseases such as Alzheimers and Parkinson’s .8 

Other Benefits 

Other areas of benefit that have been linked to tomatoes, but require further investigation, include a reduced risk 

of obesity, helping to reduce the effects of stress, protection against kidney and gallstones, and, in a large 

population study in Wales, they also ranked high as a protector against acute appendicitis.  Research is also 

showing that lycopene has a protective effect against UV rays and therefore may help with skin cancer. 

 

Nutritional Value of Tomatoes 

Once again it is the range of phytonutrients which makes tomatoes stand out, giving them their major health 

benefiting properties. 

It is the phytonutrient lycopene which gives 

antioxidants their red colour – although orange and 

yellow tomatoes are also rich in this nutrient.  Amongst 

the many phytonutrients found in tomatoes are: 

Flavones – Naringenin, chalconaringenin 

Flavonols – rutin, kaempferol, quercetin 

Hydroxycinnamic acids – caffeic acid, ferulic acid, 

coumaric acid 

Carotenoids – lycopene, lutein, zeaxanthin, beta-

carotene 
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Glycosides – esculeoside A 

Fatty acid derivatives – 9-oxo-octadecadeinoic acid 

All of which are associated with antioxidant protection in different parts of the body – some protect for lipid 

peroxidation, some protect cell membranes, some improve enzyme protection, some protect DNA. 

In addition to these, tomatoes are a rich source of Vitamin C and potassium, have good levels of Vitamin A and 

moderate levels of B vitamins 

Tomatoes have an ORAC (oxygen radical absorbance capacity) of 387 µmol TE per 100 gms. 

   Per 100 mg 

Calcium   10 mg 

Iron   0.27 mg 

Magnesium  11 mg 

Phosphorus  24 mg 

Potassium  237 mg 

Sodium   5 g 

Zinc   0.17 mg 

Manganese  0.114 mg 

Vitamin C  13.7 mg 

B1   0.037 mg 

B2   0.019 mg 

B3   0.594 mg 

B6   0.080 mg 

Folic acid  15 µg 

Vitamin A  833 iu 

Vitamin E  0.54 mg 

Vitamin K  7.9 µg 

Carotene-ß  449 µg 

Carotene-a  101 µg 

Lutein-zeaxanthin 123 µg 

Lycopene  2573 µg 

Source:  USDA National Nutrient Database  

 

 


