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Preface





Writing this book is my present to me. For years I have watched people in their millions inflict more illness and suffering on themselves than any war has ever done. Both as a practising doctor and as a simple observer of the Saturday afternoon crowds that throng the centre of most cities, I have watched suffering on a scale that is beyond apocalyptic. For years at a time I have been distressed to the core of my being. Sometimes I have watched with indifference. Most of the time I have been nearly inchoate with rage at the blind stupidity of what I am seeing. What is this biblical plague, this monstrosity of suffering? Self-inflicted illness. The fat guy smoking a cigarette. The thin woman flayed raw by alcohol. The kid jamming another fat-laden time bomb into its face. The millions and millions of couch potatoes who haven’t done a minute’s decent exercise since they passed puberty. So what happens to all these millions upon millions of people? Nothing for most of the time. They are just the same as all their friends and their relatives and, God help us, far too many of the health professionals that look after them.


But then it all changes. Sometimes suddenly – a heart attack, stroke, cancer. Life changing, irrevocable events that stuff their lives and the lives of everyone around them. Or not so suddenly – the slow suffocation of emphysema, the long autumn of health related unemployment, the desperate loneliness of congestive cardiac failure. And that doesn’t half wreck the lives of everyone around them.


Is it preventable? Not all of it, no. Some diseases just happen even with the best will in the world. But is a large part of it preventable? Yes, absolutely.


So what’s my point? Ignorance. All this unimaginably vast ocean of suffering is to a greater or lesser extent ignorance. A result of poverty – the poverty of knowledge. The information is out there, no doubt of that. There are vast rain forests worth of health information to deal with the ignorance. But it’s pretty dry stuff by and large. Boffins writing for boffins, or worse, health professionals patronising lay people in politically correct jargonese.


So this book, this indulgence of mine, is my contribution to accessibility. If you don’t like plain English, don’t read it. If you aren’t prepared to apply it to yourself and take responsibility for your own health, don’t read it. It isn’t a book full of references and science. It’s just a book about being healthy.


I hope you enjoy it.


DR ANDREW CURRAN 



















Chapter 1


Your Heart





In each chapter I am going to tell you about a system in your body. First I’m going to tell you how it works. Then I’m going to tell you how to look after it. Then I’m going to tell you how to wreck it. Simples.


What Does Your Heart Do?




The heart is a pump. Nothing more and nothing less. Just a pump.







[image: ]





It is not where love resides nor is it the repository of your emotions. That is just so much Walt Disney. Blood flows into the heart from a great big vein called the vena cava (coming from the body) on the right and another huge vein called the pulmonary vein (coming from the lungs) on the left. It keeps flowing until the big pumping chambers, the ventricles, are nearly full. Then the two atria contract and force the last little bit of blood into the ventricles through the mitral valve on the left and the tricuspid valve on the right. This fills the ventricles right to the top. Once they are full, the ventricles contract. The ventricles (unlike the atria) have really thick, strong walls. 
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Their contraction slams the mitral and tricuspid valves shut and forces the blood out through the pulmonary valve into the lungs on the right and through the aortic valve into the body on the left.


When you are resting this happens 60–80 times a minute. When you are taking what your body finds to be heavy exercise this can happen as often as 200 times a minute.




So there you have it. A simple four chamber, parallel flow pump.
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So what happens to all that blood? Blood from the right ventricle is pumped out into the lungs, or rather into the blood vessels that direct blood to the correct places in the lungs. Those ‘correct places’ are called the alveoli. They are the air spaces in your lungs where you get rid of a gas called carbon dioxide (which is a poison if you have too much of it in your blood) and take in oxygen (which you need to stay alive) – you probably knew that! The blood flows on through the lungs (now full of oxygen and having got rid of its carbon dioxide) and back to the left side of your heart. From there it is pumped out into your body. This is a pretty impressive bit of pumping. You have miles and miles of blood vessels in your body estimated at between 50,000 and 100,000 miles. The left side of your heart not only gets enough pressure going to force your blood out through all those miles of blood vessels, but it keeps enough of a pressure head up to get it all the way back to the right side of your heart. Once it reaches there, off it goes again into the lungs to start the whole process all over.




[image: ]





Out there in your body the blood gives up its precious cargo of oxygen to your cells so they can do all the work they have to do. It also picks up all that poisonous carbon dioxide to carry it back to your lungs to get rid of it.




But blood doesn’t just do that.
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It is after all the most precious fluid in your body. As an adult you have about 5 litres of the stuff. Actually it’s mostly water with bits and pieces floating in it. Dissolved in the water are all the salts (like sodium and potassium) and a whole pile of what are called trace elements like selenium and zinc which are essential to maintain the health of your cells. Floating in the water (as opposed to being dissolved in it) are lots of other things. Proteins hang out there. These range from simple proteins like antibodies (which are the guided missiles of your immune system) to complex beautifully structured protein moieties like the complement system, a collection of proteins that are crucial to getting your blood to clot. But even bigger things float around in your blood. Red blood cells are bi-concave discs that are responsible for carrying oxygen around the body. They contain haemoglobin, an über-specialist protein that actually carries an iron molecule wrapped in its coils. There are the white blood cells, mindless aggressors that target and destroy any foreign proteins they find, like bacteria and viruses. And finally there are all the rich variety of cell foods and building blocks like dextrose and amino acids and fatty acids. It’s a real wonderland your blood.




Blood vessels also come in a variety of sizes.
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There are the huge arteries of the thorax, the aorta and its subsidiaries like the subclavians, the carotids, the mesenterics and their kin. Vast veins carry the slow flow of deoxygenated blood back to the heart, the biggest of which is the venae cavae fed by the femorals, the renal and the hepatic veins to name but a few. Once into your tissues the arteries get gradually smaller until they end up as the tiny capillaries networked through all your organs to supply food and oxygen to even the fartherest away of your cells, and to pick up the poisons and waste products they are exuding.


These tiny capillaries then gradually join together to form bigger and bigger veins until they disgorge their cargo of blood into the massive venae cavae.


Blood vessel walls are very special as well. They have to be smooth but tough – able to withstand the constant pounding of your heart’s beating. They have a wonderfully slick inner lining, the endothelium (endo just means ‘inside’ and thelium means ‘skin’). Wrapped around this is a layer of connective tissue and wrapped around that are variable degrees of muscle wall, depending on how much pressure that particular artery has to withstand (veins are very low pressure vessels and therefore don’t need a muscle coat). The tiny capillaries don’t have any of this. They just have single cell thick walls. This allows all the good stuff in the blood (like oxygen and sugar) to get out of the capillary and into the cell, and all the bad things the cell has been producing to get into the blood so it can be taken away and got rid of.




So your blood has a lot of stuff to do.


And your heart is the pump that keeps it all flowing to the right places and in the right direction.





The entire system is called the cardiovascular system (cardio means ‘heart’ and vascular means ‘the blood vessels’).


How Do I Look After My Heart?


Looking after your heart and blood vessels is probably one of the most important things you can do with your life. After all no oxygen and foodstuffs to your cells and, no big surprise, your cells get sick. If there is a really poor supply of oxygen and foodstuffs to your cells they don’t just get sick, they die. This is a bad thing (obviously). It isn’t just getting oxygen and foodstuffs to your cells though. As I mentioned above, you also have to get rid of the poisons that your cells are manufacturing – the carbon dioxide and all the other plethora of bad stuff that normal cell metabolism produces. (Metabolism means the work the cell does on growing and staying healthy. It also means the stuff that specialist cells like liver and kidney cells do to keep your entire body healthy.)


So let’s take the cardiovascular system as a whole as it is a completely interdependent structure. The question is therefore:




‘How do I look after my cardiovascular system?’





Keeping your cardiovascular system healthy and strong comes down to three main things:




Exercise it.


Feed it properly.


Don’t poison it (I’ll deal with this in the section on wrecking it).





Exercise
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Shock horror from all you couch potatoes. Hands thrown up all you IT keyboard thumpers. Sorry to disappoint. Watching Steven Seagal or a good game of footie or trashing an opposition player on Team Fortress 2 may be stimulating and exciting but it is not exercise. It is perhaps one of the great tragedies of the human condition that exercise (like going to the toilet) cannot be indulged in vicariously.




You have to get up and actually do it!





Before I talk more about the specifics of exercise let’s deal with a couple of urban myths.


Urban Myth 1


Exercise can only support weight loss. It is not an effective way to lose weight. Here is the maths: get on an exercise bike. Work at your peak heart rate for 25 minutes. Look at the calories burnt on the little dial on the machine. It will say somewhere around 300 calories burnt. Fantastic you say to yourself. You jump off the cycle machine, rush to the changing room, shower off the sweat. In the car going home that burger from McDonald’s is just what you need. After all you have earned it. All that sweat and exercise. And 300 calories burnt off! Fantastic. You order your Big Mac. You bite into it. Tastes good? Tastes fantastic. It contains 490 calories. Bummer! You just put back in the calories you had burnt off and then added 190 more.




Try something else. Go on. Something really healthy.





A crispy chicken and bacon salad? Why not. Oops! 320 calories. Stuck all the calories back in and added 20 more. So something liquid instead. A coffee can’t have that many calories. So you order your caffè latte prepared with whole milk. Swig it down. YUM! Sorry. 260 calories. A caffè mocha? 400 calories.




So exercise is not a good way of losing weight.





It may have some effect in reducing appetite because it increases things called endorphins in the brain. But really when you do the maths it is pretty useless as a way of losing weight.
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Urban Myth 2


Twenty minutes exercise three times a week is enough. Actually no it isn’t. It is certainly a place to start if you haven’t exercised for a while. And it may do some good. But if you really want to look after your cardiovascular system, and especially your heart, you should take moderate to strenuous exercise for 45 minutes to an hour at least three times a week and preferably four to five times a week – and you should keep doing this for your whole life! There are entire legions of octogenarians in countries like the United States who are still working out four to five times per week. I would say that the guidelines most governments issue are rather less than this. But they don’t want to put you off. They want to get you started. This is a good thing. But for your own sake don’t settle for the ordinary. That’s what they are asking you to do. Be extraordinary instead. Honestly, it’s much healthier.




Why exercise at all?





Well, your heart is a muscle the same as any other muscle. To make muscles fit you exercise them. Another simple bit of maths. The resting heart rate is about 60–80 beats per minute depending on how fit you are. Double that to 120–160 and, hey presto, your heart muscle is working twice as hard. Keep that going for 45 minutes and your heart muscle has had a pretty good workout. Also, and very interestingly, exercise increases your body’s production of a type of fat called high density lipoprotein (HDL). This is a good thing as it helps lower cholesterol levels in the blood. And that slows down the narrowing of your arteries that is called atherosclerosis. I’m going to talk a lot more about this below under ‘How Do I Wreck My Cardiovascular System?’ so just accept this in the meantime.




So what is physical fitness?





It’s such a commonly used word but it’s a bit hard to define. In fact it is so hard to define that the President’s Council on Fitness, Sports, and Nutrition (a group sponsored by the United States Government) refused to give a simple definition. Instead they said that ‘physical fitness is a state of well-being with low risk of premature health problems and energy to participate in a variety of physical activities’. Cool! So does that apply to you?


A general purpose fitness programme must address the following six essentials if it is to be considered complete: 




[image: ] Cardiovascular fitness


[image: ] Flexibility training 


[image: ] Strength training


[image: ] Muscular endurance


[image: ] Body composition


[image: ] General skill training.





People often don’t exercise because they don’t enjoy it. That is of course a very fair comment. The bottom line is though that you will enjoy chronic ill health a lot less than taking regular exercise. Your choice.
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Diet
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Oh no! Here we go again. Well yes. I’m not trying to make believe that being healthy is easy. It just isn’t. It takes work and dedication. It takes time – time that can be hard to find in busy life schedules. Diet however is easy. You eat every day; most people eat three times a day. And eating is already part of your normal schedule. So what you eat offers a very real and doable way of looking after your health.


Body mass index (BMI) is often quoted by health people. What does it mean and why do you need to know about it? It’s very simple really. People come in lots of different heights and sizes – tall thin people, tall fat people, short thin people, medium sized fat people and so on. You get the idea. BMI was developed as a way of allowing anyone to get an idea of the optimum weight for them as an individual. Basically it’s a measure of body fat. You take your height and multiply it by itself. Then divide the result by your weight. You have to keep the measurements in the same type of unit (i.e. your height in inches divided by your weight in pounds or your height in metres and your weight in kilogrammes).




BMI isn’t perfect.





It is inclined to overestimate body fat in athletes and people with a muscular build. It underestimates body fat in older people and those who have lost muscle mass. To make it a bit more accurate measure your waist circumference as well. Then look at the table in Appendix 1. Where do you fit in terms of risk? 
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So what should you eat?
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There is so much advice out there it is nearly impossible to work it out. So take my advice. Don’t bother. Keep it simple. Eat normal food from normal shops but think about what you are eating. The system I personally prefer is the glycaemic index (GI). This approach is best understood by reading a book called The South Beach Diet by Arthur Agatston. In short, it was developed with the help of considerable expertise by a cardiologist in the United States – South Beach, Miami to be precise. It looks at normal ordinary food and tells you whether it is likely to cause weight problems or help them. You can get the book from any major bookseller. Give it a read.




Throw away all the fads and quick fixes and expensive alternatives.





Apply your mind. Start looking at food differently. Enjoy. Make it your habit of eating, not something you do for three weeks in the New Year to get rid of your Christmas blubber.




This approach is called low calorie/high nutrient eating.





There is now a lot of evidence to suggest that it is directly associated with increased life span – and good quality increased life span at that. (Living for years longer and feeling awful every moment of every day isn’t, in my opinion, a sensible goal. If you are going to live well past three score years and ten make sure they are good, happy years.) I will have to admit to personal bias here. I have been eating a low calorie/high nutrient diet for six years now. I’m still a bit overweight (average BMI 27 – I put it down to my muscles!) but I do genuinely feel good most of the time. Scarcely hard scientific evidence but it works for me.
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So what is a healthy diet?





Most healthy diets include fruits, vegetables, fish and whole grains, and limit unhealthy fats. (These are fats that are saturated. This is actually a descriptive scientific term. Simply put these are the fats you find in foods like cheeses, full fat dairy products, cream, processed meats, fatty or fried takeaway foods, etc.) I will discuss why they are unhealthy in the next section. A typical healthy diet that has been in the news a lot over the past few years is the Mediterranean Diet, so called because it is the diet people are inclined to eat in the countries around the Mediterranean (see Appendix 2). It is thought to lower the risk of heart disease. It contains among other things healthy fats (these include monounsaturated fats, such as olive oil, and polyunsaturated fats, which contain linolenic acid – a type of omega-3 fatty acid. Omega-3 fatty acids reduce the levels of dangerous fats in the blood and may actually improve the health of your blood vessels).




And what else do the Mediterranean peoples do?





They drink wine. Red wine. Fantastic! Eat like royalty and drink scrumptious alcohol. Well, up to a point. There are lots of people who eat a Mediterranean diet and drop dead of being overweight and heart disease. There is always too much of a good thing. So this section on diet is really more to get you to think rather than to try to lay down hard and fast rules. As with everything, if you find what suits you and it keeps your weight within a healthy range and contains healthy choices of foodstuffs, then you are optimising your chances of a long and high quality life as far as your physical health is concerned.




Stick that in the mix with a good strong exercise routine and you’re starting to put together … the recipe for a tremendous life.








Emotional health


Now I want to move slightly outside the normal health discussions. I want to consider happiness or, to be more technical, emotional intelligence and your heart’s health. Emotional intelligence has been increasingly creeping into the general consciousness. Credit for this has to go to Daniel Goleman and researchers such as Peter Salovey, John D. Mayer, David Caruso and Reuven Bar-On. The definition that I use is:




the awareness of one’s own emotions, the awareness of other people’s emotions, and the ability to work with those two things constructively.





Now I am not going to launch into a detailed discussion about this fascinating topic. I introduce it into the picture because considering the health of your heart under the simplicity of exercise and diet is, on my opinion, an insufficient discourse.


I would be the first to say that this is what could only be described as a field of research in the very early stages of development. However allow me to quote from Michael Bernet at the 68th Annual Meeting of the Eastern Psychological Association in a lecture on ‘Emotional Health, Emotional Intelligence and Physical Health’:




Subjects (N=1000+) showed three distinct patterns of attention to ‘somats’ (a new coinage), the minute and subtle changes of bodily sensations that constitute the prompts to emotions. Those who displayed a rapid, integrated and effortless awareness of somats were found to enjoy greater mental health, contentment and social warmth than those who ruminated ineffectually about their somats or who interposed logic and reasoning between somats and response. Integrated and effortless attention to somats correlated with past therapeutic experience, especially when these encourage the therapisand to attend to subtle somatic cues. It is speculated that rapid, integrated awareness of somats permits rapid, effortless and appropriate correction of values, beliefs and behaviors, leading to optimal intra-personal and inter-personal functioning, hallmarks of ‘emotional health’ and ‘emotional intelligence.’ It is further speculated that impediments in the inability to attend rapidly and effortlessly to the somats impede the body’s natural abilities to respond rapidly and correctively to changes that mark the onset of physical dis-order and dis-ease; it would therefore appear possible to train patients to be more resistant to diseases and to show improved healing and recovery.





Put simply Bernet is arguing that:




the more emotional health you have then the more physical health you will have.





As a neurobiologist I find this a compelling theory. Your emotional brain is directly connected to your survival brain. Your survival brain controls everything to do with your body’s physical health. Ergo healthy emotional brain equals, by and large, healthy survival brain.


Since 1997 the evidence in favour of this conclusion has gradually increased. A core group of researchers has demonstrated that positive emotional states are associated with healthier patterns of response in both cardiovascular activity and the immune system (Herbert and Cohen, 1993). Negative mood or unpleasant emotional experiences increase the propensity of individuals to indulge in unhealthy habits such as smoking (Brandon, 1994), drinking (Cooper et al., 1995) and eating fatty foods (Salovey, 2001). There are lots more papers in the literature. None of it is conclusive but it seems to make good sense to me that health includes emotional health, not just physical and intellectual health. Mind, body and soul, if you like, where ‘soul’ is the psycho-emotional self.


It is beyond the scope of this book to explore how to increase your emotional health. However there are a substantial number of books out there to help and support you. I always recommend M. Scott Peck’s book Further Along the Road Less Traveled as an excellent starting point. But the path to emotional health is as varied as the people walking on it. Some walk it alone through reading or experience or both. Some are supported by lovers, family, counsellors, therapists, friends.




What’s your path going to be?





Neurobiologically emotional intelligence is about letting your primitive emotional brain (the amygdala of which you have two, one in each hemisphere) feel all the passions, all the rich tapestry of emotions from love through hate, from jealousy through compassion, from anger to love. To fully experience those feelings. To then contain them within your higher cortex. To peruse honestly your feelings within that higher cortex. And then to make choices about how you act. In short: Stop, Think, Act, Reflect – STAR. Practise this enough and you will develop emotional intelligence. After all enlightenment is simply the continuous awareness of all your emotions as they happen. Everyone can become more enlightened than they are at the moment. Especially you.


How Do I Wreck My Cardiovascular System?


Good news for all you lazy people out there. The heart and the cardiovascular system are really easy to wreck. All you have to do is:




[image: ] Take no exercise


[image: ] Eat high fat food – lots


[image: ] Be fat


[image: ] Smoke


[image: ] Drink too much alcohol


[image: ] Take piles of drugs.
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Dead easy really. And it’s even better. If you only do some of the above a little you can still wreck your heart over years of life. It all gradually builds up. The 20-year-old who doesn’t really take much exercise, parties like mad, smokes and eats convenience food all the time gradually can turn into the overweight, unfit, coughing 30-year-old with a partner and a couple of kids. Who can without any real effort become the overweight, very unfit, unhappy, frustrated, alcohol drinking 40-year-old. Who with even less effort can become the fat, pasty faced, constantly angry, moaning, hide bound, dyspeptic 50-year-old. Who dies 10 to 20 years before his or her time of a plethora of preventable diseases. Whose last years on earth are of even worse quality than the four decades he or she took to turn their body into a pathology case, though a pretty boring pathology case. The diseases of self-indulgence and poor (or absent) self-control are really only of interest to the person who has inflicted them on themselves. In our society they are pretty cut and dried for everyone else. Just sit for ten minutes in the middle of any city centre on a Saturday afternoon. See how many healthy people you can spot. I mean properly healthy. Bright eyed. Open faced. Happy. There aren’t very many of them.


So where do you fit in to the above? Everyone can improve their health from where it is at the moment. You can. Think mind, body, spirit. Which one of them is perfectly healthy in you? I think of it as a target. Living, just being alive, builds barriers to health in the rings of the target. I believe that we should strive to dissolve those barriers. Keep the body fit, the mind active and the soul happy and you have significantly increased your chances of a long and high quality life. And the fact is that’s what you deserve. When you were born your body was robust, healthy, strong. How is it now? What has living done to build up barriers to health in your mind, your body, your soul? 
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