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UMMC to expand AirCare service, reach patients 
sooner, with new helicopter in Grenada



When it comes to 
understanding 
and navigating 
healthcare 
regulations,  
We’re as serious 
as a myocardial 
infarction.
our 250+ attorneys and lobbyists across 7 cities help 
heavily-regulated companies predictably move forward 
in less-than-predictable regulatory environments.

DEEP KNOWLEDGE OF YOUR INDUSTRY, BUSINESS AND LEGAL MAT TERS

Alabama    Flor ida     Georg ia     Miss i ss ipp i    Washington,  DC

PHONE NUMBER 

WEB ADDRESS                     

8 0 0 -7 6 2 -2 4 2 6

w w w . b a l c h . c o m

FREE BACKGROUND INFORMATION AVAILABLE UPON REQUEST. No representation is made that the quality of legal services to be performed is greater than the quality of legal 
services performed by other lawyers. Contacts: Scott E. Andress, Managing Partner, Jackson, MS, (601) 961-9900; Ricky J. Cox, Managing Partner, Gulfport, MS, (228) 864-9900. 

Balch_MSHospitalQuarterly_FullPG_Healthcare_blue.indd   1 1/30/14   4:14 PM



Editor in Chief: Shawn Rossi

Advertising Manager: David Brown 

Graphic Artist: Brad Stark 

Board of Governors
Chuck Reece, Chairman

Rush Health Systems, Meridian

Claude W. Harbarger, Past Chairman
St. Dominic-Jackson Memorial Hospital, Jackson

MHA
Daryl Weaver – Baptist Medical Center Leake, Carthage

G. Douglas Higginbotham – South Central Regional Medical Center, Laurel
David G. Putt – University Hospitals and Health Systems, Jackson

Evan S. Dillard, FACHE – Forrest General Hospital, Hattiesburg
Doug Sills – River Region Medical Center, Vicksburg

Semmes Ross, Jr. – Lawrence County Hospital, Monticello
Gerald D. Wages – North Mississippi Health Services, Tupelo

Althea Crumpton – Magee General Hospital, Magee
Michael R. Edwards – Scott Regional Hospital, Morton
Scott Reed – Hardy Reed Capital Advisors, LLC, Tupelo

Mary Mixon – University of Mississippi Medical Center, Jackson
Paul Cade – Baptist Memorial Hospital – Golden Triangle, Columbus

Fred B. Hood, FACHE – Pontotoc Health Services, Pontotoc
Harold J. Blessitt – South Sunflower County Hospital, Indianola

Donald Hemeter – Wayne General Hospital, Waynesboro
Allen Tyra – Gilmore Memorial Regional Medical Center, Amory
James H. Jackson – Greenwood-Leflore Hospital, Greenwood

MHA SoluTionS
Dwayne Blaylock – River Oaks Medical Center, Flowood

Alvin Hoover – Kingís Daughters Medical Center, Brookhaven
Randy King – Baptist Memorial Health Care Corporation, Memphis

John Dawson – Montfort Jones Memorial Hospital, Kosciusko
lee McCall – Winston Medical Center, Louisville

eXeCUTIve sTaff
Timothy H. Moore, President/CEO

Sam. W. Cameron, President Emeritus

Marcella l. McKay, Chief Operating Officer, MHA, and President/CEO of MHA Health, 
Research, and Educational Foundation, Inc.

Richard Grimes, Chief Financial Officer 

Edward l. Foster, President/CEO of MHA Solutions Inc.

Steve Dickson, President/CEO of Stratagem Inc.

lowry Chapman, Vice President for Information Systems

Shannon Coker, Director of Communications and Advocacy

Shawn Rossi, Vice President of Marketing and Public Relations

Judith Forshee, Vice President of Education & Support Services

Mendal Kemp, Director of the Center for Rural Health

Joyce Pearson, Program Manager for the Office of Bioterrorism Preparedness

Julie Mcneese, Vice President/MHA Solutions

Curnis upkins, Vice President for Human Resources and Workforce

Steve lesley, Director of Data Services

Terri Barnett, Director of Accounting 

Jim Martin, Director of Unemployment Insurance Program

HPi CoMPAny

larry C. Bourne, President and Chief Executive Officer

lisa noble, Director of Marketing

MISSISSIPPI HOSPITALS Mississippi Hospitals is distributed to all hospital executives, managers, 
trustees, physicians, state legislators, the congressional delegation and other friends of the hospitals 

of Mississippi. News: P.O. Box 1909, Madison, MS 39130-1909, (601) 368-3237, Fax (601) 
368-3200, e-mail slea@mhanet.org. Visit our home page and article archive at www.mshospitals.

com. Subscriptions come with membership in one of MHA’s affiliate groups. Postmaster: please send 
change of address notices to Mississippi Hospitals, P.O. Box 1909, Madison, MS 39130-1909.

Edition 69

From the President’s desk

It’s hard to believe in the thick of winter, but spring is 
on the way. In this issue, we have a spotlight on Tommy 
Bartlett, who gardens year-round, but may inspire you and 
your family to start your own garden this spring. Spring 
is traditionally a time for rebirth and renewal, and our 
state’s hospitals have many exciting new things going on.
 
Wesley Medical Center has begun a new Senior Track program in their emergency 
room, and Forrest General Hospital rolled out their new patient portal, Iris.  OCH 
Regional Medical Center is offering a new glaucoma procedure, and North
Mississippi Medical Center put in a first-of-its-kind stent. UMMC is expanding their 
AirCare service to Grenada, and Dr. Freddy Grant released a new novel.
 
Congratulations to Children’s Hospital System for their quality award and to 
Neshoba County General Hospital & Nursing Home for being named the Large 
Business of the Year. There are lots of exciting things happening in Mississippi 
hospitals this year, and we are proud to be serving those who serve us all – the 
employees of our Mississippi hospitals.

 
Sincerely,
Timothy H. Moore

I n  T h i s  I s s u eI n  T h i s  I s s u eI n  T h i s  I s s u e
Hospital reconstruction Complete ............................................4

forrest General’s nICU receives Holiday donation from the Little 
Giraffe foundation ...............................................................6

Wesley Medical Center Introduces “senior Track” - Pine Belt’s first 
emergency Care Tailored for seniors ......................................8

forrest General Patients Take Control of their Health with Iris –   
Medical Information at their fingertips ...............................10

spotlight: Tommy Bartlett, Laird Hospital, Union ....................11

victim of brain-damaging crash speaks out                                 
against distracted driving  ..................................................12

oCH Chief of staff Makes Mississippi History with                          
new Glaucoma Procedure ....................................................14

amory Man Gets first stent of its Type in nation ....................16

Children’s Hospital system receives Quality award ..................17

neshoba County General Hospital named Large Business of the Year 19

UMMC to expand airCare service, reach patients sooner,                        
with new helicopter in Grenada ..........................................20

Meridian Physician dr. freddy Grant releases novel .................22
                            pcipublishing.com

Created by Publishing Concepts, Inc.
David Brown, President • dbrown@pcipublishing.com

For Advertising info contact 
Michelle Gilbert • 1-800-561-4686

mgilbert@pcipublishing.com
3



An open house and dedication 
ceremony on Tuesday, Nov. 19, at Hancock 
Medical Center, unveiled the completion 
of hospital surgical suites and the surgical 
recovery unit and also honored long-time 
surgeon Joseph R. Lee, M.D., with a naming 
dedication.

 The five-phase reconstruction project, 
under general contractor Roy Anderson 
Corp, started in February 2011 and finished 
months ahead of schedule. No patient 
care services were interrupted during 
construction.

 “With the completion of this impressive 
reconstruction of Hancock Medical 
Center, Hancock County has a beautiful 
new, state-of-the-art hospital to serve our 
patients,” said CEO Polly Davenport, 
FACHE. “Throughout this nearly three-year 
rebuilding project, our physicians and staff 
have continued to serve our patients with 
the compassionate care they have come to 
expect at Hancock Medical.”

 The outpatient entrance on the west 
side, off Drinkwater Boulevard, is the 
main entry point for patient registration 
and outpatient services including surgery, 

imaging, lab and outpatient therapeutic 
services. Visitors entrances on the north end 
in the Johnson Pavilion lead to the First 
Impressions Birthing Center and hospital 

Hospital Reconstruction Complete
Celebration & Surgical Suite Naming Dedication At Hancock Medical Center

The Johnson Pavilion and First Impressions Birthing Center entrance at Hancock Medical.

The operating room suite that was dedicated in honor of surgeon Joseph R. Lee, 
M.D.

The Hancock Medical Board of Trustees with Hospital Administration. Seated left to right: Hancock Medical CFO 
Forrest Whichard, Trustee Susan Stevens, Trustee Yvonne Griffith, and Hancock Medical CEO Polly Davenport. 
Standing left to right: Trustee Robert Baxter, Trustee Rowe Crowder, M.D., Trustee Jack Hyman, Trustee Charley 
“Dusty” Rhodes, and Board of Trustees President J. Larry Ladner.

The Outpatient Registration and Cafeteria area of the hospital.

Part of the newly reconstructed Recovery Unit at Hancock Medical.
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Gift Shop. The Emergency Department 
entrance is on the south end, with access 
from Drinkwater Boulevard and down 
Hospital Drive off Highway 90. An east side 
entrance to the hospital off Hospital Drive 
leads to the Cardiac Rehabilitation Unit. 
New signage is up throughout the interior 
of the hospital, to help direct patients 
and visitors. The newly rebuilt cafeteria 
serves breakfast and lunch for visitors and 
employees, Monday through Friday.

 At the Nov. 19 ceremony to celebrate 
the achievement, Hancock Medical honored 
Dr. Lee with a naming dedication. Dr. Lee 
has practiced general surgery at the hospital 
for more than 36 years and he and his 
family are long-time residents of Waveland. 
The Hancock Medical Center Foundation, 
honored Dr. Lee at its 2012 Moonlight 
on the Bay Gala, raising money for an 
integrated operating room system for the 
newly reconstructed surgery suites. One of 
the five operating rooms is now named the 
Joseph Rillens Lee Surgical Suite. 

The dedication and celebration included 
the dedication, a final project ribbon 
cutting, and hospital tours.

Hancock Medical’s Interior Designed Yuki Northington 
with her husband David Northington, M.D.

Honoree Joseph R. Lee, M.D.and family.

Board President J. Larry Ladner addresses the crowd at the Hancock Medical dedication ceremony.

End of Reconstruction Ribbon Cutting.
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Due to Forrest General’s long 
standing partnership with the Little 
Giraffe Foundation, the hospital’s 
NICU was selected to receive 
Thanksgiving packages from the Little 
Giraffe Foundation for the patients 
and families currently in the NICU.

“We were thrilled to provide 
funding for Forrest General’s new 
‘CAREing’ pantry in 2012. The 
execution of the program was so 
impressive that we wanted to extend 
our support further by providing 
gift bags to the NICU families,” 
said Amanda Santoro, president 
and co-founder of the Little Giraffe 
Foundation.

“We are so excited to hear that we 
would be receiving the Thanksgiving 
gift bags from the Little Giraffe 
Foundation, and we are very grateful 
to have the privilege to present them 
to our patients and their families,” 
said Leigh Ann Leonard, RN, patient 
care manager for Forrest General’s 
NICU and pediatrics.

 Forrest General received 19 gift 
bags. They each included a toy and 
book entitled “Give Thanks for Each 
Day” by Steve Metzger. The families 
receiving the special items were 
going through a very tough time in 
their lives, and the messages in these 
books helped to remind them there 

is someone thinking of them and to 
encourage them to focus on positive 
things despite their very difficult 
circumstances.

“We have many families that spend 
the Thanksgiving holiday with us 
in the NICU, and this gift bag will 
hopefully make their stay a little 
easier,” said Leonard.

The Little Giraffe Foundation was 
started in March 2011 by Mike and 
Amanda Santoro of Mount Prospect, 
IL when they lost their baby daughter, 
Cheyenne. The Foundation benefits 
neonatal research as well as children 
and families of the Neonatal Intensive 
Care Unit (NICU).

“Little Giraffe Foundation strives 
to provide gestures of hope and 
normalcy, through gifts of books and 
toys, to NICU families who often feel 
frightened and isolated. We want to let 
these families know that someone is 
thinking of them during such difficult 
times,” said Santoro.

Through donations and help from 
the community, the Little Giraffe 
Foundation hopes to continue to 
extend its reach to families who need 
a cheerful gift from someone outside 
of the hospital walls.
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Forrest General’s NICU Receives Holiday Donation 
from the Little Giraffe Foundation

Forrest General’s NICU parents, Joey and Jennifer Davion, receive a gift bag from the Little Giraffe Foundation.

The gift bag from Little Giraffe Foundation to Forrest 
General’s NICU includes a toy and book entitled “Give 
Thanks for Each Day” by Steve Metzger.
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Tomorrow. Every day.

TOMORROW HOLDS HOPE. But today, over half of Mississippi’s counties don’t have 
the doctors needed to care for their communities. As Mississippi’s only Academic Medical 
Center, we’re teaching the state’s next generation of doctors, nurses, dentists and medical 
pioneers. Over the next decade, we’re making the 1,000 doctor difference – a commitment 
to educate and inspire 1,000 new doctors dedicated to Mississippi’s communities. 
We believe in tomorrow. Because we see it today.

ummchealth.com/wish

#ummcwish
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Wesley Medical Center Introduces “Senior Track” - 
Pine Belt’s First Emergency Care Tailored for Seniors

Wesley Medical Center is 
introducing a unique emergency 
room designed to meet the needs of 
senior patients. Wesley’s ER “Senior 
Track” is designed to provide high 
quality care with the special needs 
of a rapidly growing population 
segment in mind. 

Seniors generally come to the 
Emergency Room with complex 
health issues. In addition, they 
visit the ER more frequently and 
their needs are very different from 
younger patients. With a specially 
trained staff and a dedicated space 

for seniors, Wesley Emergency 
Services is committed to evolving 
with the needs of the population. 

“We launched the Senior Track 
because we know that an emergency 
can be stressful and we wanted to 
do everything we could to reduce 
to anxiety associated with a trip to 
the hospital,” said Mike Neuendorf, 
CEO for Wesley Medical Center.  

In order to create a calming 
atmosphere, Wesley has redesigned 
a section of the Emergency Room 
with softer lighting, a separate 
waiting area and noise reduction 

features. Additionally, Wesley 
Medical Center earned the 
designation of being named a 
NICHE (Nurses Improving Care 
for Healthsystem Elders) site. To 
achieve this recognition, Wesley 
ER staff went through extensive 
training and evaluation of their care 
for older patients. 

“Seniors in the ER sometimes 
have symptoms that can be a sign 
of a more serious illness,” said 
Dixie Norris, Emergency Services 
Manager. “Our team of specially 
trained staff is attuned to the 
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more subtle cues that can point to 
the need for immediate medical 
attention. We’re providing highly 
targeted care and enhancing the 
services we offer in order to keep 
them healthier in the long-term.” 

Wesley’s Senior Track area features: 

•	The area’s only designated 
NICHE facility.

•	Private patient rooms designed 
for seniors with: 

•	 Special beds with thick, soft 
mattresses 

•	 Noise reduction features

•	 Softer lighting

•	 Soothing room colors

•	 Easy to operate call button

•	 Simple to use TV remote

•	Separate, private waiting area 
with comfortable seating and 
surroundings.

•	Stability/Mobility assessments.  

•	Dedicated wheelchairs for easy 
transportation.

•	Help with discharge planning 
to foster the continuum of care.

Successful partnerships inspire 
successful communities.

North Mississippi Medical Center 

w w w. m c c a r t y c o m p a n y. c o m

SM

The McCarty Company
The Synergy between concept & reality

ARCHITECTURE     INTERIOR DESIGN     CONSTRUCTION

Tupelo, Mississippi             Jackson, Mississippi             662.844.4400

HeathWorks! Health Education Museum
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Patients at Forrest General who want 
to connect with their healthcare provider, 
manage their appointments and view 
their medical information, any time of 
the day, using any Internet-connecting 
device can now do it quickly and easily 
with the help of Iris.

 Iris is a secure Internet application, 
commonly called a patient portal, that 
allows patients to have convenient 
online access to portions of their medical 
record and allows them to engage in 
online communications with their 
healthcare provider. Iris is a service 
provided to patients by Forrest Health 
and Hattiesburg Clinic. Forrest Health 
facilities currently offering Iris include: 
Forrest General, Lincoln Center Clinic, 
OB/GYN Group, Pine Grove Behavioral 
Health and Addiction Services, The 
Orthopedic Institute and Tylertown 
Family Clinic. Hattiesburg Clinic began 
offering Iris to their patients in 2011.

 Patients are given an activation 
code at their physician’s office or at the 
hospital upon discharge. They log in and 
enter their activation code and choose 
their own user name and password to 
gain access to their medical information.

 Only one log-in and password is 
needed for those who are patients of 

both Forrest Health and Hattiesburg 
Clinic. Iris is also available on iPhone 
and Android phones through the 
“MyChart” free app. 

“The positive impact for patients 
is significant,” said Clay King, M.D., 
hospitalist at Forrest General. “It allows 
patients immediate availability to their 
own medical records from anywhere 
with internet access.”

 In addition, patients can review 
details from their hospital visit, test 
results, their history including allergies, 
medications and immunizations, 
request appointments and schedule 
appointments.

In general, patients who receive 
screenings and reminders and are using 
patient portals, such as Iris, are more 
likely to receive screenings and take 
control of their own health than those 
who do not use portals. This engagement 
can result in improved health and 
possibly even save a life.

 Forrest General patient Nancy Lewis 
had double by-pass surgery in April 2013. 
She suffered from an irregular heart rate 
after surgery and had to make drastic 
changes to some of her medications.  
She said Iris helped provide her with a 
personal route to her physician.

 “When I have an appointment two 
hours from now, I can get on Iris and 
cancel it or reschedule for another time. 
I can send a message saying ‘Urgent’ or I 
can write ‘I have a question.’ It gives me 
the feeling and comfort of knowing I can 
get back the response or information I 
need quickly,” said Lewis.

 Lewis agreed that having her medical 
records at her fingertips puts her in charge 
of her health and makes her more likely 
to take control of her health by opening 
up the lines of communication between 
her and her doctor.

 “It’s the availability of my medical 
information between me and my doctor 
where we can converse without me 
actually sitting in his office and waiting to 
see him as a patient,” said Lewis. 

While the relationship between 
physicians and their patients is key, so is 
the partnership between Forrest General 
and Hattiesburg Clinic which allows for 
an important improvement in continuity 
of care for the patients.

 “Forrest General and Hattiesburg 
Clinic have had a very longstanding 
partnership and this carries over into the 
Iris patient portal. Iris offers the ability 
for patients to view both their outpatient 
records from Hattiesburg Clinic along 

with information regarding inpatient 
admissions to Forrest General all in one 
central convenient location,” said King.

 Patients can also rest assured that 
Iris is safe and secure. Iris is password 
protected and is available through an 
encrypted connection.

 That’s welcome news for Nancy 
Lewis who is ecstatic about Iris, the 
Internet application that she said is 
a window into her world of medical 
information that is safe, secure, 
interactive and convenient. 

 Patients have several ways to sign up 
for Iris: They can call the Iris Help Desk 
at (601) 579-5432, send an e-mail to 
irishelp@forrestgeneral.com, or speak 
to a Forrest Health or Hattiesburg Clinic 
staff member at their next appointment 
or hospital stay.

Iris allows patients to have convenient online access to their medical records.

Forrest General Patients Take Control of their Health 
with Iris – Medical Information at their Fingertips
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Spotlight: Tommy Bartlett, Laird Hospital, Union

Last year, 
Tommy Bartlett, 
administrator of 
Laird Hospital in 
Union, was looking 

for an outlet to get off of the couch 
in the evenings and on weekends. He 
knew he needed more exercise, but 
couldn’t find anything 
he really enjoyed 
doing.

 But then he met 
Pete Melby. He met 
Pete through his 
daughters, Hannah 
and Caroline. Their 
band, HanaLena, had 
helped raise money 
for the Newton 
County Relay for Life, 
and Tommy’s hospital 
was also participating. 
As Tommy got to 
know Pete better, 
Pete kept talking 
about his passion for 
gardening. Tommy, 
who had never done 
any gardening of any 
sort, decided he’d give 
it a try. Today, Tommy 
grows all of the 
vegetables his family 
eats – and he credits 
Pete for his success.

 Melby, a professor 
of landscape 
architecture at 
Mississippi State 
University, is an 
advocate for a three-
season garden in 
raised beds. He loves 
to show how the five 
vegetable and fruit 
servings per day your 
body needs can be 
grown in your own 
home landscape. A 

food-based high school science fair 
project of Hannah›s was the catalyst 
for the development of Melby’s Home 
Food Production Garden poster. The 
guide shows how a home garden of 
raised beds - maximized for spring, 
summer and fall growing seasons - can 
produce enough vegetables and fruits 

for a family of four for an entire year.
 «If you create four raised beds that 

are 3-feet wide by 40-feet long, that 
will grow all a family of four would 
need, and that›s pretty significant,” 
Melby told The Columbus Dispatch. 
“That’s not pie-in-the-sky. That’s based 
on plant productivity rates from MSU 

scientists.”
 Tommy Bartlett now 

has four box gardens 
around his house.  He 
does all of the tending 
himself, but his family 
helps with the canning 
and freezing. The 
Bartletts just planted 
their winter garden. He 
says gardening started 
out as exercise, but now 
it’s a full-time hobby 
that he finds rewarding 
and relaxing.

 (And, by the way, 
Tommy has lost 14 
pounds in his garden 
over the past year!)

 Ready to try it 
yourself? Search 
Facebook for Home 
Food Production and 
like Melby’s page. 
Tommy says he’s 
always quick to answer 
questions and he posts 
a gardening tip every 
Monday! The Home 
Food Production 
Garden poster can be 
purchased at www.
energyusereduction.
com. (Click on 
“Growing all Your 
Family’s Vegetables and 
Fruit in Your Home 
Landscape.”) The 
online food production 
calculator is available 
for $8. 



“Hey, what are you doing?” 
If Robyn Thomas had answered that text, 

the reply might have been: Fighting for my 
life. 

The Snow Lake teen lay trapped in her 
silver Ford Fusion, the victim of a brain-
damaging crash. 

“We believe she looked down at her 
phone and hit a tree going 60 miles per 
hour,” said her mother, Kim.

Robyn can’t recall being pried from 
the wreckage with the Jaws of Life. Or the 
helicopter whisking her to The Med in 
Memphis.  Or her parents’ despair when 
they learned their 19-year-old daughter 
might not survive the night.

But she can’t forget all she lost in the 
wake of the May 21, 2012, accident. “I 
miss college a bunch,” said the former 
scholarship student at Northwest 
Community College in Senatobia.

Today, 20-year-old Robyn speaks out 
about the dangers of distracted driving. 
And it’s a poignant message coming from 
someone who spent months unable to 
speak at all.

“Even when she was in pain, she did not 
yell out,” remembers Lauren Pierce, Robyn’s 
speech-language pathologist during her 45 
days at Methodist Rehabilitation Center 
in Jackson. “It took her two weeks and 10 

to 15 hours of therapy with me before she 
even mouthed a word.”

Robyn had only recently emerged from 
an almost two-month coma when she 
began therapy at MRC on July 3, 2012. She 
arrived slumped in a wheelchair, her chin 
resting on her chest. 

“Her head control was so poor that we 
considered putting her in a cervical collar,” 
said occupational 
therapist Chuck 
Crenshaw.  “She didn’t 
have any trunk control 
or balance. We put her 
in a wheelchair that tilts 
backwards to keep her 
centered in the chair 
and upright.”

“She was just a limp 
little rag doll,” Pierce 
said. “But I knew she 
was in there.”

To improve Robyn’s 
awareness, Dr. Zoraya 
Parrilla tried a variety 
of time-tested strategies, 
starting with fine-tuning 
her medications. 

“You eliminate 
medications that 
are sedating or that 
might negatively 
impact cognition or 

motor recovery, then you try medications 
to enhance cognition and wakefulness,” 
explained the rehab medicine physician 
that leads MRC’s brain injury team. “All our 
team members got involved to come up 
with ways to get her to engage.”

The first step forward came the day Dr. 
Parrilla handed Robyn a pen and paper. 
“She asked Robyn to write her name 

and she wrote, ‘Robyn 
Thomas,’” Kim said.  “I 
have that framed on the 
wall. She also asked her 
how she felt, and she 
wrote two full sentences.”

Encouraged by the 
exchange, the brain injury 
staff began an all-out 
assault to get Robyn to 
talk. 

“They were promising 
her anything to speak,” 
Kim said. “And she said 
Pepper (as in the drink Dr 
Pepper) and they got her 
one.”

But Pierce said it was 
a wildly popular Carly 
Rae Jepsen tune that 
sparked a conversational 
breakthrough. “I sang: 
‘Hey, I just met you, and 
this is crazy. But here’s my 
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While expressing emotion can be difficult after a brain injury, Robyn Thomas can’t help but smile while in the company of her new puppy, Karma.

Victim of brain-
damaging crash 
speaks out against 
distracted driving 
“Put your cell phone on silent 
and throw it in the back,” 
says Robyn Thomas

By Susan Christensen
Health and Research News Service

Walking on the family’s rural property in 
Snow Lake gives Kim Thomas, left, and 
daughter, Robyn, some great exercise 
and a time to stay connected.



number,’ and Robyn whispered: ‘So call me 
maybe.’ Her mom started crying, and she 
was a puddle. And Robyn put on a show. 
We sang the entire song in the hall.”

Kim’s outburst was understandable, 
given all the Thomases had been through. 
Until they got to Methodist Rehab, the 
family was given little hope that Robyn 
could recover.

Her brain had ricocheted inside her hard 
skull, causing such widespread bruising and 
bleeding that doctors compared it to the 
often fatal shaken baby syndrome. 

“Her neurosurgeon told us she would 
never wake up and would have to be in a 
nursing home,” Kim said.

Mollie Kinard of Holly Springs, a former 
critical care nurse turned outreach rep 
for MRC, wasn’t surprised that ICU staff 
doubted Robyn’s potential.

“When you’re an ICU nurse, you work 
very closely with doctors and are one-on-
one with patients 24 hours a day. And when 
you see a patient make little to no progress 
and the doctors say the prognosis is grim, 
you expect a poor recovery. I’ve been guilty 
of it myself,” Kinard said. 

“But working at Methodist Rehab totally 
changed my perspective. I didn’t know what 
specialized rehab did for people.”

Neither did Kim. But after some 
research, she was convinced MRC could 
help her daughter. And she was determined 
to get Robyn transferred to the hospital’s 
nationally recognized brain injury program.

“I had to fight tooth and nail,” she 
said, because doctors had deemed Robyn 
“unresponsive.”

“I got a Spider-man squeeze ball in the 
gift shop and for hours I would say: Robyn, 
squeeze the ball. When she did, I would 
videotape it.  Then I said: ‘Let me show you 
what she can do.’”

The video convinced one doctor to 
give Robyn a chance at rehab, and Kinard 
remembers getting the referral call. “They 
told me we were her last hope,” Kinard said. 
“Nobody could take her because she was so 
low level.

“When I first saw her, she couldn’t do 
anything but roll side to side on the bed. 
I wouldn’t have thought she would ever 
talk or walk. Then three or four weeks later, 
I went into her room at Methodist, and 
she said: ‘Hey and thank you.’ It blew me 
away.”

Robyn’s young age was “a big driving 
factor” in her astonishing recovery, Parrilla 
said. But she also benefited from strong 

family and community support and a 
number of specialized therapies available at 
MRC. 

Staff used the Dynavision 2000 Light 
Training Board, an electronic device that 
employs game-like exercises, to address 
Robyn’s vision and attention problems. And 
sessions on the hospital’s weight-supported 
treadmill system helped improve her 
walking ability, as evidenced by her frequent 
jaunts around the hospital with her mom 
in tow. 

“They used to keep track of the number 
of laps they did in the hallway and it was in 
the thousands,” Crenshaw said. “I told her 
mom if she only weighed 20 pounds when 
she came back, we would know why.”

Once she got home, Robyn also 
managed a trot around the bases following 
one of her sister’s softball games. “People 
said the whole stadium stood up and 
started clapping and there wasn’t a dry eye 
in the house,” Kinard said.

MRC therapists also were touched by 
the rejuvenated Robyn, and Pierce admits: 
“After she left, we talked about her at lunch 
all the time. We all fell in love with her, and 
she really impacted us. She gave me hope 
as a therapist to see how severe she was and 
how well she is doing now.”

The Thomases are similarly emotional 
about Methodist Rehab staff. “I love them,” 
said a teary-eyed Kim. “The Med may have 
saved Robyn’s life, but 
Methodist Rehab gave her 

quality of life.”
“If anybody asks me, I’m like: Go there,” 

adds Robyn.
Robyn is continuing therapy at a clinic 

close to home and has a long list of goals. 
“I want to get my license back and prove to 
my mom I can do anything by myself,” she 
said.

On the weekend before July 4, Robyn 
achieved a milestone her mother had been 
longing for since the day her daughter 
lapsed into a coma. During a community 
celebration, Robyn got the giggles. 

“She had not laughed or cried since the 
accident,” Kim said.

Like many brain injury survivors, Robyn 
had trouble expressing emotion. But it 
hasn’t kept her from taking a passionate 
stand against texting while driving. “I say: 
Put your cell phone on silent and throw it 
in the back,” she said.

While Robyn’s parents are proud of 
her efforts, it hurt to face the likely cause 
of her accident. “It took a long time for 
my husband and I to come to grips with 
the knowledge our daughter had made a 
mistake,” Kim said. 

But by the one-year anniversary of her 
accident, the family was ready to let Robyn’s 
tragedy become a cautionary tale. “We were 
contacted by a TV producer to do a story on 
her,” Kim said. “We agreed if it could help 
someone else, it’s worth it.”

Ashland first responders 
Randy Hobson, center, 
and Vickie Gray, right, 
know Kim Thomas as 
the captain of the Snow 
Lake Volunteer Fire 
Department. So finding 
her daughter Robyn at the 
scene of a horrific wreck 
was sobering.

“When we opened her wallet and saw who it was, that’s when it hit home,” said Hobson, 
chief of the Abels Store Volunteer Fire Department, “I knew it was bad.”

“We were calling her name, but she wasn’t responding,” Gray added. So the rescue crew 
called for “wings,” shorthand for an air evacuation. “My two twin boys, Derek and Casey, set 
up a landing zone,” Hobson said. “Almost everybody came out to help that day.”

A crowd also came out to greet Robyn and her mom when they arrived back home some 
three months later. “They were standing on the side of the road and had signs up saying: 
Welcome home, Robyn,” Kim said. “It got me then. All you could hear was hoo-hoo-hoo, 
this big ugly crying.”
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OCH Chief of Staff Makes Mississippi History 
with New Glaucoma Procedure

According to the World Health 
Organization, glaucoma is the second 
leading cause of blindness. Currently, 
there is no cure, and once vision is lost, it 
cannot be recovered. However, Starkville 
ophthalmologist and OCH Regional 
Medical Center’s Chief of Staff Jim 
Brown, MD, is bringing hope to patients 
suffering from the disease. Brown is the 
first ophthalmologist in Mississippi and 
Louisiana to use the implant procedure to 
relieve the symptoms of mild to moderate 
glaucoma. 

“I really place a premium on giving 
patients the most advanced technology. If 
I learn about a new procedure, I take the 
opportunity to become proficient in that 

area so my patients can receive quality care,” 
said Dr. Brown. 

The latest method is performed 
concurrent with cataract surgery using the 
iStent Trabecular Micro-Bypass, which 
was made for patients with cataracts and 
open angle glaucoma. iStent is the smallest 
medical device to be approved by the Food 
& Drug Administration. 

“Of all cataract patients, 20-30 percent 
have glaucoma with a mild to moderate 
open angle. The goal is to reduce eye 
pressure by creating a permanent opening 
that improves fluid outflow. Patients 
who’ve undergone this operation have been 
able to reduce and sometimes cease their 
medication use,” explained Dr. Brown. 

“Mississippi has one of the highest rates of 
glaucoma in the country and for us to have 
the technology to reduce the amount of 
money spent on medication is exciting.”

As reported by the FDA, an 
ophthalmologist is required to undergo 
certification with the technology. But as 
with any medical procedure, a patient’s 
medical history has to be considered in 
order to determine whether or not they are 
a good candidate for treatment. 

It is estimated that over 2.2 million 
Americans have glaucoma, but because 
there may be no warning symptoms, less 
than half of those people know they have 
it. More than 10 million visits are made to 
physicians each year for glaucoma. Those 
most at risk include people over 60 or with 
a family history of glaucoma. Other risk 
factors include diabetes and hypertension.  

“The benefits to my patients are what 
prompted me to receive this certification. 
Knowing that I can have a positive impact 
on their lives prompted me to obtain this 
certification and reminds me why I chose 
this profession,” said Dr. Brown. 

Dr. Brown practices at the Eye & Laser 
Center of Starkville. He is board certified 
by the American Board of Ophthalmology 
and is a Fellow of the American College 
of Surgeons. For an appointment with Dr. 
Brown, call (662) 320-6555. 

Jim Brown, MD
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James Haney of Amory recently became 
the first person in the nation to get a 
self-expanding bare metal stent designed 
specifically for heart attack patients.

In August, 60-year-old Haney was 
home getting ready to go to dinner 
with his family. “I felt like I was having 
indigestion,” he said. “At first I was having 
a hard time swallowing, and then it just 
progressed to a dull heaviness in my chest. 
I was having a hard time breathing.”

Soon he began sweating profusely, his 
breathing became more shallow, and his 
hands and feet went numb. They drove 
him to the Emergency Department at 
Gilmore Memorial Hospital, where tests 
confirmed that Haney was having an 
ST-segment elevation myocardial infarction 
(STEMI), or heart attack caused by a 
completely blocked artery. STEMI heart 
attacks are the most serious and cause 
the most damage. He flew by CareFlight 
medical helicopter to North Mississippi 
Medical Center in Tupelo, where doctors 
met him on the landing pad.

As they rushed to the Cardiac 
Catheterization Laboratory, cardiologists 
Benjamin Blossom, M.D., and Barry 
Bertolet, M.D., told Haney about a new 
investigational stent they felt may be an 
option for him to consider. Used in Europe 
for several years, the STENTYS coronary 
stent is now being studied in the United 
States. “Early studies show that this stent 
works better in heart attack victims because 
it continues to expand,” explained Dr. 
Bertolet.

“They felt good about the new stent, 
and they made me feel good about it,” 
Haney said. “I asked them if they had ever 
put one of these in before, and they told 
me I would be the first in the nation. I said, 
‘that’s not really what I wanted to hear.’ 
But, I thought, God has opened this door 
for some reason, so I agreed to participate 
in the study. If not me, maybe it will 
benefit someone down the road.”

Made of nitinol, this stent’s self-
expanding trait makes it unique. “A heart 
attack is caused by a sudden interruption 
in the blood supply to the heart because 
of a blocked vessel. Our goal is to restore 
blood supply as quickly as possible,” Dr. 
Bertolet said. “Traditionally in the Cath 

Lab, we inflate a balloon to re-open the 
artery where it is narrowed, and oftentimes 
we implant a stent to keep the blood vessel 
open.”

Doctors can find it tricky to “size” the 
stent correctly because of changes in the 
blood vessel caused by a heart attack. 
When the heart spasms, blood vessels 
contract and get smaller. Once the damage 
begins to resolve, the vessel typically 
resumes its normal size and can leave a 
gap between the stent and the vessel wall. 
Blood clots and plaque can accumulate in 
these gaps and lead to another blockage 
and even another heart attack.

Because the STENTYS stent expands on 
its own without the use of a balloon, it 
is believed that the stent may have better 
contact with the heart vessel wall. “The 
vessels in the heart are not stagnant tubes. 
They change size and shape, especially 
after a heart attack,” Dr. Blossom said. “A 
traditional stent doesn’t adapt to these 
changes, but this stent takes into account 
the variability of the blood vessels.”

Haney was awake throughout the 
procedure and spent three days at NMMC. 
“We are so blessed to have gotten care as 

quickly as he did, and that everyone is 
so good at what they do,” said his wife, 
Beverly. He recovered at home for a few 
weeks before returning to the swing shift at 
Tronox in Hamilton, where he has worked 
for more than 24 years. “I felt extremely 
good afterward,” Haney said. “I didn’t 
realize how bad I was feeling before this.”

The STENTYS stent can also provide 
a better fit for people whose vessels are 
“lumpy,” or small in some places but 
larger in others. Because the STENTYS 
conforms so well to the blood vessel, it 
also lowers the risk that blood clots will 
form in “gaps” between the stent and the 
blood vessel wall.

NMMC was the first site in the 
nation enrolled in the study and has 
implanted nine STENTYS stents since 
August. Although four sites in the nation 
are now open to enrolling patients, 
NMMC remains the only site where the 
stent has actually been used. Because of 
this success, Dr. Bertolet was asked to 
speak to cardiologists and nurses at the 
international Transcatheter Cardiovascular 
Therapeutics conference in San Francisco 
in October.

Amory Man Gets First Stent of its Type in Nation

Dr. Barry Bertolet (left) and Dr. Benjamin Blossom (right) were part of the team that implanted the 
nation’s first STENTYS coronary stent in heart attack patient James Haney.
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Children’s of Mississippi, the health 
system anchored by Batson Children’s 
Hospital,  has received a 2013 Achievement 
Award for Performance Excellence from 
an institution associated with the Malcolm 
Baldrige National Quality Award, the 
nation’s only presidential award for 
performance excellence.

Guy Giesecke, chief executive officer for 
Children’s, said the accomplishment was a 
team effort between the staff, the leadership 
and the physicians.

“We all have a common goal, which 
is to improve the health of Mississippi’s 
children,” he said. “I’m very proud of the 
direction we’ve been going and this award 
confirms that so much of our hard work 
has paid off and verifies the high level of 
quality and service to our patients from an 
outside organization that looks at hospitals 
throughout the southeast.”

The state-level award, presented by 
the Alliance for Performance Excellence, 
represents the required first step toward 
attaining a coveted Baldrige Award.

Shannon Wentz, director of quality 
and coordinated care, helmed the lengthy 
application process that began in the 
spring. The effort included an extensive 
written report that examined seven strategic 
areas within the organization including 
leadership, strategic planning, customer and 
market focus, workforce focus, operations 
focus and results, and measurement, 
analysis and knowledge management.

“It really made us flesh out every area of 
the organization,” she said. “We really had 
to look deep into our processes.”

Sue Weatter, executive director of 
the Arkansas Institute for Performance 
Excellence, presented the award and noted 
that many organizations would like to have 
earned the honor. 

“The fact that you accomplished it 
in such a small amount of time is truly 
amazing,” Weatter said. 

Wentz and Dr. Rick Barr, Suzan B. 
Thames Professor and Chair of Pediatrics, 
remarked that everyone was pleasantly 
surprised to attain the “Achievement” level 
of the award, which is the second highest 
level. There are four levels with the highest 
level being the Governor’s Award.

“We just thought the process would 
make us a better organization,” Barr said. 
“We knew we’d find out things about 

ourselves that we’re doing well and 
we’d also find areas of improvement 
and we did.”

Wentz said when she was hired 
a year ago, she knew there was great 
work going on within the organization, 
but also saw a need for recognition of 
that work from outside authorities.

“This is a validation of the work we 
do every day,” she said.

Children’s Hospital System Receives Quality Award

This ad authorized by Amanda Clearman Waddell ,  50 North Front Street,  Suite 610, Memphis, TN 38103
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Children’s of Mississippi received a 2013 Achievement Award 
for Performance Excellence from the Alliance for Performance 
Excellence, a national program affiliated with the prestigious 
Malcolm Baldrige National Quality Award. Sue Weatter, executive 
director of the Arkansas Institute for Performance Excellence, 
presented the award to Dr. Rick Barr, left, Suzan B. Thames 
Professor and Chair of Pediatrics, and Guy Giesecke, chief 
executive officer of Children’s.
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On October 14, 2013, Neshoba County General Hospital was honored during the 60th Annual Community Development Partnership 
Banquet.  The hospital received the award for “Large Business of the Year.”  

County Administrator, Benjie Coats introduced the hospital with the following remarks.  

We all, as citizens of Neshoba County have an ownership stake in our large business of the year, in fact dating back to October 8, 1948 
when the Neshoba County Board of Supervisors issued $ 130,000.00 in bonds to purchase the assets of  its predecessor.  In 1960 a decision was 
made to purchase land and construct a new building. That new building opened 50 years ago this past February. An additional business line 
was added in 1966 (Nursing Home) and that business line has been expanded in 1976, in 1989 and once again in 2002.  In 2011 aligned 
and entered into an affiliation agreement with a major regional player in the industry. In 2013 opened a new facility and renovation began on 
current 50 year old building.

Along the way there have been many 
ups & down, however thru it all the core 
responsibility of this business has stayed 
steadfast…”Providing Service to Neshoba 
County Citizens.”

Some facts about this business:
•	Employment for almost 500 people
•	Annual payroll of over of $ 22 million
•	Economic impact near $ 50 million per 

year.

I am proud and honored to introduce to 
you our large business of the year, Neshoba 
County General Hospital & Nursing Home.  

Lonnie Graeber, CEO received the 
award on behalf of the Board of Trustees, 
Administration, Medical Staff and support 
staff. During his remarks, Mr. Graeber invited 
the Hospital Trustees and Senior Leader Team 
to join him on stage. He introduced each 
participant and referred to them as literally his 
right hand.  It has truly been the year that we 
have all been waiting for at Neshoba General 
Hospital.  

Neshoba County General Hospital Named 
Large Business of the Year
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Addition of a third AirCare 
helicopter, which would be based at 
UMMC Grenada this spring, promises 
to save lives by quickly transporting 
patients to hospitals while providing 
advanced-life-support services en 
route.

AirCare, the University of 
Mississippi Medical Center’s 
emergency flight service, bases its 
current helicopters at the main UMMC 
campus in Jackson and at Key Field in 
Meridian.

“This expansion would improve 
emergency care in Mississippi, reduce 
response times, and help patients 
survive traumatic events,” said 
Dr. James E. Keeton, UMMC vice 
chancellor for health affairs.

“The timing and market are right 
for this expansion and certainly the 
need is present. We’ve been looking at 
this addition since bringing Grenada’s 
medical center into the UMMC 
family.”

UMMC signed an agreement with 
the Grenada facility in August and a 
long-term lease will go into effect this 
month.

AirCare, which completed its first 
flight in February 1996, transports 
patients from accident sites to medical 
facilities and between hospitals. 
Administrators added the Meridian-
based helicopter in 2009 and a 
dedicated hangar and other permanent 
facilities there late last year.

The latest expansion would 

require approval from the Mississippi 
Institutions of Higher Learning Board 
of Trustees. The Medical Center would 
lease the third helicopter and source 
pilots and mechanics from its current 
partner, Lafayette, La.-based PHI Air 
Medical.

With all agreements and approvals 
in place, the new helicopter and four 
flight crews of a nurse, paramedic and 
pilot each, could be operational by 
April, said Jonathan Wilson, UMMC 
director of emergency services.

“Our flight radius with this new 
aircraft, as with our current ones, 
would allow us to meet our mission of 
serving the entire state,” Wilson said.

“This aircraft would primarily serve 
north Mississippi and help cut down 

UMMC to expand AirCare service, reach patients 
sooner, with new helicopter in Grenada
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the amount of time it takes to get 
patients to definitive care. We’ll build 
on our relationships with the other 
hospital-based flight services, like 
North Mississippi Medical Center’s 
CareFlight and the Hospital Wing in 
Memphis. By working together, we can 
provide the best patient care possible 
in support of local emergency-
responders and hospital providers.”

AirCare’s helicopters are 
coordinated through Mississippi 
MED-COM, the statewide emergency 
medical communications and 
coordination hub at UMMC.

Wilson said in addition to 
improving emergency medical care 
in Mississippi, the expansion would 
positively impact the state’s economy.

“We would add over 15 jobs, 
leasing an aircraft and providing 
a valuable service to our state’s 
communities for years to come,” he 
said.

AirCare Program Director Donna 
Norris said the service transports more 
than 1,000 patients per year using 
the two helicopters. She estimates 
the third would add 300 transports 
annually.

“These are essentially flying 
intensive care units capable of treating 
all ages, from newborn through 
adulthood,” Norris said. “For example, 
we can administer blood or specialty 
medications to treat clogged vessels 
causing heart attacks and strokes to 
our patients. We utilize an isolette 
to transport premature infants. And 
our pilots can fly in some marginal 
weather conditions using instruments-
only. All those capabilities are 
important because they increase each 
patient’s chances for survival.”

Norris said the new helicopter 
would be an American Eurocopter 
135, the same model based in 
Meridian.

“With safety as our top priority, 

AirCare is dedicated to providing top-
level emergency care and transport,” 
Norris said. “By cutting down response 

times, this new helicopter will save 
Mississippians’ lives.”

C S I  L E A S I N G  
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Is it ever possible to get a second 
chance? Dr. Keith Miller thinks he has 
found the secret to crafting a second 
chance for himself.  One that will 
allow him to recapture a lifetime of 
sweet memories he selfishly walked 
away from.  

In his first novel, Meridian 
gynecologist Dr. Freddy Grant creates 
a rich group of characters – the 
handsome former high school football 
star who is now a driven, successful 
research physician, his loving young 
wife and new baby. But lack of moral 
character leads him away from his 
commitments.  

Dr. Grant says he was first inspired 
to write the novel when he returned 
to watch a high school football 
game the year after his son, Doug, 
graduated. He loved watching his son 
play football and thoroughly enjoyed 
all the experiences of parenting his 
two children, Doug and Emily Joy. As 

he looked into the stands and saw a 
couple watching their son play that 
night, he noticed the intensity of love 
and concern on their faces. He then 
began to wonder, “What if I had never 
experienced it?  What would my life 
be like if I hadn’t been a part of my 
children’s lives?” 

With that thought in mind, Dr. 
Grant set about starting his novel, a 
work that took him almost ten years to 
complete. With support from his wife, 
Linda, children Doug and Emily Joy 
and close friends who encouraged him, 
Running Back was finally published.  

The novel starts in the northeast 
but quickly moves to Gulf Shores, then 
Meridian. Dr. Grant describes his work 
as fictional drama with a bit of science 
fiction. Readers will enjoy the pace 
of the book as well as the familiarity 
of the characters and places in East 
Mississippi and West Alabama. 

A native of York, Alabama, Dr. 

Grant has practiced 
OB/GYN in Meridian since 1988. He 
now limits his practice to gynecology. 
He says that growing up and working 
in an area where family ties are so 
strong he couldn’t imagine what his 
life would have been like if he hadn’t 
been a father ( and now a grandfather). 

Running Back has its own Facebook 
page and is available for sale on 
Amazon.com, and these Meridian 
locations:  The Atrium, Loeb’s, Harry 
Mayer Clothiers, the Rush Foundation 
Hospital gift shop/The Pear Tree and 
Southern Accents.  The soft cover 
(paperback edition) is priced at $9.95 
and the hardcover edition is $27.95.

Meridian Physician Dr. Freddy Grant Releases Novel 
Running Back Captures The Essence Of Life In The South And Takes An Insightful Look At One 
Man’s Journey Of The Heart And His Lifelong Search To Find What Matters Most 
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