
High cholesterol increases the risk for heart dis-
ease or stroke. Since September is Cholesterol
Awareness Month, it’s a good time to have those

cholesterol levels tested. This is particularly important
because of a common, yet little known genetic condi-
tion called familial hypercholesterolemia (FH), which
affects one in 500 people.

“Patients with FH usually have cholesterol [levels]
over 300 as adults (more than 250 in a child would
arouse suspicion), but where you really recognize it is
the pattern of early heart attacks and, to a certain
extent, strokes and vascular problems in the family,”
says Dr. John Guyton, director of the Duke University
Lipid Clinic and a member of the Jacksonville-based
National Lipid Association.

Unfortunately, many people don’t find out they have
FH until they have a heart attack at an early age. Early
detection and treatment is critical.

“For men, about half of all untreated patients [with
FH] will have a fatal or non-fatal heart attack before
age 50, and about half of all women with [untreated]
FH will have a heart attack, fatal or non-fatal, before
age 60,” Guyton says.

Amelia Island resident Katherine Wilemon was 39
when she had a heart attack four years ago. Despite
being diagnosed with FH at 15, doctors ignored the
warning signs for two weeks, including the crushing
chest pain she felt every time she moved.

“I weigh 120 pounds, and it’s written on my chart,
but they were still shocked that I had 100 percent
occlusion,” Wilemon says. “Until I had a heart attack at
39, [my condition] was treated as just high cholesterol.”

Adults with FH usually need three or four medica-
tions to control the cholesterol in addition to a healthy
diet and regular exercise. If a parent has FH, each child
has a 50 percent chance of inheriting the genetic
defect, which means children must be tested, too.

For information about familial hypercholesterolemia
or the Foundation of the National Lipid Association, go
to learnyourlipids.com or call 309-6260. �

GROWING GOOD BACTERIA
Billions of bacteria live in our bodies, some helpful

and some not. To encourage the growth of the “good”
kind in our digestive tracks, many people eat probiotic
foods.

“Probiotics are the friendly bacteria; they actually
help to maintain a natural balance of the microflora in
the intestines,” says Kelli Miller, a clinical dietitian at
Baptist Medical Center Downtown.

When probiotic foods are mentioned, most people
think of yogurt, but others include fermented and
unfermented milk; the Japanese seasoning miso (often
used in soups); tempeh, a fermented soy product; and
some soy beverages. To help probiotic bacteria thrive,
it’s also a good idea to eat “prebiotics.” These foods con-
tain a form of sugar that supports the growth of good
bacteria in the digestive tract.

“A prebiotic is basically anything with [certain sug-
ars], because the microflora love to consume sugar,”
Miller says. Prebiotics are mostly found in plants
including herbs like chicory or dandelion greens; fruits
like apples and bananas; sweet vegetables like onions,
asparagus, artichoke and garlic; raw apple cider vine-
gar and honey, Miller says.

Diets that rely heavily on processed foods rather
than whole or natural foods are often lacking in probi-
otics because the bacteria die when heated.

“Unfortunately, when many commercial foods are
prepared, [probiotics] are lost,” says Beverly Velasquez,
nutrition and education director for Native Sun
Natural Foods Market. “Commercial [products don’t]
have the good bacteria because they have to be heated
[to be sold].” �
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