
“Heart Month Again!” Every newspaper, magazine and TV channel carries advice on NOT 
SMOKING! EATING LESS FAT! BEING MORE ACTIVE! Yet the epidemic of ‘heart 
attacks’ rages on; as with a fire emanating from a burst gas main we are throwing tons of water 
on the flames when we should be simply turning OFF THE GAS! Most of you reading all the 
“Heart Month” advice are adult and have already developed a significant degree of ‘hardening 
of the arteries’. Yes! There are many things that adults can do to prevent the progression of 
your hardened arteries toward ‘heart attack’ (or ‘stroke’) but the people who should be reading 
the articles are those who can prevent it starting in the first place. And the only group in our 
society without significantly ‘hardened arteries’ – who are able to turn OFF THE GAS – are 
schoolchildren. 
 
I say ‘significantly’ because the process of ARTERIOSCLEROSIS - the medical term for 
gradual blockage of the body’s arterial system by a waxy, fatty substance that the ancient 
Greeks called ‘hard porridge’ begins in early childhood and in some instances even in our 
Mother’s womb. We have known this ever since the Korean War when pathologists were 
amazed to find that autopsies of some teenage soldiers killed in the battle already showed 
advanced blockage of the heart arteries. And again in the Vietnam War when young American 
fatalities were found to have advanced arterial disease while their Asian counterparts had none. 
 
Now young children have not developed enough so-called ‘bad habits’ such as smoking, 
overeating and inactivity to account for this. The answer is genetic. All of us come into the 
world with a set of genes derived from our parents and their parents. Some of these genes make 
us more likely to have high Blood Pressure in our arteries, some make our Bloodstream’s 
Triglycerides, (blood fats), high, some make our Blood’s Cholesterol levels high and some can 
even make us overweight even when we eat less than someone who is not. After all the human 
gene pool comes from a time tens of thousands of years ago – or thousands of generations ago 
– when the average calorie intake was less than 1500 calories. Sugar, salt, tobacco, trans/cis 
fatty acids and inactivity were not an option and animal fat came from sources that galloped, 
swam or flew all day and did not stand in a bier or pen or coop all its life. By contrast the motor 
car, the cigarette, the mass produced meal and the TV set are only a few generations old. Small 
wonder that very few children got the genes to protect their arteries from early damage. 
 
This has all been proved in a famous study that was begun in the town of Bogalusa in 
Louisiana, USA, in 1972. Initially targeting Bogalusa children aged 2½ to 14 the study was 
expanded to all children 5-17 years. Data was collected on Blood Pressure, Blood Cholesterol, 
Weight, Eating Habits, Smoking Habits, Alcohol Intake, Health Attitudes and more. Over the 
years autopsies were carried out on those children who died accidentally. 
 
Many research papers have been published by this study; for instance in 1998 Bogalusa 
researchers showed that children with elevations in three four risk factors: Body Mass Index 
(overweight), Systolic Blood Pressure (the top number – when the heart pumps out), Blood 
Triglycerides or Blood LDL Cholesterol (so-called “bad” cholesterol) had 12 times the 
likelihood of having advanced/complicated hardening of the coronary heart arteries. Comparing 
smokers to non-smokers the percentage of the artery’s surface involved with arteriosclerosis 
was 3 times more in smokers. 
 



It would appear from Bogalusa that fatty deposits have started in the majority of Canadian 
schoolchildren entering High School and almost all adults have them by the age of 21. After 
that the condition slowly progresses toward a clinical outcome: a ‘heart attack’ or ‘stroke’ in 
the ‘40s, ‘50s, ‘60s or later. 
 
What to take from this? Well, obviously all schoolchildren should know their own Blood 
Pressure (120/<70) and their own levels of Blood Cholesterol (<4.7) and their own weight 
status (<BMI 25). As we have an epidemic of Diabetes in Canada and as diabetes causes as 
much ‘hardening of the arteries’ as all the other Risk Factors combined: children should also 
know their level of Blood Sugar (<5.6). At least if children, and their parents, are made aware 
of the genetic baggage they brought into the world it would make it easier for them to make an 
informed choice over whether to start smoking or whether to give up Physical Activity or 
whether to persist with a Potato Crisp and French Fries diet. 
 
Any adolescent with high levels of Blood Pressure or Blood Cholesterol or a tendency to 
weight gain that chooses to smoke is unquestionably setting themselves up for premature Heart 
Disease. But anyone – even with those Risk Factors – who invests in daily activity and adopts a 
heart healthy diet and avoids smoking will, like many people in parts of Asia, Africa and South 
America, continue to have clean arteries. 
 
Fortunately for the people of Niagara a programme along the lines of Bogalusa has been 
running in the Peninsula since 1987: The Niagara Schools Healthy Heart Project is delivered to 
every Grade 9 Student by a team of Physical Education Teachers from each School Board and 
Youth Connection Nurses from The Niagara Region Public Health Department and Staff from 
Heart Niagara. Curriculum material on Arteriosclerosis and Heart Health is accompanied by a 
questionnaire on lifestyle choices which also involves parents and Family History and is 
followed by a testing day for Blood Pressure, Body Mass Index, Blood Cholesterol and 
Physical Fitness. Those students shown to be at risk are counselled by the Nurse and may be 
referred on to their Family Physician or Pediatrician for further investigation. Since 1987 over 
50,000 students have participated in this project and many hundreds of high risk children have 
benefited from intervention. 
 
No disease in our history has been eradicated without a Public Health – whole population 
solution. And the only part of our society that is 100% available and is relatively free of the 
disease are children. The Niagara Schools Healthy Heart Project initiated by Heart Niagara in 
1987 is unique in Canada so if we truly want to eradicate Coronary Heart Disease from our 
society – and the $20 billion it costs Canadians every year – every School Board and every 
Public Health department in Canada should have a “Heart Niagara” section to show our 
children how to protect their own individual arteries from ever becoming hardened with 
arteriosclerosis. And TURN OFF THE GAS that feeds ‘hard porridge’ out into the coronary 
arteries of the adult population.  
 
Bogalusa Heart Study http://www.som.tulane.edu/cardiohealth/bog.html 

http://www.som.tulane.edu/cardiohealth/bog.html

