RED WINE FOR HEALTHY HEARTS?
WE'LL DRINK TO THAT

BY SHARON SALOMON, MS, RD

How does this logic strike you: The
experts tell us that eating more plant
foods is good for us. Grapes are
plants. Wine is made from grapes.
Therefore, drinking wine is good for
us. That's pretty much the state of
science that supports the premise
that drinking red wine is beneficial
for health.

Some of you may have chuckled
at that logic; others will be enthusi-
astically agreeing with it. Most
likely you do hope that there is a
health benefit to drinking wine,
although it’s probably the pleasure
you derive from having a glass of
wine with your meal that drives
your choice.

A while back when Americans
were being told to give up high fat
foods to reduce the risk of heart
disease, scientists wondered why the
French—who seemingly eat a diet
very high in fat—dont suffer as
much heart disease as we do. They
looked for obvious differences in
our lifestyles as a possible factor.

From the scientists’ inquiries came the explanation for the
French Paradox: The French drink more red wine than we do,
hence the wine is protecting them from cardiovascular disease
even though their diet is higher in fat than ours. Thats a
pretty one-dimensional explanation for something as complex
as reducing the risk factors for heart disease. Still, the theory
caught on. What started out as a hypothesis or idea seemed to
be supported by scientific observation but not much actual
research.

Before we jump into the research, lets look at the three
main kinds of research that scientists undertook to study the
effects of drinking wine on health. There’s in vivo, in vitro and
animal research. In vivo research is done in humans; in vitro in
a test tube. I think we can agree that in vivo research would
carry the most weight, with animal and in vitro having less
credibility. How something affects a tissue or organ in a test
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tube may not be how it will affect us
when it is circulating in our blood.
And how an animal reacts may not
be how a human body would react.

Much of the research on wine
and health has been done in vitro;
some in animals and very little in
vivo. Scientists haven't studied how
the trip through the digestive tract
might affect the beneficial substances
in wine, so more in vivo research is
needed. Even though there might be
plenty of volunteers to hang out at a
lab drinking red wine all day, not
much of the research has been con-
ducted that way.

The substances in wine, specifi-
cally red wine, supposedly responsi-
ble for the health benefits include
resveratrol, quercetin and catechin,
with resveratrol having received the
most press. Animal and in vitro
studies have shown that resveratrol
can help to relax blood vessels to
decrease blood pressure, modulate
inflammation and blood clotting,
inhibit the oxidation of LDL

cholesterol (the “bad” cholesterol), reduce the risk of colorectal
cancer, inhibit cancer cell growth, potentiate anti-cancer
chemotherapy, increase exercise endurance and fight cavities. A
pretty impressive list of accomplishments. But the truth is that
we don’t know a lot about how much of these substances is
needed or even if there is an effect in the human body.

There are about 600 active compounds in grapes. Of
those, resveratrol is one of the ones that has been studied
pretty extensively. It is found in the skin of red grapes. Hence
unprocessed grapes as well as red or purple grape juice are
sources of resveratrol, but most of the research and publicity
has focused on red wine.

It doesn't appear that the alcohol in the wine is responsible
for the effects, so drinking grape juice and/or eating red grapes
would most certainly provide some benefit. One cup of red
grapes supplies as much resveratrol as one 5-ounce serving of
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