
© Saira Salmon 2013/17.   www.sairasalmon.com 

                                     Superfoods Fact Sheet 

     Beetroot  
     (Beta Vulgaris) 

Parts used:  Root and leaves 

A tuberous root vegetable, which originally evolved from wild sea beet.  It may look 

tough, but beetroot is a delicate vegetable with a unique group of antioxidant known 

as betacyanins. 

 

Historic and Traditional Uses 

Beetroot can trace its origins back to the Ancient Babylonians, around 4,000 years ago, who recorded its use for 

several health benefits.  It is thought to have grown wild in North Africa and spread from there, before being 

cultivated initially by the Romans.   There is a record of beetroot being offered to the god Apollo at his temple in 

Delphi, which was reckoned to worth its weight in silver! 

Originally, it was the beetroot greens that were first used, but by Roman times the root was also used as a food.  

The tribes which invaded Rome at its fall spread the use of beetroot through Northern Europe, initially for animal 

fodder, and later for human consumption.   

The rounded shape we know so well today was not developed until the 16th century, and beetroot’s popularity 

surged in the 19th century when it was found that they were a concentrated source of sugar.   

In early times the medicinal properties of beetroot were more prized than its use as a food.  It was used to treat a 

variety of ailments including fevers, constipation, wounds and various skin problems.  The Romans viewed it as an 

aphrodisiac,  and in the middle ages it was used particularly for digestion and blood problems as it can help to 

purify the blood.   

It was considered to give a beauty boost to the skin, and Aphrodite, the goddess of love and beauty, was believed 

to eat it to retain her beauty!   In addition, drinking beetroot juice regularly was recommended for curing 

inflammatory skin conditions such as acne and boils, and used as a mask, mixed with clay, will help to remove 

blemishes and dark spots if used regularly. 

Other health benefits folk medicine ascribes to beetroot includes treating toothache, menstrual problems, 

headaches and lumbago.  It was also considered good for the 

hair, increasing its thickness and shine and a mix of beetroot 

juice and ginger massaged into the scalp helps prevent hair 

loss and baldness. 
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Health Benefits 

Antioxidant and Anti-inflammatory Benefits 

It is the unusual mix of antioxidants that is most striking about beetroot.  The betacyanins are unique to beetroot 

and it is the betalain antioxidant pigments that provide most of the antioxidant benefits, alongside Vitamin C, and 

manganese.  This combination of antioxidants is thought to be particularly beneficial for nervous system health 

and provide antioxidant support in a different way to other antioxidant-rich vegetables,1 although more research 

is in its early stages. 

Most of the phytonutrients in beetroot have been shown to have anti-inflammatory compounds – in particular 

Betanin, isobetanin and vulgaxanthin.  One of their mechanisms involves both COX-1 and COX-2 inhibition.  COX 

enzymes trigger inflammation and chronic inflammation contributes to heart disease and many of the other 

major degenerative diseases.   

As a rich source of betaine beetroot is effective at reducing homocysteine levels which also contributes to 

reducing inflammation and cardiovascular problems.   

Heart Health 

Many of the benefits to the cardiovascular system come from the anti-inflammatory benefits of beetroot – 

reducing homocysteine build up and helping to 

reduce atherosclerotic damage to arteries.    

Their soluble fibre content has also proven useful 

for helping with cholesterol levels and research 

has shown that beetroot can reduce blood 

pressure as effectively as medication.2  A study 

carried out by Queen Mary’s University, London, 

found that people who took nitrate tablets or 

drank beetroot juice had their blood pressure 

lowered within 24 hours.  All that was required 

was a daily dose of 250 ml beetroot juice or 1 – 2 

cooked beetroot. A further study carried out by 

the Baker Heart and Diabetes Institute in Melbourne, Australia, found that a 500 ml glass of juice would reduce 

blood pressure even quicker – within 6 hours! 

The levels of betaine in beetroot as well as the B vitamins effectively lower homocysteine levels in the blood, high 

levels of which are a strong indicator of heart disease and potential for stroke etc. 

Detoxification Support 

Beetroots have long had a reputation for supporting the liver and cleansing the blood. 

The betalain pigments in beetroot have been shown to  support Phase II detoxification activity in the liver.  A 

critical part of this process involves an enzyme called glutathione-S-transferase (GST), and betalain has been 

shown to trigger GST activity, resulting in better excretion of toxins requiring glutathione for excretion.3 

Cancer Benefits 

Recent laboratory studies point to the fact that betalain pigments lessen tumour cell growth.  So far types of 
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cancer cells tested include colon, stomach, nerve, lung, breast, prostate and testicular tissue.  These laboratory 

studies pave the way for large-scale human studies.4 

Other Benefits 

Other benefits reported for beetroots include studies carried out by the University of Exeter in 2010 that have 

shown the nitrates in beetroot not only lowers blood pressure but can help to improve stamina too.   Adults who 

drank 500 ml of beetroot juice a day could exercise for 16% longer than those given a drink supplement without 

the nitrates. 

There are also suggestions that beetroot may help to slow the progression of dementia due to the levels of both 

folic acid, and nitric oxide.5  The betaine levels in beetroot are also beneficial for digestive imbalance as betaine 

helps to lower high stomach acid levels, and increase poor stomach acid levels, thereby improving digestive 

function.   

Also raw oxalic acid found in beetroot juice is known to be a good solvent of inorganic calcium deposits in the 

body, and it is therefore surmised that beetroot juice would be beneficial for diseases related to calcification in 

the body such as arthritis, kidney stones and varicose veins. 

 

Nutritional Value 

Packed with goodness, beetroot has some unique phytonutrients.  It 

provides good levels of folates, some of the B vitamins as well as some 

Vitamin C, is a good source of Vitamin A and antioxidant flavonoids 

and carotenoids, and also contains some iron, manganese, copper and 

magnesium as well as good levels of potassium.  They are also a good 

source of fibre. 

The unique colour of beetroots is due to betalain pigments, which 

come in both red and yellow pigments.   There are two basic types of 

betalains – betacyanins and betaxanthins.  Beetroots are unusual in 

that their red colour comes from betalains, not anthocyanins as in 

other plants.  All betalains come from the same basic molecule, betalamic acid.  The addition of certain amino 

acids then determines the specific type of pigment that gets produced.  Many of these pigments are antioxidant 

in function as well as anti-inflammatory and providing detoxification support. 

Betacyanins are red-violet in colour.  Betanin is one of the best studied of this group. Others include isobetanin, 

probetanin, and neobetanin 

Betaxanthins are yellowish in colour and include vulgaxanthin, miraxanthin, portulaxanthin and indicaxanthin. 

 Beetroots are also a rich source of the phytochemical glycine betaine.  Betaine helps to lower homocysteine 

levels in the blood, a highly toxic metabolite which can lead to heart disease, stroke and other serious illnesses. 

Beetroot has an ORAC (oxygen radical absorbance capacity) of 1,776 µmol TE per 100 gms. 
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Per 100 mg 

Calcium   16 mg 

Iron   0.80 mg 

Magnesium  23 mg 

Phosphorus  40 mg 

Potassium  325 mg 

Sodium   78 mg 

Zinc   0.35 mg 

Manganese  0.329 mg 

Vitamin C  4.9 mg 

B1   0.031 mg 

B2   0.040 mg 

B3   0.334 mg 

B6   0.067 mg 

Folic acid  109 µg 

Vitamin A  33 iu 

Vitamin E  0.04 mg 

Vitamin K  0.2 µg 

Carotene-ß  20 µg 

Betaine   128.7 mg                                                                       Source:  USDA National Nutrient Database  
 

How To Use Beetroot 

Beetroot greens, or leaves, are an excellent addition to salads, and the tuber itself can be baked, steamed, 

roasted, boiled or used raw, so it is a very versatile food. 

Beetroot juice is also a delicious addition to a juicing programme.  It has a strong, earthy flavour so is best mixed 

with other fruit and vegetable combinations. 

Used raw it can be grated or sliced into salads, and they have a pleasing crunchy texture.  Once cooked they taste 

soft and buttery. 

 

 


