Feel Free to Indulge
Pinhead Town Talk on the health benefits of Wine and Chocolate
 
By Philip Straub
TSRC Communications Intern
 
 
Reaching for pure Açaí juice instead of a soda pop seems like a healthful choice, but the explanation as to why is more complex. Antioxidants found in berry juice – and in green tea, chocolate, and red wine – help fight the negative impacts of free radicals, promoting health. A common enough statement, it is nonetheless a mouthful. What does it mean?
 
Superfoods have hit the market and their claims sound enticing: Cancer fighting ingredients, anti-aging properties, heart disease prevention. How do we know if the claims are legitimate? What makes a superfood “super” and how does it ward off free radicals – which are what exactly? 
 
“People talk about antioxidants and free radicals all the time,” says University of Utah Distinguished Professor of Chemistry, Cynthia Burrows. “I aim to educate the public on the difference between the hype and the science.”
 
Burrows will present this summer’s fifth and final Pinhead Town Talk, entitled, “Wine, Chocolate, and DNA: The chemistry of free radicals and antioxidants,” on Tuesday, Aug 3, from 6 to 7:15 p.m. in the Palm Theatre. Underwritten by the Telluride Science Research Center (TSRC) in collaboration with Pinhead Institute, this event is free of charge.
 
No matter how healthy one’s lifestyle, free radicals find their way into our bodies. They are molecules that can damage DNA. Chronic DNA damage can lead to mutations, in turn causing cancer and other health disorders. 
 
Free radicals damage our bodies through processes like oxidation. Just as metal rusts when exposed to oxygen, like an old car in a junkyard, our bodies are worn down by the constant interaction of this element with our cells and DNA. Oxidation is a chemical reaction that takes place continuously within us, and contributes to DNA mutation, degenerative diseases, cancers, and the general physical decline associated with aging. The key to combating these harmful effects is consuming antioxidants.
 
Antioxidants can be found in a variety of foods and other components of our diet. “There are two major classes of anti-oxidant compounds: phenols and thiols” explains Burrows. “Chocolate, berries, and wine contain phenols. Garlic, broccoli, and cauliflower contain thiols. I will be focusing on the antioxidant properties of phenols in my talk.” 
 
While antioxidants may benefit one’s health in modest quantities, research shows they are not the elixir of life that many people swear by. “I would say eat chocolate and drink red wine because you like it. Not because it is supposedly good for you,” says Burrows. “Nothing in excess,” she adds.
 
So remember, eat your fruits and vegetables . . . and chocolate and drink red wine, all in moderation. 
 
Burrows’ presentation will take place on Tuesday, Aug 3, from 6 to 7:15 p.m. in the Palm Theatre. Her lecture is the last of this summer's Pinhead Town Talks. Funding from TSRC makes this series free to the public. Donations are encouraged.
 
For more information visit http
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