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Following is a background story that focuses on the challenges of heart disease faced by one patient featured in David Grubin’s THE MYSTERIOUS HUMAN HEART, which premieres Mondays, October 15th and 22nd at 9 p.m. (ET) on PBS (check local listings).  The series is a co-production of David Grubin Productions and Thirteen/WNET New York in association with WETA Washington, D.C.  

“THIS IS GOING TO BE WITH ME THE REST OF MY LIFE” – ONE PATIENT’S                       STORY DRAMATIZES THE THREAT OF CORONARY ARTERY DISEASE ON                             THE MYSTERIOUS HUMAN HEART

At 59, Georgia Chan Downard is a gourmet cook and self-professed “foodie” who never met a dollop of cream she didn’t like.  She knew that her diet might have unpleasant consequences for her heart, and although she felt healthy and strong, she went in for a CAT scan.  Downard had no idea that the tests would reveal a life-threatening case of coronary artery disease – atherosclerosis – and she certainly had no way of knowing that she would live through the most terrifying days of her life on national television.

Georgia Downard is one of a number of patients who recently confronted their own mortality due to heart disease, and whose stories are told in THE MYSTERIOUS HUMAN HEART, a new three-hour series set to premiere on PBS on Monday, October 15 and 22 on PBS (check local listings).  A co-production of David Grubin Productions and Thirteen/WNET New York in association with WETA Washington, D.C., the series offers a comprehensive, up-to-the-moment look at the heart:  what it is, how it works, and what can go wrong. 


Downard’s decision to be tested even though she demonstrated none of the symptoms people
associate with heart disease was a wise one; in addition to the risks posed by her lifestyle, Downard has a family history that would put any cardiologist on alert.  “My father died of a heart attack when he was forty-eight,” she says.  
“He died suddenly, unexpectedly.  So I tend to believe that perhaps he didn’t know he even had it. So I do have coronary artery disease in the family. But the suddenness and the unexpectedness of being diagnosed with a blocked artery... was difficult to accept.”

But it had to be accepted, and, what’s more, treated immediately.  The heart pumps blood, around 100,000 times each day, through 60,000 miles of vessels to feed the body.  There are, however, only three coronary arteries that carry blood to the heart.  If even one of them is blocked by the plaque that accumulates with coronary artery disease – if the heart isn’t being fed – the result can prove fatal unless there is immediate, expert medical intervention.


“One of the scariest things about coronary artery disease is that it can remain silent for so long,” says Dr. Daniel Rader in the program.  “You can have plaque build-up in the coronary that isn’t causing any problem, doesn’t cause you any symptoms doesn’t even cause a positive stress test, but, suddenly ruptures.  It ruptures, it causes a blood clot to form, the rest of the coronary artery, the rest of the pipe, suddenly gets blocked and a heart attack occurs . . . . This is what kills people, often in the primes of their lives.”  


To alleviate the immediate risk, Downard’s doctors placed a stent – a tiny mesh tube – in the damaged coronary artery, opening a pathway narrowed by plaque.  Downard knows she’s been lucky; coronary artery disease is even more likely to exist without symptoms in women than it is in men.  But now comes the hard part.  Downard has to change her lifestyle, and that means a new diet and a regime she dreads: exercise.


“I think, like everyone else, I know exercise is really good for you,” she says, “but I’m not a very disciplined person when it comes to exercising.  I didn’t grow up, you know, running miles and jogging 
and all of that other stuff, and I’ve tried it a few times and I’ve generally, um, not continued with it . . . . So you know I’m sort of easing my way into it.  Yeah, it’s an adjustment; of course it’s an adjustment.”


As the program’s premiere nears, Downard is still adapting, working on an exercise and diet routine and participating in a stress-reduction support group made up of other men and women who suddenly found themselves inhabiting a new and frightening landscape of life with heart disease.  Although THE MYSTERIOUS HUMAN HEART is rich with doctors and scientists whose work saves lives daily and gives new hope for the future, the series’ executive producer, David Grubin, has special admiration for the patients who allowed his cameras to document their very personal crises.


“The patients wanted us there,” Grubin says.  “They wanted to get their stories across.  These were obviously very personal moments, but they wanted other people to know what it was like.  Even the support groups many hospitals run for those who have had heart attacks were open to us.  These are intimate interactions, where people exchange stories of depression, and sometimes despair, and recovery.  They wanted us in the room. In the end, the patients who appear in the films are my heroes.”
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