A Hangover – “The Wrath Of Grapes”
Dorothy Parker, one of the great tipplers of the 20th century, had it right: “A hangover is the wrath
of grapes.” But what’s the best way to overcome a hangover?
My colleague, pharmacist, Mike Wakeman looks at the causes and effects plus top tips to combat
hangovers.
The ancient Assyrians consumed a mixture of ground birds' beaks and myrrh. The Greek physician
Galen advocated the use of cabbage leaves, which were to be wrapped tightly around the sufferer’s
head. The poet Horace recommended fried shrimps and African snails. But none of the ancient
treatments can compete with the 17th-century cure devised by Jonathan Goddard. Goddard’s drops
were allegedly made from “five pounds of human cranium, taken from persons who had been
hanged or had died a violent death, five pounds of dried vipers, two pounds of hartshorn and two
pounds of ivory.” King Charles II is said to have paid Goddard £5,000 for the recipe.
However, bizarre these remedies might appear, even today we’re still seeking for that elusive cure
for a hangover, and whilst there is no single panacea there are a few approaches that might help
reduce its’ intensity and speed recovery.
One herbal hangover remedy hero that has stood the test of time and loved by many, is Thisilyn Milk
Thistle. With a long history of being taken to protect the liver from damage, Thisilyn Milk Thistle can
be taken as tablets both, before, or after a night out. Thisilyn Milk Thistle and Thisilyn Maximum
strength are traditional herbal medicines used to relieve the symptoms associated with occasional
over indulgence of food and drink such as indigestion and upset stomach, exclusively based upon
long standing use.
Here we take a look at what alcohol does when it enters the body and what the likely causes of a
hangover might be.
Alcohol hangover is the unpleasant next-day effect of an evening of excessive alcohol consumption.
It is a puzzling phenomenon, since alcohol hangovers are most severe when alcohol has disappeared
from the body or blood alcohol concentration approaches zero.
In a healthy person, the majority of alcohol consumed is metabolised, and therefore removed from
the blood at a constant rate; on average, about six grammes an hour. However, the rate at which
alcohol is metabolised varies considerably between individuals and is affected by a number of
factors- frequency (and usual quantity) of alcohol consumption, age, bodyweight and liver size, and
some differences may be genetic.
Gender has also been found to be associated with the speed at which alcohol is metabolised.
Women have less of the alcohol converting activity in the gastric mucosa, and so they metabolise
alcohol more slowly and have a steeper rise in blood alcohol concentration when drinking. After
ingestion and absorption alcohol is converted into acetaldehyde.
Most people rapidly metabolise acetaldehyde, which means that it is only present in the blood in
low concentration and disappears completely during the hangover phase. However, acetaldehyde is
highly reactive and can cause tissue damage due to its toxic effect, which may lead to hangover-like
symptoms such as nausea, sweating, rapid pulse and headache.
DIRECT ALCOHOL EFFECTS

Dehydration and electrolyte imbalance: Alcohol is a diuretic and therefore promotes urinary output
by inhibiting the release of anti-diuretic hormone (vasopressin). Reduced levels of anti-diuretic
hormone prevent the kidneys from reabsorbing water, and therefore increase urinary output.
Gastrointestinal disturbances: Alcohol directly irritates the stomach, causing inflammation of the
stomach lining and delayed stomach emptying, which may contribute to the abdominal pain, nausea
and vomiting sometimes experienced during a hangover.
Low blood glucose: Alcohol seems to inhibit the availability of glucose through an insulin-mediated
mechanism. This reduction in available glucose is thought to contribute to hangover symptoms,
including fatigue, weakness and mood disturbances.
Biological rhythms: Sleep is just one of the biological rhythms adversely affected by alcohol intake,
and subsequently accountable for the symptoms of a hangover. The alcohol results in a shorter
duration of sleep, and poorer quality, for example by decreasing the time spent in the dreaming
state. Furthermore, drinking time may interrupt sleeping time.
Headaches: Headaches are a common symptom of hangovers. Although the aetiology remains
unknown, it is thought that a number of factors contribute to the onset of a headache resulting from
excess alcohol consumption the night before, including several neurotransmitters and hormones.
FACTORS CONTRIBUTING TO HANGOVER SEVERITY
Congeners
Congeners are substances present in alcoholic beverages other than the ethanol itself. Congeners
are either naturally occurring in alcoholic beverages or added during production and may aggravate
the severity of alcohol hangover. Research has found that hangover severity scores were
significantly higher after consuming bourbon (high congener content) than after vodka (low
congener content) for example.
Methanol is found at low levels in many forms of alcohol and is probably the most extensively
studied congener in the context of alcohol hangover. Detectable methanol concentrations may
remain for up to 10 hours making it an attractive candidate for delayed post-intoxication symptoms.
The fact that ethanol consumption inhibits methanol metabolism may also help to explain “hair of
the dog” drinking: consuming more alcohol during hangover would block the metabolism of
methanol, perhaps providing temporary postponement of symptoms. But although congeners can
worsen hangover severity, ethanol should be regarded as the main culprit.
Direct Effects of Alcohol: Cytokines and Inflammation
Various processes of alcohol metabolism create harmful compounds such as reactive oxygen species
(ROS), which play a role in creating a harmful condition known as oxidative stress, that induces
damage in cells and tissues
Additionally, ROS produced by alcohol metabolism can stimulate the production of inflammatory
compounds such as cytokines. Inflammatory cytokines exert similar effects to various symptoms of
alcohol hangover and negatively affect emotion and memory function.
Alcohol is also known to produce other inflammatory compounds known as prostaglandins which
might cause migraine like headaches. In fact, the nausea, headache, and fatigue during a hangover
have been suggested to be mediated by changes in immune system function, in response to pro-

inflammatory cytokine production, thus supports the suggestion of impaired cellular immunity
during the hangover state.
FIVE TIPS FOR COMBATTING THE HANGOVER
1.

Rehydration

Given the dehydration that alcohol induces, it’s well worthwhile getting well hydrated before you go
to sleep and keeping a drink by your bed during the night. Although there is no evidence that
rehydration actually reduces the intensity of the hangover, the fact that you will be less thirsty when
you wake up will help mitigate the “dry as a desert mouth” the morning after. If you have a sports
electrolyte drink available (no caffeine) this will help replace those electrolytes lost through the
diuretic effect of alcohol.
(Michael’s extra tip) Ginger is the best preventer of nausea, so add 5g of grated fresh root to a mug
of boiling water; cover and leave for five minutes; add a teaspoon of honey and sip slowly.
2.

Boost your vitamin and mineral levels

There is some evidence that vitamin preparations have a mild effect on acute alcohol intoxication.
For example, it has been reported that participants felt less intoxicated after using vitamin B6 and C
supplements and their performance on reaction time tests was improved. Selenium, iron, vanadium,
and magnesium have also been demonstrated to improve cognitive function. Magnesium
supplements also lead to improve parameters of sleep. Fatigue, tiredness, and weakness are
evident during alcohol hangover after alcohol-induced sleep disturbance. And a large number of
minerals have a fundamental role as cofactors in energy production.
For example, magnesium, zinc, and chromium supplements improve energy expenditure as do B
vitamins. The best studied minerals with antioxidant properties are selenium, and zinc, but copper,
vanadium, and magnesium have also been suggested to be involved in the oxidation-reduction
process, as have vitamin A, C and E.
So, a high potency quality multivitamin and mineral complex such as the Alive Ultra Wholefood Plus
range will deliver the levels of nutrients that might just speed up the effects of alcohol on the
inflammatory and immune systems.
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3.

Stack up on sugars

Low blood sugar or hypoglycaemia induced by alcohol could lead to the feeling of weakness and
tiredness and impaired cerebral functions during hangover. Therefore, although it’s not the sort of a
“healthy” recommendation I would normally make, glucose and especially fructose seem to
significantly inhibit the metabolic changes produced by alcohol intoxication, such as increased
lactate, ketone bodies, and free fatty acid concentrations. Fructose also counteracted the blood pH
reduction observed during hangover.

4.

Conquer the congeners

Non-steroidal anti-inflammatory drugs (NSAIDs) such as ibuprofen will help reduce the intensity of
the effects cause by congeners as well as controlling the production of prostaglandins thought to be
the cause of hangover symptoms such as headache. When compared to placebo, NSAIDs
significantly reduced the severity of almost every individual hangover symptom that was
determined, as well as the overall hangover severity score.
(Michael says; take care with NSAID’s as they can seriously damage your intestines causing acidity
and at worst, bleeding. They are very effective but should always be taken with one of the protective
antacid drugs.)

5.

Liven up the Liver

The popular herbal hangover remedy-milk thistle-has a long history of
being taken to protect the liver from damage. It can be taken as tablets
both, before, or after a night out. Thisilyn Milk Thistle and Thisilyn
Maximum strength are traditional herbal medicines used to relieve the
symptoms associated with occasional over indulgence of food and drink
such as indigestion and upset stomach, exclusively based upon long
standing use.
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