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Fort Sanders Regional  
salutes our nursing team  

for delivering excellent care 
to our patients every day.

That’s Regional excellence.
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Kurt Alexander is big in 
stature, big in personality 
and big in heart. 

One day in early in 2020, 
the U.S. Navy veteran sud-
denly felt shortness of breath, 
and after seeking medical 
care, found out he had expe-
rienced a heart attack. After 
an initial stent, a small device 
placed inside an artery that 
is used to restore blood flow 
due to a blockage, and sever-
al additional stents, he still 
needed further intervention.

Alexander learned he had 
a faulty aortic valve and an 
aortic aneurysm, which was 
blocking blood flow to the 
heart and leaving him in 
danger of splitting the artery 
wall. In July Alexander un-
derwent surgery to replace 
his aortic valve and a section 
of the artery. 

Following heart surgery, 
Alexander recovered at his 
Knoxville home. He jokes 
about his wife and daugh-
ter keeping close watch on 
his low-sodium diet while 
recovering. “They kept me 
straight,” he says. “But in all 
seriousness, I am lucky to 
have them. The first month 
of recovery was pure hell.”

Alexander began walking, 
at first to the mailbox and 
then longer distances within 
his neighborhood. He added 
distance and steeper hills to 
his daily treks. Soon he was 
ready for outpatient cardiac 
rehabilitation at Fort Sanders 
Regional Medical Center, his 
hometown hospital of choice.

Cardiac Rehab
Cardiac rehab is a med-

ically supervised exercise 
program for people who 
have had a heart attack, heart 
failure, heart surgery or oth-
er coronary intervention. In 
addition to a regular physical 
exercise routine, patients re-
ceive camaraderie, encour-

agement and education about 
lifestyle factors that reduce 
risk of heart issues.

Alexander began his 12-
week cardiac rehabilitation 
in August 2020. One of the 
professionals overseeing 
his care was Emily Hunley, 
ACSM, exercise physiolo-
gist at Fort Sanders Region-
al Cardiopulmonary Reha-

bilitation Center. Hunley 
enjoyed Alexander’s spirited 
demeanor and dedication to 
learning and healing. 

“He was very interested 
in everything, like using the 
cable weights and different 
machines,” Hunley says. 
“Once patients can comfort-
ably use their arms and there 
are no lifting restrictions, we 

add a little bit of resistance 
training in addition to the 
treadmill and recumbent 
bicycle.” Gentle and consis-
tent exercises build stamina 
and muscle mass, allowing 
the heart to become stron-
ger and better able to pump 
blood to the extremities for 
everyday movement.

Alexander says, “The 
folks here are wonderful. 
They are very good at ex-
plaining what I was doing 
and why. They help you with 
form and take good care of 
you. The staff watches the 
screens that are hooked up to 
your cardiac monitor so they 
can check you out.” 

“He has just been the best 
patient,” Hunley says. “He is 
always making people laugh 
and doing funny stuff like 
wearing mismatched socks. 
Most of all, he wanted to feel 
better and just have a better 
quality of life. Patients who 
complete all 36 recommend-
ed sessions typically have 
better long-term outcomes – 
and Kurt is on his way.”  

COVID Concerns
“The facility is good,” 

Alexander says. “Today, 
people a re ext remely 
wary to go places because 
they’re concerned about 
COVID. Well, they are so 
thorough with precautions 
at this place -- that ther-
mometer hits your fore-
head before you can come 
through the door! 

“They ask you screening 
questions, take your vitals, 
and while you’re there, every 
machine is cleaned. There’s 
a placard on the equipment 
indicating if it’s been cleaned 
and disinfected.” 

Alexander says he was 
surprised at how much mus-
cle mass he lost after heart 
surgery. “I melted away,” he 
says. “I’m a big guy and an 
active person. Once I grad-
uated from Phase 2, I had 
gained three pounds of fat 
but nine pounds of muscle! I 
seemed to regain some of the 
muscle mass I lost.” 

The lively 64-year-old is 
back to feeling like himself 
and is able to walk several 
miles at a time. Alexander 
has entered Phase 3, or main-
tenance phase, where he con-
tinues supervised exercise 

sessions at the facility three 
times per week in addition to 
exercising on his own.

God is Not Done 
With Me Yet

“My mother always said 
I don’t have a guardian an-
gel, I have a whole platoon 
of them,” he shares. “I have 
a strong connection to God 
and I have a great love for 
my family. That is what got 
me through.”

Alexander’s love for his 
wife is evident. Together, 
they have three grown chil-
dren, two sons-in-law and 
a new granddaughter. The 
devoted husband and fa-
ther says while recovering, 
he asked God why he was 
spared. “I got an answer,” 
he says. “I was told that 
I’m supposed to share light 
and laughter with others. 
If I can go make someone 
laugh it makes their heart 
lighter, and they go pass 
it on to others, whether 
knowingly or unknowingly. 
That’s why I love wearing 
my crazy socks! 

“If I can make someone 
smile for just a moment, 
I know I am living my 
purpose.”

A Smile to Lend While On the Mend
Knoxville Man Spreads Joy during Cardiac Rehab at Fort Sanders Regional

A Healthier You
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Kurt Alexander and Emily Hunley, one of his exercise physiologists at Fort Sanders 
Regional’s Cardiopulmonary Rehabilitation Center, shared many laughs during his 
treatment. The pair still work together as Alexander continues supervised exercise sessions 
at the facility three times per week in addition to exercising on his own.

Alexander’s goal in life is to share light and laughter with 
others. One of his favorite ways to do so is through his crazy 
socks. This pair begs the question: Which came first—the 
chicken or the egg?

The Fort Sanders Regional Cardiopulmonary 
Rehabilitation Center strives to ensure a safe 
environment for patients and staff. Due to 
COVID-19 precautions, the center is following 
these guidelines:
• Everybody who enters is screened with a series

of questions about exposure and symptoms.
• Everybody has their temperature checked.
• Everybody is required to wear a mask.
• Equipment is 6 feet apart.
• Equipment is cleaned by staff after each usage,

and signs on equipment indicate that it has been
cleaned.

• All patients must remain 6 feet from each other
while walking or exercising.

Cardiac rehab provides 
patients with exercise train-
ing, emotional support and 
education about lifestyle 
changes to reduce risk of 
heart disease such as eating 
a heart-healthy diet, main-
taining a healthy weight and 
quitting smoking.

A cardiac rehab program 
is recommended by a phy-
sician for people who have 
had a heart attack or heart 

failure, have undergone 
heart surgery, or had a heart 
transplant, stent or balloon 
angioplasty.

Cardiac rehab includes 
aerobic exercise, strength 
training and flexibility ex-
ercises. While you exercise, 
a health professional tracks 
your heart rate and rhythm, 
blood pressure and symp-
toms. You will most likely 
exercise (walking, stationary 

bike riding, arm exercises) 
three to five times a week 
for 15 to 60 minutes each 
time, depending on your 
condition.

Benefits of Cardiac 
Rehab

The goal of the program 
is to get patients back to 
regular daily life as soon 
as possible. While the first 
phase often begins in the 
hospital, patients continue 
at home or at outpatient fa-
cilities, supervised by nurs-

es, exercise physiologists, 
respiratory therapists and 
other rehab team members. 

Benefits include learning 
how to reduce your risk of 
future heart problems, build-

ing strength and stamina, 
and developing a regimen of 
exercise to control stress.

Your team of clinicians 
will look at what puts you 
at highest risk of heart dis-
ease and make that their tar-
get. This program includes 
supportive goal setting with 
dieticians and counselors to 
heal and manage a lifestyle 
that sets you up for success, to 
ultimately be a healthier you.

For more information, 
visit  FSRegional.com/ 
Cardiology/CROPPROP
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