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The system of distribution of blood around the body – the system we call circulation – was described in one of 
the oldest preserved medical documents known as the Ebers Papyrus, believed to have been written in 
Ancient Egypt some time around 1500 BCE. 

The description of circulation was further refined in the 2nd century AD by the Greek physician, Galen; and in 
the 1600s the Englishman, William Harvey, not only provided us with almost complete detail of this network of 
blood vessels, but he also argued that the beat of the heart produced continuous blood flow. 

The first published measurement of blood pressure was made in the 18th century; but it wasn’t until about a 
hundred years later that it was suggested hypertension (that is: abnormally high blood pressure) might be the 
cause of disease. In fact, even into the middle of the 20th century there was debate as to just how dangerous 
it was to have what was, at the time, termed “benign” hypertension. 

Of course, having some blood pressure is vitally important. It’s what keeps those life sustaining, oxygenated 
red blood cells circulating around our body. But too much blood pressure can result in a catastrophic outcome 
– just like a pressure cooker on high heat without an escape valve.  

Blood pressure is designated by two readings. The higher of these (the systolic) is a measure of the pressure 
when the heart is beating and the lower reading (the diastolic) is a measure of resting pressure – when the 
heart relaxes. Blood pressure is usually measured in millimetres of mercury – abbreviated to “mmHg” – and if 
the systolic reading is equal to or above 140 mmHg and/or the diastolic reading equal to or above 90 mmHg 
then the blood pressure is considered to be high. 

Hypertension has been designated by the World Health Organization (WHO) as one of the most serious risk 
factors for death worldwide; and it is estimated that about 30% of Australian adults have hypertension. Most 
of these people are receiving no treatment. 

What makes hypertension so serious is that, well before the explosive heart attack or stroke occurs, there is 
underlying, sometimes irreparable damage done to the cardiovascular system, the kidneys and the brain.  
Also, hypertension, especially when combined with diabetes, significantly increases the risk of blindness. 

In most cases the actual cause of high blood pressure can’t be identified, but we do know what groups of 
people are most at risk of developing hypertension; and we do know ways whereby we can reduce the risk. 

There are usually no symptoms of hypertension; at least generally not until the blood pressure reaches a 
sustained and dangerous level. So, if there is a history in the family of heart disease, kidney disease or 
diabetes, a regular – at least yearly – check up with your GP is essential. 

If you do have hypertension, regular and long-term treatment with medication will most likely be a necessity.  
Understanding how these blood pressure medicines work is helpful; and your pharmacist can provide you 
with information which explains not only the benefits but also the occasional problems you may encounter.  
Uncomfortable side effects with anti-hypertensive therapy can sometimes be experienced, especially in the 
early stages of treatment, so it’s nice to know what to expect. 

Ask for the Blood Pressure fact card at Usher Pharmacy; providing the Pharmaceutical Society’s Self Care 
health information.  There are also cards on Diabetes, Weight and Health, Exercise and the Heart, and 
Staying a Non-Smoker. 

 

 

 

 


