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While more people in Cherokee County die from heart-related illnesses, it’s a disease that can be managed with 
activity and proper diet. 

By TEDDYE SNELL Press Staff Writer 

TAHLEQUAH —  
 
In the time it takes to read this sentence, at least one American will have suffered a heart attack. 
 
In Cherokee County, that number may be higher, according to statistics provided by the Oklahoma State Department of Health. 
 
Data reveals in 2000, the age-adjusted death rate per 100,000 population in the U.S. was 126, compared to 141.3 in Cherokee County. The 
Centers for Disease Control recently released a report ranking heart disease as the No. 1 killer in Cherokee County. 
 
The Daily Press conducted an unscientific, online poll, asking readers what steps they take to ensure a healthy heart. Of 46 respondents, 28.26 
percent indicated they take medication for high blood pressure or other factors affecting their hearts; while 21.74 percent they don’t do any-
thing special, and aren’t concerned about it. Slightly less than 20 percent said they both eat right and exercise; and 10.87 percent said they try 
to eat foods low in fat and cholesterol or take medication, eat right and exercise. A little less than 9 percent said they exercise regularly. 
 
February is National Heart Health Month, and Karen Sherwood, community health liaison for the Cherokee County Health Department, said 
the state released a plan in December to address health concerns, called the “Oklahoma Health Improvement Plan.” According to Sherwood, 
the plan is a direct response to Oklahoma’s state health ranking as 49th in the nation. 
 
“Ultimately, its purpose is to improve the physical, social and mental well-being of all Oklahomans,” said Sherwood. “The Cherokee County 
Health Coalition, which is made of health care providers and local organizations, work to assess health needs of the county’s citizens and pro-
vide solutions for healthier lifestyles. We provide smoking cessation programs, as well as a walking program called ‘Walk This Weigh.’ The 
coalition has been very effective in making healthy improvements to our community.” 
 
In addition to culture and tradition, Native Americans share a high rate of heart disease. As the capital of the Cherokee Nation, the majority of 
Tahlequah’s residents are Native American. Of Cherokee county’s 43,000 residents, 16,000 are Cherokee.  
 
The Oklahoma State Department of Health statistics showed that between 2001 and 2003, the leading cause of death in Cherokee County, was 
heart disease. As a result, Tahlequah City Hospital, the Cherokee Nation and Northeast Oklahoma Heart Center began targeting Native 
Americans suffering from heart disease in Cherokee county.  
 
According to THC’s website, the intent is to improve the services offered to this minority group and increase their quality of life through its 
Cherokee Health Partners program. 



“Leaders at Tahlequah City Hospital and the Cherokee Nation recognized the need for advanced cardiology services in Tahlequah,” states 
the site. “Their hope was to create a heart center that would surpass all others, thereby allowing patients to receive quality care with all the 
comforts of home. Previously, patients needing these services were sent to other hospitals more than an hour away. This created a hardship 
on the patients and their families as it required additional time off work, unfamiliar physicians and limited visitor access. Cherokee Health 
Partners allows patients to remain close to home and still receive quality health care.”  
 
Since its inception in 2004, Cherokee Health Partners has served more than 3,700 patients. The program has provided thoracic procedures, 
major vascular surgeries, endograft endovascular repairs and more than 60 open-heart surgeries. Based on those procedures, the center’s 
mortality rate is only 10 percent of the national average, which some might say is remarkable du to the higher rate of heart disease associ-
ated with the area. 
 
Reba Hurt, public health nursing supervisor for the Cherokee Nation Salina Health Center, said outreach is also important when it comes to 
cardiac health. 
 
“We have a health fair every February, usually around Valentine’s Day, that focuses on cardiac health,” said Hurt. “Many vendors come in 
and talk to patients about diet and exercise. We really focus on diabetes patients, because they are so prone to heart disease. We take their 
measurements, including height, weight and body mass index, and give them information about what their risks may be.” 
 
Hurt said they try to make the event fun for participants, and provide massages, drawings and heart-healthy snacks. 
 
Aly Bryan, manager at Curves for Women, a local fitness center, said she battled with obesity – one of the leading causes of heart disease – 
all her life before losing 100 pounds at age 49. 
 
“I know from experience how important it is to get and stay active,” said Bryan. “It’s very personal for me to promote good health.” 
 
Bryan works with her clients to raise their heart rate to an appropriate level for their age. She said Curves has a detailed chart depicting 
what a person’s heart rate should be, considering her age. 
 
“An elevated heart rate promotes metabolism,” said Bryan. “We’ve had so many of our clients who have decreased their blood pressure, 
heart and diabetes medications. Every time someone decreases their heart medications, it’s a party around here.” 
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