Brain attack

Know your risk of suffering a deadly or debilitating stroke
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Dr. Leonard Edloe has banned salt shakers from his church, and he preaches health along with the Gospel every Sunday.

That's because his congregation in Mathews County, at the tip of Virginia's Middle Peninsula, like every black American community, faces a high risk of dying from or being paralyzed by a stroke.

Stroke is the No. 3 killer and the leading cause of disability for all Americans, but black Americans' stroke risk is almost twice that of whites'.

Yet health and community advocates such as Edloe, a pharmacist and pastor, stress that stroke is both largely preventable and treatable--provided people are aware of risk factors and warning signs.

As an example, one reason the rate of stroke is so high among black Americans is that the population faces high rates of high blood pressure, one of the main risk factors for stroke. Sodium in the diet can be a big contributor to high blood pressure, hence Edloe's salt-shaker ban.

"I've taken about all the salt I can out of my diet," said Edloe, 58, who also takes blood-pressure medication and exercises regularly because of his family history of stroke--another risk factor.

His mother died of a stroke. His grandfather was severely disabled for years from a stroke. And his once-vibrant uncle, a mentor Edloe admired for his command of the pulpit, suddenly showed up at church one day in a wheelchair.

"The stroke got me, brother," Edloe remembers his uncle saying. A year later, his uncle was dead.

About 700,000 Americans will suffer a stroke this year, and 162,000 will die, according to the American Stroke Association. While there are 4.7 million American stroke survivors and up to 70 percent of them are able to live independently, chances of a full recovery are higher for whites than for blacks. 

As with the racial and ethnic disparities linked to many health conditions, researchers are working to pinpoint why stroke is more deadly and prevalent among blacks. Some statistics give a hint: Black Americans have higher rates of obesity and diabetes, not to mention high blood pressure, the so-called "silent killer" that can also bring on heart attacks.

Protecting the brain

A stroke occurs when a blood vessel bringing oxygen and blood to the brain gets blocked or ruptured, cutting off that vital blood and oxygen flow. Nerve cells can die within minutes of being deprived of blood and oxygen, resulting in permanent paralysis. 

"We were amazed when we first went out, and people didn't realize stroke affected the brain," said Jackie Thompson, a nurse who heads the stroke team at Mary Washington Hospital.

Thompson speaks about stroke awareness as part of the hospital's community education program. A common misconception is that a stroke is some sort of attack in the arms or legs. People believe that because many stroke survivors end up paralyzed on one side of the body. 

In her talks to community members, Thompson explains that a stroke is a "brain attack." Whereas a heart attack happens when blood is cut off from the heart, a stroke happens when blood is blocked from the brain.

Strokes often are preceded by a transient ischemic attack, or "mini stroke," in which an artery is blocked for short time. Such attacks have the same symptoms as strokes but usually last for only 10 minutes or so, and they can give enough of a warning for people to get lifesaving treatment before a true stroke hits.

Health professionals such as Thompson do what they can to educate the public about stroke prevention and warnings signs. Her No. 1 advice: Know your blood pressure, and if it's high, do what you can to control it. 

Other advice runs along the lines of prevention for many health conditions--control your weight, don't smoke, have regular cholesterol screenings and exercise regularly.

"You can't do much about your ethnic background, but if you have high blood pressure, you can work to keep it under control," Thompson said. 

Stroke warning signs can be subtle or obvious. Slurred speech, sudden severe headache or loss of balance, numbness in the arms or legs and blurred vision are some of the more common signs of a stroke. 

Amy Agyeman, who lives south of Richmond, started repeating herself "like a parrot" when a stroke hit her at age 42. A healthy, fit woman (she ran 5-k races in her spare time), Ageyman underwent an outpatient surgical procedure in early 2001 and signed forms that read, "Any surgery can increase your risk for stroke."

The next morning as she recuperated at home, Agyeman began repeating herself and told her mother she had a headache. Agyeman's mother immediately called 911, but when rescue workers arrived they didn't recognize that Agyeman was having a stroke. They suspected she was having an allergic reaction to painkillers, and advised her mother to "shut the door and let her sleep."

But Agyeman's husband drove her to the hospital at her 80-year-old mother's insistence. There, Agyeman herself filled out the paperwork and paid the insurance co-pay, but she wasn't exactly firing on all of her mental cylinders. She listed herself as "single" on the forms even though she had been married a year.

"My husband pointed this out to me, and I said: 'Oh, I'm married? Well, I hope I'm married to you because you're cute.'"

Agyeman was told she said this--she has no actual memory of that day. She never lost consciousness, had slurred speech or paralysis. Yet a CT scan showed a major stroke had hit her brain. She now takes blood-thinning medication, and probably will for life, to reduce her chances of another stroke.

A window of opportunity 

Early treatment gives the best hope for a full stroke recovery, with clot-busting medications effective if given within the first three hours or so of an attack.

For Lawrence Bullock, that treatment window likely closed before anyone realized a stroke had hit him as he slept. By the time the retired postal worker woke and realized his arm had gone numb, and that he couldn't walk when he rose from bed, a stroke had ravaged his brain and caused permanent paralysis on his right side.

But while Bullock cannot use his right arm and needed six months to learn to walk (by swinging his right leg forward from the hip), he offers comfort and advice to stroke survivors every month at a Mary Washington Hospital support group.

"The big thing I always tell people is to maintain a positive attitude," said Bullock, 77, of Westmoreland County. "The anger will kill you and not the stroke."

Minnie Boyd, another stroke survivor, is still weak on her left side from the stroke that hit her just before Christmas 2004. She had been feeling a little tired but otherwise fine.

"I just thought maybe I needed some rest," said Boyd, of Highland Springs in Henrico County. "I didn't worry about it because I was healthy."

Boyd, 56, was able to receive almost immediate treatment because her stroke hit while she was in the hospital for a non-emergency examination. That quick treatment likely contributed to her recovery. 

"Because stroke is affecting your brain, it's very important that you act quickly," said Agyeman, who teaches speech courses at Germanna Community College and Richmond-area schools and wrote her master's thesis on young stroke survivors.

She said she thinks there's a "definite need" for more education about the nature of strokes.

"When I walk into a room and ask for a show of hands for people who know someone who's had a stroke, almost everyone raises their hands," Agyeman said. "But people don't always understand that it is about the brain."

'It's real personal' 

Stroke's devastating toll among black Americans, in particular, led to the founding this year of the American Stroke Association's Power to End Stroke Campaign. It features "ambassadors" such as Edloe, the pastor and pharmacist, who share the message of prevention and awareness wherever possible.

"It's real personal for me," said Edloe, who not only has a family history of the disease, but sees it in his community daily. "Being a pharmacist, I see too many people I have to treat every day who've had strokes.

"To me, a stroke is worse than anything," said Edloe, who remembers visiting his grandfather every summer and shooing flies away from the man who would sit motionless and expressionless on the porch all day. "Especially when you've had a bad one, it's like living death."

Agyeman jokes that the only two aftereffects of her stroke are a lack of memory of anything that happened that day, and the fact that she can't stop speaking out about stroke awareness. She founded youngstroke.org after discovering little in the way of support for stroke survivors younger than 65.

She shares her story with whoever will listen, often laughing when she shows up at a community event and hears someone say, "Where's the lady who's going to talk about stroke?"

"They're looking for me to come in with a walker. They're looking for me to have some sort of speech impediment," Agyeman said. "I look just like everybody else."

Agyeman tries to drive home the message that stroke can attack anyone at any time. She also points out that improving community health, especially among black Americans, takes more than offering advice to "eat better and exercise more."

If a neighborhood lacks sidewalks, who will risk his life to get in a daily walk? And several studies have shown a lack of fresh produce and a higher proportion of fast-food restaurants in lower-income and predominantly black neighborhoods.

"If you have to risk being hit by a car to walk in your neighborhood, most people would rather sit on the porch," said Agyeman.

She believes improving health takes the commitment of an entire community, not just individuals.

For more information on stroke, including prevention tips and new guidelines for physicians and consumers, visit strokeassociation.org. The Power of Stroke Campaign site is at strokeassociation.org/power.

