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Dr He mant Gupta’s fore most pre scrip tion for hy per ten sion is a re laxed mind. But re cent
stud ies — which have found high blood pres sure to be the most com mon pre-ex ist ing
con di tion among those hos pi talised for Covid-19 — make that a tough pre scrip tion to
fol low. Dr Gupta, a pro fes sor at Grant Med i cal Col lege, JJ Hos pi tal, has no ticed many hy -
per ten sive pa tients walk into his clinic in a state of panic and “emo tional stress” of late.
“They say some one in the fam ily or in the neigh bour hood has tested pos i tive and that
they are wor ried,” says Dr Gupta, who knows bet ter than to pre scribe tablets for such sit -
u a tions, in which the pa tient’s blood pres sure tends to be high. In stead, he sits them
down, al lays their fears in his calmest voice and watches the num ber on their BP mon i tor
sta bilise in a mat ter of days.
World Hy per ten sion Day — globally ob served on May 17 — has turned the spotlight back
on a chronic con di tion deemed a “silent killer” in In dia. Last year, a study by In dia Hy per -
ten sion Con trol Ini tia tive (IHCI) — a multi-part ner ini tia tive that im ple ments pub lic
health hy per ten sion con trol pro grammes across In dia — showed that one in four adults
has high blood pres sure. Worse still, among peo ple with high blood pres sure, only half
have been di ag nosed, ac cord ing to re cent stud ies that peg “sys temic hy per ten sion” as a
ma jor risk fac tor for car dio vas cu lar and cere brovas cu lar dis eases, ac count ing for 24% of
heart at tacks and more than 10% of deaths in In dia. If left un treated, hy per ten sion, doc -
tors say, can cause artery sti� en ing
and lead to in creased risk of a stroke, as well as kid ney and brain dam age.
To ex plain how age makes peo ple sus cep ti ble to hy per ten sion, Dr Gupta has this anal ogy.
He likens blood ves sels to bath room pipes. “If I’ve bought a new pipe, wa ter will fall into
the bucket. If the pipe is old, wa ter will fall at a dis tance from the bucket. This is be cause
the sur face of the pipe has be come sti� or im pu ri ties have col lected in side it, which ob -
structs the �ow,” he says. How ever, the wide spread preva lence of fac tors such as stress
means that these bod ily pipes can be “oblit er ated” from the out side which, in turn,
means that the con di tion isn’t lim ited to age any more. “It a� ects ev ery one from school
kids to the elderly,” says Dr Gupta.
While the overt symp toms like short tem per, ir ri tabil ity, breath less ness and chest pain
are easy to de tect, hy per ten sion is also of ten ig nored as stress. “The largest symp tom is
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si lence,” says Dr He mant Thacker, a con sul tant physi cian and car dio-meta bolic spe cial -
ist, re fer ring to the quiet na ture of the con di tion.
“I’ve come across pa tients who say they don’t have high BP but when I check their BP, it
touches 150/100 mmHg,” says Dr Thacker, adding that the nor mal range is less than
120/80 mmHg.
The longer this con di tion is left un treated, the weaker the im mune sys tem be comes,
which is a risk fac tor for Covid-19. For those with a strong ge netic pre dis po si tion to this
non-com mu ni ca ble dis ease, which is clas si �ed as a life style dis or der, Dr Thacker ad vises
reg u lar blood pres sure checks, keep ing away from cig a rettes and al co hol and re duc ing
stress while Dr Gupta ad vises ex er cise, yoga, spend ing time with fam ily and pur su ing fun
ac tiv i ties that in crease the level of “happy” hor mones such as dopamine. They also ad vise
hy per ten sive pa tients to keep away from pick les and pack aged fried foods that tend to be
high in sodium. “While salt is the oxy gen of the mus cle and the heart is a mus cle, ex cess
salt in take should be avoided,” says Dr Gupta, re veal ing a vi tal pre scrip tion that many In -
di ans take with a pinch of salt.


