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Cancer risk reduces when we care for our telomeres
Pediatrics in Brevard
Dr. Mary Woods Ulrich

Are you familiar with the term “telomere?”
Not a common word in general discussions, it sounds as if it could be a
cute, cuddly endangered species of
sorts.
While telomeres are not considered
endangered, we should treat them as
such in protecting and preserving them
in both ourselves and our children.
Telomeres are the caps at the end of
each strand of our DNA. Their purpose
is to protect our chromosomes, comparable to the plastic tip at the end of a
shoelace.
Just as shoelaces with no protective
cover become frayed and eventually
wear out, so chromosomes with damaged telomeres tend to become damaged as well.
These gene-protecting telomeres are
loops made of protein fragments.
Every time a cell divides, some of the
fragments are lost and the telomeres are
shortened.
When the telomeres are too short to
make a loop, the cell either stops dividing or dies.
Further, with telomeres that are too
short, the genes tend to become damaged, which then causes the cells not to
function properly.
It has been proven that people with
longer telomeres tend to be healthier
and to live longer because they have
healthier cells with healthier chromosomes.
Basically, telomere length is something like a biological clock, closely associated with aging.
With the increased risk of gene damage, it should be no surprise that shortened telomeres are closely related to
cancer risk.
In fact, cancer cells ﬁnd a means of
lengthening their telomeres so that they
can divide without limitation.
If their telomeres never become
shortened, it is like these cells are immortal.
Most cancer cells do this by activating an enzyme known as “telomerase.”
Telomerase causes telomeres to grow
and lengthen; this can be a wonderful
thing if it occurs within limits in a normally functioning cell. However, it is a
big problem when cancer cells are taking over and the normal limitation conferred by shortening telomeres is not
present.
In fact, some exciting new cancer
treatments are being developed that
will attack this ability of the cancer cells
to increase their telomere length.
Unfortunately, telomeres have been
found to be very sensitive to something
known as “oxidative stress.”
This extreme shortening can be a result of chronic psychological stress,
smoking, air pollution, obesity, lack of
exercise, lack of sleep and a poor diet.
Studies have shown all of these to
cause oxidative stress, shorten telomere
length, dramatically accelerate the
process of aging and increase cancer
risk.
Now for the good news!
There are steps you can take to pro-
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tect your telomeres and those of your
children.
Children are born with longer telomeres, and therefore beneﬁt the most if
trained at an early age to do healthy, telomere-saving activities.
First, choose foods that reduce oxidative stress. Dietary ﬁber (think whole
grains and veggies) plus foods rich in
omega 3 fatty acids are very telomere
friendly.
Women who eat a diet rich in betacarotene, Vitamin C and Vitamin E were
found to have longer telomeres and signiﬁcantly less breast cancer.
Portion control also protects telomeres. Restricting food intake by not
over-eating reduces oxidative stress inside the cells and therefore reduces
damage to the telomeres.
More speciﬁcally, reducing protein
intake (more veggies, less meat) seems
to help reduce damage to telomeres the
most.
It is thought that this is one reason
why certain cultures, such as the Japanese, have a longer life expectancy.
It has been shown that exercise reduces oxidative stress by reducing

harmful fat and speeding up elimination of waste products, so less damage
to chromosomes occur in those who exercise.
The duration of exercise a person
does is directly related to telomere
length.
In fact, exercise also is associated
with increased telomerase activity in
the bone marrow, so it actually helps
lengthen the telomeres in some cells.
Further, exercise has been shown to
suppress proteins responsible for cell
death and increase proteins which stabilize the telomeres, so they are less
fragile.
Sleep is very important, especially
for children.
In children, shorter sleep duration is
linked to shorter telomeres. While sleep
is also important for adults, lack of sleep
seems to negatively aﬀect the telomeres
of men more than women.
Relaxation techniques also have
been shown to help maintain or even
lengthen the telomeres.
This would include meditation, prayer, yoga and other activities which relieve stress.

Of course, combining these healthy
activities gives the best results. One
study showed those who participated in
a regimen including a high ﬁber, antioxidant-rich diet, plenty of sleep and regular exercise enjoyed a signiﬁcant increase of telomere length in their
healthy (noncancerous) cells by 10 percent over a ﬁve-year period.
So, when tempted to make unhealthy
choices, teach your children to shout,
“Save the Telomeres!”
Then, as a family, go forward and engage in healthy, nutritious and active
lifestyles.
Dr. Mary Woods Ulrich attained her
medical degree from the University of
Oklahoma after receiving dual bachelor’s degrees in biology and chemistry
from Oklahoma Baptist University. Ulrich completed two years of pediatric
residency at Children’s Hospital of Oklahoma in Oklahoma City, and her third
year of training at Arnold Palmer Hospital in Orlando. Dr. Ulrich has practiced pediatric medicine for more than
26 years and works at Pediatrics in Brevard, the Melbourne oﬃce, located at
1755 W. Hibiscus Blvd.

Don’t stop aspirin suddenly without talking to doctor
The People’s Pharmacy
Joe Graedon and Teresa Graedon

Q. There was an article in my newspaper about
some new research on older people in good health
showing that taking low dosages of aspirin does not
lower their risk of cardiovascular disease, dementia or
disability. The aspirin increased the risk of signiﬁcant
bleeding in the digestive tract and brain, and other
side eﬀects.
My wife and I have been taking aspirin for years,
hoping and believing we were doing good. To date, neither one of us has had any heart issues. Our question
is, Should we continue taking the low dosage or stop
immediately?
A. The new research published in The New England
Journal of Medicine (Sept. 16, 2018) found that aspirin
did not prevent heart attacks in healthy people over 70
years old. You are right that volunteers taking aspirin
were more likely to experience bleeding problems.
Your question seems simple, but the answer is not.
You should not discontinue aspirin suddenly without
checking with your doctors. Last year, Swedish investigators reported a higher rate of heart attacks and
strokes in people who suddenly stopped taking lowdose aspirin (Circulation, Sept. 26, 2017). Your doctors
will assess your risk of heart disease before oﬀering a
plan of action.

Q. I was taking brand-name Celebrex for my arthritis until my insurance company switched me to the generic drug. This is not worth the money I paid for it. My
pain level increased dramatically, and I also started
having problems with additional joints. What’s the
gain in taking something that doesn’t work? I am unable to live a good quality of life without adequate pain
relief!
A. We have heard from a great many readers who
have complained about ineﬀective generic celecoxib.
We have no way of determining which generic drug
companies may be cutting corners with their quality
control.
There is another option. One generic manufacturer
has an agreement with Pﬁzer, the original maker of Celebrex. Greenstone distributes an authorized generic
celecoxib that should work the same as the brand
name.
One reader wrote, “Generic celecoxib had no eﬀect
on my pain. When I started the generic from Greenstone, I got the same pain relief as from Celebrex.”
To learn more about authorized generics and how to
use generic drugs wisely, you may wish to read our online resource, “eGuide to Saving Money on Medicines.”
It may be accessed through www.PeoplesPharmacy.com.
Q. I never suﬀered before from restless legs syndrome, although it makes my daughter miserable. Last
year, though, I had two episodes of RLS about a month
apart. It took me a while to connect the dots, but eventually I recalled I had taken Benadryl both times right
before bed to relieve hay fever symptoms. I haven’t
touched the stuﬀ since.
A. According to the National Institute of Neurologi-

cal Disorders and Stroke, diphenhydramine (the antihistamine in Benadryl and “PM” pain relievers) may
aggravate RLS symptoms. Many other medications
also can trigger these uncomfortable sensations. Antidepressants, antipsychotics and anticonvulsants can
intensify this condition. Readers report that stopping
some medicines, like aripiprazole (Abilify) or tramadol, also can initiate symptoms. People describe RLS
as a creepy-crawly feeling that is relieved only by moving the legs. It can be quite unbearable.
In their column, Joe and Teresa Graedon answer letters from readers. Write to them in care of King Features, 628 Virginia Drive, Orlando, FL 32803, or email
them via their website www.PeoplesPharmacy.com.
Their newest book is “Top Screwups Doctors Make and
How to Avoid Them.”

