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WHY IS EVERYONE TALKING ABOUT CELERY JUICE?

If you have even a passing interest in health and wellbeing, you can’t fail to have noticed the growing interest a certain crunchy, green salad vegetable. Especially when enjoyed in liquid form. Celery juice is being hailed as the latest superfood, the must-drink of the moment. Like so many modern trends, the word has spread via social media, with Instagram in particular being a vehicle for fans to share their snaps of vibrant green juice alongside rave reports of its effects. At the time of writing, the hashtag #celeryjuice had been used over 185,000 times. Recent reports have even suggested that the craze is driving up the price of celery in supermarkets in parts of North America.

Celery is an obvious health food by virtue of it being a vegetable – we all know greens are good for us. But its current spell in the spotlight is largely down to Anthony Williams, aka the ‘Medical Medium’, who describes himself as the ‘originator of the celery juice movement’. An author and self-styled health expert (he’s open about having no medical or scientific qualification), he claims to be able to ‘read’ people’s health. Since the age of four, he’s been intuiting messages that celery juice is ‘a miracle juice, one of the greatest healing tonics of all time’. With plenty of celebrity fans and legions of online influencers supporting his claims and sharing their own anecdotes of healing and greater health, it’s no surprise the word has spread. So, should we all be downing a daily glass of green goodness?

Let’s look at the claims being made about celery and its juice, its known nutritional status and the research that supports its health benefits.

Then, after considering its traditional medicinal and culinary uses, you can decide for yourself whether this humble green vegetable deserves a starring role in your daily diet.


CHAPTER 1

WHAT’S THE NUTRITIONAL LOW-DOWN?

Until recently, celery might not have been on your nutrition radar. It’s certainly not been at the top of any superfood charts. But that’s perhaps unfair because these humble green sticks pack a whole bunch of goodness. We all know how important it is to consume more vegetables and fruit, with five a day a recommended minimum. Munching on just one and a half full-length celery sticks counts as one portion towards your daily quota.

With nutrition and environmental experts worldwide extolling the benefits of a more plant-based diet, we should all be expanding our vegetable repertoire.

Like all veggies, celery is very low in calories, fat and cholesterol. It has a high water and electrolyte content, at least 90 per cent, so it is hydrating, too. It’s a low-carbohydrate food but still a decent source of fibre (if that’s not removed by juicing), so it supports healthy digestion and may aid weight loss. In fact, celery is one of the very best sources of prebiotic fibre, which is the food which trillions of friendly microbes in our gut need to thrive and multiply. Gut health is one of the most researched and exciting areas of medicine at the moment, with new evidence constantly emerging to suggest that an abundant and diverse microbiome means better overall physical and mental health as well as a reduced risk of a whole host of conditions.

Eating celery provides you with a good range of vitamins, minerals and antioxidants, including vitamins K, A, B6 and C, folate, riboflavin, potassium, manganese, calcium and magnesium. It’s a good source of beneficial enzymes and contains compounds that help it act as a diuretic and reduce water retention and bloating. Its phytonutrients also include flavonoids and polyphenols, which have linked the vegetable to better liver, eye, skin and cognitive health.

A zero-waste food, you can enjoy every part of a celery plant – sticks, leaves, seeds, even the root (as in celeriac, a related plant). And it’s one of the most versatile vegetables as you can have it raw, in salads and crudités, juiced or blended into smoothies and soups, steamed as a side dish or added to countless cooked dishes such as risottos, sauces, ragùs and stews. Celery seeds can be bought whole, crushed or ground and used as a spice or salt – the distinctive flavour comes from the oily compound, apiol, contained in the vegetable.

If you’re trying to lose weight or maintain your healthy weight, raw celery is an excellent addition to your daily diet. Studies have shown foods with a satisfying crunch help you to feel fuller for longer. Munching on some celery sticks can easily become a mindful-eating exercise that really helps you enjoy its flavour and texture as well as appreciate its goodness. As a sustaining and delicious snack, try dipping celery sticks in some nut butter or houmous for an extra hit of protein and healthy fats.

Caution: celery is among a small group of foods that can cause potentially fatal anaphylactic shock in susceptible people (similar to a peanut allergy) If you have food allergies it’s worth speaking to your doctor or a dietitian to establish risk.

WHAT ARE THE CLAIMS?

Members of the ‘celery juice movement’ claim it has profound healing effects that can change the lives of those battling chronic illness. The list of conditions it’s been claimed a daily juice can help is lengthy, ranging from chronic fatigue syndrome (CFS/ME) to eczema, fibromyalgia to psoriasis and even cancer. The fact these claims have yet to be substantiated isn’t of concern to Williams, who simply says that science hasn’t got there yet. His source, he insists, is ‘the spirit’ who communicates with him. His proof? The thousands of supporters who confirm the positive effects on their own health. ‘Celery juice is not easy to make and it doesn’t taste very good, so for it to thrive to this degree is testament,’ he has said.

The Medical Medium website says celery juice is saving lives as it restores people’s health, one symptom at a time. It claims the juice can:

•   Heal the gut and relieve digestive disorders

•   Balance blood sugar, blood pressure, weight and adrenal function

•   Neutralize and flush toxins from the liver and brain

•   Provide the brain with electrolyte support to counter disease

•   Treat a vast range of chronic and mystery illnesses, including fatigue, brain fog, acne, eczema, addiction, attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), thyroid disorders, diabetes, small intestinal bacterial overgrowth (SIBO), eating disorders, autoimmune disorders, Lyme disease and eye problems

As a digestive aid, celery juice is claimed to be a natural laxative, to reduce inflammation in the gut and to increase absorption of other nutrients in your diet. It’s said to contain enzymes that raise levels of hydrochloric acid in your stomach to aid digestion and prevent fermentation in the gut and therefore bloating. And those who believe in an alkaline diet say celery juice helps to alkalinize the gut.

Many of the effects Williams puts down to his claim that celery contains substances called cluster salts, an ‘undiscovered’ subgroup of salt, that kill off pathogens like bacteria and viruses.

Williams’ protocol is to drink 16oz (473ml or almost 1 pint) of pure celery juice every morning on an empty stomach, then wait 15 minutes before eating any other food. If you really don’t like the taste or find the amount hard to ingest, he concedes that you can add an apple or some cucumber, and start with half the amount. But the goal is to phase out additional ingredients and build up to the full dose of pure celery.

ARE THERE ANY STUDIES INTO THE HEALTH BENEFITS?

The long list of claims made by the Medical Medium and other advocates on social media suggests celery juice is nothing short of a miracle. But what does the science really say?

First, we must acknowledge that facts about dietary discoveries are rarely as simple as headlines might promise. Research into the effects of a single food is notoriously hard to carry out. It’s incredibly difficult to analyse how one small element of our diet affects our health as a whole. Why? Well, human cohort studies that rely on accurate self-reporting are notoriously flawed. And, of course, there are many other confounding factors that could skew results, such as the rest of a person’s complex diet, their exercise and lifestyle habits or existing health conditions, to name just a few.

As such, many of the scientific studies behind the headlines – for all foods, not just celery – will have been performed in more controlled conditions on animals. Or even using isolated compounds from food in Petri dishes. In other words, we can only guess that the findings can be extrapolated to real people eating real food in varying quantities.

Of course, that’s not to say that any findings are nonsense. We can think of them as valuable first steps. Absence of proof is not proof of absence and, as with many nutritional and complementary therapies, thousands of years of anecdotal evidence is what convinces many people that there are real health benefits to be had. But let’s look at the existing science for the moment. Here’s what research suggests celery may offer us.

HEART HEALTH BENEFITS

Celery contains antioxidants and has been shown in pharmacological studies to demonstrate activity that may help reduce blood pressure and cholesterol levels, lowering heart disease risk – although the blood pressure reduction does seem to come from the seeds rather than the sticks.

A 2013 human study gave 30 volunteers with hypertension celery seed extract (not juice) for six weeks. There was a statistically significant decrease in blood pressure over that time, although this study had no control group and the authors were linked to the supplement used.

Researchers from the University of Chicago Medical Center identified an oil compound in celery that can reduce blood pressure by relaxing the smooth muscles that line blood vessels. The chemical, called 3-n-butylphthalide (3nB), which provides celery’s distinctive smell and taste, lowered blood pressure in rats by 12 to 14 per cent and cholesterol by 7 per cent. A further rat study, published in the Journal of Medicinal Food, also found celery seed extract to be effective at reducing chronic hypertension.

It appears the 3nB compounds reduce blood pressure by acting as both a diuretic and vasodilator (working in a similar way to prescribed drugs). Because this doesn’t change the ratio of sodium to potassium in the blood, as pharmaceutical diuretics do, celery seed extract has the potential to offer the same benefits without dangerous side effects.

Other studies on rats fed a high fat diet have demonstrated reduced blood lipids (cholesterol levels) in those also given liquid celery extract.

ANTI-INFLAMMATORY PROPERTIES

Celery is high in antioxidant flavones and polyphenols, which are known to have an anti-inflammatory effect. They protect the body against free radical damage (oxidative stress) that over time can lead to inflammation. A study published in Molecular Nutrition & Food Research concluded that apigenin (a type
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