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Dr. Steven Devries looks over 
coronary risk factor data at the 
Healthy Heart Center in Deerfield. 
(Jim Atwood/for Pioneer Press)

Early 
warning system 

Advanced testing helps 
measure heart disease risk

 
By Melanie McGuaran 
From Health & Family 

Pioneer Press

By now, most people know the good, 
the bad and the ugly details about 
cholesterol. Just like hair in the 
bathtub drain, we know that these tiny 
fat particles build up piece by piece 
until they slowly cause the arteries to get so narrow that they stop the 
heart from beating. 

We know there are two types of cholesterol: the high-density lipoproteins 
(HDL) and the low-density lipoproteins (LDL) - one is good, the other is 
bad. 

But what many may not know is that at least one-third of the people who 
develop heart disease actually have a "healthy" cholesterol level under 
200. 

A low combined total of HDL and LDL is not necessarily a "green light" to 
a healthy heart. To more effectively pinpoint those at real risk, doctors 
have had to approach the triggers of heart disease from some new 
angles. 
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And they are finding out some things. There do, in fact, seem to be 
several "ingredients" to consider when identifying risk. It is not strictly 
about cholesterol anymore. While doctors know about familiar ones such 
as family history and age, etc., they are beginning to look at new clues, 
such as the amino acid homocysteine and the lp(a) protein. 

Human heart model is shown with 
a tube containing one-third of the 
amount of fat in a cheeseburger. 
(Jim Atwood/for Pioneer Press)

They are also now measuring the size 
of the LDL fat particles and not just 
the amount. Some are even looking at 
the old cholesterol information in a 
new way - by gender. Cardiologists 
definitely have some new tools today 
as they widen the net against heart 
disease. 

And one such doctor, Dr. Stephen 
Devries, has literally taken these new 
opportunities to heart. Devries, former 
Heart Beat columnist for the Chicago 
Sun-Times, is a cardiologist with the 
University of Illinois at Chicago and 
medical director of a downtown 
Chicago outpatient cardiology center. 

Devries has always been a strong advocate for people being pro-active in 
their heart health. And this means not only identifying their risk of 
coronary disease, but then taking that next logical step in reducing the 
risk. 

So last April the cardiologist combined these two philosophies into one 
package of preventive care by opening a new center in Deerfield - the 
Healthy Heart Center - a clinic of the UIC. 

Devries feels this practice is unique and can make a big contribution 
toward cardiac preventive care. 

"Other places certainly provide some preventive services," he said. "But I 
feel what sets us apart is we are using these new advanced tests. Not 
everyone does. The tests allow us to do in-depth assessments of things 
that don't always get looked at. We are catching abnormalities that would 
never be found on a standard test. 

"And once identified, our emphasis is on educating and working around 
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the patient's lifestyle in reducing that risk on a long-term basis. 
Prevention is our whole reason for being here and that is unique," he 
said. 

And what is this new generation of tests now available? 

"One test we use looks for an excessive amount of an amino acid called 
homocysteine. This building block for protein is not in the fat system at 
all, but high levels can still cause hardening of the arteries, stroke and 
poor circulation in the legs." 

But Devries said it is very treatable through a combination of certain 
vitamins that include B6, B12 and folic acid. They somehow push the 
reaction that helps the body get rid of it. 

"We also now look at the pattern, or size, of the LDL particles" he 
explained. "There is pattern A and pattern B. We know LDL is considered 
the `unhealthy' cholesterol because it carries the majority of the excess 
fat toward the artery, but now we know that the size and density of the 
LDL particle is also influential. 

"The smaller the particle, the easier it is for the fat vehicle to land on a 
vessel lining and leave its cargo," said the doctor. "This type is called 
Pattern B. Pattern A is safer, larger and less dense." 

Research is showing that pattern B is one of the more important, 
although least recognized factors, behind the development of coronary 
disease. Devries emphasized the power of such knowledge. 

"Once discovered, pattern B can be reversed to A with the right diet 
carefully tailored to each individual. It is such a good example of people, 
once aware of their risk, then being able to significantly reduce that risk." 

The clinic may also perform an lp(a) blood test. Lp(a) is a combination of 
a blood-clotting chemical and an LDL fat particle. It is considered a risk 
factor because it encourages overgrowth of smooth muscle cells inside 
the artery walls. Over time, it too can create serious blockage problems. 

There is of course, still a place for cholesterol and its impact. Devries 
shared a JAMA graphic illustrating when heart damage begins. Autopsies 
were performed on 1,375 people whose deaths occurred by other means 
- car crashes, etc. In the male 15-19 year-old range, 20 percent of the 
total were already showing a build-up of fibrous plaque. By 25-29 years, 
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the number jumped to 39 percent. 

Women fared somewhat better. The 25- to 29-year-olds were at 20 
percent and the 30-34 year-old category at about 30 percent. 

Women may have better plaque stats, but there is somewhat of a bias in 
the standard cholesterol tests that can work against them. This is 
because women really need to have their HDL numbers about 10 points 
higher than the male average/test standard of 45. 

A woman might receive a test result of 45 and be told she is in the 
healthy range, when in fact, she is actually at risk and doesn't know it. 
Lower levels of HDL in women are a trigger for heart disease, but are 
only slowly being recognized as such. People are still predominantly 
tested as gender neutral. 

The National Cholesterol Education Program just released its new 
cholesterol guidelines last May. And though Devries is happy to see the 
organization take steps in the right direction - for instance, they have 
raised the low HDL level classification from 35 to 40 which now places 
thousands of new people into position to receive needed treatment - he 
still feels that they didn't go far enough. 

"They are raising the bar on some issues, but I would like to have seen 
them recognize the gender differences more. And even though they 
mentioned these new blood tests, they didn't really forcefully support 
them." 

After Devries has identified risk factors at his center, the second half of 
the program focuses on education and creating an individualized 
treatment plan. "We sit down and talk strategy" he smiled. It may just 
include vitamins and light exercise. Or it may include counseling a patient 
about food choices and what food options to look for if that patient must 
frequently travel. 

"You know, half the people watching cholesterol levels stop following 
instructions after one year, whether it is taking medication or watching 
their diet. We want to see people every three to four months and provide 
encouragement over the long-term. 

"There is a certain paradox surrounding heart disease" said Devries. 
"Some people look trim and healthy and yet die young from heart 
complications. Then there are those patients who smoke, have poor 
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eating habits and live until 90. Many highly-educated people are 
surprisingly of the opinion that if it's gonna get 'em, it's gonna get 'em. I 
just want to stress that there are absolutely things you can do to reduce 
your risk." 

And that is heartening news. 

The Healthy Heart Center is located at Lake Cook Plaza, 405 Lake Cook 
Road. For more information, call 312-636-3811. 
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