
The concept of the “family
tree” is quite appealing. To
chart one’s ancestral origins,
the chronology of members of
the tree, and their life histories,
can be collectively a source of
curiosity, pride, and a theme of
belonging. The quest to acquire
this information has become
very popular, more so with the
availability of computer-based
programs.

Many people are seeking
their family’s health history for
the benefits that may accrue to
their own health and to that of
their family members. As we
begin to age, it’s important to
diagnose early on, and when
possible, pre-empt, the onset of
heart disease, diabetes, cancer,
and other conditions possibly
transmitted through our genes.

The first and most important
interaction between a physician
and patient is the “history and
physical,” the traditional way to
establishing a diagnostic
impression, obtaining tests, and
elaborating a treatment plan.
The “history taking” consists of
a detailed identification of a
chief complaint and related
symptoms, including the initia-
tion of the symptoms, the dura-
tion, the progression, and relat-
ed issues. Past medical history,
social history, and family histo-
ry taking follows. It is here, in
the area of family history, that
there may be clues to consider
and steps to follow in the prob-
lem solving process. The phys-
ical examination that follows
takes into account the abnormal
findings and relates them to the
symptoms and other clues
obtained in the history taking.

When you visit a doctor,
you’re asked to fill out a form
including questions on illnesses

that you, your immediate fami-
ly, and previous generations
have been known to have.
Usually, that’s where it ends,
and most people don’t get past
that to talk to relatives and
record the overall family histo-
ry, which is important to them-
selves as well as generations to
come. The information con-
tained in the family history can
be vital to individuals as well as
to the family as a whole.

A family health history is
known to geneticists as a “pedi-
gree,” an important tool in
diagnosing conditions passed
on to individuals in families.
Groups of genes are often
linked to many such familial
diseases.

A good way to reconstruct
your family history would be to
go back three generations when
possible. So-called first degree
relatives comprise your parents,
siblings, and children; grand-
parents and grandchildren are
considered second degree.
Aunts, uncles, and cousins,
upwards, downwards, and lat-
erally are also important. 

Information about all health
issues are important to record
even if you don’t think there

may be a genetic linkage. Ages
at which the diagnosis was
made should be included.
Obesity, high blood pressure,
diabetes, heart disease, cancer,
alcoholism, depression and
mental illness, and other major
conditions should be noted. It is
also relevant to know of habits
that could have played a role in
the overall health of the indi-
viduals, such as smoking,
drinking, drugs, overeating, and
lack of exercise, and the cause
of death of family members, as
well as secondary diagnoses.
Death certificates, especially
older ones, may be misleading;
there have been changes in ter-

minology.
Some general impressions to

look for include members who
died at an early age (before 55
years), a pattern of the same
cancer in relatives or a relative
with multiple cancers, or the
same illness recurring in more
than one generation. When you
find certain patterns, such as
two or more female relatives
with breast cancer, or relatives
with diabetes not all associated
with obesity, these may be
important clues for your own
health surveillance.

For Type 2 diabetes, the risk
increases with the number of
relatives affected and with ear-
lier age of onset. There is twice
the risk for stroke if parents or
siblings have been affected.
There is an increased risk for
heart disease when parents or

their siblings have been affect-
ed, especially if there is a histo-
ry of coronary artery angioplas-
ty or bypass surgery before the
ages of 55 in males and 65 in
females. Colorectal cancer is a
risk for those who have a close
relative with the disease. The
risk for cancer for hormone-
related organ cancers such as
prostate, breast, uterus, and
ovaries could be related to
maternal as well as paternal
family histories.

The compilation of a family
health tree is surely worth the
effort. This brings into focus
the many things we can do for
ourselves in our own preventive
health maintenance.

Dr. Silva is a professor of
surgery at Wayne State
University and a resident of
Woodbluff on Mackinac Island.
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The Carriage House Restaurant
at

Iroquois Hotel

Waterfront Verandah Dining
102 years of style and service

(906) - 847-3321
www.iroquoishotel.com

The Carriage House commands a stunning waterfront location and serves 
breakfast, lunch and dinner on the verandah or in the glass-enclosed dining
room and piano bar.

At lunch, the Smoked Chicken Salad with Apples, Almonds, Currants and
Gorgonzola Cheese.

For dinner, try our Pan-seared Diver Scallops with Lemongrass, Ginger,
Vermouth and Frizzled Leeks or Maple Glazed Pork Tenderloin with
Carmelized Apples, Calvados Sauce and Dauphinois Potatoes.

For a sweet ending to your day on Mackinac, try one of our special
desserts; the Mile-High Lemon Meringue Pie or the Famous Iroquois Hot
Fudge Ice Cream Puff.

We’ll give you a handful of 

cash, equal to one month’s 

interest, at your mortgage 

closing.*  As always, we close 

your mortgage in ten business 

days or less, barring any title 

problems or we make your 

First payment.  Stop at any 

of our nine locations and 

pick up your application today! 

*Offer Good July1 -  July 15, 2005 

SAULT STE. MARIE - DOWNTOWN SAULT STE. MARIE - BUSINESS SPUR 

DETOUR - DRUMMOND KINROSS  PICKFORD RUDYARD

CEDARVILLE  ST. IGNACE  MACKINAC ISLAND 

Island Electric
Island Resident

Electrician
Commercial &

Residential

847-6422

Family History Can Be Key To Maintaining Your Health
Maintaining

Your

Health
on

Mackinac
By Yvan Silva, M.D.

Vacation Bible School Begins July 25
Vacation Bible School for

children on Mackinac Island
will be July 25 through July 29
from 9:30 a.m. to 11:30 a.m. at
Ste. Anne’s Church.

This year’s program is being
coordinated by Jennifer
Callawaert and will feature an

island adventure theme
designed for students 2 to 15
years of age. The program is
nondenominational and open to
all.

For additional information,
contact Valerie Porter at Ste.
Anne's Church, 847-3823. 


