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Letter to the Editor

Treatment of fibroids: the use of beets (Beta vulgaris) and as red beets) manifested infertility and genital tract abnor-
molasses (Saccharum officinarum) as an herbal therapy malities, and several fractions of sugar beet leaves injected
by Dominican healersin New York City subcutaneously increased uterine weights in mice (a test for

estrogenicity) Elghamry et al., 1970-19F1Root extracts,

As part of a project investigating the use of plant reme- however, had no apparent estrogenic effects in doses as high
dies for women'’s health by ethnic healers in New York as 20mg daily Grunert et al., 1969 A novel isoflavone,
City, we compiled a list of species prescribed by Latino 5,2-dihydroxy-6,7-methylenedioxyisoflavone, has been iso-
healers for the treatment of uterine fibroids, hot flashes, en-lated from the seed balls of sugar be€hiji et al., 1986,
dometriosis and menorrhagia. One of the plants frequently but no animal or in vitro studies on this isoflavone were
prescribed for fibroids is the common beg¢ta vulgaris L. identified.

(Chenopodiaceae). Three of eight healers interviewed pre- Beets are extremely high in carotenoids, which might
scribed beet root in some form as part of their treatment conceivably inhibit the growth of fibroids. Human uterine
for fibroids Balick et al., 200p. The consumption of beets smooth muscle cells express retinoic acid receptors, and
combined with molasses (froiBaccharum officinarum L., all-transretinoic acid causes a dose-dependent inhibition of
Gramineae) is thought by Dominican healers to shrink fi- proliferation in cultures of normal smooth muscle or cells
broids or to “strengthen and fortify the uterus after the fi- from leiomyomata Boettger-Tong et al., 1997However,
broid had been drained from the bod4dlick et al., 200 no clinical trials have tested carotenoids or retinoic acid in
In this note we rationalize possible nutritional and cultural the treatment of fibroids.

justification for using beets and molasses in Dominican eth-  Although none of the healers mentioned this, the use of
nomedicine. beets may be an example of the principle of “sympathy,” or

Beets contain high levels of soluble and insoluble fiber, the concept that “like cures like,” i.e. the treatment for a con-
which could theoretically affect estrogen levels. The total dition will have some apparent similarity (color, shape, etc.)
dietary fiber in raw beets is 2.8g/100g, which translates to the condition itself. This is also called the “Doctrine of
into 7.62g for a two-cup serving, or about 30% of the Signatures”: plants are thought to signal their uses through
daily value based on a 2000-cal diél.§. Department of  their appearance or behavidBdllamy and Pfister, 1992
Agriculture Agricultural Research Service, 1992 high For example, white willow $alix alba L., Salicaceae) and
fiber intake reduces enterohepatic recirculation of estrogen,quaking aspenRopulus tremuloides Michx.) were thought
increases fecal and urinary excretion, and can result in de-to be useful for fevers because of the way that the branches
creased plasma levels of estrogexdlercreutz, 1991 A of the former and the leaves of the latter shiver in the
high dietary intake of beet root could conceivably reduce wind.
endogenous estrogen levels through increased intake of Beets and fibroids are similar in appearance and tex-
fiber. ture. In cross-section each exhibits a similar whorled pat-

Hormones, especially estrogen, affect the growth of tern, and both are firm to the touch. Beets “bleed” when
fibroids, which become enlarged during pregnancy and cut, which may add to the gynecological significance of
regress after menopause. The primary pharmaceutical treatthis plant to traditional healers. In addition, menorrhagia
ment for fibroids, GnRH agonists, decreases estrogen andheavy menstrual bleeding) is a common symptom of fi-
progesterone levels. Phytoestrogens, or plant estrogensbroids. The prescription is usually for raw beet root juice
bind to estrogen receptors but are weak in comparison with mixed with molasses. This creates a scarlet potion that may
endogenous estrogens. The net effect in estrogen-repletevisually reinforce the reported blood-building aspects of
premenopausal women appears to be anti-estrogenicthe remedy. Both beets and molasses, as well as other red,
(Knight and Eden, 1996 Phytoestrogens could have a dark, or dense plant and mineral substances, have been rec-
hormone-modulating effect, but there is no evidence that ognized in some folk medical traditions as treatments for
beet root contains phytoestrogens. Beet leaves, on the otheblood loss, or for “weak” or “thin” blood conditions as
hand, appear to be estrogenic; cattle fed large amounts offolk medical diagnosesShow, 1974; Crellin and Philpott,
sugar beet leaves (from a different variety of the same speciesl 990).
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There are other connections between beets and blood.College of Physicians and Surgeons, the Center for Environ-
Beeturia (pink or red urine caused by the ingestion of beets) mental Research and Conservation at Columbia University,
is most common in patients with anemia, and there is pre- the Fetzer Institute, The MetLife Foundation, and Nu Skin
liminary evidence that beeturia may resolve in iron-deficient International.
patients after iron supplementatioBdtos, 1999 Severe
menorrhagia is sometimes associated with fibroids and can
lead to iron-deficiency anemia. Perhaps the administration References
of a dose of beets could serve as an indirect diagnostic test
for iron deficiency. Adlercreutz, H., 1991. Diet and sex hormone metabolism. Nutrition,

In addition, beets might serve as treatment for iron _ Toxicity, and Cancer. CRC Press, Boca Raton, pp. 137-195.
deficiency, especially when combined with molasses. Balick, M.J., Kronenberg, F., Ososki, A.L., Reiff, M., Fugh-Berman, A.,
Boiled beet t tain 1.55 fi half O’Connor, B., Roble, M., Lohr, P., Atha, D., 2000. Medicinal plants

orle eet roots contain 1. _mg Of iron Per alt cup, used by Latino healers for women’s health conditions in New York
and blackstrgp molasses contalqs 3.20 mg iron per table-  city. Economic Botany 54, 344-357.
spoon Pennington, 1989 A “potion” for fibroids con- Bellamy, D., Pfister, A., 1992. World Medicine. Blackwell, Oxford,
taining two cups of beet juice with two tablespoons of  p- 130. _
molasses would provide approximately 12.6mg of iron, Boettger-Tong,_ H., Shipley, G., Hsu, C.J., Stanpel_, G.M,, 1997. Cultured
bout 70% of the U.S. R ded Dailv All human uterine smooth muscle cells are retinoid responsive. Proceed-

;)I’ abou ©0 |e = ﬂejc(:gmmep € | :I yd Owar;ce ings of the Society for Experimental Biology and Medicine 215, 59—
or premenopausal wome . National Academy o 65.
Sciences Institute of Medicine, 200HAs previously noted, Chiji, H., Arakawa, Y., Ueda, S., Kuroda, M., lzawa, M., 1986.
beets have high contents of carotenoids, many of which 5,Z-Dihydroxy-6,_7-methy|enedioxyisoﬂavone from seed balls of sugar
are precursors of Vitamin A. In populations deficient in _ Peet. Phytochemistry 25, 281-282.
botthitamin A and iron Combiﬁinp both supplements Crellin, J., Philpott, J., 1990. Herbal Medicine Past and Present, vols. 1
. . o g . PP i and 2. Duke University Press, Durham, NC, pp. 84-85.
is more effective for treating iron-deficiency anemia than Elghamry, M., Grunert, E., Aehnelt, E., 1970. An active principle re-
iron alone Mejia and Chew, 1988; Karyadi and Bloem, sponsible for estrogenicity in the leavesRB#ta vulgaris. Planta Med-
1996. ica 19, 208-214.

In conclusion, a wealth of information exists on eth- Grunert, E_., Elghamw, M.l., Aehnelt, E., 1969. Estlmatlon of_estrogenlc

dical uses of plants by traditional cultures. That in- and toxic potencies of sugar beet plaBetga vulgaris) and silage in

nome ) . p y ) ’ mice. Planta Medica 17, 71-78.
formation is transplanted as cultures migrate to new areas,karyadi, D., Bloem, M.W., 1996. The role of vitamin A in iron deficiency
and may change as healers and their patients adapt to new anemia and implications for interventions. Biomedical and Environ-
settings, experiment with new species, and seek to main- mental Sciences 9, 316-324. ' .
tain a semblance of their healing framework. We suspect K"ght. D.C., Eden, J.A., 1996. A review of the clinical effect of phy-
that if ethnomedical systems are evaluated with contem- toestrogens. Obstetrics and Gynecology 87, 897-904.

. " y ) . - R Mejia, L.A., Chew, F., 1988. Hematological effect of supplementing ane-
porary scientific tools, discoveries of major significance  mic children with Vitamin A alone and in combination with iron.
will be made, corroborating the value of age-old wisdom  American Journal of Clinical Nutrition 48, 595-600.
for modern times. While no clinical trials yet exist evalu- Pennington, J.A.T., 1989. Bowes and Church’s Food Values of Portions
ating the efficacy of beets and molasses for the treatment Commonly Used, 15th ed. Harper and Row, New York, pp. 189,

f fibroids, these plants do contai | chemical 192
O Tibroids, these plants do contain several chemical com- Snow, L., 1974. Folk medical beliefs and their implications for the care

pounds that may be pharmacologically active, possibly  of patients: a review based on studies among Black Americans. Annals
through hormone modulation, and are deserving of further  of Internal Medicine 81, 82-96.
study. Sotos, J.G., 1999. Beeturia and iron absorption. Lancet 354, 1032.
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