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The globalization has made world flat, at least, as far as
epidemiological profiles are concerned, non-communicable diseases
like cancer, diabetes which were a typical hallmark of developed
countries are now prevalent even in less developed countries. Around
64% of all cancer deaths are reported from less developed countries
[1,2]. Cancer death rate in developed countries like US has started
to decline owing to the technological advancements and health care
infrastructure evolved over several decades [2,3]. However, same
results cannot be expected from lesser developed countries with bare
minimum health care infrastructure, mainly designed to control host
of communicable diseases like HIV, tuberculosis. The adaptation of
globalized lifestyle in lesser developed countries, which are already
struggling with communicable diseases, have caused double whammy
in from of emergence of chronic non-communicable diseases like
cancer, diabetes etc [1].

The management of cancer still depends heavily on the use of
chemotherapeutic compounds, which literally drains vitality out
of cancer patient, because of its unavoidable side effects due to
nondiscriminatory killing of normal cells. Targeted therapies can
address issues arising out of non-specific action of chemotherapeutic
drugs however their success is dependent on presence of specific genetic
profile in cancer patient. Targeted therapies are now developed as a
companion kit which helps to select patient with right genetic profile,
thus avoiding patients who may not be benefited as intended. Targeted
therapies although promising and effective are often very expensive,
making it a nonviable treatment option in countries with scarce
financial resources. Healthcare strategies focused around development
and promotion of safe, potent and cost-effective anti-cancer drugs is
the need of the hour in less developed countries [4].

Numerous compounds from natural sources have found its way
to become anti-cancer drugs with/without structural optimization
[5,6]. Through this brief write-up I want to highlight anti-cancer
role of mushrooms. The mushrooms with anti-cancer activity belong
to the genus Ganoderma, Agaricus, Cordyceps, Calvatia, Fomes,
Phellinus, Inonotus, Pleurotus, Funlia, Clitocybe, Antrodia, Trametes,
Xerocomus, Schizophyllum, Flammulina, Suillus, Inocybe, Lactarius,
Lentinus and Russula. We can expect more of them to be added in
this list since many mushrooms are not yet identified. The bioactive
compounds isolated from mushrooms with an anti-tumor activity are
either water soluble B-D-glucans, p-D-glucans with heterosaccharide
chains of uronic acid, galactose, mannose and xylose or p-D-glucan-
protein complexes (proteoglycans) [7-10]. The compounds from
mushrooms have shown quite promising anti-cancer activity in various
studies. Thanks to some of the recent studies, we have now better
understanding of the mechanism of action of anti-cancer compounds
extracted from mushrooms. Nevertheless, larger clinical studies would
be required to test their efficacy and safety profile. Dedicating drug
discovery efforts focused around compounds from natural sources
like mushroom would be best strategy for less developed nations who
cannot afford traditional route of drug discovery which requires huge
investment [11-15].

“Mushrooms” is a famous poem by Sylvia Plath [16], which is a one
of the masterpiece written by her, has been subjected to the range of
interpretations which are only limited by analyst’s imagination. Various
literary analysts have regarded mushroom in this poem as a symbolic
figure representing anything which goes unnoticed or neglected in
the society with aspirations to eventually find its deserved place. The
realization of medicinal potential of mushrooms surprisingly followed
similar trend, its role as an anti-oxidant, anticancer, anti-inflammatory,
immunomodulator has got global acceptance now compared to
earlier times when knowledge about its medicinal use was confined to
oriental medicines, in fact until recently they were widely considered as
‘forbidden fruit’. Next time when you look at mushrooms out in nature
or supermarkets racks, do consider them beyond an ingredient of a
culinary delicacy, as a miniaturized non-profit making pharmaceutical
factory churning out invaluable medicinal compounds to treat
malignancies like cancer.
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