YOU’VE GOT TO HAVE HEART, ESPECIALLY IF YOU ARE BLACK

I have two favorite questions that I ask patients and they are somewhat related.  The questions are related in both the subject and the answer!  The first question is, “What type of cancer causes the most deaths among women each year?”  The second question is, “What is the most common cause of death in women?”

The most common answer that I receive to both questions is “breast cancer”.  WRONG on both counts!  The leading cause of cancer deaths among women is lung cancer.  Most of that cancer burden is due to smoking.  The answer to the second question is cardiovascular disease, a problem that can also be closely linked to smoking.  

Women, as a group, do not realize how important lifestyle is to their risk of death as well as disability from heart disease.  Many women run with horror from the scare of breast cancer, as well they should.  The truth is, though, they need to run even harder to avoid heart and vascular disease!  They will find that as they learn more about heart health and avoiding heart disease, they will also be reducing other health risks.  A healthy lifestyle can yield benefits in many ways.
That smoking thing needs to be addressed.  Some studies indicate that lung cancer could be reduced by 90% if women stopped smoking.  Since smoking also accelerates the risk of heart and artery disease, it can shorten lives through several different pathologic paths.  The money paid on smokes each month is enough to fund a gym membership!   Giving up smoking may be the hardest thing you ever do, but it will be worth it!
Obesity is epidemic, the experts tell us.  That extra weight puts strain on a heart that is matched to your lean size.  When you are overweight, the heart constantly overworks, pumping more blood per minute and per beat than it was designed for.  It is no wonder that excess weight wears out hearts faster.  It just makes sense - reducing the workload saves beats for your future.
Cholesterol is an often overlooked factor.  Do you know what your cholesterol profile is like?  Diet and medicine, when indicated, can lower cholesterol and help to reduce cardiovascular risk over time.  You can’t make any effort to lower your cholesterol, however, if you don’t know that you have a problem.  If you don’t know your levels, it is time to find out!  Memorial Hospital will be serving the community again this year with a Health Fair.  Show up November 12th with an empty stomach and get your blood work done for a very minimal charge.

Hypertension is a BIG problem in this area.  Is it genetic?  Is it due to years of fried foods or a tendency to make poor choices at fast food restaurants?  Certainly these are factors.  Whatever the cause, the big threat is to ignore the problem!  The experts tell us that all across America, 65 million of us have hypertension.  What is more, only a third of those affected have adequate control of their blood pressure.  This level of control is even lower in African Americans.  
Ideally, your blood pressure should be below 140/90.  In fact, the closer your blood pressure is to 100/60, the better.  Even though we call it a problem when your pressure is above 140/90, there is evidence that the lower your pressure is within the normal range, the better it is for your heart.  The best way to know your pressure is to check it.  That sounds silly I know, but when was the last time you checked yours?  Free blood pressure assessments are available at pharmacies, the health department, many physician offices, and at Health Fair screenings, like the one mentioned above.  For those who may have a problem, it is very reasonable to buy your own cuff.  The digital varieties, particularly those manufactured by Omron, appear to be fairly reliable.  If you buy your own cuff, it is certainly reasonable to take it by your physician’s office to make sure it is accurate.  It is also very important to make sure you have the correct cuff size.  If you have a large arm, you will need a bigger cuff than average.  The best time to take your pressure is after you have been sitting and relaxing for a while.  Always take your pressure in the sitting position and write it down.  Take that recording with you when you seek health care.

One of the main problems with cardiovascular disease, particularly true in women, is that often heart disease is not diagnosed until a heart attack occurs.  Worse even, is that many times that initial heart attack is fatal!  Many women have a misperception that they will be able to tell if their BP is elevated.  The truth is that even very high and dangerous blood pressure can produce no symptoms.  If you wait until you “know” you have a problem, it may be too late.  
Best I can tell, ostriches don’t do well in South Georgia.  Burying our heads in the sand won’t help us have long and productive lives, either.  Especially for African Americans, the toll of cardiovascular disease is too high.  We can do something about this!  More specifically, you can do something about this! You need to know your numbers: BP, cholesterol, and ideal weight.  You need to examine your exercise activities.  You need to get your check-ups.  You need to quit smoking.  Maybe you will start with the Health Fair at Memorial.  It is up to you to decide where to start, but start NOW!
