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There is a muscle in our bodies that works incessantly during every second of every minute of every hour of every day of every year of our life.   Our heart is like the ‘Energizer Bunny’ in television commercials – it just keeps going and going and going.   Exercise programs usually include upper body exercises to tone and increase strength in our arms, chest and shoulders.   Many regimens contain core maneuvers for our midsection.   And most have us performing lower body routines for our legs.   So what should we do to exercise, strengthen and protect the heart which is our most vital muscle?
Increase Aerobic Exercise
Running, jogging, walking, biking, swimming, rowing or any other low intensity continuous exercise strengthens our heart as it pumps blood at a pulse rate of 50 to 75% higher than our resting pulse rate.  If your resting pulse rate is 60, then at least 20 to 30 minutes of steady exercise at a pulse rate of 90 to 120 will give your heart a gentle workout.   If you haven’t been exercising regularly, please consult your doctor before starting an exercise program.
Lose Weight
Excess weight puts a strain on our muscles, joints, lungs and our heart.   It is one of the leading causes of heart attacks.  One method to determine if you may need to lose weight is to determine your Body Mass Index (BMI).   Multiply your weight in pounds by 703 and divide by your height in inches squared.   I am six feet two and weigh 185 so my calculation is (185 x 703) / (74 x 74) = 23.75.   A BMI over 25 indicates you should lose weight while 30 or more is a sign of obesity.   If you wish to avoid the math, use an online calculator.   An easy way to have a quick sign that weight loss is necessary is if men have a waist of 40 inches or more or if women have a waist of at least 35 inches.
Check Blood Pressure
High blood pressure puts more strain on our arteries and capillaries every time our heart pumps blood.   If your blood pressure has an upper level of 140 or higher or a lower level of 90 or higher, then steps should be taken to move toward a more healthy level of 120/80.   Decrease salt in your diet, exercise more and lose weight.   These strategies may need to be combined with medication, but medication alone is not the answer.   Also, check your blood pressure at least every three months – at many fire stations this is a free service.
Monitor Cholesterol Levels
You may have heard of total cholesterol, good cholesterol and bad cholesterol – confusing isn’t it?   Even more confusing is your cholesterol level may need to be lower based on your risk factors.   Bad cholesterol is called LDL, and should be 160 for those at low risk, 130 for people with medium risk and 100 for high risk persons.   Consult with your doctor to find out your LDL level and risk factors.   If you need to reduce your LDL, more exercise, losing weight and a healthier diet will help.
Control Blood Sugar
If you already have diabetes, then your A1C level should be under seven per cent.  If you don’t your fasting blood sugar level should be under 110.   Precursors to type 2 diabetes are high blood pressure, high LDL levels and excess weight, so take care to implement strategies for improvement in these areas.
Stop Smoking
It is common knowledge that smoking is the underlying cause of many health problems including heart attacks.   Addiction to nicotine is very difficult to stop.   Years ago one of my friends was a smoker who began running and became a very good runner.  After a few years she ran a 3:07 marathon – yet she was still smoking!   Finally she was able to quit.   It will be challenging to stop smoking, but there are several smoking cessation programs which your doctor can speak about with you.
Take Low-Dose Aspirin
Many studies have shown that taking a low-dose aspirin daily can be beneficial to most people.   A children’s aspirin has the typical amount that is helpful.   Again, check with your doctor before blindly including this in your daily routine.
Summary
As with most worthwhile pursuits in life, we must consistently practice good choices if we wish to protect our heart.   Regular exercise, maintaining a healthy weight and eating a diet high in lean meat, whole grains, fruits and vegetables and low in processed foods and fatty meat is a great start.   Regular visits to your doctor and monitoring your blood pressure, cholesterol and blood sugar will help you to be healthier.   Stopping negative habits like smoking are essential to a healthy heart.   And the possibility of taking a daily low-dose aspirin should be a consideration.    A healthy heart will give us a chance for a longer, higher-quality life.   It doesn’t just happen by chance – we have to work at it every day – one exercise session and one healthy meal at a time.

